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Similar to sugarcane industries around the world and
many other non-agricultural sectors, economies of scale
often lead to decreases in total number of manufacturing
centers.  From 1964 to 2007, the number of sugarcane
mills in Louisiana declined from 48 to 11.  With
LouisianaÕs cane production increasing from 7.8 million
tons in 1964 to 13.4 million tons in 2007, average yearly
crushing capacity per mill increased from 163,000 to
1,220,000 tons.  The number of sugarcane growers in
Louisiana has also declined in this time period from 2,300
to 694 with annual average farm production increasing
from 3,400 to 19,000 tons.  These changes were necessary
to increase both miller and grower efficiencies, profits, and
sustainability.

One of the consequences of these changes has been an
increase in the duration of the crushing season, which has
historically been from mid-October to late-December.
Unlike many other sugarcane industries, Louisiana often
receives freezing temperatures during the later part of the
harvest.  Freeze-deteriorated sugarcane causes problems in
processing which can sometimes lead to factory shut-
down.  Thus, the most logical way to increase the crushing
season has been to start harvesting earlier (mid- to late-
September). Harvesting the oldest ratoons early is not a
great concern for growers since this cane will be destroyed
and replanted.  Often, though, the oldest ratoons are low
yielding so they are harvested within a short time period
leading to an early harvest of younger ratoons within the
first month of the crushing season. Plant-cane is also
harvested early in some cases due to low field elevation
(potential for flooding) and the difficulty of moving
tracked machinery from field to field.  Ratooning under
these situations is often a challenge in Louisiana.  A series
of experiments was conducted by scientists at the USDA-
ARS Sugarcane Research Laboratory in Houma, LA to
investigate the effects of early harvest on ratooning ability.
In 2004, the variety, L 97-128, was released and
characterized as an early maturing, good ratooning variety
that may be suited to early harvesting.  An initial study was
initiated with L 97-128 in 2004 to determine the effects of
early harvest on ratooning ability.  Plots consisted of single
1.8 m rows that were 45 m long.  Treatments consisted of
the three plant-cane harvest dates of October 1, November
1, and December 1, 2004.  Cane was harvested with a
chopper harvester under ideal conditions (dry fields).  The
subsequent first ratoon for all treatments was harvested on
November 15, 2005 using a chopper harvester and a
modified transport wagon equipped with electronic load
cells to determine cane yield and a billet sampler to collect

random billets for juice analysis. The first-ratoon sugar
yields for the harvest dates of October 1, November 1, and
December 1 were 7300, 8400, and 9400 kg/ha,
respectively. The extent of the yield decrease was
somewhat unexpected and prompted researchers to
determine a way to mitigate this yield decline.

A second study was initiated in 2005 with the objective
of determining varietal differences in ratooning ability after
an early harvest.  In this study, the number of varieties was
increased to include L 97-128, and three other varieties that
were being grown commercially in Louisiana, LCP85-384,
Ho 95-988, and HoCP96-540.  Whole plots consisted of
varieties planted on two 1.8 m rows that were 45 m long.
Split plots consisted of harvesting plant-cane on October 1
and December 1, 2005 and 2006.  The subsequent first-
ratoon crops were harvested on December 1, 2006 (Study
A) and 2007 (Study B) using the same process as the
initial study. All treatments were replicated three times in
a randomized complete block design.

Averaged across all varieties, the early harvest of plant-
cane reduced sugar yields of the first ratoon by 2000 kg/ha
relative to the later harvest date which yielded 9700 kg/ha.
When one compares the yields of the four varieties when
harvested early the previous year, the sugar yields for L
97-128 were 600, 3000, and 3900 kg/ha greater than HoCP
96-540, LCP85-384, and Ho 95-988, respectively. Yields
of HoCP-540 were significantly higher than those of LCP
85-384 and Ho 95-988.  Therefore, it appeared that L 97-
128 was the best variety to plant for ratooning after an
early harvest with HoCP96-540 showing moderate
ratooning ability after an early harvest.

A third experiment was initiated in 2005 and repeated in
2006 to determine the effects of two consecutive years of
early harvesting (plant-cane plus first-ratoon) on yields of
the second-ratoon crop.  Whole plots consisted of LCP85-
384, Ho 95-988, HoCP96-540, and L 97-128 planted on
two 1.8 m rows that were 45 m long. Split plots consisted
of harvesting plant-cane (2005 and 2006) and first-ratoon
(2006 and 2007) crops  on October 1 and December 1  The
subsequent second-ratoon crops were harvested on October
30, 2007 and 2008 using the same process as the previous
experiment.  All treatments were replicated three times in a
randomized complete block design.        

Averaged across all varieties, the early harvest of both
plant-cane and first-ratoon crops  reduced sugar yields of
the subsequent second-ratoon crop  by 5300 kg/ha relative
to the later harvest which yielded 10500 kg/ha.  For the
early harvest date, LCP85-384, HoCP96-540, and L 97-
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128 had significantly higher sugar
yields (6100, 5600, and 6000 kg/ha)
relative to Ho 95-988 (3600 kg/ha).  

Despite these varietal differences, if
one considers that the projected
breakeven point for sugar production
in Louisiana (based on LSU Ag
CenterÕs Projected Sugarcane
Production Costs for 2007) is 8200
kg/ha, consecutive years of early
harvest regardless of variety produces
yields that are not economically
feasible.  Moreover, several negative

traits of LCP85-384 (brown rust
susceptibility and rapidly declining
yields) and L 97-128 (rapid post-
harvest freeze deterioration, erratic
sugar yields, and high levels of smut
infestation) have sharply curtailed the
planting of these varieties.  It is
currently suggested that growers
should not harvest cane early in
consecutive seasons.  Ongoing studies
are screening newly released cultivars
including L 99-226, L 99-233, HoCP
00-950, and L 02-283 for ratooning
ability after early harvests.  Finally,

other research conducted by scientists
at the USDA-ARS Sugarcane
Research Laboratory in Houma, LA is
focused on freeze-tolerant varieties
that could possibly extend the harvest
season into late-January, therefore
offering the possibility of a later start
date to harvest.  
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