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middle to high side,” in terms of wheat yield. 

He says it’s too early to determine what will 

happen with the corn, milo and soybeans he 

and his crew will begin to harvest and haul 

later in the season. 

In a typical year, Shorty has about 35 to 40 

customers and usually doesn’t break even—if 

he does at all—until well into fall. And while 

he won’t divulge his rates, the national 

average last year, according to the CHAMP 

report (see “By The Numbers” on page 14) was 

about $34.50 per acre. That’s actually a slight 

decrease from 2008, when fuel costs doubled 

over 2007, says Tracy Zeorian, president of 

U.S. Custom Harvesters, Inc. (USCHI, a trade 

association). “We were paying $5 a gallon at 

one point in ’08 … and now we’re paying under 

$3 [per gallon]. But back when fuel was so 

high, we could only pass on a small portion of 

that increase to our customers.” 

Shorty also won’t give exact numbers for 

what he pays his non-family crew. He says, 

though, that he’s in the top three nationwide 

for what he pays them. Good pay is critical to 

attract the most capable help, but it’s still hard 

to keep hands beyond a year.

That’s one of the biggest challenges for a 

custom harvester, say both Shorty and Tracy.  

Nationally, hired help only works in custom 

harvesting for an average of about 20 months. 

Three of the four hands Shorty has in June are 

new to the business, while all four are new to 

Kulhanek Harvesting. Luckily, Shorty’s wife, 

Dona, and son, John, provide some much-

needed stability.

Dealing with government requirements 

is another challenge. “All the rules and 

regulations in the trucking industry are a big 

problem for us,” says Tracy. “Sometimes it’s not 

a one-size-fits-all deal. I think the government 

sort of forgets what ag folks have to go through 

with the trucking part of our job.” 

For example, she mentions an eTort by 

USCHI encouraging new regulations that would 

allow non-Hazmat certiffed truck drivers—who 

typically comprise a harvest crew—to carry 

more than the current limit of 119 gallons of 

fuel. “fiat 119 gallons won’t even ffll up one 

combine,” says Tracy, “which means our guys 

will spend that much more time on the road 

making trips to fuel up.”  (Continued on page 14)

Shorty reviews a few dos and don’ts with Arnold Piotter, a 

member of his crew. Rivaling the speed of a NASCAR crew, 

Johnny Hulub plugs a hole in Shorty’s combine tire (below).
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