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Te cost of equipment is also 

a major challenge. Even the cost 

to supply a small operation like 

Kulhanek is staggering. With three 

R76 Gleaners, ffve semis, two grain 

carts, two tractors and two bunkhouse 

trailers, the cost is more than $2 

million. And that doesn’t count costs 

like depreciation and maintenance.

It’s critical, then, that the 

equipment works well, especially 

the combines, as they take a beating 

running 8 to 12 hours a day, 7 

days a week. When the equipment 

malfunctions, help needs to arrive 

quickly, says Shorty. He’s not shy about 

making sure it does, calling the local 

AGCO combine harvest support van 

as well as AGCO headquarters.

“Sometimes I probably put my 

foot in my mouth, and maybe I 

ought to keep it shut,” Shorty says. 

“I’ll just express my opinion to them 

about some things. I feel a little bit 

privileged to be able to do that.  

I think that personal contact goes 

a long way with a guy like me, who 

expects a lot.” It’s part of what has 

made Shorty, as he says, “extremely 

loyal” to Gleaner. 

“They cut as much wheat as 

any combine. They do the best job 

cleaning it and saving it behind 

the machine.” And, he continues, 

“you don’t see the volunteers in 

the fields behind our combines. I 

have no reason to want anything 

different.”

That means even more during 

tough times like these, contends 

Shorty. “It’s like any business today,” 

he says. “Everybody is suffering with 

the economy like it is. I just keep 

hoping it’s getting better.” 

He’s counting on it, and plans to 

continue harvesting for a few years 

yet. “I grew up in the business and 

enjoy working with the farmers. 

People always say it gets in your 

blood. I guess it has.”   n

As critical as custom harvesters 

are to the food supply, not much 

economic data were available about 

them until the U.S. Custom Harvesters, 

Inc. commissioned two Kansas State 

University professors to survey its 

members. Now in its 14th year, the 

report is called CHAMP, which stands 

for the Custom Harvester Analysis and 

Management Program. Data collected 

each year from the roughly 30 survey 

participants offer a snapshot of the 

industry, which is estimated to include 

about 1,000 harvesters.

“One of the things different about 

custom harvesters is it’s a relatively 

small industry in terms of the number of 

people involved,” says Kevin Dhuyvetter, 

a professor of agricultural economics 

at Kansas State, who, along with Terry 

Kastens, helps compile the report each 

year. “Because it’s a relatively small 

By the Numbers

Te crew (below) breaks for a 

�lling lunch of meatloaf, baked 

potato and more, all prepared by 

Dona Kulhanek. Crew member 

Austin Cantillon (in truck, right) 

and Shorty’s son, John Kulhanek, 

share a moment in the �eld. 
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