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WyomingWyoming farmer Bob Mills is weighing his options pertaining 

to the harvest of his silage corn. Bob has been 

using a custom harvester but he is considering 

purchasing his own machine for a variety of reasons. 

Bob is considering purchasing a used self-propelled 

forage harvester. The main obstacle Bob faces is the 

equipment cost. He needs an accurate cost estimate 

to compare with custom harvesting . . . .
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 Making use of the Joint Machinery Ownership tool from Iowa State Extension, Table 5, we enter the MRC estimates for 

each of the cost categories, along with the expected annual use for each potential owner as 50 hours (200 hours, divided 

equally). The results show that ownership of this machine will cost each party around $20,627 annually to own, Table 5. 

 This would represent a sizeable savings for Bob over using a custom harvester. In addition, MRC estimates show that 

Bob could conceivably purchase the machine outright and expect harvest cost to be similar to custom harvesting ($71,579). By entering into a joint ownership or share agreement, Bob could possibly free up almost $50,000 of capital to use elsewhere in his operation.  

Other Factors to Consider The cost estimates and prospects for purchasing the harvester may be influenced by several additional factors.  Obviously, access to capital for each of the parties involved is an important consideration. All parties would need a solid written agreement and a good working relationship to make a sharing arrangement of this scope work well. In cases where a share agreement is based on machine usage, an equal distribution of operating and 

fixed costs is reasonable when all parties use the machine for a similar number of hours annually. However, if one party 

consistently uses the machine more, adopting a per-acre basis for cost sharing becomes a more equitable arrangement for 

all parties involved. A machinery share agreement works best with a staggered schedule for machine use. Obviously, not all parties will 

be able to use the machine at the same time. These challenges, however, are similar to using a custom harvester where 

multiple customers may want harvest operations scheduled at the same time, requiring one or more to wait.

 In addition, harvest can be extremely variable, the speed and efficiency of the harvester are not the only variables that 

can speed up or slow down the operation. Trucking, operator skill, the packing process, and other equipment breakdowns 

and repairs can greatly affect the harvester itself. As a result, assumptions about machine usage are big assumptions. If 

Bob or one of his potential partners does not use the harvester for the number hours assumed in the share agreement, the 

ownership costs per hour will increase for all owners. 
 This analysis demonstrates that there are several advantages and disadvantages to ownership versus using a custom 

harvester. As a result, Bob will need to carefully weigh the tradeoffs between joint ownership and hiring a custom harvester, 

as well as his relationships with any potential partners, their access to capital, and the cost of capital over the expect life of 

any purchased machine.
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* The Bob Mi l ls  operat ion  is  a  case study  example  created to  demonstrate  R ightRisk  too ls  and the i r  appl icat ions .  No ident i f icat ion 

wi th  actua l  persons l i v ing  or  deceased,  p laces ,  or  agr icu l tura l  operat ion  is  in tended nor  should  be  in fer red.

Table 5. Joint Machinery Ownership Worksheet, Ag Decision Maker - Iowa State 
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Wyoming farmer Bob Mills* is weighing his options pertaining to the harvest of his silage corn. 
Bob has been using a custom harvester but he is considering purchasing his own machine for 
a variety of reasons. He thinks that he could 

harvest his crop in a more timely manner, especially if 
cold weather in the fall becomes an issue. Bob considers 
high quality silage one of his biggest assets to his feeding 
operation and putting it up at the right time is important 
from a quality and a value perspective. 
 Bob is considering purchasing a used self-propelled 
forage harvester. The main obstacle Bob faces is the 
equipment cost; self-propelled forage harvesters are very 
expensive. Even older machines, 10-15 years old, are 
selling for high prices and Bob is concerned that they may 
be out of his price range. Bob also admits he does not 
have a clear idea of what the machine will cost to operate. 
He needs an accurate cost estimate to compare with 
custom harvesting. 
 One option Bob is considering to help deal with the high initial cost of the machine is a machinery 
sharing arrangement with several neighbors. The idea would be that all of them pool their resources 

and purchase a machine that none of them on their own could otherwise 
afford. Bob needs to first determine the cost per acre and per hour for the 
self-propelled harvester using the Machinery Risk Calculator, then evaluate 
a potential sharing arrangement. 

Machine Risk Calculator Overview
 The Machine Risk Calculator (MRC) from RightRisk.org is a risk analytics 
tool designed to estimate machinery expenses and the risk sensitivity of 
these costs to future changes in input factors. The tool uses a comprehensive 
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