
BY RITA BRHEL
P&D Correspondent

Using cover crops has re-
ceived a lot of attention during
the past decade as the next step
in no-till crop production, but
farmers have been much slower
to adopt the practice. While
cover crops have immediate en-
vironmental benefits in improv-
ing soil quality, the economic
impact is less clear and produc-
ers aren’t keen on adding a step
into their crop rotation whose
money-making potential is still
being debated.

Less than 1 percent of all crop
acres in the U.S. make use of
cover crops, says Ryan Stock-
well, agriculture manager for the
National Wildlife Federation at
Reston, Va. But, he contends that
this represents rapid growth for
a nearly unheard-of practice be-
fore the turn of the century.

“Certainly, before the intro-
duction of no-till, no one
would’ve been convinced to try
cover crops. They would’ve been
laughed at for just thinking of it,”
Stockwell said. “With no-till,
cover crops create an opening
with how we can change our cul-
ture and create new techniques.”

Cover crops — crops that are
planted into a row crop, such as
corn or soybeans, during the off-
season as a way to protect the
soil during times of non-produc-
tion during the year — are touted
as an important soil conserva-
tion tool, especially by govern-
mental incentive programs borne
out of an environmental-oriented
agenda, as cover crops provide
soil coverage and thereby reduce
erosion and runoff.

“Cover crops can reduce ni-
trate leaching at lower costs than
other practices,” Stockwell
added.

As far as the economic im-
pact, what’s vague about cover
crops is not that there are agri-
cultural benefits — cover crops
reduce fertilizer and herbicide
applications as well as crop
water needs — but rather their
monetary value, says Sam Wort-
man, agronomist with the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Urbana, Ill. But
there has been renewed effort in
educating producers during this
latest drought. Stockwell ex-
plains how every one percentage
point increase in soil organic
matter adds about one inch of
water-holding capacity per acre,
and each inch of water equals
one week of water in a drought.

“Cover crops can increase or
at least maintain soil organic
matter,” Wortman said. “Cover
crops increase soil organic mat-
ter and improved soil aggrega-
tion creates increased
water-holding capacity. This can
drought-proof your farm.”

HOW COVER CROPS WORK
Because cover crops aren’t

planted to be harvested, they are
killed during the growing season
before they have used up the
available nitrogen, when the ter-
minated crop can then become
soil organic matter for the next

crop. The soil organic matter
breaks down into nitrogen that
can then be available for the next
crop. The more cover crops are
used — during consecutive years
— the more soil organic matter
can build up and the nitrogen-
boosting benefits can extend well
past the next growing season. 

“The capacity for replacing
synthetic nitrogen on your farm
really depends on your climate,”
Wortman said. “The relationship
is between percent nitrogen and
dry matter production.”

There are two types of cover
crops, which sometimes are
mixed together for a combined ef-
fect:

* Catch crops, such as oats or
rye, are planted at the end of the
corn or soybean season to scav-
enge unused nitrogen from the
former crop.

* Legumes, such as vetch,
have biological nitrogen-fixation
abilities similar to soybeans that
naturally increase soil nitrogen,
which can be used to reduce fer-
tilizer needs for the next season
of corn or soybeans. Because ni-
trogen from legumes is used up
quickly by crops, many legume
cover crops are mixed with
grasses to better extend nitrogen
availability as grass residue
breaks down into nitrogen more
slowly.

An example use of cover crops
involves a rotation of corn to soy-
beans to winter wheat to an oat-
radish-winter pea mix (cover
crop). Another example is a rota-
tion of corn to aerial-seeded rye
(cover crop) to soybeans to win-
ter wheat to clover (cover crop).
The most common rotation, Wort-
man describes, is corn to aerial-
seeded rye-mustard mix (cover
crop) to soybeans to aerial-
seeded oat-mustard-vetch mix
(cover crop).

There are other benefits to
cover crops beyond increased soil
nitrogen: Soil organic matter fuels
soil microbial communities, which
is what breaks plant residue down
into usable nitrogen, and an
added benefit of these more di-
verse soil microbes is fewer crop
diseases. Cover crops themselves
provide habitat for beneficial in-
sects, and studies with cotton
show that cover crops can reduce
pesticide applications, showing
that there is similar potential for
other crops. Cover crops can also
suppress weeds at germination by
physically crowding out, blocking
light, reducing soil temperature,
and using available soil nitrogen.
In addition, some cover crops in-
cluding rye, sorghum, and sudan-
grass produce phytotoxins that
chemically inhibit weed growth.

“Most weeds are pretty pro-
lific, and I’ve seen weeds growing
through sidewalk, so this isn’t
going to be the be all, end all, but
it’ll slow them down early on,”
Wortman said. “It’ll be a way to
give crops a competitive edge.”

BARRIERS & UNKNOWNS
Cover crops are one of the

more researched areas in crop
production lately, and many bene-
fits have been uncovered, but this
farming practice is still a work in
progress in many ways. 

The biggest barrier to more
producers considering cover
crops is the need for new equip-
ment or access to different equip-
ment. At this time, the best
planting techniques for cover
crops are using a no-till driller or
planter, a highboy, or aerial appli-
cation. Purchasing new equip-
ment or hiring a pilot can be
expensive, and developing new
planting techniques is just one
area of research for cover crops. 

Another research push is find-
ing effective ways to terminate
cover crops, which needs to be
done at least two weeks prior to
planting corn and soybeans to
break the cover crop’s phytotoxin
effect. Mature cover crops can be
harvested, mowed, or crimped.
Crimping is done with a piece of
equipment called a roller-crimper
that rolls the crop onto the soil
surface and crimps the crop at
the base to stop its growth. Imma-
ture cover crops can be killed
with a herbicide compatible with
the upcoming crop. Some produc-
ers till cover crops into the soil as
green manure, but in a no-till situ-
ation, this would negate the soil-
building goals.

Another major barrier to
adopting cover crops is that it
does add more steps in each year
of crop production. The cover
crop needs to be planned right be-
fore or right after fall harvest of
the main crop, corn or soybeans,
and then terminated in the spring
right before spring planting of the
main crop. Producers with live-
stock can use cover crops as win-
ter grazing, and that adds a
further step.

“We need cropping system de-
sign considerations to meet these
goals,” Wortman said.

Crop insurance coverage is a
concern of most producers want-
ing to try cover crops. It’s impor-
tant to clarify requirements
regarding cover crops with crop
insurance agents, Stockwell says.
Some mandate evidence that
cover crops meet guidelines for
food farming practices. For some
agencies, cover crops may be in-
advertently blamed for low yields
or delayed planting due to policy
loopholes. From his conversa-
tions with producers, Stockwell
has learned that crop insurance
issues have greatly hindered
cover crop adoption.

And while cover crops are
helpful in drought situations, they
are almost exclusively a no-till
farming practice. While they can
be used in tillage situations, cover
crops are most beneficial in a no-
till system. However, transitioning
to no-till — the time it takes for
the soil profile to repair and for
crop yield to recover, which

Stockwell calls the “five-year
sweat” — takes years and a
drought situation is a poor time to
begin. 

Finally, adding cover crops to
an operation requires a learning
curve for producers in how to se-
lect a cover crop mix. Cover crop
species have different costs, biol-
ogy, benefits, and ability to meet
certain management goals. Some
cover crops, like summer annuals,
can be planted after small grain
harvest. Winter annuals go in
after fall harvest of soybeans or
corn. There are also perennial
cover crops as well as cool-sea-
son annuals that can be used be-
fore corn and soybeans are
planted in the spring. The silver
lining is that cover crop mixes are
easy to grow, Wortman says.

“Even if someone has no expe-
rience with cover crops, it’s a
good chance some of those cover
crops will stick and then the pro-
ducer can adjust for future years,”
he added.

DOLLARS & SENSE 
The economic impact of cover

crops is not easy to measure, but
they’re there.

“Many benefits are not immedi-
ately available like soil organic
matter and weed suppression,”
Wortman said. “Many benefits are
not valued by the markets, like
the classic example: soil erosion.”

In addition, variables are con-
stantly in fluctuation, from the
weather to input costs to grain
prices. And while there are incen-
tive and cost-share programs
available to encourage producers
to try cover crops, their future is
uncertain, they’re not available in
all areas, and not all farmers qual-
ify.

“A question that weighs heavy
on the mind of many farmers is,
how much help can I get from the
federal government if I’m going to
take a risk on cover crops?” Wort-
man said.

This is where research can
play an important role on showing
just how much risk versus benefit
that cover crops carry, Stockwell
says. He told of an on-farm study
in North Dakota on long-term no-
till corn: Cover crops cut herbi-
cide needs in half from four
applications, reduced field
passes, increased soil organic
matter, and as a bonus, increased
wildlife biodiversity as purely an
aesthetic value. At the end of the
season, using cover crops had
cost the producers $4 more per
acre, due to the cost of the cover
crop seed mix, but bumped corn
yield up by eight bushels per
acre, which translated to $52
more income per acre. 
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Next Drought Risk Webinar Slated May 29 
BROOKINGS — The final Managing Drought Risk on the Ranch We-

binar will be held May 29 at 9 a.m. MST or 10 a.m. CST at SDSU Exten-
sion Regional Centers.

The May 29 webinar is the last in a 5-part webinar series devel-
oped as a proactive move to help producers understand those tools
that are available. The Livestock staff at SDSU Extension partnered
with University of Nebraska-Lincoln Extension to host the series with
the focus of helping ranchers across the state prepare for the possi-
bility of the drought continuing in 2013.

This series of meetings is titled “Managing Drought Risk on the
Ranch.”

During the May 29 webinar, Matt Stockton, Agricultural Economist
at the West Central Research and Extension Center in North Platte,
Neb., will address Economic Factors to Weigh in Making Decisions
during Drought. The session will include a current drought update
and forecast. Following the webinar, the regional centers will join to-
gether via video conference for a question and answer session, with
SDSU Extension State and Field Specialists presenting additional in-
formation relevant to South Dakota producers.

The May 29 webinar and the other four previous webinars are
sponsored by the National Drought Mitigation Center at the Univer-
sity of Nebraska-Lincoln. The series was developed with support
from the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE)
program, which is funded by the U.S. Department of Agriculture -Na-
tional Institute of Food and Agriculture (USDA-NIFA).

For more information please visit www.igrow.org, contact your
nearest SDSU Extension Regional Center, or call Kalyn Waters, SDSU
Cow/Calf Field Specialist at 605-842-1267 or Pete Bauman, SDSU
Range Field Specialist at 605-882-5140. Contact information for SDSU
Extension Regional Centers is available on iGrow.org.

World Ag. Supply/Demand Estimates Released
BROOKINGS — The projected number of acres planted to corn in

the U.S. was increased by 1.3 million acres according to the World
Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates (WASDE) Report released
May 10 as compared to the USDA Agricultural Projections to 2022 Re-
port (released in February). Few adjustments were made to the 2012-
2013 supply and demand estimates, says Lisa Elliott, SDSU Extension
Commodity Marketing Specialist.

Elliott shares a summary of the report with South Dakota produc-
ers:

• CORN — In the report, U.S. projected 2013 planted corn acreage was
increased by 1.3 million acres, as compared to the USDA Agricultural Projec-
tions to 2022 Report released in February (to 97.3 million acres). However,
the projected yield was lowered by 5.5 bushels per acre to 158 bushels per
acre. This is likely due to the delays in corn planting that the U.S. is currently
facing.

The U.S. projected production is 14.1 billion bushels. This would be the
largest crop that the U.S. has produced and be one billion bushels larger
than the 2009 record crop. This report has the 2013-2014 ending stock level
at 2 billion bushels, which was similar to the USDA Projection Report. In ad-
dition, the WASDE has $4.70 as an average corn price for 2013-2014 as
compared to the USDA Projection Report that estimated $5.40 as an aver-
age price.

• SOYBEANS — In the report, U.S. projected 2013 planted soybean
acreage was increased by 1.2 million acres, to 77.1 million acres, as com-
pared to the USDA Agricultural Projections Report released in February.

However, the U.S. projected yield was 44.5 bushels per acre, which was
nearly the same as the February projections. This change is likely due to
some producers switching some corn acres to soybeans. The U.S. projected
production is 3.4 billion bushels, which is close to the projections of 3.3 bil-
lion bushels. This would be slightly larger than the U.S. record production in
2009. This report has the 2013-2014 ending stock level at 265 million
bushels, which was slightly higher than the USDA Projection Report’s esti-
mate of 185 million bushels.

In addition, the WASDE has $10.50 as an average soybean price for
2013-2014 as compared to the USDA Projection Report’s estimate of $11.35
as an average price. 

• WHEAT — In the report, U.S. projected 2013 planted wheat acreage
was decreased by 1.1 million acres, as compared to the USDA Agricultural
Projections Report released in February which was at 56.4 million acres.

The U.S. projected yield also decreased, at 46.7 bushels per acre, which
was slightly lower than the February projections of 48.5 bushels per acre.

The U.S. projected production is 2.1 billion bushels, which is close to the
February projections of 2.2 billion bushels. The WASDE has the 2013-2014
ending stock level at 670 million bushels, which was slightly lower than the
Projection Report’s estimate of 733 million bushels. In addition, the WASDE
has $6.80 as an average wheat price for 2013-2014 as compared to the
USDA Projection Report’s estimate $7.20 as an average price.

To learn more, visit iGrow.org. 
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