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Cover Crops, not just for Conservation Anymore
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Take home messages

WHY is the Cornbelt “leaky”?

HOW does Practical Farmers work?

WHAT are our on-farm results?



Strengthening farms and 
communities through 

farmer-led investigation and 
information sharing.

Member-led, non-profit 
organization
~3,000 members



25 farmers conducted
29 cover crop trials 

Cooperators’ Program 2016



Randomized, Replicated 
Field Trials



Cover Crop Information Sharing

75 Cover Crop Events
Reached 9538 Farmers



52% of precipitation occurs between Oct-May in central Iowa

Heggensta l ler et  a l .  (2008)

Greatest loss of nutrients is outside the cropping season (Kaspar et al., 2007)



Soybean

Small Grain + 
Legume

Corn







What is a 

Cover Crop?

Plants that cover 
the soil in between 
cash crops



OUR RESULTS
NET CHANGE IN PROFITS WITH COVER CROPS

CC VARIETY TRIAL

HIGHBOY VERSUS DRILL SOLE CC VERSUS MIX

CC EFFECT ON CORN OR SOYBEAN YIELD

EARLY VERSUS LATE KILLED RYE EFFECT ON SOYBEAN

EARLY VERSUS LATE KILLED RYE EFFECT ON CORN

RYE GRAIN + GREEN MANURE FOR CORN





Make Cover Crops Pay: 1. Control Costs



GRASS:
Cereal Rye

BRASSICAS:
Rapeseed

LEGUMES:
Hairy Vetch

• 49 cover crop entries
• 10-16 locations
• 5 years

Cover Crop Variety Trial





Cover Crop Decision Tree

http://bit.ly/2BhOMxS



Mixes and Seeding method



9-Year Cover Crop Study 

Make Cover Crops Pay: 
2. Protect & Increase Yield







Make Cover Crops Pay 
3. Reduce Weed Expenses





$50+
$10+





Cover crop 
terminated 

May 3

Cover crop 
terminated 

Apr. 17

Make Cover Crops Pay: 
5. Hone in Nitrogen Management



Nitrogen Program

05/05/16: 35 lb-N/ac (Quad5, UAN[32%], Thiosul) 2” to the side of the row

6/11/16: 105 lb N/ac as UAN(32%) sidedressed







Corn-on-Corn Corn following Soybean
Low High Low High

76#N Fall
Manure

76#N Fall
Manure

15#N Before 
Planting

15#N Before 
Planting

35#N @ 
planting

35#N @ 
planting

35#N @ 
planting

35#N @ 
planting

70#N @ side-
dress

90#N @ 
side-dress

100#N @ 
side-dress

120#N @ 
side-dress

181#N Total 201#N Total 150#N Total 170#N Total

Early vs. Late Killed Cereal Rye 
& Nitrogen Rate Effect on Corn

Rye herbicide terminated 21 & 3 days before planting 5/8/2017



ab a b a



a a
b b



Take home messages

WHY is the Cornbelt “leaky”?

HOW does Practical Farmers work?

WHAT are our on-farm results?



TURNS THIS …



into this.

sarah@practicalfarmers.org
515-232-5661 

mailto:sarah@practicalfarmers.org
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