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Agricultural	  History
Increased	  land	  in	  row	  crops
◦ Current	  ~60%

Decrease	  in	  small	  grains

Removal	  of	  hedgerows	  &	  fence	  lines

Increase	  in	  chemical	  use

Soil	  disturbance
◦ Soil	  erosion

Water	  Quality

Wildlife	  population	  declines

Tallgrass  prairie-1820

Anderson  (1970)
American  Farmland  Trust  (2006)

Current  arable  land



Cover	  Crops
What	  is	  a	  cover	  crop?
◦ Crop	  planted	  after	  main	  cash	  crop	  that	  is	  terminated	  before	   the	  next	  year’s	  cash	  crop

Types
◦ Legumes,	  grasses,	  small	  grains,	  non-‐legume	   broadleaves

Benefits
◦ Source	  of	  N	  à can	  increase	  yield
◦ N	  scavenger	  à improve	  water	  quality
◦ Improve	  soil	  quality	  (SOM)
◦ Weed	  suppressant
◦ Grazing/foraging
◦ Decrease	  erosion

Cassandra	  Wilcoxen

Tillage	  Radish





Resident	  Birds

Walk	  et	  al.,	  2010



Migratory	  Birds

www.wildtones.com



Spring	  Avian	  Cover	  Crop	  Surveys
Questions
◦ What	  birds	  are	  using	  cover	  crops	  during	  spring	  migration?
◦ Are	  more	  species	  and	  individuals	  using	  cover	  crop	  fields	  compared	  to	  control	  fields?
◦ Are	  more	  birds	  of	  conservation	  concern	  using	  cover	  crop	  fields?



Study	  Area	  &	  Methods
Walking	  point	  counts

4	  field	  types:

VERMILIONCHAMPAIGN

MCLEAN

LOGAN

LIVINGSTON

Soybean	  	  
Soybean	  +	  cover	  crop

Corn	  	  
Corn	  +	  cover	  crop



6339	  individuals	  detected
53	  species

14	  species	  =	  90%

Red-‐winged	  
Blackbird	  
27.7%

Eastern	  
Meadowlark	  

4.4%

American	  
Robin	  
9.9%

American	  Golden-‐
Plover	  3%

Vesper	  Sparrow	  
5.6%

Common	  Grackle	  
10.2%



Corn 28	  species
2.2	  birds/100	  meters

Corn	  +	  Cover	  Crop 44	  species
4.4	  birds/100	  meters

Soybean

23	  species
2.4	  birds/100	  meters

Soybean+	  Cover	  	  Crop

34	  species
3.0	  birds/100	  meters

Bird	  Density	  &	  Species	  Richness



Birds	  of	  Conservation	  Concern

Avian	  Conservation	  Significance	  values	  (ACS)
Partners	   in	  Flight	   (PIF)	   *	  density



Corn ACS	  =	  39.44

Corn	  +	  Cover	  Crop ACS	  =	  57.8

Soybean

ACS	  =	  24.6

Soybean+	  Cover	  	  Crop

ACS	  =	  44.69

Avian	  Conservation	  Significance	  values	  (ACS)



Cover	  Crop	  Summary
Greater	  densities	  in	  cover	  crop	  fields

Vegetation	  structure	  is	  more	  robust

Hypotheses
Resident	  birds:
• Breeding
◦ protection	   from	  predators	  &	  elements
◦ foraging

Migratory	  birds:
• Stopover
◦ protection	   from	  predators	  &	  elements
◦ foraging

Cassandra	  Wilcoxen



Cover	  Crop	  Termination
Termination	  
◦ Chemical	  vs	  mechanical
◦ Timing	  

Vs.	  



Cover	  Crop	  Termination
Corn	  vs	  Corn	  +	  cover	  crop Soybean	  vs	  Soybean	  +	  cover	  crop

March	  20th May	  9th March	  20th May	  9th

April	  15th

April	  29th



2012	  1.3	  million	  acres	  planted	  in	  
Illinois	  &	  Indiana	  (NASS)

Evidence	  of	  increased	  acreage





Future	  Challenges	  &	  Opportunities
Termination	  
◦ Chemical	  vs	  mechanical
◦ Timing	  

Recommendations	  
◦ delay	  to	  early	  May
◦ early	  breeders
◦ later	  breeders	  

More	  integrated	  &	  holistic	  
approach	  to	  soil	  health

Research	  needs:
Nest	  success	  &	  food	  

availability	  in	  cover	  crop	  
fields
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