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Definition
The production of crops including grasses, legumes, forbs, or other herbaceous plants for seasonal cover and other conservation purposes

Purposes   Select one or more 

· Reduce erosion from wind and water
· Increase soil organic matter
· Manage excess nutrients in the soil profile
· Promote biological nitrogen fixation and reduce energy use
· Increase biodiversity
· Suppress weeds
· Manage soil moisture
· Minimize and reduce soil compaction

Conservation Management System
Rarely does one conservation practice satisfy a resource concern.  A cover crop may be a component of conservation management 





systems.  A conservation management system is a combination of conservation practices and management that achieves a 
level of treatment for our soil, water, air, energy, plant and animal resources. In addition to a cover crop, additional practices such as crop residue management, conservation crop rotation, nutrient management, pest management and structures are often needed. 

Specific cover crop information
Document the establishment of the cover crop in Table 1 of this jobsheet. Evaluate the growth of the cover during the season and after termination to determine whether it is meeting the planned purpose(s). The yield goal for each cover crop species is found in Table 1 in the appendix of the standard. The documentation required for establishing the success of the practice depends upon the purpose.

When the purpose is to increase soil organic matter, calculate the organic matter (OM) subfactor of the Soil Conditioning Index (SCI) obtained from the NRCS RUSLE2 erosion prediction software. Also, measure the depth of biomass produced by the cover crop. For example, the height of a rye cover should be as 4-6 ft. tall and the amount of biomass covering the soil shortly before planting the cash crop (3 inch thick mat of rye, 3,900 lbs./ac.) for this purpose and when the goal is to suppress weeds.







When the purpose is to reduce soil erosion, compare the calculated soil erosion to the soil tolerance value (T) for the period the cover crop is growing and covering the soil surface

Tables 2-4 in this jobsheet are provided to document the results of successfully implementing this practice.


General Information

· Many of the other requirements of the standard are explained in this jobsheet.  More complete information may be obtained from the O&M section of the standard (found below) and the Statement of Work (attached).
· Proper selection of the cover crop is essential.  Plants will be selected on the basis of species characteristics, site and soil conditions, planned use, method of planting, time of the year to be planted, and the needs and desires of the land user.  Plants that also benefit wildlife species are recommended.
· Lime and fertilizer applications will be based on soil test recommendations and a nutrient management plan.
· Good seed are needed.  Follow recommended planting rates and optimum planting dates.
· Prior to planting, inoculate all legume seed with the proper strain of bacteria if the legume cover has not been planted previously in the field.  
· Conventional planting and no-till seeding may be used. 
· Operation and maintenance are very important.  Manage cover crops in accordance with the conservation plan.  




· Cover crop residue will be maintained on the soil surface until approximately 30 days before planting the next crop.
· Cover crops will be retained on the soil surface, partially incorporated into the soil, or totally incorporated into the soil.



Additional Guidelines
· Select species and mixtures that will provide quick cover for the reduction of soil erosion.
· In crop residue management systems, select species that will provide ample and long lasting crop residue.
· Monitor closely the seeding rates if crop residue management practices will be used with the next crop. High seeding rates may result in large amounts of residue in no-till and strip-till planting cropping systems. In this case, the land user should be prepared to manage large amounts of crop residue.
· Cover crops can reduce infestations of insects, diseases, nematodes, and weeds and can reduce the need for pesticide applications.
· Some plants are more effective in providing habitat for beneficial insects.
· Consider the needs of wildlife when selecting the plant species to be used.


Lifespan 1 year


For More Information 

Contact your local NRCS Office and Soil and Water Conservation District. 
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Operation and Maintenance (Georgia Cover Crop Standard October 2011)

· Evaluate the cover crop to determine if the cover crop is meeting the planned purpose(s) If the cover crop is not meeting the purpose(s) adjust the management, change the species of cover crop or choose a different technology (practice)
· Control growth of the cover crop to reduce competition from volunteer plants and shading
· Control weeds in cover crops by mowing or by using other pest management techniques
· Control soil moisture depletion by selecting water efficient plant species and terminating the cover crop before excessive transpiration


Table 1. Cover crop planting information

	
Field
	
Species
	PLS1 Seeding Rate (lbs./ac.)
	
Planting Dates
	Planting Depth
(inches)
	
Inoculant

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	



		
1/PLS represents Pure Live Seed.  To calculate PLS, multiply the purity % times the germination %.  Then divide the recommended seeding rate by the PLS to get the actual seeding rate.

For example: Rye seed has a purity of 90% and germination of 85%.
Step 1: The PLS = 0.90 X 0.85 = 0.77.  (Only 77% of the material in the sack of seed is seed that will germinate.)
Step 2: Divide the recommended seeding rate (60 lb. in this example) by 0.77 to get the actual seeding rate of 78 pounds per acre that is needed in order to be planting 60 pounds of good seed.
Note:  The use of seed with a low PLS usually has low vigor and will not grow satisfactorily.



Table 2. Documentation of cover crop establishment for the purposes of increasing soil organic matter
	
	Biomass Depth (in.)

	
Field 
	
Date
	Species &
Stand
	Plant Height (Throughout the Season ) (ft.)
	SCI OM Subfactor             Value1
	
Planned
	
Obtained 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	



1 The Soil Condition Index (SCI) organic matter (OM) subfactor value obtained from the NRCS RUSLE2 soil erosion prediction software




Table 3. Documentation of cover crop establishment for the purposes of suppressing weeds

	
	Biomass Depth (in.) 1

	
Field
	
Date
	
Species & Stand
	Plant Height (Seasonal and at Termination) (ft.)
	
Planned
	
Obtained

	

	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	



1 The depth of cover after crimping and rolling





Table 4. Documentation of cover crop establishment for the purpose of reducing soil erosion during the time period of the rotation when the cover crop is growing or protecting the soil

	
	Soil Tolerance Value “T”1 & Date

	
Field
	
Date
	
Species & Stand
	Plant Height (Throughout the Season ) (ft.)
	
Planned 
	
Obtained

	

	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	

	

	
	
	
	
	



1 The soil tolerance value (T) value obtained from the NRCS RUSLE2 soil erosion prediction software


Jobsheet Certifications

Prepared by

____________________________________Title_____________________Date__________________

Approved by 
____________________________________Title_____________________Date__________________

Installation Meets NRCS Standards and Specifications


Certified by

 ___________________________________Title______________________Date__________________
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at 202 720-2600 (voice and TDD).
To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice and TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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