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COVER CROP (340)

SPECIFICATIONS

Seedbed Preparation
Prepare a suitable seedbed adequate for the species to be planted and method of planting.  This may vary from conventional planting to no till.  If seeding the cover crop prior to harvest of the primary crop, no seedbed preparation is needed.

Seeding Method

If seeding the cover crop prior to harvest of the primary crop, it can either be broadcast at the same time or immediately following the last row crop cultivation, or aerial seeded into the growing crop later in the growing season.

If seeding after the harvest of the primary crop, in the fall or prior to the planting of the next crop in the spring, the cover crop may be drilled, broadcast or aerial seeded and incorporated with lite, shallow tillage to cover the seed.
Rate & Date of Seeding
To produce maximum growth, fall seeded crops should be planted just as soon as possible after crop harvest. Spring seeded cover crops can be seeded as early as possible depending on the primary crop to be planted.  A growth rate of 10 plants per square foot is considered a successful seeding.  See Table 1 for seeding rates and dates.

Fertilization
Cover crops usually follow heavily fertilized crops and do not require fertilization.  A fall planted fibrous-rooted grass or small grain will scavenge leftover nitrogen from the previous crop.  Legumes will add nitrogen to the system for the following crop.

Seed Mixtures for Cover Crops
The seeding mixture used will depend on the purpose.  Grasses commonly used for cover crops include annual cereals (rye, wheat, barley, oats, buckwheat), annual or perennial forage grasses such as rye grass, and warm season forages like sorghum sudangrass.  See Table 2 for performance and roles of crops.
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TABLE 2 – COMMON COVER CROPS
	Species
	Seeding Rate
	Seeding Depth (inches)
	Seeding Date
	Comments

	Non-Legumes: fall seeding
	
	
	
	

	Annual Ryegrass
	15 – 20 lbs. / ac.
	¼ to ½ 
	June 1-July 1 or Aug. 15 – Sept. 15
	Easily established.  Good for use as overseeding row crop.  May be seeded after harvest.

	Barley
	1.5 – 2 bu. / ac.
	½ to 1 ½ 
	Aug. 15 to Sept. 15
	May be overseeded into growing crop or seeded after harvest.

	Oats
	1 – 2 bu./ ac.
	½ to 1 ½ 
	Aug. 15 to Sept. 15.
	Can be seeded on rough plowed land (usually before Sept. 1) and will not need plowing the following spring

	Cereal Rye
	1 – 1 ¼ bu./ ac.
	½ to 1 ½ 
	Aug. 15 to Sept. 15- N or Oct. 1- S
	Easily established.  Rapid growth in fall and spring.  Has allelopathic properties. (See fig. 1 for N-S seeding date)

	Cereal Rye
	¼ to ½ bu./ac
	½ to 1 ½
	Aug. 15 to Sept. 15-N or Oct.1- S
	Use this rate only for cropland going into sugarbeets the following spring.(See fig. 1 for N-S seeding date)

	Winter Wheat
	1- 1 ½  bu. / ac.
	½ to 1 ½ 
	Aug. 15 – Sept.20 N or Oct. 1 S
	Advantageous if site is seeded after Sept. 1 or under dry soil conditions.

	Buckwheat
	35 – 60 lbs. / ac.
	½ to 1 ½ 
	June 1 to July 10.
	Summer smother crop.  Residue degrades rapidly.

	Sorghum – Sudan
	25 – 30 lbs. / ac.
	½ to 1
	May 15 to July 1.
	Advantageous to use on well drained and droughty sites.

	Non-Legumes: spring seeding
	
	
	
	

	Barley
	0.75 bu./ac
	½ to 1 ½
	April 1 to May 15
	May be broadcast or drilled; kill by using chemicals or row cultivation or both

	Spring Wheat
	0.75 bu./ac
	½ to 1 ½
	April 1 to May 15
	May be broadcast or drilled; kill by using chemicals or row cultivation or both

	Oats
	1 bu./ ac
	½ to 1 ½
	April 1 to May 15
	May be broadcast or drilled; kill by using chemicals or row cultivation or both

	Legumes:
	
	
	
	

	Berseem Clover
	10 – 15 lbs./ ac.
	¼ to ½ 
	Early spring in small grain.
	Summer annual.  Often mixed with ryegrass or small grains. Heavy N producer, establishes well with an oat nurse crop – excellent cover for sg-c-sb rotations.  Winter kills.

	Cowpeas
	30 – 90 lb/Ac
	1 to 2
	May 15 to July 1.
	Summer annual adapted to southern MN.  Often mixed with sorghum-sudangrass or interseeded with corn. 

	Crimson Clover
	10 – 15 lbs./ac.
	¼ to ½ 
	Early spring in small grain or Aug. 1 – Sept. 15
	Adapted to southern MN; rapid summer or fall growth; use as a winter killed annual like oats. Provides good groundcover and weed control.

	Hairy Vetch
	20 – 30 lbs. / ac
	½ to 1 ½
	Aug. 1 to Sept. 15
	Adapted to southern MN; produces plenty of residues to condition soil and supply N.  It can provide sufficient N for many vegetable and late planted crops and partially replace N for corn. Smothers spring weeds. Commonly planted with winter cereals.

	Medics
	10 – 20 lbs. / ac
	¼ to ½ 
	Aug. 1 – Sept. 15
	Adapted to all of MN; ideal for long rotations of forages and cash crops. Often used after wheat harvest. May become invasive if allowed to seed out.  Hard seed will remain viable in soil for many years.

	Medium Red Clover
	8 – 10 lbs. / ac.
	¼ to ½ 
	April 15 to June 15 or Aug. 1 to Sept. 15.
	Good on somewhat poorly drained sites and potato fields with moderate pH. Prefers drilling to broadcast.

	Sweet Clover
	8 – 10 lbs. / ac.
	¼ to ½
	Early spring in small grain or Aug. 1 to Sept. 15
	Advantageous to use on well drained and droughty sites.  Prefers drilling to broadcast. May become invasive if allowed to seed out.  Hard seed will remain viable in soil for many years.

	White Clover
	5 – 7 lbs. / ac.
	¼ to ½ 
	Aug. 1 to Sept. 15
	Often mixed with annual rye or red clover. Good when planted between rows of irrigated vegetables or trees.


TABLE 3 PERFORMANCE AND ROLES

	Species
	N-Source
	Soil Builder
	Erosion Fighter
	Subsoil Loosener
	Weed Fighter
	Pest Fighter
	N-Scavenger
	Good Grazing
	Quick Growth
	Lasting Residue

	Annual Ryegrass
	
	X
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Barley
	
	X
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Oats
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	

	Rye
	
	X
	X
	
	X
	X
	X
	
	X
	X

	Winter Wheat
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	X
	
	X

	Buckwheat
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	
	
	X
	

	Sorghum Sudan
	
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Berseem Clover
	X
	X
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	X
	X
	

	Cowpeas
	X
	
	X
	
	X
	
	
	
	X
	

	Crimson Clover
	X
	X
	X
	
	X
	
	
	X
	
	

	Hairy Vetch
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Medics
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	

	Red Clover
	X
	X
	
	
	
	
	
	X
	
	

	Sweet Clover
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	
	X
	
	X

	White Clover
	X
	
	X
	
	
	
	
	X
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