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WHAT IS A COVER CROP?
A cover crop consists of grasses, legumes, forbs, or mixes of these plants for seasonal vegetative cover.
PURPOSES
Cover crops are applied as part of an overall conservation management system to:
· Reduce erosion from wind and water. 
· Maintain or increase soil health and organic matter content. 
· Reduce water quality degradation by utilizing excessive soil nutrients. 
· Suppress excessive weed pressures and break pest cycles. 
· Improve soil moisture use efficiency. 
· Minimize soil compaction.

HOW IT HELPS THE LAND
Cover crops applied to the land to reduce erosion, soil temperatures and evaporation, and increase nutrient cycling, soil organic matter, biodiversity, beneficial insect and pollinator habitat, and break pest cycles. 

WHERE THE PRACTICE APPLIES
All lands requiring seasonal vegetative cover for natural resource protection or improvement.

WHERE TO GET HELP
For assistance in planning, contact your local Natural Resources Conservation Service or your local Conservation District office.

APPLYING THE PRACTICE
Plant species, seedbed preparation, seeding rates, seeding dates, seeding depths, fertility requirements, and planting methods should by compatible with other components of the cropping system. 
Ensure herbicides used with crops are compatible with cover crop selections and purpose(s).
Cover crops may be established between successive production crops, or companion-planted or relay-planted into production crops. Select species and planting dates that will not compete with the production crop yield or harvest.
Cover crop residue should not be burned or removed as hay or silage or harvested for grain or seed. 
Determine the method and timing of termination to address resource concern, meet the objectives, and is compatible with the producers crop insurance guidelines. 
When a cover crop will be grazed ensure that crop selection(s) comply with pesticide label rotational crop restrictions and that the planned management will not compromise the selected conservation purpose(s).
If the specific rhizobium bacteria for the selected legume are not present in the soil, treat the seed with the appropriate inoculum at the time of planting.
Ensure that plants are not listed as noxious weeds or invasive species for a particular state.
CONSIDERATIONS
Plant cover crops in a timely matter and when there is adequate moisture to establish a good stand.
Select cover crops that are compatible with the production system, well adapted to the region’s climate and soils, and resistant to prevalent pests, weeds, and diseases. Avoid cover crop species that harbor or carry over potentially damaging diseases or insects.
Use plant species that enhance forage opportunities for pollinators by using diverse legumes and other forbs.
Seed a higher density cover crop stand to promote rapid canopy closure and greater weed suppression.  Increased seeding rates (1.25 to 2 times normal) can improve weed-competitiveness.
Select a mixture of two or more cover crop species from different plant families to achieve one or more of the following: (1) species mix with different maturity dates, (2) attract beneficial insects, (3) attract pollinators, (4) increase soil biological diversity, (5) serve as a trap crop for insect pests, or (6) provide food and cover for wildlife habitat management.  
Plant legumes, or mixtures of the legumes with grasses, crucifers, and/or other forbs to achieve biological nitrogen fixation.  Select cover crop species or mixture, and timing and method of termination that will maximize efficiency of nitrogen utilization by the following crop, considering soil type and conditions, season and weather conditions, cropping system, C:N ratio of  the cover crop at termination, and anticipated nitrogen needs of the subsequent crop.  Use LGU- recommended nitrogen credits from the legume and reduce nitrogen applications to the subsequent crop accordingly.  If the specific rhizobium bacteria for the selected legume are not present in the soil, treat the seed with the appropriate inoculum at the time of planting.
Legumes add the most plant-available N if terminated when about 30% of the crop is in bloom.  Only when the plant is left unharvested and allowed to decompose in/on the soil will the full nitrogen benefit be realized. 
The proper time to terminate a cover crop depends on the specific rotation, weather conditions, and objectives desired.  Cover crops with Carbon to Nitrogen rations(C:N) of 30:1 or less will generally not immobilize nitrogen to decompose residues allowing a slow release of nitrogen as residues decay.  Legumes as well as other crops terminated before maturity used as green manure crops generally have C:N ratios of less than 30:1.  Crops with C:N ratios above 30:1 will tie up nitrogen from the soil and will take longer to release the nitrogen from residues compared to lower C:N ratios.  Annual non-legume crops that are near or have reached maturity sucha s small grains and sorghums will have C:N ratios well over 30:1 (example: wheat straw, corn stover).  
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The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in its programs on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs and marital or familial 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, write the Secretary of Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Washington, D.C. 20250 or call 1-800-245-6340 (voice) or (202)720-1127 (TDD). USDA is an equal employment opportunity employer.


Client:	Field Office:	Date: 	

	Purpose (check all that apply)

	Reduce erosion from wind and water
Maintain or increase soil health and organic matter content
Reduce water quality degredation by utilizing excessive soil nutrients

	Suppress excessive nutrient pressure and break pest cycles
Improve soil moisture use efficiency
Minimize soil compaction





	Site Information

	
	Field:
	Field:
	Field:

	Measured Acres:
	
	
	

	pH
	
	
	

	Cover crop species:
	
	
	

	Seeding date:
	
	
	

	Seeding rate:
	
	
	

	Termination method:
	
	
	

	Termination date:
	
	
	




Site Preparation and Additional Installation Information
Additional requirements:
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