
Protect it with 
Cover Crops!

Treat
 Your Soil 

Like Family...



Keep Your Soil Healthy
You wouldn’t send your family outside unless they were dressed 
for the weather. Yet, many landowners forget to dress their soil to 
protect it from the elements. Only focusing on the chemical aspect 
of soil overlooks its physical and biological vulnerabilities. Soil that 
stays healthy by balancing the three components below can resist 
erosion, enhance nutrients and improve water movement. But soil 
that is left unprotected becomes weakened and yields decline over 
time and crops are more vulnerable to weather extremes.

One easy practice that protects all the components of healthy 
soil is cover crops. A cover crop is seeded outside of the regular 
cropping season to keep your soil dressed and protected from 
extreme weather. By keeping your soil protected, cover crops 
reduce the need for chemical inputs, improve organic matter 
and water quality, reduce run-off and keep nutrients in the 
soil for the next season’s crops. And the demand for cover 
crops are growing.
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Things to Think About....

Neighbor Story
Jean Truelsen uses cover crops, strip-till and 
no-till to protect her soil. “It’s wellness for the 
land just like we do wellness for our bodies.” 
Her tenants plant oats and radishes before 
corn and rye and radishes before soybeans. 
She says if you can afford it, you should 
go down on the rent and try a few acres. 
“We have to come into a new age because 
our land is so important. Manage it like your 
own health and take care of it. It’s family!”

      Can we start small?
Of course! Try a test plot 
for a year or two on 20 acres 
and see if you notice any 
differences when you compare 
to the soil you don’t protect. 
The equipment needed and 
overall process should not be 
too different from how you are 
already farming.

      Can the expense 
           be shared?
Absolutely. Many women 
landowners are partnering with 
their tenant and sharing the 
starting costs to begin using 
cover crops on their land. There 
are also cost-sharing programs 
through the NRCS that can 
help.

      What about yields?
Like any new practice, cover crops 
take a few tries to perfect. 
Yield decreases are possible if 
mistakes are made during cash 
crop planting.  However, yield 
increases are also possible if cover 
crops are managed well. This 
booklet is designed to introduce 
someof the decisions that can 
lead you to a successful cover 
crop trial. 

      What do cover 
        crops cost?
Cover crops may cost as little 
as $20 to more than $50 per 
acre, but the long term benefits 
often return more than what 
was spent.  



   Nitrogen management: cover crops that reduce leaching and 
   take up excess nitrogen 
  Cereal rye
  Rapeseed
  Oats
  Wheat
  Radish(when planted at the right time)
   Improve tilth: cover crops that improve water penetration and 
   enhance plant growth 
    -Blend of:
 Oats
 Vetches
   Break up compaction: cover crops that improve water and 
   air infiltration
  Turnips
  Rapeseed
  Radishes
   Forage: cover crops that are planted for hay or grazing
 A mix of cereal rye and rapeseed
 A mix of cereal rye and radish
 Winter triticale
   Weed control: cover crops that suppress weeds
 Winter small grains: cereal rye, winter wheat and winter triticale
 Radish (when planted at the right time)

Pick Your Cover Crop

New research suggests that using a cocktail of 5 to 
12 different types of cover crops at a time improves 
success under almost any condition. 

Mix & Match

Anything that grows quickly after harvest and holds onto the soil 
can be a good cover crop. Different types offer specific benefits, so 
choose your cover crop based on what your soil needs most. Start 
with one type and add another as you gain experience.



No-Till/Strip-Till

A grain drill is the most effective seeding 
method for most cover crops, because it 
provides the best seed-to-soil contact. 
Drilling can only be done after harvest, 
so timing might limit cover crop options. 

Aerial broadcast spreads the dry seed over the 
existing crops from either a plane or helicopter. 
It is less consistent than drilling, but usually 
costs less per acre and allows for more acres 
to be covered at one. Aerial seeding can also 
be done after harvest, which allows more time 
for the cover crops to grow before winter. The 
weather and availability of pilots may affect 
timing of seeding. 

Planting cover crops is a great practice 
on its own, however, when combined 
with other conservation practices such as 
no-till and strip-till, the results are much 
more noticeable. No-till conserves water, 
reduces soil compactions and lowers production cost. Strip-till is 
a method of tillage that uses a knife apparatus to create a 6-inch 
residue-free strip every 30 inches while leaving the remaining 
soil undisturbed.  Strip-till reduces water erosion, improves soil 
organic matter and conserves energy. These two practices work 
hand in hand with cover crops to enhance conservation and 
quickly promote healthy soil biology.

Get It In The Field 



Timing is Everything
The more time cover crops have to grow before winter, the more 
protected your soil will be. In the spring, cover crops that are not 
winter killed need to be terminated before the new crop emerges. 
And of course, talk with your tenant early enough so all the 
arrangements can be made to begin cover crops when you 
both are ready.

Timing Tips

• Talk with your tenant about your intentions to include 
cover crops in next year’s contracts by early summer. 

• Planting windows vary by region, so contact your 
local NRCS agent for specifics. For example, in central 
Iowa, November 1st is the latest date that winter hardy 
cereal grains can be planted for reasonable benefits. For 
northern Iowa it’s a week earlier and for southern Iowa 
it’s a week later. 

• Terminate grass cover crops at least two weeks prior to 
planting corn to minimize the risk of reducing yield.

• Cover crop termination can 
be done close to or following 
soybean planting but before 
the soybeans emerge from the 
ground.



Terminating 
Cover Crops

Winter killed cover crops require no 
termination in the spring because 
winter does the job for you. 
However, these crops provide less of 
the cover crop benefits because they 
spend less time alive in the soil. This 
is a common choice for landowners 
who want to use fewer chemicals on 
their land.

Herbicides are easy to use and 
can terminate many acres quickly. 
They are not compatible with organic 
rules and are dependent on weather 
conditions.

Tillage is another method that 
does not require chemicals, and it 
is not dependent on temperature. 
However, it can reduce the benefits 
of the cover crops by exposing the 
soil to erosion.

Roller Crimpers and 
Mowers are often used by 
organic growers and paired with no 
till. Mowing and roller crimping are 
limited to certain growth stages but 
terminate crops quickly and can be 
used on grasses at the flowering 
stage or later. They break the stems 
and the cover crop dies. 

This booklet introduces 
some factors of cover 
crops, but each farm 
is unique. If you have 
questions, contact 
your local NRCS agent 
and ask for specific 
advice for your land or 
your area. Cost share 
programs are also 
available to help you 
get started.
And remember, cover 
crops are just one 
practice that can help 
protect the health 
of your soil. Other 
practices such as no-
till or certain crop 
rotations can also help. 

Need 
Advice?

Whatever you 
decide, make 
sure to treat 
your soil like 

family. 



Resources
Women, Food & Agriculture Network

515-460-2477
info@wfan.org 
www.wfan.org

Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land 
Stewardship: Soil Conservation Division

www.iowaagriculture.gov/soilConservation.asp
515-281-7043

Practical Farmers of Iowa
Cover Crop Hotline: 515-232-5661

info@practicalfarmers.org

Midwest Cover Crop Council
http://www.mccc.msu.edu/

USDA North Central Region Sustainable 
Agriculture Research and Education Program

612-626-3113
ncrsare@umn.edu

Natural Resources
Conservation Service

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/
national/soils/health/

This project is supported in part by the Iowa Department of 
Agriculture and Land Stewardship, Division of Soil Conservation


