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• University of Minnesota Extension 

– Local Extension Educator, Crop Production 

Systems 

– Programming around sustainable agriculture and 

conservation 

• USDA Sustainable Agriculture Research and 

Education (SARE) 

– Co-coordinator, Minnesota SARE  

– Grants, educational materials, outreach activities 



• Worked on NCR-SARE 

cover crop grant 2009-2012 

• Demonstration acres 

(cost-share) 

• Educational events (field 

days, workshops) 

• Including info on CCDT 

 

 WHY ME? 



WHAT is a Cover Crop? 

• A non-cash crop grown between two cash 

crops (Practical Farmers of Iowa) 

 

• Grasses, legumes and forbs used for season 

cover and conservation (NRCS) 

 

• A crop planted to prevent soil erosion and to 

provide humus (Merrium-Websters Online Dictionary) 

 



Examples 



WHY Cover Crops? 

• Soils 

– Erosion 

– SOM 

– Compaction 

– Nitrogen +/- 

– Nutrient cycling 

– Aggregation 

– Water +/- 

– Microbes 

• Pests 

– Weeds 

– Insects 

– Microbes 

• Forage / Grazing 

• Prevent Plant 

Add Value 

Increase Resiliency 



WHY NOT Cover Crops? 

(challenges) 

• Added Management 

• Planning 

• Establishment 

• Termination (some) 

• Herbicide system 

• Tillage system 

• Fertilizer system 

• Moisture 

• Corn/Soybean system 

+ climate = few GDD 

• Crop insurance 

• Lack of specific 

research 

• Cost 

 



Back to WHAT: 

Grasses 

• Winter cereal rye 

• Winter triticale 

• Winter wheat 

• Annual ryegrass (!) 

• Oats 

• Spring Wheat 

• Barley 

• Millet 

• Sorghum 

• Sudangrass 

• Sorghum-

Sudangrass 

 

• Teff 



Winter cereal rye 



Winter cereal rye 



Winter cereal rye 



WHAT? 

Legumes 

• Forage pea 

• Field pea 

• Austrian winter pea 

• Red clover 

• Crimson clover 

• Berseem clover 

• Sweetclover 

• Hairy vetch 

• Alfalfa 

 

• Sunn hemp 

• Cow pea 

• Common vetch 

 



Legumes 



WHAT? 

Forbs 

• Brassicas 

– Radishes  

– Turnips  

– Rapeseed 

– Canola 

– Mustards  

• Buckwheat 

 

• Sunflower 

• Phacelia 

• Kale 

• Camelina 



Forbs 



Forbs – Brassica – Oil Seed Radish 



Single versus multiple 

• Single species 

– Generally makes management easier 

• Multiple species 

– Generally believed to have better success 

 

• Think diversity 

– Grass vs Broadleaf 

– Warm vs. Cool 

– Root system 



Seed Cost Example  (01/29/15)  

Cover Crop Suggested 

Drilling Rates  

(MN CCDT) 

Seed Cost  

(Green Cover Seed) 

Total Cost 

[$ per acre] 

Berseem Clover 8-15 lb/A   PLS $2.15/lb 
(conventional, 50# bag) 

$17.20-$32.25 

Oats 30-50 lb/A   PLS 

(1-2 bu/A) 

$0.29/lb  

(conventional, 50# bag, 

added $0.02 for mono) 

$8.70-$14.50 

Nitro Radish 8-15 lb/A   PLS $2.25/lb 

(conventional, 50# bag) 

$18.00-$33.75 

Winter Cereal Rye 

(Elbon Southern) 

55-100 lb/A  PLS $0.32/lb 
(conventional, 50# bag, 

added $0.02 for mono) 

$17.60-$32.00 

Oats (60%) and Nitro 

Radish (40%) 

18-30 lb/A   PLS 

3-6 lb/A   PLS 

~ $11.97–$22.20 



HOW? 

• Grain Drill 

• Planter 

• Broadcaster (bucket, fertilizer wagon) 

• Interseeding 

– Planter 

– Drop-seeder 

– High-clearance Vehicle 

• Aerial 

– Airplane 

– Helicopter  

Slurry 

seeding with 

liquid 

manure 

spreader? 



Establishment Cost Example  

Cover Crop  

Establishment Method 

Closest Method 

(ISU 2014 Iowa Farm Survey 

Custom Rate) 

Total Cost 

[$ per acre] 

Drilling Drilling Small Grain $10.00-$20.00 

Average $15.30 

Broadcast  

(no incorporation) 

Broadcast Seeding Grass  

with Tractor 

$8.00-$18.00 

Average $12.45 

High Clearance Vehicle 

(before canopy closure) 

Fertilizer Application 

Liquid, side-dress 

$8.00-$20.00 

Average $12.90 

Aerial 

(helicopter or airplane) 

Aerial Spraying $7.50-$13.00 

Average $10.10 



WHEN? 

• AFTER early harvested crops (sweet corn, 
sweet peas, small grain, dried beans, some 
silage, some potatoes, earlier maturing 
soybean varieties) 

– July planting = warm season covers 

– August planting = cool season covers 

– September planting = cool season grasses 

• INTO standing corn and soybeans 

– Physiological maturity 

– Aerial  OR  high-clearance  ( OR RowBot?? ) 

– V4-V8 (?!?!?!?) 



HOW 



Resources 

• Midwest Cover Crop Council (mccc.msu.edu) 

– Midwest Cover Crops Field Guide 

– Minnesota Cover Crop Decision Tool 

• Sustainable Agriculture  Research and 

Education (sare.org) 

– Managing Cover Crops Profitably 

– Building Soils for Better Crops 

– Cover Crops Survey  

– Cover Crop Learning Center 

• Seed Companies 

 



Cover Crop Decision Tool 

• A web-based tool for selecting species of 

cover crops to use in your rotation, for your 

specific purpose or need 

• Midwest Cover Crops Council 

– http://www.mccc.msu.edu/ 

• Grant funded 

• Based on charts found in SARE’s “Managing 

Cover Crops Profitably” 

 



MN Cover Crop Decision Tool 

• Organizational committee formed (Jan. 2011) 

– MN Extension Educators, researchers, students, 

farmers, agency personnel, etc. that have 

worked with cover crops species 

• One face-to-face with decision tool leaders 

• Conference calls until finished with data 

collection/input (June 2011) 

• Live on the WEB – October 2011 

 



http://www.mccc.msu.edu/ 













SARE Cover Crop Learning Center 



USDA Guidelines 

• NRCS Cover Crops Termination Guidelines 

– Version Three (September 2014) 

• www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/PA_NRCSConsum

ption/download?cid=STELPRDB1263099&e

xt=pdf 

 

• RMA 2015 Cover Crops FAQ 

• www.rma.usda.gov/help/faq/covercrops2015

.html 



Take Home Thoughts 

• Adjust management to the INDIVIDUAL farm 

• Discovering new things all the time 

• Try it on a few acres first (10% rule?) 

• Research, ReSeArCh, RESEARCH 

• Contact insurance provider 
and local USDA office to be 
sure you are following 
program rules 



Reduced Tillage 

• Conservation 

tillage 

• Ridge Till 

• Strip Till 

• No Till 



   Questions?  

Jill Sackett, Extension Educator 

 

Univ. of Minn. Extension Rgnl. Ofc. 

Mankato, MN 

507-389-5541 

sacke032@umn.edu 

 

UMN Extension – Conservation Agronomy is on Facebook! 

Join the Minnesota Cover Crop Listserv! 


