
 

 
 

Farmers new to using cover crops can gain additional 
information from university trials. The photo above is 
from a University of Minnesota experiment in planting 
turnips and collards into standing corn. For more on 
this particular research, click here and here.  

 
 
KEYS TO SUCCESS: WHAT I LEARNED FROM LONG-TIME COVER CROP FARMERS  
Ted Bay, University of Wisconsin-Extension Crops & Farm Management Agent, Grant & Lafayette counties 

Persistence, flexibility, and experimentation reflect the attributes and practices of long-time cover crop farmers. 
They have adopted cover crops as a means of improving farm performance, and they strive to learn how they 
can continue to improve that performance. Cover crop benefits are managed between or alongside grain crops 
to achieve top yields in the main crop while adjusting to adverse or even favorable weather occurring during the 
growing season.  

Using cover crops for the first time means there are a number of new production management issues to 
consider. Decisions will include what cover crop to use, when and how it is planted, changes to herbicide 
programs, how to terminate the cover crop, and practices to maintain crop insurance when using cover crops. 
Experienced cover crop farmers can recite a long list of cover crop benefits, but they realize they may not see all 
benefits every year. They have adopted a long-term view that they will manage their cover crops as well as they 
manage their other crop enterprises and capture 
the benefits that their farms and weather bring. 

The first step in successful cover performance is 
to determine the main goal in adopting a cover 
crop. The list of potential benefits is long: ground 
cover to reduce erosion, forage as hay or 
grazing, nitrogen credits, improved weed control, 
as well as many soil improvements that reflect 
soil quality. Those include increased organic 
matter, improved soil structure, greater water 
infiltration, and nutrient recycling. 

Farmers well-versed in cover crops advise 
others to start with one goal and add from there. 
Early goals may include ground cover for erosion 
control or additional forage for livestock. A long-
term goal may be to build soil organic matter and 
yield potential of the main-crop enterprises. 

A Grant County dairy farmer adopted winter 
cereal rye as a cover crop and has used it to 
produce additional forage for livestock for more 
than 15 years. Corn silage is harvested, manure 
is applied and incorporated, and the rye is then 
drilled in for establishment. The rye is chopped 
the following spring; then soybeans are no-tilled 
into the winter rye stubble. 

The farmer learned with experience that the 
earlier the winter rye is established, the greater 
the forage production the following spring. Over 
time, this dairyman has adjusted corn silage for 
earlier harvest and will have silage chopped, 
manure applied, and the rye planted by early 
September. Rye forage harvest the next spring 
typically takes place in mid-May, with soybean 
planting immediately after. 

This program has produced 15 tons/acre of rye 
silage. The soybeans that follow winter rye have 
always outyielded beans following corn grain. 
This fall, the 2016 soybeans following rye cover 
crop produced more than 80 bu/acre. 

A swine and grain farmer who also custom-
winters dairy heifers extensively uses cover 
crops for soil improvement and additional forage 
for hay and grazing. Cover crop use has been 
practiced on this Grant County farm for more 
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than 20 years. Cover crops are typically established after winter wheat by applying the cover crop seed with 
airflow-applied fertilizer followed by vertical tillage to aid establishment. This allows rapid establishment of cover 
crops. A mix of cover crops may be planted to aid soil structure and soil quality and produce forage for hay or 
grazing. If volunteer wheat is present, the seed mix is adjusted to take advantage of the volunteer growth. 

In 2016, because of favorable weather, oats established after winter wheat and intended for fall grazing had 
reached forage height and maturity and was beginning to head before the wintered dairy heifers had arrived. 
This oat crop was cut for wrapped hay to take advantage of a quality forage that could be fed over winter. When 
adverse weather limits cover crop establishment or performance, this is viewed as part of the cropping system 
and not a reason to avoid or halt cover crop use. 

For these producers, cover crops provide a financial benefit to their livestock and cropping operations. They 
also provide a protective cover at critical times of the year, greatly reducing soil erosion and soil organic matter 
losses. Organic matter is a major component of soil health, yield potential, and production consistency. The loss 
of one percent of organic matter is a loss of yield potential with a negative impact on soil-available fertilizer 
nutrients. Reduced soil erosion and the soil-building characteristics of cover crops have the potential to add 
significant production and financial performance to a cropping system. For both producers, cover crops have 
become a standard in their crop production systems. 

Seed company reps can provide cover crop information, and companies may have decision tools available to 
assist with determining the desired cover crop mix. The Midwest Cover Crops Council’s Cover Crop Decision 
Tool is an online resource that helps determine the most favorable cover crop or cover crop mix. The tool utilizes 
farm location, crop and soil information, and attributes desired of the cover crop. Extensive information is 
provided on the traits, advantages and disadvantages, and production practices for every cover crop listed. 
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