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AGENDA 
• Who is Practical 

Farmers of Iowa 

(PFI)? 

• What’s Science Say @ 

Cover Crops 

• A few basics 

• Cover Crops in your 

business portfolio 



Who is Practical Farmers of Iowa? 



Who is Practical Farmers of Iowa? 
Strengthening farms and communities through 

farmer-led investigation and information 
sharing. 

Achievements: 
• About 90 events 

held each year 
• 42 research 

projects by 65 
     farmers (2014) 
• Members report 

increased on-farm 
stewardship, 
profitability, and 
efficiency 
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**17 Projects Specific to Cover Crops 



WHY COVER CROPS? 

1 in 4 Iowa farmers  
are using cover crops 



A massive loss of 
perennial cover in 

Iowa farmland 

• 

• 
• 



Hatfield et al., 2009, JSWC 

Alfalfa and other hay 

Small grain 



52% of precipitation occurs between Oct-May in central Iowa 

Heggenstaller et al. (2008) 
Greatest loss of nutrients is outside the cropping season 
(Kaspar et al., 2007) 



What’s Science Say  

@Cover Crops 



NO COVER CROP     OAT COVER 25%   RYE COVER 50%  

slide and data from Dr. Tom Kaspar, Ames, IA 
4.5in/hr rainfall rate; 5% slope 

REDUCE SOIL EROSION 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Note rill with no cover crop.  This was on a 5% slope with a 4.5 in/hr simulated rainfall rate with surface flow additions at the upslope end of the plots.  Plots were no-till soybean previous year.  Measurements taken in mid-April.  Rye cover crop anchored soybean residue and kept it from washing or moving.  Rye increased soil cover some, but not by a significant amount.  Rye roots and crowns may also have held the soil and prevented rills from forming.  Primary effect was probably prevention of formation of surface water flow paths.  Round numbers rye reduced erosion by 50% and oat by 25%



NUTRIENT RETENTION & RECYCLING 

*State of Iowa  
Nutrient Reduction Strategy Science Assessment 

 
• 29% Nitrogen reduction* 

  
• 29% Phosphorus reduction* 

  
• Cuts Soil erosion in half 

  
• Greater H2O infiltration 



IMPROVE 

WATER QUALITY 

Tile lines from corn/soybean farm 

2011 



Cereal rye, aerial seeded 9/5/11 



March 2012 



2013 2011 2012 



Planting 







Oats (52 lb) + radish (4 lb) + vetch (10 lb) 

Highboy seeded: Sept. 18, 2014 Clarion, IA 

Highboy inter-seeding 



Aerial Seeded Cover Crops 



Post-Harvest Seeding Options 
• Drill 

• Planter 

• Broadcast + harrow or culti-pack 

• Tractor fertilizer spreader 



WHAT COVER CROPS 

TO PLANT? 



GRASS: 
Winter Cereal Rye 

BRASSICAS: 
Rapeseed 

LEGUMES: 
Hairy Vetch 



Cover Crop 

Termination 



Spring Termination Options 
• A)Non-overwintering:  
• oats, radish, turnip, crimson clover, etc: no 

spring management 
 

• B)Overwintering:  
• Herbicide Full rate + Growing Plant + 

Warm Day = Success 
• Tillage also an option 
• Roller-crimper 

 



Northern Cornbelt Recommendations….. 

 
•Cool season grasses (cereal rye, oats) 
establish well in fall 

• Cereal rye will overwinter 
•Rapeseed & Brown Mustard overseed well 
•Legumes usually don’t have enough time 
•Are mixes the future? 

• Need more testing 



Winter rye cover 

crop effect on cash 

crop yields 



4/18 trials 

14/18 trials 

1 trial 

Soybean yields, 2009-2013 

Yield
improvement
No change

Yield decline

Cover crop resulted in: 



19/22 trials 

3/22 trials 

Corn yields, 2009-2013 

No change

Yield decline

Cover crop resulted in: 



2 out of 22 corn yield decreased due to cover crop 
1 out of 22 corn yield decreased due to herbicide failure 
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COVER CROPS FOR 

CORN & SOYBEAN 

COMPANIES 



Cover Crops for Cleaner Stover 
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Cereal Rye Cover Crop



Aerial seeded cereal 
August 19  
(male rows removed) 

Cover Crops for Seed 

Production 

Drilled cereal rye post 
seed corn harvest 

September 25 



Corn and Soybeans Genetics for High Residue 



Cover Crop Seed Sales & Agronomy 



sarah@practicalfarmers.org  
515-232-5661 

Cover crop take homes messages… 
 
• Disproportionately high water quality & 

soil quality benefit from cover crops 
 
• No negative impact on Cornbelt crops 

 
• Several business opportunities 

mailto:sarah@practicalfarmers.org
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