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What are cover crops? 
Cover crops are beneficial plants grown during the          
offseason when cash crops are not being produced. 
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Benefits of Cover Crops
 

 Improve soil structure 
 Increase organic maƩer, beneficial soil microorganisms, and
 Improve soil aggregaƟon, aeraƟon, soil water holding capac
 Reduce soil compacƟon, erosion, and soil crusƟng 

 Improve soil fer lity 
 Improve on‐site nutrient cycling 
 Increase nitrogen fixaƟon 
 Enhance phosphorus availability 
 Improve pH buffering 
 Increased nutrient source and energy for all soil organisms 

 Manage pests 
 Provide habitat for beneficial insects 
 Suppress weeds 
 Control nematodes 

 Improve environmental quality 
 Reduce soil loss 
 Improve water quality 
 Reduce erosion and nitrogen leaching 
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*from the Natural    
Resources ConservaƟon 
Service (NRCS), Field 
Office Technical Guide 

Types of Cover Crops 

 
Cereal Grains and Grasses 
 Cereal rye 
 Annual rye 
 Wheat 
 TriƟcale 
 Oats 
 Sudangrass 
 
Legumes 
 Hairy vetch 
 Field peas 
 Red clover 
 Crimson clover 
 Cow peas 
 
Other 
 Oilseed radish 
 Turnips 
 Buckwheat  
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CEREAL RYE 
FALL 
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Overwintering Yes 

Plan ng rates Drilled:  50‐80 lb/ac 
Broadcast:  80‐120 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1 inch or less 

Plan ng dates August 1–October 31 

Plan ng                  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, incorporate with harrow 
or packer to  improve seed to soil 
contact and stand establishment 

 When planƟng later use higher 
planƟng rates 

 Germinates quickly 
 Most winter hardy of small grains 
 Can be used as supplemental forage for livestock 
 Extensive deep root system 
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UMMARY TABLE 
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COVER CROP SU
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ANNUAL RYE 
FALL 

Overwintering Yes 

Plan ng rates Drilled:  12‐15 lb/ac 
Broadcast:  20 lb/ac 
Aerial:  25 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/2 inch or less 

Plan ng dates End of August—October 1 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, incorporate with harrow 
or packer to  improve establishment 

 When planƟng later use higher rates 
 If aerial applied, seed before leaf drop 

 Germinates quickly 
 Most winter hardy of small grains 
 Can be used as supplemental forage for livestock 
 Extensive deep root system 
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WHEAT 
FALL  

Overwintering Yes 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast 60‐90 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 3/4—1 1/2” 

Plan ng dates August 1—October 31 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, incorporate with harrow 
or packer to  improve seed to soil     
contact and stand establishment 

 When planƟng later use higher   
planƟng rates 

 Germinates quickly 
 Winter hardy, but survives best if well established 
 Good supplemental forage for livestock 
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MORE INFORMATION 

 Midwest Cover Crop Council 
 www.midwestcovercrops.org  

 Cover crop selector tool 
 Purdue Extension 

 ag.purdue.edu/department/agry/agry‐extension/cover‐crops 
 ConservaƟon Cropping Systems IniƟaƟve (CCSI) 

 www.ccsin.org 
 Podcast 

 Michigan State University Extension 
 www.canr.msu.edu/cover_crops/ 

 Cover crop podcast 
 Cover crop selecƟon tool 

 A new ediƟon of the SARE Managing Cover Crops Profitably book is 
available as an online pdf version at no charge at:                       

      hƩp://sare.org/publicaƟons/covercrops.htm 
 Crop Consultant  
 Your local  USDA Service Center office 

 Soil and Water ConservaƟon District (SWCD) 
 Natural Resources ConservaƟon Service (NRCS)  

 Your local Extension Office 
 A local farmer using cover crops  



When using cover crops there are many things  to consider: 
 

 Which cover crops fit best in your crop rotaƟon 

 How and when to get the cover crop planted 

 How and when to terminate the cover crop 

 Choosing the best chemical program that will work with 
both your cover crop and cash crop 

 How to manage extra crop residue 

 

Using cover crops has many benefits that improve soil health 
and water quality.  When planning, it is also important to     
consider all aspects of cover crop planƟng, management,      
terminaƟon, and cost in a cost‐benefit analysis so that it works 
for your individual farming operaƟon. 
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MANAGING  
COVER CROPS 
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TRITICALE 
FALL  

Overwintering Yes 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast 60‐90 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 3/4—1 1/2” 

Plan ng dates August 1—October 31 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, incorporate with harrow 
or packer to  improve seed to soil   
contact and stand establishment 

 When planƟng later use higher 
planƟng rates 

 Germinates quickly 
 Winter hardy, but survives best if well established 
 Good supplemental forage for livestock 
 Cross between wheat and rye 
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OATS 
FALL 

 Used as a companion with other cover crop species 
 Radish, etc. 

 Good supplemental forage for livestock 

Overwintering No 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast:  30‐50 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/2—1 1/2” 

Plan ng dates August 1—mid‐September 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, incorporate with     
harrow or packer to  improve seed 
to soil contact and establishment 
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BUCKWHEAT 
SUMMER 

 Used as a companion with other cover crop species 
 Cowpeas, oats, sudangrass and sorghum 

 Good fit for vegetable and organic farms 

Overwintering No 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast:  30‐60 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/2—1” 

Plan ng dates mid‐May through August 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, needs to                      
be incorporated to improve      
stand establishment 
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FORAGE TURNIPS 
FALL 

 Fast growth proves quick ground cover 
 Usually planted as a companion with other cover 

crop species 
 Oats, annual rye, or cereal rye 

 Scavenges nitrate 

Overwintering No 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast:  4‐8 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/4—3/4” 

Plan ng dates August 1—September 30 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, incorporate with     
harrow or packer to improve    
stand establishment 
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SORGHUM & SUDANGRASS 
SUMMER 

 Prussic acid toxicity potenƟal in livestock during 
frosty weather 

 Used as a companion with other cover crop species 
 Cowpeas, buckwheat 

 Good supplemental forage for livestock 
 

Overwintering No 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast:  20‐40 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/2—1 1/2” 

Plan ng dates mid‐May through July 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, incorporate with harrow 
or packer to improve establishment 
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HAIRY VETCH 
FALL 

 Fixes nitrogen, amount depends on fall growth 
 Usually planted as a companion with other cover 

crop species 
 Oats, annual rye, wheat, etc. 

 Good fit for vegetable and organic farms 
 Good supplemental forage for livestock 
 Legume—requires specific vetch inoculum applied to 

seed before planƟng 

Overwintering Yes, but someƟmes dies back due to 
other reasons 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast:  20‐30 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/2—1 1/2” 

Plan ng dates Late July—early September 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 The earlier the beƩer 
 If broadcast, incorporate with     

harrow or packer to  improve   
stand establishment 
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OILSEED RADISH 
FALL 

 Fast growth proves quick ground cover 
 Usually planted as a companion with other cover 

crop species 
 Oats, annual rye, or cereal rye 

Overwintering No 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast:  10‐12 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/4—3/4” 

Plan ng dates August 1—September 30 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 If broadcast, incorporate with     
harrow or packer to improve    
stand establishment 
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COWPEAS 
SUMMER 

 Similar to soybeans, with more extensive and      
deeper root system 

 Fixes nitrogen, amount depends on fall growth 
 Usually planted as a companion with other cover 

crops species 
 Oats, annual rye, wheat, etc. 

 Good supplemental forage for livestock 
 Good fit for vegetable and organic farms 
 Legume—requires specific vetch inoculum applied to 

seed before planƟng 

Overwintering No 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast: 10‐20 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/2—1 1/2” 

Plan ng dates July 1—early September 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 The earlier the beƩer 
 If broadcast, incorporate with     

harrow or packer to improve    
stand establishment 
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FIELD PEAS 
FALL 

 Usually planted as a companion with other cover 
crop species 

 Oats, annual rye, wheat, etc. 
 Good supplemental forage for livestock 
 Good fit for vegetable and organic farms 
 Legume—requires specific vetch inoculum applied to 

seed before planƟng 

Overwintering Yes, but someƟmes dies back for other 
reasons 

Plan ng rates Drilled:  40‐50 lb/ac 
Broadcast:  70‐90 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/2—1 1/2” 

Plan ng dates August 1—early September 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 The earlier the beƩer 
 If broadcast, incorporate with     

harrow or packer to improve    
stand establishment 
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CRIMSON CLOVER 
FALL 

 Does best drilled in aŌer wheat harvest 
 Fixes nitrogen, amount depends on fall growth 
 Can be planted as a companion with other cover 

crop species 
 Good supplemental forage for livestock 
 Good fit for vegetable and organic farms 
 Legume—requires specific vetch inoculum applied to 

seed before planƟng 

Overwintering No 

Plan ng rates Drilled:  10‐12 lb/ac 
Broadcast:  12‐20 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/4—1/2” 

Plan ng dates mid‐May through early September 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 Does best drilled in aŌer          
wheat harvest 
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RED CLOVER 
SPRING/FALL 

 Usually planted as a companion with other cover 
crop species 

 Oats, annual rye, wheat, etc. 
 Good supplemental forage for livestock 
 Good fit for vegetable and organic farms 
 Legume—requires specific vetch inoculum applied to 

seed before planƟng 

Overwintering Yes 

Plan ng rates Drilled or broadcast:  5‐12 lb/ac 

Seeding depth 1/4—1/2” 

Plan ng dates April to mid‐May 

Plan ng  
recommenda ons 

 Can be frost seeded into wheat 


