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Why use Cover Crops 
 GORDON MIKELL, Conservation 

Agronomist USDA/NRCS 

Southeast Farm Press   
“3 Things you need to know”     Bob Kemerait, Nov 27, 2017   

1) La Nina  (Warm Dry)“Rather than a reset button, 
warmer and drier winters may be bridges for 
important pests from one season to the next. ” 

2) “Many fungicides and agrichemicals are produced 
in China.  Recently there have been reports that all 
may not be well with production efforts in China. 
……some fungicides, especially chlorothalonil, that 
have been readily available in the past will be more 
limited in supply….. products that have been 
amazingly inexpensive are likely to be more 
expensive in 2018.  Such is predicted for 
tebuconazole….”  

Cont’d. 

“Reduced availability (fungicides) and higher prices may 
encourage growers to more carefully assess the best 
program for their crops and to adopt a new program 
that, in the end, will make more money for them.” 

3)“Planting resistant varieties (seed) can be very effective 
for management of diseases and nematodes.  However, 
seed for resistant varieties may be in limited supply.” 

Cotton varieties will be available with increased 
resistance to root-knot nematodes and to bacterial 
blight, though unfortunately not in the same variety. 

What can you 
control??? 

  

Yield Contest 

Farmers adopting these systems are saving 
~ $40-$80 per acre while maintaining 
yields. 

Don’t try cover crops 
IF: 

1) You do not know “WHY’ you or 
anyone else would do them. 

2) You are comfortable with the 
profit margins you currently 
have. 

3) You don’t think they will work 
for your operation. 

4) Your way is the ONLY way. 

5) You don’t have time. 

6) You don’t like change. 

7) You care about what your 
neighbor says. 

 

Covers may be for you IF: 

1) You would like more weed suppression 

2) You would like to improve your bottom line 

3) You are getting a government payment 

4) You have highly erodible land 

5) You would like to make your farm better adapted  
to handle weather extremes. 

6) You don’t like paying your fertilizer bill. 
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Terminology 

• Conservation Tillage / Strip Till 

• Carbon & Organic Matter 

• Biomass 

• Winter Weeds, ankle-high, knee-high, head-high 

  

Sullivan et al. (2007) 
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What year is this? 

Indicators… 
…mixers 

Pigweed Case Study, 2007 

• TN Valley REC, Bella Mina AL 

• E.V. Smith REC , Shorter AL 

 
 Andrew J. Price  
Kipling S. Balkcom  
Francisco J. Arriaga 
 Jason S. Bergtold  
Randy L. Raper 
 Ted S. Kornecki  
USDA-ARS Auburn, AL  

 

Nov. 1 Oct. 15 Oct. 1 

7,137 
lbs/ac 

1,784 lbs/ac 
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Do you have this kind of weed suppression? 

The ROI…return on investment 

• Nutrient cycling     $ 
• Weed Suppression $ 

• Water   $  or  $ 
 

Benefit 

•TIME 
• Planter adjustments 
• Seed 

 
 

Costs 

thegailyplanet.wordpress.com 

Assume avg cost for 
cover seed: $17/acre 
 
Planting cost $13 
 
TOTAL: $30.00/Acre 

Planted: 10/17/2014 
Clipped: 3/11/2015    ~150 days growth      
 A)  Winter Weeds:  Henbit/Chickweed (most flowering and 
full Maturity) 1037 lbs/acre Dry matter  
   N:  21lbs. 
   K:  21 lbs 
 
B)  Mixed species Cover: rape, rye, vetch, Crimson clover, 
Radish*    “Ankle-high” 
            1642 lbs./ac 
   N:  41 
   K:  41 

 
Can we assume more?     

 

VALUE:  $ 15 

VALUE:     $30 

“Knee-High” 
4,500 lbs. Dry Matter / ac 

Contents:   
 N= 135 lbs        75 PA 
 
 K= 135 lbs         75 PA 
 
   TOTAL: $ 57/ acre 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjhhb2Sr-3VAhVIbSYKHRf0CWsQjB0IBg&url=https://thegailyplanet.wordpress.com/page/2/&psig=AFQjCNGnOAYULG_ylDJD40VbO3uEjMzEYA&ust=1503578087669000
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Carbon, N and K!!! 

“Head-high”……7,000-9,000 lbs DM 

Contents:   
 N= 270 lbs        135 PA 
 
 K= 270  lbs        135 PA 
 
   TOTAL: $ 103/ acre 

 
Cover crops 

Then Now 

~ 500 lbs/ac 

Mixed cover: 9,000 lbs/ac DM 
       ~270 lbs Nitrogen 
       ~270 lbs K2O 

Oh and by the way… 
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Soil pH 

Coleman

Carter

Gaddy

Mcinnis

Price

Average

6” 

6-12” 

Consider it all…. Top & Bottom  

Inorganic P,K etc. (CU) 
-110 lb/ac P 
-116 lb/ac K 

Deep soil test (CU)  
-  93 lb/ac P 
- 427 lb/ac K 
 

Cover Crop Biomass (~9,000 lb/ac)/plant tissue test 
-270 lb N             (140 lb PAN) 
 
-270 lb K              (256 lb PAK) 

Total Resource: 
     Pounds/acre 

      140 N 
      813 K 

Above Ground 

Take advantage of the soil and the cover crop! 
1) Soil sampling: 
 Consider the whole resource: 
 Take a 6”-12” sample every 20-50 acres and  
  use that as a credit.  
  Roots go deeper than 6” so why do we take 
   a 6” sample and budget nutrients from that? 
 
2) Grow as much cover as possible. 
 plant early  terminate late 
 
          Ex:  Crimson clover, Vetch, Rye  mixed  
 March 11              April 1 
 2,645 lbs/ac 5,000 lbs/ac 
      N: 66       OR    N: 125 
          &          & 
      K:  66     K:  125 
 
       *assuming 2.5%N, .5% P,  2.5%K  based on tissue samples 
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Baby steps 

• “enhanced” Strip-till 6 (ankle high) 

• “Knee-high” 

• “Belt to chest high” 

• “Head high” or larger 

 

 

Termination 
• Wait as long as possible 

• Spray during day when plants are actively growing 

• Liquid N or AMS may help 

• Use plenty of water  ~ 20 gal with paraquat 

• Tank mixes of paraquat & atrazine or Paraquat and 
Valor (reflex) or P + cotoran 

• Terminate @ planting for corn, 3wks ahead for cotton 
and later planted crops 

• Plant green or crispy 

 

Termination 
Tips cont’d. 

• Use more water as cover crop 
height increases* 

• Consider your mix:  size and 
species (broadleaf vs grasses) 

• Clover is hardest to kill 

• Termination will be easier once 
plant begins to flower 

• Rates used for winter weeds may 
not be sufficient 

• Cold temps may affect herbicide 
effectiveness 

      Is the cover really dead?  

Questions?? 

Gordon Mikell, CCA  
USDA/NRCS Conservation Agronomist 


