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plant cover crops 

But which one(s) do I plant? 



Picking a cover crop 

ÅStep one: what is your planting 
window? 

ÅStep two: what do you want to 
accomplish? 

ÅStep three: follow the rules of 
rotation 



Early spring (March) 

ÅOats 

Å spring field peas 

Å spring barley 

Å spring triticale 



Forage peas planted late March, 
photo taken May 20.  

 



May through July 

ÅSorghums 

Å millets 

Åteff 

Å cowpeas 

Å sunnhemp 

Å forage soybeans 

Å annual lespedeza 

ÅSunflowers 



August through early September 

ÅAlmost everything!!! Warm-season crops grow 
well planted now but give up at frost 

ÅPrime time for brassicas (turnips, radishes, 
rapeseed, kale, hybrid brassicas) 

ÅOats, spring barley, spring triticale 

ÅHairy vetch, spring field peas, crimson clover 

ÅRye, wheat, winter barley, winter triticale, 
annual ryegrass 



Late September through early 
November 

ÅWinter annual grasses 

ÅHairy vetch 



 

Annual 
ryegrass 

Rye 
Wheat 
 (note barley 
yellow dwarf) 



After early November 

ÅRye 



What are you trying to accomplish? 

ÅBuild mulch and organic matter? 

ÅFix nitrogen? 

ÅProvide grazing? 

ÅBreak up soil compaction and improve rooting 
depth? 

ÅControl nematodes? 

ÅSuppress weeds? 

 



Build mulch and organic matter 

ÅBy far the best organic matter builders are warm-
season grasses (primarily sorghums, secondarily 
millets) 
ÅNext are winter annual grasses 
ÅTops among legumes is sunnhemp 
ÅAll cover crops add some organic matter to the 

soil, any cover is better than nothing 
ÅNo single cover crop will add significantly to 

measurable soil organic matter, but many 
(particularly grasses) will contribute to a 
functioning organic layer at the soil surface 



 



Brutis forage sorghum as a 
doublecrop 



Fix nitrogen 

ÅBest nitrogen fixers among legumes are 
sunnhemp, alfalfa, and sweetclover 

ÅHairy vetch and  cowpeas are intermediate 

ÅSpring field peas, crimson clover are lesser yet 

 



 



 

How many pounds of nitrogen is 
contained in this crop of sunn hemp? 
This crop was planted after wheat 
harvest and photo taken in early 
September 



Not the same as this hemp 

 



 



Significant Yield Advantage with Cover Crops in the Rotation 

SOURCE: 
Spring Field Day North Unit K-State Harvey County Experiment Field 
May 31, 2007. Hesston, KS 
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How many pounds of N will this Hairy  
Vetch contribute to next years sorghum?  



 



 



Break up compaction 

ÅBrassicas are all good, but by far the best is 
Tillage radish (#1 choice) 

ÅSorghum-sudan hybrids are very good, work 
best if hayed or grazed at least once 

ÅAnnual ryegrass has a very dense but shallow 
root system that loosens surface soil 

ÅSunnhemp is a good annual legume 

ÅSweetclover is exceptional 



 


