
By CAROL BROWN

INTEREST in cover crops continues to 
grow in Iowa. More farmers are con-
sidering using them after last year’s 

fl ooding as a way to maintain precious 
topsoil. But saving soil is only one ben-
efi t of having cover crops on a fi eld.

A working group was recently formed 
between the Iowa Learning Farm pro-
gram and the Practical Farmers of Iowa 
organization to conduct on-farm demon-
strations of cover crop use. They’ll show 
the benefi ts cover crops bring to the 
fi eld to improve soil and water quality in 
addition to erosion reduction. 

Other goals are to demonstrate suc-
cessful establishment and management, 
to address the challenges of establishing 
and producing cover crops, and to fi nd 
ways to overcome these challenges.

The Cover Crop Working 
Group, funded by a district 
initiative grant through the 
Iowa Department of Agricul-
ture and Land Stewardship’s 
Division of Soil Conservation, 
or IDALS, is hoping to continue 
the study for fi ve years. The group has 
an advisory panel of ILF team members, 
PFI staff, and representatives from IDALS, 
USDA’s Natural Resource Conservation 
Service, National Soil Tilth Lab and 
farmers who’ve been using cover crops 
for a number of years.

The farmer cooperators that are in-
volved with this project are ILF coopera-
tors and PFI members. Some have been 
using cover crops for a while and some 
are new to the cover crop scene. The 
farmer-cooperators are in Adair, Shelby, 
Carroll, Greene, Grundy and Bremer 
counties. More cooperators will be 
added in the future to gain representa-
tion in all of Iowa’s main soil regions.

The project is unique in several 
ways. “Not only is this a new partner-
ship between ILF and PFI, but the in-fi eld 
research approach is different from tra-
ditional research,” says Sarah Carlson, 
program specialist with PFI. “Traditional 
research plots have studied the cover 
crop in a test site for a short time, maybe 
one or two years and then study it in an-
other area of the fi eld. This new project 
will focus on fi ve years of repeated side-
by-side cover-crop/no-cover-crop dem-
onstrations in the same fi eld.”

Key Points
■ New Cover Crop Working Group formed to 

encourage use of cover crops in Iowa.
■ Field demos show differences between 

cover and no cover crop.
■ Goal is to show cover crops’ ability to 

improve soil quality and reduce erosion.

Group promotes 
cover crop use

Cover crop biomass production and 
cash crop yield will be sampled every 
year of the project in the cover and no-
cover plots. Baseline measurements of 
bulk density, total soil carbon, nitrogen, 
organic matter, pH and microbial bio-
mass will be taken at the start of the 
project. The same measurements will be 
collected at the sites after fi ve years in 
the same fi eld to determine any improve-
ment in the soil quality indicators.

Another aspect of the 
project will be to explore time-

lines for planting and killing 
cover crops, says Carlson. 
The more cover crop bio-

mass produced in the fall and 
spring, the more benefi ts the 

soil receives. Traditionally, a cover crop 
is planted postharvest and then killed 
in the spring, prior to planting the next 
year’s crop. This can reduce the poten-
tial for good cover crop growth. 

Increase cover crop acreage
Some cooperators will experiment with 
seeding cover crops prior to fall har-
vest, either by aerial seeding or using 
modifi ed high-clearance sprayers or de-
tasseling machines. In spring they’ll also 
try to plant into living cover followed by 
herbicide treatment.

The group will share results with 
farmers, researchers, ISU Extension and 
agency personnel to increase awareness 
of cover crops’ impact on soil quality. 
They’ll share their knowledge and re-
sults through the media, events such as 
fi eld days, and one-on-one education. 
The ultimate goal is to have increased 
acres of cover crops in Iowa.

For information about the Cover 
Crop Working Group, contact Carlson at 
515-232-5661 or e-mail sarah@practical
farmers.org. For Iowa Learning Farm, 
visit www.extension.iastate.edu/ilf.

Brown is communication specialist for 
the Iowa Learning Farm.

GOT IT COVERED: “Our cover 
crop project is unique in several 
ways,” says Sarah Carlson. 
“Not only is it a new partnership 
between ILF and PFI, but the 
in-fi eld research approach is 
different from traditional studies.”

*Offer subject to purchase of a MacDon-built 
or competitor’s new mower conditioner 
within 30 days of dealer demo. The 
competitive machine that you purchase 
must be equivalent to the MacDon machine 
that you demo. Note: the A30 auger is 
sold under the MacDon and Premier 
brands. Proof of purchase and demo 
form is required to qualify. Offer expires 
June 30, 2009. MF11919-0409

when we say we'll 
give you $250 to 

buy our competitor's
pull-type mower 

conditioner.

We believe you'll

just
sayno

The catch? You must first demo one of MacDon’s new pull-type 
mower conditioners – either the R80 Pull-Type Rotary Disc or 
A30 Pull-Type Auger. Now that’s an easy $250! Better still, if you 
choose to buy a MacDon-built machine (and we know you 
will) we’ll give you $1,000.

THAT’S $1,000 TO BUY MACDON!
See your dealer today.

www.macdon.com

That’s right. Take the MacDon Challenge 
and we’ll give you $250 towards your next 
mower conditioner, even if you buy the 
competition’s machine.*

Register today for a 
field demonstration,
call 1-877-622-3668.
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