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In response to the increase in interest in cover crop use and cover crop management, we 
have written several extension articles on economics, weed and herbicide management, 
soil erosion control, and nitrogen management. This paper is intended as review and a 
resource for those interested in cover crop management. The accompanying presentation at 
the 2013 Wisconsin Crop Management Conference will be conducted as a Question and 
Answer session on all aspects of cover crop management, with a particular focus on 
addressing concerns for the 2013 growing season. 

Economics (http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pdmitchell/extension.htm) 

The drought this summer not only had many Wisconsin farmers concerned about crop 
yields and their crop insurance coverage, but also emergency and extra forage production.  
Various crop insurance rules exist regarding cover crops and some of these rules were 
relaxed this year to help farmers looking for extra forage.  To help inform Wisconsin 
farmers about these and other issues related to the drought, I wrote several short fact sheets 
that will serve as the basis for my panel comments and discussion.  Titles and links are 
below: 

1. Drought 2012: Crop Insurance Rules to Consider When Growing Emergency Forage or 
Cover Crops: http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pdmitchell/CropInsurance/EmergencyForage.pdf  

2. Drought 2012: USDA Changes Crop Insurance Rules for Cover Crop Harvesting in 
Spring 2013: http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pdmitchell/CropInsurance/RuleChange.pdf  

3. Drought and Crop Insurance: Patience Please!: 
http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pdmitchell/CropInsurance/DroughtInsurance2012.pdf  

4. Cover Crops and Crop Insurance: 
http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pdmitchell/CropInsurance/CoverCrops.pdf  

5. Drought 2012: Moldy Corn and Crop Insurance: 
http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pdmitchell/CropInsurance/MoldyCorn.pdf  

6. Drought 2012: Forward Contracts & Crop Insurance: 
http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pdmitchell/CropInsurance/ForwardContractsAndInsurance.pdf  

_____________________ 
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7. Crop Insurance Implications of Planting Crops Early: 
http://www.aae.wisc.edu/pdmitchell/CropInsurance/PlantingEarly.pdf  

Weed and Herbicide Management 

In theory and practice it seems like a great idea to establish winter annual ‘cover crops’ 
with the dual purpose of producing extra forage. In fact, the future of cover crops in annual 
cropping systems probably hinges on the ability to add an economic value to cover crops 
so their adoption is driven by more economic incentive than government program 
subsidies. Of course, there may be long-term environmental benefits and that is the base of 
much interest, but nonetheless growers must generate economic income for business 
survival which is 1/3 of the sustainability equation.  With that said, crops or crop parts that 
enter the food or feed system are regulated in many different ways to importantly protect 
food quality and safety.  It is important to continue to steward pesticide products in a legal 
manner to ensure food safety and ensure consumer confidence. Consumers want to know 
they will get a safe product free from harmful levels of pesticide residue even when 
conventionally grown.  To highlight and clarify the rules to consider during cropping 
system design and planning, I produced this extension piece to clarify rules regarding this 
practice. 

• Is it legal to use a cover crop as a forage crop? Maybe NOT…: 

http://ipcm.wisc.edu/download/pubsPM/9-19-12-Cover-Crops-used-for-forages.pdf  

Erosion Control 

The drought experienced during the 2012 growing season in most of Central and Southern 
Wisconsin significantly reduced grain availability for feed use. Grain production in the 
Midwest in general was also severely affected by the drought. Given the pressing need for 
feed, a significant number of acres that were originally seeded for corn grain were 
harvested for silage. This situation left a considerable amount of agricultural land bare and 
susceptible to erosion this fall and spring. Cover crops can be useful in these conditions by 
protecting the soil surface from raindrop impact and holding soil particles together with 
their root systems. An extension article was written to bring attention to the increased 
erosion risk after the drought and highlight the benefits of cover crops. 

• Soil erosion concerns after silage harvest (New Horizons in Soil Science, Issue 12-
03) 

http://www.soils.wisc.edu/extension/nhss/2012/12_03_Arriaga_soil_erosion.pdf 
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Nitrogen Management 

With a growing season like we are having in 2012, it is likely that residual nitrate 
concentrations in the soil will be high, especially if corn was harvested early as silage or if 
yields are well below expected. One benefit of planting cover crops after corn silage, small 
grain, or a processing vegetable crop, or after a manure application is that the cover crop 
can take up residual nitrate and reduce the risk of nitrate leaching between harvest and 
planting. Other benefits of cover crops include reduction in soil erosion and weed 
suppression. This article focuses on using cover crops for nutrient conservation benefits 
rather than growing cover crops for forage. For tips on growing cover crops for forage see 
Winnebago County Agricultural Agent Nick Schneider’s article on Emergency Forage 
Cover Crop Tips (http://go.wisc.edu/xvmh3a).  

There are many nitrogen related issues surrounding cover crops. The following link is a 
summary that highlights issues related to cover crops and the nitrogen cycle, specifically 
regarding why some cover crops are associated with a nitrogen credit and some are not. 
http://www.soils.wisc.edu/extension/nhss/2012/12_02_ruark_consider_cover_crops_2012.
pdf 
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