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Cover Crops  
Why plant a cover crop?


Cover crops are used to easily and inexpensively provide large amounts of organic matter to the soil when they are tilled in, and to protect the soil from being compacted in wet weather. This process is also known as “green manuring”. These immature crops improve soil texture as humus, or the decayed portion of the organic matter, increases. The plant nutrients in these crops, (nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, calcium, etc.), are returned to the soil. This increase of humus and nutrition improves the tilth, or the physical condition of the soil in respect to its fitness for plant growth.


In addition, fall-seeded cover crops help reduce the number of weeds in the garden by providing tough competition during the winter when the soil is not being cultivated. They also aid in preventing soil erosion on sloped sites, and assist in absorbing excess moisture from otherwise saturated soils, allowing for earlier spring tillage.

 
Legume plants are hosts to nitrogen-fixing bacteria which extract nitrogen from the air, convert it to a form which can be used by the plants, and store this nitrogen. When these plants are used as cover crops, this stored nitrogen is returned to the soil. When legumes are used for green manure, added nitrogen is not needed, whereas other crops used for this purpose will create a temporary nitrogen deficiency as they are turned under, necessitating the addition of nitrogen to the soil.


Regular use of cover crops is the most effective way to improve the health and texture of your soil. It will also reduce the need to use other fertilizer sources.

How and When to Seed Cover Crops


After your garden produce is harvested, till the plant residue into the soil where it will decompose to produce more humus. This also prepares the soil for the seed. You may use either a drop spreader or a broadcast spreader, or you may broadcast the seed by hand. For more even coverage, make two seeding passes over the garden at right angles to each other. Lightly rake the seed into the top 1/4-inch of the soil. The seed must be covered and be in firm contact with the soil for best germination. Water to keep the newly planted seeds moist for germination until fall rains take over the task.

Tillage


Cover crops should be tilled into the soil just before they flower. This will take full advantage of the plants’ organic matter without allowing energy to be lost by putting it into producing flowers or seeds. Some tall or very vigorous crops may require mowing before digging or tilling can be done. If the cover crop has been chopped finely during the tilling process, planting can be done almost immediately, however, it’s best to let the site rest one or two weeks, more if possible, to allow the decay process to get under way. If the soil cannot be tilled due to wetness or other factors it is advisable to knock the cover crop down using a rake or hoe, then till in the plant material whenever possible.

Cover Crop Seeds

Annual Ryegrass—This cool-season grass is an annual that germinates rapidly and tolerates heavy soils, low pH ranges, and poor drainage. It continues growing at low temperatures which makes it an excellent choice for a fall-seeded cover crop. 

Crimson Clover—This crop is tolerant of medium soil acidity and will grow readily on both clay and sandy soils, but does not tolerate poor drainage very well. Growth continues throughout the winter, with the amount of growth influenced by temperatures. Being a legume, Crimson Clover is a nitrogen-fixer, providing not only large amounts of organic matter but also extra nitrogen when it is tilled into the soil.

New Zealand White Clover—This is a long-lived legume adapted to silty loam and clay soils with a pH range of 6.0-7.0. Roots seldom go deeper than two feet.

Common Vetch—This is an annual legume that is best adapted to well-drained fertile soils. It is not tolerant of wet soils. It is often seeded with a small grain, such as oats, for support or when used as hay.

Austrian Peas—Large seeded legumes that are very good for cover crops. Austrian Peas like well drained and fertile loam soils. Very winter-hardy. Excellent for fixing large amounts of nitrogen.

Fava Beans—There are both spring-sown and fall-sown varieties. Favas offer the benefits of legumes as well as producing enormous amounts of biomass to be incorporated into the soil.

Buckwheat—This is one of the few true summer-sown cover crops. It is a fast-growing annual adapted to acid soils. It matures in 10-12 weeks. It is quickly killed by frost. Sow Buckwheat in August for a quick, late summer boost for your garden’s tilth. 







Home Grown Gardens

541-758-2137   *   4845 SE Third Street, Corvallis, Oregon,  97333                                                     


