Cover Crops and Manure Management

How cover crops can help you get more from your manure

· Fertilizer Savings – Cover crops take up manure nitrogen (N) applied over the fall and winter and also recycle or “scavenge” unused soil N left at the end of the growing season, greatly reducing the amount of N that leaches out during the fall, winter, and spring months. Leguminous cover crops can capture additional N from the atmosphere and store it in their biomass during these months. When the cover crop is killed in the spring and breaks down, this stored N is made available for that year’s crop. This reduces the amount of N fertilizer that must be purchased to meet the crop’s N needs.
· Better Manure Allocation – The N-saving capabilities of cover crops can help the farmer to better allocate manure to fields and crops with the highest soil fertility needs. For soils that are already high in phosphorus (P) and potassium (K), often N is the only nutrient that is needed. Because the decomposing cover crop provides some of or this entire needed N to the spring-planted crop, the need to apply N in manure or fertilizer is greatly reduced or eliminated. This can allow the farmer to apply manure only to fields with soils that need the P and K to meet crop requirements, rather than to fields with soils already high in P and K. The farmer can avoid over-application of manure P and K, and get more value from the manure resource.

· “Green Manure” – Adding a cover crop increases the percentage of your fall- and winter-applied manure N that will be available to the following year’s crop. This increase is about 20% for dairy and beef manure, 25% for swine manure, and 35% for poultry manure, if the cover crop is not harvested but left on the field to decompose (see Agronomy Guide table 1.2-14.)

· Winter Manure Application – In PA, winter manure application is only permitted on fields with at least 25% ground cover. Cover crops are a great way to meet this requirement, especially for corn silage fields that would otherwise be bare in the winter.
