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ALL TOO COMMON IN IOWA?



Take home messages

WHY is the Cornbelt ñleakyò?

HOW does Practical Farmers work?
-- motivating existing farmers to expand
-- recruiting new farmers to cover crops

WHAT are our on - farm results?



WHY IS THE 

CORNBELT ñLEAKYò?



52% of precipitation occurs between Oct-May in central Iowa

Heggensta l ler et  a l .  (2008)

Greatest loss of nutrients is outside the cropping season (Kasparet al., 2007)



Soybean

Small Grain + 

Legume

Corn







What is a 

Cover Crop?

Plants that cover 
the soil in between 
cash crops



Mapping Cover Crops in 

the ñIò States: ó15 ïó16

488,626 A

591,880A
794,724A





Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy
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Third Crops

Warm Season Cool & Warm Season

Oats, Wheat, Rye, Barley or Triticale + Legume



Three scenarios 

from the FPC



HOW DOES 

PRACTICAL FARMERS 

WORK?



Strengthening farms and 
communities through 

farmer -led investigation 
and information sharing .

Member -led, non -profit 
organization

~3,000 members









Field Days: 

Farmer to Farmer



Field Days

Tenants & Land Owners



Cover Crop Information Sharing

75Cover Crop Events

Reached 9538Farmers



On-farm 

Research



Randomized, Replicated 
Field Trials



25 farmers conducted

29cover crop trials 

Cooperatorsõ Program 2016



Good 

Cover 

Crops = 

Happy 

Farmers



Cover Crop 

Cost Share



Cost Share + Agronomic Advice + Farmer Support Network = 

More Green Acres

One-on-one consultations

Expert Farmer Trainings

Field days, annual conferences, webinars, 

workshops, videos, massive media 

campaign, shared learning calls

*Paid mentors to recruit new acres: try 2018



Cost Share Programs
Cover Crops WQI: CTIC, Unilever, ADM, LaCrosse Seed

Å 2015 2,823 A paid to 26 farmers

Å 2016, 9,502 A paid to 69 farmers

Å 2017, 26,029 A paid to 169 farmers

Cover Crops òGreen Acresò: PepsiCo, Cargill

Å 2017, 3200 acres paid to 21 farmers

Cover Crops and Livestock Usage:

Å 2015-2017 258 A paid to 3 farmers

Å 2015-2017 2158 A paid to 5 farmers

Cover Crops + Small Grains

Å 2016 825 A paid to 15 farmers (IA, WI, MN)

Å 2017 1850 A paid to 31 farmers (IA, WI, MN) in progress



Barriers 

to reaching 

goals



PFI Corn/Soybean Farmer Members 

(~1300)

73% Use/Added Cover Crops

50% Use/Added Small Grains 





Sustainability Metrics 

for Food & Beverage Companies
The Cool Farm Tool

The FieldPrintCalculator

The Resource Stewardship Evaluation Tool



OUR RESULTS
NET CHANGE IN PROFITS WITH COVER CROPS

CC VARIETY TRIAL

HIGHBOY VERSUS DRILL SOLE CC VERSUS MIX

CC EFFECT ON CORN OR SOYBEAN YIELD

EARLY VERSUS LATE KILLED RYE EFFECT ON SOYBEAN

EARLY VERSUS LATE KILLED RYE EFFECT ON CORN

RYE GRAIN + GREEN MANURE FOR CORN



WHAT ARE FARMERSô

COVER CROP GOALS?
Å Livestock feed?

Å Nitrogen scavenging?

Å Manure management?

Å Improved water quality?

Å Weed control?

Å Reduced soil erosion?

Å Increased yield?

Å Build soil carbon?

Å Make a landlord happy?

Å Wildlife benefit?



COVER CROPS         SOYBEAN
Dr. Alejandro Plastina, Iowa State University plastina@iastate.edu



COVER CROPS         CORN
Dr. Alejandro Plastina, Iowa State University plastina@iastate.edu



What cover crops work best for your farm?



GRASS:
Cereal Rye

BRASSICAS:
Rapeseed

LEGUMES:
Hairy Vetch

Å 49 cover crop entries
Å 10-16 locations
Å 5 years

Cover Crop Variety Trial



FALL 
COVER 
INDEX

Thanksgiving 

Lower than Cereal Rye Better than Cereal Rye



SPRING 
COVER 
INDEX

mid-April

Lower than Cereal Rye





Cover Crop Decision Tree



Mixes and Seeding 
method



8 - Year Study: 
Will a cereal rye cover crop hurt 

my corn & soybean yield?







When should I kill 
cover crops before 
soybeans?





$50+
$10+





Cereal Rye Cover Crop Termination 
Date Ahead of Corn: 1 location

Cover crop 
terminated 

May 3

Cover crop 
terminated 

Apr. 17





Nitrogen Program

05/05/16: 35 lb-N/ac (Quad5, UAN[32%], Thiosul) 2ò to the side of the row

6/11/16: 105 lb N/ac as UAN(32%) sidedressed





3-year rotation

S
o
yb

e
a

n

R
ye

/c
lo

ve
r

C
o

rn

Year 1

Year 2

C
o

rn

S
o
yb

e
a

n

What about growing my 
own cover crop seed?



WHICH COVER CROP GREEN 

MANURE PLANTS WILL GROW 

THE MOST NITROGEN FOR 

CORN?



~50lb N credit



2014, Corn at Dick Sloanôs

Planting into red clover

Corn emerging from dying mix



Cover 

Crop 

Mix

Red 

Clover 



Cover 

Crop 

Mix

Red 

Clover 





Sustainable agriculture

ñSustainable agriculture is the production of food, fiber, and fuel using farming 

techniques that protect the environment, public health, human communities, and 

animal welfare. This form of agriculture enables us to produce a sufficient amount of 

healthful food now without compromising the ability of future generations to do the 

same.ò

Red Clover



ñ$30-$35/A cover crop cost 

protects a $5000-$10,000/A assetò

Iowa farmer new to cover crops



TURNS THIS é



into this.
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https://store.extension.iastate.edu/Product/Herbicide -use-may-restrict-grazing-options-for-cover-crops

ISU publication

December 2015

CATTLE AND COVER CROPS


