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 The world is watching our farms 

 The world is looking for clean water 

 The world is looking for conservation 

 The world is looking for the USA to lead 



 Improve Soil Health 

 Reduce Erosion 

 Reduce Compaction 

 Increase Water and Nutrient Holding 
Capacity 

 Increase Earthworm Populations 



 Improve Soil Aeration and Percolation 

 Reduce Nutrient Run-off 

 Reduce Nutrient Loss to Ground Water 

 Improve Soil Biology/Health 

 Improve No-Till Performance 

 



 Increased Yields (often) 

 More able to withstand weather extremes 

 More able to no-till profitably 

 EVENTUALLY MAY be able to reduce fertility 
inputs 

 



 Another level of management 
◦ How to plant 

◦ How to terminate 

◦ What cover crop species to use 

 

 

 



 Stability for income 

 More Stable value of rent 

 More Stability for renter  

 Build Soil – Build Value – “best ground brings 
best price?” 

 



 Robison Farms research 2012- central 
Indiana (corn yield in 2010 was 198 b/a) 

 

 CTIC multiple state data shows 3-10% 
increase in yield in corn (2 year data) 

 

 CTIC multiple state data shows 4-12% 
increase in yield in soybeans (2 year data) 

 

Do Cover Crops pay?? 



 “In 2013, corn yields were increased by 3% for 
corn and 4% for soybeans where cover crops 
were used. However, we also found that the 
longer farmers used cover crops, the more 
the yields increased.  Among farmers that 
used cover crops for at least 4 years, yield 
increases following cover crops went up to 
approximately 4.5% for corn and 6% for 
soybeans.” 

 
Rob Myers, Ph.D. 
Regional Director - Extension Programs 
North Central Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SARE) 
Personal e-mail correspondence 



 Can I spend $30-70/acre on a cover 
crop I will not harvest? 

 Can I afford to spend the “extra” time 
managing another crop? 

 
 

 



 If grazing cattle?  Yes! 

 In my row cropping system? 
◦  I don’t know…for sure 



Robison Farms 
  

2012 Cover 
Crop Research 

Plots  
 

Central Indiana 

Research 
with Cover Crops 



 Crop Health Differences? 

 Compaction Differences? 

 Yield Differences? 

 Profit Differences? 





 



 



 Virtually perfect 
in all plots 

 A few Annual 
Ryegrass escapes 

 A few dormant 
Radishes came 
back 

 



 Rainfall from May 1 to July 31 was 
2.24″ (with only 0.75 from May 1 to 
July 19).  There were 42 days over 
90 degrees and 8 days over 100 
degrees during that time.  All time 
record dry and heat was recorded in 
July 2012 in the area. 



  





 



 



 There was a considerable amount 
of earthworm activity in the cover 
crop area but only a few 
earthworms were found in the 
“check” area.  



 There were more corn roots in the 
plot areas we dug vs. the check 
area  

 

 There was more moisture in the soil 
where the cover crop plots were 
compared to the check area. 





Robison Farms Yield with and 
without cover crops - 2012 

Plot Yield 

check (no cover crop) 105.24 
Annual Ryegrass + Crimson Clover + 
Radish 120.31 

Winter Cereal Rye 126.86 

Oats + Radish 128.79 

Annual Ryegrass Blend 134.27 

Annual Ryegrass + Crimson Clover 136.41 

Crimson Clover + Radish 153.99 

Oats + Rye + Appin Turnips 164.37 

Austrian Winter Peas + Radish 164.82 



Robison Farms Cover Crop 
Research 
Plot Revenue 

 (Revenue less 
Seed and 

application 
cost)  

Net Advantage 
(extra profit) 

check (no cover crop)  $  605.13  $605.13 $0.00 

Annual Ryegrass + 
Crimson Clover + Radish  $  691.78  $646.91 $41.78 

Winter Cereal Rye  $  729.45  $696.97 $91.84 

Oats + Radish  $  798.04  $733.29 $128.16 

Annual Ryegrass Blend  $  772.05  $743.05 $137.92 
Annual Ryegrass + 
Crimson Clover  $  784.36  $750.76 $145.63 

Crimson Clover + Radish  $  885.44  $829.44 $224.31 
Oats + Rye + Appin 
Turnips  $  945.13  $870.23 $265.10 
Austrian Winter Peas + 
Radish  $  947.72  $892.07 $286.94 











 4L Farms 

◦ Francesville, IN 

 Red Barn Farms 
 

 



 Improved Silage 
Quality 

 Improved Grain 
Yield (~30 b/a) 
 



No-Till –No Cover Crop 

With Manure 

No-Till with Cover Crop 

With Manure 



  



 Austrian Winter 
Peas + Radish 

 2011- 
Exceptionally Wet 
Spring 

 Increased yield 
10-15 b/a on 
corn (~215 
b/acre) 

 



 Eric Franzenburg from East Central 
Iowa  

◦ Corn +40 bushels/acre following 
Cereal Rye (with Manure) 

 Ed Ballard -Grazing Cover Crops  

◦ Cattle gain 3.5# weight gain/head 
per day in winter while feeding no 
hay 



 Even after the first year… 

 

 Will it always work?  No, not always.  

 

◦ Reports from some farmers showed 
yield reduction 









Value of Ton of Topsoil 

• Most Biological activity occurs in top 3 
inches.   

• One million pounds or 500 ton of topsoil in 
top 3 inches. 

• Average Value of Cropland = $5,000/Acre 

• Soil Lost at T value = 4-5 ton/acre 

• Soil Productivity Value: $5,000/500 = 
$10/Ton 

• Lost value per acre = $10/ton soil loss * 4-
5 tons  -- Losing $40 to $50 per acre.    

Hoorman- OSU 



East Central Iowa along I-80 







 Lake of the Woods algal blooms are worsening 
despite phosphorus cuts  MINNPOST 7-11-14 

 
 Phosphorous Fed Algae Bloom Threatened 

Toledo's Tap Water  NPR 8-5-14 
 

 Algal Blooms in Illinois Waters 
Nutrient pollution causes the growth of dangerous algae in 
the waters of Illinois and the Mississippi River basin. Too 

much nitrogen and phosphorus (often as agricultural runoff) 
has led to the Gulf of Mexico Dead Zone and is polluting 

drinking water. 
- See more at: http://prairierivers.org/algal-blooms-in-illinois-

waters/#sthash.wwmRMKE1.dpuf 



EPA Perspective on Potential 
Contributions of Cover Crops to 

Water Quality and Nutrient 
Management Goals 

 
Nancy Stoner 

Acting Assistant Administrator for Water 
United States Environmental Protection Agency 

Omaha, NE March 2014 





 Sure!  

 What will you do if (when) it comes?? 

 How will you “sell it” to your renter? 

 

 Share value of SOM to the renter… 

…and benefit your investment as well 





Value of Soil Organic Matter 
 

Assumptions:  2,000,000 pounds soil in top 6 inches 
    1% organic matter = 20,000# 
Nutrients: 
Nitrogen:    1000# * $0.50/#N  =   $500 
Phosphorous:    100# * $0.60/#P   =   $  60 
Potassium:     100# * $0.40/#K   =   $  40 
Sulfur:     100# * $0.60/#S   =   $  60 
Carbon: 10,000# or 5 ton * $?/Ton     =    $    0 
 

Value of 1% SOM Nutrients/Acre =~ $660  
 
  Original Jim Kinsella/Terry Taylor (2006) /revised Jim Hoorman (2011)  



Productivity of SOM 

• Michigan study:  Every 1% SOM =12% increase 
in crop yields. 

• Baseline Yields: 170 bu corn, 50 bu soybeans 
   Starting SOM = 2.5% and add 1% SOM 
 
Soybeans 50 bu * 12% = 6 bu * $10 = $60/A. 
.1 to.15% SOM increase/year = ~$5-$10/yr. 
 
Corn  170 bu * 12% = 20.4 bu * $3.00 =~ $61/A  
.1 to.15% SOM increase/year = ~$6.60-$9.00/yr. 
 

Original Jim Hoorman OSU –  
adapted by D. Robison for 2014 prices 



 Each 1% OM holds ~16,000 gallons of 
water…in top 12” only. So 2% increase = 1.5-
2” rain.   

   

 Even this year we went 30 days with only .4” 
and (have) corn varying 80 bu from high OM 
low ground to low OM high ground.  Beans 
varying 30 bu.  For OM to have this much 
impact in a “good” growing season is notable. 

 

Dan DeSutter – NW IN farmer 
Personal e-mail 



“Of course there are a few exceptions where an 
educated buyer like myself does extensive soil 
testing to buy farmland with such a good 
stewardship history that the productivity is 
much better than the PI or CSR would 
indicate.  But at this point I would say 
increased organic matter doesn’t increase 
market value _today_.” 

 

Clay Mitchell –personal e-mail 



 

 To paraphrase Jake Hansen from IDALS —  

 

I think we will be missing our 
high soil quality only after it is 
gone. 



 Why should he care about your land? 
◦ Yes, he may get increased yield 

 But, he might get that in other ways 

 Possibly requiring less management 

 Possibly requiring less cost 

 Probably giving the landowner less benefit 

 What can you do to help him? 
◦ Creative leases 

 “Flex lease” 

 Work with the farmer on cover crops 



 Cash rents are going to have to decrease next 
year.  The attachment from AgFocus may 
provide some talking points for owners to 
consider.  Reducing yield volatility (page6/7) 
is one way that owners can increase the value 
of their land.  The big issue is will they 
(landowners) look at this long term or are 
fixed only on this years’ return.  The other 
possibility is finding the right tenant to take 
class B land and make it yield like class A 
land.  
 

Dan Towery – personal e-mail 





 SOIL MANAGEMENT.  To improve the land, 
conserve its resources, and maintain it in a 
high state of fertility, the Parties agree as 
follows: 

 (a) Tenant agrees to assist Landlord in the 
preparation of a Conservation Plan (e.g., 
farming practices and standards, cover crops, 
tillage methods, soil health and fertility goals, 
etc.) and to farm the property in accordance 
with such plan. 

 



b) By August 15 of each lease year, and in 
consultation with Landlord, Tenant shall submit a 
cover crop seeding plan, including the cover crop 
species and method of planting to be used. Landlord 
shall pay for [100%] of seed costs and Tenant shall 
pay for [100%] of the cost of planting, management, 
and termination of the cover crop. The winter cover 
crop shall be planted before or within days of harvest 
but in no event shall the cover crop be planted any 
later than October 15 of each year... Failure to 
comply with this provision will be deemed a material 
breach of the lease agreement. 

 

 





 RMA regulations concerning cover crops 

 Wild Radish seed was being used to save $$ 

 Terminating cover crops in a wet spring 

 Establishing cover crops in a dry fall 

 Establishing cover crops in a late crop 

 Radish smell in the neighborhood 

 Illinois Vegetable groups fighting use of 
Radish or turnips used as cover crops 

 Slugs 
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