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Farmers, researchers see varying cover

crop benefits
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Researcher Kristen Brennan performs a visual assessment of soil structure in the field.
Photo by Ann Journey.




Minnesota researchers evaluated farms enrolled in USDA-NRCS cover crop contracts
and neighboring fields that did not use cover crops. They also surveyed the farmers for
their observations. The team found that few of the 42 soil indicators changed with
cover crops after one to three years. Farmers’ observations aligned with some the
researchers’ findings, but scientists and farmers largely came away with different

results of their respective soil health assessments.

Researchers assessed a subset of fields for response to heavy rain and found that
cover crops did not reduce runoff or loss of nitrogen, phosphorus, and carbon. They
did measure some improvements, including more earthworms, more cellobiohydrolase
enzyme activity (indicating microbial activity), and better Visual Evaluation of Soil

Structure results.

Farmers participating in the NRCS contracts reported better physical soil structure,
plus benefits such as earlier planting dates and consistent crop growth across fields.

Their positive observations increased when they used more diverse cover crops.

The research highlights the need to co-design sampling systems with farmers and
other relevant partners to capture the metrics of interest to farmers and also to

continue developing new indicators to monitor and manage soil health.
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