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featured in this week’s CropWatch.

Background

Cover crops in corn and soybean systems can reduce soil erosion, mitigate nutrient loss, improve soil physical soil
properties, and increase yields. High biomass production is key for cover crops to fulfill these functions, but may not
be attainable due to the short window of opportunity for winter cover crops in Nebraska corn and soybean systems.
Cover crops may negatively impact subsequent crop yields if they leave soil water deficits or immobilize nitrogen
upon their decomposition.

With this study we wanted to determine the feasibility and impact of winter cover cropping on soil quality, soil water,
and crop yields in corn-soybean systems across Nebraska. Our objectives were to quantify cover crop emergence, fall
and spring biomass production, soil water changes, soil chemical and physical property changes, and crop yields.
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e amix of hairy vetch and winter pea (25:10 Ib/ac, respectively), (blue bars) were broadcast September 10 into corn
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(30:10:4:3 ]b/a). sampled April 22 for cover crops planted before

corn, either in continuous corn (CCC) or corn-
soybean-corn systems (CSC). Cover crops planted

Cover crops were planted either early ﬂ)roadcast into corn or before soybean, in the soybean-corn-soybean
soybeans when corn was at the half-milk stage) or late (drilled after (SCS) system, were sampled May 5. Letters
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sequences:
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Figure 2. Above-ground dry matter (DM) of cover

crops in the spring of 2016 at SCAL. Leg = legume,
mix = 4-species mix. Early planted cover crops
(blue bars) were broadcast September 3 into corn
or soybean, respectively, and late planted cover

AI]I]"Ed nues‘l’inns crops (red bars) were drilled October 12 after corn
or soybean harvest. Cover crop biomass was
sampled April 13 for cover crops planted before

Which cover crops produce the most spring biomass? corn, either in continuous corn (CCC) or corn-
soybean-corn systems (CSC). Cover crops planted

. . . . . . before soybean, in the soybean-corn-soybean
Cover crop biomass production for each species varied with planting (SCS) system, were sampled May 4. Letters

date and rotational sequence. Cover crops grown after corn and indicate significant differences in cover crop
before soybean (SCS) had the highest overall biomass production at biomass within each rotational sequence.v
each location, as cover crops were terminated two to three weeks

later.

At HAL in northeast Nebraska cereal rye produced the most biomass
(up to 4,800 Ib/ac in SCS) and legumes always produced the least (up
to 300 Ib/ac) (Figure I). Forage radishes winterkilled. Thus, the mix
biomass was mostly rye and can be thought of as rye planted at 30
Ib/ac instead of 60 1b/ac. The mix had less biomass than rye.

At SCAL in south-central Nebaska biomass of the rye was similar to W o ~P N
that in the mixture. Legume biomass was low (Figure 2). Figure 3. Early planted (broadcast) rye (left side)
versus late planted (drilled) rye at HAL, April 22,

Which planting date resulted in the most spring biomass? 2016.

At HAL, in each rotational sequence, early planting resulted in
higher spring biomass for rye and for the mixture, but not for the
legumes (Figure 3).

At SCAL, early planting was only beneficial in cover crops before
soybean (SCS). For cover crops growing in continuous corn or corn-
soybean-corn (CSC) biomass production was the same, whether
planted early or late. The late planting was drilled, and improved
seed-soil contact might be beneficial in this drier environment.

What were the impacts on crop yields?

The largest impact on corn yields was whether the corn was grown
in rotation.
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