
COVER CROPS

We found several things that 
affected profitability of growing 
cover crops in place of fallow. First, 
growing a cover crop left standing 
(no forage) was always less profitable 
than fallow. This was due to no 
revenue received from the cover crop 
coupled with reduced wheat yields.

Second, in drought periods when 
wheat yield potential was less than 
20 bushels per acre using fallow, 
growing a forage cover crop in place 
of fallow was less profitable than 
fallow. This was due to low forage 
yields and a high yield reduction 
of the subsequent crop following 
the forage cover crop. Therefore 
in drought periods, or in very dry 
regions, it may not work to grow a 
forage crop in place of fallow.

We have conceived and proposed 
the concept of “flex-fallow” to 

manage around these variable dry 
periods. Flex-fallow is the concept of 
measuring available soil water with 
a soil moisture probe and evaluating 
the long-term precipitation outlook 
at the time one would make the 
decision to plant a forage cover crop. 
Based on the current soil moisture 
conditions and precipitation outlook, 
one would plant a forage cover crop 
in years with ample precipitation or 
not plant and leave the land fallow 
in dry years. Flex-fallow, in theory, 
should take advantage of the extra 
moisture in good years and crop 
less intensively in dry periods when 
fallow is most beneficial.

Third, growing a forage crop that 
produced high tonnage and had low 
seed cost (i.e., single annual grass 
species such as oats versus cocktail 
mixtures) were most profitable. A 
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* Values in bold and underlined had significantly greater profit than fallow. Those treatments were winter triticale planted with or without a legume.
**Values in bold but not underlined had similar profit as fallow in this study. Those treatments were spring triticale planted with or without a legume.

Partial enterprise budget for growing forage cover crops or standing cover crops in a wheat-fallow crop rotation 

Spring cover crop treatments Winter cover crop treatments

Accounting 
ledger

Fallow
Spring 
lentil

Spring 
lentil/
spring 

triticale

Spring 
pea

Spring 
pea/

spring 
triticale

Spring 
triticale

Hairy 
vetch

Hairy 
vetch/
winter 

triticale

Winter 
lentil

Winter 
lentil/
winter 

triticale

Winter 
pea

Winter 
pea/

winter 
triticale

Winter 
triticale

Expense Seeding $/acre – 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20 20

Seed cost $/acre – 11 14 28 23 17 56 35 12 13 25 20 14
Total seeding 
cost $/acre – 30 34 47 42 37 76 55 32 33 45 40 34

Swathing $/acre – 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18

Baling and 
stacking $/ton – 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24 24

Total hay cost  
$/acre – 25 43 40 49 47 24 76 22 72 26 77 76

Fallow herbicide 
application $/acre 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6

Fallow herbicide 
per application $/

acre
7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7

Fallow applications 
per period 4 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3

Total fallow 
herbicide cost $/

acre
55 41 41 41 41 41 41 41 41 41 41 41 41

Total 
expenses 
(cover)

– 71 75 88 83 78 117 96 73 74 86 81 75

Total 
expenses 
(hay)

– 96 118 129 133 125 141 173 95 146 112 158 151

Total 
expenses 
(other)

55 – – – – – – – – – – – –

Income Hay production 
ton/acre – 0.3 1.1 0.9 1.3 1.2 0.3 2.4 0.2 2.3 0.4 2.5 2.4

Price $/ton – 80 80 80 80 80 80 80 80 80 80 80 80

Production 
proceeds $/acre – 24 86 75 106 98 21 196 14 181 29 198 194

Effect on 
subsequent wheat 

crop (bu/acre)
0 -3 -8 -7 -9 -6 -6 -10 -3 -9 -7 -12 -10

Effect on 
subsequent wheat 

crop ($/acre)
0 -14 -38 -31 -39 -27 -26 -43 -15 -39 -33 -53 -45

Net return 
(cover) – -85 -113 -119 -122 -105 -143 -139 -88 -113 -119 -134 -120

Net return 
(hay) – -86 -70 -84 -66 -54 -146 -20 -95 -4 -116 -13 -3

Net return 
(other) -55 – – – – – – – – – – – –

LSD 0.05 
(Net return) 21

TABLE 1

producer can easily get too much 
money invested in a cocktail mixture 
that can make growing forage cover 
crops not economically justifiable. 
Our forage cover crops that were 
more profitable than fallow had seed 
costs that averaged $20 per acre and 
produced dry matter yields greater 
than 4,500 pounds per acre, and those 
treatments with forage yields between 
2,000 and 3,000 pounds per acre had 
similar net profit as fallow (Table 1).

To summarize, for the readers 
who are interested in growing 
forages, these are encouraging 
findings. Cover crops grown for 
forage can be profitable as long as 
there is enough precipitation in 
the year or your area to offset the 
reduction in subsequent grain crop 
yields. Don’t expect an increase in 
subsequent grain yields by growing 

a cover crop. For best economic 
returns, grow a forage cover crop that 
produces high tonnage and has low 
seed cost. In the future, we will share 
results of a study where we evaluated 
growing double-crop forage cover 
crops after wheat and give findings of 
an interesting twist on intensifying 
cropping systems with forages.  

References omitted but are available 
upon request.
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