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GETTING SOME DECENT COVER 

 

Cover cropping? What’s that got to do with no-till, I hear you say. Historically, it hasn’t had 

much connection with direct drilling for most. More’s the shame, since positive management 

of cover across the rotation is an essential element in an informed approach to soil husbandry; 

especially where it’s been hard hit by water-logging. 

 

Cover cropping at every opportunity – ahead of spring sowing, over the summer and even in 

the 6-8 weeks between harvest and autumn drilling – is invaluable agronomic insurance. It’s 

every bit as important for soil management as good financial cover is for business security. 

Hand-in-hand with minimal soil disturbance, it has a fundamental role to play in water, weed, 

soil structure, fertiliser and organic matter management. 

 

Let’s remember our business is fundamentally harvesting the sun’s energy. The sun powers 

plants through photosynthesis. And plants power the soil in so many ways. 

 

First, they feed the soil microbes with sugars from their roots while they’re growing and their 

residues once they’re dead. So, maintaining good cover between crops keeps soils alive. It 

maintains the active microbial populations important in getting new seeds get off to the best 

start. At the same time, it prevents the microbes progressively depleting the soil carbon store 

– in fresh organic matter and humus – so essential to soil structure. 

 

Cover crops are excellent soil moisture regulators too. They’re highly efficient biological 

pumps, drying out waterlogged ground far better than we can ever achieve mechanically. 

Equally, in shading the ground they reduce the high soil temperatures that can decimate soil 

microbial activity, while minimising wasteful moisture losses through evaporation.  

Competition from cover crops – above and below ground – is also valuable in suppressing 

weed growth.  And, if preserved on the soil surface in no till systems, the allelopathic 

chemicals produced by their residues continue to fight weed germination and survival ahead 

of crop establishment. 
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We all appreciate the nitrogen-fixing powers of legumes. But we need to be aware that the 

real jewel in the no-till crown is the carbon that all plants fix – the vital ingredient in soil 

organic matter. Which, in turn, is crucial in optimising the soil retention and plant availability 

of major and micro-nutrients alike – not to mention moisture. Indeed, we’ve found that 

positive carbon building with cover crops as part of a no-till approach can reduce the nitrogen 

requirement of combinable crops by as much as 30%. 

 

We mustn’t forget either that plants are excellent cultivators in their own right. Roots powering 

through the soil at pressures of 300 psi give far better lifting than any tines. What’s more, they 

do so with no risk of compaction, no cost of diesel and no additional machinery expense. 

 

What should we grow as a cover crop then ?  Essentially, something not in the rotation and 

very different to the next crop. That way we don’t offer hostages to fortune in disease 

carryover, and we give ourselves the maximum opportunity to control weeds. 

 

Beans and oats are my favourites.  Beans prior to cereals or linseed, and oats ahead of a broad-

leaved crop.  Beans have the bonus of nitrogen fixation while oats tend to be readily available 

and relatively inexpensive. Those already growing beans should consider rye or triticale. 

Mustard or phacelia are useful options where oats are in the rotation. 

 

In my experience, the extra investment in cover cropping is hugely worthwhile for the long-

term benefits it delivers in building soil structure as well as for its immediate value to the 

succeeding crop. It’s something no no-tiller can afford to be without. 
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