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COVER CROP FACTS

Cover Crops and

Carbon Sequestration

ABOUT COVER CROPS

Cover crops are tools to keep the soil

in place, bolster soil health, improve
water quality and reduce pollution from
agricultural activities.

« They include cereals, brassicas,
legumes and other broadleaf species,
and can be annual or perennial plants.
Cover crops can be adapted to fit
almost any production system.

« Popular cover crops include cereal
rye, crimson clover and oilseed
radish. Familiar small grain crops, like
winter wheat and barley, can also be
adapted for use as cover crops.

Rapid Growth in Cover
Crop Acreage

In 2012, the USDA reported 10.3 million
acres of U.S. cropland planted to cover
crops.

* Recent surveys by SARE and the
Conservation Technology Information
Center (CTIC) suggest that cover crop
acreage is increasing by 15 percent
per year.

« These results suggest that 20 million
acres (8.1 million hectares) across the
United States are likely to be planted
in cover crops by the year 2020.

« With about 267 million acres of row
crop agriculture in the United States,
the potential for cover crop adoption
is much higher than what has actually
been achieved to date.

Learn more at
www.sare.org/cover-crops

The Soil as a Carbon Reservoir
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Sequestering atmospheric carbon (CO2) in the soil helps to offset greenhouse gas
emissions, such as the carbon dioxide emitted by cars, power plants and other burning of
fossil fuels. The soil has significant potential to store carbon’ and to mitigate the effects
of climate change. Farmers, scientists and policymakers across the globe are particularly
interested in the potential contribution of agricultural practices, like cover crops, to the

sequestration of carbon in the soil ¢

Cover Crop Contributions to Carbon Sequestration

Cover crops are an important soil carbon sequestration strategy. The roots and shoots of
cover crops feed bacteria, fungi, earthworms and other soil organisms, allowing soil carbon
levels to increase over time. Some farmers think of this sequestration as “restoring” their
soil carbon to the level that it was before cultivation or the initial plowing of the soil for
agricultural production. Others are calling themselves “carbon farmers” or expressing the
importance of soil health in general by referring to their responsibility to care for the

“herds” of microorganisms in the soil.

Though research has addressed the effect of cover crops on carbon sequestration on a
global scale, the impact across the United States has not been thoroughly assessed. To
address this question, a review and analysis was conducted of five literature sources that
included data from 26 separate research trials.’ Each trial was required to have a minimum
soil sampling depth of two inches and to have included soil carbon measurements before
cover crop management began. For each research trial, a baseline method of analysis was
used to understand the carbon sequestration factor associated with cover crop use. Those
factors were then aggregated and the low, median and high values obtained.

The results of the analysis showed that, at the high value, COVE€r Crops
can sequester approximately 60 million metric tons of
CO2-equivalent per year when planted across 20 million
acres (8.1 million hectares), offsetting the emissions from

12.8 million passenger vehicles.c
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Achieving a Greater Understanding of What's Possible o
Digging Deeper

Through this analysis, it became clear that there are some important research needs that

must be met to more clearly address the effect of cover crops on soil carbon. Planting practices are changing

o Sampling at greater depths: The average soil sampling depth referenced in this 50 that cover crops can be grown
study was 14.8 inches, but research has shown the need for soil samples to be taken at for longer period of time with
depths of at least 30 inches to accurately understand the response of soil carbon to increased biomass accumulation.
management practices.’,* Otherwise, results may fail to account for 30 percent to 61 Practices such as interseeding cover
percent of the carbon stock that exists deeper into the root zone.’,° crops into standing cash crops or

e Pre-treatment measurements needed: Standard practices must be put into “planting green” (planting a cash
place that encourage researchers to take baseline, pre-treatment measurements of soil crop directly into a living cover crop)
properties, including soil carbon content. If not, the sequestration potential of various can extend the cover crop growing
management practices cannot be accurately determined. season, allowing for greater root

and biomass growth." As cover crop

1 . . ) ) acreage increases and more farmers
Myers, R. and C. Watts. 2015. Progress and perspectives with cover crops: interpreting three years . e

of farmer surveys on cover crops. J. Soil Water Conserv. 70(6): 125A-129A. adopt practices that maximize cover
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