
COVER CROPS 
AT WORK
Increasing soil organic matter

THE TOOLKIT

SOIL ORGANIC MATTER

WATER QUALITY BENEFITS

Cover crops are tools to keep the soil in 

place, improve soil health, and 

reduce nutrient pollution from farm fields. 

The cover crop toolkit includes grasses, 

brassicas, legumes, and other broadleaf 

species. 

Soil organic matter is decomposed 

organic material (leaves, roots, 

microorganisms) that exists in the 

soil and acts as a reservoir of water 

and nutrients.   

Across several studies, legume 

cover crops were found to 

increase levels of soil organic 

matter by 8 to 114%, and non- 

legume cover crops were 

found to increase soil organic 

matter levels by 4 to 62%..

Soil organic matter enhances soil 

processes and properties, and 

alleviates soil compaction. 

Organic matter also increases water 

retention capacity and can absorb 

and filter pollutants in runoff and 

groundwater. 

By increasing soil organic matter, cover 
crops contribute to enhanced water quality 

and improved soil water and nutrient 
conditions. 
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