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COVER CROP

We’ve put together a short and sweet 
guide to using cover crops in your home 
garden or farm, focusing mainly on what 
we have available. Also known as “green 
manure,” cover crops are an integral part 
of sustainable agriculture. They provide 
DQ�H[FHOOHQW�VHW�RI�EHQH¿WV�WR�SURPRWH�
and maintain soil health, and also 
promote bountiful garden yields. 

Down To Earth carries an array of 
seasonally appropriate cover crop seeds 
WR�KHOS�\RX�ZLWK�\RXU�VSHFL¿F�QHHGV�

WHY USE COVER CROPS?

Different types and blends of cover crop 
seeds can address various garden and 
soil issues.  Here is a list of some of the 
goals cover crops can help you achieve:

• suppress & eradicate weeds
• replenish organic matter into the soil
• protect from erosion & compaction  
• aid in nutrient management & uptake
��VXSSRUW�EHQH¿FLDO�EXJV�	�SROOLQDWRUV
• prevent pests & break cycles of     
  disease
• promote biological activity in the soil
• increase garden yields & plant vigor

The types of cover crops you can use 
in your garden or farm can be broadly 
separated into two categories: legumes 
and non-legumes.

LIST OF CURRENTLY CARRIED 
COVER CROPS AT DOWN TO EARTH

Legumes:   
 
Annual
   
•  Common Vetch
•  Crimson Clover                
•  Fava Bean  *Broad Windsor*
•  Fava Bell 
•  Subterranean Clover  
•  Winter Pea  

Perennial

•  Dutch White Clover
•  Red Clover

Cereals:  

Annual

•  Barley ‘Hoody’  
•  Cereal Rye Grain
•  Oats  
•  Triticale  

Broadleaf Species:   

Annual

•  Buckwheat 
•  Ethiopian Cabbage  
•  Daikon Radish



Legumes include crimson, subterranean, 
red, and white clovers, as well as vetch, 
¿HOG�SHDV��DQG�IDYD�EHDQV���7KH\�DUH�
EHVW�NQRZQ�IRU�¿[LQJ�QLWURJHQ���%\�
enriching this essential plant food into 
the soil, they can provide anywhere 
from 50-150 lbs. per acre of nitrogen 
for your subsequent crops. Their rapid 
leafy growth is also perfect for providing 
RUJDQLF�PDWWHU��DQG�WKH�ÀRZHUV�DUH�
DWWUDFWLYH�WR�SROOLQDWRUV�DQG�EHQH¿FLDO�
insects.  

Non-legumes include cereal grains 
like wheat, barley, rye grain, oats, and 
triticale.  These, and forage grasses 
like annual ryegrass or sorghum have 
¿EURXV�URRW�V\VWHPV�ZKLFK�DUH�JUHDW�
for loosening soil, thereby preventing 
compaction and erosion while providing 
organic matter.  Broadleaf cover crops 
such as buckwheat and brassicas are 
perfect for smothering and outcompeting 
weeds.  

Non-legume cover crops are great 
at scavenging leftover nitrogen and 
phosphorus after the season is over.  
By doing so, they prevent these valuable 
nutrients from being leached away in 
winter rains by saving them inside their 
tissues to be released the next season  
as they decay.

SOIL FERTILITY AND HEALTH

One of the biggest issues facing 
gardeners and farmers is maintaining 
soil texture and health.  Cover crops 
help to improve soil fertility, not only by 
providing nutrients and organic matter, 
but also maintaining the ideal porosity 
and structure of soil.  This is essential 
for optimum nutrient uptake and water-
holding capacity.  

Not only do the roots of cover crops 
prevent erosion and compaction; they 
also provide a critical habitat to preserve 
EHQH¿FLDO�VRLO�PLFURRUJDQLVPV�DQG�IXQJL�
which perform many valuable functions 
during the growing season.

  PESTS & BENEFICIAL INSECTS

Using certain cover crops as mulch on 
top of your soil can help reduce certain 
pests and pathogens, and eradicate 
weeds.  Brassicas such as Ethiopian 
cabbage and forage radish create 
tremendous biomass, but can also be 
used as mulch in this way.

:KHQ�DOORZHG�WR�ÀRZHU��FRYHU�FURSV�
like buckwheat, clovers, and brassicas 
ZLOO�KHOS�WR�DWWUDFW�EHQH¿FLDO�SUHGDWRU\�
insects, which help keep pest 
populations in check.  Flowering crops 
support bees and pollinators by providing 
a good source of nectar and pollen. 

WHEN TO CLEAR THE CROP

 When your cover crop reaches maturity, 
you can cut it down and incorporate it 
into the soil, or use it as mulch on top of 
the soil.  To avoid out of control growth or 
seed dispersal, cut the plants at the base 
GXULQJ�RU�MXVW�EHIRUH�ÀRZHULQJ�WLPH���

After cutting, you can wait a few days for 
leaves and stems to dry down, or you 
can dig them in right away.  Depending 
on the height of your cover crop, you can 
mow or trim them down more than once 
to maximize their biomass production.  

It is important to factor in at least 2-3 
weeks for your cover crop to decompose 
enough in advance of preparing the soil 
for planting, because available nitrogen 
will be immobilized for that short period 
of time.


