
Stick with it
By LYNN BETTS    

WHAT’S the key to success for 
using cover crops in a no-till 
system? “The thing that might 

be different about us than most people is 
we’ve stuck with cover crops and no-till 
over time,” says southeast Iowa farmer 
Steve Berger, “and now we’re reaping the 
benefi ts of an improved soil structure.” 
Berger and his wife, Julie, and his parents, 
Dennis and Janice, have no-tilled for about 
40 years and used cover crops for the past 
10 to 15 years with good success. 

“We had a fi rst this past year, with 320 
bushels to 350 bushels an acre yield on 
our best cornfi elds,” Berger says, “with 
an average of about 230 bushels an acre. 
That’s probably 30 to 40 bushels above the 
county average, on similar soils. Soybeans 
have been yielding in the high 60s. A good 
share of those yields is from crops planted 
into a green cover crop.”

Every acre, every year
The Bergers plant cereal rye on every acre 
every year on their 2,000 acres of corn and 
soybeans in Washington County. The high 
yields tell Berger he can be successful in 
not only protecting his rolling land, but 
also improving the soil as he continues to 
bump yields higher.

“These past few years, when we started 
getting the 3- and 6-inch rains, there just 
wasn’t any ground moving. The years of no-
till and cover crops have made the ground 
a sponge to soak those rains up,” he notes. 
“You’re changing soil biology with this 
system, and that changes soil structure. 
The pore space is just so much better than 
with conventional tillage. Conventionally 
tilled fi elds are mush after a rain, but these 
soils are fi rm. We get into the fi eld quicker 
after a rain both at planting and harvest.”

He adds, though, that the soil change 

isn’t immediate. “It might take seven to 10 
years before you can see structure changes 
with no-till. You can maybe cut that to three 
to four years when you add a cover crop.”

Sometimes farmers tell him that after a 
year or two of trying cover crops, it’s just 
not working. “They’re frustrated with one 
thing or another,” says Berger. “I tell them 
it isn’t something you can get in and out 
of; you have to stick with it. It’s really a 
systems approach over time.” 

His system includes contouring and 
14 miles of terraces, careful nitrogen and 
manure management, and pattern tiling. 
The system earned Berger the prestigious 
2015 National Conservation Legacy Award 
from the American Soybean Association. 

Berger has found over time there are 
four keys to cover crop and no-till success: 

 ■ Set your planter up correctly.
 ■ Figure out how and when to apply 

nitrogen in your system.
 ■ Manage insects.

the soil can do for us.”
 ■ They are beginning to think this 

system is having positive effects in disease 
resistance. “That may be due to better pore 
space and less saturated soils. We see less 
sudden death syndrome, for example.”

 ■ Manure from a 20,000-head farrow-
to-fi nish operation and pattern tiling, both 
known for producing higher yields, work 
very well as components of this system.

 ■ “Seeing the hills hold together 
during downpours has been a real reward 
for us. We know our soil structure is better. 
Crop scouts and others who come to the 
farm say they notice the soil is easy to 
probe and acts like a sponge.”

 ■ This system helps with water 
quality. “We’ve had some low numbers on 
nitrates leaving our tile lines.” 

Termination not a worry
“Years ago, we were concerned we had 
to get rye killed well ahead of planting,” 
Berger says. “We thought there was an al-
lelopathic effect on corn from cereal rye. 
Allelopathy does exist, but we’re more 
concerned about the carbon-to-nitrogen 
ratio. We had several wet springs where 
we got squeezed on termination timing 
and learned we didn’t need to kill rye 10 to 
14 days ahead of planting. We kill the rye 
four to fi ve days ahead of planting corn, 
and I’m comfortable with that. I like to let 
the rye grow as long as we can in spring to 
take full advantage of its benefi ts.”

Berger cautions farmers who are new 
to cover crops to avoid cutting corners 
with herbicides. For successful termina-
tion, he recommends spraying glyphosate 
from midmorning to midafternoon. He has 
learned to add some nitrogen and a re-
sidual herbicide to the glyphosate for a 
one-trip weed and feed.

 ■ Give the soil profi le time to change.
“People who struggle with cover crops 

or no-till need to look closely at those four 
things,” he says. “A yield drop might be 
caused by a planter setup that doesn’t get 
the seed properly placed, or a failure to 
use nitrogen early, or letting armyworms 
get out of control. It’s not that cover crops 
won’t work. You just need to look at the 
whole system and pay attention to de-
tails. I think it’s really important to have 
nitrogen on the planter, for instance.”

Watching no-till and cover crops work 
together over the years, Berger refl ects on 
what he and his dad have noticed:

 ■ Stress years, either wet or dry, have 
less impact on yields with no-till and 
cover crops. “I have reason to believe the 
synergy developed in soil biology with 
crops growing year-round can give even 
bigger yields in the future. Part of that 
thinking comes from watching my com-
bine monitor pop 50 bushels higher as 
we’ve combined through old fencerows. 
To me, that’s evidence of what not tilling 

STOP SOIL EROSION: A combination of no-till, cover crops, contouring and terracing has slowed soil erosion and, in some 
cases, stopped it on the Berger farm. They received the prestigious National Conservation Legacy Award earlier this year in 
recognition of their efforts. Steve Berger says his fields have healthier soil and better infiltration during heavy rains.

NO FEAR OF GREEN SPRING: Steve Berger has become much more comfortable 
with terminating rye closer to planting time in the spring. He lets it grow longer to get 
the most benefit from it.

OPERATION HEAD START: It depends 
on the year whether Steve Berger seeds 
the cover crop by air or with a drill. One 
way or another, though, he seeds every 
acre, every year to cover crops.

Key Points

 ■ Try no-till and a cover crop and stick 
with it; soil can’t be built overnight.

 ■ Stop stirring the soil; tillage causes soil 
erosion and depletes organic matter.

 ■ Beauty of cover crops is that something 
grows year-round to build soil.

 NewsWatch 
4 www.FarmProgress.com ● April 2015 Wallaces Farmer



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /None
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU (Penton Media PDF Export settings used for exporting PDFs into the PageFlow system.)
  >>
  /ExportLayers /ExportVisiblePrintableLayers
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars true
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks true
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions false
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines true
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 2400
        /PresetName (Penton Flattener Preset)
        /PresetSelector /UseName
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 12
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


