




Why Graze Cover Crops? 

• Extend grazing season in fall and spring

• Provide relief to spring pastures 

• Provide a fresh, clean calving pasture 

• Save $$ and reduce reliance on stored feed

• Deposit manure where needed

• Increased carrying capacity 



Grazing Cover Crops Adds Value 

Economic Returns 
& 

Soil Health Benefits



But how much value? 
Ben Albright

Lytton, IA 
Rye and oats seeded on 9/6/16

Picture taken on 11/10/16
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https://www.practicalfarmers.org/farmer-knowledge/research-reports/



Objective 

To demonstrate the economic benefits of utilizing
cover crops as forage on integrated crop and cattle farms 

www.noble.org

vs.



• Dry matter (DM) requirements of cattle during cover crop grazing periods

• # of cows x weight x 4.0% x number of days grazed 
• (2.5-3% daily intake, 0.5 trampling loss, 0.5-1% buffer - NRCS)

• Animal weights not taken; assumed maintained weight 

Methods – Livestock Feed Requirements 

20 cows X 1200 lb X 4.0% = 960 lb DM 

960 lb DM X 10 days = 9,600 lb DM required 



Value of cover crop forage = 
current market price for hay or other feed

https://www.ams.usda.gov/market-news/hay-reports

• Assume hay costs $80/ton @ 
90% DM 

• Supplemental feed accounted for



• Cover crop seed, application and termination 
• Labor
• Fence and water 

*If same costs would have been spent grazing stalks with no cover crop, 
or herbicide would have been used regardless; costs not included 

Methods – Costs 





Bill Frederick

“Spring calving young pairs and the health benefits of fresh 
pasture to calves is worth more than the value of the forage. 

Rye fields keeps calves clean and dry in the spring.”

In 2107, 
Spring forage value = $457 
Termination costs    = $1,360



“The way you make money from cover crops is from decreased inputs, not 
increased yields,” - Bill Frederick



www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm/



https://www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm/





Cover crop costs



Yield Data + Other Payments 



Harvest Costs & Value 



Summary of economic impact

Revenue – Costs = Net Profit  (forage value) 



Added value not accounted for 

• Nutritional value of forage 
• manure deposition
• effect of grazing on plant and root growth 
• cattle health 
• resting perennial pastures 



Wesley Degner
• Planted 85 acres of cereal rye in 2016, 293 acres in 2017 and 279 acres in 2018 
• 170 bu/ac corn in 2015, 210 bu/ac in 2016, 230 bu/ac in 2017 

Photo courtesy of Lynn Betts

“Putting cows on the cover crops makes it worth 
it. I probably wouldn’t do much of it if I didn’t 
reap these benefits.” 

– Wesley Degner
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Mark Schleisman, 2017-2018 
• Triticale, rye, rapeseed, radish, oats =$23.00/acre 
• Drilled or air seeded = $9.50/acre  

https://www.americanagriculturist.com/cover-crops/cost-shared-air-seeding-cover-crops-flying-high



Mark Schleisman, 2017-2018   

• 370 cow-calf pairs grazed fall, winter, spring 
• Stalks available in fall & winter
• Feed 50% of TMR in spring 
• Cover crop forage valued at $110/ton 
• Fall + winter grazing > spring grazing 
• Fence & water already in place
• Termination costs = pre-plant burndown

Net Economic Revenue, 2017-2018

Per Acre Per AU 

With cost-share $107 $89

Total revenue = $117,133

Without cost-share $87 $71

Total revenue = $93,643

Costs saved/AU/day when grazing cover crops = $1.84



Partial Budget Example 
Partial budget comparing costs and returns between grazing corn stalks vs. cover crops and corn stalks at Mark Schleisman’s farm in 2015-2016.

Corn Stalks Corn Stalks + Cover Crops 
Costs $/ac Costs $/ac
Grazing labor 
Fence and water 
Supplemental feed1

$728
$1,239

$13,722 

Cover crop seed 
Cover crop application 
Grazing labor 
Fence and water 
Supplemental feed 

$13,805
$6,354

$728
$1,239
$3,296

TOTAL COSTS $15,689 TOTAL COSTS $25,442
Returns $/ac Returns $/ac
Value of corn stalk1 $28,278 Value of grazed forage + crop residue $38,735

RETURNS - COSTS $28,278-$15,689 = 
$12,589

RETURNS – COSTS $38,735 - $25,442 = 
$13,293

1This examples assumes corn stalks provide 67%  and supplemental feed provides 33% of winter feed requirements valued at $80/ton and 90% DM (Williams, 2014). 
2Herbicides used for termination part of pre-plant burn down and not changed to cover crop. 
*Cost-share for cover crops not included, which totaled $21,616.

Other benefits: better consumption of stalks, potential crop yield increases, soil erosion control, increase water infiltration…..  



Control over winter feed costs

The price of hay in Iowa in April 2018 was ~$150/ton 



Mark Schleisman
“We started planting cereal rye because it was easy to

calve in. Now, most all of our covers are grazed as 
a way to justify the costs.”

“My dad ran 200 cow-calf pairs on the same acres that 
we now run 360 pairs on. Because we graze cover crops, 

we’re producing more on the same amount of land.”



Denise Schwab, ISU Extension Beef Specialist

Harvest as an alternative to grazing 

U of Wisconsin, Fall Forage Rye for Dairy Heifers and Dry Cows, 2010



Fred Abels, Holland, IA
Harvested rye on May 23
“Heard you could get 6 tn/ac and up to 22% CP”
Got 6 tn/ac on 18 acres = 108 tons, put up in 3 hours, 11% CP



Jim Larson, Sioux Rapids, IA
Put up rye on May 22 – first heads were coming out 
Cut, then put up the next day
Choppers estimate was 330 tons of silage from 28 acres = 11.8 tons/acre 

“Both fields were more mature then I like but now I know ways to get it up right 
and will sure share with others”



Do you work for your cows or 
do your cows work for you? 



Soil Health Benefits = Future Profits 



Soil Health Benefits 

• The Pasture Project, Wallace-Winrock Center 
• Federal Conservation Innovation Grant 
• 4 years of soil data, 8 farms
• 2015-2018 

Control = corn/soybean with no cover
Treatment = corn/soybean + 
6 species cc mix with grazing 





Compaction Results, Maxwell, IA 

Pressure key: 
0 =    100 PSI 
1 =    200 PSI
2 =    300 PSI 
3 =    400 PSI
4 =  >400 PSI

*Significant at P<0.05
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Data from 8 farms, 2015-2018

OM = organic matter, TC = Total carbon (inorganic + organic), TLMB = total living microbial biomass 



http://pastureproject.org/resources



• Fall + winter grazing > spring grazing 

• Spring termination costs can exceed spring grazing value 

• In some cases, cost-share can make or break it 

• Early establishment + wait to graze 

• Grazing covers has the potential to put money back in your pocket 
within the same year of planting 

• Roots in the ground, active grazing, and manure = soil health 

Lessons Learned 



• In corn & bean systems, profitability windows are slimmer

• Diverse rotations & small grains = windows open wide

• Small grains provide straw = additional profit 

• Small grain           summer cover crop            fall cover crop 

• Pair annual forages with perennial pasture for year-round grazing 

Lessons Learned cont…





Contract Grazing

practicalfarmers.org/programs/cover-crops/

• Win-win for graziers and row croppers

• Opportunity for beginning farmers

• Funding to focus on this 



Ag tech for contract grazing 

• “Uber” for cover crops 
• Grazing brokerage 
• Virtual fencing 



Need fence for cover crops?
ICA and PFI are working to reduce barriers for cattlemen and 

women interested in grazing cover crops 

• Would you like to graze more cover crop acres? 
• Would cost-share opportunities for fence and water help you? 

Text “covercrops” to 313131 for link to survey
Fill out by January 25 





Meghan Filbert 
Livestock Program Manager 
meghan@practicalfarmers.org
practicalfarmers.org
515-232-5661 


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Why Graze Cover Crops? 
	Grazing Cover Crops Adds Value 
	But how much value? 
	Slide Number 6
	Objective  
	Methods – Livestock Feed Requirements 
	Slide Number 9
	Methods – Costs 
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Cover crop costs
	Yield Data + Other Payments 
	Harvest Costs & Value 
	Summary of economic impact
	Added value not accounted for 
	Wesley Degner 
	Slide Number 23
	Slide Number 24
	Slide Number 25
	Mark Schleisman, 2017-2018 
	Mark Schleisman, 2017-2018   
	Partial Budget Example 
	Slide Number 29
	Slide Number 30
	Harvest as an alternative to grazing 
	Fred Abels, Holland, IA
	Jim Larson, Sioux Rapids, IA
	Do you work for your cows or do your cows work for you? 
	Slide Number 35
	Soil Health Benefits 
	Slide Number 37
	Compaction Results, Maxwell, IA 
	Data from 8 farms, 2015-2018
	Slide Number 40
	Lessons Learned 
	Lessons Learned cont…
	Slide Number 43
	Contract Grazing
	Ag tech for contract grazing 
	Need fence for cover crops?�
	Slide Number 47
	�Meghan Filbert �Livestock Program Manager �meghan@practicalfarmers.org�practicalfarmers.org�515-232-5661 �

