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The Impact of Trials At-A-Glance  

of trials resulted in a 
moderate to very large 
change in knowledge 
for the participating 
cooperator.

of trials were fairly 
to very helpful for 
identifying ways 
to increase the 
financial viability of 
cooperators’ farms.

of trials led to 
cooperators saying 
they were fairly to 
very likely to make 
changes to their farm.

83%

82%

77%

After completing a trial and discussing the results with PFI staff scientists, we ask cooperators to reŀect on their 

experience. Cooperators tell us about their knowledge gained; how helpful the trial was for identifying ways to be more 

Ŀnancially viable; and whether trial results inŀuenced them to make changes to their farm. The common thread among 

these reŀections: on-farm research aids learning and decision-making.  

ĚWe learned a lot about growing cauliŀower on our farm. If we do fall cauliŀower again, we would aim to transplant at 

least two weeks earlier and IĘd have stronger opinions about what varieties to select. IĘd probably avoid growing orange and 

purple cauliŀower, unless I had a ton of room. I have a better sense of the fertility and water needs for cauliŀower.ě 

	 – Natasha Hegmann, “Fall Cauliflower Variety Trial” 

ĚI learned that different [lamb] castration timing doesnĘt matter as much as I thought it might.ě

	 – Emily Fagan, “Castration Timing in Goats and Sheep” 

ĚIĘve been wanting to go back to 100% no-till, and this trial has shown me how to do it, without sacriĿcing yield.ě

	 – Tim Sieren, “Strip-Till vs. No-Till Soybeans or Corn Following a Cover Crop” 

ĚI will grow the SD Buffalo oats next year. They did the best for both grain and straw, and I think they will Ŀt my system 

better than the Saddle oats I had been growing.ě

	 - Neil Peterson, “Oat Variety Trial” 
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to learn more about the 
Cooperators’ Program, visit

have questions or want to 
get involved?

How exactly does it work? 
Each year, farmers who have conducted on-farm research ĕ and those whoĘve told us they aspire to ĕ are invited to our 

annual CooperatorsĘ Meeting. Held in December, this gathering is about connecting as a community of on-farm researchers. 

Participants share results and observations from the past year’s farmer-led research trials and plan future ones. 

During the meeting, cooperators are encouraged to describe what they did, why they did it and what they found. They 

also generate ideas and make plans for future projects based on previous results and new questions. Before the onset of 

spring, cooperators and PFI staff mutually agree on project plans and commitments. 

When the time comes to conduct the trials, farmers are ultimately responsible for planting seeds, tending to animals and 

taking measurements throughout a trial.

What will I gain from participating?
•	 Useful, reliable research that helps you understand what does and doesnĘt work on your farm

•	 Connection with a community of curious farmers with whom you can exchange ideas and experiences, and who can 

help you expand your knowledge of whatĘs possible with on-farm research

•	 The chance to become a leader who inspires improvements to our agricultural landscape

Okay, you’ve got me hooked. I have something I’d like to investigate on my farm.
What should I do now? 
WeĘd love to hear about it! Contact Stefan Gailans, senior research manager, to learn more and get started. 

I can’t be a farmer-researcher but would like to see the results. How can I do that? 
The results of our CooperatorsĘ Program research provide relevant, unbiased and science-based information farmers can 

trust about new practices. You’ll see summaries of our latest research in the following pages. For more in-depth results (as 

well as reports from previous yearsĘ trials), visit us online at practicalfarmers.org/research.

practicalfarmers.org/research

contact us at (515) 232-5661 
or stefan.gailans@practicalfarmers.org.

?
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HORTICULTURE

Tarping for No-Till Cover Crop Termination 

FINDINGS

Three and four weeks of tarping 
effectively terminated the rye 
cover crop and set back weeds 
for at least one week. One week 
of tarping was not enough time to 
effectively kill cover crops and was 
less effective at preventing weeds. 
Emily also noticed a fair amount 
of rye regrowth after only two 
weeks of tarping. Emily and Hannah 
reported that no tarping length 
they tested killed perennial weeds 
permanently, but the two longer 
tarping durations delayed regrowth 
of these weeds.  

Tarping is a practice where farmers apply black tarps to the soil for weeks to months 
to prepare a bed before planting. The tarps block sunlight and heat up the ground 
underneath them, which kills weeds and cover crops, creates a stale seed bed, warms 
the soil and speeds up residue decomposition.  

Farmers Emily Fagan and Hannah Breckbill of Humble Hands Harvest have been using 
tarping as a no-till bed prep tool, but they werenĘt sure how long they needed to leave 
the tarps on to effectively kill a cover crop. To Ŀnd out, they tested tarping for various 
lengths of time to see which is best at killing a cereal rye cover crop and curtailing 
growth of annual and perennial weeds. As part of the experiment, Emily and Hannah 
applied the tarps in mid-May and compared the effectiveness of leaving them on for 
one, two, three and four weeks. 

Humble Hands employee Mackenzie 
Miller assesses ground cover 
in a treatment plot that was 
tarped for four weeks. Photo 
taken June 22, 2023, the day 
the tarp was removed.  

“LEARNING MORE SPECIFICALLY ABOUT TIMING FOR 
TARPING WILL HELP US BE MORE ORGANIZED AND EFFECTIVE 
ABOUT WEED CONTROL AND COVER CROP TERMINATION 
AS WE TRANSITION TO NO-TILL. IF WE HAVE A CLEAR 
UNDERSTANDING OF HOW LONG IT TAKES TO KILL COVER CROPS 
AND SET BACK CANADA THISTLES, WE’LL BE ABLE TO DO LESS 
HAND WEEDING AND HOEING AND SAVE A LOT OF TIME AND 
EFFORT OVER THE COURSE OF THE SEASON.” 

-EMILY FAGAN

COOPERATORS Hannah Breckbill & Emily Fagan, HUMBLE HANDS HARVEST,DECORAH,IOWA

No living cover crops remained in the plots where tarps were 
applied for three and four weeks when observing plots seven 
days after removing a tarp.
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If anything in this report has piqued your interest or spurred any questions, please get in touch with us ĕ weĘd love to 

hear from you. Maybe you want to learn more about the CooperatorsĘ Program or hear more about a trial directly from a 

cooperator. Or maybe you have some ideas of your own. Is it time to give it a try and put it to the test with on-farm research?  

We look forward to hearing from you,

Want to Learn More?
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