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Abstract 

This report presents data collected through five annual waves (2015–2020) of a survey on Iowa farmers’ use 
of cover crops, administered by the Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship (IDALS) to 
farmers who visited local conservation field offices and who had received technical assistance and/or cost 
share related to cover crops. The 3,039 responses shed light on Iowa farmers’ rationale and motivations to 
use cover crops, the timing of planting and termination, the types and extent of varieties used, and farmers’ 
preferred information sources. Since the survey methodology did not follow a scientific design, results 
cannot be extrapolated beyond the sample.  
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Introduction 

This report presents data collected through five annual waves (2015-2020) of a survey on Iowa farmers’ use 
of cover crops. The survey, which was administered by the Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land 
Stewardship (IDALS), was given to farmers who visited local conservation field offices and who had received 
technical assistance and/or cost share related to cover crops. The survey contained about 20 questions 
related to varied aspects of cover crop use including rationale and motivations, timing of planting and 
termination, types and extent of varieties used, and information sources.  

It is important to note that the survey has limitations. Because the data collection effort was not a random 
sample survey or a census survey of farmers who had received cost share or technical assistance, the results 
cannot be generalized to any specific population of farmers. That said, the data do provide insight into 
respondents’ perspectives on cover crops and the management strategies they have used. In other words, 
stakeholders who work with farmers and other interested groups can use these data to inform their 
understanding of Iowa farmers’ management of cover crops. However, because the survey did not follow a 
scientific design, any interpretations and conclusions based on the results must take the lack of 
generalizability into account.  

Respondents 

Overall, the survey was taken 3,039 times over the five years. While farmers completed more than 3,000 
surveys, some respondents took the survey more than once (table 1). The number of people who 
participated in the survey declined each year. In 2015, 845 respondents completed the survey. In 2020, the 
last year for which data were available, the number declined to 203. On average, only 11 percent of 
respondents surveyed in one year took it again the following year. It should be noted that we did not have 
identifying information for 194 respondents, so we could not track them. 

Table 1. Returning Participants over the Period 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Participating again next year n/a 87 83 56 47 28 

Participating after 1 year of gap n/a 0 23 47 17 26 

Participating after 2 years of gap n/a 0 0 15 7 13 

Participating after 3 years of gap n/a 0 0 0 5 10 

Participating after 4 years of gap n/a 0 0 0 0 4 

Number of Responses 845 693 608 460 230 203 

Note: n/a = not available (data collection started in 2015) 

 

Survey results 

This section presents the survey statistics for farmers’ responses. Each section contains a table with the 
percentage distributions for each year and then the overall average for the five years.  

Farm type 

The first section of the survey asked farmers to characterize their farm operation by selecting one of eight 
options in response to the question, “What best describes your farm operation?” The category “row crop 
production (corn/soybeans) - no livestock” and “row crops with cattle” were the two most prevalent farm 
types (Table 2). Together, these two types represented about three-quarters of the total. The last two years, 
2019 and 2020, saw a substantial increase in farms with row crops and no livestock. The other six farm 
operation types were not very prominent. 

  



4 

Table 2. Farm Operation 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Row crops with cattle 39% 37% 43% 43% 33% 31% 38% 

Row crop production (corn/soybeans) - no livestock 36% 38% 33% 31% 43% 40% 37% 

Row crops with multiple livestock enterprises 7% 7% 6% 8% 9% 9% 8% 

3 or more crops in rotation 

(corn, soy, small grains, alfalfa, etc.) 6% 8% 9% 6% 6% 6% 7% 

Row crops with hogs 9% 7% 5% 5% 6% 5% 6% 

Row crops with dairy 2% 2% 3% 6% 2% 5% 3% 

Row crops with sheep/goats 1% 1% 1% 1% 0% 3% 1% 

Row crops with poultry/turkey 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

 

Tenure of cover crops fields 

The next section of the survey posed a question about land tenure, asking respondents to select one of five 
options in response to the question, “Which of the following best describes the area(s) you seeded to cover 
crops?” “I own and operate the fields seeded to cover crops” was the most common response, at 60% overall 
(Table 3). The second most common response was from farmers who rented the fields, and had planted 
cover crops without being asked to do so by the landowner (25% overall). Tenants who planted cover crops 
in response to a landowner request constituted 10% overall. In general, then, respondents tended to be 
owners of the fields planted to cover crops. The proportions were fairly stable over the five years. 

 
Table 3. Tenure of the Area(s) Seeded to Cover Crops 

 

Years of experience with cover crops 

The next item in the survey asked respondents how long they had been using cover crops. First-time users 
represented about 40% of respondents in 2015, and users with less than 5 years of experience comprised 
about 50% (Figure 1). Over time, the share of the first-time users and users with less than 5 years of 
experience declined substantially, while the share of people with more than 5 years of cover crop experience 
gradually increased over the period. This indicates that program participants were sticking with the practice. 

Preceding crops 

The next question asked farmers what crop had preceded their cover crop, posing the question “What 
crop(s) did you seed cover crops into?” Not surprisingly, the response categories corn (grain) and soybeans 
were the most prevalent, with corn (grain) representing 62% and soybean comprising 54% of responses. 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

I own and operate the fields seeded to cover crops. 62% 60% 59% 62% 57% 58% 60% 

I’m the tenant/operator on the fields seeded to 
cover crops, the landowner did not request cover 
crops be added to their fields. 25% 23% 24% 24% 29% 26% 25% 

I’m the tenant/operator on the fields seeded to cover 
crops, the landowner requested cover crops be added 
to their fields. 9% 10% 9% 9% 11% 11% 10% 

I’m the landowner, but do not operate the fields 
seeded to cover crops (cash rental agreement). 3% 6% 6% 4% 1% 4% 4% 

I’m the farm manager of the fields seeded to cover 
crops. 

1% 1% 2% 1% 2% 3% 1% 
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There was a slight increasing trend for corn (grain) share over the five years, with some fluctuation, whereas 
soybean share was more stable over the period. Corn (silage) was third, at 19% overall. 

 

Figure 1. Experience in using cover crops. 
 

Table 4. Crops into which Cover Crops were Seeded 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Corn (grain) 58% 64% 65% 59% 60% 67% 62% 

Soybeans 54% 57% 54% 55% 49% 53% 54% 

Corn (silage) 16% 16% 21% 20% 16% 24% 19% 

Corn (seed) 2% 4% 1% 1% 3% 2% 2% 

Small grains (oats, rye, wheat, etc.) 7% 5% 6% 8% 9% 7% 7% 

Horticultural crops 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Prevented planting, hail damage, flooded acres, 
etc. 

5% 1% 1% 2% 13% 3% 4% 

 

Approach 

The next question asked respondents to check any of five categories that were applicable in response to the 
prompt, “What best describes your approach to using cover crops?” The most common choice was “I seed 
cover crops on land with more erosive potential”, at 51% overall (Table 5). This was followed by “Start on a 
small amount of acres and add more acres every year” (34% overall) and “I use cover crops to add a 
supplemental feed source for livestock” at 31% overall. “I seed cover crops on the majority of acres in my 
operation” was fourth, at 22% overall.  
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Table 5. Approach to using Cover Crops 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

I seed cover crops on land with more erosive 
potential 

56% 52% 50% 54% 50% 42% 51% 

Start on a small amount of acres and add more 
acres every year 

33% 36% 36% 31% 35% 35% 34% 

I use cover crops to add a supplemental feed 
source for livestock 

25% 28% 34% 36% 30% 33% 31% 

I seed cover crops on the majority of acres in my 
operation 15% 21% 17% 23% 24% 32% 22% 

I’m seeding a small amount of acres before 
expanding acreage 

14% 13% 9% 8% 1% 0% 8% 

 

Timing of seeding and planting method 

The next item was a select all that apply question, asking about timing of cover crop seeding. Post-harvest 
was by far the most common selection, with 69% overall choosing that option (Table 6). Seeding pre-harvest 
at crop maturity was second, favored by 30% of respondents. 

 
Table 6. Cover Crops Planting Time 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Post-harvest 60% 74% 78% 76% 57% 68% 69% 

Pre-harvest (at crop maturity) 37% 27% 25% 25% 30% 34% 30% 

Prevented planting/other failed acres 7% 0% 1% 3% 20% 1% 5% 

Pre-harvest (prior to canopy closure) 2% 4% 2% 3% 4% 6% 4% 

 
Method of seeding was also a “select all responses” question. Drilling was the most prevalent planting 
method (56% overall), followed by aerial seeding at 30% overall (Table 7). Broadcasting after harvest or 
failed acres was in the third spot, with an overall proportion of 23%, and broadcasting into a standing crop 
was last, at 6%.  

 
Table 7. Methods used to Seed Cover Crops 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Drill 55% 57% 63% 59% 46% 53% 56% 

Aerial (airplane/helicopter) 37% 28% 23% 25% 31% 37% 30% 

Broadcast (after harvest or failed acres) 15% 22% 22% 23% 28% 26% 23% 

Broadcast (into standing crop) 5% 4% 7% 7% 7% 6% 6% 

 

Crop following cover crop 

The survey also asked farmers which crops they planned to plant after the cover crop. Not surprisingly, corn 
(grain) and soybeans were the dominant planned crops, with 66% and 65% overall selecting one or both of 
these (Table 8). Corn for silage was the third most common, at 10% overall. 
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Table 8. Planned Crop to Follow Cover Crops 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Corn (grain) 65% 69% 61% 69% 65% 66% 66% 

Soybeans 66% 65% 68% 60% 61% 71% 65% 

Corn (silage) 7% 9% 11% 13% 8% 14% 10% 

Small grains (oats, rye, wheat, etc.) 2% 2% 4% 4% 5% 5% 4% 

Corn (seed) 1% 1% 0% 0% 1% 1% 1% 

Horticultural crops 0% 2% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

 

Termination 

Respondents were provided a list of seven common methods and asked to select all of the methods that they 
were considering to use in the spring. The most common selection was “Terminating with herbicide and no-
till plant the next crop,” with 72% overall choosing that option (Table 9). “Harvest for forage (hay/silage) 
and no-till plant, “herbicide and tillage prior to planting,” and “tillage only prior to planting” were all 
reported by about 10% of respondents overall.   

 
Table 9. Cover Crop Termination Method 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Terminate with herbicide and no-till plant next crop 76% 75% 70% 71% 67% 73% 72% 

Harvest for forage (hay/silage) and no-till plant 9% 10% 14% 16% 11% 16% 13% 

Herbicide and tillage prior to planting 12% 11% 14% 9% 12% 10% 11% 

Tillage only prior to planting 9% 9% 8% 8% 14% 10% 10% 

Harvest for forage (hay/silage) with tillage 4% 6% 4% 6% 5% 6% 5% 

Roller/crimper 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% 

Roller/crimper w/ herbicide 0% 1% 0% 1% 0% 0% 1% 

 

Type of cover crop seeded 

The survey provided a list of types of cover crop and asked to select the ones that they had planted. Winter-
hardy grass (cereal rye, triticale, wheat) was by far the most common choice, at 81% overall (Table 10). 
Non-winter hardy grass (oats, spring wheat) and brassica (turnip, radish, rapeseed, etc.) were next with an 
overall share of 14%, respectively.  

Table 10. Type of Cover Crop Seeded 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Winter-hardy grass (cereal rye, triticale, wheat) 77% 80% 82% 85% 77% 85% 81% 

Non-winter hardy grass (oats, spring wheat) 11% 11% 14% 12% 21% 17% 14% 

Brassica (turnip, radish, rapeseed, etc.) 18% 12% 14% 12% 12% 17% 14% 

Annual ryegrass 10% 8% 9% 8% 7% 9% 8% 

Mix of 2-3 species 10% 9% 5% 5% 2% 4% 6% 

Legume (clover, vetch, peas, etc.) 3% 3% 2% 1% 4% 3% 3% 

Mix of 3-5 species 1% 1% 3% 2% 0% 0% 1% 

Mix of 5+ species 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
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Motivation for cover crop 

Respondents were provided with a list of 11 potential motivations for using cover crops and asked to select 
all that pertained to them. Preventing soil erosion was the dominant motivation, with 88% of respondents 
overall selecting that option (Table 11). This was followed by building soil organic matter (74%), improving 
soil health (71%), and improving/protecting water quality (66%), respectively. The share of all options for 
this question were quite stable over the period. Except potential regulations, all other options were selected 
by substantial numbers of respondents. 

Table 11. Motivation behind using Cover Crops 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Prevent soil erosion 89% 90% 88% 89% 87% 86% 88% 

Build soil organic matter 68% 73% 72% 75% 71% 83% 74% 

Improve soil health 67% 70% 69% 73% 69% 79% 71% 

Improve/protect water quality 60% 66% 62% 66% 68% 72% 66% 

Reduce weed pressure 39% 47% 53% 59% 60% 65% 54% 

Reduce nitrogen loss 47% 51% 48% 55% 53% 57% 52% 

Improve yields/profitability 46% 49% 47% 55% 52% 56% 51% 

Reduce compaction 39% 44% 39% 46% 52% 50% 45% 

Provide forage for livestock 29% 33% 37% 39% 31% 37% 34% 

Manage soil moisture 19% 20% 22% 25% 26% 27% 23% 

Potential regulations 9% 9% 5% 8% 4% 10% 7% 

 

Information on cover crop 

Respondents were provided a list of potential sources of information about cover crops and asked to indicate 
which ones they had received cover crops information from. The most common source, selected by 63% of 
respondents, was government agencies such as NRCS, IDALS, SWCD, etc. (Table 12). This was followed by 
other farmers and farm publications with an average of 58% and 40%, respectively. Iowa State University 
other research institutions were selected by 29% of the respondents.  

Table 12. Information on Managing Cover Crops 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Government agency (NRCS, IDALS, SWCD, etc.) 61% 61% 63% 63% 72% 57% 63% 

Other farmers 58% 59% 63% 55% 59% 52% 58% 

Farm publications 41% 33% 39% 45% 39% 43% 40% 

Iowa State University/other research institutions 32% 29% 27% 27% 27% 30% 29% 

Internet/Online sources 17% 14% 15% 21% 18% 27% 19% 

Seed salesperson 14% 8% 9% 9% 10% 10% 10% 

Commodity organization 6% 5% 5% 9% 12% 9% 8% 

Certified crop advisors 8% 5% 5% 9% 7% 11% 7% 

Practical Farmers of Iowa 14% 13% 12% 0% 0% 0% 6% 

Farm Bureau 12% 10% 7% 0% 0% 0% 5% 
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Preferred method of receiving information on cover crop 

The following question set provided essentially the same list and asked respondents to indicate which 
sources of information about cover crops were their preferred sources. A majority (54%) selected 
“discussions with other farmers” (Table 13). This was followed by farm publications, government agency 
publications, and field days/workshops with an average of 37%, 36%, and 30%, respectively.  

Table 13. Preferred Method to Receive Information on Managing Cover Crops 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 Average 

Discussions with other farmers 49% 53% 55% 53% 48% 42% 50% 

Farm publications 41% 39% 34% 36% 40% 33% 37% 

Government agency publications 

(NRCS, IDALS, SWCD, etc.) 
0% 39% 44% 43% 40% 50% 36% 

Field days/workshops 33% 26% 33% 28% 27% 32% 30% 

Iowa State University Extension 
workshops/meetings 

24% 22% 16% 23% 23% 23% 22% 

Email 19% 14% 14% 15% 14% 19% 16% 

Online resources 11% 12% 10% 10% 10% 16% 12% 

Ag retailer/co-op events 12% 10% 7% 10% 8% 6% 9% 

Commodity/Farm Bureau sponsored events 0% 5% 7% 10% 8% 7% 6% 

 

Expected crop rotation 

Table 14 shows the expected crop rotation. This is expected only because, as shown in Table 8, the survey 
asked the prospective question about the crops that would follow the cover crops, which could differ from 
the realized planting decisions. .Approximately half of the cover-cropped fields were expected to be rotated 
between corn (grain) and soybeans. 

Table 14. Expected Crop Rotation 

Expected Rotation 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Corn (grain) to soybeans 421 370 332 209 111 118 

Soybeans to corn (grain) 409 371 289 227 98 98 

Corn (grain) to corn (grain) 311 311 242 196 92 93 

Soybeans to soybeans 291 253 224 162 74 85 

Number of respondents 845 693 608 460 230 203 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This report summarizes data collected by the Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship 
(IDALS) among farmers who had received technical assistance and/or cost share related to cover crops over 
the period 2015-2020. Because the data collection effort was not a random sample survey or a census survey 
of farmers who had received cost share or technical assistance, the results cannot be generalized to any 
specific population of farmers. However, the report provides insight into respondents’ perspectives on cover 
crops and the management strategies they have used. 

The most prevalent types of operations in the survey were farms producing row crops and cattle and farms 
producing row crops but no livestock. On average, 60% of the respondents were operator-owners of the 
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acres in cover crops. Most respondents seeded cover crops on erodible land, and only on a portion of their 
fields. About a third of the respondents used cover crops as supplemental feed for their livestock. Eighty-one 
percent of the respondents planted winter hardy cover crops. Drill planting after harvest was the most 
prevalent planting method. Seventy-two percent of the respondents terminated the cover crops with 
herbicides and no-till planted the next crop. The stated motivations to use cover crops reported by at least 
two-thirds of the respondents include preventing soil erosion, building soil organic matter, improving soil 
health, and improving/protecting water quality. The most common source of information on cover crop 
management among respondents was some type of government agency, although the preferred method of 
receiving information was through discussions with other farmers. 

Despite the lack of generalizability of the results, this report is expected to inform stakeholders who work 
with farmers and other interested groups about the way some Iowa farm manage their cover crops.  
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