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Garden Scale Cover Crops
What is a cover crop?

A cover crop is a crop that you plant specifically to incorporate into the soil.  It is not harvested or eaten.  Cover crops are also often called green manures.  They give many benefits to the soil much like animal manures but are typically easier to manage.
Why use cover crops?

Cover crops increase biodiversity in the garden, attract beneficial insects, and allow you to grow your own organic matter.  They also provide soil cover and help suppress weeds.  The cover crops we recommend for use in a home garden are buckwheat, peas, and oats.  These crops are easy to seed, germinate well, die over the winter, and are inexpensive to buy.  Cover crops are great in the spring for beds that will be planted with later crops like peppers and tomatoes.  They are also great in summer and fall for beds that are cleared of vegetables and are not being replanted that year.

How to plant
After clearing the bed of plants, loosen the soil with a fork or shovel.  Measure out the right amount of seed for your bed (see below) and spread the seed evenly over the bed.  Use a fork or hard rake to cover the seed with soil and firm in into the bed.  Keep the bed just moist until the seeds germinate.  If planting especially early or late in the season when temperatures may not be ideal, row cover can insure good germination.

When to take down a cover crop 
To get the most benefit out of a cover crop, take it down when in full flower and before setting seed.  Mature seed that drops in the garden can create weed problems.  Any cover crop may also be killed before it flowers, according to the timeline and needs of the gardener, and will still provide significant benefit.

How to incorporate the cover crop and make ready for planting vegetables or flowers

Fall planted buckwheat, oats, and peas will all die over the winter and leave a nice mulch on the bed for the spring.  Spring and summer planted crops will need to be killed before planting vegetables.  In either case you have a few choices:

· Pull the cover crop off of the bed and use it as mulch in the same bed (after planting) or elsewhere in the garden.  Loosen the soil and direct seed or transplant as usual.

· Pull the cover crop off of the bed and add it to your compost pile, to be returned to the garden later as finished compost.  Loosen the soil and direct seed or transplant as usual.

· Work the cover crop into the garden bed with a fork and allow at least 2 weeks for it to decompose before direct seeding or transplanting as usual.

· For transplants only:  Pull the dead cover crop away from the transplant holes just enough to transplant as usual and leave the dead cover crop in place as mulch.

· For transplants only:  Pull the live cover crop up by the roots and lay it on the bed as a mulch.  Then pull the mulch away from the transplant holes just enough to transplant as usual, leaving the cover crop to dry in place as mulch.

Variety Specifics

Buckwheat is a fast grower that can be planted throughout the summer.  The flowers attract beneficial insects and the roots pull phosphorus to the surface from deeper in the soil.  Buckwheat can be sown after the last frost in mid-May up until late August.  You must chop it down when it is at full flower (or somewhat before) to prevent it from going to seed in your garden and becoming a weed.  Seed at a rate of 3 oz. per 10 square feet.

Peas are nitrogen fixing and can be planted on their own or mixed with oats as support of the tall pea plants.  Plant as soon as the soil can be worked up through May, and again in August through early September.  For seeding alone use a rate of 8 oz. per 10 square feet.  Plant a 3/1 mix of peas and oats at a rate of 5 oz. of pea/oat mix per 10 square feet.  Peas are frost hardy but will die over the winter and create a ground cover to protect the soil.

Oats and be planted with peas or on their own.  They germinate easily and do a great job of holding the soil in place over winter.  Plant as soon as the soil can be worked up through May, and again in August through early September. Seed at a rate of 5 oz. per 10 square feet.  Oats are frost hardy but die over the winter and create a ground cover to protect the soil. 
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