
Cover Crops 101 
 

Speakers: 
 
Yvonne Lawley University of Manitoba 
James Frey Parkland Crop Diversification Foundation, Roblin 
Elizabeth Karpinchik Tone Ag Consulting / Manitoba Organic Alliance 
Virginia Janzen University of Manitoba 

 

Objectives:   

 

1. What do you want to accomplish with a cover crop? 

2. How will you plant it and when? 

3. What will follow the cover crop in your rotation? 

4. Which cover crop will you plant? 

5. How will you terminate your cover crop? 

 
Collaborator:  University of Manitoba, Parkland Crop Diversification Centre. 
 
Demonstration Treatments: 
 

1. Pea and oats (A very commonly used green manure)      

2. Pea, oats, and specialty green manure blend (9 species in total)    
  

Demonstration Summary: 
 

Cover crops have gained their champions in Manitoba. The practice is cited among other 

alternative grazing strategies like bale or swath grazing to extend the grazing season and, 

arguably, improve soil, according to livestock and forage organizations. Manitoba Agriculture 

and Resource Development has also thrown support behind the practice, although the Ag 

Action Manitoba program funding cover crops excludes farmers grazing their own cattle. 

Organizations such as the Manitoba Forage and Grassland Association commonly call 

on local producers who have embraced cover crops to tour their farms or speak at association-

sponsored events. One such speaker, Clayton Robins, was recently chosen for a Canadian 

Forage and Grassland Association study for his work grazing energy-dense cover crop forages 

near Rivers. Not everyone’s cover crop experience has matched up with that success, however. 

Manitoba’s short growing season is a challenge, while the last few years of dry weather may 

have turned the tables on anyone trying to establish a cover crop. 

Industry and government are both pushing Manitoba farmers to integrate cover crops, 

but not everyone has had good results if they’ve experimented rather than planned it all out. 

Industry and government are both pushing Manitoba farmers to integrate cover crops, but not 

everyone has had good results if they’ve experimented rather than planned it all out. Farmers 



should know what they want to get out of a cover crop before starting the drill, Yvonne Lawley of 

the University of Manitoba said. 

“We’re hoping that cover crops are going to be a recipe (where) we just know what we 

need to follow — just give me the recipe. I’ll do it. I’ll have success on my farm — but really, 

cover crops are more like a game of cards where you’re being dealt a hand and you have to 

respond to the field, the situation and even the growing season that you have,” she said. 

A farmer’s goal will take much of the guesswork out of the decisions that come next, 

diversification specialist James Frey of the Parkland Crop Diversification Foundation said. “If 

you know that you’ve got an area that is prone to salinity, well that actually takes a lot of the 

questions out of choosing the right cover crop mix or when to plant it or how to terminate it 

because you know that your goal is salinity, specifically,” he said. 

The potential seeding window should be the next thing on the table, Lawley said. 

Seeding in early summer allows warm-season annuals time to grow, while farmers waiting until 

late summer could opt for cool-season crops and fall-seeded cover crops are best suited for 

winter annuals, farmers heard during Crops-A-Palooza last month in Carberry. 

Farmers may plant in late May or early June if they want to dry out a wet field, Lawley 

said. Early-harvested crops present another obvious window, she added, although the busy 

harvest season might put a time crunch on planting cover crops. “Some people do that by 

planting the cover crops in the morning when you can’t harvest, and others are trying to find 

people who can do that work for you,” she said. 

Some farmers may plan a mix around legumes, with the intent to add more long-term 

nitrogen to the soil, while others are planting for pollinators and have the length and timing of 

bloom periods in mind, speakers said in Carberry. Salinity, meanwhile, may mean more select 

plant options, since there is little benefit if crops don’t grow well enough to draw down the water 

table or outcompete weeds like kochia or foxtail barley. 

 


