
Extend Fall Grazing Days 
Fall cover crops add more than forage.

Ranchers often ask Jim Johnson 
how to supplement grazing 
needs while transitioning to 

regenerative practices. The Noble 
Research Institute senior regenerative 
ranching advisor recommends using 
fall cover crops, instead of baling or 
buying hay.

From a grazing perspective, adding 
fall cover crops to pastures can reduce 
reliance on hay. But they also can boost 
soil health, increase plant diversity 
and attract pollinators and other 
beneficial insects.

“In the first year, you may see 
an increase in insects and beneficial 
animals. But it may take a few years for 
a noticeable increase in earthworms and 
water retention or infiltration rates,” 
Johnson explains.

Noble’s Red River Ranch 
incorporated fall cover crops a couple of 
years ago. Ranch manager Kevin Pierce 
plants cool-season crops in December 
and grazes them in February and March 
when his warm-season pastures are 
dormant. He adopted this practice for 
soil health benefits. However, Johnson 
says the economic benefit of increasing 
grazing days also gains attention during 

the Noble Land Essentials courses 
he teaches.

“The economics are a lot better, for 
one, because you’re not paying to cut, 
rake, bale and haul hay off, then haul it 
back and feed it to (the cattle),” Johnson 
says. “You don’t have the shrink from 
it decomposing in a field or the capital 
expenditure if it’s in a barn for storage.”

 
Determine pasture fit
Before ranchers ready their planting 
equipment, Johnson says it’s important to 
know why and how you plan to use the 
cover crop.

“How does that grazing field fit into 
the rest of your grazing plan? Does it 
match a time when you have a forage 
need and allow you to reduce hay 
feeding?” Johnson asks. “Maybe instead 
of a cover crop, think of it as a second 
forage crop. I think it can still provide a 
lot of the same benefits to the ecosystem 
if we manage it properly when you graze 
a cover crop.”

If you know why you’re planting the 
cover crop, then you can begin to determine 
the right crop or mix of crops to plant (See 
Cool-season Cover Crops). For example, a 
cover crop to increase plant diversity and 

add forages to your grazing plan might be 
a specific mix of grasses and legumes. On 
the other hand, a cover crop to break up 
compacted soil or attract pollinators will 
focus on plants with deep root systems or 
flowering plants, respectively.

Johnson recommends connecting 
with a neighbor who uses cover crops or 
contacting your regional Cover Crops 
Council for more information about 
what works well in your area. If local 
producers aren’t an option, he suggests 
starting with a seed company website 
or catalog. There are many good ones 
available, but his preference is Green 
Cover, based in south-central Nebraska.

“Many seed company websites 
have some kind of interactive tool to 
help producers determine the right 
mix for their operation,” Johnson 
says. “You might have to tweak their 
recommendation, but it gets folks started 
on a good path.”

Best planting practices
The easiest way to integrate a fall cover 
crop is to let the first frost stop the 
growth of your warm-season grasses, 
then plant your cool-season cover crop. 
Johnson acknowledges that some ranchers 
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Many seed company websites provide interactive tools to help producers determine the most effective cover crop mix.

(photo courtesy of Noble Research Institute)
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may lack access to a no-till drill, which he 
believes is the most effective tool to plant 
a crop in pastureland. 

“You can broadcast or tread in with 
cattle, but it’s not as dependable and 
predictable as a no-till drill. Though, if 
you can get some good rain right after 
planting, you might get closer,” Johnson 
says. He also points out that broadcast 
seeding rates may need to be higher than 
those recommended when using a no-
till drill.

Although many ranchers may not 
like hearing this, Johnson often responds 
to their requests for specific cover crop 
advice or recommendations with, “It 
depends.” He explains every ranch is 
unique and every rancher employs a 
different philosophy about achieving their 
ranch goals. Generally, he encourages 
producers to experiment on a small 
section of their pasture to determine what 
works best for them.  

Editor’s Note: This is part of a continuing 
series of articles about regenerative ranching 
from Noble Research Institute, long trusted 
by beef cattle producers for supporting 
the industry with research, education and 
consultation. Follow the series in future issues 
of Baldy Advantage and Hereford World, as well 
as in special 1881 podcasts, at Hereford.org. 
Additional regenerative resources and past 
articles in the series are also at Noble.org.

Laura Brenner is a senior content writer at Noble 
Research Institute.

Cool-season Cover Crops
Noble Research Institute observations

Barley
Barley is better suited to salty or high pH 
soils. It is similar in other traits to other 
small grains.

Brassicas
Brassicas, such as collards, mustards, radishes, 
rape, turnips and various hybrids of these, 
are sometimes problematic if used as cover 
crops. If conditions are favorable, their 
growth can be overwhelming. However, 
they can also be disappointing due to poor 
germination and stand establishment, or 
from freezing out before meeting desired 
production goals. While it is best to try all 
cover crops on a limited area to begin with, 
this is especially good advice with brassicas.

Crimson Clover
This is one of the first clovers or legumes 
to mature in the spring. It is adapted to a 
wide range of soils and may be one of the 
more acid-tolerant clovers. Crimson is one 
of the larger-seeded clovers and can reseed 
itself if given the opportunity. It can provide 
nitrogen (N) fixation but will not be as 
productive as vetch or peas.

Oats
In addition to fall planting, oats can be 
planted in late winter. Certain cultivars are 
even showing promise for use in the warm 
season. Oats are better suited to heavier or 
wetter soils. They are reported to be one of 
the better species for forming associations 
with mycorrhizal fungi. Occasionally, the 
seed does not flow through the tubes from 
the drill seed box to the row opener unit 
because of light seed weight. Oats can be 
winter tender; some varieties may freeze out.

Rye
Rye is better suited to sandy soil. It is a little 
more tolerant of low pH levels and low 
fertility than other small grains, and it grows 
at temperatures 5 degrees Fahrenheit cooler 
than other small grains. It will be the earliest 
of the small grains to mature and can be 
broadcast seeded successfully. Rye is popular 
for its allelopathic effect against marestail 
(Conyza canadensis). Rye may be considered 
a weed in future small grains crops.

Triticale
Triticale is an interspecific cross of wheat and 
rye. Due to this hybrid vigor, it can have high 
biomass production. Triticale shares a lot of 
the qualities of wheat and rye. Awned and 
awnless varieties are available.

Vetch
Most vetch used in cover crops is hairy vetch, 
but there is also common vetch that may 
fit in certain circumstances. Vetch is better 

suited to sandy soil. Being a legume, vetch 
can provide significant N fixation. One of 
the most notable differences between vetch 
cultivars is maturity date. The flowers draw 
many different species of pollinators in the 
spring. Vetch can be broadcast seeded and 
will reseed itself if given the opportunity.

Wheat
The market offers cultivars of wheat that are 
widely adapted to a broad range of soils. 
In addition to awned and awnless varieties, 
there are also soft and hard wheats from 
which to choose.

Winter Pea
Winter pea is better suited to medium and 
heavy textured soils. There are high-tannin 
and low-tannin varieties. Grasshoppers 
tend to avoid high-tannin varieties. There 
are also spring peas that may fit in certain 
circumstances. Peas are also legumes and 
fix N.  

Before adding fall cover crops, identify why you’re planting them and how you plan to use them in 
your grazing plan. 
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