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Winter Cover Crop Can Improve Garden Soil

No matter how small your garden is, it can play an important role in absorbing carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere and temporarily locking it in the soil. There are a number of ways you can improve on this natural
cycle, but at this time of year, the best way is through a cover crop.

Soil left bare over the winter months is susceptible to weed growth, erosion that can wash away valuable
nutrients and a loss of carbon into the atmosphere. Soil nitrogen left over from this year’s crop is subject to
leaching due to fall and winter precipitation. Planting a fast-growing cover crop can help prevent these
problems. The term crop in this context may be misleading. These plants are not meant to be harvested.
Instead, they add important nutrients, promote beneficial bacterial growth and stabilize the soil.

Easy and effective cover crops that can be planted at this time of year include annual ryegrass, hairy vetch, red
clover and winter rye.

Annual ryegrass and winter rye are particularly effective as late-season cover crops. They germinate quickly
and are an effective barrier against weeds. Grasses, however, do not capture nitrogen in their root system, so
consider pairing rye with a legume, such as red clover or hairy vetch.

Hairy vetch and red clover work well as a cover plant, whether paired with rye or by themselves. Being
legumes, they are excellent at fixing nitrogen in the soil. They are also prolific enough to reduce weeds and
prevent erosion. In the spring, their blossoms will attract bees to your garden. If you worry about hairy vetch
or clover reseeding in your lawn — though they’re pretty plants and would add biodiversity and important
nutrients — just cut them back before they bloom.

Come spring, you have two options. You can turn over your cover crop into the soil, allowing your vegetables
or flowers to benefit from the nutrients it will slowly release. Or you can cut it back and let it die naturally,
planting directly into the crop and using it as a mulch to continue to suppress weed growth and supply
nutrients to your garden. Depending on which cover you plant, this may be easier said than done, because
some, particularly grasses, are difficult to directly sow or plant into.

Grasses have a densely packed root system, which make them difficult to till or turn over. If your garden is
particularly small or you’re gardening in raised beds, rye might not be your best option. However, vetch and



clover both have root clumps which are easily dug up and turned over or planted between. Be sure to
terminate the cover crop before allowing the plants to go to seed.

For more information, contact the Carter County office of the UK Cooperative Extension Service. Educational
programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of economic or social status and will
not discriminate on the basis of race, color, ethnic origin, national origin, creed, religion, political belief, sex,
sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expressions, pregnancy, marital status, genetic information, age,
veteran status, or physical or mental disability.

Upcoming Events:

e The Grayson Farmer’s Market is open on Saturdays from 9:00 AM until noon. The market is in the shed
behind the Extension Office. The Olive Hill Farmer’s Market is in the Save-a-Lot parking lot and is
open on Saturdays and Wednesdays at 8:00 AM and Mondays at 3:00 PM until sell out each day.

¢ Beginning & Small Farmer School — Friday, November 1% from 10:00 AM — 3:00 PM @ Morehead State
University Farm Arena Classroom — Call 474-6686 to register.

e Little Sandy Beekeepers Association — Tuesday, November 51" @ 6:30 PM; Topic — Baking with Honey &
Using a Refractometer



