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ABOUT THE PROJECT
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About AFT’s OFDT project:
“Conquering Cover Crop Challenges from Coast to Coast”

• Supporting farmer-driven 
transitions to improve soil health 
thru adoption of cover crops & 
other soil health practices

• Provide an innovative combination 
of financial and technical 
resources, decision support, and 
assistance for broader adoption

• Analyze the environmental, 
economic, and social outcomes of 
demo trials.

Photo credit: Aaron Ristow, AFT



About AFT’s OFDT project:
“Conquering Cover Crop Challenges from Coast to Coast”

• 15 farms in:
• 3 geographic regions over
• 5 states 

• CA, KY, NY, MA, & CT
• representing 6 crop systems

• Almonds
• wine grapes
• Vegetables
• corn-soybeans-wheat
• corn silage-triticale Photo credit: Aaron Ristow, AFT

• Regional issues & cropping system challenges: soil moisture management (CA), planting & 
termination timing in crop rotations (NY), termination methods (New E), & cover crop mixes (KY) 
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Farm & Trial Design
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New York Demonstration Farm Network 
• Learn from local farmers about successful soil 

health implementation
• Learn about changes in economic benefits and 

costs from their real-life experiences
• Learn about observed changes in soil quality like 

erosion or water runoff
• Learn how to integrate into current system

18 Farms
• 4 participating in cover crop project
• Farm size ranges 3 to 13,000 acres
• 54,175 total acres across 10 NY counties
• Practices observed: Cover crops, planting green, 

reduced tillage, adaptive-N management, biochar



New York 
Cover Crop Trials

Cleanpng.com

Aaron & Jay Swede, 2023 Demo Farm Tour

Regional cover crop issues: field access in 
wet springs, nitrogen availability for cash 
crop, short time for cover crop establishment 
after corn.

Farm Partners:
• HarGo – Genesee County
• Macauley Farms – Livingston County
• Mulligan Farm – Livingston County
• Swede Farm – Genesee County



Planting Green
What is it?
• Planting cash crop into living cover
• Delay cover crop termination by a week or two

Benefits
• Extend benefits of cover crops, while mitigating 

challenges of wet soil
• Biomass accumulation, can double in two weeks
• Dries soil at planting, conserves moisture later in 

growing season

Considerations
• Equipment
• Management
• Cool soils, delayed emergence of cash crop
• Termination timing



New York Farms

• Typical Row Crops
• Corn, Corn silage, 

Soybeans,Winter wheat, & 
Triticale

• Cover Crop Types
• 10- and 5-Way mixes, 

Triticale,Rye, & Vetch mix

• Treatment Types 
• 2 Farms used no cover crops, 

pre-planting termination, and 
planting green

• 2 Farms incorporated 
roller/crimping into 
termination



Sampling Methodology
• USDA-NRCS In Field Soil Health 

Assessments:
• Compaction
• Soil organism habitat loss
• Organic matter depletion
• Aggregate instability

• Cornell Comprehensive Assessment of Soil 
Health (CASH)

• Quantitatively analyzes 12 physical, biological, and 
chemical soil properties

• Translated to scores and ranked from very low to very high
• Interpretations are made relative to other farms of similar 

soil  textures
• Each farm is also given an overall score

• Cover Crop Biomass and Nitrogen 
Sampling

• Spring sampling at CC termination and 1–3 weeks later in non-terminated plots
• Sub-samples are sent off for Dry Matter (DM) and nitrate concentration for estimating 

plant-available nitrogen (PAN).



Swede Farms Overview

• Farm Size: 4,500 acres
• County: Genesee
• Crops in Trial: Wheat, corn silage, 

soybeans
• Cover Crops: 10-species mix, rye 

with radish, triticale
• Treatments: 

• No Cover Crop (unusual for this 
farm)

• Pre-Plant Termination of cover 
crop (status quo)

• Planting Green into cover crop 
(advanced level of cover 
cropping)



SOIL RESULTS
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Laboratory soil health assessment:
Sample CASH report

• CASH report quantitatively analyzes physical, 
biological, and chemical soil properties, known as 
soil health indicators

• Raw values are translated to scores based on soil 
texture and ranked from very low to very high

• The rank is color coded 

• Each farm is also given an overall score



Differences in Overall Score from Y1 to Y5

• Overall scores increased 
across the board for all four 
NY demo trial farms

• No significant differences 
between treatments

• Most likely due to moderate 
changes in management 
practices 

EY1
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Swede Assessment 

• Assessed the score changes over 
time for the 3 indicator groups
• Physical
• Biological
• chemical



Swede overall score changes over time 



Swede physical score changes over time 

1. Surface hardness

2. Subsurface hardness

3. Aggregate stability

4. Predicated available water 

capacity



Swede biological score changes over time 

1. Organic matter

2. ACE soil protein index

3. Soil respiration 

4. Active carbon 



Swede chemical score changes over time 

• pH 

• Phosphorus

• Potassium 

• Minor elements
• Magnesium 
• Iron
• Zinc
• Manganese 



Soil Results Key Takeaways

Overarching takeaways: 
• Need more time, especially with soil health 

successful farms 

Biggest benefit:
• Overall increase in soil health across the board 

Biggest challenges:
• Early adopters of soil health practices: Lack of 

substantial management differences between 
control and treatment

EY1



Slide 22

EY1 [@Aysha Tapp Ross] modify to apply to just NY farms
Ellen Yeatman, 2025-11-13T22:56:55.976



ECONOMIC RESULTS

NY2 Demo Trial, New York



Economic Methods

Data collected:
1. Farmer provided

• Crop & yield & acreage
• Operation date & category
• Machinery information
• Material Type

• $/unit
• Rate (units/ac)

• Any other operations not applied on a per 
acre basis

2. National Datasets
• Machinery Estimates
• Crop and Input prices
• Cover crop costs
• Inputs prices & rates (seed & chemical)
• Crop yields
• Practice timing

Combined national estimates with on-farm 
costs into one worksheet



Economic Analysis

• Developed financial analysis for 
each farm by crop year

• Calculated net income:

Yield x Price - Costs = Net Income

• Compared net income & 
treatment costs between 
treatments and control



New York Cover Crop Costs ($/ac)
by Farm by Year

• Trials using pre-plant 
termination and planting 
green (NY2)
• Cover crop costs downward 

trend
• Seed costs & termination 

materials decreased every 
year

• Machinery costs were 
consistent year to year

• Trails incorporating  roller
crimping 
• NY4 – Same trends as NY2
• NY3 – No real year to year 

changes 

CR1
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New York Results : Difference in Net Income 
($/ac) of Treatments compared to Control 

• Trials using pre-plant 
termination and planting 
green (NY2)
• Even with cover crop cost 

improvement, still negative 
net incomes

• Trails incorporating  
roller/crimping 
• NY4 – Roller/Crimping just 

didn’t work in that system
• NY4 – Maybe tillage can work 

but inconsistent results
• NY3 – Improvements using 

roller/Crimping, but still not 
as high as pre-plant 
termination



Swede: Cover Crop Costs ($/ac)
by Treatment by Year

No cover crop as the control
• Overall

• Cover crop costs continued 
to decrease each year

• Seed cost improved 
• Operations timing found a 

groove in years 2 & 3

• 10-way Mix
• The only difference was in 

the materials for 
termination 

• Last 2 Years
• All costs were the same, 

operations performed at 
different times

CR1
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Swede: Difference in Net Income ($/ac) of 
Treatments compared to No Cover Crop 

• Pre-Plant Termination 
• Inconsistent net income 

results overall 
• Efficiency did improve 

each year
• Yields were consistent 

with the Control

• Roller/Crimping 
• Net Income continued to 

improve
• Yields improved in years 2 

and 3
• Year 3 had the highest 

yields for all treatments

CR1
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Economic Results Key Takeaways

Overarching takeaways: 
• Cover crop economics heavily depend on the 

system and farmer

• There is economic potential for cover 
cropping, but we need time

Biggest benefit:
• Pre-termination has great potential in some 

systems

Biggest challenges:
• Learning curve for adoption is a major 

challenge, even for farmers with cover crop 
experience



COVER CROP BIOMASS RESULTS
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New York Demo Trial Takeaways - Swede

“In a recent wet year, the best 
corn was where the cover 
crops were.” - Jay Swede

Overarching takeaways: 
• Cover crops did not significantly change most laboratory soil health 

measurements within this 5-year trial

• Planting green had the fewest soil resource concerns identified by the In-
Field Soil Health Assessment

• Planting green accumulated more cover crop biomass than pre-plant 
termination, and often had the lowest soil moisture in spring

• Planting Green had a lower net income than No Cover Crop every year

• The difference was smaller each subsequent year, and was only 1% less 
than No Cover Crop in the final year

• Pre-Plant Termination had a higher net income than No Cover Crops for 
one year

Jay's perspective:
• The trial reinforced preference for pre-plant termination of cover crops

• The high amount of residue on the field at planting was a challenge with planting green



Thank you! 
Please get in touch with

Caitlin Tucker, Ag Stewardship Manager in NY
CTucker@farmland.org

Aysha Tapp Ross, Soils Team Manager Nationally
with questions or suggestions for us: 

ATappRoss@farmland.org

Join our mailing list, 
become a member!

Q&A + DISCUSSION


