
Steve Berger
Dennis D. Berger & Son Inc.

Wellman, Iowa

Summary of operation

2200 acres of corn and soybeans
15,000 feeder pigs annually

Background
Steve Berger completed a BS in Agricultural Business at Iowa State University in 1986. He farms in a partnership with his dad named Dennis D. Berger and Son Inc. located in Wellman, Iowa (Washington County).  They produce 2200 acres of corn and soybeans in a 50% rotation, 100% no till. They also finish 15,000 head of feeder pigs a year.

Cover crop of choice

Mr. Berger primarily uses cereal rye because it is hardy.  It can take the harsh freezing winters and the cool fall and spring temperatures. Rye also has an excellent root system. Mr. Berger uses rye mainly for the erosion control, but also likes the rooting depth.

Cover crop establishment
Mr. Berger usually drills cereal rye right behind the combine (September to about October 20th) into soybean stubble and corn stalks at about 50 lbs/acre. This year (2008) they aerial seeded the cereal rye due to the delayed harvest. The cereal rye was aerial seeded into soybeans around the third week in September.
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The above picture shows a field that Mr. Berger aerial seeded in September into standing soybeans. The rate was 50-52 lbs/acre at 40 foot intervals. Since the cereal rye was aerial seeded in September it has received over 9 inches of rainfall. Previous to seeding this field rainfall was at 4 inches, so the ground was plenty wet. This helped the germination. 

Mr. Berger will also inject swine manure in November when the soil temperatures get colder. He will use a Yetter Avenger disc opener to apply manure at 2600 gal/A. The balance of nitrogen will be applied as 32% UAN with the corn planter in a 3x2 band.  The application of the manure will not have much disturbance on the cereal rye. The cereal rye will then be sprayed in April with a quart of glyphosate. This field has also been in continuous no-till for more than 20 years.
Mr. Berger’s very first no-till experiment was in the late 1970s and they used rye as a cover crop to no-till into. This was prior to roundup, so they used paraquat to kill the rye in the spring.  Rye is a very hardy cover crop and it works very well here in the Midwest. It is also one of the cheapest cover crops .
Cover crop disasters

Mr. Berger said he has not had any disasters while using cover crops. They have had some close calls with some late kills in April - or even sometimes they might forget to spray a small field. Other than that they have not had any real disasters.  Mr. Berger believes that to successfully plant corn into cereal rye, the rye must be completely brown or dead before planting into it.

Sources

Personal communication with Steve Berger by email (10/5 and 10/14)
Profile written by Drew Stamerjohn
Karl Dallefeld

Worthington, Iowa



Summary of operation

130 acres of minimum till and no-till forages on highly erodible soils

120 head of stocker cattle per year 

Background

Karl Dallefeld is from the small town of Worthington in eastern Iowa.  He is a 46 year old cowboy who works as a forage division manager for Midwestern Bio-Ag, a biologically-based agri-consulting and input company based in Blue Mounds, Wisconsin.  After earning an  associates degree, he started out working in local sales and moved up to his current position. He is also the owner and operator of his own cattle farm. Mr. Dallefeld is currently the sole proprietor of his operation but his college-age son is working his way up to be a partner in the business. The Dallefelds rotationally graze approximately 120 head of beef cattle each year on 130 acres of forages/cover crops. They purchase their cattle at 500 lbs. and sell them at ~ 1200 lbs. 

Discovery of cover crops

Mr. Dallefeld first became interested in cover crops when he was working for Barenbrug, a grass seed company based in Holland.  He was their territory manager for the Midwest and part of the transition zone.  He began to notice while he was driving through the Midwest in the winter that all the bare fields were just letting the soil blow. He recalled that a New Zealander once commented on how they always have something growing while we (Midwest farmers) only utilize our land for half the year.  At Midwestern Bio-Ag, he came to understand the full value and importance cover crops and how they rebuild and improve overall soil health.

Cover crop management

Mr. Dallefeld plants cover crops on roughly 25 acres per year to either be grazed or harvested.  His varieties and experiments have consisted of winter wheat (spring planted), fall rye, oats/rape, sorghum-sudangrass, sudangrass, teff, corn, and a blend of annual ryegrass, red clover, hairy vetch, and oilseed radish.  “In the spring the oats and rape mix has worked great and in the summer the sorghum-sudangrass and sudangrass have worked the best.” Grass and legume mixes are grazed at the proper maturity or harvested into bales.  

Cover crop challenges

Using cover crops hasn’t always been a smooth ride for Mr. Dallefeld.  He once tried to no-till sorghum-sudangrass into rye stubble.  He said that sorghum-sudangrass requires loose soils with adequate air supply for biology to be successful.  His sorghum-sudangrass varied from six inches to three feet tall in the field and was extremely yellow in color. 

Cover crop resources

Mr. Dallefeld picks up new ideas about cover crops and no-till systems in a number of ways.  He attends conferences at universities and the annual Acres, USA conference, reads and refers to a book called “Managing Cover Crops Profitably”, and visits farms.

Over-coming cover crop roadblocks
While there are many reasons why cover crops haven’t expanded as fast as they should in the Midwest, Mr. Dallefeld feels the prime reason is lack of understanding of soils and their biology.  

To increase the use of cover crops in the Midwest, Mr. Dallefeld strongly believes that money should be invested in education about cover crops.  He also recommends a shift in agriculture subsidies towards conservational practices including cover crops.

Sources
Personal communication with Karl Dallefeld

Profile written by David Looman

Wade Dooley

Des Moines, Iowa
Summary of operation

900 acres of corn and soybeans and 300 acres of pasture 
20 acres of oats and rye as cover crops

Background information

Wade Dooley is from Des Moines, Iowa. He farms with his dad. They have a 120 cow-calf operation. Wade is thinking about expanding their operation into horticultural crops, because he wants to learn more about them, and also he wants to spread their cost out for the farm.  They farm about 900 acres of corn and soybean on a 50/50 rotation with 20 acres of cover crops. Wade and his dad read many magazines, and this is where they get most of their information about new practices. Wade is a member of Practical Farmers of Iowa.

Cover crop management
The Dooleys have used oats in their alfalfa as a nurse crop for decades. They started using cereal rye because they needed feed for their cattle.  Mr. Dooley read about using cereal rye as a forage in a magazine and decided to give it a try. Now they regularly seed about 20 acres of cereal rye after cutting corn silage. This year they had to reseed about 40 acres of pasture due to all of the flooding. They used a pasture mix along with some cereal rye for their pastures. When they plant their cereal, they try to get a seed bed without clods. Then they broadcast rye and follow with a drag which covers up the seed a little bit. They do not get the best germination but he says it is the cheapest method for them, and it seems to work well enough.  When it comes to terminating the rye, he said the best way for them is to mow it close to the ground followed by tillage.  They do not acquire any benefits on fertilizer. They mainly just use the ground to spread the cattle manure on. 

Cover crop challenges
Mr. Dooley considers rising fuel costs to be one of the biggest challenges to greater user of cover crops. He was going to order some rye seed that did not have the allelopathic properties but did not because of the high fuel cost. The delivery cost would have been more than the seed.  One year they planted rye in the fall and then let it go all spring, and then they planted corn into it and then they found out that the rye inhibited the growth of the corn. Corn yield was reduced by 10-15 percent. He said if they would have killed the rye about 30 days prior to planting the corn, they would have been alright. Mr. Dooley thinks that lack of knowledge, and the cost of seed and management are the biggest roadblocks to greater user of cover crops.

Sources

Personal communication with Wade Dooley by email on November 5, 2008.
Profile written by Scott Lake

Kevin Green

Northboro, Iowa

Summary of Operation 

2500 acres of corn and soybeans

Cover crops used in the fields close to home

Beef feedlot  

Background

Kevin Green uses a corn and soybean rotation on 2500 acres in southwest Iowa where the hilly ground makes soil erosion a huge problem. It so hilly that he has to use a side hill combine.  He plants cover crops to control erosion and water runoff and provide roughage for his feedlot. Intense rains (e.g.,10” over two days) have occurred in recent years increasing the need for cover crops. He used to use wheat and rye as cover crops but now is using triticale. He mainly plants cover crops close to home due to the cost of hauling harvested forage. 
Types of cover crops

Mr. Green has worked with a variety of crops including wheat, rye, and turnips before he settled on triticale, a wheat/ rye hybrid. In the summer of ’08, he harvested 7 tons of dry matter per acre. The harvested triticale is used primarily as roughage for cattle in his feedlot.

Process of planting cover crops

The local fertilizer company plants Kevin’s triticale with an air-flow fertilizer spreader. Because this cover crop isn’t very popular, Kevin did a lot of the research himself and had to take the idea of blowing on the crop to his fertilizer company. Although the price of triticale has gone up 50% in the last year the cost of putting it on has not changed and he feels this is the best way to put the seed on. 

Cover crop disasters 

The year that Mr. Green used turnips he had some problems. “It was a wet spring and they did nothing to hold the soil. The cows never really acquired a taste for them either. The cows did eat them better after the bulbs were broken up and the anhydrous was put on. One advantage was you don’t have to kill turnips like you do with triticale”. 

Sources

Personal communication with Kevin Green by phone

Profile written by Kelly Kretzer

Earl Hafner

West Panora, Iowa

Summary of operation

2,000 acres of all organic crops

1,000 acres are currently planted to a mix cereal rye and vetch

250 cow/calf operation

7800 fat hogs per year 
Background
Earl Hafner is from West Panora, Iowa which is west of Des Moines, Iowa. The Hafners farming operation has been successful in the organic field for over nine years. Mr. Hafner attended Iowa State University where he received 4 minors before deciding on the major of Agricultural Education.  After college, Mr.Hafner served his country for 28 years in the military reserves, while farming.  Mr. Hafner and his sons operate several large livestock enterprises which supply  manure for their organic crops. A herd of 250 cows calve once a year. They also finish 7800  hogs each year. The hogs produce over 1 million gallons of manure which is transported by tanks to nearby fields and applied. Mr. Hafner and his sons use all of the same equipment as conventional row crop farmers, except for an implement called a weeder, used in the place of as sprayer.
On-farm research

The Hafner Farm is currently participating in 2 on-farm research projects. One is a test plot for Practical Farmers of Iowa. The other is for Illinois State University and in this plot open pollinated corn is being researched. Corn from Cuba is being crossed with hybrid corn to produce open pollinated corn.

Cover crop management

After soybean harvest, the Hafners normally incorporate lime and rock phosphate with a disk before broadcasting a mix of hairy vetch and cereal rye (50 lbs of seed/ac) using an eight ton spreader. This fall enough rain has fallen to push the seed to the soil. Manure is applied on top of just established cover crops. Mr. Hafner says” the cover crops hold the nitrogen”. Mr. Hafner also says” manure can be a challenge” but is a “ good source of nitrogen and is cheaper than ammonia”. Tillage and chemicals (organic?) will be used to terminate the cover crops before planting.
Cover crop roadblocks

Mr. Hafner says that most farmers don’t use cover crops because “they are ill informed about them. They are not willing to learn or be innovative enough to try new things live cover crops. They just go with the flow and do what has always worked”.

Sources
Personal communication in late October 2008 by phone.
Profile written by Brian Six

 Austin Nothwehr

Clarinda, Iowa



Summary of Operation

1000 acres of corn and soybeans
Cereal rye and forage wheat as cover/forage crops
Cow-calf operation
250 head of ewes 
Background

Austin Nothwehr and his father farm 1000 acres of corn and soybeans. Most is continuous no-till but a few acres are minimum-till. The Nothwehrs also manage a cow-calf operation selling feeder cattle and a 250 head of ewes that is a lambing-to-finish operation. Austin received an agricultural business degree from Northwest Missouri State University.  He is 32 years old, married and has a daughter.  

Cover crop management

The Nothwehrs started using cover crops after a summer terracing project 4 years ago.  They seeded rye on Labor Day after the terraces were finished.  The next spring Clarinda experienced some large rainfall events of 5 to 7 inches.  Many terraces in the area failed and some developed large holes.  The terraces on the Nothwehr farm held up and had very little erosion. Near the end of May they harvested an excellent crop of hay from the field with the terraces.  From 20 acres, they got 75 big round bales of hay. Soybeans planted after the cutting did very well.  

Cereal rye has been the primary cover crop used on the Nothwehr farm but this year they switched to forage wheat.  They have used cover crops to protect their vulnerable land but also as a double crop.  This year they burned down two alfalfa fields to seed forage wheat to get a hay crop followed by double crop soybeans.  

The forage wheat planted this fall was seeded at 100 pounds per acre with a no-till drill because it barely disturbs the soil. They will cut the wheat for hay to terminate growth and use glyphosate to prevent re-growth.  

Their fertilizer application rates have not changed since they started using cover crops, except sometimes they might apply extra nitrogen to cover crops used for hay to gain extra tonnage.  

The future

The Nothwehrs have been very pleased with the way their cover crops have protected soil in a vulnerable state (like the terracing project).  They are considering using turnips when they they decide it is time to try something new. They want to do more research before making any changes to the current cover cropping system. According to Austin Nothwehr, “the biggest road blocks to cover crops are the extra time, expense, and equipment to deal with them.”  

Sources

Personal communication with Austin Nothwehr by email on (10/2/08, 10/22/08, and 11/12/08).

Profile written by Emilee Wedekind  

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Greg Wiley

Washington, Iowa

Overview of operation

320 acres of organic crops

180 acres of conventional crops

Cereal rye, buckwheat, 
hairy vetch, oats and red clover as cover crops

Background
Greg Wiley is forty seven years old and lives and farms in Washington, Iowa.  He earned his Bachelor of Science degree from Iowa State University and has spent most of his time in the field of agriculture.  “Most of my professional life I have been involved in agriculture and by that I mean directly farming”. 

Mr. Wiley says that he uses standard tillage practices on the organic acres.  Taking weed control into consideration, he says that “I do cover the ground multiple times both pre-plant and once the crop is up.” For the 180 acres that are farmed conventionally, Mr. Wiley hauls liquid manure onto some of the land and he uses no-till practices on the land not receiving liquid manure.  

Conservation practices
Apart from using cover crops, Mr. Wiley has also installed other conservation practices on his land.  “You have to keep in mind that out of 500 acres, I have some highly erodible land”.  He makes use of waterways and grass strips in areas where erosion would be a severe factor.

On the land that is conventionally farmed, his no-till practices act as a conservation tool, creating a network of biological activity and stability within the soil.   

Cover cropping practices

When it comes to the use of cover crops, Greg Wiley is no stranger to the practice.  “I have used a wide range,” he says.  “I used to spread rye into standing corn in late summer. For this I  

purchased an old de-tasseling machine and added a seeder to it.  I have used hairy vetch, buckwheat, oats, clover ,and even some left over soybeans one year.”

Last year, Mr. Wiley said that he experimented with buckwheat as a cover crop and was extremely pleased with the results.  Apart from the great weed suppression that buckwheat offers as a cover crop, Greg noticed some other results.  The soil was much looser, and with all the precipitation in the past year, the soil was drier than he thought it was going to be.  He even noticed the results of the buckwheat through the height of his corn crop that was planted after the buckwheat.  “I can see to the row where it ended with the height of the corn dropping a bit where ... [the buckwheat] stopped.”  He says that improved soil tilth is a real benefit from cover crops.  

Cover crop challenges

Mr. Wiley used to seed his rye into standing corn, which he said normally worked very well.  He would let the rye grow to about ten inches tall during the following spring and would then turn the rye in to the soil. He was really pleased with using the rye, as he liked the natural weed suppression as well something a little less tangible - “ I guess the best way to explain it is that the soil just smells fantastic once you turn it in.”

One year because of a “particularly wet spring”,  he wasn’t able to turn the rye in when he had planned to do so.  When he finally was able to get out to the field, the rye was taller than the hood of his four-wheel drive pickup.  “I ended up mowing, baling and removing the rye before I could begin preparing this field for planting.  After that, I lost my enthusiasm for rye and have used it sparingly  since then”.  

Cover crops and soil fertility

It’s no coincidence that Mr. Wiley’s corn rows that had also been planted to buckwheat were taller than the corn without buckwheat.  Along with other cover crops such as hairy vetch, buckwheat releases an abundance of nutrients into the soil as it decays.   It’s reasons like this that Mr. Wiley uses cover crops.  

“I often will seed my ground to a cover crop following a small grain, because I usually apply liquid manure to the ground for the following year's fertility and I want the nutrients to be absorbed by some plant material to hold it in the soil for the following year's crop.  This is what I did this year.  I had oats on 71 acres and following harvest, I hauled manure onto the ground and then re-seeded oats to take up the nutrients that will be turned in to the soil in the spring.”

“I use a cover crop often to hold fertility, rather than simply [to hold] soil which many people do with cover crops,” he said.  This is a very beneficial way of looking at cover crops, and using his cover crops in this manner has allowed him to increase the fertility of his soil.

Sources
Personal communication by email (10/30/2008).

Profile written by Rob Larson


