
Cover Up with a Winter Cover Crop
A cover crop, sometimes called green 
manure or catch crop, is grown for the 
sole purpose of being tilled back into 
the soil in the spring. A cover crop can 
be a grass, cereal grain, or legume. 
It provides multiple benefits and can 
be an inexpensive way to build better 
soil in your gardens. Cover crops are 
helpful for small garden spaces up to 
large acreages.  

What Are The Benefits?
1. More Organic Matter 
A key component of healthy soil is the 
presence of organisms. When spring 
comes and your cover crop is plowed 
into the soil, that material is consumed 
by bacteria, fungi and other organisms. 
However, a portion of the plant is not 
eaten, and this is what adds organic 
matter to the soil. Organic matter 
is essential - it provides storage for 
plant nutrients, improves soil tilth, 
and allows more air and water to be 
exchanged in the soil. 

2. Improved Soil Structure
Western Washington receives heavy 
amounts of rain in the winter months. 
When your soil is not protected during 
this time by plants (even weeds), it 
becomes vulnerable to run off, erosion 
and compaction. Instead of allowing 
weeds to move in, plant a cover crop. 
Its root system will both hold the soil 
in place, and help penetrate heavy-
textured soils to allow for better air 
and water circulation. The top growth, 
known as the cover crop canopy, also 
reduces the pounding of rain drops 
that can compact soil.

3. More Fertile Soil 
If your soil is left bare, many valuable 
nutrients can easily leach out of the 
root zone when it rains and trickle 
down into the water table. Also, those 

nutrients can get picked up by rain or 
melting snow and end up in ditches, 
streams and ultimately in Puget Sound. 
This is not where you want them to be. 
(If you use a cover crop, this problem 
can be avoided.) As your cover crop 
matures, it begins to absorb nutrients 
left over from previous fertilizer 
applications and incorporates them 
into its plant tissues. The nutrients are 
now safely stored until spring when 
your cover crop is cut and tilled back 
into the soil. As the cover crop begins 
to decompose, those nutrients will 
become available to the new planting. 
Grasses and cereal grains are more 
efficient nitrogen scavengers because 
they grow very quickly in the fall. 
Legumes do not reduce soil nitrate 
levels because they grow more slowly 
during this time. 

One of the best benefits of a cover 
crop is ‘fixing’ nitrogen. Only legumes 
can provide this because they have 
a mutually beneficial relationship 
with rhizobial bacteria. These special 
bacteria form wart-like nodules on 
legume roots that transfer nitrogen 
from the atmosphere down into the 
soil and make it useable as plant 
nutrition. In return, the bacteria 
receive sugar from the legume. 

4. Suppressing Weeds
Another advantage of a cover crop 
is weed suppression. A cover crop 
competes with weeds for light and 
nutrients. Research has found that 
many cereal cover crops contain 
natural herbicides which can reduce 
the growth of weeds and vegetable 
crops (from Cogger et al, 1997). 
This research also showed that when 
cereal was planted with a legume, the 
herbicide effect was reduced. 
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