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SYNOPSIS

At the October 2018 Knox County Farm Bureau Young Farmers Meeting, the topic of the Illinois Farm Bureau Nutrient 
Stewardship Grant was brought up in New Business. After an hour-long conversation, the Young Farmers decided 
to pursue a cover crop project across the county. That is where the Knox County Farm Bureau Young Farmers Cover 
Crop Project began. At the time, cover crops were a relatively new practice, with very little use in Knox County for 
many reasons. 

Knox County Farm Bureau members were asked to submit an application to participate in the project with a 20-acre 
cover crop plot in one of the 20 townships in Knox County. Members had to indicate why they wanted to use cover 
crops; Nutrient Reduction/Water Retention, Erosion Control/Stability of Soil, Grazing, and Reduce Soil Compaction. 
18 of the 20 townships consistently were part of the project. Depending on the crop rotation and reason for cover 
crop implementation, members were assigned a cover crop seed/mix from FS. The mixes allowed us to work with 
multi-species covers while learning the benefits of each. The majority of the townships then had the seed flown on 
aerially, with a few members drilling the seed in. The Nutrient Stewardship Grant provided financial seed assistance 
to those members to lessen the burden of their involvement as well as covered the cost of the aerial application and 
soil sampling of each plot.

Without the members who were interested in implementing cover crops or just passionate about supporting the 
Young Farmers, this project would never have been as big or impactful as what we are able to report in this booklet. 
A huge thanks to members 4th Meridian Farms - Aaron and Nathan Link, Brian Nelson, Kent Rigg, Beau Bewley, Jarid 
Cain, Tom, John and Carl O’Connor, Jeff Grady, Tom Grady, Phil Goedeke, Frank Hopkins, Wade and Abby Springer, 
Drew DeSutter, Brian and Patrick King, Mark and Matt Johnson, Gary Lincoln, Dan England, and Grant Strom for their 
continued interest in the project!

It was a natural fit to partner with West Central FS on this project. They provided the cover crop seed and mixes at 
a discount along with staff support and expertise. Other partners along the way that made the project so successful 
were GROWMARK Seed Division, University of Illinois College of ACES Crop Sciences Department, Midwest Custom Ag 
Aviation, and KSI Laboratory.

Of course, this project would have never happened without the 
Illinois Farm Bureau Nutrient Stewardship Grant or staff. Since 
the first grant award in 2019, Illinois Farm Bureau has provided 
this project over $65,000! 

While the practice of adopting cover crops can be very trial and 
error for each individual farm, we hope you enjoy learning about 
our project, our members, and the results!

Sincerely, 

Hailey Hennenfent 
Knox County Farm Bureau Executive Director

Brandon Hall- CCA Certified Crop Adviser 
West Central FS, Wataga Agronomy Location Manager 
Knox County Farm Bureau Young Farmers Chairman, 2024-2025
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INTRODUCTION

TOWNSHIPS

In 2018, Knox County Young Farmers developed an 

idea for a county-wide cover crop project. With the 

help of funds from Illinois Farm Bureau’s Nutrient 

Stewardship Grant Program, Knox County Farm 

Bureau (CFB) Young Farmers and West Central FS 

developed the program with the goal of producers 

across the county planting one 20-acre cover crop 

plot per township at a subsidized cost. Interested 

producers were encouraged to apply for the 

program and identify their individual cover crop 

goals, allowing the group to evaluate a range of 

cover crop strategies and outcomes. 

Through continued support and collaboration 

between Knox CFB and West Central FS, the 

group has gathered a wealth of producer data. 

The following booklet highlights each of the 

participating plots and producers, as well as 

provides an overview of individual producer’s 

motivations and findings from participating in the 

program. Soil tests from participating plots are 

being collected and future editions of this booklet 

will include those results, including changes in 

organic matter values and other nutrient values. 

In summation, this booklet provides an overview 

of producer’s motivations for participating in the 

program and the impacts the program has made to 

date.  

These graphs depict changes in soil fertility 

and properties over time across 2021-2025 for 

the cover cropped fields in Knox County. As soil 

samples from a non-cover cropped control were 

not present for each field, it is not possible to infer 

the effects of cover crops relative to what would 

have occurred without any cover being planted. 

However, this temporal evaluation for each field is 

valuable to evaluate soil response with additional 

seasons of cover cropping.

The dot on the trendline for each sampling point 

represents the 4 sampling points for each field 

each year. The error bars represent the standard 

deviation of the sampled values, highlighting the 

amount of variability present in each sample set. 

In many cases, the inherent variability (i.e. noise) 

present in on-farm work research can overshadow 

the potential treatment effect (i.e. impact of cover 

crops on organic matter). None of the trends in a 

given nutrient or property below were statistically 

significant, so hesitation is warranted before 

jumping to conclusions on a trend. In addition, 

some fields were observed with a numeric (but 

not statistical) decline in soil test P, however these 

fields had high levels to begin the project.

Special thanks to West Central FS, Midwest Aerial Aviation, Growmark, KSI Labs and 

University of Illinois ACES for their support, work, and dedication to this project. We 

could not have achieved so much without the help of our partners.
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LINCO FARMS Gary Lincoln

Gary Lincoln established a 20-acre demonstration 
strip within the center of a production field to evaluate 
the benefits of cover crops alongside untreated acres. 
Throughout the project, the farm consistently followed 
a straightforward rotation using a cereal rye and radish 
mix ahead of soybeans and an oat and radish mix ahead 
of corn. This approach provided a practical example of 
how cover crops can be integrated into a commercial 
grain operation with minimal disruption while allowing 
direct side-by-side comparisons of soil and crop 
performance.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial Seeding

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Compaction. 
“Also wanted to stay ahead of the curve.”

WHAT YOU WANTED TO LEARN MORE ABOUT: “Want 
to keep learning about soil health, including microbial 

activity, for example. Want to continue working to find 
“sweet spot” planting date that is early enough to get 
benefits.”

CEDAR TOWNSHIP

Cedar township 
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HOPKINS FARMS Frank Hopkins

Hopkins Farms provided the project with an important 
opportunity to compare different methods of cover crop 
establishment. Unlike most project fields that relied 
primarily on aerial seeding, Frank consistently drilled 
his cover crops, creating an excellent local comparison 
of establishment techniques. Within his corn-soybean 
rotation, he consistently planted a cereal rye and radish 
mix ahead of soybeans and an oat and radish mix ahead 
of corn. In the later years of the project, Frank also 
transitioned to an annual rye and radish mix, allowing 
the project to evaluate additional management options 
and compare the performance of different rye species.

APPLICATION METHOD: Drill

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Compaction

WHAT DID YOU ADAPT OR CHANGE WITH YOUR 
COVER CROP PLOT: “We will keep using some sort of 
cover crops. The issues are timing, labor, and weather 
conditions. Some years it works great if you get it in 

early and have the right weather to get some growth 
and protect the soil. Other years it seams you don’t gain 
anything or just don’t have the time or labor to get it in. 
The cost of fuel, labor, machinery, and seed is hard to 
get past sometimes because you don’t see an immediate 
benefit for the cover crops.”

CHESTNUT TOWNSHIP

Chestnut township 

  



7

KINGSDALE FARMS Brian and Patrick King

Kingsdale Farms enrolled in the project to gain practical 
experience with cover crops and better understand how 
they could fit into their operation. They initially utilized 
a cereal rye and radish mix for three years before 
incorporating an oat and radish mix into the rotation. 
This adjustment allowed them to compare management 
strategies while tailoring cover crop selection to better 
complement their cropping system. This plot was also 
used as a demonstration plot for our field day tours. 

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: “4R’s. Ground 
cover, as well as building organic matter on heavy clay 
soils. This program presented a perfect opportunity to 
try this on a small scale.”

WHAT DID YOU ADAPT OR CHANGE WITH YOUR COVER 
CROP PLOT: “Would like to continue using cover crops to 

build organic matter on timber soil farms and minimize 
tillage, but want to figure out how to get a better stand 
for more consistent benefits.”

COPLEY TOWNSHIP

Copley township 
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GOEDEKE FARMS Phil Goedeke

As a member of the Knox County Farm Bureau Board, 
Phil Goedeke has been a strong advocate for the Knox 
County Young Leaders Cover Crop Project since its 
inception. Phil enrolled a field located behind the home 
farm that had historically been managed as silage corn 
for their operation. His primary objective was to reduce 
soil compaction and improve soil structure by using 
cover crops. Throughout the project, he consistently 
relied on a cereal rye and radish mix, while also 
experimenting with an annual rye and radish blend. This 
allowed him to compare the aggressive fibrous root 
system of annual rye with that of the deep-penetrating 
tillage radish to accelerate compaction relief and 
improve overall soil health.

APPLICATION METHOD: Drilled

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Compaction

HAW CREEK TOWNSHIP

Haw Creek township 
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CAIN FARMS Jarid Cain

Although the demonstration plot had to be relocated 
during the project, Jarid remained committed to the 
program and continued implementing the planned cover 
crop strategy. Operating within a traditional corn-
soybean rotation, the farm used an oat and radish mix 
ahead of corn and a cereal rye and radish mix ahead of 
soybeans, demonstrating consistency and adaptability 
despite unexpected challenges.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Compaction

WHAT YOU WANTED TO LEARN MORE ABOUT: 
“Interested in learning more about green manure 
and letting cover crops like rye grow larger before 
terminating.”

HENDERSON TOWNSHIP

Henderson township 
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GRADY FARMS Tom Grady

Tom Grady established a 20-acre demonstration strip 
within a larger field to directly compare cover-cropped 
acres with untreated areas. The goal was to evaluate 
whether cover crops could address several challenging 
soil conditions present in the field. Using an annual 
rye and radish mix, the plot emphasized rapid soil 
cover, vigorous root development, and the use of tillage 
radishes to help alleviate compaction.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial Application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Grazing

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “Soil 
drainage is improved. Winter kill is a time saver. You 
need more moisture to start cover crops earlier after 
application.”

WHAT YOU WANTED TO LEARN MORE ABOUT: “The 
impact on microbial activity due to more root presence.”

KNOX TOWNSHIP

Knox township 
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J AND J FARMS Mark and Matt Johnson

Mark and Matt Johnson of J and J Farms focused on 
improving a more challenging area of the farm while 
learning how cover crops could enhance soil health. 
Because the demonstration was located on the back 
side of the operation, management simplicity became 
increasingly important. The farm began with a cereal 
rye and radish mix before transitioning to an oat and 
radish mix, allowing winter termination to reduce 
spring management requirements. Turnips were also 
incorporated into the mixes to further diversify the cover 
crop system.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application, “Turbo till in 
cover crop seed in 2020”

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Tight soil/
compaction

COVER CROP STRATEGIES YOU HAVE TRIED: “We have 
tried a variety of methods, flown on, drilled, spread with 
fertilizer then turbo tilled in. We have tried a wide variety 
of cover crops and had

good luck. We plant some with no intention of harvest, 
others for grazing, and have chopped some for cattle 
feed.”

WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “I think it 
does sequester some nutrients, breaks up hard pan, and 
makes the soil health and tilth better, not to mention the 
added feed value we get.”

LYNN TOWNSHIP

Lynn township 
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ENGLAND FARMS Dan England

England Farms served as the benchmark, or “check,” 
for the Knox County Young Leaders Cover Crop Project. 
Dan England has long been recognized throughout the 
community as one of the area’s most progressive cover 
crop producers and an industry leader in conservation 
practices. His years of experience and willingness to 
share knowledge played an invaluable role in guiding 
the project. Dan provided insight into species selection, 
multi-species cover crop blends, planting green, 
and overall management strategies, helping project 
participants confidently expand beyond traditional cover 
crop systems while serving as an example of long-term 
success.

APPLICATION METHOD: Drilling

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Controlling 
erosion and building soil health What you have learned 
from your plot: “I’m an advocate of the cover crop 
system and always talking about it. Seeding timing is 
critical but extremely weather dependent. Planting 
cover before soybeans, but notice need for stronger 

management plan if planting ahead of corn.”

WHAT YOU WANTED TO LEARN MORE ABOUT: 
“With cover crops, you have to look at below ground 
advantages or you will be disappointed in the ROI 
conversations. Covers show significant potential for 
chemical reduction and financial savings.”

MAQUON TOWNSHIP

Maquon township 

  



13

DESUTTER FARMS Drew Desutter

Drew DeSutter used the project as an opportunity to 
compare different rye species within a corn-soybean 
rotation. The first three years featured a cereal rye 
and radish mix, followed by annual rye and radish in 
later years. This transition allowed the farm to evaluate 
differences in establishment, management, and overall 
performance between cereal rye and annual rye under 
local conditions and management strategies. 

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

WHAT DID YOU ADAPT OR CHANGE WITH YOUR COVER 
CROP PLOT: “I think the biggest change is flying on cover 
crop seed or drilling them in early ahead of rain.”

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “The 
cover crops do a good job of breaking up compaction in 
the soil. I want to run more cattle on established cover 
crops; cattle and cover crops go hand in hand.”

ONTARIO TOWNSHIP

Ontario township 
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GRADY FARMS Jeff Grady

Jeff Grady enrolled his plot with livestock production 
as the primary focus, exploring cover crops as an 
opportunity to increase available forage during the fall 
and winter months. Within a corn-soybean rotation, 
the farm utilized an annual rye and turnip mix that 
established quickly and provided excellent winter 
grazing, demonstrating the value of cover crops as an 
additional feed resource.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: 4R’s

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “Cattle 
favor the forage. It is best to put it in low fertility areas in 
the field where the cattle graze and replenish nutrients. 
I plan to keep using and expand my acres of cover crops 
and minimize the number of acres dedicated to alfalfa.”

WHAT YOU WANTED TO LEARN MORE ABOUT: “Feed 
value of cover crop mixes.”

ORANGE TOWNSHIP

Orange township  
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RIGG FARMS Roger (Kent) Rigg

The primary objective at Rigg Farms was erosion control 
on one of the steeper fields enrolled in the project. 
Beginning with the standard cereal rye and radish mix 
ahead of soybeans and oat and radish mix ahead of 
corn, the farm later diversified its cover crop program 
by adding turnips to the mix. This provided additional 
exposure to multi-species cover crop systems while 
continuing to address erosion concerns and improve soil 
protection.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: “Wanted to 
find economical ways to reduce soil erosion (even with 
no till practices occurring) and use 4R’s of nutrient 
management.”

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “The 
cover crop is reducing the erosion. I have not seen 
erosion expand like we had prior to the cover crop 
program.”

PERSIFER TOWNSHIP

Persifer township 
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4TH MERIDIAN FARMS
4th Meridian Farms entered the project with a focus on 
extending grazing opportunities and finding alternative 
forage sources for their cattle. The farm also wanted to 
step outside its comfort zone by introducing cover crops 
on highly productive, flat black soils. They initially used a 
triticale and radish mix before soybeans, followed by an 
oat and radish mix before corn. As the project evolved, 
they transitioned to a more traditional corn-soybean 
rotation, using a cereal rye and radish mix ahead of 
soybeans and an oat and radish mix ahead of corn, 
demonstrating how cover crops can successfully fit into 
both livestock and grain production systems.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application, drilled in 
pervious years

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: “Grazing and 
interest in soil health”

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “Timing 
of seeding is extremely important. Going to aerial plant-
ing was a great adjustment for operation to get cover 

seeded in timely manner. Triticale was a great forage 
source with good nutrition values. Cows loved it!”

RIO TOWNSHIP

Rio township 
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BEWLEY FARMS Beau Bewley

Bewley Farms was one of the earliest participants in 
the project and remained a strong supporter throughout 
its duration. With gently rolling ground where erosion 
was a concern, the farm sought to evaluate how cover 
crops could fit into its corn-soybean rotation. The plot 
consistently utilized a cereal rye and radish mix ahead 
of soybeans and an oat and radish mix ahead of corn, 
providing valuable long-term observations on erosion 
control and soil health improvements.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Erosion control

SALEM TOWNSHIP

Salem township 
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O’CONNOR FARMS Tom, John & Carl O’Connor

O’Connor Farms featured one of the project’s most 
visible demonstration sites because of its location near 
Wataga, which allowed frequent observation throughout 
the growing season. The farm’s objectives centered on 
extending fall grazing on corn stalks while improving 
water infiltration and reducing compaction on a flat, 
highly productive field. A triticale and radish mix was 
consistently used to maximize forage production for 
cattle. The site also hosted one of the project’s field 
days, during which soil pits were excavated to compare 
cover-cropped and untreated areas, giving participants 
firsthand observations of improvements in soil structure 
and root development.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: “Cover crops 
were a conversation topic in the area, however they 
were not very widespread. We had considered trying 
some cover crops, particularly with the value we 
could add grazing cattle on them. When the program 
came out with the Young Farmers, we saw it as an 

opportunity to try something without incurring all of the 
risks ourselves.”

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “The 
benefits to the soil profile take a long time to notice. We 
had thought initially that the results would be quicker 
onset. We have learned a lot and hope we can articulate 
to others that this is a long term strategy.”

SPARTA TOWNSHIP

Sparta township 
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SPRINGER FARMS Wade and Abby Springer

Having previous experience with cover crops, Wade and 
Abby Springer approached the project with ambitious 
goals centered on weed suppression and improving soil 
health. As their confidence increased, they expanded 
beyond simple mixes to implement a diverse six-species 
blend consisting of balansa clover, annual ryegrass, 
cereal rye, radish, turnips, and hairy vetch. Their plot 
demonstrated the potential benefits and management 
considerations associated with highly diversified cover 
crop systems. In order to maximize learning and the 
results of the project, Wade and Abby took on additional 
acreage in Elba township in 2023.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: Erosion and 
nutrient loss reduction

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “When 
planting corn into cover crop, make sure to band N up 
front with planter or strip freshener to compensate for 
carbon penalty. Always have a goal in mind with plan A, 

B, and C if weather doesn’t cooperate.”

WHAT YOU WANTED TO LEARN MORE ABOUT: “I would 
like to learn more about rolling/crimping covers to help 
with weed suppression, specifically at what stage you 
can terminate it and what equipment works well to roll 
or crimp.”

TRURO TOWNSHIP

Truro township 
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STROM FAMILY FARMS Grant Strom

Grant Strom enrolled a back field in the project to 
evaluate long-term cover crop management within a 
corn-soybean rotation. The farm primarily utilized a 
cereal rye and radish mix, although one season was 
intentionally skipped after exceptionally high biomass 
created challenges for planting green. Following that 
experience, the rotation evolved to include an oat and 
radish mix ahead of corn while maintaining cereal 
rye and radish ahead of soybeans, balancing biomass 
production with ease of management.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: “Addressing 
compaction. Also interested in improving overall soil 
health and biodiversity.”

WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED FROM YOUR PLOT: “We 
have learned a lot about termination practices, timing, 
and weed control benefits. We are slowly seeing the 

advantages of improved soil health and have expanded 
cover crops to additional acreage.”

VICTORIA TOWNSHIP

Victoria township 
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4 NELSON FARMS Ken and Brian Nelson

Nelson Farms implemented cover crops with the goal 
of keeping the practice simple and easily integrated 
into an existing cropping system. Located on the back 
20 acres of an 80-acre field, the demonstration focused 
on practical adoption. Throughout the project, the farm 
consistently used a cereal rye and radish mix ahead 
of soybeans and an oat and radish mix ahead of corn, 
proving that cover crops can be incorporated without 
major changes to day-to-day management.

APPLICATION METHOD: Aerial application

REASONS FOR ADDING COVER CROPS: 4R’s of nutrient 
management.

WHAT DID YOU ADAPT OR CHANGE WITH YOUR COVER 
CROP PLOT: “Each year I say I want to apply earlier to 
get more growth in winter. In the future, would like to 
expand on more acres if others in the operation are on 
board.”

WALNUT GROVE TOWNSHIP

Walnut Grove township 
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PLANTING VIEW

COVERS UP CLOSE
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SOIL HEALTH
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