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West Central FS Utilizes Cover Crops to Assist with 
Nutrient Stewardship 

 

In 2019, the Knox County Farm Bureau Young Leaders Group was offered the chance to 
apply for an Illinois Farm Bureau Nutrient Stewardship Grant. After much discussion, all 
involved agreed that cover crops naturally fit the goals of the project. The group established 
a committee shortly after making this decision. Brandon Hall, Certified Crop Advisor and 
West Central FS Operations Manager – Wataga, serves as chairperson of the committee.  
                
The West Central FS team matched cover crop mixtures offered through GROWMARK 
(CCM 10, CCM 20, CCM 30, CCM 40, & CCM 50) to four pre-determined objectives, nutrient 
loss reduction, erosion control, grazing, and reduction of soil compaction. To encourage 
participation from growers not using cover crops, the Illinois Farm Bureau’s Nutrient 
Stewardship Grant created funding assistance paired with a small plot approach. “Our goal 
was to get a total of twenty cover crop plots spread across all twenty townships in Knox 
County,” said Hall. “We were pleasantly surprised by the amount of interest. This is a way for 
growers who are skeptical about cover crops to give it a shot at a discounted rate and on a 
small-scale.” 
                
Determining how to get data and results quickly became an important objective. “We 
decided that soil testing and yield would be two key measuring sticks,” said Hall. Starting in 
2021-22 soil samples will be taken twice each year on each plot to record any changes. Hall 
also plans a hands-on approach, “My goal is to do a side-by-side below the surface soil dig 
to see visual differences.” 
               
After a few years, Hall can point to several benefits due to the program, but also mentioned 
everyone is still learning. “Every part of this project is a learning experience! From timing to 
seeding rates to using mistakes and successes from one situation to help make decisions in 
another, we keep learning,” said Hall. “We have seen great results from aerial application. In 



our geography, that gives the seed more time to establish. Drilling right after harvest has 
worked well too.” 
                
The goals growers target through the program necessitates a variety of cover crop 
mixes. “We felt with the line-up GROWMARK offers we could see a benefit in nutrient loss, 
erosion control, grazing, or reducing soil compaction and very often two or three of the four,” 
Hall said. “We have had excellent success with all the mixes when placed correctly with 
enough time to grow. Plus, HiRye always looks amazing in the spring after it comes back.” 
               
Hall believes cover crops will continue to grow in his geography, commenting, “If I have 
anything to do about it, we will get cover crops on any operation with livestock and any area 
that has any roll to it. We could even use cover crops to suppress weeds more often as we 
see more challenges with certain herbicides.” Eventually, Hall would like to create something 
tangible to help growers make cover crops decisions. “At the end of my time as a Young 
Leader, I would like to present the members of our county with a MiField style book that they 
can use to help make sound cover crop decisions based on localized data and experiences.” 
                
Knox County Farm Bureau was recently recognized during the 107th Annual Meeting of the 
Illinois Farm Bureau for their outstanding programming during 2019 and 2020. The New 
Horizon Award was presented to the county for the Young Farmers Cover Crop Project. The 
award was created to recognize outstanding efforts by County Farm Bureaus and encourage 
new and innovative programs.   

    

  

 


