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Cover Crops, Compost Crops and Nitrogen Fixers

Cover crops can be planted whenever an area of the garden is left vacant, for example after the early harvest of lettuces, radishes, peas or other vegetables, or while waiting or over the winter time in warmer climates. Cover crops serve to protect the soil from erosion, prevent the establishing of weed species, improve soil structure and to enhance soil fertility. Often referred to as “green manures” such plantings are dug into the soil before going to seed, thus providing an organic and slow release form of nitrogen for what is planted after. Cover crops are usually annual plants but can be perennials in some circumstances.

Compost crops are similar to cover crops except that they are usually cut before going to seed and added to the compost pile as a nitrogen source. Compost crops are often perennial and are used for several years in the same location. Some cover crops and compost crops have the particular benefit of “fixing” nitrogen in their roots. These nitrogen-fixing plants have a symbiotic relationship with soil bacteria that concentrates nitrogen from the air in the soil into nodules on their roots. The roots are left in the soil when the plant is cut.

Common Cover Crops and Compost Crops:

	Annuals
	Perennials

	Annual Rye (Secale cereal) W
Australian field Pea (Pisum arvense)
Alsike Clover (Trifolium hybridum) N C
Borage (Borago officinalis) W
Buckwheat (Fagopyrum esculentum) W
Common Beans (Phaseolus spp.) N W
Common Peas (Pisum sativum) N C
Common Vetch (Vicia sativa) N C
Crimson Clover (Trifolium incarnatum) N W
Fava Bean (Vicia fava) N C W
Harry Vetch (Vicia villosa) N C W

Mustard (Brassica spp) C

Pinto Beans (Phaseolus vulgaris) N W

Purple Vetch (Vicia atropupurea) N C W
Soy Beans (Glycine max) N W
Sudan Grass (Sorghum bicolor) W
Tyfon (Brassica napa X)


	Alfalfa (Medicago sativa) N

Chicory (Cichorum intybus)

Comfrey (Symphytum officianale)

White Dutch Clover (Trifolium repens) N

New Zealand Clover (Trifolium repens) N

Orchard Grass (Dactylis glomerata)

Perennial Ryegrass (Lolium perenne)

Timothy Grass (Phleum pratense)

Lupines (Lupinus polyphylus) N
Comfrey (Symphytum officinalis)

	“C” Cold Season  “W” warm season    
“N” designates nitrogen fixing species



