
Economic Tools for Promoting 
Cover Crops

Robert Ellis, Ag Economist

Southern Cover Crops Conference
Economics of Cover Crops

February 25, 2026



Robert Ellis – Agricultural Economist

• Education: BS from Auburn 
University, MS & PhD from 
University of Kentucky

• Focus: Production Economics, 
Machinery Economics, and Farm 
Management 

• Experience: Building farmer 
decision tools, Evaluating on-farm 
operations, Data analytics and 
management, and Pricing analytics



Why Quantify Soil Health Economics

• Soil health practices improve soils, 
reduce runoff, lower climate 
emissions, & sequester carbon

• Costs and benefits are very 
nuanced

• Impact and costs are farm 
dependent

• How can we increase the number 
of farmers and acres using soil 
health practices?

• How can we provide local evidence 
of these costs and benefits?



Two National Projects
Concurring Cover Crops

5- year national field trial research 
project for implementing cover 
crops. Case study and national 

reports of results 

Retrospective-SHEC Tool 
& Case Studies

2-page compelling write-up 
of soil health successful 

producers



National Cover Crop 
On-Farm Trials
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Conquering Cover Crop Challenges 
from Coast-to-Coast Overview

• Investigate farmer-driven cover crop 
implementation with Soil, Social, and 
Economics 

• Address regional issues, cropping 
systems challenges, & farmer interest

• Southern region – cover crop mixes on 
row crop operation

• Other noted 
• Roller Crimping
• Green Chop

• Field setup with treatment & control side-
by-side and replicated with annual soil 
testing and soil health assessment



Study Setup & Data Collection

• Combined national estimates 
with on-farm costs into one 
worksheet

• Farmer provided information 
during regular check-ins
• Cover crop costs
• Inputs prices & rates (seed & 

chemical)
• Crop yields
• Practice timing
• Machinery

• Developed financial analysis 
for each farm by crop year

• Calculated net income with 
partial budget of yield x 
published price - machinery & 
materials cost in $/acre for 
both control and treatment 
plots

• Compared net income & 
costs between treatment and 
control



Econ Finding

• No Cover Crop vs. Cover Crop 
• Focus on machinery already being used 
• Utilize the same herbicide mix for 

termination and pre-plant burndown
• Roller Crimping

• Just didn’t work for us in the Southeast
• Frequency of Cover Crop

• Cost efficiency increased every year
• High Biomass Cover Crop

• Residuals were a problem for the cash 
crop



Cover Crop Costs

• KY2 - 2 years of 
cover crop data. 
Consistent costs

• KY3 were 
consistent year to 
year

• High Biomass 
Cover Operational 
challenges

• More time for Net 
Income changes



R-SHEC & Case 
Studies
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R-SHEC Process

• Start with our Free Online 
Tool Kit

• Identify and select a farmer

• Interview and collect data

• Analyze the data through 
the R-SHEC

• Produce the case study

• Farmer review



Data Collection

• Changes due to soil health practice(s)
– Reduced or No-till
– Cover crops
– Nutrient management
– Conservation crop rotations

• Costs
– Machinery
– Inputs 
– Soil samples
– Annual learning activities

• Benefits
– Yield changes
– Erosion reduction estimates and/or 

repair savings
– Grazing/haying cover crops



R-SHEC Output

• Compiles information

– Farmer provided

– National prices

• Partial budget analysis

– Estimates the costs and 
benefits of operation changes

– Focuses only on variables 
affected by the change

– Compares the before and after 
changes from implementing 
the soil health practices



R-SHEC Take Home Results

• Farmers are finding 
positive ways to 
implement soil health 
practices

• Cover crops and No-till 
are the most common

• Even with the additional 
cover crop cost, net 
incomes increased  



Overall Takeaways from Both

• Cover crop adoption can 
be profitable

• Use what you already 
have

• For row crop operations, 
use simple seed mixes

• Prepare for the cycle, 
you cannot rush it



Resources
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Questions to Answer with R-SHEC

• Comparing machinery
• Tillage Types and Options
• Chemical & Nutrients Applications

• Evaluating custom hire and alternative 
pricing options

• Introducing cover crops
• Changing nutrient management and 

chemical applications
• Shifting to new crops or production 

systems
• Adding a double crop into the rotation



AFT-NRCS Soil Health Case Studies
3 CA almond 2 IL corn-soybeans3 OH corn-soybeans5 NY diverse row crop 2 OK row crop 2 PA row crops 1 ID hay & barley 



Case Study Handouts

Simple 2-pages

Consolidates all of 
the data and 

estimates

Easy to 
understand

Publicly available



Thank You

Case Study and  
R-SHEC Toolkit

https://farmlandinfo.org/publications/soil-health-
case-studies/ 
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