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There has been ever increasing interest and excitement around cocktail cover crops in the Peace 

Country over the past couple of years. There have been producers in the area who have been 

growing some excellent quality forages for grazing, silage and hay while helping improve the 

overall health of their soil while doing so! There are a number of benefits beyond quality feed that 

we can reap from planting cover crops including but not limited to: breaking up soil compaction, 

capturing and increasing soil available nutrients, increasing soil organic matter, increasing soil 

biodiversity, and creating ground cover. 

The Basics 
Cocktails do not have a recipe. Cover crops can range from only a few species to very complex 

mixes with several species; what you plant is determined by your end-goal. Pre-planning what you 

ultimately want to get out of your cocktail will help in determining what kind of mix will work the 

best for you! 

Determining the End Goal 
What are you looking to achieve from planting a cocktail cover crop? Quality grazing, extending 

the grazing season, hay, silage, improved soil health, weed suppression, improving field water 

infiltration, nutrient cycling, and erosion control are all potential reasons for growing a cover crop. 

More questions to ask yourself include: what is your soil type, when and how will the crop be 

seeded, what kind of moisture are you expecting to be available to the crop, and when are you 

intending to harvest or use the crop. 

Species Considerations 
There are many forage species that can be selected for a cocktail cover crop mixture. It is 

important to know the characteristics of the various species that are available! It is also important 

to consider the climate conditions for species, such as whether they are warm or cool season 

species. Cool season crops can be seeded later in the spring and early summer months, whereas 

warm season crops should be seeded late spring through mid-summer when the soil is warmer.  

Grass Species – Grass species produce high biomass in most blends. They have a fibrous root 

system that help in preventing erosion by stabilizing the soil, and they are excellent hosts for 

mycorrhizal fungi. Grasses use lots of nitrogen in their growth. There are warm and cool season 

grass species. Cool season species include spring cereals, winter cereals, and species like annual 

ryegrass. Warm season species include millet, sorghum, and corn. 

Broadleaf Species – Broadleaf species are producers of high quality residue as they are quick to rot 

at the end of the season. Many broadleaf species are nitrogen scavengers, with roots that vary 



with the species – some fibrous and some with sizeable taproots. These species vary in the soil 

with some that break up hardpans, smother weeds, support mycorrhizae, or acidify the 

rhizosphere. These species typically require high amounts of nitrogen and sulphur. Cool season 

species include: turnips, radishes, forage brassica, kale, and forage rape. Warm season options 

include: okra, sunflower, and buckwheat.   

Legume Species – Legumes are nitrogen fixers, therefore a great option for adding to a cocktail 

mixture. With an appropriate population and the proper inoculants in a mix, we can effectively fix 

free nitrogen from the air to feed the crop. Legumes form great associations with mycorrhizal 

fungi, which is the mechanism by which legumes share their nitrogen with grass species. They 

have a variety of root structures from shallow, fibrous roots to deep tap roots. They do require 

phosphate and potassium to grow. Popular legume species include; hairy vetch, crimson clover, 

peas, and lentils.  

Establishment 
To ensure good establishment of your cocktail, ensure that your seedbed is relatively weed-free 

and good seed-to-soil contact is achievable. For best stand establishment, try direct seeding the 

crop rather than broadcasting if possible. Be sure to take into account recommended seeding 

rates, depth, and dates for each species you are looking at seeding to ensure that crop will work 

for your seeding strategy. Some cover crop species are very sensitive to herbicide residue. If the 

field has had a fall or spring burned down, you may face some challenges in crop stand 

establishment.   

Other Considerations 
Grazing – As with swath grazing or bale grazing, it is recommended that fields be divided into 

sections based on the number of cattle grazing to limit their grazing. Limiting grazing allows cattle 

to be the most efficient in utilizing forage and spreading nutrients via their manure. 

Frost – We deal with this issue lots here in the Peace Country. When we get an early frost on crop 

that is still green there is a risk of nitrate toxicity, especially if there is regrowth after the frost. In 

other grassy species like sorghum and sudangrass are susceptible to prussic acid toxicity following 

a frost. After a frost, it is recommended to let the crop stand for 10 days-2 weeks to allow the 

toxicity risk to decrease before harvesting or turning cattle out to graze. If you are concerned 

about nitrate or prussic acid toxicity, be sure to get your feed tested before feeding. 

Brassicas – Brassica species can be high in glucosinolates, which can potentially cause thyroid 

problems in cattle if fed in high concentrations. Therefore, it is important to have brassica species 

in a mix to mitigate this issue. Also, brassica’s are susceptible to pests that affect common 

brassica’s in the Peace Country, like canola. Therefore, pests such as flea beetles may be an issue.  

Feed Testing – Testing our feed for nutrient levels is always important, and is especially important 

when we’re growing species and mixes that we’re not familiar with. Feed testing of a cocktail can 

help us all learn what mixes work well together in the Peace Country, and they can also prevent 

issues such as nitrate poisoning and nutrient deficiencies.  


