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The lands of the Dakota Territory was 
prairie.  The railroads became the engine 
for settlement in the state and agricultural 
became the main trade.    The ancestors of 
this land looked at the landscape and saw 
40 to 60 different species of dominate 
grasses, approximately 300 species of forbs
or flower, and numerous species of woody 
trees and shrubs along the rivers and 
tributaries. Mother Nature makes sure 
there is something living and growing in 
the soil at all times.
The climate of the prairie has its extremes, 
heat and drought in August to the bitter 
cold and ice in the winter.  And let’s not 
forget the wind!  Mother Nature has given 
and continues to give the people of the 
prairie challenges. 

Today in agriculture the challenge is 
keeping the prairie in the soils with 
minimum crop rotation.   What is meant by 
keeping the prairie in the soils?  Simply put,
the practice of soil divarication needs to be 
incorporated. 
 The economic question – how to get the 
most out of your farms biggest asset, your 
soil, your dirt, your dust, your mud, your 
earth………or whatever you refer to that 
stuff under your feet that you seed your 
crops into.  Keeping the soil vibrant and 
heathy is the goal for a profitable return.  
A poor crop rotation cost money.  The soil 
gets harder leading to the ground not 
absorbing the rain as quickly, causing run 
off, which in turn causes more potholes. 
Which means loss of land, loss of fertilizer, 
and seed. 
The costs of: the fuel for your tractor 
increases because the equipment pulls 
harder, the wear and tear on your 

implements increases, and the cost of 
repairs and labor increases.  Not to mention
the time taken away from family.  So, what 
is the true value for free time? 
The mention of soil run off has been the talk
for some time now, but have you looked out
the window.  Ya, that’s topsoil in the ditch.  
Here is a few tips to control erosion:

1. Maintain a vegetative cover after 
cash crop, grow cover crop, and 
increase crop residue.

2. Reduce cultivated fallow.
3. Reduce or eliminate tillage.

4. If you do till, choose a tillage 
implement that buries less residue 
and reduces tillage speed.

5. Plant and maintain field shelterbelts.
6. Avoid overgrazing. 

What is happening with 
crop rotation?  
It is understandable that the bottom line is 
what matters. 
In a corn-soybean rotation, there are only 
active roots in the soil about 32% of the 
year, leaving the root zone abandoned for 
the remaining 68% of the year. The soil 
microbes (fun fact: there are more microbes
in a teaspoon of soil than there are people 
on the earth) are hungry, and organic 
matter is in short supply.  The question is 
how to improve the 68% uninhabited root 
zone.  The answer is to mimic Mother 
Nature, feeding the bacteria, fungi, 
protozoa, nematodes, earthworms, and 
arthropods.  Think of it this way, these little
critters are the cheapest labor you have; 
they work for their supper. 
You know it makes sense, you have seen it, 
and in the back of your mind you know you 
need to try it - COVER CROP. 
Cover crop establishes living roots, adds 
more glomalin, which serves as a glue to 
coat soil particles, and promotes good soil 
structure.  The need to keep carbon and 
nutrients in the soil is done by regulating 



the oxygen in the soil. This can easily be 
done by putting the microbes to work.  The 
living root system is what those soil critters
need to achieve that goal.
Once the cover crop is decaying on the 
surface, it is preventing evaporation. 
Sunshine evaporation causes capillarity 
action, drawing water to the surface, and 
then dispersing salts on the top soil.  A 
living cover crop (winter rye or wheat) will 
help manage the spring moisture, and 
warm the soils quicker.  
A fibrous rooted cover crop with a tap 
rooted cover crop can break through 
compaction layers to improve soil drainage.
Dr. James Hoorman committed “You can 
lose 40% to 60% of your available nitrogen 
from denitrification. If you didn’t get rid of 
the compaction, no-till is no better than 
conventional systems for denitrification.”
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