
Cover crops in the home garden
A Cover Crop is a plant grown to protect and improve soil.
Crover Crops can be used to 
Support soil life 
Fix nitrogen into soil
Capture nutrients
Prevent erosion
Suppress weeds
Reduce compaction
Control Pests
Create bio-mass
Produce homemade fertilizer

Basic Cover Crop practices
Choose your crop – use a crop that helps with your garden problems.
Clear bed – clear out previous crops (cut stems at ground level, do not remove roots). Remove or bury chunky waste.
Loosen soil – depending on crop selection loosen the necessary amount of soil to plant cover.
Sow thickly – scatter seed evenly and very thick, much thicker than a regular crop.  Rake in or lightly cover with soil.
Water – keep soil moist until the crop sprouts and is established.
Let it grow – grow crop for the desired amount of time for the desired use.
Terminate crop – After about 3 to 4 weeks depending on crop the cover can be terminated by cutting, crimping, digging in.
Leave residue – leave all parts of cover in or on the soil.
Plant through it – plant seedlings right into the cover.
Perennial covers – low growing plants like clover can be grow for year-round protection.  They can used in paths or around edges of garden or in a tree guild.
How to use Cover Crops in a Home Garden
Support soil life – Cover the ground and protect it from the hot sun preserving soil microbes.
Plant crops that produce coverage for the soil to keep the hot sun from killing life giving soil microbes.  Plants like sweet potatoes cover a lot of land while producing a crop.  Plants like alyssum, creeping thyme, nasturtiums, beans, cowpeas, buckwheat, purslane (can reseed), creeping oregano, chamomile, and creeping savory, can be planted between veggies to cover and protect the soil.

Fix nitrogen into soil - Legumes like clover, vetch, and field peas pull nitrogen from the air into the soil, reducing fertilizer needs.
Plant in beds that have been occupied by heavy feeders like Tomatoes, Potatoes, corn, squash and brassicas. This will feed the soil and prepare it for the next crop.
Capture nutrients - Grasses and grains like cereal rye, oats, and winter wheat absorb leftover nutrients that would otherwise leach away.
Plant in beds at the end of the season to hold nutrients in the soil. These work well in cold weather (more suitable for places with lots of water or snow in the winter)

Prevent erosion – Grasses like rye, oats, annual ryegrass and buckwheat grow long roots quickly. Roots hold soil in place against wind and rain.
Plant in empty beds that are exposed to wind to keep the soil in place.  If permanent erosion protection is needed use a perennial cover like clover or low grasses.  For temporary erosion protection buckwheat is a great option.

Suppress weeds – Dense growth crowds out and smothers weeds.  
Cool season grasses like rye and oats; and warm season grasses like Sorghum and buckwheat can be used to grow a thick cover that can be “bent” to make a dense cover to discourage weeds.

Reduce compaction - Deep-rooted plants like tillage radish, turnips and sunflowers break up hard, compacted soil.
Deep rooted cover can be planted in ground beds to loosen soil.  Great for a new area being set up for a garden.  These deep-rooted plants can break up soil as well remove toxins from the soil.
  
Control Pests – Trap crops like squash, nasturtiums, and mustard can be planted near a desired crop to feed pests and distract from desired crop.
Plant a trap strip at the edge of your vegetable gardens to attract bugs away from your food crops. Treat your food crops with molasses to discourage pests from food and push them to trap crop.
Create bio-mass – Produce a significant amount of plant growth to compost or fill garden beds.
Plant crops that produce a lot of leaves like sweet potato, vetch, buckwheat, field peas, cowpeas, these leaves can be cut down and used as free filler for garden beds or to use as compost.

Produce homemade fertilizer – Cut cover crops can be soaked in water to make a fertilizer

Plant clover, vetch, field peas, cow peas, sweet potatoes to soak and use to make fertilizer.

Making Home Fertilizer
To create a sustainable garden and to save money natural fertilizers can be made at home to be used in your home garden.
Some examples of homemade fertilizers are:
· Compost: Kitchen scraps, yard waste, and leaves broken down into a rich, balanced soil amendment. This is the basis for a healthy living soil.
· Compost tea: Finished compost steeped in water and used as a liquid feed. Use it promptly and don't let it sit and turn foul.
· Blackstrap Molasses Drench: Weak solution of molasses to boost effects of teas.
· Mix 1 to 3 tablespoons of molasses into 1 gallon of water.
· Stir well, using warm water first to help it dissolve.
· Let sit overnight or for a few days.  Will start to bubble.
· Water it into the soil around the base of plants.
· Apply every 2 to 4 weeks during the growing season.
· Beneficial microbes can be purchased and grown with molasses to build soil microbiome.
(molasses can also be used as a spray for aphids – 1T Molasses, 1t, mild liquid soap, 1qt water, spray or drench leaves)
· Worm castings (vermicompost): Made by feeding food scraps to red wiggler worms in a bin. Very nutrient-rich and gentle on plants.
· Worm castings tea: A liquid fertilizer made by steeping worm castings (worm compost) in water.  This is a gentle liquid loved by many plants.
· Water: Fill the bucket with water. If using tap water, let it sit out for 24 hours so the chlorine dissipates, or use rainwater.
· Fill the bag (optional): Put about 2 cups of castings in the bag and tie it closed. You can put castings directly in water.
· Steep: Submerge the bag in the water.
· Feed the microbes (optional): Stir in 1 tablespoon of unsulfured molasses.
· Add air (optional): Drop in an aquarium air stone and run the pump to keep the tea fresh and boost beneficial microbes.
· Wait: Let it brew 12 to 48 hours, stirring occasionally or squeezing bag if used.
· Remove the bag: Put the used castings in your garden or compost.
· Check the smell: It should smell earthy. If it smells sour or rotten, pour it on the compost pile instead.
· Apply: Water it onto the soil around plants full strength, or dilute 1 part tea to 2 to 3 parts water for a leaf spray.
· Use promptly: Apply within a few hours of brewing, especially if aerated.
· Repeat: Use every 1 to 2 weeks during the growing season.

· Leaf mold: Fallen leaves piled and left to break down for 6 to 12 months. Improves soil structure and water retention more than it adds nutrients.
· Comfrey tea: Comfrey leaves soaked in water for a few weeks. High in potassium, good for fruiting crops like tomatoes and peppers. Smells strong.
· Grass and Plant clipping tea or mulch: Fresh clippings (from untreated lawns) soaked in water or spread thinly as mulch. Adds nitrogen.
· Cut leaves and pack a bucket about halfway full.
· Fill it with water and cover it loosely (Fly Traps).
· Let it steep for 2 to 4 weeks, stirring every few days. It will smell strong.
· Strain out the solids and compost them.
· Dilute about 1 part tea to 10 parts water before using.

· Aged manure: Chicken, rabbit, horse, or cow manure that's been composted for several months. Rich in nitrogen; fresh manure can burn plants and carry pathogens.
· Bokashi: Food scraps (including small amounts of meat and dairy) fermented in a sealed bucket with bokashi bran, then buried in soil.
· Eggshells: Dried and ground to a powder. Adds calcium slowly over time.
· Coffee grounds: Add a small amount of nitrogen and organic matter. Best mixed into compost rather than piled directly on beds.
· Banana peels: Contain potassium. Break down slowly, so chop them and bury or compost them.  Works great for house plants.
· Chop the peels: Cut 2 to 3 banana peels into small pieces.
· Add water: Place them in a jar with about 4 cups of rainwater or tap water that has sat out for a day.
· Soak: Cover loosely and let sit for 2 to 3 days at room temperature.
· Strain: Remove the peels and bury them in the garden or add them to compost.
· Dilute: Mix 1 part banana water with 2 to 5 parts plain water.
· Apply to soil: Pour around the base of plants, not on the leaves.
· Frequency: Use every 1 to 2 weeks.
· Best plants: Flowering and fruiting plants like tomatoes, peppers, and roses.
· Use fresh: Discard any batch that smells rotten.
· Alternative: Burying chopped peels or composting them often delivers more nutrients.
· Use frequently: every one to two weeks. 

· Wood ash: From untreated wood only. Adds potassium and calcium but raises soil pH, so use sparingly and avoid it in already alkaline soils.
· Diluted urine: A free, high-nitrogen liquid feed. Dilute about 1 part to 10 parts water and apply to soil, not leaves.


