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The three year transitional period from conventional to organic row
cropping can be the most challenging time for an organic farmer.
Maintaining or improving weed control and soil health is never more vital
than during this time, but it is also the period in which a new organic
farmer is likely to have the least experience with organic practices. In this
experiment we examine seven transitional cropping systems to gain
information on best management practices for weed control and soil
building during the transition into organic row cropping. The overall goal
of this research project is to improve the competitiveness of transitional
organic grain crop producers by documenting critical information on
cropping systems that will help maintain or increase productivity, suppress
weeds and build soil health.

Conclusions

The winter cover crop used in this study was a polyculture of cereal rye, Austrian winter
pea, hairy vetch, spring oats and crimson clover. Using diverse cover crops creates greater
biodiversity of plant residues that fuel soil microorganisms. These soil microbes are vital for
transforming organic soil nutrients into forms that can be taken up by growing plants.
Planting into thick cover crop mulch can be challenging and may have caused decreased
crop germination in this study. If a cover crop is to be disked in, it should be mowed first to
prevent crop germination problems from interference with heavy residues. When using a
roller/crimper, crop germination may be improved by planting into the standing cover crop,
then rolling. However, this may cause the rolled cover crop to provide less than adequate
weed control. Producers using organic no-till should experiment with small areas of both
methods.

Sorghum-sudangrass has proven itself excellent at weed control, especially when mowed
during the growing season. Mowing eliminates broadleaf weeds and causes greater
underground root growth. This root growth will contribute to improved soil health by
adding to the active soil carbon pool. Active carbon is freshly decomposed plant residue
that fuels soil microorganisms and the mineralization of organic nutrients to plant-usable
inorganic forms. After very bad crop growth in the first year of this study, we were afraid
that the entire plot area would need to be abandoned from increased weed pressure.
However, in plots where sorghum-sudangrass was grown, weed control improved and after
the three year transition may be well suited for improved crop productivity.

Project Objective

In Missouri, many farmers transition into organic production by stopping
chemical herbicide and fertilizer use while increasing tillage. Increased
tillage has been implicated in soil degradation and erosion and is of major
concern in a state with 12.9 tonnes of topsoil loss per hectare per year. In
organic row cropping, reduced tillage must be accompanied by increased
ground cover to reduce weeds. Organic no-till has been found to be

Sorghum-sudangrass makes an excellent summer cover crop because it provides significant weed
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MO, has better weed control and yields more organic matter than corn. Modified double crop glround ia” bfhsee” in this F_’ff_‘Otoi ;
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