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Improving water quality through nutrient loss reductions
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HOW DO THEY DO IT?

Cover crops are tools to keep the soil in 

place, improve soil health, and 

reduce nutrient pollution from farm fields. 

The cover crop toolkit includes grasses, 

brassicas, legumes, and other broadleaf 

species. 

Nitrogen is an important nutrient for 

plant growth but can become a 

pollutant when displaced to 

waterways. Cover crops reduced 

nitrogen losses from farm fields by up 

to 89%, with a median figure of 48% 

across 10 studies. 

Though more research on 

cover crop impacts on 

phosphorus is needed, some 

studies demonstrated that 

cover crops reduced 

phosphorus losses by 15 to 92%.

Cover crops are able to reduce 

nutrient losses to the environment 

because they:

Cover and protect the soil surface 

from runoff and erosion 

Scavenge nitrogen, keeping it 

within the soil profile and making it 

less susceptible to leaching 

Reduce the need for fertilizers by 

supplying nutrients naturally 

When faced by problems such as eutrophication 
and hypoxia in our waterways, we can turn to 
cover crops as tools to mitigate pollution.  
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