
     America Under By Jay Calleja  

Manager of Communications

Agriflite Services operator David Eby aerially 
seeds cover crops into standing corn.
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r Cover Crops
 Getting to the root of a growing 

phenomenon for aerial applicators

F
ive years ago most aerial applicators considered 
cover crops to be small potatoes—a lot of work 
for not a lot of reward or appreciation. “People 

weren’t excited to do it because it could end up costing 
them money and time, and so why mess with it?”  
says David Eby, owner/operator of Agriflite Services  
in Wakarusa, Ind. 

National Agricultural Aviation Association | May/June 2014  23



That ambivalence became a self-

fulfilling prophesy. The problem in 

Indiana and elsewhere in the Midwest 

was two-fold: The farmers employing 

cover crops weren’t putting them 

on very many acres, and the aerial 

applicators who were flying them on 

weren’t always well versed in the cover 

crop seed varieties customers wanted 

or the best way to set up their aircraft 

to spread them.

“There’s been too many times in 

the past that people messed up 

an application,” Eby says. “It’s not 

necessarily their fault, but from an 

aerial applicator’s perspective, cover 

crops played a minor role in their total 

applications.” 

Because cover crops aren’t a cash 

crop, few have attempted to gauge 

how many acres there actually are 

of them in the United States. The 

National Wildlife Federation (NWF) 

attempted to answer that question 

in a 2013 report by analyzing sales 

data from cover crop seed dealers and 

cross-referencing the findings with 

data from the National Agricultural 

Statistics Service. The report’s authors 

focused on the Mississippi River 

Basin since cover crops have the 

best opportunity to flourish there. 

The world’s fourth-largest watershed 

spans 18 states and covers nearly 1.25 

million square miles. Depending on 

the criteria used, NWF estimates cover 

crops were planted on 1.8 million to 

4.3 million acres of cropland in 2011, 

or less than 2% of the total cropland 

area in the Mississippi River Basin. 

“I think the biggest reason why that 

adoption rate is still relatively low 

compared to the potential is just 

simple familiarity with cover cropping 

practices and a comfort level with 

that,” says Ryan Stockwell, NWF’s 

senior agriculture program manager 

and one of the report’s co-authors.

Even though they just published it last 

year, Stockwell says the acreage report 

is already becoming outdated due to 

big gains in seed sales and cover crop 

acreage the past few years. “Just talking 

to any cover crop seed salesman, 

we’re talking about double-digit 

growth every year and in some cases a 

doubling of cover crop seed sales every 

year. So the growth is there.” 

Some farmers have been hesitant 

to insert cover crops into their 

cash crop farming operation due to 

the front-end expense and added 

field management requirements. 

Pennsylvania seed company Cover 

Crop Solutions notes that until 

recently, many farmers in the Corn 

and Cotton Belts could see no 

clear reason to complicate their 

cropping plans any further with cover 

crops. “This attitude has changed 

dramatically in just the past five years,” 

the seed producer says. 

Beyond the environmental benefits, 

farmers are seeing that cover crops 

can pay dividends economically. In 

February, at the National Conference 

on Cover Crops and Soil Health, the 

Conservation Technology Information 

Center and North Central Sustainable 

Agriculture Research & Education 

(SARE) presented data from two 

years’ worth of cover crop surveys. The 

surveys canvassed hundreds of farmers 

and found that cover crops boosted 

corn and soybean yields 5–10%. 

As the market for cover crops has 

grown so too has ag pilots’ interest in 

the burgeoning niche. Cover crops 

can allow aerial applicators to extend 

their flying season by three to four 

weeks in August and September. More 

cover crops get planted by broadcast 

and drill seeding than aerial seeding, 

but signs point to the pie growing 

substantially for all three methods. 

In a perfect world, drilling the seeds 

into the ground would be everybody’s 

first choice. But farmers can’t start 

drilling until after their cash crops 

have been harvested. Otherwise, the 

drill rig would damage the standing 

crop. That's not the case with aircraft. 

Aerial applicators can interseed a 

cover crop directly into an existing 

crop. Aerially applying cover crops 

has its drawbacks, including decreased 

seed-to-soil contact, less precise seed 

placement and a greater reliance on 

moisture for the seeds to germinate. 

(The seeds simply won’t grow without 

water.) Even with those cons, the 

benefits of aerial cover crop seeding 

are worth it to the farmer in the long 

run, many experts contend. The ability 

to seed large tracts of land quickly 

is an obvious advantage for aircraft. 

More importantly, aerial application 

expands the growing window by 

FILL ’ER UP Having the right loading equipment for the job can be an important selling point 
when informing customers of your operation’s ability to apply cover crop seeds efficiently. “In the 
grower’s eyes, that makes a big difference,” says Brian Berst, operations manager for Klinkenborg 
Aerial Spraying & Seeding in Iowa.
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allowing the seeds to establish 

themselves earlier and grow more 

before the first frost. This is especially 

important in more northern areas, 

where full-season corn and soybean 

crops may not be harvested until after 

it’s too late to seed cover crops. 

“If you get an extra month and half 

of growth from a cover crop, there’s 

a lot of benefit to that,” says Damon 

Reabe, president of Reabe Spraying 

Service, Waupun, Wis. “That’s where 

aerial application’s niche is. It’s in 

interseeding into an existing crop 

that’s going to be harvested past the 

window of opportunity to seed it with 

ground equipment.” 

More than 300 agricultural leaders 

met in Omaha, Neb., at the national 

cover crops conference to discuss ways 

to increase cover crop adoption in a 

significant way. To reach the conferees’ 

goal of 20 million acres of cover crops 

by 2020, the number of acres under 

cover crops would have to increase 

by 500% from present-day estimates. 

And that bodes well for aerial 

applicators, because no method can 

seed more acres within the window to 

get good establishment more quickly 

than an ag aircraft. 

“If you look at doing 20 million acres 

across the Midwest, the airplane has 

to play a very big part,” says cover 

crop consultant and farmer Jamie 

Scott of Scott’s Cover Crops in 

Pierceton, Ind. “There’s going to be 

some drilled. There’s going to be some 

highboy sprayers. But the airplane … 

is going to be the key [component] to 

get that done.” 

It is important for aerial applicators 

to approach cover crop seeding with 

their eyes wide open. How the industry 

performs with cover crops as more aerial 

applicators venture into it will determine 

whether this opportunity takes off or 

fails to live up to its potential. 

“It’s an opportunity because there’s 

a lot of interest in it. The thing that 

we as an industry need to do is do it 

right,” Eby says. 

Agricultural Aviation consulted 

with cover crop consultants, aerial 

applicators and other experts to 

learn more about the opportunities, 

challenges and keys to success when 

it comes to flying on cover crops. 

Cover Crop Baylievers
NAAA operator member Matt Crabbe 

of Crabbe Aviation, Mechanicsville, Va., 

has been seeding cover crops by air for 

more than 10 years in Maryland and 

Virginia. Most of those acres stem from 

conservation programs that incentivize 

growers to use cover crops. The amount 

varies depending on the program. 

“Conservation is a huge issue here on 

the Chesapeake Bay,” Crabbe says.
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Aerial applicators can avert most common application

errors by making practical adjustments to their aircraft

spreader setup in the beginning, according to WRK of

Arkansas President Dennis Gardisser, a renowned calibration

expert and Operation S.A.F.E. analyst. The initial setup is no

substitute for actual pattern testing dry material deposition

patterns, however, which is why he recommends thoroughly

testing aircraft spreader combinations before using them in

the field. No matter what dry material is being dispensed,

the No. 1 problem Gardisser has observed is uneven feeding

gates. The following aircraft setup suggestions, courtesy of

Gardisser, apply to any dry material application, including

cover crop seeding:

• Even feeding of the gate from side to side is important. This

is much more difficult to accurately achieve with very small

openings like those used for cover crop seeding.

• Computer-driven gate feeders that open and close to prescribed

gate openings, such as Transland’s Meterate or Turbine

Conversions Ltd.’s Variable Rate Rotary Gate, are desirable to

get an even and accurate feeding. “Once you figure out what

[the] digital number [is] using the application rate you’ve got,

it’s reproducible,” Gardisser says. “It’s not a function of the gate

being open just a little bit more or a little bit less. It’s a function of

how fast the roller in the bottom of the hopper turns.”

• Internal low-feed-rate inserts known as low-rate metering

plates or seeder plates also help control low-flow rates, but the

metering plate may cause some seeds to bridge.

• Mount the spreader at the correct angle of attack. Spreaders

should be mounted so the bottom surface is about parallel with

the bottom surface of the wing (within 2 degrees).

• Adjust internal vanes to get an even pattern. Vanes should

be about the same separation width all the way across. If the

spacing between the outside vanes and the spreader walls

is significantly larger than the inter-vane spacing, a peak will

develop in the overlap area of the pattern.

• Vanes should completely fill the gap from top to bottom and

extend as far forward as possible without interfering with the

gate movement. The gap at the top should be small enough that

material can’t cross over from one vane to the next.

• Recent studies show that the finger diffusers placed at the

exhaust point of the vanes help achieve a more uniform pattern.

• All obstructions should be removed from the front of the spreader

intake to provide a smooth entry for the air intake. Anything

the applicator does to smooth up this area will help with better

spread dynamics.

• Alignment vanes help to keep the airflow into the spreader

properly aligned.

• Proper spread height typically needs to be above 50 feet.

• Don’t allow seed to separate during loading and transfer

operations. Blended seeds may segregate during distribution.

• When they leave the spreader, round, dense seed will have very

different ballistic properties than flat seeds like rye grass.

• Flights into wind will narrow patterns and flights with tailwinds

will widen patterns.

• Pattern testing is recommended to ensure proper performance.

The Flight Stuff  
Aircraft Setup Tips  
for Dry Applications

John Garr (left) and Dennis Gardisser (far right) gather dry samples 
during an Operation S.A.F.E. calibration clinic in Watson, Ark. (See pg. 38 
for further details.)

Find it in an AIR TRACTOR!

◆  Air Tractor Sales & Service 
Center

◆ Zee Systems Air Conditioning
◆  Complete General and

Ag Aircraft Maintenance,
Repairs and Rebuilding

◆ Complete Parts Inventory

◆ Hydraulic Spray Systems
◆ 100-Hour Inspections
◆ Annuals
◆  Airframe Repairs and

Alterations
◆  Recoverings and Fabric

Repairs

Find it in an AIR TRACTOR!

Looking for your

Pot of GOLD?

Looking for your

Pot of GOLD?

MEFFORD FIELD • TULARE, CA 93274
P.O. BOX 566 • TULARE, CA 93275-0566

(559) 686-7401
®
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Cover crops align nicely with Save the

Bay conservation efforts by preventing

soil erosion, replenishing the soil

and reducing the amount of nutrient

runoff going into the bay. Growers

have also recognized they can lower

their input costs in the spring by

reducing the amount of nitrogen that

needs to be added back into the soil.

If the EPA’s authority to enforce Total

Maximum Daily Loads restricting

the amount of nitrogen, phosphorus

and sediment that can enter the

Chesapeake Bay and Mississippi

River Basin watersheds is upheld in

court, cover crops could become an

even more widely used tool to address

sediment runoff.

When Crabbe first started flying

on cover crops, most Mid-Atlantic

growers were using a rye seed, such

as an Abruzzi rye. That has changed

along with the nutrient management

information that has come out in

recent years. Cover crops have been

the big topic of discussion at many

of the grower meetings he attends.

“We’re starting to do a lot more

blended mixes, such as some type

of grass with a radish-clover mix,

or a grass with a vetch-clover mix,

depending on the variety of the

soil,” Crabbe says. “Some will do

just straight vetch. Some will just do

straight radishes. It depends on what

they’re trying to get the soil to [do].”

Crabbe agrees cover crops can be an

area of growth for aerial applicators.

For pilots, the key is to control the

things they can control. “The problem

with aerial seeding is if you don’t

get contact with the ground, then

you don’t get growth,” he says. “We

calibrate when we start using different

style seeds because of weight issues

and how far these seeds will spread.”

Understanding what herbicide

program the grower is on is a good idea

because residual herbicides in the soil

can have a negative effect on certain

cover crops. “Let’s say with radishes,

certain herbicides carry a three-year

residual, and it says right on the label,

if you’re using a particular herbicide

then do not plant the radishes because

basically they will fail,” Crabbe says.

“That’s a big issue, especially if they’re

running a leafy plant such as vetch,

radishes and clover.”

Avoiding Aerial
Application Anxiety
Regardless of the aerial application

assignment, the key to success

lies in making a good application,

but because of past experiences

some farmers are wary about aerial

applicators’ ability to deliver the results

they would like with regard to flying

on cover crops. For cover crops to

turn into serious seed money, aerial

applicators are going to have to work

hard to overcome that perception by

taking cover crops as seriously as they

do liquid applications.

“My biggest pushback that we’ve gotten

when we talk to people about cover

crops and airplanes is they say, ‘We had

an airplane do it before and [it] did

a rotten job.’ ” Eby says. “We had one

farmer in particular who said he would

not use airplanes at all for putting cover

crops on—until last year when he tried

it, and he’s pro-airplane now.

“They really need to know what seeds

they are dealing with, and they really

have to calibrate,” cautions Sarah

Carlson, who advises farmers as a

cover crop consultant with Practical

Farmers of Iowa.

Communication between the

applicator and the customer is very

important before and after the

cover crop application. Managing

expectations, getting the job done

right and resolving concerns that

come up afterward are key factors

to ensuring the sustainability of an

aerial applicator’s cover crop business.

SEEDS TO SOW A helicopter applies triticale seed, a cross between wheat and rye, during a cover 
crop demonstration in Lancaster County, Pa.

WHY COVER CROPS?
Common goals among farmers using

or considering cover crops:

• Control erosion

• Retain/recycle soil nutrients

• Build organic matter to improve

soil health

• Improve water quality

• Improve moisture availability

• Break up disease and

insect cycles
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The question is whether the aerial 

applicator has the time and manpower 

to provide an adequate response if an 

issue surfaces months later. 

“Come spring time when it’s time 

to burn those cover crops off or if 

someone has a complaint, for that pilot 

to come back out and service that, 

that’s tough,” Scott admits. “They’re 

putting on dry fertilizer or starting into 

their insecticide/fungicide businesses. 

They don’t have time to do it, and 

unfortunately don’t always have the 

know-how. Cover crops are a new 

thing. Not everybody’s up to speed yet.” 

Scott’s extensive knowledge of cover 

crops has made him an in-demand 

speaker at different farming meetings. 

He has cover crops flown on all 2,000 

acres of his farm and coordinates 

40,000–50,000 acres of cover crop 

applications for pools of farmers 

in Indiana. He works with a group 

of pilots who seed cover crops, but 

primarily uses Nick’s Flying Service out 

of LaGrange, Ind., which is owned by 

NAAA operator member Nick Yoder. 

Although drilling is considered the 

best way to incorporate the cover crop 

seed into the soil, Scott prefers aerial 

application for one crucial reason: 

timing. “I can find great fields that are 

drilled and look perfect. It’s just that 

you can’t cover 2,000, 5,000, 10,000 

acres with a drill in the fall and call all 

of them successful. I’d say the average 

[cover crop application] with the 

airplane is successful.”

When Scott started using cover 

crops 10 years ago on his 2,000 acres, 

he looked at all the options and 

concluded aerial application provided 

the best results. “The biggest issue is 

timing,” he says. “We can get it out 

there whenever we want. We don’t 

have to wait for the farmer to harvest.” 

Scott travels across the Midwest 

delivering presentations on cover 

crops. One slide he features shows 

the difference in root growth between 

seeds that were drilled and interseeded. 

“It’s three to four more times as much 

root growth on the flown-on side than 

the drilled side,” he says. 

Timing and temperature are two 

big factors for that. Another slide 

Scott shows compares the average 

temperature in northern Indiana on 

Sept. 7 (the average fly-on date) to the 

temperature on Oct. 7 (the average 

drill date). “In that month’s time here 

in Northern Indiana, I lost an hour 

and a half of sunlight and 12 degrees 

of temperature. That is very critical 

in starting any cover crop as to being 

beneficial or not.” 

Even though he extols the benefits of 

using aerial application, some pilots 

in the audience take umbrage with 

how much he harps on servicing the 

customer. “Some of those pilots have 

an attitude of how things have been, 

and with cover crops you can see right 

to the spot if you missed a pattern or 

you missed something, and that has to 

be addressed,” Scott says. 

Part of what rankles ag pilots is the 

perception they must be to blame if 

the cover crop doesn’t take. That’s not 

the point of Scott’s message. “It’s not 

necessarily they didn’t do a good job,” 

he says. “One, they’re still learning the 

process. And two, in the cover crop 

industry, as a seed organization, all 

that we’ve ever shown is a beautiful 

picture that looks like an alfalfa field 

or a yard. And in my presentation I’m 

quick to give them the good, the bad, 

the positives and the negatives.” 

One aerial applicator stood up at 

the National No-Tillage Conference 

in January and made a great point, 

but Scott isn’t sure everybody in the 

room got it. “He said, ‘Listen, you 

guys have been at this meeting for 10 

years trying to learn about cover crops, 

and you want us to learn how to fly 

them in one year. That’s tough. We’re 

learning too. Give us a chance.’ ”

“You know, [he] was right,” Scott says. 

“Give them a couple of years to adjust 

their spread pattern. … I’ve seen some 

really good jobs. It’s just that we’ve got 

to give the aerial applicator time to get 

that dialed in too.” SEED MONEY Aerial seeding of cover crops could become booming business for aerial applicators 
over the next several years and provide a welcome source of revenue at a time when the spraying 
season is winding down for most ag pilots—the end of the summer. 
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“Most of these systems were designed

to make applications of a hundred

pounds per acre or more on fertilizer.

When we’re doing these applications

with very low rates of seed, the

opening [to the spreader] is just

very, very small. It’s about the width

of a No. 2 pencil,” says calibration

expert Dennis Gardisser of WRK

of Arkansas LLC. “So, if you add

a sixteenth of an inch or take off a

sixteenth of an inch—which is small

in terms of what these airplanes do—

then you can change the rate by 10, 12,

20% very easily without knowing.”

Pattern testing the aircraft for dry

material at an Operation S.A.F.E.

calibration clinic provides an excellent

baseline for gate openings and swath

widths for single seeds and different

blends, as well as general operational

expectations, Gardisser says. Those

settings can then be fined-tuned as

needed during field applications.

“With the different combinations of

the seed, it sometimes can change

how wide your swath can be more

so than even fertilizer,” says Brian

Berst, operations manager/chief pilot

at Klinkenborg Aerial Spraying &

Seeding, Parkersburg, Iowa. “As far as

our gate settings, with any new mix we

take a small amount out and see how

it’s going to flow for sure and then

come back and start taking full loads.

Then we make notes as to where that

setting is for that aircraft.”

Klinkenborg’s pilots have taken a more

conservative approach to their cover

crop swaths than they do for fertilizer,

Berst says. “It flows a little different,

and we want to make sure that we

don’t have any skips or streaks out

there.” (See sidebar on pg. 26 for more

aircraft setup and calibration advice.)

Very Iowa-Opening
Practical Farmers of Iowa (PFI) is

an information-sharing organization

that conducts on-farm research for

approximately 2,500 members, most of

whom are farmers. Providing farmers

and agencies with good data on adding

cover crops to conventional, organic or

other farming systems has been one of

PFI’s main focuses. PFI’s Carlson also

wants to get that information into the

hands of aerial applicators.

“For Iowa especially, because we’re

very flat and open … flying on is going

to be one of our best options. So, we

really need to make sure the pilots are

doing a good job so that the farmers

are successful,” she says.

We get you  
flying faster.

UTP is the premier independent supplier of  
PT6 turbine engines and components worldwide. 

Our inventory is in stock in our warehouse and ready for 

fast delivery! We provide exchanges and sales on a wide 

variety of engine models and aftermarket turbine parts.

334.361.7853 | sales@utpparts.com | utpparts.com

No method can seed more acres of cover crops within the window 
to get good establishment more quickly than an ag aircraft.
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From fall 2010 to the fall of 2011, PFI

conducted a research study on aerial

versus drill seeding of cover crops. A

cover of hairy vetch, tillage radish and

rapeseed was established in strips by

aerial seeding into standing soybeans

and drilling after soybean harvest.

The aerial test plots were seeded in

mid-September. In early October

the cover crops were drill seeded into

strips between the aerial test strips.

Check plots without any cover crops

were also established. The study found

that earlier aerial seeding of the

cover crop mix “allowed more time

for crop establishment and biomass

accumulation in the fall and a stronger

start in the spring.” Drilling produced

less total biomass, “but still established

and overwintered acceptably,” PFI

stated, but regardless of seeding

method, plots with cover crops resulted

in greater corn yields in 2011.

That jibes with Berst’s own experiences

with aerial seeding, who says, “The

benefits they’re getting from that extra

month of what they’re getting in the

fall is outweighing waiting until they

get done with their harvest and then

drilling it in themselves.”

About six years ago, PFI started a

cover crops business directory. Carlson

had noticed the biggest challenge for

farmers interested in cover crops was

finding the time to do it in the fall.

“They’re just busy and then they feel

like it’s too cold, it’s not worth it to drill

it after [harvesting their cash crop].”

So she picked up the phone and

started dialing. Out of the 200 ag pilots

PFI knew that worked in Iowa, she

compiled a list of 10 pilots who were

doing cover crops in 2008. Today that

list stands at about 25 or 30 ag pilots.

“There are pockets in states across

the Midwest where aerial applicators

have figured out they can extend

their business by four weeks by doing

To learn more about cover crops,  
join us for a special webinar:

Successfully Aerially 
Seeding Cover Crops
Date: June 17, 2014

Time: 3 p.m. ET/2 p.m. CT 

By 2020, 20 million acres of cover crops will be seeded in the U.S. To seed that 

number of acres pilots will be needed to get the job done. NAAA is pleased to 

present a special one-hour webinar hosted by Practical Farmers of Iowa that 

will explore the ins and outs of successfully aerially seeding cover crops and 

ways to ensure continued expansion of this business opportunity.

In this webinar, you will learn: 

Why farmers are using cover crops, why farmers are using planes to seed 

cover crops, farmers’ biggest barriers to seeding cover crops with planes, and 

how cover crops benefit not only the farm but water quality and soil health; 

From an aerial applicator already aerially seeding cover crops about 

why the operation he manages added cover crops; changes they have made 

to make cover crops easier and faster to seed; calibrating for different seed 

sizes to ensure good coverage; how to deal with different seed mixes; keys to 

improving cover crop establishment; ways to grow your business through good 

recommendations; and more. 

Recommendations on what seeds are being aerially applied in different 

areas of the country, with an emphasis on which cover crop species are most 

successful in different parts of the U.S.

Joining the webinar is easy!

1. Read the instructions and join in at practicalfarmers.org/new-events/farminars 

on the correct day at time of the event (June 17 at 3 p.m. ET/2 p.m. CT/1 p.m. 

MT, 12 p.m. PT).

2. Click “Join in” at the bottom of the page. 

3. More information on the aerially seeding webinar will be provided on the NAAA 

website (www.agaviation.org) and in the NAAA eNewsletter.

4. Registration is not required, but if you choose to pre-register (at the web  

address listed in No. 1), you will receive reminder emails one week and one 

day before the webinar takes place.

Can’t make the live event? Watch or listen to it on demand at:  
practicalfarmers.org/farmer-knowledge/farminar-archive 
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cover crops, but that’s not uniform,” 

Carlson says. 

Klinkenborg Aerial Spraying & 

Seeding must be one of the aerial 

application businesses that have 

“figured it out.” Klinkenborg started 

doing cover crop seeding in 2011. 

What began as a small niche has 

grown to the point where it is booking 

tens of thousands of cover crop acres 

each year. The company experienced a 

five-fold increase in three years. 

A key factor driving farmers’ adoption 

of cover crops in Iowa has been all the 

talk about nitrate reduction the last 

few years, Berst believes. Farm groups, 

such as PFI, have been emphasizing 

the importance of being proactive 

about nitrate reduction. Having 

funding available to help pay for the 

cover crops has helped too. 

“Quite honestly, I think a lot of the 

reason the guys are doing it and willing 

to do more acres is because there’s 

funding available for it,” Berst says. 

In its cover crops acreage report, NWF 

referenced NRCS data indicating that 

approximately 250,000–520,000 acres 

were contracted and cost-shared to 

plant cover crops in the Mississippi 

River Basin states. Based on its 

estimate of 1.8 million cover crop 

acres, “this implies that over 60% of 

cover crops planted were not cost-

shared by the federal government,” 

NWF stated. Among his clients, Scott 

estimates half of the growers receive 

subsidies, and half pay out of pocket 

simply because the benefits of doing 

cover crops are worth it to them. 

Klinkenborg’s initial foray into cover 

crops began when it started working 

directly with the USDA’s Natural 

Resource Conservation Service 

(NRCS) offices. The NRCS made the 

recommendations and Klinkenborg 

pledged to get the job done when 

called upon for aerial seeding. “By 

working through the NRCS office, 

we put together a package deal for the 

grower,” Berst says. 

Reabe agrees communicating with 

your state’s NRCS officials is a smart 

move for two reasons. “As an aerial 

applicator you want to educate yourself 

on what the financial aid is that’s 

available for farmers for trying cover 

crops,” he says. The other reason to stay 
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TALE OF THE TAPE Aerial cover crop seeding yielded heartier, deeper roots than drilling did in 
a comparison of radish and rapeseed planted near Emerson, Iowa. Aerial seeding occurred in 
September. The drilled seeds were planted in October after soybean harvest.
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in close contact is to make the NRCS 

aware of your company’s capabilities to 

do cover crop applications. 

Of course, communicating with 

the grower is always important, but 

especially when planning the job. 

“That’s a big key: communicating with 

them and being there and getting it 

applied in an acceptable timeframe 

in their eyes. And I’m finding that 

acceptable timeframe a little bit more 

wide-ranged than in the spraying 

side,” Berst says. “What I’m finding is 

one guy’s timeframe is anytime from 

the 15th to the 15th—he’s giving us a 

month to get it done. Another guy’s 

timeframe is, ‘I want it done within 

five days of the crop hitting this 

certain stage.’ ” 

Sometimes it’s better to be lucky than 

good. Mother Nature can scuttle even 

the best-laid plans for interseeding a 

cover crop into a standing crop. “You 

can look like a genius if everything 

hits just right,” Berst says. “In 2012 it 

was very, very dry. We got lucky in a 

few of those situations. We flew it on 

and a day, two days later came a nice 

rain. It had nice germination, good 

growth. Another area, if you didn’t get 

the rain, there just wasn’t a whole lot 

of growth to it.” 

Learning Curve 
On one hand, aerial cover crop seeding 

isn’t dissimilar to other forms of dry 

work ag pilots are accustomed to 

doing, such as spreading dry fertilizer 

or seeding rice. The same factors for 

setting the aircraft spreader system 

apply regardless of the dry material. 

Reabe Spraying Service, which has 

locations in Waupun, Plover and 

Plainfield, Wis., has seen its cover 

crop acreage increase 100-fold in four 

years’ time. The company is doing as 

much as 6,000 acres of cover crops 

today, up from 60 acres four years ago, 

and it expects the amount of acres to 

continue to increase. “This could be 

potentially a very big thing for our 

company,” Damon Reabe says.

Reabe Spraying starts cover crop 

seeding around the third week of 

August and usually wraps up by the 

third or fourth week of September. 

In Wisconsin summer and winter 

grasses are the primary cover crops, 

but the company also applies a 

limited amount of brassicas and 

clover species. Reabe Spraying’s cover 

crop cycle begins with applying cover 

crops to seed corn in mid-August. At 

the end of August or beginning of 

September, they start seeding cover 

crops into silage corn before moving 

on to grain corn and soybeans. 

The majority of Reabe Spraying’s 

dry applications prior to cover crops 

consisted of putting dry fertilizer on 

potatoes and cranberries. While cover 

crops build on the skills pilots gain 

from dry fertilizer applications, there 

also are unique aspects that take time 

to learn, Reabe says. “Unlike fertilizer, 

we are putting out seeds, and so you 

have to thoroughly understand where 

all these seeds are landing and how 

they will affect the farm that you 

are planting, as well as how it might 

affect the neighboring farm if you 

inadvertently get seed across the fence.”

Cover crop seeds on the ground early on after aerial seeding.

Winter rye shown in mid-September after aerial seeding.
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He adds, “There can be a

misconception that, ‘Oh, it’s

just seed, I don’t need to worry

about where it lands.’ That’s not

at all the case. Seeds can become

contaminants to other crops in the

subsequent growing year, and if

you’re not careful about where you’re

putting it you can create a headache

for an adjacent farm, and that will

eventually become your headache.”

One of the ways aerial applicators

can mitigate off-target seeding is by

varying the altitude of the aircraft. “If

there’s an edge that we have concern

about, we simply lower the aircraft

to a lower altitude, and we’re able to

control where it goes,” Reabe says.

Berst agrees the learning curve for

cover crops can be steeper initially

than other methods of aerial

application. “There’s just so many

variables to this cover crop seed

compared to doing fertilizer work or

liquid work. It’s kind of a challenge,”

he says, chuckling. “Calibration-wise,

it’s a little trickier. However, once

you get it figured out and ironed out,

it’s like any of the other work. You

just get a little bit better at it the

more you do. … For us it’s a good

fit because we can extend our season

after the spraying for another month.”

Managing Logistics
One of the ways Scott supports

the pilots with whom he works

is by taking care of the customer

service work for them. That includes

everything from scheduling the

work, to getting growers on the same

page with respect to seed selection,

to interceding on the pilot’s behalf

if an issue arises after the fact. “I

do almost everything other than fly

the plane,” he says. “Nick’s doing a

great job of flying, and I’m also in

the background helping service that

[job]. The team has worked great

between the two of us.”
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It certainly has. Between their work

together and other cover crop orders

Yoder does for his own clients, Nick’s

Flying Service did well over 50,000

acres of cover crops last year, and Yoder

estimates he outsourced at least 20,000

more acres to other ag pilots.

Yoder describes Scott as being on the

leading edge of cover crop research

and customer service. “If they have an

issue, Jamie’s right there to walk with

them and help them through their

worries about cover crops.” He cites

annual rye grass as example.

“A lot of [farmers] have had some

issues with controlling the kill of

annual rye grass in the spring, and

Jamie knows how to do that. He can

answer those questions from firsthand

experience,” Yoder says.

“We wouldn’t have grown the acres if

we didn’t have someone at the end of

the phone that could take care of those

complaints,” Scott says.

Another reason the arrangement works

well is because Scott limits the number

of products available to farmers in the

pool by offering them a choice of no

more than three or four of the best

blends for that particular area.

“There’s airports we’ll do 14,000 acres

out of, and it’s only two different mixes,”

Yoder says. “The efficiency of that goes

through the roof because we’re not

having to do half loads or quarter loads.

We’re taking full loads out all day long.”

That reduces expenses for the pilot

because more efficient loads burn less fuel.

In return, growers save money because

Scott and Yoder are able to charge them

less for the seed and application.

“The seed industry and the aerial

applicators and everyone involved have

THE TIMING IS RIGHT Nick Yoder of Nick’s Flying Service transports a cover crop load high above 
Indiana’s farmland. In 2013 alone, Yoder’s company seeded well over 50,000 acres of cover crops.

WE
OVERHAUL

TPE331 & PT-6A
FUEL NOZZLES

Competitive Pricing
Same Day Turntime

Exchange Available

EASA Approved

5005 Market Place
Mt. Juliet, Tennessee 37122

(615) 758-5005
Fax (615) 758-5501

CRS QTFR-573L
www.tennairco.com

Se Habla Español
Envienos un Correo Electronico

erikagriffin@comcast.net

S. & T. Aircraft Accessories, Inc.

"Full Engine
Accessory Line"

FAA Approved Repair Station No. CC2R737K
Large stock of Overhauled/Certified Engine
accessories for all Radial and Turbine engines.
We can exchange same day, or overhaul
your accessory in a short turn-around time.

Call Us Today For All
Your Accessory Needs

OVERHAUL or
EXCHANGE

310 fm 483, New Braunfels, Texas 78130
Tel.: 830-625-7923      Fax: 830-625-4138

www.staircraftaccessories.com

- Generators
- Magnetos
- Starter
- Fuel Pump
-
-
-

- Voltage Regulators
- Reverse Current   

Relays
- Aux. Boost Motors
- Vacuum Pumps
- Prop Governors
- Starter-Generators

34  National Agricultural Aviation Association | May/June 2014



to get on the same page and only pick

a few products for it to be efficient and

cost-effective for everyone,” Scott says.

Future Prospects
All the aerial applicators we spoke

with are bullish about the prospects of

flying on cover crops going forward,

but with an important caveat.

“It’s a lot like the spraying—we’re

trying to be prepared so that even if

the acres are growing, whatever acres

we take on, we’re just adding additional

aircraft to take care of them in the same

timeframe,” Berst says. “If we can get

there when they want us there and when

we tell them we can be there, they’ll

continue to use the aircraft for it.”

“The sky’s the limit,” Yoder says. “If

we do a good job, this thing’s going to

grow really well. But we can’t have a

couple of guys doing a bad job and the

rest of us are doing a good job, because

the bad ones are what everybody is

going to remember and what everyone

thinks everybody else is going to do.”

Reabe summed it up best. “As an aerial

applicator you have to be prepared to

provide the expertise on seed selection,

the timing of interseeding, and have

the ability to perform a uniform

application. If you’re ready to go with

those three things, you are going to

provide an excellent service, and you

have the opportunity to expand your

business to something that’s going

to come to you year after year,” he

says. “If you don’t have the expertise

on selecting seed species, and you

don’t have the expertise to determine

what the proper timing is, and you’re

equipment isn’t set up for a uniform

application, you’re going to be tried

once or twice and eventually you’re not

going to be asked to do it anymore.”

Aerial applicators have an opportunity

to brandish their environmental bona

fides and extend their season by three

to four weeks. It will take a collective

effort on the industry’s part to make

the most of it.
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“If you get an extra month and half of growth from a cover 
crop, there’s a lot of benefit to that. That’s where aerial 
application’s niche is. It’s in interseeding into an existing crop 
that’s going to be harvested past the window of opportunity to 
seed it with ground equipment.” 

—Reabe Spraying Service President Damon Reabe
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