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COVER CROP FORAGES FOR PREVENT PLANTING ACRES 
 

   There was a change announced on June 20, 2019 that USDA-RMA will allow farmers to 
utilize cover crops as silage, hay or grazing this year on prevent planted acres after September 1 
rather than November 1.  This may help certain growers to get some cash income and/or forage 
for cattle.  This applies for this year only.  
   Could in fact field corn be used as a cover crop if in fact the price was favorable for that? Bear 
in mind, certain cover crops are very sensitive to specific residual herbicides.  Can you imagine 
buying pearl millet seed for hay or silage and germination was failed due to a herbicide that had 
been applied? 
   With the corn as a cover crop question, the first step is to contact your insurance agent.  I can’t 
over emphasize that.  Then contact your Farm Service Agency (FSA) in which the original crop 
is failed and ask to fill out FSA 576 form and designate that corn will be used as a forage (or 
going through prevent planting procedures).   Sometimes extension educators are asked to write 
letters to RMA stating corn can be used as a forage. The key is getting approval with your crop 
insurance agent first to assure there is no trouble or issues down the road.  Prevented planted 
acres minimum is 20% of an insurance unit or a minimum of 20 acres or what is referred to as 
the 20-20 rule.  To preserve planting history with FSA, contact your FSA office no later than 
July 15 for prevented planting.    
   Hay production - When planted in early July, sorghum-sudangrasses can produce 3 to 4 tons 
by early-mid September where pearl millet will likely produce 2 to 3 tons per acre, although 
there are improved varieties of pearl millet that can produce similar forage yields.  
   Drying may take 3 to 5 days for sorghum-sudangrass since it has large stems. Using a hay 
conditioner to crush the stems will increase the rate of drying. Pearl millet has slightly smaller 
stems and is usually better for haying. Pearl millet usually has a quicker drying rate, but a hay 
conditioner is still needed.  If making hay, a higher seeding rate may help to reduce stem size. 
Forage quality of the hay depends on the stage of maturity at harvest. A good balance between 
yield and quality is to cut sorghum-sudangrass or pearl millet hay during the boot stage. Forage 
quality can range from 55 to 65% total digestible nutrients (TDN) and 6 to 10% crude protein 
when the plant is between boot and dough stage.   
    Foxtail millet is not a good choice for our area.  The hay yield is less than sorghum-
sudangrass or pearl millet and is more suited for western Nebraska.  Sudangrass (not the hybrid) 
may be best suited for grazing. Sudangrass usually has less yield potential than sorghum-
sudangrass. It has smaller stems and will regrow after the initial grazing, resulting in equal or 
better yields in a grazing situation.  Pearl millet can also be used for grazing, and unlike 
sudangrass and sorghum-sudangrass, it does not produce prussic acid which means that it can be 
grazed during the initial frost period. Grazing can begin when sudangrass and pearl millet reach 
15 to 20 inches in height, but cattle should be moved when stubble height reaches 6 to 8 inches 
to allow for regrowth. If the growth is greater than 36 inches tall, harvesting as hay or silage 
may be best since grazing cattle will trample the forage and result in both waste and slow 
regrowth.  
 



 

   Unfortunately, previous herbicide can cause even problems with certain forages.  Many pre-
emerge herbicides for corn and milo will injure teff, pearl millet and foxtail millet.  But, 
sudangrass, forage sorghum, and sorghum-sudan hybrids will tolerate moderate levels of 
atrazine; and safened seed can be used if several other herbicides have been applied. Make sure 
and do your homework and contact me if you have questions.  
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