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Garden Cover Crop (Winter Rye) 
 

Among other benefits, cover crops improve soil health and increase yields by reducing soil erosion and 
compaction, and increasing organic matter and nutrient retention. Winter rye is a long-proven winter 
cover crop that can germinate and grow in cool fall soils where many other species struggle. For best fall 
establishment, seed before October 15 with good seed-to-soil contact. That said, many gardeners have 
successfully planted rye from late October into November and still achieved good stand establishment, 
especially in mild falls. 

 

Benefits: 

• Winter Rye 
− Cold-hardy and reliable overwintering 
− Excellent erosion control and nutrient scavenging 
− Provides spring soil cover and weed suppression 

 

Planting: 

Plant winter rye at a depth of 1–2 inches. When broadcasting only, use a higher seeding rate to ensure adequate 
coverage and competition against weeds. 

Termination Tips: 

In the spring, once soil temperatures consistently reach approximately 35°F or higher, winter rye will resume active 
growth. We recommend terminating winter rye 2–3 weeks before planting spring crops to reduce nitrogen tie-up 
and allow residue to break down. Spring control of winter rye can be accomplished through mechanical or no-till 
methods, depending on garden scale and equipment.  

Winter rye can be terminated using one of two methods 

− Early spring incorporation (Tillage): Winter rye can be tilled under in early spring, but timing matters. Till 
or dig in rye when it is 6–8 inches tall for easiest management. When rye reaches 8+ inches tall, dense 
stands can wrap around rototiller tines. In these cases, Cut rye close to the ground with a mower or weed-
whacker first, Multiple passes may be needed, then till once residue has dried slightly.  

− No-till option: Rye can be cut at ground level and used as mulch, though regrowth may occur unless fully 
terminated. To avoid re growth use the Smothering method allow rye to grow until about 2-3 weeks before 
planting, then mow or weed-whack it close to the ground and cover the residue with black plastic or 
landscape fabric. This helps suppress regrowth and speeds residue breakdown while warming the soil 


