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Cover cropping boosts soil health — and grower

profitability

Introduction

Building healthy soils and managing nutrients is a key
focus area for VegNET Victoria. This year, the project has
supported growers across the state to build awareness
and understanding of the different ways they can increase
crop health through one-on-one discussions and targeted
events.

One example of this knowledge sharing occurred in June
2025 when VegNET Victoria hosted Hort Connections
keynote speaker Julius Joel from G's Group in the United
Kingdom to discuss several features of their farming
practices, including their hugely successful shift to using
multi-species cover cropping. G's Group crops 17,500
hectares of farmland across the UK and Europe in a range
of environments and soil types. Beyond cover cropping,
they have started incorporating compost teas and artificial
intelligence (Al) drone reconnaissance into their business.
G's Group is an example of how large-scale innovation and
taking soil health seriously can go hand in hand.

Back in Victoria, Mark Schreurs of Peter Schreurs & Sons at
Devon Meadows in Melbourne’s south-east is passionate
about the farm'’s journey in soil health. Organic compost
was trialled for many years across the farm until it was fully
adopted in 2012, and cover crops have always been part of
the farm'’s system, including ryecorn and vetch.

While cover crops are a long-standing feature of vegetable
production, they do not always fit into a growing system.
Over the years, Peter Schreurs & Sons have found a way to
make cover crops work for their business and still improve
profitability. Their program has been so successful that the
farm has restructured its operations to increase soil health
and reduce inputs.

Key messages

* For many years, Victorian growers Peter Schreurs
& Sons have focused on building soil health
through organic compost and cover crops. The
farm has navigated multiple challenges and has
successfully incorporated multi-species cover
crops into its production system.

+ Ongoing monitoring shows that the cover crops
have led to increased organic carbon in the soil
and improved soil structure, nutrient cycling,
water infiltration and soil moisture levels, even
during dry seasons. It has also supported a
decrease in input costs, such as fertiliser.

¢ VegNET Victoria is continuing to support growers
to trial cover crops and other sustainable
production practices and share the learnings and
experiences with the wider industry.

Measuring the diverse impacts of cover cropping

Soil testing is used to keep track of the percentage

of organic carbon in the soil. Baseline carbon levels

were around 1.5% across the farm and only improved
incrementally after cover crops and organic compost were
introduced.

It was only after 2020, when both multi-species cover
crops and crimp rolling had been introduced, that Mark
saw carbon increase significantly in the soil, reaching a
high of over 3.5% in 2022. Mark aspires to lift soil carbon
to over 5% but is uncertain if the sandy loam topsoil will
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have that capacity. He warns that carbon levels change
constantly with climatic conditions, so fluctuations are to
be expected.

While sequestering carbon is not the primary goal of cover
crops, a higher percentage of soil carbon is a means to

an end. Soil carbon and organic matter assist with cycling
nutrients, building the soil microbiome and improving the
structure of the soil, meaning waterlogging is no longer a
significant issue at the Devon Meadows farm.

Water penetration has increased through larger soil pores
opened up by roots, stems, and leaves turned into the soil.
This means machinery can get back onto the land much
faster for planting or harvesting. At the same time, more
water is retained for crop uptake, saving on irrigation.

Higher carbon soils have higher soil microbial populations
and good nutrient-holding and cycling ability. Improved Image: Tall multi-species cover crop.
nutrient cycling has reduced the fertiliser inputs required.
With fertiliser prices increasing and vegetable prices
stagnant, the ability to cut costs has been vital.

During the dry summer of 2024/25, the cover crops reaped
unexpected benefits. After termination, Mark found more
moisture in those soils than in the bare fallow paddocks,
having assumed that the transpiration of moisture would
dry out the soil and be detrimental to the subsequent
cash crops. However, the cover crops did not require

any irrigation as there was enough moisture in the soil

for establishment. Mark explained that by keeping the
cover crops short, transpiration is kept to a minimum and
evaporation is effectively stopped. Bare fallow can require
greater irrigation inputs, compounding dry seasons.

The crimp roller has been transformational in cover crop
management. Some cover crops do not require chemical
input, but minimising the height of the cover crop has
other benefits — for instance, laying the canopy flat starts
the process of incorporating the cover crop without
glyphosate.

Image: Crimp rolled cover crop.

Multi-species cover crop mixes can incorporate as many

as 12 species, but often two or three grow the fastest and
dominate. Mark has observed that after crimp rolling, a
new set of dominant species takes over, increasing the
diversity of life in the system. Termination of the cover crop
still requires tillage as the planters pick up too much crop
trash to easily pass through the soil. Even with this, Mark

is interested in using a dual disc planter to further reduce
tillage.

Image: Crimp roller.
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Improving grower productivity, profitability,
preparedness and competitiveness

So what about profitability? As long-term adopters

of cover crops, can Peter Schreurs & Sons maintain
profitability if every section of their farm is rotated under
cover crops for several months of the year?

In reality, the business had to reduce the number of
cash crops each year and now only targets two cash
crops annually. However, Mark said that profitability has
increased due to focusing on higher value crops and
reduced inputs such as fertiliser and insecticides.

Leeks are the main crop for Peter Scheurs & Sons, but
womboks, lettuce, and radicchio are still in the system.
Instead of using expensive sprays on a schedule, close
monitoring and an integrated pest management (IPM)
approach have significantly saved on input costs. Fertiliser
inputs have also been reduced as the soil’s natural fertility
has rapidly improved.

Mark has approached the cover crop journey with caution.
Cover crops are not a silver bullet, and soil health cannot
be built overnight. As an example, clubroot was found in a
crop of wombok that had not had a cash crop of brassicas
for years. It is possible, but unconfirmed, that the forage
brassicas in the cover crop allowed the spores to live
longer in the soil.

Incremental approaches and on-farm trials have allowed
Peter Schreurs & Sons to test different approaches before
investing in them. Setbacks are often inevitable, but Mark’s
drive toward continuous improvement has led the farm to
where it is today.
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Next steps

At Wemen in north-west Victoria, another business,
Redgold, is also trialling cover crops. Sorghum in

the summer protects the soil and boosts the yield of
subsequent cash crops such as head lettuce and baby leaf.

Redgold is also trialling multi-species cover crops in winter
to measure their impact on reducing soil-borne diseases,
such as sclerotinia. Grower Carl Young has some doubt as
to whether cover crops will be effective for this goal, but
including certain legumes in the cover crop will at least
provide a natural source of nitrogen to the soil.

In addition, VegNET Victoria is supporting the state’s
growers to trial other sustainable production practices,
such as biodegradable mulch films and Johnson Su
compost, and measure their effects on productivity,
profitability and sustainability. Demonstration sites will
be established and the learnings shared with the wider
industry.

Further information

Contact VegNET Victoria Regional Development
Officer Daniel Bosveld at rdo@ausvegvic.com.au or
0459 519 433.

Image: Young multi-species cover crop.
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