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Adoption of and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) funding for 
cover crops have risen substantially in the past two decades, with 
further increases funded by the Inflation Reduction Act (Wallander et 
al. 2021, USDA Press 2023). This report specifically examines the use 
and persistence of cover cropping within operations and fields over 
time, with a focus on the practical challenges of measurement in 
existing data sources. While the USDA Natural Resource 
Conservation Service (NRCS) provides a definition of cover cropping 
in its practice standards, there is a spectrum of what producers and 
observers may or may not consider to be cover cropping. Moreover, 
the benefits of cover cropping vary across this spectrum. From a 
practical perspective, this range of definitions and outcomes leads to 
measurement challenges. The existing literature on cover crop use 
predominantly measures cover crop use in aggregate trends and levels 
(see, for example: Wallander et al. 2021). However, the existing 
literature does not generally address whether a field or operation that 
uses cover crops in a given year continues to use cover crops in 
subsequent years. Understanding persistence is important for three 
reasons: many benefits of cover crops vary with the frequency of use 
(Thompson et al. 2021); aggregate trends may mask nuanced trends in 
adoption with implications for future aggregate trends; and estimates 
of environmental outcomes calculated for USDA programs must make 
assumptions about the extent of continued use after the assistance 
ends. Persistence patterns therefore determine the long-term benefits 
of assistance programs that incentivize initial adoption. 
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