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Maize 
Under-Sowing 

Service 
Undersowing Maize - Specialist Drill + Seed 

     

What are the benefits? 

• Reduces soil erosion and defuse pollution 

• Retains soil nutrients (±50 kg/ha N + K) 

• Builds fertility  

• Builds organic matter  

• Enhances soil structure – Active root mass 

• Less compaction from harvest machinery 

• Winter/Spring grazing opportunity 

• Easier preparation of spring seedbeds 

• Eligible for SFI Option (SAM2) 

• Comply with Farming Rules for Water (FRFW) 

Complying with environmental regulations discourages or prevents farmers leaving soil without winter cover. 

Planning to establish a crop or cover after maize harvest is often not realistic because of autumn soil conditions and 

problems of late sowing. Erratic weather events compound this issue. Under-sowing maize with grass, legumes and 

other species is a practical and a very cost-effective alternative to leaving maize stubbles bare over winter.  

The Maize Undersowing Service is offered through a partnership between The Wye & Usk Foundation, Procam and 

Field Options. Field Options have been developing the system in Herefordshire with the Wye & Usk Foundation since 

2016. The technique effectively establishes grass without any significant effect on the performance of the maize 

crop. It reduces soil losses and creates winter cover producing up to four tonnes of dry matter/hectare by mid-April 

the following year, this can be incorporated as green manure or utilised as winter to spring grazing. 

 

Establishing the Under-Sown Cover Crop 

To avoid the undersown crop competing with the maize, the cover is not sown until the maize is well established, 

but still short enough to drive through, normally when the crop is about knee-high. The target window is between 

4 leaves and 10 leaves. There is a risk of herbicides affecting the establishing cover crop so the target period for 

sowing the cover crop seed into maize is from about one week after the last herbicide is applied.  

In Denmark they have primarily used Callisto and MaisTer Herbicides. Callisto did not affect germination of grass 

when drilled 7 days after spraying.  MaisTer affected grass seedlings up to 4 weeks after sowing. Informal trials in 

north Herefordshire suggested that neither Callisto or pre-emergent Pendimethalin affected the establishment of 

vigorous Ryegrasses. Since then, the system has been successfully used in conjunction with a wide range of 

herbicides. Do not under-sow fields known to have problem grass weeds, these may require MaisTer or 

Nicosulfuron based herbicides which affect the establishment of undersown grasses.  If there are any questions to 

do with weed control then a BASIS qualified agronomist should be consulted.   

Caution: Work closely with your agronomist and control problem perennial weeds prior to sowing maize  
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Maize 
Under-Sowing 

Service Who Operates the Drills? 

Working in growing maize crops with inter-row drilling equipment is a job for experienced operators with 

experience in row crop work. The tractors will be set up with appropriate tyres and wheel spacing. The drill is set 

up to drill 4.5m to follow a 6 x 75cm row maize drill but can also sow into crops sown with an 8 x 75cm row drill.  

 

What to Sow? 

Most of our experience is with Italian (IRG) and Perennial (PRG) Ryegrass. IRGs are the most vigorous and have 

the potential to produce optimum biomass yield after the maize has been harvested. Being less vigorous PRG is 

potentially better suited to undersowing at an earlier growth stage. Across northern Europe other species have 

been tested, including Cocksfoot and Tall Fescue. These are slower to establish, create useful groundcover 

through the winter but provide less winter growth and are more expensive. We have tested mixtures of Vetches x 

IRG and Berseem Clover x IRG. Both these options also potentially fix N for the following crop and potentially 

enhance early spring growth. Some farmers have undersown with small leaved White Clover with the plan to 

direct drill or strip till winter cereals after maize harvest, using the clover as an understory cover in the following 

crop.  

All species options are available if alternatives to IRG are required.    

Note: To qualify for SFI Option SAM2 – The cover crop must contain a mix of at least 2 species from one or more of 

these plant families, brassicae, legumes, grass or cereals, herbs. 

 

Utilising the Cover Crop 

Italian Ryegrass often produces >3 T/ha dry matter by the end of March at about 12 ME and 12% CP. This has the 

potential to produce >1,500 ewe grazing days or 300 heifer grazing days per hectare. Be cautious about planning 

to harvest the cover crop for silage in the following spring because the soil surface can be uneven following maize 

harvesting operations creating risk of soil contamination. The field may have significant quantities of maize stalks 

unless these are flailed off after maize harvest. Zero grazing should work well, but winter or early spring grazing 

with sheep or young cattle is the most popular way of utilising the biomass. 

 

     Want to Know More or How to Book, Contact: 

Contact Phone Email 

Nick Duggan (FO) 07557 988858 nd@field-options.co.uk 

Jonny Pugh (WUF) 07825 743447 jonny@wyeuskfoundation.org 

Adam Glyn-Jones (FO) 07557 111707 agj@field-options.co.uk 

Field Options Office 01544 262 500 info@field-options.co.uk 
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      The Species Options 

Option No.1 - Diploid Italian Ryegrass  

• Vigorous establishing variety of Italian with the top score for early spring growth on the recommended list.  

• Small seed size gives high plant population from a low seed rate, especially compared to Tetraploids. 
7.0 kg/acre (25.0 kg Pack)  

 

Option No.2 - IRG & Festulolium  

• 2nd most vigorous grass option. 
7.0 kg/acre (20.0 kg Pack) 

 

Options with Legumes to Boost Fertility & Soil Biology. 
The legumes may be more affected by herbicide residues. 

  

Option No.3 - Italian Ryegrass + Hardy Vetch  

• Vigorous Italian Ryegrass combined with winter hardy Vetch. 

• 10 kg/acre (20.0 kg Pack) 

 

Option No.4 - ‘WHIRLWIND’ Italian Ryegrass + Berseem Clover  

• Vigorous Italian Ryegrass with top spring growth combined with Berseem Clover and aggressive annual 
legume.  

o 7 kg/acre (22.0 kg Pack) 
 

Option No.5 - Small Leaved White Clover Understory for following cereal crop 

• Small leaved White Clover varieties with slow growing characteristics, but with extensive stolon 
development, ideal for creating a nitrogen fixing understory crop in following arable crops. 

o 2 kg/acre (5 or 25.0 kg Pack) 
 

Special mixtures available on request 
 


