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GREEN MANURES
Green manures are plants that are sown specifically to improve fertility. They are not harvested for food, and are not allowed to flower. Any plant can be grown as a green manure although some are much better than others and you can buy them specifically as green manure seeds.

There are lots of good reasons for growing green manures. 
They will:

· Improve soil fertility - clover and other green manures which are legumes harvest nitrogen from the air and then store it in the ground in nodules which are available for the plants coming afterwards. They are especially useful as a cover crop before plants which use a lot of nitrogen such as cabbage.
· Keep soil fertility – by planting green manures on soil that would otherwise be bare you are retaining the nutrients in the soil and ensuring that it is not eroded by the rain and wind.

· Protect soil structure - a 'cover crop' protects the soil from damage by heavy rain.

· Keep down weeds - smother seedlings and compete for light and plant foods.

· Help control pests - provide safe cover for beetles, frogs and other predators.

· Stimulate soil biological activity - microbes and other soil organisms rapidly colonise green manure foliage dug into the soil. Increased biological activity makes for a more productive soil.

· Loosen the soil - deep rooting green manures can help to loosen and aerate the soil deep into the ground.

· Protect soil life - a living mulch protects creatures in the soil from the extremes of weather.

One thing that you need to be aware of is that green manures will also be part of specific plant families so be careful when you are doing your rotations in the garden not to follow a green manure such as mustard with another plant from the same family eg cabbage or rocket.

Green manures can be used throughout the year however most people tend to use them over the winter to keep the soil covered and retain nutrients and humus in the soil. Green manures used at other times of the year tend to be more short lived and are quickly harvested and crops put into the bed.
Green manures for winter use

Green manures are fast growing plants that quickly cover the ground. They are often plants that are more commonly used in agriculture. Only certain types are suitable to overwinter from a late summer sowing. These are described below.

Winter Tares

This member of the legume family is a quick growing, bushy plant with attractive foliage. It can be sown in late summer - late August is ideal, but early September is possible for warmer areas. It gives good weed control.

The luxuriant foliage rots down rapidly when dug back into the soil in the spring, producing a good supply of nitrogen.

Sow seeds every 2.5 cm, in rows 15cm apart. 160g of seed will cover 10 sq m of land.

Hungarian grazing rye

An excellent green manure for winter use, it can be sown as late as October in warm areas - though September is preferable. It will grow even at low temperatures, producing a thick mass of foliage that will keep weeds under control. Its extensive root system makes it one of the best for soil structure improvement and for mopping up left over plant foods.

Sow thinly in rows 20cm apart - or broadcast the seed at a rate of 16g/sq m. Sowing in rows is preferable where birds are likely to eat the seed.
Note: Make sure to leave at least 2 weeks after harvesting rye before you sow seeds directly into the ground as rye emits a natural chemical which inhibits seed germination.
Phacelia tanacetifolia

A lovely plant with feathery leaves. Sow it by late August or early September to give quick cover. Phacelia is not always winter hardy - but if the frost kills it, simply leave the frozen plants in situ to provide a protective soil cover. Bees love this plant so let some plants flower just to satisfy the bees in your area.
Sow broadcast at a rate of 2g/sq m

Fitting them in

Initially it can be difficult to imagine where you can actually fit a green manure in to your veg plot - but it is well worth trying to include them in your cropping plan. 

