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Double-cropping soybeans in Iowa is 
risky business.

For many farmers, it’s worth the 
reward. At the very least, researchers and 
producers say studying the practice could 
provide helpful information to increase 
the odds of a successful second crop and 
profit potential.

Other than hay, harvesting multiple 
crops per year on the same land in the 
Upper Midwest is rare. The length of the 
growing season, weather, financial risk 
and time are all limitations.

Some Iowa farmers are double-
cropping soybeans successfully with 
vegetables, winter wheat or cereal rye. 
When commodity prices are low, they 
say generating as much revenue off every 
acre is paramount.

“It’s absolutely about money,” says 
Jim Handsaker, a Radcliffe farmer who 
double-crops peas and soybeans. “You 
have to adapt and find opportunities.”

Despite the potential pitfalls of 
double-cropping like an early freeze 
drastically reducing yields of soybeans 
planted in June or early July, Mark Licht 
says interest has increased statewide 
due to the farm economy. The Iowa 
State University (ISU) Extension and 

Outreach cropping systems agronomist is 
conducting trials to learn more about the 
practice.

Licht is studying double-crop cereal 
rye and soybeans. He’s working with a 
farmer near Kalona and has plots at the 
ISU Research Farm near Ames. Research 
includes planting dates, seed varieties, 
interseeding, planting after first-crop 
harvest and more.

“Farmers are looking at ways to 
capitalize on niche markets,” Licht says. 
“We’re trying to learn how to make 
double-cropping economically feasible 
every year.” 

Vegetables, winter wheat, oats, cereal 
rye and canola are some double-crop 
possibilities with soybeans, depending on 
location.

Finding a market for the first crop is 
key. Possibilities include contracts with 
food companies, livestock feed, straw for 
bedding and landscaping, cash grain and 
cover crop seed.

“It can pencil out nicely when you 
establish a fair market,” Licht says.

Soybeans and peas
Handsaker, an Iowa Soybean 

Association (ISA) member, raises peas 

and sweet corn with family members for 
Birds Eye Foods. After the pea harvest in 
mid-June, soybeans are planted.

Last year, he contracted 500 acres of 
peas, followed by 285 acres of soybeans, 
which averaged 55 bushels per acre. The 
previous two years, double-crop soybean 
yields were in the low- to mid-40s.

“We planted the soybeans into 
really dry dirt last year, and they didn’t 
grow for over two weeks,” Handsaker 
says. “That’s a real risk, but they did 
eventually germinate, and we got a 
decent crop.”

Handsaker provides the land and 
prepares fields for peas, 50 pounds 
nitrogen and weed control. Birds Eye 
plants, harvests and transports peas to its 
processing facility in Waseca, Minn.

After expenses, he earned about  
$300 per acre for peas last year. 

“And, I got a chance for another 
crop and spread out our workload,” 
Handsaker says. 

He sold the double-crop soybeans  
out of the field for $9.02 per bushel.  
After expenses, he estimates a  
$400 per acre profit. Income potential 
will vary depending on if the land is 
owned or rented.
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“I can make some money at it, but it 
depends on yields and soybean prices,” 
Handsaker says. “Seventy-five- to 
85-bushel soybeans is better than peas 
and double cropping.”

Even though profit potential is good, 
Handsaker says there are drawbacks. 
Some include:

•  The farm’s corn base shrinks, which 
impacts government farm programs.

•  The second soybean crop isn’t 
insured, which means a crop failure 
or poor yields due to weather or other 
problems could mean big financial 
losses.

•  Birds Eye, per contract, harvests 
peas when ready regardless of field 
conditions. Compaction and ruts are 
possible and the company isn’t liable 
for damage.

“We have to generate money some 
way,” Handsaker says. “We will keep 
doing this.”

Soybeans and cereal rye
ISA member Phil Winborn of Kalona 

has double-cropped cereal rye, soybeans 
and other crops for several years.

Winborn had good luck drilling 120 
acres of rye into soybean stubble in the 
fall of 2016. The rye, combined in early 
July, averaged 70 bushels per acre. The 
small grain was mostly sold as cover crop 
seed and a small portion for livestock 
feed. The straw is marketed to livestock 
farmers and landscapers.

Mark Licht, ISU cropping systems agronomist, 
conducts soybean trials to increase the 

success rate of the practice.
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Jim Handsaker, ISA member from Radcliffe, 
looks over a field of soybeans that were 

planted in June after peas were harvested. 
Even though the double-crop soybeans 

aren't insurable, he says the risk is worth it.

The second crop, at times, has been 
a struggle. Two years ago, soybeans 
following rye that were planted too late 
averaged less than 20 bushels per acre. 
This summer, he’ll give double-crop 
soybeans another try.

“I believe in the benefit of crop 
rotations, and this gives me the 
opportunity for a third crop that can 
pencil out,” Winborn says. “There’s a 
learning curve. Soybeans didn’t yield as 
good as I wanted, but I had my best-
ever rye yield. It makes me want to do 
it again.”

Winborn is collaborating with 
Licht to improve double-crop soybean 
profitability. He would like to average 
40-50 bushels per acre.

“The hope is to quantify production 
and economics as well as document 
what it takes,” Licht added. “I suspect 
in the coming years we’ll also look at 
BMPs (best management practices) to 
improve success.”

John Orr Jr. of Elkader has double-
cropped cereal rye and soybeans for 10 
years. The grain and cattle farmer seeds 
40 acres of rye after silage harvest. It’s 
cut and baled for livestock feed in mid-
May. Soybeans are planted right after.

“I don’t want to leave ground bare 
after corn is chopped,” Orr says. “The 
rye prevents erosion, builds organic 

matter and provides a hedge against 
the weather. 

Orr says double-cropping pays for 
itself and provides additional benefits.

“If the summer is dry and hay and 
pastures are short, I have 200 bales to 
feed,” he adds.

Soybeans and winter wheat
Straw is the monetary motivation 

for Randy Lackender of Iowa City to 
double-crop winter wheat and soybeans. 

The ISA member drilled 36 acres 
of hard red wheat right after the 2016 
soybean harvest. It was combined June 
28, straw baled, and Group 3 soybeans 
were planted July 2. Both crops yielded 
97 and 40 bushels per acre, respectively.

A customer buys straw for erosion 
control. Wheat is mostly sold as cover 
crop seed. Soybeans are marketed 
through conventional channels.

“There’s a demand for straw; wheat 
is secondary,” Lackender says.

Financially, double-cropping is worth 
it if soybeans can be planted before the 
Fourth of July, he continues.

“When corn is $3 per bushel, you 
can compete. At $5, not so much,” 
Lackender says. “It’s a needed extra 
revenue stream.”

Matthew Wilde can be contacted at 
mwilde@iasoybeans.com.

A farmer near Ogden plants soybeans into a 
recently harvested field of peas.


