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Watershed study shows importance of face-to-face

By JULY HAMNSON
The Land Correspondent

A Paired Waterashed Btudy in
Lafayette and West Hewton Townships
of Micollet County, designed to acesler-
ate the adoption of best management
proctices to improve water quality, has
shown the need tn work with farmers
on f fmeeto-fooe basis

The study reaffirms the influence of
the local agronomist on the decisions
farmers make in their eperations.

This atudy iz different in that it was
develapied by farmers and desigmed to
encourage voluntary practices that
will improve water quality but will nat
adversaly affect profitability. Farmers
were involved from the conceplion of
the three-vear atudy, which is being
funded by a grant from the IS
Department of Agriculture funneled
through the Univeraity of Minnesota.
David Mulla is the leader of the study
with field work being done by praduate
student Adam Birr.

Farmers were asked what they
thought might work, and then they
were ashed Lo voluntarily adopt thoae
practices, Designed to eompars twa
watersheds that are similar in size,
topography and farm mansgement
practices, the stndy uees one a8 A con-

trol and applies BMPa to the other.
Water quality was monitored prior to
and during the study.

A multidisciplinary team was devel-
oped which included the Minnesota
Department of Agriculture, 1nited
Farmera” l.-‘..-uﬂ!ptrlrl‘.i:'rc of Luruyl.'ﬂ.n!',
Micollet County Extension, Soil and
Water Congervation District and Envi-
ronmental Serviees. Alsp, members of
the Minnesotn River .ﬁ.lf_ri:uilum
Team, Minnesota Pork Producers
Agsociation and two farmers from the
waterghed were advisory members,

The study includes a farm practices
survay that is complebed cach year by
the person reaponsible for manage-
ment decisions of felda. All farmers in
both watersheds who farm 40 or more
acrea were asked to participate and
were compensated for doing so, Twenty
five of the 42 oporators in the water-
aheds participated.

The survey is detailed and includes
land ownership and labor; machine
and livestock inventory; manure and
fertilizer management; crop rdations,
yield goals, long term yields; soil man-
agement and tile drainage.

The survey data were used to deter-
mine current practices and decide how
changes in practices may affect the

e

farmer’s profit pickure. The data were
olao used to determine what changes
in practices might best be used to
improve water gquality and hence to
develop educational material.

Birr, whe did much of the field work
in the study as part of his doctoral the-
ala, aaid, “We credit the high rate of
participation to the local agronomist
and to the two farmers on the advisory
Leaem.”

8o far, the study has ehown that
Tarmers prefer praclices like the fol-
Tuwing' awih:hing from moldboard o
conservation tillage using a combina-
tion lool {disk-chizel); inslallation of
rock inlets and Hickenboitom risers;
and soil, manure and crop testing for
nutrienis, followed up by variable rate
application of phosphorue and spread-
ing manure in low aoil-testing loca-
tions.

“CHher practices which are receiving
some intereat include buffers along
d'lh;.hvnu, fall nn-tall an Hﬂ'_l,'!:l'.!n residue
and zone tillages,” Mulla said,

The first BMFPs were implemented in
the fall of 2002, There was a big storm
during May of 2003 in the western
{treated) watershed. The amount of
total suspended eolidas  reduced
hecause of conservation tillage was

noticeable after that ono slorm evend
in the treated wotershed, *The ane big
gborm did more than anything we
could have done to convinee farmers
that conservation Lillage was good
thing.” Mulla said.

The Brnard of Water and Sail Conaer-
vation has indicated that conservation
tillage ia an important practice for
safeguarding water guality. Az a result
of this pnr'ell_"t, the pereenl af fields
with enpugh crop ressdue b qualily as
cnnservation tillagpe has increased
from 9 percent belore the project to 40
percent alter implementation of tillage
BMP=. At the end of 20068, fnrmers hiad
implemented BMPa on roughly half of
the treated watershed aroa.

“We learned that farmers are more
willing to share information when a
leeal agronomist encourages them to
do so. You have to work with them face
to fuge. Other factors that enter into
the picture are the age of the farmer,
size of operation, capital available,
type of equipment and what the neigh-
bors think. We found it easier for farm-
ers to make changes in tillage than
nutrient management,” Mulla said.

The 2003 crop year was the first year
that BMPr wern applied, nnd this year
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will see a total of 48 percent of the study area imple-
menting some form of BMPs, Mulla said that farm-
ers have experienced the same or higher crop yields
aa & reault of implementing the BMPa,

The monitoring in the watersheds is for torbidity,
sediment, phoaphores and nitrate. Automatic sam-
plers are sot up to take samples during storm eventa
and grab samplers are taken between storma at cul-
wverta and at the mouths of the watersheds.

Initial monitoring showed high rates of phosphorus
and nitrate nitrogen coming oul of these watersheds,
The rescarchers are continuing to look for trends
this year Lo see il Lhere are differences in water q_ualn
ity loadings.

Mulla explaiined that this study @8 unigue, “Tradi-
tional methods used to improve water quality have

applied EMPe at 5 low density over a large area. Thia
approach is different because it is more targeled.
Hince we started, two olther studies have heen
started, medeled after this one™

The fu nding for LUhe lhn:h- will run out at the end of
the 2004 crop vear. An application to extend the
study i being made through the Legislative Com-
miggion on Minnesata Resoorces. Farmera in the
watershed are interested in continuing the study.
There is a feeling that the BMPs have not been in
place long enough to determine whether or not there
is a mignificant change in the water quality. As Birr
said, "It takes time and legwork to build up trust
with producers.”

This part has already been done. Buteh Albmonn of
the United Farmers Co-op said, “We have already
built trust; let's motl loae iL."




