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Soil health is talked about more frequently now than 30 or 40 years ago. Why now? Farming practices used by our grandfathers worked for them. They made a living.
If we continue to till the same soil over and over again, I think we should be more concerned about
soil health today than we were 40 or 50 years ago. Maintaining healthy soil goes hand in hand with
achieving our goal of sustainable agriculture and making sure farmers continue to produce food and
fiber for our increasingly hungry world on the same acres of soil.
Healthy soil needs to maintain organic matter, the remains of once-living organisms such as plants and
animals and their waste products. It is important because it improves tilth, reduces crusting, increases
water infiltration, reduces runoff, and aids in root development.
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Organic matter is probably the most vital factor in maintaining a quality soil resource. The best way
to maintain or increase organic matter is to reduce tillage, plant cover crops, and use crop rotation to
increase organic inputs. Our grandfathers’ moldboard plow reduced organic matter by an average of
256 lbs/acre/year. Unfortunately, all forms of tillage decrease organic matter to some extent. It also
reduces the population of earthworms (nature’s little farmers) by 25%.
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"Fostering" Our Natural
Resources

Is your organic matter increasing or decreasing? Healthy soil means a healthy environment. Let’s all
try to take care of the soil we have for future generations to come. When we leave this earth, our goal
should be to leave our soil healthier than when we came.
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Allied Agronomy is a full service agronomy center. We supply our
customers with the products they want and have knowledgeable
sales staff to help the customer make their cropping decisions. We
carry a large lineup of corn and soybean seed along with a number
of other specialty seeds. We can treat and inoculate most seeds
including small grain seed. We have dry fertilizer, liquid fertilizer,
and anhydrous ammonia. Custom application of fertilizer and custom spraying of chemicals is also available. We have locations in
Cathay, Bremen, Sheyenne, and Oberon.
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From 1989 to 2004, no-till acreage increased from 14 million to nearly 62.4 million acres, or 3.2 million acres per year. From studies of long-term no-till, organic matter increased 98 lbs/acre/year or
about 0.1% per year. Keep in mind it may take three to five years to see benefits from no-till.
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“A thin layer of earth, a few inches of rain, and a blanket of air make human life possible on our planet. These essential resources must be available to provide the good life for our children and for future
generations.” John F. Kennedy
Curtiss Klein, SCD Supervisor
Carrington, ND

Information from ND NRCS publication
“Benefits of Reduced Tillage Systems.”
For information on soil health, go to
www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/
main/soils/health/
Photo from Univ. of Neb.-Lincoln Outdoor Learning website.
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Till it to me Straight….
 Foster County Soil Conservation District
Board meetings are tentatively scheduled for
8:30 a.m. on January 13, February 10, and
March 10 (2nd Mondays). Please contact the
district office at 652-2551 to confirm dates and
times.
 USDA Service Center will be closed for Christmas Day on Wednesday, December 25; New
Year’s Day on Wednesday, January 1; Martin
Luther King Jr.’s Birthday on Monday, January 20, and President’s Day on Monday, February 17.
 “Talking Dirt” on KDAK (1600 AM) will be at
8:20 am on January 8, February 5, and March
5 (first Wednesdays except for January).
 ND Forest Service TCAP deadline: Dec. 20.
 Check us out online at www.fosterscd.org. and
www.facebook.com/fosterscd .

Soil Health Tour

Extended Deadline for Forest Service Tree Program

Foster County SCD, Extension, and NRCS offices held our first annual Soil Health Tour on Wednesday, September 18. Sixteen
people attended the tour, which was held at the Randy Stedman farm.
Paul DuBourt, District Conservationist at the
NRCS office in Cooperstown, brought in a
rainfall simulator that showed infiltration vs.
runoff when rain falls on soils under various
land uses. This showed high amounts of
runoff on bare soil like conventional till and
saline sites that won’t grow crops, while notill and cover crops showed much less runoff
and more infiltration. Native range showed
the highest amount of infiltration and least
loss of soil due to runoff erosion. Discussion
included the advantages and uses of cover on
the soil.

Paul DuBourt

Chris Augustin

Chris Augustin, NDSU Extension Soil
Health Specialist, then took everyone to look
at two soil pits that Randy had dug, one in a
conventional till field and one in a no-till
field. Chris explained the soil layers in both
pits. He demonstrated some simple tests that
could be used to check soil quality factors,
either by the landowner or by contacting
Extension or NRCS personnel for assistance.
Some tests included pH, salinity, soil carbonates, compaction, water infiltration, soil
aggregation, and signs of biological activity.
The tests demonstrated differences in compaction, infiltration, aggregation, and biological activity between conventional and no-till
fields. At the end of the tour, the participants
returned to the Stedman house to share a
meal and discussion. Our thanks to Randy
Stedman and his family for hosting this
event and for the time and effort they put
into preparations.
Anyone interested in learning more about
soil health or having their soils tested can
contact the Foster County Extension office at
652-2581 or the local NRCS office at 6522551 ext. 3.

EQIP and Windbreak
Renovation Assistance
The ND Forest Service program listed above is not the only possibility for assistance with windbreak renovation. The NRCS’s Environmental Qualities Incentive Program (EQIP) can assist with many
conservation practices, including planting of tree rows. A windbreak
renovation contract offers some assistance with the removal of old
tree rows, provided that new rows will be planted to replace them.
Planting of new trees is required to receive assistance with tree removal, but the replacement trees do not have to be planted in the
same place.

Rainfall Simulator with sprinkler in action.
Rainfall runoff and infiltration bottles are
visible beneath

EQIP offers financial and technical assistance for a number of other
conservation practices as well. These include practices such as cover
crops, residue management, nutrient management, saline or sodic
soil management, wells and watering facilities, and many others. In
many cases, these practices will not only protect natural resources,
they can be used to improve the efficiency of the producer’s operation. Producers have found that improved soil health, energy efficiency, and decreased inputs may all result in a better bottom line.
Contracts through EQIP and other NRCS programs are voluntary,
and it is not necessary to have a contract to receive technical assistance with any practice you are interested in implementing. Technical assistance is always available free of charge. For more information, please stop in or contact the Carrington NRCS field office at
652-2551 extension 3.

Living Snow Fence
Looking for signs of biological activity

Windbreaks and Crop Yields
Everyone knows that windbreaks prevent soil erosion, especially in drought years when there is limited residue cover
available to protect the soil. They also provide protection for livestock and energy savings by protecting buildings.
Wind protection also leads to increased yields. Although there is competition between the tree roots and crop roots
very close to the windbreak, studies have shown that crops for some distance downwind of the shelterbelt will show
increased yields. Studies of windbreak effects on fields in Canada showed yield increases of anywhere from 6% for
oats to 99% for alfalfa. One study found that the cost of windbreak establishment and loss of production for the area
used for trees was recovered in 15 years, and a net gain was realized for the remainder of the 50-year life of the shelterbelt. Another good reason to come in and talk to us about a windbreak for next year!
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The North Dakota Forest Service has allowed a second round of applications for the Tree Conservation Assistance Program (TCAP) for
plantings in 2014. This program is available to rural landowners who can’t get funding through other programs to help plant trees for
reasons such as new windbreaks, living snow fence, wildlife trees, windbreak renovations, and riparian plantings. It provides a maximum of $1500 for up to 75% of the total cost, and can include costs such as weed barrier fabric and tree tubes as well as the planting
itself. Emphasis is placed on tree species diversity and native North Dakota trees. The new deadline for applications is December 20,
2013. Applications must include a tree planting plan, so please stop into our office soon if you are interested. For information, please
contact the SCD office at 652-2551 ext. 3.
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A Living Snow Fence is a planting of trees, shrubs, or other vegetation along roads to control the effect of snow. They can also be used
to protect farmsteads and communities. These windbreaks reduce
wind speeds and control where snow will be deposited.
Most living snow fence is planted on the north or west side of the
road. For these, the most windward row in a living snow fence
needs to be at least 200 feet from the edge of road to be effective,
and the leeward row should be no closer than 100 feet. When placed
too close to the road, windbreaks are likely to cause snow deposition
problems rather than solving them. Taller windbreaks capture more
snow – doubling the height quadruples the amount of snow captured
by a windbreak. Multiple rows are encouraged, but living snow
fence is often planted as a two-row shelterbelt or even sometimes a
single row of conifers or suckering shrubs where conditions are suitable. For assistance with tree orders and tree plans, please stop in or
contact our office at 652-2551.
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Spruce Tree Problems?
Spruce trees are the most popular evergreens the district provides for local residents. Spruce trees provided by the district
are mainly Colorado blue spruce and Black Hills spruce,
which is a type of white spruce. Unfortunately, we also get
requests to look into problems with these trees.
Trees of any kind can have problems due to improper planting or an unsuitable location, damage due to weather conditions or human activities, inadvertent damage from herbicides, or disease and insect problems. Proper identification of
the cause is important for solving any tree problem.
One of the most common disease problems for spruces in our
area is fungal infection. There are two common fungal diseases in our area, rhizosphaera needle cast and stigmina needle cast, and both spruce species are vulnerable. According
to NDSU Extension, these infections are most damaging
when the needles on the lower branches, the shady or windprotected side, and the interior crown stay wet for extended
periods, or when irrigation water contacts the trees. Symptoms start in these areas and progress to the rest of the tree
over the course of several years. To help prevent this problem, ensure adequate spacing and air movement around
spruce trees for the needles to dry quickly, and remove severely infected trees or branches. Treatment for the two diseases differs, so it is important to identify exactly what is
causing the problem.
NDSU Extension can assist with identifying the causes of
problems for spruces and other trees, and the NDSU Plant
Diagnostics Laboratory can check submitted samples to identify diseases. For more information or questions, contact the
SCD office at 652-2551, or call the Foster County Extension
Office at 652-2581.

Got Biological Activity?
During the soil health tour, people looked for signs of biological activity in the soil. What are those signs? Earthworms are
a good sign. A sweet, “earthy” odor is also a good sign, as are
visible pores and channels in your soil. Healthy soil contains
billions of diverse organisms per teaspoon, from microscopic
bacteria, fungi, algae, etc. to larger insects, beetles, and mites.
These soil organisms cycle nutrients back to the plants, build
soil, and give it structure. Farmers can promote these organisms with a diversity of plant cover, year-round cover, reduced
tillage, and careful use of pesticides.
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