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Last week the USDA announced the winners of the USDA-Microsoft 
Innovation Challenge, in which contestants used USDA agriculture 
production open data to develop online tools that can help make the 
American food supply more resilient in the face of climate change. 

USDA provided contestants with more than 100 years of crop and 
climate data through Microsoft Azure, Microsoft's cloud computing 
platform. A total of $63,000 in cash and prizes were awarded, with 
winners selected from more than 346 registrants and 33 submissions 
from around the world. 

Among the winners: 

Farm Plenty, submitted by George Lee of San Francisco, Calif. This 
application allows farmers to analyze USDA data about crops grown 
within five kilometers of their farms to make informed decisions about 
their own crop choices. 

Farm Profit Calculator, submitted by Fernando Napier and Matt 
Pedersen of Lincoln, Neb. Farmers can use this mobile phone 
application to compare their input costs (fertilizer, seed, fuel, etc.) to 
regional averages, and find financial efficiencies where their costs are 
above the norm. 

Croptrends, submitted by Chaiyawut Lertvichaivoravit and Ta 
Chiraphadhanakul of Thousand Eyes in San Francisco. This useful tool 
can be used for viewing spatial and temporal trends in crop 
production and yield by county for the entire United States. 

Farmed, submitted by Bryan Tower of Applied Technical Systems in 
Silverdale, Wash. This tool allows farmers to view crop conditions in their 
area by using VegScape data from NASS combined with local 
weather data. Read about the other projects here 

Farming in the 21st Century 

USDA Agricultural Innovation challenge produces 
new tools for producers and consumers 
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From Illinois ACES: Weeds are a 
major scourge for organic growers, 
who often must invest in multiple 
control methods to protect crop 
yields. A relatively new weed 
control method known as abrasive 
weeding, or “weed blasting,” 
could give organic growers 
another tool. The method, recently 
field-tested at the University of 
Illinois, is surprisingly effective.    

In conjunction with plastic mulch, 
abrasive weeding reduced final 
weed biomass by 69 to 97 percent 
compared to non-weeded control 
plots, said U of I agroecologist 
Samuel Wortman. 

Abrasive weeding involves blasting 
weed seedlings with tiny fragments 
of organic grit, using an air 
compressor. For the current study, 
grit was applied through a hand-
held siphon-fed sand-blasting unit 
connected to a gas-powered air 
compressor, which was hauled 
down crop rows with a walk-
behind tractor. The study looked at 
a number of grit sources: walnut 
shells, granulated maize cob, 
greensand, and soybean meal. If 
applied at the right plant growth 
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stage, the force of the abrasive 
grit severely damages stems and 
leaves of weed seedlings.    

Wortman found no significant 
differences between the grit types 
in terms of efficacy. “When it 
leaves the nozzle, it’s at least 
Mach 1 [767 mph],” Wortman 
noted. “The stuff comes out so fast, 
it doesn’t really matter what the 
shape of the particle is.” Because 
ricocheting particles can pose a 
risk to the applicator, Wortman 
advises using protective 
eyewear.   

Blasted grit does not discriminate 
between weed and crop 
seedlings, which makes it 
important to use this method in 
transplanted crops that are 
substantially larger than weed 
seedlings at the time of grit 
application. Although some visible 
damage occurred on stems and 
leaves of both tomato and pepper 
crops, the damage did not affect 
marketable fruit yield. Studies are 
ongoing to determine whether 
abrasions on crop tissues could 
result in increased susceptibility to 
disease, but early results show little 
effect. READ MORE 

 

Weed blasting offers new control method for 
organic farmers 

Last week Agriculture Secretary 
Tom Vilsack announced the 
establishment of the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) Wetland Mitigation 
Banking Program, made possible 
by the 2014 Farm Bill. Through the 
program, NRCS will provide $9 
million to help states, local 
governments or other qualified 
partners develop wetland 
mitigation banks that restore, 
create, or enhance wetland 
ecosystems, broadening the 
conservation options available to 
farmers and ranchers so they can 
maintain eligibility for other USDA 
programs. 

Wetland mitigation banking is a 
market-based approach that 
involves restoring, creating, or 
enhancing wetlands in one place 
to compensate for unavoidable 
impacts to wetlands at another 
location. Wetland mitigation 
banking is commonly used to 
compensate for wetland impacts 
from development, but can also 
be used to offset impacts from 
agriculture. A small number of 
banks have been developed in 
the U.S. specifically to assist 
agriculture, and the mitigation 
banks established under this 
program will be used to help 
agricultural producers who need 
to mitigate wetland losses to 
maintain eligibility for USDA 
programs. 

USDA is now excepting project 
proposals. 

Learn more. 

USDA seeks 
proposals for 
wetland mitigation 

http://news.aces.illinois.edu/news/weed-blasting-offers-new-control-method-organic-farmers
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From USDA/NRCS: According to 
Ted Nelson, NRCS district 
conservationist in Columbus, early 
settlers routinely placed their 
corrals near a stream for obvious 
reasons—water was available, the 
site was often sheltered by trees, 
and it was convenient for the 
operator since it was typically 
near the house.  “Today, we know 
that is not the optimal setting, and 
we now have the tools to make 
improvements that result in a 
facility that not only improves 
water quality but also handling 
efficiency and animal health,” 
Nelson said. 

The premise is simple – keep 
agricultural waste from directly 
entering the stream.  This means 
that the waste is contained or 
filtered and that clean water from 
rooftops or from up gradient is not 
allowed to flow through the 
facility.  The Montana Department 
of Environmental Quality has rules 
in place that define confined 
feeding facilities by 
size.  Operators with less than 300 
cattle (or the equivalent of other 
species) can utilize vegetative 
filters to treat the waste while 
larger facilities typically have to 
construct impoundments to 
contain the waste runoff.  The 
great majority of corrals in 
Stillwater County fall into the small 
category. 

Nelson said NRCS always strives to 
apply modifications to the original 
corral but space and topography 
limitations sometimes dictate the 
move to a new site.  The basic 
practices include moving the 
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corral perimeter away 
from the stream and 
shaping the lot so water 
flows evenly through a 
vegetated filter area that 
traps solids and will utilize 
nutrients during the 
growing season.  Roof 

runoff structures take 
clean water from this 
source away from the 
lot.  An earthen berm 
may be necessary to 
divert clean upland 

water away from the lot. 
Stockwater and shelter 
are provided as needed 
as are access roads, 
stream crossings, and 
animal walkways.  A 
plan is developed to 
clean the facility and 
spread the manure 
appropriately.  The 
design of the corral 
interior is left to the 
producer to determine. 

Tom and Katie Eaton 
saw the need to 
address their corral and 
asked NRCS to help 
with the process.  Their 
facility was next to the 
Stillwater River with a 
water gap to the river providing a 
watering source but it also 
provided a direct route for waste 
to enter the river.  A new corral 
was constructed away from the 
river with a vegetated treatment 
area filtering any dirty water 
runoff.  Tom and Katie took the 
opportunity to configure the new 
corral to more efficiently handle 

The Eaton facility was next to the Stillwater 
River with a water gap to the river providing 
a watering source for cattle, but it also 
provided a direct route for waste to enter 
the river. 

3

cattle. 

NRCS has collaborated with 40 
producers in recent years to 
improve their corral or feedlot 
facilities with more than 20 of 
them being in the Stillwater River 
drainage. READ MORE 

 

A new corral was constructed away from the 
river with a vegetated treatment area 
filtering any dirty water runoff.  They also took 
the opportunity to configure the new corral 
to more efficiently handle cattle. 

Water quality project moves corrals 
away from stream 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/mt/newsroom/stories/?cid=nrcseprd465206
http://www.swcdmi.org
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Updates from the 
field: Justin Hughes, SGI 
Ekalaka 

Carter County is experiencing a 
mild winter, which has allowed 
me to stay very busy with writing 
conservation plans for SGI EQIP 
applications.  

Since 2013 there has been 
interest and participation in the 
SGI program in Carter County, 
both have continued to grow 
steadily heading into 2016. New 
applications come through the 
door of the Ekalaka NRCS office 
on a regular basis and those who 
had an existing EQIP application 
are continually expressing interest 
in sage-grouse minded planning 
and the SGI program.  

The delayed winter weather in SE 
Montana allowed me to 
continue field work well into 
December.  

Many producers in Carter County 
speak of the days when sage-
grouse “blackened the sky” 
during their winter travels to 
suitable sage brush habitat. In 
some areas of the county this still 
occurs, but many want to know 
what they can do to help the 
bird back to its historic numbers.  

Although the Fish and Wildlife 
Service has issued a “not 
warranted” decision for listing 
sage grouse as an endangered 
species, Carter County is not 
letting up and is surging forward 
with its efforts to protect 
sagebrush habitat and this iconic 
bird of the west. 

Justin is SWCDM’s SGI range tech, 
based out of Ekalaka. For more 
on SGI in Montana, visit 
swcdmi.org/programs/sgi-mt 

Madison CD wins New Belgium grant to 
support Stream Team 

1

The Madison Conservation District, 
along with other partners, recently 
received a grant from the New 
Belgium Brewing Company to 
support the Madison Stream 
Team. 

The Stream Team is a group of 
dedicated volunteers 
coordinated by MCD that collects 
water quality information on 
several streams in the Madison 
Watershed. 

New Belgium Brewing Company, 
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based in Fort Collins CO, is an 
employee-owned company 
known for their Flat Tire Amber 
Ale, and many other craft beers. 

New Belgium offers a number of 
other grants that CD’s might be 
interested in. Topics they fund 
include Youth Environmental 
Education, Sustainable 
Agriculture, Smart Growth, and 
Water Stewardship. You can view 
details of the grants on the 
company website, 
http://www.newbelgium.com 

Prairie dogs, cattle, and plant species composition 

1

From Rangelands4You: The 
conflict between prairie dogs and 
cattle relates to natural resource 
conservation and livestock 
production.   

From a conservation perspective, 
prairie dogs have been 
suggested to be ecosystem 
engineers that structure 
landscape habitat features that 
are critical for other organisms 
such as ferrets, swift foxes, 
mountain plovers, certain raptor 
species, and more.   

From a livestock production 
perspective, there is 60% dietary 
overlap between cattle and 
prairie dogs and prairie dogs may 
reduce the total forage available 
for livestock grazing.   

A recent study from South Dakota 
published in the journal 
Rangelands assessed how cattle 
grazing or the removal of cattle 
grazing influenced plant species 
composition on prairie dog 
towns.  The research was 
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conducted on the Standing Rock 
Indian Reservation on three 
common ecological sites. 

The 2-year duration of cattle 
exclusion did not result in plant 
community changes.  Plant 
species common on prairie dog 
colonies were annual forbs or 
short grasses that were grazing 
tolerant.  Plant species common 
off of prairie dog colonies were 
perennial including grasses, forbs, 
and shrubs.  These differences are 
attributed to the intensive grazing 
and clipping (or pruning) 
behavior or prairie dogs.   

The authors suggested that prairie 
dogs do produce a unique plant 
community that is not simulated 
by moderate levels of cattle 
grazing; or in other words, that 
prairie dogs may uniquely 
engineer certain assemblages of 
plants. 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/sci
ence/article/pii/S0190052815001
315 

http://swcdmi.org/programs/sgi-mt
http://www.newbelgium.com/Sustainability/Community/Philanthropy
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190052815001315
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190052815001315
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190052815001315
http://www.swcdmi.org
http://www.newbelgium.com
http://www.sciencedirect.com/sci
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Grants 
Water Quality Mini Grants 

SWCDM is pleased to offer mini-
grants up to $2,000 to help fund 
local education and outreach 
efforts that address nonpoint 
source water quality issues. 
Applications open 1/25/2016. 
More Info 

Aquatic Invasive Species 
Grants 

Grants up to $15,000 are available 
for AIS control through DNRC. 
Preference will be given to priority 
waters, as well as to on-the-
ground projects such as surveys 
and removal that result in 
measurable control of aquatic 
invasive species. Due 3/15.  More 
Info. 

Healthy Watersheds 
Consortium Grants 

The goal is to accelerate strategic 
protection of healthy, freshwater 
ecosystems and their watersheds. 
U.S. Endowment for Forestry and 
Communities. Due 3/14.  More 
Info. 

Wetlands Standard Grants 

These projects must involve only 
long-term protection, restoration, 
enhancement and/or 
establishment of wetlands and 
associated uplands habitats for 
the benefit of all wetlands-
associated migratory birds. A 1:1 
match is required. Closes Feb 26.  
More Info. 

 

OPPORTUNITIES 

2

Reclamation & Development 

Projects up to $300k to address 
adverse effects of mining/mineral 
development and exploration, 
administered by DNRC. Due May 
16.  More Info. 

Agriculture in the Classroom 

The SPECA program seeks to 
promote and strengthen 
secondary and postsecondary 
education in agriscience and 
agribusiness and promote 
linkages among secondary, 
postsecondary, and higher 
education programs in food and 
agricultural sciences. Closes 
March 18.  More Info. 

Montana Specialty Crops 

The Montana Department of 
Agriculture is accepting 
applications through the 
Specialty Crop Block Grant 
program to enhance the 
competitiveness of Montana 
specialty crops. Closes Feb 24.  
More Info. 

 

Workshops/Meetings
/Trainings/Events 
Bank Stabilization Workshop 

This two-day classroom and field 
course will examine the science 
and application of dynamic river 
restoration concepts and 
techniques with an emphasis on 
how to address bank erosion and 
instability with willow lifts. CD 
supervisors encouraged. April 6-7, 
Shelby. More Info 
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310 Workshop 

Roosevelt CD is hosting a 310 
workshop for supervisors, 
employees, irrigators, oil and gas, 
and others. March 8. More Info 

Noxious Weed Realtor Course 

An online training for realtors that 
focuses on noxious weeds. Free 
for the first 50 participants. More 
Info 

 

Jobs 
Executive Director 

One Montana is seeking a 
motivated and experienced 
individual to take the 
organization to the next level. 
Applications due Feb 22. More 
Info 

Programs Director, MCC 

The Director of Programs 
ensures that MCC programs 
remain at the leading edge of 
positive youth development, 
excel in the teaching of 
leadership and civic 
engagement, and use best 
practices in corps 
programming. More Info 

Water Planner, DNRC 

This position works with other 
water planners and 
hydrologists on a variety of 
water resource issues 
statewide and as the Bureau’s 
lead water planner in the 
Clark Fork River Basin. Closes 
Feb 12. More Info 

 

The Montana Conservationist strives to present news & information relevant to 
Montana’s Conservation Districts. However, the views and opinions expressed 
here do not necessarily represent those of MACD or its affiliates. 

http://swcdmi.org/programs/319-mini-grants/
http://dnrc.mt.gov/divisions/cardd/resource-development/aquatic-invasive-species?mc_cid=1411c27962&mc_eid=444c6825bd
http://dnrc.mt.gov/divisions/cardd/resource-development/aquatic-invasive-species?mc_cid=1411c27962&mc_eid=444c6825bd
http://www.usendowment.org/partnerships/hwcgrantprogram.html?mc_cid=1411c27962&mc_eid=444c6825bd
http://www.usendowment.org/partnerships/hwcgrantprogram.html?mc_cid=1411c27962&mc_eid=444c6825bd
http://www.grants.gov/web/grants/view-opportunity.html?oppId=280961&mc_cid=6e28d849b2&mc_eid=444c6825bd
http://dnrc.mt.gov/divisions/cardd/resource-development/reclamation-and-development-grants-program
http://www.grants.gov/web/grants/view-opportunity.html?oppId=281049
http://agr.mt.gov/About/News/news_2016_01_16.html
http://us4.campaign-archive1.com/?u=607ff26b894f5a0131d11211f&id=d7ea20a3ca&e=4c020572f6
http://macdnet.org/blog/event/310-workshop/?instance_id=352897
http://www.weedawareness.org/subcontent.cfm?page=Realtors and Developers
http://www.weedawareness.org/subcontent.cfm?page=Realtors and Developers
http://www.onemontana.org/news/wed-01202016-0948/were-now-hiring-position-executive-director
http://www.onemontana.org/news/wed-01202016-0948/were-now-hiring-position-executive-director
http://mtcorps.org/about/career-opportunities/
https://mtstatejobs.taleo.net/careersection/200/jobdetail.ftl?job=16140216
http://www.swcdmi.org
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MACD Board Conference 
Call 

 

MWCC Annual Meeting, 
Helena 

Glendive Agri-Trade Expo 

 

CMR Working Group 
Meeting, Lewistown 

 

Invasive Weed Workshop,  
Circle 

 

MACD Exec Committee 
Conference Call 

 

RCAC Meeting, Great Falls 

 

Prescribed Grazing 
Workshop, Ekalaka 

Coming Up: 

Have an event to share? 
Please email 

tmc@macdnet.org with 
details on your organization’s 

upcoming workshops & 
events, so we can let the rest 

of the conservation 
community know! 

16 

Goodbye to: Judy Benson, former Sheridan County CD 
administrator, passed away on January 30 in Plentywood. 
Obituary 
 
If you know of a past or present supervisor, administrator, or other 
member of the Montana Conservation Community that should be 
recognized in this section, please notify tmc@macdnet.org. 

17 

8 

12 

Scholarships Available 
 

The application period is now open for MACD’s annual scholarships. Two 
$500 Scholarships are available for Montana students—high school 
seniors or students who are attending an accredited post secondary 
institution in Montana may apply. 

Students must have a minimum 3.0 GPA, and enrollment or plans to 
enroll in a natural resource course of study. 

Application deadline is February 26, 2016. Visit 
www.macdnet.org/scholarship for more info & the application. 

Hello / Goodbye 

22 

February 

29 

24 

Notes From Laurie 
With the new year, Laurie Zeller, DNRC Conservation Districts Bureau 
Chief had some administrative notes for Conservation Districts. 

• Mileage reimbursement rates have changed. The new rate is 54 
cents per mile, effective 1/1/2016 

• The RCAC is looking for another member. The Council meets four 
times a year and helps us set up programs that benefit conservation 
districts and makes funding recommendations for conservation 
district grant applications.  We pay mileage, meals, and a small 
stipend for attending meetings. 

• For supervisors whose term ends December 31, 2016, or individuals 
wishing to be elected to a CD, the nomination period is from Jan 14 
to March 14. The forms may be downloaded from sos.mt.gov 

• 310 Application numbers processed in 2015 are due February 15. 

http://www.fulkersonsplentywood.com/fh/obituaries/obituary.cfm?o_id=3581522&fh_id=14604
mailto:tmc@macdnet.org
http://www.macdnet.org/scholarship
http://sos.mt.gov/elections/Officials/Forms/documents/Declaration-for-Nomination-Oath-of-Candidacy.pdf
mailto:tmc@macdnet.org
http://www.macdnet.org/scholarship
http://www.swcdmi.org



