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Community Based Food Systems

By Julia Ahlers Ness

As the executive director of the 
Chippewa River Watershed 
Partnership in western Minnesota, 

Kylene Olson keeps 
a close eye on the 
EDVLQ·V�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\��
The organization does 
regular monitoring of 
pollution levels, and 
compares the data 
over time. Recent 
results of some of 
that monitoring show 
the need to reduce 
the runoff making its 
way into the Chip-
pewa, which is the 
largest tributary of the 
Minnesota River—the 
Minnesota in turn 
empties into the Mis-
sissippi. 

´,Q�WKH�ORZHU�
sub-basins we see lots 
of nutrients—high levels of nitrogen and 
phosphorus. And throughout the whole wa-
WHUVKHG�ZH�VHH�KLJK�OHYHOV�RI�EDFWHULD�µ�VD\V�
2OVRQ��´,Q�RXU�XSSHU�VXE�EDVLQV�ZKHUH�WKHUH�
DUH�PRUH�VORSHV��ZH·UH�VWDUWLQJ�WR�VHH�DQ�
LQFUHDVH�LQ�VHGLPHQW�VHWWOLQJ�LQWR�WKH�ODNHV�µ

,W·V�WKH�VDPH�VWRU\�LQ�PDQ\�UXUDO�ZDWHU-
sheds—large and small—that dot the Upper 
0LGZHVW��,W·V�EHFRPH�FOHDU�WKDW�EDVLQV�
like the Chippewa need more perennial 
plant cover—grasses, forages and trees for 
example—to help keep soil, nutrients and 
applied farm chemicals from running off the 
land and into the water. But the Chippewa is 
a working watershed—almost three quarters 
of its 1.3 million acres is farmed, and most 
of that agriculture is based on the production 
of annual row crops, which only cover the 
land a few months out of the year.

 The good news is that a growing pile 
of research, including some right in the 
watershed, shows that farming practices that 
utilize perennial plant cover on just a small 
SHUFHQWDJH�RI�D�ZDWHUVKHG·V�ODQGVFDSH�FDQ�
SURGXFH�PDMRU�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�EHQHÀWV��2I�

course, farmers have to make a living, and 
in order for them to make water-friendly 
production practices pay, they need to be 
rewarded in the marketplace.

��,W�LV�WKLV�UHFRJQLWLRQ�WKDW�KDV�SURPSWHG�
the Land Stewardship Project and the Chip-

pewa River Watershed Partnership to launch 
an exciting new initiative this summer that 
is pursuing ways of utilizing markets to 
promote environmentally friendly farming 

V\VWHPV�LQ�WKH�&KLSSHZD�ZDWHUVKHG��,W·V�
KRSHG�WKDW�WKH�´&KLSSHZD�����3URMHFWµ�ZLOO�
serve as a model for utilizing market-based 
working lands conservation in other water-
sheds throughout the region.

Why 10 percent?
The Chippewa 

����3URMHFW·V�QDPH�
is derived from the 
fact that produc-
ing positive impacts 
in a watershed like 
the Chippewa can 
happen without re-
making the entire 
UHJLRQ·V�ODQGVFDSH��
6FLHQWLÀF�VWXGLHV�DQG�
on-the-farm experi-
ence suggest that just 
a 10 percent increase 
in the amount of 
land farmed utilizing 
diverse crop rotations, 
grasses and other 
perennial plant sys-
tems can be enough 

to meaningfully improve the safety of the 
ZDWHU��UHGXFH�ÁRRG�SRWHQWLDO��UHVWRUH�ZLOGOLIH�
habitat and stimulate a thriving local and 
regional foods economy. This is especially 
WUXH�LI�ZH�FDQ�WDUJHW�ÀHOGV�WKDW�DUH�VHQVLWLYH�
to problems like erosion.

,QWURGXFLQJ�PRUH�GLYHUVH�FURSSLQJ�
systems, pasture-based livestock production, 
small grains and forages into the Chippewa 
River watershed could result in dramatic 
reductions in water pollution, according to 
a modeling study done in the watershed a 
IHZ�\HDUV�DJR�E\�WKH�0XOWLSOH�%HQHÀWV�RI�
Agriculture Project, which LSP helped lead. 
Sediment loading, for example, was cut 
DOPRVW�LQ�KDOI�ZKHQ�IDUPV�ZHUH�GLYHUVLÀHG��
according to the study.

$QG�D�SUHOLPLQDU\�VWXG\�LQ�,RZD�KDV�
shown that covering just 10 to 20 percent of 
D�FURS�ÀHOG�ZLWK�VWULSV�RI�GHHS�URRWHG�SUDLULH�
grasses cut sediment loss by 95 percent.

“This is really based on the idea that a 
lot of environmental services can be derived 

7KH�&KLSSHZD�����3URMHFW�ZLOO�DWWHPSW�WR�FRQQHFW�GLYHUVLÀHG�IDUPLQJ��
healthy ecosystems, local food & thriving rural economies

Chippewa 10%, see page 27…

Almost three-quarters of the Chippewa River watershed’s area is farmed, making agricul-
ture a key ingredient in revamping the basin environmentally and economically. (photo by 
Julia Ahlers Ness)

7KH�&KLSSHZD�����3URMHFW�ZLOO�KROG�D�UROO�RXW�
event for the public Sept. 30 at the farm of Don 
and Helen Berheim near Benson, Minn. 

The event will feature presentations on how 
diverse farming systems can help water quality in 
WKH�ZDWHUVKHG�ZKLOH�EHQHÀWLQJ�WKH�ORFDO�HFRQRP\�
and a more vibrant local food system. This event 
should be of interest to farmers, business owners, 
natural resource professionals and anyone else 
interested in connecting land use with watershed 
health and economic development.

The morning program will be capped off with 
a free local foods lunch and a demonstration by 
staff from the University of Minnesota-Morris 
ELRPDVV�JDVLÀFDWLRQ�IDFLOLW\�

For details, contact Julia Ahlers Ness at 320-
269-2105 or janess@landstewardshipproject.org.

10% roll-out event Sept. 
30 in Western MN
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from working farms, rather than always 
UHO\LQJ�RQ�ODQG�UHWLUHPHQW�SURJUDPV�µ�VD\V�
Terry VanDerPol, a west central Minnesota 
EHHI�IDUPHU�ZKR�DOVR�GLUHFWV�/63·V�&RP-
munity Based Food and Economic Develop-
ment Program. 

3URÀWV�IURP�SHUHQQLDOV
7KH�&KLSSHZD�����3URMHFW�UHFRJQL]HV�

that it does little long-term good to promote 
the conversion to environmentally-friendly 
production systems if farmers cannot make 
VXFK�V\VWHPV�SD\�ÀQDQFLDOO\�

“Part of the thing we need to remember is 
IDUPHUV�DUHQ·W�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�D�YDFXXP�µ�VD\V�

John Westra, an associate professor of agri-
cultural economics at Louisiana State Uni-
versity. Westra has done extensive research 
on the economics of conservation farming 
systems in Minnesota and is a member of 
WKH�&KLSSHZD�����WHDP��´7KH\·UH�UHVSRQG-
LQJ�WR�PDUNHW�VLJQDOV��7KH\·UH�UHVSRQGLQJ�WR�
policy that we have in the United States in 
terms of the commodity programs, the con-
servation programs — all of those provide 
LQFHQWLYHV��RU�GLVLQFHQWLYHV�µ

7KDW·V�ZK\�D�PDMRU�SDUW�RI�WKH�LQLWLD-
tive will focus on creating opportunities for 
farmers to get rewarded in the marketplace 
for producing more perennials on the land.

For example, producing environmentally-
IULHQGO\�IRRG�VXFK�DV�JUDVV�ÀQLVKHG�EHHI�RU�
pastured pork for local markets could play 
a major role in improving the watershed. 
Western Minnesotans currently spend ap-

proximately $334 million buying food each 
year, and most of it comes from outside the 
region, meaning a lot of money is leaving 
our communities on a one-way trip, accord-
LQJ�WR�UHVHDUFK�E\�HFRQRPLVW�.HQ�0HWHU��,QL-
tiatives such as the Upper Minnesota River 
Valley Buy Fresh Buy Local chapter show 
there is a burgeoning demand for locally-

produced food, as well as a growing group 
of farmers willing to provide that food. 

The University of Minnesota-Morris, for 
example, has made a commitment that by 
2013 it will source up to half of its cafeteria 
food from local farmers utilizing sustain-
able methods. Such a demand for local food 
could help provide farmers a major econom-
ic incentive for diversifying their acres, says 
Sandy Olson-Loy, vice chancellor for stu-
dent affairs at UMM. Olson-Loy, who also 
VHUYHV�RQ�/63·V�%RDUG�RI�'LUHFWRUV��VD\V�
this comes at a time when people are making 
connections between their food choices and 
their general carbon footprint.

´%XW�,�GRQ·W�NQRZ�LI�WKH\·YH�SXW�LW�WRJHWK-
er with environmental impacts like water 
TXDOLW\�\HW�µ�VKH�VD\V��´7KDW�ZLOO�SRWHQWLDOO\�
be one of the conversation topics around the 
&KLSSHZD�����3URMHFW��,�WKLQN�ULYHU�TXDOLW\�
LV�RQH�PRUH�VWHS�LQ�WKDW�GLUHFWLRQ�µ

Partners in Chippewa 10%
The Land Stewardship Project and 

Chippewa River Watershed Project are 
FR�OHDGHUV�RI�WKH�&KLSSHZD�����3URMHFW��
Other partners include the USDA Agri-
FXOWXUDO�5HVHDUFK�6HUYLFH·V�6RLOV�/DE�LQ�
Morris, University of Minnesota-Morris, 
University of Minnesota West Central Re-
search and Outreach Center and Louisiana 
State University AgCenter.

Other collaborators include the Min-
nesota Department of Natural Resources 
and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
Funders include the Walton Family Foun-
GDWLRQ�DQG�86'$·V�1DWLRQDO�,QVWLWXWH�RI�
Food and Agriculture.

Want more information? 
£ Julia Ahlers Ness, Land Stewardship 
Project, 320-269-2105; janess@landstew-
ardshipproject.org.
£ Kylene Olson, Chippewa River Wa-

tershed Partnership, 320-269-2139, ext. 

116; Kylene.olson@charterinternet.com. 

£ Website: www.chippewa10.org.

Another potential market for perennial 
crops may include the University of Min-
QHVRWD�0RUULV·V�QHZ�ELRPDVV�JDVLÀFDWLRQ�
reactor.

First steps
6RPH�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�VWHSV�EHLQJ�WDNHQ�ZLWK�

this initiative are to identify sub-watersheds 
where promoting more diverse farming 
systems would provide the most bang for 
the buck environmentally and economically. 
7KH�����3URMHFW·V�UHVHDUFK�WHDP is using a 
GHFDGH·V�ZRUWK�RI�ZDWHUVKHG�GDWD�WR�LGHQWLI\�
DQG�UHFRPPHQG�WDUJHWHG�ÀHOG�ORFDWLRQV�IRU�
perennial vegetative cover restoration that 
meet environmental goals and increase farm 
LQFRPH���,W�VKRXOG�EH�SRLQWHG�RXW�WKDW�IXWXUH�
modeling in the Chippewa may show it will 
require less than 10 percent transition of 
land to achieve water quality goals.)

We are also working with farmers, busi-
QHVVHV��LQVWLWXWLRQV��QRQSURÀW�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��
scientists, natural resource professionals 
and government agencies (the watershed 
spreads over eight counties) to determine 
what their goals are for the community, and 
how together we can build the economic and 
FRPPXQLW\�VXSSRUW�QHHGHG�IRU�D�GLYHUVLÀHG�
agricultural system that produces quality 
local foods, thriving communities, diverse 
economic opportunities and a healthy eco-
system. 

´,QVWHDG�RI�MXVW�WU\LQJ�WR�HVWDEOLVK�D�IHZ�
best management practices here and there, 
WKH�&KLSSHZD�����3URMHFW�LV�WU\LQJ�WR�
empower the farmers in the community to 
make the kinds of system-wide changes that 
pay off for the entire watershed and the local 
HFRQRP\�µ�VD\V�2OVRQ��´7KDW·V�QRW�VRPH-
WKLQJ�WKDW·V�EHLQJ�GRQH�LQ�WKH�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�
DUHQD�ULJKW�QRZ�µ�S

Julia Ahlers Ness is a Land Stewardship
Project organizer who is coordinating the
Chippewa 10% Project.

Chippewa 10%, see page 27…

…Chippewa 10%, from page 26

Enterprises such as pasture-based livestock production could help make peren-
nial plant systems such as grass economically viable in the Chippewa basin. 
(photo by Rolf Hagberg)


