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A Remembrance

Mr. Return on Investment

Dean Harrington Believed in the Inherent Wealth of Land, People & Communities

GEDITOR’S NOTE: The Land Stewardship Project, rural communities, and family farmers\
lost a true friend when Dean Harrington passed away on Feb. 2 at his home in Plainview,
Minn. He was 69, and is survived by his wife Sally, five children and eight grandchildren. For
several years, Dean served as the president of the First National Bank in Plainview. Through
that capacity, as well as his work with the Land Stewardship Project—he served on LSP’s
board of directors from 2014 to 2018 —and numerous other organizations, Harrington worked
tirelessly to support everything from beginning farmers and intergenerational farm transfers
to rural arts and solar energy. As this remembrance written by LSP member Ken Meter makes

\clear, Dean’s passing leaves a big hole in the community. Y,

By Ken Meter

in the late 1970s, while attending one

of the gatherings hosted by the North
Country Anvil, an alternative magazine be-
ing published at the time. Editor Jack Miller
mentioned the prairie west of the Driftless
Region, adding that there was a banker in
Plainview tackling some creative ventures.

I filed that away in my memory, but it
was not until 2003 that I actually met Dean.
The late Dick Broeker, director of what was
then called the Experiment in Rural Coop-
eration, had seen some writing I had done
highlighting the importance of strong local
credit sources to rural communities. Farm-
ers in Green Isle, Minn., had told me that in
the 1950s, bankers often played the role of
gatekeepers to small towns: by deciding who
they lent money to, they often determined
who could move in. And when farmers
paid interest on these loans, their payments
cycled back into the community. Dick and
Dean invited me to help launch Dean’s
brainchild, the Hiawatha Fund — a regional
investment fund we hoped would allow
southeastern Minnesota residents to invest in
firms “you can drive by.”

As soon as I pulled up to the First Nation-
al Bank of Plainview, I recalled Jack’s tip. In
this rural town of 3,000, the bank building
was retrofitted with a fagade that echoed
a Japanese terrace. As we entered, asking
for Dean, we were guided to the basement
break room where the fourth-generation
president of the bank often officed, work-
ing from his laptop. In future visits, I would
learn that Dean had vested bank employees
with shares of the bank’s stock so they could
share the profits. Dean often reminded me
that small banks like his were frequently
more efficient than the larger firms, despite
the larger firms’ use of technology: “I know

Iﬁrst learned about Dean Harrington

each of my customers by name, so I spend
less time on transaction costs,” such as ask-
ing people to prove who they are.
Meetings at the bank evolved into an
invitation to dine at his home, a lovingly
restored Arts and Crafts house that scarcely
stood out from its neighbors. We discussed
how Dean and his wife
Sally had launched a theater
company in a former imple-
ment dealership building on
Main Street. They named
it after the late author and
teacher Jon Hassler, who
had spent his formative
years in Plainview. The
Harringtons had spent a
small fortune forming a
top-notch performance
company, yet their Plain-
view neighbors never fully
embraced live theater.
Dean’s view of theater was much like
his view of investment: he primarily wanted
to see plays when he knew members of the
cast. Since several expert actors had used
roles at the Hassler Theater to become better
known in Twin Cities acting circles, he saw
lots of plays. It was not long before Dean
would call me on a Sunday afternoon, sug-
gesting that he and Sally were going to take
in a new play featuring one of their actor or
director friends — would I like to join them?
Dean also wrote poems, and had con-
vened an ongoing writer’s group so a small
group of regional authors could share their
work. Dean and I swapped our own poems.
One little-known fact about Dean Har-
rington: he wrote poetry using Excel. That
software was always up on his banker’s
computer, and it made the line breaks easy.
When Dean’s doctor suggested that he
needed a bit more exercise in his 60s, Dean
pedaled around Plainview on a sturdy one-
speed bicycle. If we convened at his home

Dean Harrington

after a meeting, he always got there before
1 did, by car. Well, he was halfway home by
the time I settled behind the steering wheel,
and home was only three blocks away.

Dean passed management of the bank
over to his daughter Cassie, who renamed it
the Foresight Bank, and introduced a focus
on making loans that would help shift Plain-
view to renewable energy. After retirement,
Dean collaborated with two of his sons to
form a solar-panel installation company.

Still, I save my favorite Dean Harrington
story for the end. One day Broeker, Har-
rington, and I visited one of the largest
foundations in the Twin Cities to ask them to
invest in the Hiawatha Fund. Dean had writ-
ten a tight business plan that concluded that
if we could attract $900,000 of capital up
front, potential investors would know their
investments would be safe, and we could
earn a positive cash flow in a few years,
returning interest payments to the commu-
nity for decades. But that concept required
several foundations to pony up.

I will never forget how the executive di-
rector of the fund leaned imperiously back in
his swivel chair as we made our case. With
a near sneer, the man whose
job was to give away someone
else’s money honed in on Dean
and said, “Mr. Harrington, this
is all very nice, but what would
our return on investment be?
Surely, as a banker, you would
never invest in something
without a clear ROI.” Dean
looked him straight in the eye,
and calmly responded. Only the
most astute student of small-
town culture would have identi-
fied the brief quiver on Dean’s
lips as irritation. Indeed, it was as tense as
I ever saw him. With a measured tone, he
simply said, “I would, and I have.” O

LSP member Ken Meter is one of the most
experienced food system analysts in the
U.S., working with community partners in
141 regions and 40 states, two Canadian
provinces, and three Native American tribes.
Details on his work are at www.creworks.
org/crossroads.

/Give it a Listen A
Episode 111 of the Land Steward-
ship Project’s Ear to the Ground podcast
features the late Dean Harrington talking
about the key role sustainable farming can
play in generating community wealth:
www.landstewardshipproject.org/posts/

odcast/46.
> Y,

The Land Stewardship Letter

No. 1,2019



A Remembrance

Chris Blanchard’s
Beginning Farmer Legacy

By Karen Stettler

he sustainable agriculture com-
I munity lost a passionate begin-

ning farmer advocate when Chris
Blanchard passed away recently. From the
early days of the Land Stewardship Project’s
Farm Beginnings course, Chris brought his
creative thinking and passion for market-
ing and numbers to many beginning farmer
participants via the classes he led.

The first year Chris presented, he started
out covering a small part of one workshop.
We quickly realized that he had much more
to share and ended up filling the entire
three-hour workshop with foundational
ideas, thoughts, and tools to help beginning
farmers. When he first started leading Farm
Beginnings classes, Chris was a success-
ful produce farmer himself, which allowed
him to share many practical, on-the-ground
tips for making a go of it on the land. In

Roots of Justice

Chris Blanchard leading a Farm Beginnings class in Goodhue,
Minn., in December 2008. (LSP Photo)

later years, beginning farmers continued to
benefit from Chris through his work with
MOSES, Purple Pitchfork Consulting,
and his wildly popular Farmer to Farmer
podcast (www.farmertofarmerpodcast.com).
In fact, on a number of occasions beginning
farmers shared with me how the Farmer to
Farmer podcasts educated and sustained
them through the long and sometimes lonely
hours of farming.

Chris lived his values, prioritizing farmer
education that would result in clean water

Sovereignty, Sustainability & Social Justice
LSP’s Change to its Land Gifts Program Reflects the Need to Address Historical Injustices & Current Realities

By George Boody

hen I was growing up in rural
Minnesota during the 1960s,
I was taught in school that

settlers of European descent came to this
region to occupy open, nearly uninhabited,
land. But that popular “settler story” has far
more complex roots that include the removal
of American Indian people from their land.
For thousands of years, all the land in
what eventually became Minnesota was held
and had been used in common by various
American Indian nations. However, starting
in the early 1800s, business interests and the
U.S. government increasingly desired these
lands to draw white settlers from the eastern
part of the country as well as Europe. And so
they acted to take it, first through a series of
treaties (1805, 1837, 1851, and 1858), which
did not protect Indian peoples and intention-
ally disrupted their cultures. Under pressure
from traders and threatened by military
force, the Dakota ceded 35 million acres of

land in the 1851 treaty alone.

The U.S.-Dakota Conflict of 1862,
brought on by ongoing deprivations and
starvation resulting from U.S. government
policy, prompted Dakota leaders, in defense
of their people and way of life, to attack and
kill white settlers in southwestern Minne-
sota. After that conflict, which culminated
in the mass execution of 38 Dakota men at
a gallows in Mankato, the 1858 treaty that
purportedly preserved a 10-mile swath of
land along the Minnesota River for Dakota
tribal members was abrogated by the U.S.
government. Dakota people in the area,
whether or not they participated in the 1862
conflict, were forcibly moved or fled from
the remaining portions of their land.

U.S. federal laws such as the Home-
stead Act of 1862 then made it possible for
my great-grandparents and thousands of
other European immigrants to access land
inexpensively in the previous home of the
Dakota Oyate. From that humble start and
through hard work, these immigrant ben-

and soil, as well as healthy communities.

In his last podcast, produced shortly
before his death as a result of cancer, Chris
made it clear he was thinking of farm-
ing’s next generation right up until the end.
“Thank you for listening,” he said. “Be safe
out there. Keep the tractor running.”

You are already missed, Chris. (1

Karen Stettler works on farm transition
issues for the Land Stewardship Project’s
Farm Beginnings Program.

eficiaries set in motion the gradual increase
in wealth and wellbeing that those who
descended from them now enjoy. This is a
common story throughout the Midwest.

Acting on Knowledge

We can no longer claim ignorance of this
history. The question is, what should we do
with this knowledge? How do we use our
values and goals to address this grave injus-
tice? Two key values for the Land Stew-
ardship Project are stewardship and social
justice. Stewardship is about a land ethic
and respectful way of engaging people and
the land. Our organization has understood
that we can’t have a sustainable food system
unless it is equitable for all farmers, workers
in the food system, and eaters. Such equity
must include American Indians.

In 2003, LSP’s board of directors created
a “Land Legacy” option to accept gifts of

Tribal Lands, see page 5...

4—
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common struggle to steward

the land and keep the land and
people together.

For the past year, the LSP
board’s Land Legacy Commit-
tee has worked to develop an organizational
policy that would align with and assist tribal
communities that are working to regain
some of the lands that were stolen from
them in the early years. The committee felt
that by returning land to Indian tribal entities
on which they can grow culturally appropri-
ate foods and restore ecological function, we
can help the overall movement for sustain-
able agriculture and healthy communities to
become more powerful and successful.

Members of the committee, with the
assistance of western Minnesota farmer
Audrey Arner, as well as DeMuth and I,
have examined maps of treaty boundaries,
researched other organizations doing this
work and reviewed drafts of policy changes.
Most importantly, we have listened to tribal
members.

“I am so grateful to the native educa-
tors who have helped me to understand the
position of privilege occupied by those of
us who have farmed indigenous land for our
livelihood and benefit,” says Arner. “What
was a promising beginning for the immi-
grant settlers was a devastating collapse for

The Land Stewardship Letter

the people who lived here before mostly
white, mostly European, people came. Being
engaged in this work is an important step for
us as individuals and as an organization to
begin to repair some of the harms.”

LSP Land Gifts Policy Change
These discussions have resulted in an
exciting change in the way LSP can handle

land gifts. Under changes approved unani-
mously by our board of directors in March,
we have now made selling or donating
gifted farmland to Indian tribal entities one
of our priority options. This amended policy
seeks to address, in part, the issue of corrupt
land treaties as well as the actions of land
speculators who purchased parcels from
individual Indian landowners under duress
on terms that were unfavorable to the tribal
members.

“Returning land that was theirs is an act
of stewardship,” says Andrew Ehrmann, an
LSP board member who farms in south-
eastern Minnesota and was involved in the
recent decision.

“As we move forward as an organization

This map shows the land — the orange area labeled ‘“289” — covered by the Minnesota portion of the
1851 treaty between the U.S. Government and the Dakota. The Dakota ceded 35 million acres of land as
a result of that treaty. Source: U.S. Bureau of American Ethnology, obtained through Wikimedia Commons

and as Midwesterners, we must reckon with
the history of injustice that connects tribal
nations, settlers, and who controls the land,”
says Mark Schultz, LSP’s executive director.
“There is much to do, but changing LSP’s
policy regarding land that is given to our
organization is a step forward.” (1

Former LSP executive director George
Boody is the organization’s Science and
Special Projects Leader. For details on
LSP’s Land Legacy initiative, contact
Boody at 612-722-6377 or gboody@
landstewardshipproject.org.

(e :
Give it a Listen A
For more on the issue of the taking of
tribal lands and how it relates to farming,
stewardship, and justice, check out a re-
cent Ear to the Ground “Living on Stolen
Land” podcast series—episodes 224, 225
and 226—that was developed by staff
member Elizabeth Makarewicz: www.
landstewardshipproject.org/posts/

\podcast. Y,
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Gender Equity & the Land

A Guy Could Use a Gender-Neutral Pronoun

Don’t Let Noninclusive Language Become a Barrier to Stewardship of the Land

Through my work with the Land Stew-
ardship Project, I had the good luck last
November to talk with a woman who farms
organically, with
cover crops, and by
herself. I was excited
and quickly asked if
she would be willing
to be a panelist for
a workshop, but she
declined. “I learned
to keep to myself
and that no man wanted to hear what I had
to say,” she said more than once during our

By Robin Moore

culture for 23 years, and I can tell you

without any fanfare that it is has been
a distinctly male arena. I have been patron-
ized, ignored, assumed to be someone’s
wife, laughed out of offices, literally patted
on the head, paid less, and denied access
and opportunity with predictable regularity.
All that was completely survivable, because
I’ve also been supported, heard, respected,
and seen by neighbors, employers, friends,
and customers. I think this

l have been a woman involved in agri-

dichotomy describes a lot of
our lives.

One of the small heart-
breaks and constant irrita-
tions of being a woman in
agriculture is the default
association of the word
“farmer” with male pro-
nouns. My name is slightly
gender ambiguous (my voice
is not), and many times peo-
ple refer to me as “mister”
until they hear me speak. Can
you imagine being a female
at an informational meeting
and literally every pronoun
referencing a farmer, with the
exception of the mention of a
wife, being masculine? That
is the reality, and it drags on
a body like lake weeds on a
fishing line.

I often had to remind
myself consciously that I was
legitimate, that I had a right
to ask questions, use resourc-
es, be paid as much as a male
for my labor. But the other
reality is that I learned to avoid interactions
with unknown agricultural men as much as
possible. Men in agencies, men working
for other farmers, men at the elevator, men
in the equipment stores. I apprenticed as a
blacksmith to avoid turning to male strang-
ers to help me fix equipment after one-too-
many asked if my husband was around.
Unless I had to interact with them, I chose
not to expose myself to exclusive, derisive
or dismissive comments or behavior.

6

conversation. What a loss for everyone.
There are big problems that we as indi-
viduals cannot change, or at least cannot
change quickly. But there’s one little thing
I’m going to ask of everyone, especially
those of you in agriculture: please stop
saying “a guy,” as in, “A guy could start
farming.” It’s a hypothetical usage, and in
Minnesota, at least, it’s supposed to mean
“anyone,” “someone” or “somebody,” but
it’s a male hypothetical, and it creates one

No.1,2019

southeastern Minnesota. One of the small heartbreaks and constant
irritations of being a woman in agriculture is the default association of
the word “farmer” with male pronouns. (LSP Photo)

more barrier for anyone who is not a man
to push through. It’s a word choice that the
men in the room do not need to even think
about.

Here are a few quotes from a workshop
I was at this past winter: “A guy could go
down to his SWCD office, and ask his agent
if he had any program money to help with
cover crops” and “A guy can’t go into his
field and find worms any more to take his
son fishing” and “My grandfather and my
father cared about this, and I want my son to
care about it too.”

I call it the cascading pronoun syndrome.

“I learned to keep to myself and that no man
wanted to hear what I had to say.”
— a woman who farms in southern Minnesota

A guy, he, his, him, his son, his father, etc.
etc., etc. Every female-identified person

in the room is, on one level or another, ex-

- cluded from those scenarios.
| Crap, we don’t even get to go
fishing with our dads. I like
fishing.

How hard would it be to
start talking about people?
“A farmer could go to their
SWCD office and ask their
agent...” “My grandparents
and parents cared about this,
and I want my kids to care
about it too.” Not hard at all.
A little awkward, and we
may have to stop and correct
ourselves, but change is
rarely smooth.

So let’s stop saying, “A
guy could...” whenever we
can. Let’s acknowledge that
{ the hypothetical we aspire to
is filled with possibilities, of
people all along the gender
spectrum, from different cul-
tures, and of all colors. Let’s
assume that we don’t know
who might go down to the
SWCD office, or who might
want to go fishing, or who’s
going to carry our legacy forward. Let’s talk
about “people” instead of “guys.” (1

Land Stewardship Project organizer Robin
Moore works on helping landowners develop
leases that represent their stewardship
values (see page 16). She is based in LSP’s
Montevideo office in western Minnesota.
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Myth Buster Box

An Ongoing Series on Ag Myths & Ways of Deflating Them

Farmers know that their
fields do not conform to a
single, uniform blanket of
productivity. Everything
from soil type and topography to rotation
history and accessibility of field equipment
to that odd corner can trigger yield variability
from one acre to the next. And when yields
vary, so does the efficiency with which inputs
such as nitrogen fertilizer are taken up by
plants and used. That’s important, because
a field or a portion of a field that is not
utilizing fertilizer efficiently is seeing a fair
amount going to waste as it’s either emitted
into the atmosphere or washed through the
soil profile by water. That imposes a cost on
a farmer’s bottom line as well as the envi-
ronment. Nitrogen that escapes Midwestern
farm fields pollutes water in the region, and
is a major cause of the hypoxic dead zone in
the Gulf of Mexico. In addition, lost nitrogen
can be a potent greenhouse gas.

One strategy farmers use to deal with
yield variability is to apply more nitrogen
fertilizer on those consistently poor perform-
ing parcels as a way to bring yields all across
a farm to one uniform level. But a recent
breakthrough study of Midwestern crop
farms shows that such an approach is prob-
ably a waste of money, as well as bad for the
environment. This study has implications not
only for how fertilizer management is carried
out, but also how land overall is best utilized.

-> Fact

Overachievers vs. Underdogs

The study, which was led by researchers
at Michigan State University, used satellite
imagery combined with other data to esti-
mate the proportion of nitrogen fertilizer
that was removed during harvest of corn
on some 70 million acres in 10 Midwestern
states, including Minnesota, lowa, Wiscon-
sin, and the Dakotas. The nitrogen that was
not removed by harvesting the plants was
considered “surplus,” and thus lost into the
environment. If a field or a part of a field pro-
duced low yields, then less nitrogen fertilizer
was taken up by the corn plants and hauled
off the land during harvest.

Cornfields were examined over an eight-
year period, and the data was validated by
comparing the satellite information to 10
years of yield information collected by sen-
sors mounted on combines from more than

1,000 farms. It’s the first time yield variability
has been quantified to such a micro-scale.

The resulting paper, which was published
in the April 8 edition of Scientific Reports,
created three categories: “stable high yield,”
“stable low yield,” and “unstable yield.” It
turns out that across the Corn Belt, on average
48 percent of the subfield areas analyzed for
the study were stable, high-yielders — year-
in and year-out they crank out good corn
harvests. The unstable acres—they can yield
high one year, low the next—accounted for
28 percent of the cropped land. Around 26
percent of the land was the crop equivalent of
the runt of the litter—consistently low yields,
no matter what the circumstances.

That means a quarter of the land studied
is leaking nitrogen fertilizer on a consistent
basis, and adding more to prop up yields is
not working, and in fact is only making the
problem worse. The study found that these
consistently low yielding areas contribute
around 44 percent of the nitrogen lost.

Lost nitrogen from the 10 states studied
annually totals nearly $1 billion of wasted
fertilizer and 6.8 million metric tons of green-
house gas emissions. The study’s authors argue
that research like this reinforces the need to
implement “precision agriculture” systems
when producing row crops. Such systems
rely on a combination of satellite data, yield
monitor results, soil tests, and other infor-
mation to fine-tune how much fertilizer is
applied to each acre. Such technology could
be particularly useful on those acres that are
“unstable” yielders.

But Dr. Bruno Basso, the lead author of the
study, makes it clear that no amount of fertil-
izer micro-managing is going to make those
consistently low-yielding areas consistently
viable crop producers. In a Michigan State
press release, he said this study makes the
case for leaving those dud acres unfarmed. He
maintains that with good nutrient management
the consistently high yielding acres, even the
unstable ones, can more than make up for
the lost corn production on that 26 percent of
low-yielding land. He suggests planting such
marginal land to “conservation grasses” or
“perennial bioenergy crops.”

Basso and his colleagues make a good
point, and this kind of research could help
identify areas that would benefit from the
restoration of prairie and wetland habitats, for

- Myth: Every Acre is a Potential Nitrogen-Fueled Superstar

example.This data also bolsters the argument
for reforming crop insurance so that it does
not provide so many incentives for tilling
marginal acres.

Valuing Acres Differently

But here’s another idea: make those mar-
ginal acres into livestock production areas.
Managed rotational grazing has been shown
to protect water quality, improve wildlife
habitat, and even build soil carbon, all the
while producing income for farmers without
a major investment in equipment. In fact,
before changes in the crop insurance program
made it economically viable to grow row
crops on marginal acres, those were the parts
of the farm that were often grazed.

Two farming operations featured in this
issue of the Land Stewardship Letter (pages
14 and 17), have chosen to take their own
“low-yielding” acres out of crop production
and make them places where they produce
livestock. Granted, many crop farmers today
do not have livestock to graze, but increas-
ingly we’re seeing situations where cattle,
sheep and other animals can be “borrowed”
temporarily to graze pasture or even land
that’s been cover cropped. Lightweight,
portable fencing systems make it possible
to reintroduce livestock onto farms, and
the Sustainable Farming Association of
Minnesota has worked with the Minnesota
Department of Agriculture and the Natural
Resources Conservation Service to develop
an “exchange” where livestock farmers and
crop producers can connect (www.mda.state.
mn.us/cropland-grazing-exchange-1).

Ultimately, good grazing management
can help get us out of the rut of valuing an
acre of land based solely on its corn suitabil-
ity rating. Given the right tools, management,
and incentives, one farmer’s underperformer
can be another’s superstar.

More Information

e The Science Reports paper, “Yield sta-
bility analysis reveals sources of large-scale
nitrogen from the US Midwest,” is available
at www.nature.com/srep.

e For more on how grazing can build a
farm’s resiliency, see pages 14-18 of this
Land Stewardship Letter.
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LSP Staff Changes

ryan Simon has departed the
B Land Stewardship Project to

return to fulltime farming. Simon
joined LSP’s Community Based Food
Systems team in 2016. For that past three
years, he has done land-
owner outreach as part of the
Chippewa 10% Project. In
that position, he organized
field days and workshops,
and provided support for
numerous farmers seek-
ing to establish crop and
livestock systems that sup-
port watershed health and
are economically viable. In
that capacity, he helped launch LSP’s new
“Grazing Helpline” (see page 17). A gradu-

Bryan Simon

page 31).

projects, including the Affordable Health-
care for All initiative and doing lead work
on the “Vision for Rural Minnesota” and

“Our Minnesota Future” initiatives. Most

Jonathan Maurer-Jones

recently, he was instrumental in moving for-
ward the work of LSP’s 501c4 organization,
the Land Stewardship Action Fund. Maurer-
Jones lives with his

and Organizing Program
researching policy related
to local food systems.

Maddie Hyde has
joined LSP’s Membership
and Individual Giving
Program team. Hyde has
a bachelor’s degree in
global studies and studio
art from Concordia Col-
lege, and she has worked for Seed Savers
Exchange and Prairie Restorations. Most
recently, Hyde has worked as a communica-
tions and evaluations specialist with Dream
of Wild Health.

In her position at LSP, Hyde is working
as a membership and base building orga-
nizer and is focusing on bolstering member-
ship recruitment efforts across the organiza-
tion. She can be reached at 612-722-6377 or
mhyde@]landstewardshipproject.org.

Ben Anderson has been named the
associate director of LSP’s Policy and Orga-
nizing Program. Since joining LSP’s staff in
2016, Anderson has been focusing on federal
farm policy, and, more recently, the new Lo-
cal Foods Initiative.

Maddie Hyde

ate of the Farm Beginnings and Journeyper- family in DUIUth; In his new position,
son courses, Simon and his wife Jessie Laura Schreiber Anderson is working with
raise grass-based livestock near Barrett in recently helped Policy and Organizing
west-central Minnesota, and were featured coordinate the Land Program director Bobby
in the book Wildly Successful Farming (see Stewardship Project’s King to help the program
14" Annual Family reach its planning and

Jonathan Maurer-Jones has wrapped Farm Breakfast at fundraising goals. He is
up his work with the Land Stewardship the Capitol (see page also supervising LSP’s
Project’s Policy and Organizing Program. 10). Prior to that, she - Affordable Healthcare for ~Ben Anderson
Maurer-Jones joined the staff in 2016 and served an internship  Laura Schreiber All initiative. O
has been involved with various organizing with LSP’s Policy

~

(Land Stewardshlp Pl’Q]CCt Staff Photo

taff members of the Land Stewardshlp Project recently gathered in Mankato Mlnn ,foran all staff meetlng Front row (left to

right): Mike McMahon, Amelia Shoptaugh, Megan Smith, Liana Nichols, Amy Ba01galupo Amanda Madison, Barbara Sogn-
Frank, Karen Stettler, Maryan Abdinur, and Brian DeVore. Back row (left to right): Paul Sobocinski, Annelie Livingston-Anderson,
Terry VanDerPol, Johanna Rupprecht, Bobby King, Dori Eder, Josh Journey-Heinz, Elizabeth Makarewicz, Nick Olson, Maddie
Hyde, Timothy Kenney, Amanda Babcock, Tom Nuessmeier, Ben Anderson, Scott DeMuth, Doug Nopar, Alex Romano, Karen
Benson, Shona Snater, Robin Moore, and Mark Schultz. Not pictured: Clara Sanders Marcus and George Boody. (LSP Photo)
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Soaking Up a
Valuable Resource

uring a Land Stewardship Project

field day in early May, LSP staffer
Liana Nichols and farmer Art Thicke dem-
onstrated (right photo) how long it takes
water to infiltrate the soil in one of the
pastures Thicke rotationally grazes on his
ridgetop farm near the Mississippi River in
southeastern Minnesota. Art, along with his
wife Jean, are in the process of passing their
organic dairy operation onto Melissa and
Chad Crowley.

During the field day, the hosts described
how they have been able to utilize man-
aged rotational grazing to build the kind of
soil organic matter that allows their land to
absorb even the most intense rainstorms,
drastically reducing runoff. During one
storm that dumped 15 inches of rain on the
farm in 24 hours, a pond at the bottom of a

steep slope did not overflow its dam, a sign and look at the river—I think people should building soil health has bolstered his farm’s
of the soil’s ability to manage precipitation. turn around and look at the farm.” resiliency, as well as its financial bottom

“The soil is just like a sponge when it In episode 50 of LSP’s Ear to the Ground line. For more information on LSP field
rains,” Art told the more than 90 tour par- podcast (www.landstewardshipproject.org/ days, see page 25.3 (LSP Photo)

ticipants. “When it rains, people get worried posts/podcast/228), Art talks about how

Dining for LSP

wo Minneapolis businesses hosted April events in support
of the Land Stewardship Project’s work.

On April 7, Du Nord Craft Spirits Cocktail Room in south
Minneapolis hosted an Eat for Equity dinner (fop photo) in
support of LSP’s racial equity work. The event featured locally
sourced food and drinks, and a performance by the Wailing
Loons. Eat for Equity (https://eatforequity.org) puts on commu-
nity feasts that emphasize food sourced from sustainable farms.

Members from LSP’s racial justice organizing cohorts were
on-hand to talk about how LSP is working to organize white
rural Midwesterners to lead with their values and educate their
community members about the legacy and impacts of structural
racism.

On April 22, Red Stag Supperclub in northeast Minneapolis
(bottom photo) hosted the 9" Annual Earth Day Breakfast for
LSP. During the breakfast, LSP staffers gave presentations on
LSP’s work to promote local food systems and help land-
owners learn how to set up leases that support their steward-
ship values.

Thanks to Eat for Equity, Du Nord and the Red Stag
for generously supporting LSP’s work. (3 (LSP Photos)

Stewardship Talk

he Land Stewardship Project’s award-winning Ear

to the Ground podcast features over 225 episodes
focused on everything from beginning farmer issues and
soil health, to policy and local food systems:
www.landstewardshipproject.org/posts/podcast. Ear
to the Ground is also available on Stitcher and iTunes. (1
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14" Annual Family Farm Breakfast

ver 260 citizens and lawmakers came together over locally produced food during the
Land Stewardship Project’s 14" Annual Family Farm Breakfast, held Feb. 26 at Christ
Lutheran Church across from the Minnesota Capitol in Saint Paul.

After the meal, LSP members and allies underwent lobby training and then fanned out
across the Capitol to talk with lawmakers about legislation related to support for farmers in
crisis, healthcare, sustainable agriculture research funding, local food initiatives, beginning
farmer tax incentives, and more. Later that day, LSP members testified before the House
Agriculture and Food Finance and Policy Division Committee in favor of a “farm-to-school”
bill. (3

=

As in the past, food for the Family Farm Breakfast was sourced from LSP members
who farm in Minnesota and Wisconsin. It was prepared by Marshall Paulsen, a chef at
Birchwood Cafe. (LSP Photo)

During the breakfast, members and allies discussed with lawmakers policy priorities
LSP worked on during the 2019 session of the Minnesota Legislature. For more on
LSP’s legislative work, see page 12. (LSP Photo)
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4 Ignoring a Problem Never

Works—Help is Available
Are you under a large amount of
stress related to farm finances, legal
issues, the weather, or a combination of
these factors? You are not alone and help
is available. The Land Stewardship Project
has developed a list of resources for farmers
seeking help with stress.
These resources are available on an Ear
to the Ground podcast page that features a
recording of legal, financial, and mental
health experts discussing what farmers can
do to reach out and deal with problems.
Check it out at www.landstewardship-

project.org/posts/podcast/1077.
\§ )

LAND |
STEWARDSHP|
PROJECT

“When you go over to the Capitol
today, you multiply by 20 the power of
each LSP staff member,” said Thom
Peterson, Minnesota’s Commissioner of
Agriculture, during remarks he made at
the Family Farm Breakfast. (LSP Photo)

/The Breakfast Food )

The food for the 14™ Annual Family
Farm Breakfast at the Capitol was
supplied by the following Land Steward-
ship Project members and supporters:

* Niman Ranch

e Pastures A Plenty

* True Cost Farm

e Earthrise Farm

e Hidden Stream Farm

* Shepherd Moon Farm

* Common Harvest Farm

e Urban Odors Gourmet Garlic

e Living Song Farm

¢ Organic Valley Cooperative

* Hoch Orchard & Gardens

* Birchwood Cafe

» Baker’s Field Flour & Bread

* Whole Grain Milling

* Peace Coffee

e Velasquez Family Coffee

The food was prepared by Marshall
\Paulsen of the Birchwood Cafe. )
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Policy & Organizing

MN Supreme Court Hears Frac Sand Case

By Johanna Rupprecht

organized people to use our power

to make sure our governments and
institutions best serve people and the land.
Nearly two-and-a-half years ago, the people
of Winona County won an historic victory
when the County Board of Commissioners
voted to pass a ban on any new frac sand
operations in the county’s jurisdiction. Our
Commissioners listened to the will of the

l n our democracy, it is up to us as

public and correctly took this bold action,

using the zoning abilities of local govern-

ment to protect the common good for both
the land and people.

But frac sand interests soon turned to the
courts in an attempt to undo this democratic
decision. So far, the ban has been resound-
ingly upheld both by the District Court in
2017 and by the Minnesota Court of Appeals
in 2018.

Most recently, Minnesota Sands LL.C
appealed to the Minnesota Supreme Court,

which heard oral arguments in the case on
April 10. This is the last appeal available to
Minnesota Sands. Because the ban would
never have happened without our grassroots
organizing campaign, the Land Stewardship
Project filed an amicus curiae (“friend of
the court”) brief to make sure the interests
of our Winona County members are fully
represented in this case. To read the brief,
see www.bit.ly/2V7e6jO.

A decision on the case is expected to be
handed down later this summer.

LSP organizer Johanna Rupprecht can be
reached at 507-523-3366 or jrupprecht@
landstewardshipproject.org. More on
LSP’s frac sand mining organizing work is
available at www.landstewardshipproject.
org under the Organizing for Change rab.

SE MN Factory Farm Proposals Go Down in Face of Public Opposition

pair of factory farms proposed to
Abe built in environmentally
sensitive parts of southeastern
Minnesota were stopped this winter.

Daley Farms Denied Variance

On Feb. 21, officials in southeastern Min-
nesota’s Winona County denied a request to
exceed the county’s animal unit cap by near-
ly four-fold. The county’s board of adjust-
ment found that the record clearly showed
the variance request being made by Daley
Farms did not meet the legal requirement for
a variance. For now, the decision has put an
end to a major expansion proposed by Daley
Farms, although the dairy has announced it
is suing the county in an attempt to overturn
the decision.

Daley Farms, already one of the larg-
est dairies in the state, wanted to add 3,000
cows to its operation near the town of Lew-
iston. This would have increased the number
of animal units at the operation to 5,968,
almost four times the Winona County animal
unit cap. The expanded mega-dairy would
have consumed 92 million gallons of the
area’s groundwater annually and produced
46 million gallons of manure and wastewa-
ter per year. In comparison, Lewiston (pop.
1,564) uses 33 million gallons of water per
year. The expanded operation would have
been near towns plagued with nitrate levels
nearing or above the maximum allowable
safe drinking water level of 10 milligrams
per liter.

At the Feb. 21 hearing, which lasted
for six hours, 40 people, including several
Land Stewardship Project members, testi-
fied. Concerns were brought up about water
quality and quantity, the long record of past
violations, the impact on small- and moder-

ate-sized farms, and more.

Winona County set a limit on how large
feedlots can be so that no one operation
would profit at the expense of the com-
munity’s air, water, and wellbeing. The
Winona County animal unit cap is generous
at 1,500 animal units—this is the equivalent
of 1,071 dairy cows, 5,000 hogs, and 1,500
beef cows. The overwhelming majority of
feedlots in Winona County and the state are
well below this cap. The cap readily allows
for a family farm-based system of livestock
agriculture in Winona County. LSP applauds
county officials for upholding a common-
sense animal unit cap, one that’s good for
the land and the people who live on it.

Catalpa Feedlot Plans Dropped

Plans to build a 4,980-head factory hog
farm in southeastern Minnesota’s envi-
ronmentally vulnerable karst region were
dropped in mid-February. Al Hein was
proposing to build the facility in Fillmore
County. The Catalpa Ag operation would
have been managed by lowa-based Waukon
Feed Ranch.

Karst geology is composed of porous
limestone that creates sinkholes and disap-
pearing springs. This geology can allow
surface pollution to enter groundwater in a
matter of hours. As a result, this part of the
state has long had problems with groundwa-
ter pollution.

As proposed, the Catalpa Ag factory farm
would have generated 7.3 million gallons of
liquid manure and used 8.8 million gallons
of the area’s groundwater annually. Local
residents, including several LSP members
and members of Responsible Agriculture in
Karst Country, were highly alarmed by the
proposal. During a comment period for Ca-

talpa’s environmental assessment worksheet,
771 comments were submitted, and 760 ex-
pressed concern about the project. More than
580 commenters called for a more stringent
environmental impact statement (EIS) to be
completed on the proposal. The Minnesota
Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) declined
to order an EIS, but in December it made

the rare decision to deny issuing a permit to
Catalpa Ag. Catalpa could have reapplied
for the permit, but the MPCA’s denial was a
major setback for the proposal. (1

For more information on LSP’s factory farm
organizing work, contact Barbara Sogn-
Frank at 612-722-6377 or bsognfrank@
landstewardshipproject.org. More
information is also available at www.
landstewardshipproject.org under the
Organizing for Change rab.

/Township Manual b

Protecting Your Township from Un-
wanted Development has been updated
by the Land Stewardship Project’s Policy
and Organizing Program. This booklet
provides guidance to townships on using
the Minnesota Interim Ordinance and other
tools in the state’s Municipal Planning law
to control where factory farms and other
major developments are located. It also
contains an extensive list of resources. The
2018 version includes information on frac
sand mining operations.

It can be downloaded at www.landstew-
ardshipproject.org. Paper copies are avail-
able by calling 612-722-6377 or e-mailing
bking@landstewardshipproject.org.
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Latest on the Legislature A
final summary of where the Land
Stewardship Project’s priorities

. stood at the conclusion of the legislative

2019 State Legislature session will be posted at www.landsteward-

. . shipproject.org. LSP will also have a link to

LSP Pushes for POllcy that SllppOl'tS Sustainable the summary in an upcoming issue of our

o oge e-letter, the LIVE-WIRE. See page 27 for
Ag ’ Famlly Farms & Rural Communltles details on subscribing to the LIVE-WIRE - )

N\

Policy & Organizing

s this Land Stewardship Letter went to press, the 2019 session of the Minnesota

Legislature was wrapping up. During the session, which convened in January, the Land
Stewardship Project and its allies worked hard to advance policy initiatives related to the
Forever Green research initiative, creating a statewide farm-to-school program, preserving
funding for the Health Care Access Fund, protecting local government control, bolstering
support for farmers in crisis, improving a beginning farmer tax incentive, and reactivating the
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency Citizens’ Board. LSP members testified before legislative
committees, met with lawmakers, made telephone calls, and spoke to the media. A summary of
how LSP’s initiatives fared will be included in the next Land Stewardship Letter.

Becca Carlson of Seeds Farm in North-
field, Minn., testified at the Capitol
in favor of a bill that would fund a
program for getting more local food
into school cafeterias. “The purchas-
ing power of our schools is immense,”
she said. “This bill is a win for our

Kayla Altendorf, a University of Minnesota doctoral student, spoke at the local bl}smesses, a win for our loca,!
economies, and a win for our schools.

Capitol this winter about the environmental, economic, and scientific benefits (LSP Photo)
a fully funded U of M Forever Green Initiative could produce. (LSP Photo)

e o o
“I know farmers will adapt and take on these crops if they = . / /

see the economic benefits of them. The U of M’s Forever
Green research can help prove that to farmers.”

— LSP member Carmen Fernholz
[ ] [ ] [ ]
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Farm Beginnings graduate Andrew Hanson-Pierre
of Clover Bee Farm in Shafer, Minn., testified at the
Capitol in support of legislation that would make the
Beginning Farmer Tax Credit available to beginning
farmers who have completed an approved farm
N b : business management course prior to applying for
During a lobby training session LSP held after the Family Farm Breakfast (see  the credit. When Andrew and Margo Hanson-Pierre
page 10), members and allies discussed strategies for discussing various issues  bought their land, they were ineligible for the credit
with lawmakers. Over 75 meetings with legislators were scheduled during the  because they had completed Farm Beginnings prior
LSP lobby day. (LSP Photo) to applying. (LSP Photo)
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In Major Victory, Legislature Continues Provider Tax
LSP & its Allies Pushed to Prevent the Sunsetting of Support for the Health Care Access Fund in 2019

By Johanna Rupprecht & Paul Sobocinski

Project and our allies, Minnesota

lawmakers have decided to continue
a major source of funding for healthcare
programs in the state. For over a quarter-
century, stable funding for public healthcare
programs and public health initiatives in
Minnesota has come from a small tax paid
by healthcare providers. However, unless
Minnesota legislators took action this year to
save it, the Health Care Access Fund would
have been eliminated by the end of Decem-
ber, creating a hole in the state budget of
roughly $700 million annually.

Just a day before the regular session of
the 2019 Legislature was set to adjourn, an
agreement was reached by Governor Tim
Walz, House Speaker Melissa Hortman,
and Senate Majority Leader Paul Gazelka
to continue the provider tax at 1.8 percent
without a sunset date.

This is a significant victory for Minneso-
tans enrolled in public healthcare programs.
Minnesota’s Health Care Access Fund is
used to fund public health programs and
healthcare for one million Minnesotans
enrolled in Medicaid and MinnesotaCare.
This money comes from a 2 percent tax paid
by healthcare providers, a formula which
has worked successfully since 1992, when it
was created with bipartisan leadership and
signed into law by Arne Carlson, who was
the Governor at the time. But as part of a
deal to end the 2011 state government shut-
down, Republican leadership of the Minne-
sota House and Senate struck an agreement
with then-Governor Mark Dayton to set a
December 2019 sunset date on the tax.

During the past few months, LSP
members and our allies testified at hear-
ings, spoke directly to lawmakers, were
interviewed by the media, and participated
in public actions at the Capitol. We also con-
ducted a major postcard campaign calling on
legislators to support the provider tax and to
undertake other concrete actions to bolster
quality, affordable healthcare in rural Min-
nesota. Less than a week prior to the budget
agreement, Senator Gazelka announced that
keeping the provider tax was completely off
the table for his Republican caucus. This
stance appeared to be based on a commit-
ment to an extreme anti-tax ideology, rather
than a focus on what is best for the people of
Minnesota.

Final details on healthcare and other
budget bills were to be completed during a

In a victory for the Land Stewardship

¥ health care

preserve the provider tax

LSP Healthcare Organizing Committee member Jennifer Jacquot-DeVries (right) told her
healthcare story to Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz and Lt. Gov. Peggy Flanagan at a Capitol
meeting this spring. LSP and allied organizations met with Walz and Flanagan to talk about
the importance of preserving the healthcare provider tax. Jacquot-DeVries, who lives in
Brainerd, Minn., is self-employed and enrolled in MinnesotaCare. She has a genetic kidney
disorder and will always need significant healthcare. (Photo by Ben Anderson)
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Dairy farmer James Kanne spoke at a Capitol press conference in February about the
3,200 petitions he and other LSP members collected from around Minnesota that called
on Governor Tim Walz’s administration to take concrete steps to address the rural
healthcare crisis. “During the petition drive, every person we visited had a story to tell,”
said Kanne. “We need a permanent solution, not a stopgap solution.” (LSP Photo)

special legislative session tentatively scheduled for late May. A final summary of where the
Land Stewardship Project’s priorities stood at the conclusion of the special session will be in
the next issue of the Land Stewardship Letter and linked in the LIVE-WIRE e-letter. See page
27 for details on subscribing to LIVE-WIRE. (1

For more information on LSP’s Affordable Healthcare for All work, contact LSP organizers
Johanna Rupprecht at 507-523-3366 or jrupprecht@landstewardshipproject.org; or Paul
Sobocinski at 507-430-1509 or sobopaul @landstewardshipproject.org.
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Renting It Out Right

A Hilltop View of the Land’s Potential

Mark Erickson’s Relationship with Landowners is Rooted in Healthy Soil

By Brian DeVore

hen considering significant
changes to the way one farms,
there’s nothing like a couple

acres of convincer, a template for the po-
tential offered up by tapping into the land’s
ability to build soil health in an economi-
cally viable manner utilizing livestock and
perennial plants. Mark Erickson points out
just such a personal proving ground on a
fall day while guiding an old Buick coupe
across a pasture in west-central Minnesota’s
Stevens County. Beyond a

leave it to Erickson and his family as to how
the land will be managed on a day-to-day
basis. But seeding crop fields to grass, erect-
ing fencing, laying down water lines and
pretty much abandoning a farming system
that dominates well over 90 percent of the
surrounding landscape is a bit different than,
say, deciding to buy a higher horsepower
tractor. It truly is going against the grain and
requires, at least philosophically, a long-term
investment in a different way of managing
the land.

For Erickson, it all started with the most
basic resource present on those rented acres:
soil. He talked to the landowners about how

of it is to children and grandchildren, and
how you can make a system that will fit
something other than just be all big farms,”
says Erickson. “Is there a value to that, is
there a value to returning the soil to the
organic matter standards it used to be?”

A Preference for Livestock

From the time he began farming on a
part-time basis in the 1970s, Mark Erickson
has always felt livestock out on the land-
scape played an important role in the vi-
ability of rural communities. For a time, he
worked at a feed mill and he would collect
sweepings from the plant to give to his small
herd of pigs. And as a feed salesman, his
customer base was made up of small- and
medium-sized pork, beef, and dairy produc-
ers who integrated crops, livestock, and pas-
ture into their diverse operations. Erickson
worked for a short time in a confinement
hog operation and that experience helped
sour him on livestock production systems

that rely on lots of inputs—

thin line of trees and next to
a neighbor’s cornfield is a
two-acre patch of grass. He
explains that fertility-wise,
it’s probably the best corn
ground on the 450 acres of
land he farms, but for years
he grappled mightily to get it
to reach its cropping poten-
tial. It was hard to get equip-
ment to that spot and the soil
is heavy, making it often too
wet to crop. Once it dried
up, it was full of ruts. Weeds
like cockleburs were a major
headache.

“And when I planted that
into grass, it went from the
worst spot on the farm, the
biggest headache, to the
best,” recalls Erickson.

By grazing beef cattle
on that two-acre patch, he
calculates it went from a
$300 suck on the farm’s finances, to a $500
benefit.

“When I first converted it, I’d come
and sit down in the grass there and remind
myself just how bad that used to be and how
productive it is now. That corner convinced
me about grass farming,” says the farmer as
he slowly heads for the road.

This and other experiences with grass
farming won Erickson over, but it turns out
he wasn’t the only one that needed convinc-
ing that this land’s future did not lie with
annual row-cropping. He rents all 450 acres
of what makes up Boss Ridge Ranch from
four different landowners. These landown-
ers, who are mostly in their 70s, pretty much

s
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when a certain farming practice improves
the world beneath our feet, everything fol-
lows, from improved resiliency of the land
to guaranteeing Erickson and his family
can remain economically viable enough to
steward those acres long into the future.
That meant not only convincing the land-
owners that their real estate is better suited
to a regenerative way of farming, but that
the benefits of building soil health are worth
waiting for, a tough sale when the immedi-
ate gratification of getting the highest cash
rent for corn and soybean ground is dangling
out there.

“I think it’s important to talk about what
the future of the land is, and what the value

2

L

On a day in late September, beef producer Mark Erickson moved cattle on land
he rents in west-central Minnesota. He tries to communicate to the landowners
the critical nature of building the long-term resilience of their land. “I think
it’s important to talk about what the future of the land is, and what the value
of it is to children and grandchildren,” he says. (LSP Photo)

energy and water, as well
as infrastructure such as
manure and feed handling
facilities—and take animals
off the land. Plus, while
growing up on a farm in
southwestern Minnesota,
he was exposed to pasture-
based beef production by a
neighbor.

But when he started rent-
ing land in Stevens County
in 1993, Erickson was most-
ly a crop farmer, raising
corn, soybeans, and wheat.
His main farm, 240 acres,
is owned by Delano and
Linda Meyer, and it’s where
Mark and his wife Deb live.
When Mark and Deb began
leasing from the Meyers,
they inherited three other
landlords Delano and Linda
had been renting from.

Crop farming on those acres was tough
from the beginning. The Ericksons were vir-
tually hailed out in 1994, and the heavy soils
were difficult to manage even in “normal”
years. This is a part of Minnesota where
prairie pothole wetlands had once predomi-
nated —a public waterfowl area adjoins the
land the Ericksons farm—and it’s difficult to
get good, consistent drainage.

“I planted this bottom, I dug it, I put fer-
tilizer on it, and then I sprayed it, and then it
rained,” recalls Erickson, recalling one typi-
cal growing season. “And when I combined
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the corn, the combine is going down the row
this way and all of a sudden the combine’s
going that way and I’'m stuck.”

Meanwhile, Erickson had kept his hand
in livestock and had built up a small beef
herd. He grazed pasture, cornstalks, and
government wildlife land, and in 1998
started marketing grass-fed beef. As machin-
ery wore out, weather conditions became
increasingly unpredictable, and crop prices
became too volatile to rely on for consistent
profitability, he became convinced that row-
cropping didn’t fit this farmland or his goals
for producing a long-term living on those
acres.

Erickson was also concerned about the
impact intensive row-cropping was having
on the soil’s health. Compaction and low
organic matter levels were leading to exces-
sive runoff and erosion, and low areas were
consistently flooded out while

Sharing a Vision

On a summer morning in 2009, members
of the four families that own the land the
Ericksons are farming gathered at the farm-
stead for a field day, cookout, and a little so-
cializing. As the landowners gathered, Mark
explained how he was going to need to make
some dramatic changes to stay in business.

Then they all climbed onto a hay rack
for a ride up to a hilltop that afforded a nice
view of the corn and soybean fields the
farmer was managing on the rented land.
Mark pointed out where the grazing pad-
docks could go, as well as the water lines
and walking paths for the cattle. He asked
the landowners to imagine what their land
would look like covered in grass 365-days-
a-year, a stark contrast to devoting those
acres to annual row crops for just a few
months each growing season. They then
headed back to the farmstead for a lunch of
beef that had been raised on the farm.

“I was trying to help them visualize

ing set-up, which would include water lines
out to the paddocks, and explained that the
Ericksons were responsible for managing
the infrastructure.

Mark also explained that the water lines
would be buried 20 inches deep, so if tillage
returned to the land, they would be below
the plow line. Also, the interior fencing
would consist of one strand of portable line,
so it could be easily removed (the farmer
moves the interior fencing constantly to
manage his grazing schedule anyway).

“So, it’s not something that would be
impossible to reverse,” says Mark.

The sales pitch worked.

“That was really helpful,” recalls Delano
Meyer. “Mark has been really helpful in
explaining things in ways that people could
understand. He’s good at laying out his vi-
sion.”

For the Meyers, seeing their farmland in
all grass was an attractive idea, both from an
environmental and economic point of view.

They started farming in 1972 on some

higher spots tended to be droughty
— all signs that the soil was in
need of some biological life.

As a result of workshops and
field days put on by the Land
Stewardship Project and the Sus-
tainable Farming Association of
Minnesota, Erickson became fasci-
nated by the role rotational grazing
can play in building the kind of
soil health that, for example, man-
ages water better while producing
quality forage.

By the late 2000s, the farmer
was convinced that his future in
agriculture did not lie with row-
cropping, and he developed a plan
to convert all of those rented acres
to rotationally grazed pasture.

In order to convert the land to
pasture and grazing paddocks,
the farmer needed to finance

the improvements with the help of cost-
share funds available through the USDA’s
Environmental Quality Incentives Program
(EQIP), which is administered by the Natu-
ral Resources Conservation Service. Under
an EQIP contract, the grass planting had to
stay in place at least five