Midwestern Bio-Ag

Breaking the Barrier:

Going biological helped Minnesota farmer Raise the Bar
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Gary Zimmer’s Fall 2007 Letter
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2007 Acres U.S.A. Conference

Thursday-Saturday, Dec. 6-8, 2007
Louisville Marriott Downtown, Louisville, Kentucky

Keynote Speakers: Sally Fallon, John Ikerd, Wendell Berry

Biological Farming 101 — Integrating Tools & Methods into a
Working Farm Plan: Fri 2-5
Gary Zimmer

Converting Cropland to a Grass-Based Finishing Farm: Fri 3-4 p.m.
Karl Dallefeld

The Raison d'Etre of Plant Secondary Metabolytes — Understanding the
Cascade Effect of These Nutrients

Jerry Brunetti

What You Need to Do to Protect Your Organic Premium
Bill Wolf

Developing a Holistic Farm System to Prevent Soil-Borne Disease
Advanced Cover Cropping — Fine Tuning your System
Bob Shaffer

Enhancing the Organic Veterinary Tools' Performance by Balancing the
Soil & High-Forage Diets
Paul Dettloff, D.v.m.




By Leilani Zimmer-Durand
Plant & Soils Research

that each of the methods has its
pros and cons. It really all de-
pends on your goals, your

Extension office, and discussions
with Bio-Ag consultants, there

This summer I was are three major suggested meth-

assigned the project of
soil sampling all of the
1200 acres Otter Creek
Organic Farm owns or
manages. | had very
little experience soil
sampling, so before
setting out into the
fields, I did some read-

ods of soil sampling.

There are many
variations on each, so
here is a quick sum-
mary of the general
methods:

Whole field sam-
pling: walk the ‘bulk
of the field” and pull

ing on the different
methods of taking soil samples.

Soil sampling methods
Based on publications from
lowa State University, Midwest
Labs, Dairyland Labs, the UW

Intern Britt Vondre worked with Leilani ! )
Durand pulling soil samples at Otter Creek Others. I quickly discovered
Organic Farm this summer..

15 to 20 soil cores.
Avoid sampling areas that
are different from the major-
ity of the field (i.e. low spots,
areas close to a road or
stream).

Grid-point sampling: divide each

field into 5-acre sections.
Overlay a grid on each 5-acre
section and pull a soil core

: from each ‘square’ on the
| grid. A GPS is used to mark
-, each sample spot.

- Management zone sampling:
- soil samples are taken within
© ‘management zones’ deline-
ated by the farmer. Manage-
ment zones are areas of dif-
= ferent soil or crop character-
istics within a field. For ex-
i ample, areas of higher and
lower yield within a field
-, would be sampled separately
to look for differences in fer-
tility in those areas.

Advantanges and
Disadvantages
| began this project with the
idea that there would be one
# s0il sampling technique that
would be better than the

budget, and the equipment you
have available.

At Otter Creek Organic Farm
(OCOF), whole field sampling
fit the farm’s goals well. The
goal of soil sampling this year
was to look at how soil fertility
had changed since the fields
were sampled two years ago,
and to find a soil corrective
that would work well for a
field, or preferably a group of
fields. Since the goal was to
get a “snapshot’ of soil fertility
on a per-field basis, walking
the field and collecting cores
was a relatively quick and defi-
nitely cost-effective way to
collect soil samples.

Since OCOF does not have
variable rate fertilizer applica-
tion equipment, doing grid
sampling would not have fit
the farm’s goals.

Grid sampling can pinpoint
areas of higher and lower fer-
tility within each field, and be-
cause each soil core is recorded
on a GPS, you can return to
nearly the identical spot next
time you soil sample. This is
very advantageous if you’re
using variable rate fertilizer
application equipment to im-
prove fertility at a very fine
scale within a field, or to avoid
over-application of crop fertil-
izers. However, grid sampling
costs more money both in sam-
pling and equipment costs, and
it takes more time to do the
sampling.

(Continued on page 5)
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Management zone sam-
pling is a very good way of
sampling if you have prob-
lem areas within your field
that you want to ‘check out.”
OCOF had an area of consis-
tently lower yield within one
field, and by doing manage-
ment zone sampling found
that area had a low pH, was
lower in Ca, and much
higher in iron than the rest of
the field. OCOF was then
able to apply soil correctives
to that one area of the field
to improve fertility.

What’s the best time of
year to sample?

According to the different
Extension agencies and soil
labs, you can sample at any time
of the year, as long as the ground
isn’t frozen. Your soil samples
will be slightly higher in P and K
in the spring, but other than that
it shouldn’t make any difference
to the soil chemistry (your pH,
P, K, Ca, S and other soil nutri-
ent levels). In my mind, this is
the interesting part. All of the
soil tests discussed above, what-
ever their pros and cons, are only
looking at your soil’s chemical
make up. But there is more to
the soil than just chemistry.

There’s a new type of soil test-
ing being done at Cornell Uni-
versity called a ‘Soil Health As-
sessment’. The soil health as-
sessment doesn’t just look at soil
chemistry, it also assesses the
physical structure and biology of
your soil. Because soil biology
changes throughout the growing

£ Ve

Be careful not to contaminate samples by
using metal buckets.

# assessment, and will write
&8 more about this after the test is
taken and the results come in.

And in conclusion...
8 Soil sampling is a very inex-
{ act science. One acre of farm-
{ land contains close to 2 million
& pounds of soil, so even if
you’re pulling 10 cores per
acre, you’re still looking at less
@l than 1% of the soil. And that
doesn’t even take into account
§ the small fraction of the sam-
% ple you send in that the soil
' laboratory actually utilizes in
i jts tests. But, as Gary Zimmer
W likes to say, ‘We’re not out
d here to make a perfect soil

test.’
Soil sampling is an important
tool that gives you a general

picture of where your soil is
now, and gives you direction on
what soil correctives to use to
improve your soil’s fertility.

~h P B

season, this soil test can only be
taken in the spring.

Raising the bar

This year’s theme at Midwest-
ern Bio-Ag’s Field Days was
‘Raising the Bar.” For me, rais-
ing the bar on soil sampling
means taking a broader view of
soil health and soil management e
practices. Using the Cornell Soil |
Health Assessment, in addition
to sending in soil cores for P, K,
Ca, etc. testing, a chunk of soil is A
sent in and soil structure, soil b
compaction, soil water holding
capacity, root health, and poten-
tially mineralizable N are all
measured. The soil is then given
a ‘health’ rating.

Next spring I’ll be comparing
a conventionally farmed soil to a
Midwestern Bio-Ag managed
soil using the Cornell soil health

Samples are mixed, then poured
into bags to be sent to the lab for
testing..
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Mark Eggimann is pleased with his corn yields.
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Mark Eggimann cultivating and sidedressing N on corn.
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Abundant soil life is found on the Eggiman farm.



