
   Making the 180 degree turn-
around from conventional farming 
to organic farming can be driven by 
any number of reasons. None are 
bigger than the one that triggered 
Wisconsin dairyman Joe 
Wavrunek’s switch of not just his 
farming style, but his whole life-
style. 
   Two years ago, Joe Wavrunek 
discovered a fast growing mass on 
his neck. At first, doctors thought it 
was just a cyst. Further tests, how-
ever, led to the diagnosis that it was 
most likely an aggressive cancer. 
   Having been to “too many funer-
als” of those with cancer who’d 
opted for conventional treatment, 
Joe chose to pursue natural healing 
and, at the same time, rid his life-
style of the chemicals he believes 
threatened his own health, and his 
farm’s health. “The stuff God put 
on this Earth for us, we just have to 
be smart enough to use it,” he said 
of the natural diet he and his family 
(and his cattle) now eat. 
  For himself, Joe traveled to the 
Wellhouse Center near Madison, 
Wisconsin where he underwent a 
series of natural treatments, con-
verted to an organic diet plus natu-
ral supplements, and his tumor has 
stopped growing. 
   For his farm, Joe went organic. “I 
jumped in head first,” he recalls of 
the decision to change. 

---------- 
 
   Before life threw him a curve, Joe 
had spent his life as a conventional 
farmer. Farming is virtually the 

injected BST into his cows. The 
W’s 65 cow dairy in those days had 
a 29,000 lb. herd average, but he 
couldn’t keep the barn full. “I had a 

lot of DA’s and always 
needed a hoof trimmer.” 
   All the experts told him 
“You’ve got to get bigger 
and be more efficient,” Joe 
recalls. “You made more 
(money) but you spent 
more, too. They sell you 
what you need to fix what 

they screwed up.” 
   He recalls spraying and when the 
wind would change, the spray 

(Continued on page 6) 

Health crisis spurs switch to organic 
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only job he’s ever had, except for 
three dismal months right after high 
school when he worked in a factory. 
“I hated Monday mornings and the 
clock didn’t move on 
the wall,” he recalls. 
Joe quickly returned 
to farming, first with 
his brother, and then 
later he bought the 
family farm (land his 
great-grandfather pur-
chased in 1883). 
   Though his dad never sprayed, 
Joe started using chemical weed 
killers in 1981. He bought BT corn, 
used Round Up Ready seeds, and 
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    Wisconsin dairy farmer Joe Wavrunek turned a health crisis into positive 

changes on his farm. 
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Gary Zimmer’s Winter 2008 Letter  
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(Continued on page 3) 

	

�����	��	�	�

	

�
��	�

��
���	��	


��	����	�	�
��	

�����	���	����	

��
�	����	����
	

���	���
	
�	��
�

���
�
�	��	����	

�
�������	

�

��
��
�
��
��
��
�	



 

�+���	���"
��
���
��
�� � �����1���

�*���	���
�����	����	��������������������������������������2�

�3����	�)��������	���43� ����5�

�*
��������678����
�����3���� �������������������������./�

�����
��������������+9:&+(�������������������������������.;�

�<����	��
���
��+�9�����	�	��	�����������������������������.6�



��	��	�������	����������	��
����
�
����	���������	�
��	�=�	
�������	��
���*���	���
������	�����
��������
�������
���
�
��	�	���		�����	�
����������
�������
��������������	�
�
	
	�
���
���
	�	��
����������	�
���	�����������������!����	���	���
�	�����	����
��	

��������	�������
���������������
��	�����

���	��
�

����	��
		������������

���$	������	������	
��		��
�������
	���������	�����	����������
	�
�	��	��������������	��	��������
������������	
�����
	
	�����	�
	
��
>
�����������	
����	
�����	

����

���������	��
������������		�����
���	�����
���
���������
�����
����
��������������������������	�����
��	����������	��������������
��
	�
���	�����
	������	�������
����
�
������������������0��
��3������	���		����
��
�
��	���
������	����������	

�������	���
��
���������	������	����	������	����
��	������
�������	������
�����	�
�����
���������������������������
���
�������������
��������������	��
��������	������
�����
	�������
���*
��"
��	��
�����3���	
��
	���+���?�������
�	�����
	����	��
�"�������
������
���*	���	�����

��������@()�
A@�������	�������
(�����)�����	�B�
���	�������	��
����	����	������
���������������	��������	���	�
�	�
	��)�������������	��	�����	�
	�����	���������	�������
�����	�

(Continued from page 2) 

….Gary’s Winter Letter  
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   Healthy mineralized soils are the biological farmers’ goal— there are 

many methods and techniques to help you get there. 
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By Jerry Brunetti 
 
   Agri-Dynamics is a multi-faceted 
company involved with a myriad 
of product lines.   
   It began in 1979 when I was 
fully engaged in a service oriented 
business, catering to approximately 
50 clients who were predominantly 
dairy farmers.  The focus of the 
service was soil fertility using the 
newly embraced Albrecht model.  
Ruminant nutrition was involved 
as it was then practiced, with for-
age production oriented toward 
stored hay and haylage.  To fill the 
void of agronomic and nutritional 
products and to meet our clients’ 
needs, we offered kiln dust for cal-
cium, New Mexico humates, sea-
weed, fish emulsion and trace ele-
ments for foliar application.  Feed 
products were limited to micro-
packages of trace elements, vita-
mins, probiotics and kelp for 
blending with macro-elements like 
calcium, phospho-
rous and magne-
sium- either on the 
farm or at the feed 
mill. 
   A holistic farm 
approach was as-
sembled for those 
clients who were 
interested in re-
ducing costs, pre-
venting instead of 
treating problems, 
and desirous of 
avoiding and ulti-
mately eliminating 
toxic inputs.       
   Fortunately for 
Agri-Dynamics and its clients, I 
was mentored by agricultural mav-

ericks such as John Whittaker DVM 
of ACRES USA fame, Marshall 

McCullough of 
the University of 
Georgia and 
regular contribu-
tor to Hoards 
Dairyman, and 
world-wide ag-
ronomic consult-
ant, Don 
Schriefer.  
Whittaker 
opened the door 
to understanding 
issues like molds 
and mycotoxins, 
blood urea nitro-
gen and rumen 
acidosis.  ‘Mac’ 

McCullough was ahead of his time 
in emphasizing the critical need to 

feed ruminants a high forage diet.  
Don Schrieffer was a tillage afi-
cionado, whose mantra, “What 
are your yield limiting factors?” 
encouraged his students and cli-
ents to look at the entire picture of 
soil management, especially man-
aging air and crumb structure. 
   Naturally, clients who began 
managing their farms as organ-
isms also wanted to address their 
occasional livestock maladies 
without pharmaceutical drugs.  At 
that time, organic certification 
didn’t exist for meat and dairy.   
   There were only two economic 
incentives not to use drugs.  One 
was the loss of revenue associated 
with dumping milk or withhold-
ing meat animals from market. 
The other incentive was to avoid 
the stiff penalties associated with 
having shipped a positive (for 
antibiotics) load of milk or an 
animal with drug residues.   
   My prior experience as a man-
ager of a regional bulk tank unit 
for the National Farmers Organi-
zation with responsibility to over-
see quality control, including anti-
biotic residue concerns, led to my 
discovery that colostrum whey 
products could provide an alterna-
tive to the challenges of mastitis 
and calf scours.  This became the 
impetus for launching the distri-
bution of Biocel CBT which con-
tinues to be a strong foundation of 
our current and very diverse prod-
uct line.  The enthusiastic demand 
for recipes or formulas of botani-
cal infusions (decoctions) and 
whole crude herb formulas com-
plexed with other supportive in-
gredients (probiotics, enzymes 

(Continued on page 5) 
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   Jerry Brunetti is internationally 

recognized for his knowledge on 

natural products for animals and 

humans. 
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and nutritional ingredients) led to 
the Agri-Dynamics nutriceutical 
product line, which I now appropri-
ately refer to as ‘farmaceuticals.’ 
   In the mid 1980’s Agri-Dynamics 
started distributing a non-swelling, 
montmorrillonite clay called Dyna-
Min.  This unique product has been 
used in animal 
feeding since 
1947 and has 
been extensively 
researched by 
Texas A&M, 
U.C.- Davis, the 
US Dept. of Inte-
rior and private 
feeding trials.  
Dyna-min not 
only provides 
numerous trace 
elements but also 
has the ability to 
sequester toxins 
such as ammo-
nia, mold toxins 
and lactic acid.  Thus it’s a cost ef-
fective buffer, micro-nutrient 
source, digestive aid and ammonia 
scavenger.  Dyna-min is an impor-
tant component in Agri-Dynamic’s 
dry formulations and remains a 
popular trace mineral to add to fin-
ished feeds or to offer free choice. 
   Dry formulations utilizing the 
herbal constituents with synergistic 
ingredients were the initial formula-
tions along with the colostrum 
whey serum.   
   From there botanical aromatics or 
essential oils were developed for 
tandem use with other compatible 
liquids like herbal infusions or teas.  
Finally, a botanical pharmacy was 
retained that produced standardized, 

(Continued from page 4) 
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alcohol tinctures from wild crafted 
and organic botanicals for the hu-
man naturopathic healing profes-
sions.   
   Proprietary blends for specific 
livestock issues were formulated 
(e.g. immune support, respiratory 
support, reproductive support, etc). 
   Currently, the Agri-Dynamics line 

addresses nu-
triceutical sup-
port of all the 
major perform-
ance concerns 
facing livestock.  
It’s very encour-
aging to the Bio-
logical Farmer 
that these com-
plementary and 
supportive prod-
ucts are quite 
effective because 
sound soil and 
nutritional prac-
tices provide a 
solid foundation 

for a vigorous immune system 
which is quite responsive to our 
formulas.   For the conventional 
farmer, these products are often 
used  at times of transitional stress, 
such as calving.  They are also very 
supportive and compatible with or-
thodox medications.  For example, 
antibiotics, when they work, kill 
bacteria.  But, nutriceuticals can go 
a step further by supporting both 
the immune system as well as 
elimination organs.  This is vital to 
the recovery process.   
   Agri-Dynamics also recommends 
other generic, cost effective nu-
triceuticals to enhance the effective-
ness (synergy) of our formulas and 
to reduce recovery time.  We offer 

an unconditional guarantee on most 
of the products- no questions asked. 
   Complementary and supportive 
products have come of age due to a 
variety of factors. Organics’ popu-
larity is fueled not only by an in-
creasingly health conscious con-
sumer, but also by the bad news 
reported on drug residues and anti-
biotic resistance.  The high costs of 
livestock replacement is forcing all 
stockman, both organic and conven-
tional, to pay close attention to all 
of the nuances of a holistic ap-
proach as the ‘silver bullet’ mental-
ity of yesteryear continues to erode.   
   Ecological food production is 
truly a growth industry and those 
farmers who are entering the para-
digm shift in healthy food produc-
tion will need the appropriate tools- 
sound soil management, compre-
hensive nutrition and effective me-
dicinal products and modalities to 
address the occasional livestock 
health challenge.   
   Putting all these components to-
gether entails educating clients 
about ecological farming practices:  
comprehensive soil fertility, high 
forage, nutrient-dense rations and 
holistic livestock modalities that 
can address the occasional animal 
health challenge. 
 

x—————x 
 

   Midwestern Bio-Ag has a tested 

and proven line of animal health 

products that include Bio-Vet nutri-

tional supplements and DFMs. We 

are pleased to now offer a select 

group of Agri-Dynamics products 

as we expand our Animal Health 

Division in 2008.  

   Ask your Midwestern Bio-Ag con-

sultant for more information. 
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would blow back on him. He also 
used a pest control service, having 
the barn treated for flies, other in-
sects, and rodents. Today, knowing 
how easily chemicals are absorbed 
by the skin, he wonders about the 
chemicals that entered his body 
just by touching stantions, walls or 
milking equipment inside his barn. 
   With life giving him a wake up 
call, Joe abandoned the conven-
tional chemical practices and went 
in search of something different. 
Help with the transition, and sup-
port for his new goals, was hard to 
find. “One person said I was nuts, 
another said that (going organic) 
was the last straw before losing the 
farm.” But Joe ignored the naysay-
ers.  “I talked to anybody who had 
anything organic” and tried various 
products. 
   “I was look-
ing for some-
thing, but I did-
n’t know 
what,” until he 
discovered 
Midwestern 
Bio-Ag. 
   A friend told 
him about 
MBA and certi-
fied consultant 
Clem Gries-
bach, who was 
working with several farmers in 
Joe’s area east of Green Bay. “I set 
up a meeting with Clem and went 
on the MBA program,” Joe recalls.    
   Hearing Gary Zimmer speak at 
Clem’s winter meeting last year 
had sealed his decision. “I never 
heard a guy talk that fast, have hu-
mor involved, and make that much 
sense.” 

---------- 
   Joe doesn’t miss the old conven-
tional farming ways. For example, 

(Continued from page 1) 

his first concern is no longer herd 
average, but healthy, profitable 
cows are his goal. “Pushing the 
cows just doesn’t get you any 

place.” Today, one year away 
from organic certification, and 
using Midwestern Bio-Ag’s pro-
gram, “the cows are healthier,” 
Joe says happily. “Dr. Paul Det-
loff says correct soils and you’ll 
get the health in the cows. It’s 
starting to happen already.” 
   Today, the Wavrunek farm’s 
vet calls are just for routine 
health checks— his 
last herd check on 
19 head, 17 were 
bred, “most on first 
service.” He hasn’t 
used antibiotics for 

over a year, and the 
farm’s somatic cell 
count is 160,000. “I 
haven’t had a hoof 
trimmer since I don’t 
know when. When I 
was pushing the cows, I 
had heifers going out 
the door. I had empty stalls in the 
barn.” Now, “my goal is 15-20 
dairy replacements to sell in the 
fall.” 
   Cattle are fed a home grown diet 

of corn silage, haylage, barley and 
beans, with free choice mineral, 
Redmond salt and kelp.\ 
   His calves are “fat, and healthy 
and kicking around” he says, a 
change he noticed after switching 
off (antibiotic containing) con-
ventional milk replacers to feed-
ing whole milk over a year ago. 
“If I had a baby that was healthy, 
why would I feed it medication?” 
He asks.  His theory is that when 
“mothers are toxic, kids are born 
with toxins” whether they’re hu-
man, bovine or any other species. 
   Crops look good as well. He’s 
turned to cultivating and rotary 
hoeing his crops, twice each, and 
uses MBA fertilizers with miner-
als beyond N-P-K, as recom-
mended by his consultant. The 
goal, says Clem Griesbach, is to 
“put minerals in the soil so they 
go up in the plant and they’re in 
the cow.” 
    The red clay soil of the 
Wavrunek’s farm is high in nutri-
ent holding capacity, but poses 
challenges in dealing with high 
magnesium. One simple step Joe 
took was switching from standard 

barn lime (high in 
magnesium) to gyp-
sum. 
   Yields are good, and 
input expenses 
dropped without the 
high cost of chemicals. 
Joe grew 40 bushel 
beans this year and an 
abundant corn crop—
36 acres filling an 
18x70 silo and a 
10x200 ft bag, despite 
the summer’s dry 

weather. 
   He’s added small grains into his 
crop rotation, including winter 
barley, which he likes for both the 

(Continued on page 7) 
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   Joe is working to raise healthy 

calves from day one. 

���������	��

������������

���������	
�

��������������

��������
�����

���	
�����
�

��	�����������

�	�����



������� �����������	�
����
� ��	
����
� � ���
����

feed and the straw. 
   His soil, says Joe, has “a nice 
earthy smell” compared to that of 
his neighbors where the soil has 
“no smell, not good for cattle or 
people.” 
   Because of his focus on mineral-
izing his feeds, Joe wanted to be 
sure he wasn’t losing his own qual-
ity home grown feeds, so he 
bought his own grinder. 
   In the future, Joe and his wife 
Jean (who currently works part 

(Continued from page 6) 

By Bob Yanda 

President, Midwestern Bio-Ag of Iowa 

 
   Spring may seem like a long ways off, but before you 
know it, the time will be here to start gearing up for 
planting. This is the time of year when you start plan-
ning for your 2008 crops. I would like to discuss some 
ideas you should be considering as winter progresses. 
   The first and maybe the most important winter task is 
your own education and information gathering. If you 
are confused about soil tests, soil balance, fertilizer 
numbers and/or the importance of certain nutrients, this 

is a good time to 
do something 
about updating 
your knowledge. 
(Remember, 
confusion is the 
first step in the 
learning proc-
ess—so it’s okay 
to be confused!) 

   To clear the confusion, you can start by contacting 
your MBA consultant and scheduling a time to review 
your soil tests and ask your questions. Even before you 
do that, however, you might want to consider some 
reading. I suggest two books: The Biological Farmer 

by Gary Zimmer and Agriculture in Transition by Don 
Schriefer. Both of these books are easy reading and 
provide sound, practical information. 
   You should also consider attending one of MBA’s 

winter educational meetings. Gary does the majority, 
and I also do a few. The information that Gary and I 
present is helpful, but sometimes it is really important 
to attend just for the opportunity to visit with other 
farmers who have been farming biologically or organi-
cally. Most of the farmers are very willing to share 
their successes, and even talk about a few things that 
didn’t work out so well. What you learn from them 
may be just as important and helpful to your operation 
as the information that is presented by the speaker. 
   Other issues to be 
considering during 
these winter months 
are crop rotations, 
cover crops, soil 
corrections, manure 
applications, fertil-
izers, nitrogen, feed 
quality, tillage, 
weed control, planters, and seed varieties. Each one of 
these items is extremely important and the performance 
of one is directly related to all of the others. Remember, 
yield gains and quality feed are the results of a bal-
anced systems approach. 
   To understand the system and put a successful plan 
together that fits your farm, you need information and 
ideas.  
    I hope to see you at one of the winter meetings, to 
share some ideas, and to share the fun of biological 
farming. 
   Good luck with your planning! 
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time at a restaurant as a baker) 
would like to open an organic res-
taurant featuring products from 
their farm. In addition to the dairy 
operation, they’ve purchased two 
beef heifers as a start to a cow-calf 
operation, and raise all their bull 
calves. Their vision is to build the 
restaurant beside the farm, where 
customers can watch the dairy herd 
graze, and see for themselves ex-
actly where their food came from. 
   A few years ago, Joe couldn’t 
imagine going organic, and now, 

he’s a passionate advocate who 
lives what he believes. He’s feel-
ing good, filled with energy, and is 
optimistic and enthusiastic about 
changing his farming style.  
   “It’s a good time to be going or-
ganic, because the consumer 
(interest) is so strong,” says Joe. 
“It’s amazing the people that are 
wanting to know about organic.” 
    Still, he believes you don’t do 
organic for the money. “You’ve 
got to do it for your health and the 
health of everybody else.” �

��������
���
���
� ����
��
����	����������
���
���
� ����
��
����	����������
���
���
� ����
��
����	����������
���
���
� ����
��
����	��







������� �����������	�
����
� ��	
����
� � ���
����

by Leilani Zimmer-Durand 

MBA Plant and Soils Research 
 

   The biological farmer knows the 
importance of carefully managing 
nitrogen inputs. Over-application 
of nitrogen is recognized as a ma-
jor problem due N to runoff into 
waterways and leaching of nitrates 
into groundwater. A new study 
highlights another reason not to 
over-apply nitrogen to crops: loss 
of soil organic matter1. 

N and Carbon 

   Since the 1950’s, farmers have 
been told that applications of syn-
thetic nitrogen would help produce 
both larger yields and build soil 
organic matter. The theory is that 
applied N builds organic matter by 
decreasing the carbon to nitrogen 
ratio of crop residues, thus speed-
ing breakdown into organic matter.    
   Here’s how it was believed to 
work: as plants get older they be-
come higher in carbon, while 
younger plants have less carbon 
relative to nitrogen. Corn stalks 
have a C:N ratio of about 60:1, 
while young clover plants have a 
C:N ratio of about 13:1. For plant 
material to be converted into or-
ganic matter, it needs to be di-
gested by microorganisms. Micro-
organisms need N 
for growth and 
reproduction, so to 
digest materials 
with a high C:N 
ratio, they take the 
extra N they need 
from the surround-
ing soil.  This tem-
porarily lowers 
soil nitrate and 
ammonium levels, 
tying up plant ac-
cessible soil nitrogen. Adding syn-
thetic N to crop residues should 
provide enough nitrogen to the soil 

microorganisms to prevent N tie up 
and speed breakdown of residues 
into organic matter.  Over time, this 
should result in increased organic 

matter if crop residues 
are left on the field 
and preferably shal-
lowly incorporated.   
   The University of 
Illinois study, how-
ever, shows it hasn’t 
happened that way. 
The U of I’s Morrow 
Plots, established in 
1876 to study crop 
rotation, have been 
kept in corn-oats-

soybean, corn-oats-hay and continu-
ous corn ever since. Until 1955 the 
only soil amendments used on them  
were manure, limestone, rock phos-

phate or steamed bonemeal.  
   Beginning in 1955, synthetic N, P, 
and K were added in varying 
amounts to sub-plots in each rota-
tion, along with an unfertilized con-
trol. Additionally, all crop residues 
were incorporated into the soil.     
   By comparing organic carbon lev-
els in 1955 to those in 2005, the 
researchers found that organic car-
bon levels decreased in all of the 
plots, with the greatest loss occur-
ring in the subsoil of plots receiving 
the highest levels of NPK.  
   Concluded researcher Richard 
Mulvaney, “Under modern high-
yield cropping systems, we are liter-
ally burning up our soils through the 
over-application of nitrogen2.” 
    By applying too much nitrogen, 
organic matter becomes oxidized, 
and organic matter carbon is re-
leased as CO2 into the atmosphere.   
   Anhydrous ammonia is one of the 
worst culprits, given its high con-
centration of N (82%). In the anhy-
drous application zone you get an 
overdose of nitrogen, and research 
has shown that after application soil 
pH goes up substantially3.  The ex-
cess N over-stimulates soil bacteria, 
causing them to consume too much 
soil carbon, much of which is lost 
into the atmosphere as CO2 . 

So what can you do? 

   This isn’t a problem without a 
good solution. You don’t have to 
sacrifice high corn yields in order to 
protect soil organic matter. As the 
University of Illinois researchers 
concluded, “Fertilization beyond 
crop N requirements could be re-
duced substantially by a shift from 
yield- to soil-based N management, 
ideally implemented on a site-
specific basis1.”  
   So, how do you shift to soil-based 
N management? As a biological 
farmer, chances are you don’t fol-

(Continued on page 9) 
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low the standard yield-based rec-
ommendation of 1 lb/acre of ap-
plied N per bushel of corn. You 
know that there’s more to farming 
than just ‘inputs-exports.’ There’s 
a whole system in place, and un-
derstanding the ability of your soils 
to produce plant-available nitrogen  
is part of that system.  
   All soils have the ability to min-
eralize nitrogen, or convert nitro-
gen into a plant-available form.  
What complicates this is that soils 
mineralize N at different rates. Soil 
tests are now available that esti-
mate soil mineralization potential, 
most notably the Illinois Soil Ni-
trogen Test. But it’s also possible 
to optimize N inputs through man-
agement practices, and by doing 
your own on-farm research. 
  Cover cropping is one way of 
reducing synthetic N inputs. Grow-
ing legume cover crops 
increases atmospheric 
N fixation, essentially 
harvesting N for free.  
You could also plant 
rye in the fall or oats in 
early spring and turn 
the crop down while the 
plants are still young. 
This way you’re incor-
porating into the soil a 
young plant with a low 
C:N ratio, feeding soil 
bacteria. The bacteria in turn pro-
duce ammonium, another source of 
free nitrogen. 
   Nitrogen moves quickly through  
soils, so unlike other minerals you 
can’t build up a reserve of N by 
applying more. It’s best to band 
nitrogen right in the row to both 
decrease the amount of N applied 
and maximize its efficiency.  By 
applying the nitrogen right where 
it’s needed, a lot less is wasted.   
      Timing of nitrogen is critical. 
Putting the nitrogen on later when 

(Continued from page 8) the growing corn plants are able to 
absorb the carbon dioxide im-
proves corn yield and reduces N 
loss. 
   But how can 
you be sure 
you’re optimizing 
your N inputs?  
The best way to 
answer this ques-
tion is to do some 
research on your 
own farm. Take a 
few acres, or part 
of a field, and 
apply 15, 20 or 25 percent less ni-
trogen. Then, compare yields— if 
they stay high on the reduced N 
plots, you know you can cut back 
across the whole field without sac-
rificing yield.  
   Many biological farmers add 
carbon, in the form of molasses or 
plant charcoal, to nitrogen fertiliz-

ers. Studies have shown 
natural carbon sources ab-
sorb nitrogen, reducing N 
loss through volatilization 
and leaching. 
   Applying nitrogen inhibi-
tors is another way of reduc-
ing N loss, but there are 
trade-offs with this method. 
Most nitrogen inhibitors 
work by suppressing bacte-
rial activity, which obviously 
isn’t a good idea for biologi-

cal farmers.   
   Yet another way to reduce N in-
puts is to use a slow release nitro-
gen product. This spring, Midwest-
ern Bio-Ag is offering ESN, a 
coated nitrogen product that re-
leases N at a controlled rate across 
the growing season. Ask your con-
sultant for more details about ESN. 
   Using management practices 
utilized by organic farmers is an-
other way you can reduce synthetic 
N inputs on your farm. Organic 
farming is a system proven to in-
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crease soil organic matter. It is at 
the opposite end of the spectrum 
from applying yield-based syn-
thetic N inputs. Instead, organic 

farmers rely on legumes, 
cover crops and manure 
for nitrogen, as synthetic 
N sources cannot be 
used under the USDA 
organic rules.   
   Two recent studies 
show farming organi-
cally increases soil or-
ganic matter over time. 
A 23-year study at the 

Rodale Institute showed organic 
grain production systems raised 
soil carbon 15 to 28%, while con-
ventional systems showed no sig-
nificant increases4.  A USDA study 
comparing organic farming to con-
ventional no-till found that the or-
ganic system built up organic mat-
ter better than no-till, and yielded 
18% more corn5.  
   In the end, the best measure of 
healthy balanced soils is being able 
to apply a low rate of nitrogen 
while growing a great crop that 
shows no nitrogen deficiencies. 

————————————————— 
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   1. Khan, S.A., R.L. Mulvaney, T.R. 
Ellsworth and C.W. Boast.  2007.  The 
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fertilizer myth’ in The Country Today, 
Nov 14, 2007.  
   3. Bouman, O.T., Curtin, D., Camp-
bell, C.A., Biederbeck, V.O., 
Ukrainetz, H.  1995.  Soil acidification 
from long-term use of anhydrous am-
monia and urea. Soil Science Society 
of America Journal 59:1488-1494. 
   4. Hepperly, P. 2003.  Organic farm-
ing sequesters atmospheric carbon and 
nutrients in soils. www.newfarm.org 
   5. Teasdale, J. 2002.  Organic builds 
soil better than no-till. 
www.ars.usda.gov   
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By Gary Zimmer 
 
   Our summer intern, fresh from 
her third year in a local ag school, 
asked with surprise, ‘Why would 
you use 38 inch rows when you 
could increase your yield if you 
went to 22 inch rows?  And isn’t it 
late to be planting corn now?  Why 
don’t you plant in April?’ 
 

The Conventional System 
   Here is her take on what she 
learned about planting corn while 
growing up on a conventional 
dairy farm and attending ag 
school : 
   The push in corn production is 
increased plant populations, nar-
rower rows, and earlier planting 
times. The idea is to get the corn in 
as soon as possible with the fewest 
trips across the field.   
   As soon as the ground can be 
worked, get in the field, hit it with 

the tillage tool of choice (or no till) 
and then plant.   
   Varieties are triple stacked with a 
range of insecticides and fungicides, 
driving seed costs up to $200 a bag 
and more.  With all of the genetic 
modifications done to seed, it can 
lay dormant in 
the ground for 
a week or 
more without 
the fear of it 
rotting.   
   Push the 
limits on plant 
populations, 
row width, and time of planting.  As 
a rule of thumb the universities fig-
ure you can average about a bushel 
more per acre for each 1” narrowed.  
Thus, in theory, going from 38” 
rows to 18” rows you should gain 
20 bushels per acre.   
   Population counts can go upwards 

of 36,000 for some fields depend-
ing on row width and soil type.  
   Planting in April is the goal of 
most producers, the sooner the 
better as long as the soil is 
warmed up.  They are hoping to 
gain an advantage in yield by ob-

taining more GDD’s 
(Growing Degree 
Days).  
   The conventional 
farmer plays a num-
bers game when fig-
uring his nitrogen 
needs.  
   He starts by giving 

N credits for those previous crops 
that are allowed credits. Let’s say 
it’s a corn-beans rotation on me-
dium textured soil. His yield goal 
on next year’s corn is 180 bushels 
per acre and the rule of thumb is 
that 1 pound of N is needed per 
bushel grown. He gets 40 N cred-
its for last year’s soybeans, or 180  
minus 40 equals 140. Dairy ma-
nure was applied at 6 tons/acre 
solid and provides 18 N credits (6 
ton times 3 N credits/ton) leaving 
140 minus 18 or122 N units short. 
Conventional farmers will have to 
buy these remaining credits in 
commercial fertilizer.   
   A starter such as liquid 28 
might be used for as much as one-
third of the total needed. The rest 
needs to be either top or side 
dressed, or knifed in. 
 

The Biological System 
   I’m sure our intern assumed I 
was either a backward old-style 
farmer, or that my corn-growing 
system was due to some weird 
rules of organic farming. 
   Management is not following a 
formula, it’s finding what’s best 
for your unique situation. Green 

(Continued on page 11) 
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   Corn waiting to be cultivated for the first time at Otter Creek Organic 
Farms, photo taken June 2007 
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