DANGER DOWNSTREAM CAN A RIVER BE SAVED?

Dan Jenniges, who raises cattle in Pope County, uses grazing methods that help the Chippewa River and his bottom line.

BUILDING A MODEL
TO PROTECT RIVERS
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TERRACE, MINN. -
Truth be told, Dan
Jenniges doesn't think
much about whether
his farm helps or hurts
the Chippewa River,
which curls slowly around his fields
here in Pope County.

Nevertheless, s he stood onarise
amid a group of taciturn neighbors
onahot day in July, he was a shining
example on a grassy hill of a farmer

water — and making money to boot.
Telling the group how he manages
grazing, he said it comes down to one
of the oldest equations in agriculture:
cattle and grass.

“Itis nice,” he said, “to finally admit
thatgrassisanatural resource in Min-
nesota.”

Jenniges is participating in a decep-

Jenniges is testing hairy vetch, among
cover crops that can hold soil in place.

“Because the pressure
is on, something
has to change.”

‘TenPercent Project. Theidea, launched
five years ago by local leaders and con-
servationgroups,istohelp farmers grow
‘moregrass, trees, alfalfa, oats, wheatand
the like — all of which are much kinder
towater thanchemically intensive crops
like corn and soybeans.

Raising the amount of land planted
in such perennials by just 10 percent-
age points — from 24 percent to 34
percent of the Chippewa watershed’s
1.3 million acres — would be enough
to tip the river from polluted to clean.

Some 25 landowners now parti
pate, and if they can prove its prem-
ise — that a farmer can make money
without polluting the Chippewa — they
could be amodel for protecting threat-
ened rivers all across the Midwest.

But progress has been excruciat-
ingly slow — a sign of how hard it is
to change farmers’ thinking and to

ernMinnesotaknown s the Chippewa

DIVERSION HALTED.

Kylene Olson, of
the Chippewa River Watershed Project

thwart
See CHIPPEWA on AG>

: State denies permit for $2.1 billion flood diversion for Red River at Fargo. B1
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DANGER DOWNSTREAM THE CHIPPEWA RIVER

Dan Jenniges uses rotational grazing, in which livestock graze and fertilize his fields — saving him hefty costs for chemicals and commercial feed — and then sells the cattle to pay the bills.

‘SOMETHING HAS TO CHANGFE’

< CHIPPEWA from Al
decisions. After five years in
which high commodity prices
drove most Mi

— sufficed to keep waterin the
adjacent tributary clean rather
than polluted. And despite the

to plant more corn, the Chip-
pewa watershed has gained
about13,000acres of grass and
other perennials.

Or about 10 percent of the
10 percent.

“We've been fighting
against some huge tides,” said
Robin Moore, project coordi-
nator for the Minnesota Land

of farming, about
24 percent of the basin was
already protected by perenni-
als.Inshort, it wasalmost there.

“And that's how it got
started,” he said of the Ten
Percent Project.

But Moore and other advo-
cates are not just talking about
water quality. They envision a
different way to farm— one that

oneofthe
lead conservation groups. “All
that money people were mak-
ing from high [priced] beans
and corn. That was hard”
till kitchen tableby kitchen
table, farmers are joining the
conversation. “It’s encourag-
ing that we have people will-
ing to go outside the box,”
said Kylene Olson, executive
directorofthe ChippewaRiver
‘Watershed Project.

variety
ofcrops, andbottom-lineresults
rather than the sheer volume of
bushels produced per acre.

“A smaller diversified farm
can be more profitable than
corn and beans,” Moore said.

‘Happy cows
Jenniges is a case in point.
On a steamy morning in

July, he drove his pickup truck

down a curvy road northeast

, shesaid, onl
four farmers in the watershed
routinely planted cover crops
— like oats and radishes —
which protect soil from the
winter winds that turn snow
intoblack “snirt” and stop con-
taminated runoffin the spring,
she said. That number has

i herestimate.

of ideo, through an
unlocked gate, and bumped
across a pasture outlined with
white plastic fence posts and
steel tension wire.

He knew his cattle were
down by the river under the
trees, and sure enough, they
came thundering through the

hi

“Because the pressure is
on,” she said. ing has

horn and bellowed for them.

to change.”

Anintriguing pattern

The Chippewa is a small,
emerald greenriver that starts
southofFergus Falls and mean-
ders peacefully for 153 miles
through its rural watershed
before merging with the Min-

Lowing they
surged through agate, rounded
the corner and headed into the
next pasture. They knew what
was waiting: tall, green grass
that hadn’t been touched for
atleast two months.

Jenniges uses a technique
called rotational grazing —
‘moving his cattle every five

nesota River in
Ttsal

pastureto

ied rivers in the state, which
‘meansthat conservationist have
aclear picture of how rural land
use drives pollution in rivers.
Alongthe east branch of the
Chippewa, which flowsthrough
hilly land more given to pas-
tures, the water is pretty clean,
accordingto one state analysis.
But the rest of the watershed
has more land devoted to row
crops, and the water shows it.
Onecreekthat flows throughan
areaofrichsoilsand flat terrain
— ideal for row crops — is the
source for most of the nitrates
and phosphorus that the Chip-
pewadeliversto the Minnesota.
But the state’s research
turned up an intriguing pat-
tern: Wherever a third of the
land was covered by grasses
or other perennials, the lakes
and streams were significantly

in each to rest and recover. By
the time he brings them back
to the first pasture, it's had 60
t0 80 days to regrow.

It’s good for the grass, the
butterflies, the birds and the
water. But most importantly,
it's good for his bottom line.

“I don’t get too excited
about saying it's all for water
quality,” he said.

‘While most of his rolling
land is planted in grass, Jen-
niges also grows some corn,
oats, hay, alfalfa, and a variety
of other crops that he feeds to
his animals.

“Everything I raise I put
through livestock,” he said.

‘What he gets out the other
end is fertilizer for his fields.
‘Which makes him, he jokes,
mostly a manure farmer.

healthier. Th
farless soil was dischargedinto
the water by rain and spring
snowmelt, said George Boody,

ive director of the Land

It' a highly efficient cycle
that tak ds

rather than fighting it: Using

livestock to fertilize his fields

saves him hefty input costs for
hemicals and i

Stewardship Project. The dirt
that flows from bare fields into
streams and creeks is the vehi-
cle that carries pollutants and
makes the water cloudy enough
tokill plants and fish.
Infact, said Boody, 34 percent
ofalmost any kind of land cover
ke

— trees, gr:

feed, and selling the cattle for
slaughter pays his bills.

But not everyone wants to
farm that way.

“I don't have the gene for
raising cattle,” said Keith Poier,
whofarms1,200acresjustsouth

flat-

soybeans and sugar beets, and
he's experimenting with cover
crops onal5-acre cornfield.

‘The results have not been
stellar.

“The cover crop was wheat,
and the price of wheat is not
conducive o profit,” Poiersaid.
‘The wheat improves the qual-
ity of soil and holds it in place,
heacknowledged. “Butit’shard
to puta number on that”

There’s no question that
planting more perennial
grasses and cover crops
improves water quality, but
that’s not enough to persuade
farmers who are committed
to raising corn and soybeans,
said Shawn Schottler, a scien-
tist at the St. Croix Watershed
Research Station.

For farmers like Jenniges,
it's the livestock that makes it
work, Schottler said.

“If we want more cover
crops, we need to find ways to
‘make them profitable,” he said.

Surprising arithmetic

At the University of Minne-
sota’s Forever Green project,
cropscientists aretrying todo
just that.

Researchersare experiment-
ing with new strains like inter-
‘mediate wheat grass and field

n oilseed that can

GOOD FOR THE SOIL: AtaLand Stewardship event in Pope County,
at top, farmers learned techniques for improving soil and thereby
water. Above, Jenniges’ cattle operation has become a model, even
though “Idon’t get too excited about saying it’s all for water quality.”
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The Chippewa River flows south from its
headwaters in Otter Tail County, draining a largely
agricultural watershed of 1.3 million acres. By the
time in joins the Minnesota River at Montevideo,
it carries heavy loads of phosphorus, nitrogen and
sediment. But a coalition of istsand

About this series
Danger Downstream
examines the way
dramatic changes to
Minnesota’s landscape
are jeopardizing water
quality.

Part 1: Deforestation,
irrigation and urban
development pose grow-
ingthreats to the water-
shed of the Upper Missis-
sippi,and Minnesota is
inaraceto protectit.
Part 2: Pollution is rising
in the Red River, but the
price is paid far down-
stream with massive
and sometimes toxic
algae blooms in Lake
Winnipeg.

Part 3: In western Min-
nesota, an ambitious
but simple experiment
on the Chippewa River
shows what it would
taketo save ariver
before it too late.

farmers say that adding just 10 percentage points
er

of enniges,

oatsor cover crops likeradishes

the horizon. Poier grows corn,

andof
could make the river healthy again.
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be used for biofuels. Schottler
said some grasses can replace
coalinpower plants,and wheat
grass seeds can be fed to hogs.

Meanwhile, Byron Braaten
is thinking about crops he can
Zrow now.

Last spring, Moore of the
Land Stewardship Project
spent an afternoon at Braat-
en’s kitchen table not far from
the Chippewa River. Work-
ing with Braaten’s son-in-law,
Peder Gerde, they ran the fam-
ily’s cattle and row-crop opera-
tion through a new computer
program designed by the Land
Stewardship Project. It calcu-
lates profits from combina-
tions of six different crop rota-
tions, weighing crops for feed
against corn and soybeans.

The point, said Moore, is
that corn and soybeans, the
combination that dominates
Minnesotaagriculture, are not
the only way to make money.

Braatenand Gerdescratched
theirheads over the cost of pro-
ducing row crops. Seed costs?
Gas for the tractor? Fertilizer?
Haulingand trucking? Rent for
farmland? It all goes in the cal-
culator and it all adds up.

“You should add some
for headache,” said his wife,
Joanne Braaten.

Finally, theanswer emerged.
After six years, they could
save so much money by add-
ing three years of alfalfa that
they would net twice as much
money per acre compared

with planting corn.
More onli ‘The two farmers looked at
v Explore the Mississippi each and laughed.

River andthe “Well, hey,” said Gerde.
threats it faces through “Let’s grow more corn!”
interactive graphics,
video and photos at Josephine Marcotty +612-673-7394
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