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Grass Roots
for Conservation

We are already halfway through 2020 and it is still 
bringing us many new terms in our day-to-day 
operations: closed, curbside, drive-thru, 
unprecedented times, personal protec-
tion equipment, masks, and new nor-
mal. I was just getting to know all the 
acronyms and terms for all the USDA 
departments. Now I have to learn 
all these terms to make it through 
my day. Candidly, I’m not a fan, but 
I know it’s in our best interest. I see 
how it will look with the county fair 
being cancelled and it is still weird 
to me. I thank all the individuals who 
have poured so many hours into these 
decisions in these times that change, lit-
erally, every minute. I read through the State 
Fair closing and it mentions only two times in its 
existence that it has ever been cancelled, Civil War and 
World War II. To me this is significant, it makes those terms feel 
real and it makes you stop and think; What direction do we go? 
How much do we invest in this? Where do we go from here? 

The SWCD is creating a blended education program that 
still has a component of hands-on with a twist of virtual learn-
ing. In last month’s Grass Roots article, I spoke about head-
ing “Back to the Future”. The programs that were put in place 
decades ago are still being implemented today, and will 
continue to be installed. Recently we had the privilege of get-
ting some young people out in the creeks to look for macro-
invertebrates. For almost three hours those kids walked and 
scooped up the creek bottom to look at all the bugs. Jenna 
explained to them the importance of all those creepy crawlies 
they had found, and the importance they had in our water. 
The students recognized that we could tell how healthy our 
water was just by the bugs that were living in it. It was just the 
kids, a net and a bucket, not a phone, computer, chemicals, 
a laboratory, or a scientist. It was a couple of preschoolers, 
some elementary students, a middle school student, and a 

high school student. At the end of the day they all 
realized they didn’t have their phones with 

them. They just spent three hours wading in 
a creek picking bugs without any modern 

technology. They learned right then 
and there that the Little Elkhart River 
was pretty healthy, we walked up 
those paths at Bonneyville Mill and 
they all talked about how much fun 
they just had. It makes me proud to 
be a part of something that is so big, 
but yet can be so simple. We have 

learned how to over-complicate 
almost everything we do today and 

sometimes it’s nice to just walk bare-
foot in a creek with a net and a bucket and 

know we are moments away from knowing 
an answer, without Google. Now don’t get me 

wrong, modern technology is a must and we need all of 
it to help learn and achieve progress, but there is something 
to be said about just simple science. Of course it would be my 
luck the handle of the net would break, and then I would turn 
to the best invention, duct tape, to help fabricate my handle, 
thank your modern science. 

So by now you are asking yourself, Jim where are you go-
ing with all this? Well, we have a plan and it’s got some flex 
built into it but we know the direction we are going and it will 
still be simple. We have a generation coming up that looks to 
Google for a lot of answers, that’s fine, I do the same thing, 
but I also want to remember sometimes the net, bucket, and 
a shovel are just as important. Elkhart County is very blessed 
with all its differences of landscape, topography, scenery 
and water. Just for a moment stop, look around, and think 
how you can learn and educate others just by using your sur-
roundings, and hopefully not involving duct tape.

Enjoy the Outdoors,



 June 20 Last day to report Prevent Plant Corn

 June 30 2020 ARC/PLC Signup Deadline

 July 5 Last day to report Prevent Plant Soybeans

 July 15 Acreage Reporting Deadline

 August 28 Coronavirus Food Assistance Program 
(CFAP) Signup Deadline

The Coronavirus Food Assistance Program, or CFAP, provides 
vital financial assistance to producers of agricultural commodities 
who have suffered a five-percent-or-greater price decline or who 
had losses due to market supply chain disruptions due to COVID-19 
and face additional significant market costs. To learn more or to 
see if you qualify, give the office a call or visit farmers.gov/cfap.

USDA Service Centers are open for business by phone appoint-
ment only. Please contact the Elkhart County FSA and NRCS 
service center by phone (574) 533-4383 ext. 2 to schedule time  
for program services or with any questions.

Soon I will be sitting in another office serving an-
other county of farmers and landowners. On July 6th 
I will start a new position as NRCS District Conserva-
tionist in Vigo County in West Central Indiana. Tak-
ing this job will allow me to move into what was my 
grandparents’ house on the family farm. I will enjoy 
being closer to family and am looking forward being 
the next generation to live on the farm and carry out 
my family’s tradition of land stewardship. But, know 
that leaving Elkhart County is bittersweet.

I struggled to write this goodbye; I couldn’t figure 
out how I would sum up the last 7.5 years because 
there is so much I want to say. In the end, I decided 
the most important thing I wanted to tell you all as I 
leave this role and step into a new one is thank you. 
Thank you for allowing me to serve you as your Dis-
trict Conservationist. Thank you especially to the 
first farmers and landowners that took a chance on 
a me in the early years, while I was still muddling 
my way through learning how to run an office and 
administer contracts. Thank you to every customer I 
have assisted over the years for trusting me to step 
onto your land and help you improve it. Thank you 
for your patience as we navigated the ever-changing 
programs and rules together. Thank you for listen-
ing to me (even when you thought I might be crazy) 
and taking that leap of faith with me to go outside of 
your comfort zone sometimes. Thank you to the In-
diana Master Naturalists, Master Gardeners, and all 
my other students for being open to learning about 
soils and how to better care for them. And, most of 
all, thank you all for accepting and embracing me as 
a part of your community and the learning, laughter, 
dirt, and grace that has filled my life as your District 
Conservationist each and every day.

I think I have struggled so much with this goodbye 
because it really isn’t a goodbye at all. If you ever 
find yourselves in Terre Haute, stop by the USDA 
office and say hi. If you see me at a conference, be 
sure to give me an update on your projects and your 
farm! My door has always been and continues to be 
open. So, I won’t say goodbye, but see you later, 
and I hope we meet again soon.

Goodbye,Goodbye,
AmandaAmanda

Conversations G 
Conservation Cat

“Have you ever shoveled soil in your backyard and 
dug up a bunch of worms? Worms have a symbiotic 
relationship with soil, meaning that the soil and the 
worms benefit each other. Soil provides protection, 
habitat, and nutrients for the worms. On the other 
hand, worms help the soil by digging their way up and 
down the soil layers. This movement does two things. 

First, the worms create channels that allow water 
and air to pass through easily. Both of these things 
are important to soil structure and the channels make 
them more available for plants to absorbs through 
their roots. Speaking of roots, these channels also 
create an easy place for roots to grow. Secondly, when 
worms move up and down in the soil they are essential-
ly stirring things up. The worms go up to the surface 
and pull down decaying matter that then breaks down 
in the soil layers breaking down nutrients for uptake 
by plant roots. It is like baking a cake! You can’t just 
dump all the ingredients in a bowl and expect it to bake 
well; you have to stir it first.”

~ Conservation Cat ~

Upcoming Upcoming FSA DeadlinesFSA Deadlines



BLOGGING BMP'sBLOGGING BMP's

Welcome back to another edition of Blogging 
BMP’s! I hope everyone is settling in to their “new 
normal” as the pandemic continues to linger in the 
Elkhart County area. As hard as it is to believe, we 
have already reached June and the vast majority of 
the crops are in the field, homes are being finished, 
and businesses are still being constructed all over 
the county. A year ago, that was not the case as 
rain plagued the area well into June and everything 
seemed to be a month or two behind. I bring this 
up because of the situation that we are currently 
in. Strangely enough, in spite of the current restric-
tions on life, things keep moving forward and peo-
ple keep making things happen the best they can. 

In early March, the SWCD hosted a cover crop 
symposium that discussed, among other things, 
the weather. Now, before you stop reading be-
cause you think this is another plea to help fight 
climate change, please hear me out. The main con-
clusion that many climatologists and meteorolo-
gists are coming to is that weather events are go-
ing to become more frequent and more intense. In 
a nutshell, there is more water to pick up and more 
heat to fuel a storm. This leads to huge downpours 
in a short amount of time and, as you guessed it, 
flash flooding. This brings me to this month’s BMP, 
the SILT FENCE.

I see dozens of silt fence applications every week 
that are done incorrectly about 90% of the time. 
That does not mean that they are all installed incor-
rectly, they are just not maintained throughout the 
life of the project like they should be. We all know 
that the earth moves wherever the water takes it so 
sediment builds up quickly on a properly placed 
silt fence. When the sediment level covers 50% of 
the silt fence, it is time to remove the sediment. If 
there are any tears or deficiencies in the silt fence, 
it needs to be immediately replaced. Finally, when 
the drainage area has been stabilized, make sure 
to remove the silt fence and bring the disturbed 
area to grade.

There are many different factors in determin-
ing whether or not a silt fence is the proper way 
to prevent sediment from leaving a job site. For a 
detailed list please visit our website www.elkco-
swcd.org and click on the Rule 5 link. If you go to 
temporary and permanent site stabilization 
there will be a link to the IDEM stormwater manual 
which contains directives on all BMP’s including 
silt fence applications. If you would like to contact 
me with any questions, comments, or ideas for fu-
ture topics please send an email to tclark@elkhart-
county.com. Until next month, stay well and keep 
soil in its place!

A monthly Blog discussing the Best Management Practices (BMP's)  
that must be used to aid in erosion and sediment control.



Q: Why does my field that has been no-
tilled for the last 7 years have a 2" 
crust over the top? The soil is mel-
low and seems to drain, but still has 
a crust.

A:  Walden here,
  I do not know the cropping history 

or tillage used on this field, so I will ask 
questions that will give you some food 
for thought. First, was heavy fall tillage 
used for many years? This would have made life difficult for me and fellow night crawlers by leaving us very little food and destroying 
our burrows. The smaller, shallow dwelling wigglers fair some better, but still not well. Did you take worm counts at the time you started 
no-till?  Do you have ample worms now? (If you don’t know how to count your worms check out my articles in April and May’s editions 
of Grass Roots.) If worm counts were very low when you began no-tilling perhaps more years are needed to build numbers. 

  Some farmers also play fast and loose with the term no-till.  Are you using a vertical tillage tool? Even though they can be set for less 
disturbance, these tools are tillage, hence the name. A vertical tillage pass will collapse much of the surface root channels and worm 
burrows which form the pore space of your soil. Without adequate pore space, water cannot infiltrate and will cause a crust as the soil 
dries out. 

  Are you planting cover crops to provide ample soil cover?  Cereal rye and other grasses, buckwheat, and most clovers give dense 
surface roots to help loosen topsoil. Cover crops also provide armor for the soil against erosion. Surface cover provided by this armor is 
also needed for night crawlers like me to survive.

  Is the field used for continuous corn silage or soybeans? A single crop type with no rotation provides little diversity in food and cover 
for me and my other soil dwelling friends. Will a crop rotation fit your program?  Wheat added to corn and beans will give diversity. Or 
maybe several years of hay would be a fit.

  What is your fertilizer program?  Do you apply excess nitrogen to be sure to have enough? This practice can lower soil organic matter.  
Also, use care with fungicide application as they are non-selective and many beneficial fungi live in the soil with me.  For no-till, lime 
should be applied more often in lower amounts. If your soil magnesium is holding 50 ppm use only high cal lime. Depending on the 
make-up of your soil and clay content, gypsum can help to loosen the soil.  For your soil fertility program, the 4 R’s are a great guide: 
right source, right rate, right time and right place.

  Finally, rain in recent years has been plentiful in spring planting and fall harvests.  Are you on this field when wet and collapsing 
surface pore space resulting in top crusting? That is my opinion from below looking up and I’m sticking to it.

   Until next month,

  – Walden
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UPCOMING EVENTSUPCOMING EVENTS
 July 3 Independence Day Holiday Observed: 

The SWCD & NRCS Offices will be 
closed for the Independence Day Holiday

 July 9 LaGrange County Pasture Walk: 
5905 E 300 S, Wolcottville, IN 
1:00 pm – 3:00 pm • Topic: Rotational Grazing

 July 15 Crop Certification Deadline: See Farm 
Service Agency (FSA) with any questions…

 July 20 SWCD Board Meeting: 
5:30 PM, New SWCD Office, 
59358 County Road 7, Elkhart

 August 13 LaGrange County Pasture Walk: 
7530 S 075 W, Wolcottville, IN 
1:00 pm – 3:00 pm • Topic: Rotational Grazing

 August 17 SWCD Board Meeting: 
5:30 PM, New SWCD Office, 
59358 County Road 7, Elkhart

 September 7 Labor Day HolidaY: The SWCD Office will be 
closed for the Labor Day Holiday

 September 19 SWCD Board Meeting: 
5:30 PM, New SWCD Office, 
59358 County Road 7, Elkhart

 October 8 LaGrange County Pasture Walk: 
9165 W 200 S, Wolcottville, IN 
1:00 pm – 3:00 pm • Topic: Rotational Grazing


