
The overall goal of the 
watershed project is to im-
prove water quality in the 

North Thompson River and 
Watershed. by preventing 

soil loss and sediment deliv-
ery to the river. 

 

The North Thompson Water 

Quality Project has funds 

available to help install Best 

Management Practices . 
 

BMP’s include: Terraces, 

Grade Stabilization Structures, 

Waterways, Water & Sediment 

Control Structures, Contour 

Buffer Strips & Filter Strips, 

Cover Crops & Converting to 

no-till 

 

 

“Out of the long list of nature’s gifts to man, none is perhaps so utterly essential to human life as soil.”  

– Hugh Hammond Bennett, Director of USDA Soil Erosion Service, 1933 

December 2019 

 
This project is supported by the 
Iowa Department of Agriculture 
and Land Stewardship-Division 
of Soil Conservation and Water 
Quality 

 
 

USDA is an equal op-
portunity provider, em-

ployer & lender 

 The North Thompson River Watershed is an 111,600 acre watershed located in Adair, Madison, and Union Counties. The water-

shed is divided into subwatersheds.  Some of these have been opened as priority watersheds based on average soil loss in that 

subwatershed, receiving preference in the ranking.  The intent is to open all watersheds by the end of the project..  If you have 

resource concerns on your farm, or would like more information on the project,  give Jodi or your local SWCD office a call.  

This project has made an impact on the environment. Over the last ten years of the project, the NTWQ project has received 

$810,441 from Watershed Improvement Project Fund, $ 56,700 from REAP-P and nearly $1,000,000 producer investment to install 

practices that have resulted in a decrease in sediment delivery to the river by 16,832 tons for a cost-benefit ratio of $51.52/ton of 

sediment. 

Grade stabilization 

structure in the North 

Thompson with native 

grass buffer around it. 

Upcoming 
Events: 

Tues., Jan. 7: CRP 

Information Meeting, 

Madison County Ex-

tension Office, 11:00-

1:30 and 5:30—7:00.  

Contact Kelsey 

Fleming (712-660-

0880) for more infor-

mation or RSVP. 

 

Tues., Feb. 4:  Madi-

son County Soil 

Health Livestock & 

Grazing Meeting.  

Contact Madison 

SWCD  (515-462-

2961) for more infor-

mation. 



6 Tips for Switching to No-Till 

No-till is one of the most popular and effective conservation practices, but making the switch from tilling to not can 

be intimidating.  Neil Sass, NRCS Area Soil Scientist in West Union IA and owner of a no-till farm, shares some tips 

for transitioning to no-till from farmers who’ve been there.   

1. Start planning at least 1 year before implementation. Consider:   
  A.  Smooth field surface 
   B.  Sufficient fertility and appropriate pH 
  C.  Adequate drainage 
  D.  Changes to weed and nutrient management 
  E.  Manage compaction 
  F.  Adapting equipment 
  G.  Even distribution of crop residue 
  H.  Implementing cover crops 
 
2. Pick an easy entry point and easy crop. 
  A.  After a perennial crop 
  B.  After a cover crop—adding cover crops to your system will speed up the process of building soil health. 

  C.  Plant the right crop your first year.  Ex.. Soybeans are more forgiving of soil conditions and nitrogen  
  immobilization than corn. 

 
3. Select the right seeds. 
  A.  Select for more than just yield.  Look for good seedling and root vigor. 
  B.  Talk to local producers using no-till about managing pests through seed treatment 
 
4. Set up your planter correctly 
  A.  Every seed should be placed at exactly the same depth at exactly the same spacing in exactly the same  
   environment 
  B.  Planter should be level.  Row units run true. 
  C.  Depth gauging wheels should have uniform pressure. 
  D.  Row cleaners should move residue, not soil.  Row cleaner should not work against depth control. 
  E.  Disk openers are sharp and quality closing wheels properly aligned. 
 
5. Plant according to soil conditions, not the calendar 
  A.  Stay out if its too wet! 
  B.  Follow equipment manufacturer recommendations for speed. 
  C.  Keep the planting pass sacred.  You get one chance to plant that seed. 
 
6. Seek advice and recommendations from successful no-tillers. 

No-till is a completely different system of farming.  Doing things the same old way can lead to disappoint-
ment.  Be prepared to learn and adapt.. Contact us to get in touch with an experienced no-till farmer. 

Fun Fact 
In the first years of no-till, why is 
soil colder at planting time? 
 
It’s a compaction and lack of soil aggrega-

tion issue.  Compacted soil has less air 

space. Solids take longer to warm than 

air.  After a few years, as soil organic 

matter increases, soil structure improves, 

and compaction decreases, the combina-

tion of better aeration and microbe bio-

logical activity (which generates heat) will 

help warm soils up sooner.  Corn no-tilled into bean stubble. This farm has been no-tilled for over 10 
years. 



Why Graze Cover 
Crops? 

Cover crops can provide a 

high quality forage and 

offer an opportunity to ex-

tend the grazing season 

and reduce the amount of 

hay or silage fed (and the 

number of times the trac-

tor has to be started).   

They also provide an op-

portunity for another in-

come source for non-

livestock producers by 

renting or custom grazing 

the forage.   

The cover crops increase 

water infiltration and de-

crease soil compaction.  

They also scavenge nutri-

ents and hold them to be 

available for next spring’s 

crop instead of leaching 

away. 

With hay prices reaching $120/ton, cover crops can be a profitable winter feed alternative.  
These cows are grazing cereal rye drilled into corn stubble in September after chopping for 
silage. 

Grazing Cover Crops-Producer Experiences 

• Have a plan, but be flexible.  Every year is different. 

• Commit to planting early.  The extra forage production can make it worth-

while to hire someone to seed cover crops during harvest..  

• Start by seeding cover crops into corn to be followed by soybeans.  Soy-

beans are more forgiving about seeding conditions. 

• Don’t put all your eggs in one basket.  Have a plan B (feed on hand ,crop 

residue, etc.) if not able to graze cover crops. 

• Be practical when grazing.  If it gets muddy, have a sacrifice area or be pre-

pared to pull cattle off the field. 

• Cover crops are VERY high in water content.  Provide access to supple-

mental dry matter or cows will go looking for it. 

• Accordingly,  make sure fences are adequate and there is a reliable water 

source. 

• Start grazing when forage is 6” tall or rooted deep enough to not pull out 

when grazed.  Do the “tug test” before turning out. If the plant is easily 

pulled out of the soil, its not ready. 

• Wait a few days after pulling livestock off before terminating cover crop 

with herbicide.  This gives the plant time to recover from grazing and re-

sults in a better kill. 

• Alterations may be needed on cropping side.  Be willing to adjust crop hy-

brid/variety, fertilizer and nutrient applications, crop rotations. 

• Be mindful of nitrate and sulfur toxicity concerns. 

• Read  and follow pesticide labels.  Be aware of crop rotation and grazing 

restrictions. 

 

Average Nutrient Quality and 
Yield of  Spring-Grazed Cereal 
Rye: 

(on dry matter basis) 
 
TDN:  avg. 72%,  

range 60-79% 
 
CP:  avg. 21% 

range12-32% 
 
RFV:  avg 216 

range 106-318 
 
Dry Matter:  12-26%  
 
Yield DM/ac:  780# (drilled fol-
lowing harvest) - 2800# (drilled 
following silage) 
 
 
(Lundy & Vittetoe, Iowa State Univ. 
research, 2015– 2019, ) 



Contact Us 

Jodi Hitz 

Project Coordinator 

 

Phone: 641-782-4218  

Email: 

Jodi.Hitz@ia.nacdnet.net 

 

 

Adair SWCD/NRCS                             

641-343-7033 

 

Madison SWCD/NRCS                       

515-462-2961 

 

Union SWCD/NRCS                             

641-782-4218 

Take the 1% Challenge 
Can you increase your soil organic matter by 1%?  Organic matter 
is decomposed plant and animal material in your soil.  Soils with 
higher organic matter have better water infiltration, more plant-
available water and nutrients, better nutrient cycling, higher crop 
yields, and are more resilient. 
 
• Each 1% of soil organic matter releases $15.10 worth of nutri-

ents. 
• Eliminating tillage will save approximately $3.50/acre in fuel 

costs. 
• 1% soil organic matter can hold 25,000 gallons of plant-

available water-equivalent to 9/10” rainfall. 
 
How?    -Keep soil covered (no-till & high carbon cover crops) 
   -Crop Diversity 
   -Incorporate grazing or spread manure 
             -Reduce tillage and soil disturbance 
   -Keep a live root in the soil as long as possible 
 
Contact us for more information or assistance with soil sampling. 
For more information on the 1% Challenge: 
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/ia/newsroom/features/
NRCSEPRD1356810/ 

North Thompson River Water Quality 

Project—Union SWCD 

904 E. Taylor 

Creston IA 50801 

PLACE 
STAMP 
HERE 


