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The PPF board of directors at the organization’s second annual meeting.

PPF’s water quality efforts pick up steam
By MaryBeth Matzek for Peninsula Farmer

P

eninsula Pride Farms has driven
significant awareness, collaboration
and innovation in conservation efforts
throughout Kewaunee and southern
Door counties since its launch two years
ago.
The group’s leaders say they have talked
the talk and are increasingly walking the
walk in their mission to protect and
improve water quality.
“When we started out, we wanted
to provide a face to represent farmers
in the area and we wanted to prove
to the community that we care about
conservation efforts,” Don Niles,
president of Peninsula Pride Farms,
told more than 100 farmers, community
members and business representatives
attending the group’s second annual
conference and member meeting Jan. 31
at the Rendezvous Banquet Hall.
“We believe we can have safe water
along with a thriving, successful
agricultural community,” said Niles,

co-owner of Dairy Dreams, a farm in
Casco.
Those at the meeting received an update
on the organization’s activities in 2017,
its goals for 2018 and how local farmers,
agencies and communities are working
together to benefit the environment.
The farmer-led nonprofit organization
was formed in March 2016 to address
agriculture’s role in water quality
challenges in a region with unique
geography. Some parts of the counties
have shallow soil levels on top of
fractured karst bedrock, which means
pathogens from cow manure on the
surface can sometimes quickly reach
groundwater and drinking-water wells.
The group also focuses on keeping
nutrients from running off fields into
streams and rivers.
Steve Richter, state program director
for The Nature Conservancy, said
Peninsula Pride is an example of what
can happen when farmers, agencies
Continued on page 2
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OUR MISSION:

As farmers and caretakers
of the environment, we are
committed to protecting,
nurturing and sustaining
our precious soil, water and
air. To foster environmental
stewardship, we promote
practices with measurable
outcomes that secure and
enrich the future of our
shared community.

Water quality (continued from page 1)
and the community come together and
work toward positive environmental
outcomes.
“Peninsula Pride has accomplished a
lot in just two years and that’s thanks to
the dedication of its farmers,” Richter
said. “At The Nature Conservancy, we
recognize farmers are vital in the goal of
being able to produce more food but do
it in a sustainable way. Farmers need to
be part of the solution.”
Diverse approach
In its short life, Peninsula Pride has
moved aggressively in establishing
programs and finding resources to
mitigate farming’s impact on water.
The efforts are wide-ranging:
• Analyzing nitrogen and
phosphorus loss to tile drainage
systems and exploring nitrogen
use efficiency in projects with UW
Discovery Farms.
• Partnering with USDA’s Natural
Resources and Conservation
Service on a new Door-Kewaunee
Demonstration Farms Network
where farmers experiment with
cutting-edge practices.
• Cooperating with an industry
partner to evaluate potential for
probiotics to reduce the levels of
pathogens excreted in manure.
• Mapping soil depth and sinkholes
to identify sensitive areas.
• Developing an educational
program about pathogens in
the environment in partnership
with health care systems and the
agricultural industry.
• Providing clean water, well
inspections and assistance with
remedies to homeowners who
report E. coli contamination
in wells (regardless of whether
manure is the source).
• Supporting the use of cover
crops to keep the soil in place and
healthy.
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•

Holding field days to showcase
the best practices to other farmers
and to the public.

Feeding the soil
Improving soil health not only reduces
erosion, it provides farmers with
improved crop yields, said Nick Guilette
of AgSource Laboratories and a member
of the Peninsula Pride Farms board of
directors.
“Area farmers have embraced using
cover crops and no-till practices, which
makes a difference by increasing the
soil’s organic matter and providing
better infiltration,” Guilette said. “You
do not see improvements overnight, but
consistent use of cover crops does make
a difference.”
A survey conducted by Peninsula Pride
found more members are interested
in cover crops. In 2016, with financial
support from the group, cover crops
were planted on 5,104 acres. With
farmers paying the bill themselves in
2017, they planted 10,533 acres, said
Nathen Nysse of Tilth Agronomy, who
also serves on the Peninsula Pride board.
“In 2018, farmers tell us they plan to
use cover crops even more,” he said.
Applying manure
Peninsula Pride members also explore
innovative techniques for applying
manure. At a field day in September,
farmers observed demonstrations with
several pieces of equipment that injected
liquid manure into the ground while only
minimally disturbing the soil. The goal is
to keep the fertilizer in place so there’s
no runoff.
Last fall, Kewaunee County approved a
new, low pressure-drip manure irrigation
rule, which provides farmers more
options, Davina Bonness, Kewaunee
County’s conservationist, said.
“Being able to irrigate the manure
more than just in the spring and fall is
a big benefit to farmers,” she said. “We
will monitor what happens but feel it

provides farmers with more options,
such as being able to apply on a growing
crop.”
This way, the nutrients are taken up
by the plant roots and prevented from
reaching groundwater or running off the
field into surface water.
The farmers’ spirit of innovation
impresses Dennis Frame of Timber
Ridge Consulting, who developed UW
Discovery Farms and works closely with
Peninsula Pride and other farmer-led
watershed groups.
“What I love about working with
farmers is that they are open to trying
out new things,” Frame said.
Tony Brey of Brey Cycle Farm
in Sturgeon Bay said being a part
of Peninsula Pride Farms and the
demonstration farms network has been
a great experience.
“People are willing to share information
about what worked for them and maybe
what didn’t,” he said. “Everyone comes
from a different place, so it is good to
share those experiences.”

Gaining ground
Of the members who responded to a
survey about conservation practices
in 2017:
•

•
•
•
•

81 percent tried a new
conservation practice, including
cover crops, no-till, interseeding
and low-disturbance manure
spreading.
90 percent implemented no-till
or strip-till planting.
29 percent considered
composting for manure
management.
57 percent researched leachate
collection systems, which collect
and safely distribute rainwater.
57 percent considered using lowdisturbance manure application
practices.

Supporting members, expectations

President’s Message

By Don Niles, PPF president

G

reetings to
members
and friends of
Peninsula
Pride
Farms. I think
we have seen all
the seasons in
the last month or
so. We have gone
from snow to rain
to dust, and I think that pretty much
completes the circuit.
We come into this crop year with
new challenges and new opportunities.
The new and final revisions to the NR
151 targeted manure handling rules
are nearly completed. We have a pretty
good idea as to how they will read. We
are now working hard to put together
the information our members need
to understand the new rules, as well as
develop tools and practices to help in
maintaining compliance. As most of
you know, these rules are focused on the
shallower bedrock areas.
The PPF board will soon be putting
together this year’s cost share program.
We want to include practices for NR
151 compliance as well as pathogen
reduction, which are both focused on
groundwater protection. Along with this,
we will continue to support surface water
protection. Our goal is to give members
the tools to deal with concerns on their

A panel of PPF stakeholders spoke at the annual meeting held in January.
Partnerships are key to our success. Watch this presentation on Facebook.

individual farms.
We will also further develop our
program to record all conservation/
protection practices that are put in place
along with the estimated benefit to the
environment. As PPF matures as an
organization, we partner with more
outside organizations that would like
to support what we are doing. Most of
the supporters, however, will want actual
data showing how their funds are being
used in the field. It is the board’s job to
get that reporting system in place.

Our story is a very good one. We are
a group of enthusiastic farmers looking
for newer and better ways to protect
our shared resources. We share the
vision that our peninsula can enjoy both
clean, safe water as well as a thriving
agricultural community. People like what
we are doing and how we are doing it.
We just need to make sure we remain
accountable to all of our partners, the
community and ourselves. Keep up the
good work!
- Don

Looking forward: 2018 PPF work plans
Accomplishments in 2017
• Analyzed nitrogen and phosphorus
loss to tile drainage systems with UW
Discovery Farms
• Analyzed nitrogen use efficiency to
improve understanding of nitrogen
loss, with Discovery Farms
• Created educational program regarding
pathogens in the environment in
partnership with healthcare systems
• Partnered in new NRCS DoorKewaunee Watershed Demonstration
Farms Network
• Cooperated with industry partner to

evaluate potential for probiotics to
reduce the levels of pathogens excreted
in manure
• Mapped sinkholes and depth to
bedrock
• Hosted field days and events
• Hosted NRCS Demo
Farms kickoff (LDMI, cover
crops, nitrogen use)
• Explored composting
• Continued Water Well program
Work plans for 2018
• Conservation evaluation that looks at
phosphorus reductions from new prac-

tice implementation and soil vantage  
• Yahara Pride Farms model of evaluation, assessment and certification
• Develop education program about
pathogens in the environment
• Demonstration Farms Network field
days and continuing efforts
• Discovery Farms continuing efforts
• Other field days, events
• Continuation of Water Well
• Member surveys for conservation practices and best management practices
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Perspective
Vandenhouten touts educational aspect of farmer group
By MaryBeth Matzek for Peninsula Farmer

research and scientists to meet water
quality challenges.
While most of its dozens of members
are dairy farmers, Vandenhouten owns
340 acres of land where he grows alfalfa
hay in Brussels in Door County. He also
has eight steers he raises for family and
friends.
Vandenhouten, who is a board member
for Peninsula Pride Farms, said the best
part of being in the organization is the
amount of knowledge members share
with each other as well as the information
that experts share with the group.

“

The best part of being
in the organization
is the amount of
knowledge members
share with each other as
well as the information
that experts share with
the group.

“

A trip to the
Madison
area
several years ago
to learn more
about Yahara Pride
Farms was an eyeopener for Mike
Vandenhouten.
Va n d e n h o u t e n
went along with
Mike Vandenhouten
Don Niles and
seven other farmers to hear what the
leaders of the farmer-led sustainability
initiative had to say. He not only learned
a lot from those leaders, but also his
fellow travelers.
“On the way there and back I enjoyed
the conversations and their knowledge
and expertise in different areas of
agriculture,” Vandenhouten said. “I
realized I could learn a lot more from
them, and together we started forming a
vision of how to make agriculture better
in our area.”
That vision led to the formation three
years ago of Peninsula Pride Farms, a
nonprofit environmental stewardship
coalition led by farmers and whose
members voluntarily participate. The
goal of the organization, which has
dairy and crop farmers and corporate
members, is to leverage the ingenuity of
the agricultural community, university

- Mike Vandenhouten

“They have had excellent field day
presenters and great demonstrations.
Plus, the knowledge from other
members,” he said.
On his own farm, Vandenhouten
focuses on how to improve soil health,
which has been a key topic for the
conservation-minded group.
Vandenhouten did not start out
planning to farm full time. After going
to college and working as a loan officer
for a few years, he had the opportunity
to take over the family farm in Brussels.
He took it.
“There are a lot of challenges in
agriculture, but I enjoy the idea of being
in charge of your own destiny,” he said.
For example, Vandenhouten said
some of the farming practices used 30
years ago are no longer recommended
from either a business standpoint or
sustainability standpoint. That’s where
Peninsula Pride helps by exploring new
methods that will benefit not just its
members but all farmers.
“As we look ahead, we’re going
to discover new farming practices
to help improve our environment,”
Vandenhouten said. “I believe Peninsula
Pride members will be a part of the
solution going forward for agriculture in
Door and Kewaunee counties.”

Door-Kewaunee Watershed Demo Farms annual report and events
The Door-Kewaunee Watershed
Farms Network, a collaboration
between USDA-Natural Resources
Conservation Service, the Wisconsin
Department of Agriculture, Trade and
Consumer Protection and Peninsula
Pride Farms, has released its first
annual report highlighting first year
accomplishments. Download the report
at datcp.wi.gov keyword “demo farms.”
4
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Through the partnership, participating
farms implement different conservation
practices and demonstrate the
effectiveness of those practices in
reducing soil erosion and nutrient
runoff while increasing organic matter
and soil health.
The Door-Kewaunee Watershed
Demonstration Farms Network hosts
tours and field days to showcase the

work being done at each of the four
demonstration farms.
You can also sign up to receive text
alerts for “Field Days on the Fly” by
texting DKDemoFarms to 88202.
Text alerts are encouraged as projects
are often weather dependent. Standard
messaging and data rates apply.

Best Practices
No-till planting, cover crops: ‘Twin pillars of soil health’
By MaryBeth Matzek for Peninsula Farmer

Innovative
planting
techniques, such
as cover crops and
no-till methods,
have something
important in
common: They
improve soil
health.
Zach Sutter
“Farmers
who
manage for soil health understand that
the soil is a living ecosystem,” said Zach
Sutter, nutrient management planning
specialist with Rio Creek Feed Mill. “In
order for that system to thrive, we want
to mimic nature as closely as we can.”
Improving soil health is essential since
it increases water holding capacity in
the soil by increasing organic matter;
reduces erosion; reduces fertilizer and
tillage costs; and prevents nutrients from
finding their way out of the field.
Sutter considers no-till planting and
cover crops the “twin pillars of soil
health.”
No-tilling leaves the soil undisturbed
so that soil microorganisms can thrive.
Cover cropping mimics the continuous
cover of the natural soil ecosystem.
Both practices are picking up steam in
northeastern Wisconsin as improvementminded farmers see how it’s done at field
days and by other farmers. The use of
cover crops is outpacing that of notilling, Sutter said, because cover crops
can be introduced into a rotation fairly
easily, for little cost and without special
equipment.
Together, the methods provide a
powerful one-two punch.
“Using cover crops and no-till in
combination gives the grower the best of
both worlds,” Sutter said. “The learning
curve for using the two in combination is
steep, though, so they are used together
in areas with a longer history of using
the practices.”
Here is how each method works:

Checking soil conditions and depth frequently is critical to no-till planting
success. Pictured here is corn being no-tilled into a cover crop residue.

Cover crops: After a crop has been
harvested, another crop is planted,
whether it is a grass like rye or oats or
a forage radish. These crops put down
roots that help prevent soil erosion and
improve overall soil health.
In Wisconsin, the two main
opportunities for using cover crops are
after winter wheat and corn silage are
harvested, Sutter said.
Planting cover crops after corn silage
is especially important because nearly all
crop residue is removed from the field.
Barley, oats or annual ryegrass are good
options for plants that will winterkill.
Winter rye, winter triticale and winter
wheat can be used as cover crops that
will overwinter. These overwintering
crops can be taken as a forage in spring
and can be followed by a short-day corn
silage hybrid, sorghum-sudangrass or
direct seeded alfalfa.
Sutter said that after winter wheat,
farmers have several options if they are
interested in planting cover crops. One
popular option is daikon (tillage) radish,
which grows a large taproot that can
break up surface compaction.
“Farmers should talk to a trusted crop
adviser who can help them choose a

cover crop that matches their goals,”
Sutter said.
No-till: Growing crops from year to
year without disturbing the soil by
turning over the land is called no-till.
This practice increases the amount of
water that infiltrates into the soil and
increases organic matter.
For growers who want to get their feet
wet with no-tilling, Sutter said winter
wheat is a good place to start. Wheat
establishes easily and will generally
thrive in a no-till situation unless there is
excessive compaction.
The key to successful no-till planting is
seed placement, he said. Growers should
check soil conditions and planting depth
frequently and be cautious of sidewall
compaction if soil is wet.
Adopting no-till methods can be
a challenge for some farmers since
multiple changes in practices need to be
made, Sutter said. For example, the need
to incorporate manure makes no-tilling
unfeasible for some dairies.
“A specialized planter and grain drill is
required for proper seed placement in a
no-till situation,” Sutter said. “In cold,
wet and heavy soils, no-tilling can cause
soils to warm slower in the spring.”
Peninsula Farmer | Summer 2018
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Feature Story

S ave the Bay field day:
PPF support and partnership highlight conservation farming

Contributed by Save the Bay

Farmers, agronomists and agriculture
experts shared common ground with
state representatives, county board
members and other stakeholders at
Congressman Mike Gallagher’s annual
Save the Bay field day on May 30.
The focus of the hands-on field day
was to shed light on new innovations
in farming, and nutrient management
practices that build soil health and keep
excess nutrients and sediment from
entering the waterways in northeastern
Wisconsin.
The first stop was at the manure
compost pile on the Dennis Christoph
Farm near Luxemburg. Kevin Erb,
conservation training coordinator at UW
Extension, led the conversation noting
that composting is a viable alternative
for many farms that want to address
manure in a different way.
“Properly done, composting reduces
manure volume by more than 50 percent,
eliminates most pathogens, and creates a
sustainable soil amendment,” Erb said.
6
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Farther down the road near Kewaunee,
Deer Run Dairy owners and PPF
members Dale Bogart and Duane Ducat
explained how the dairy manages manure
volume and reduces odor and pathogens
through its methane digester.
Field day participants had the
opportunity to see how manure is
processed and converted into 500 kw
energy that is then returned to the grid.
Moving from manure to soil health,
USDA-NRCS technical staff and
agronomists explained new strategies
in no-till and cover crops that build up,
rather than break down, soils. The visual
learners in the group appreciated the
rainfall simulator demonstration.
“Runoff can be decreased and
infiltration increased with conservation
practices such as no-till planting and
cover crops,” Barry Bubolz from USDANRCS said.
The Vande Wettering Farm in
Greenleaf hosted the afternoon portion
of the field day. Owners Bill and Tom

Vande Wettering have dedicated a
number of acres on their farm for
grazing. Adam Abel, USDA-NRCS,
explained the farm’s grazing strategy.
“Rotational grazing is a win-win
conservation practice. Farmers can
reduce feed and labor cost while growing
a healthy animal — this is in addition to
the conservation benefits of reduced
soil erosion, improved water quality and
increased infiltration,” said Abel.
As the group trekked across a field of
corn and clover, Fox Demonstration
Farms Network coordinator Brent
Peterson noted successes and setbacks
of the farm’s cover crops. Agronomists
Andy Kiefer and Nick Peltier from
the Outagamie and Brown County
conservation departments were on
hand to demonstrate how toolbars were
retrofitted for conservation planting.
“Funding from the Great Lakes
Restoration Initiative has allowed us
the opportunity to have innovative
equipment available for farmers to try.

DATCP releases
producer-led grant
impact report

Composting was a focal point of the field day hosted by the Save the Bay initiative.
When done properly, composting reduces manure volume and kills pathogens.

This equipment demonstrates different
ways to plant cover crops, no-till plant
cash crops, and apply manure during the
growing season or to established cover
crops,” Peltier said.
The counties share interseeders, notill planters, manure injectors and other
equipment farmers can borrow to test
on their farms.
Field day participants learned the
differences between a wetland restoration
and a wetland treatment basin programs
from Gary Van Vreede, U.S. Fish &
Wildlife, and Jeremy Freund, Outagamie
County Land and Water.
A number conservation farming
practices are relatively new; thus,
gathering data on soil and water quality
impacts is part of the process. Multiple
partners are working together to monitor
the impacts of conservation actions on
the quality of water leaving farm fields
and the quality of water entering Green
Bay from the Fox River.
Ben Young from USGS highlighted

the function of the farm’s edge-offield water quality monitoring station,
and UW-Green Bay Professor Kevin
Fermanich shared results and where
other stations are located throughout
northeastern Wisconsin.
“It is critical that the water is tested at
multiple spatial scales and at short and
long-term frequencies. This type of
testing allows us to better understand
the impacts of conservation actions
and year-to-year variability on stream,
river and bay water quality,” Fermanich
said. “We expect to see reductions in
phosphorus runoff when manure and
other nutrient applications more closely
match the amount crops need. We are just
starting to see the impacts of practices
that protect the soil, such as cover crops,
on the quality of runoff water.”
For field day photos, equipment list,
water quality monitoring sites and other
documents, visit Gallagher.house.gov
and click on the “Issues” tab, or call
(920)903-9806.

The Department of Agriculture,
Trade and Consumer Protection
has released its fist-ever impact
report for the Producer-Led
Watershed Protection Grant
program. Download the report
online at datcp.wi.gov keyword
“producer-led.”
This grant program helps farmers
address the unique soil and water
quality challenges of their local
landscapes with innovative and
collaborative approaches. Groups
can now receive up to $40,000 in
grant funding, double the available
award from when the program
started. Total program funding
was $250,000 in the first two grant
cycles. For fiscal years 2017-19,
the legislature increased the total
program funding to $750,000 per
fiscal year.
The grant program has proven
to be an effective tool to increase
farmer participation in efforts to
improve water quality and soil
health. Each group is different,
but most focus on implementing
conservation practices, increasing
outreach and communication
opportunities, as well as research
and water quality monitoring
activities.
PROGRAM GOALS
• Improve water quality and
soil health
• Increase farmer awareness
and use of soil and water
conservation practices via
farmer-led initiatives and
peer-to-peer communication
• Encourage and test innovative
ideas for conservation
• Foster locally led decisionmaking by producers
Peninsula Farmer | Summer 2018
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Peninsula Pride Farms
E3576 Cardinal Rd
Casco, WI 54205

going to discover new
“ We’re
farming practices to help improve

our environment. I believe
Peninsula Pride members will
be a part of the solution going
forward for agriculture in Door and
Kewaunee counties.

”

- Mike Vandenhouten, farmer, PPF
member and board member

Dates to remember:
•

June 26-27 - Sustainable
Agronomy Conference,
Concourse Hotel, Madison

•

July 10-12 - Wood County
Farm Technology Days,
Marshfield

•

July 10-12 - Midwest
Compost School, UWStevens Point
Watch your email for PPF
field day information

peninsulapridefarms.org
More info at
peninsulapridefarms.org

