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NSAS News
Director’s Note:

Events

The Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society is hosting several exciting projects this summer:
Using the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education Youth Educator
Grant we received, we held the second part of our Healthy Kids, Healthy
Farms project (the first part was the essay contest during the 2010 Healthy
Farms Conference), during which we brought a group of children from
Lincoln out to Branched Oak Farm near Raymond. The kids participated in
a pasture walk, butter-making, egg races, milking, and more. The third part
of this project will be taking the kids to the Havelock Farmers Market to
finish following the food from farm to market.
The Beginning Farmer Support Group, which welcomes any and all
who are or would like to be farming, meets once a month for coffee to discuss farming and to receive support from one another on the joys and challenges of sustainable farming. We've been hearing a lot of good feedback
about this project. One local television news station even aired a story on
the project. Our next meeting is July 17 for the "Greenhands Young Farmer
Mixer." More details are on page 3.
The 2011 Healthy Farms Conference is February 18-19 in Columbus. Be
sure to save the date! This will be our 35th anniversary, and we have big
plans for the conference.
We have received another grant to do a variety NSAS Farm Tours. The
first tour will be held at Kevin Fulton's operation near Litchfield in August.
We will pass along more details as they are made available. Kevin will do
a second tour also in September, so be on the lookout for more details and
times.

~ William Powers, NSAS executive director
P.S. Contact us anytime at healthyfarms@gmail.com or 402-525-7794 for more
information or to share ideas on ways NSAS can educate and support farmers and
sustainable agriculture.

Get Involved
Newsletter Articles - Write an article
about your perspective on sustainable
agriculture, or how you practice sustainable ag on your farm. Contact
rita.brhel@gmail.com or 402-8418734.
Farm Tours - Interested producers
can promote their event for free, and
recruit NSAS staff and Board members to help. Contact
healthyfarms@gmail.com or 402-5257794.

Stay Connected
Facebook: www.facebook.com/
NebraskaSustainableAgricultureSociety.
Twitter: http://twitter.com/
nesustainableag.
Weekly Events E-newsletter - Subscribe
by sending your contact information to
healthyfarms@gmail.com or 402-5257794.
Listserv - Connect with NSAS members
by joining for only $45 a year. Learn more
at www.healthyfarms.org.

UNL Organic Winter Wheat
Variety Field Days—June 23 & 24
The Field Day at the South Central Ag Lab
near Clay Center will be Wednesday, June
23, and at the Haskell Ag Lab near Concord on Thursday, June 24. The twilight
tours will start at 5 p.m.
This is an excellent opportunity for organic
producers to examine the various winter
wheat cultivars grown on certified organic
farm ground and as part of a corn-soybeanalfalfa crop rotation. Wheat varieties developed for conventional production often
do not perform well in organic production
systems. This project examines breeding
new wheat cultivars specifically for organic systems with an emphasis on disease
and pest resistance, response to organic
fertilizers, and end-use quality. For more
information, contact esarno2@unl.edu or
402-309-0944, or go to the http://
organic.unl.edu/ and click on "Events."

Greenhands Farmers Mixer—
July 17
Calling all farmers of the greater Nebraska
Area! Or any farmers! Whether you're rural or urban, in a backyard or on a college
campus, in your 10th year or your 1st,
come meet like-minded folks at the Darby
Springs Farm on Saturday, July 17, from 58 pm. (Rain Date July 24, same time, same
place!)
Network, exchange ideas, and generally
widen your community rhizome network!
In addition to a roundtable, we're going to
have presentations by a local farmers on
poultry, on building an A-Frame mobile
hen house, and rotational grazing, a pasture
walk, and more. Feast on treats grown on
nearby soils, make new friends, and catch
up with old ones. Then we'll head down to
the Pit for a little hootenanny! A bonfire,
dance, and fun with the beautiful outdoors
as our stage and our conversation, the entertainment.
We are providing some ride-share connecting services for this event, so if you're carless or are willing to fit a few more people
in your biodiesel crustmobile, drop a line
to farmbeginningsnebraska@gmail.com.
The Darby Springs Farm is located at 414
County Road 15 in Ceresco. Please RSVP
3
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Nebraska Prairie Harvest moving foward
By Ted Thieman

O

n Tuesday evening, March 30, a

real nice spring day in Wolbach, about 30
interested and interesting people gathered to
network and listen to an idea overview. They
were brought together by Jim Knopik of Fullerton and Kevin Fulton of Litchfield, direct
marketers and organic farmers.
Knopik opened the meeting with a summary of where we're at now in his view and
where we might be going, in terms of alternative agriculture, food production, and marketing. He sees a lot of changes coming in consumer attitudes about food and the way food
is produced -- changes that represent opportunity for a more sustainable system and
healthy rural communities.
Knopik introduced Lori Fischer, coordinator and Director for the Nebraska Environmental Action Coalition (NEAC), who did a
presentation about NEAC's primary project at
this time: the design and construction of a
mobile meat processing unit (MMPU) called
Nebraska Prairie Harvest. This project involves everything from the ground up, including a stainless steel truck trailer complete
with slaughter facilities, byproduct handling,
and hanging cooler space for cattle, hogs,
sheep or goats. It will have USDA and DEQ
approval and a HAACP plan and be designed
for on-farm slaughter of animals up to the
"hanging half carcass" stage. The "cut and
wrap" or processing stage, which is not yet

part of this project, was discussed with the
audience extensively which begins the process of gathering ideas for how that might be
implemented.
Roy Guisinger, with the Nebraska Food
Coop, presented the other end of the spectrum: a new cooperative, direct-marketing
food distribution system. The Nebraska
Foood Coop is an internet-managed connection between producer and consumer. Producers make what they have available known by
listing it on the internet and consumers place
orders accordingly. The program automatically adds to or deducts from inventory as
products are added or ordered. Producers then
deliver ordered products to the Nebraska
Food Coop for distribution to consumers at
prearranged pickup and drop-off points. Guisinger reported that business is growing, and
the coop is looking forward to expanding its
service territory.
Next, Fulton spoke about the realities and
possibilities for alternative systems and the
concept of "stacking enterprises." He emphasized the importance of widespread ownership in rural areas. He said, in recent years,
that agriculture has seen a lot of consolidation
of ownership, which has resulted in rural people moving to the cities and livestock being
moved to "concentration camps." Reductions
in labor have decimated our rural economy in
favor of huge equipment that is capitalintensive and crop production that requires
overwhelming amounts of very expensive and
unsustainable petroleum-based energy and

chemical inputs. And rural land and communities are suffering greatly. Fulton is a living
example of a better way in terms of healthy
food and healthy rural communities. He wasn't suggesting that we go back to "40 acres
and a mule," rather that, through wise use of
technology and working with natural processes instead of against them, our farmers, our
communities, and our irreplaceable land can
be used in a sustainable way for our benefit
and the good of many generations to come.
Knopik closed the presentation part of the
meeting, saying, “Concentration in the market
place has displaced small farmers and businesses in our rural communities. Now, because of consumer demand for higher quality
and locally grown food, there is a need for
more producers, more local food processing
businesses, delivery services, and other infrastructure. We are here to share ideas and look
for ways forward.”
A lot of questions and constructive comments were generated by the attendees, and a
lot of networking took place after the meeting. Change has to start somewhere and, as it
has always been with significant movements,
real change comes from the people, from the
bottom up. Knopik said that he and Fulton
would appreciate any ideas or thoughts to
further the cause for a truly sustainable future
for agriculture, for food production, for marketing, and for strong rural communities. To
contact Knopik, call 308-536-2023 or 308550-0288. For Fulton, call 308-446-2520 or
308-390-4449.

New Database Available for Organic Growers
and Farmers with Pesticide Sensitive Crops
By Liz Sarno
pesticide applicators to determine if any sensitive crops are near a planned pesticide appliou may have received a letter from cation site and adjust their procedures accordingly. Keep in mind that this is another tool to
the Nebraska Department of Agriculture inhelp applicators recognize that you are farmforming you about a Pesticide Sensitive Crop ing certified organic ground. When you send
Locater, an online database and map service
out your “Spray Notice” letter to pesticide
that identifies operations that have pesticide
applicators or neighbors, you can let them
sensitive crops such as fruits, vegetables,
know that you have registered your farm
grapes, honey, tree/flower nurseries, and orground on this map. You still need to post
ganic crops. To view the Pesticide Sensitive
your land with “No Spray” signs and continue
Crop Locater Map, go to www.agr.ne.gov/
to inform people that you operate certified
division/bpi/pes/psci.htm and click on
organic farm ground and that they need to
“Growers of Commercial Pesticide Crops.”
take care when spraying. Good verbal comThe idea for this database map is to help munication with neighbors and applicators is
4
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still essential.
I encourage you to register your farm
locations at this website so pesticide applicators can access information for their area.
Remember this service is only as good as the
information contained there, so new information should be updated as soon as possible.
Registration is voluntary. To register, go
to http://snr12b.unl.edu/SensitiveCrop/
index.php. After creating a username and
password and logging on, information needed
is your business/farm name (if you have one),
section, township, range, range direction, latitude and longitude (if you use GPS), county,
crop type, crop location, and acres.

North Star
Neighbors
By Rita Brhel

C

rossing into Nance County was

like entering another country. The mile
sections were replaced with meandering
roads that slanted and curved with the
topography, without regard to true north
or south. There no longer was field after
field of corn rows waiting for preplanting farmwork, but instead rolling
hills of pastureland studded with grazing
cows and their calves. The big town on
the map, Fullerton, was a spattering of
houses and a Main Street with hollowlooking storefronts.
This is ranch country. Here, every
man wears a cowboy hat and drives a

pickup truck. Here, the grazing cow-calf
herd is the only kind of production agriculture that is “sensible.”
But tucked in those hills, near a spot
of ground that was once the town of
North Star, is a ranch like no other –
North Star Neighbors, a cooperatively
owned organic beef, hog, and poultry
farm that defies most preconceived notions about what ranching should be, sustainable farming can be, and most of all,
what the family farm is all about.
“I think 100 cows is too big,” said
Jim Knopik, referring to the 100 Beef
Cow Ownership Advantage Program at
the Nebraska College of Technical Agriculture in Curtis, where he recently vis-

ited with the Dean about creating a sustainable farming program for students.
“I’d like to see farms able to raise families with 20 head, but it’s hard to get there
when you’re not thinking that way. Once
we started adding value to the production,
it was a lot easier to understand.”

The Turning Point: The origin of
North Star Neighbors was a conventional
farm owned by Knopik’s father. Knopik
joined the family operation, which also
included his brothers, shortly after his
wedding – renting the house next door
until he and his wife, Carolyn, were able
to purchase the farm in 1978.
“We were the biggest farmers west of

......................

“I’d like to see farms able to raise families with 20
head of cattle.”
......................
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Fullerton at that time,” Knopik said, and
they continued to farm conventionally,
with no plans to change, until about 12
years ago.
At that time, the county was in an
uproar about a 500,000-head swine operation that wanted to move in. Knopik
joined his neighbors in efforts to keep the
operation out.
“In doing so, we got closer to a lot of
families involved in the fight and realized
that what we were accusing the [big hog
producers] of – we were doing ourselves,” he said. “When I was a kid, there
was a farm on every quarter here. Now,
every farm here used to be nine of those
farms.” The Knopik farm was no exception, having bought up several farms as it
was expanding.
It was a turning point for Knopik, one
that would completely change the course
of his farm and his life.
“And we started going back to a more
sustainable way of farming,” he said.

In the Beginning: The North Star
Neighbors cooperative began in 1998
with seven families producing chickens.
“It was a way to get our feet wet,”
Knopik said. By 2000, their cooperative
became a legal entity. They then added
hogs and cattle to the mix.
For the first seven years, they mainly
sold products through farmers markets:
“Every Saturday, we had trailers going to
Grand Island, Lincoln, and Omaha. The
one for Omaha had to leave by 2:30 in the
morning,” Carolyn said. But the cost of
fuel to drive to these farmers markets, the
closest being an hour away, ate into their
profits, and “we realized that was not sustainable either,” Knopik said.
They had also put items in several
stores in Lincoln, and sales were good –
as long as someone was there giving samples. Otherwise, North Star’s products
didn’t move because, without a taste test,
the only thing selling them was the price
– another marketing option proving unsustainable.
By this time, North Star Neighbors
had accumulated nearly 1,000 names of
customers, so instead of driving to farmers markets, they began a biweekly delivery system.
“That really went pretty well,” Knopik said. Instead of having three members
of their coop on the road every week,
they were able to spread their
6

workload to one driver, one in marketing,
and one answering phone calls.
Then, the price of fuel shot up.
“We just didn’t feel we could compete because the cost of production had to
go up so much to cover the cost of fuel,
so we added a $7 delivery charge to our
customers’ orders,” Knopik said. “It didn’t phase them one bit.”
But the price of fuel continued increasing and North Star made the decision to go to monthly deliveries.
“Our customers are wonderful,”
Carolyn said. “They understood.”
Today, North Star makes 40-70 deliveries a month. The average roundtrip is
425 miles, and the farthest delivery point
is Council Bluffs, Iowa.

pathogen behind this human health worry.
At the same time, Knopik had four cows
die from choking on turnips, and in talking with other producers, it was suspected
that the cows had overdosed on the dicalcium phosphate component of the mineral.
Taking away the mineral was a leap
of faith, but one that has paid off. Carolyn
noted how the cattle have seemed gentler
ever since, but what is more important is
the effect on their customers: “Some said
their child can eat beef again when he
could never eat beef before.”
Soon after, North Star also took out
hormones, feed additives, and antibiotics.
The result has been happier customers –
and, surprisingly, healthier animals.
“We have come to believe that stress
is
the
cause of most sickness,” Knopik
Customers Make the Coopsaid,
so
if a producer is able to reduce the
erative Work: North Star Neighbors
stress on the animal, which includes not
enjoys great loyalty from its customers,
but that’s not something that just happens feeding additives that are unnaturally
without planning and work, Knopik said. compatible to the animal’s system, he can
“We treat our customers as joint own- avoid many of the illnesses conventional
ers of the farm,” he said. “Our customers producers deal with.
got us where we are at, anyway.”
Changes in the Works:
North Star asks for input from the
“Another production change in the works,
customers before making a change and
based on joint interest from the cooperatreats them like family, inviting them to
tive’s customers and producers, is moving
the farm and getting to know them as
toward grass-finishing for the beef operafriends. And the customers reciprocate.
Carolyn told about how customers would tion. Grass-finished beef is known for its
nutritional benefits, and with the high
send coffee home with her husband to
cost of feed, it’s good for the producer,
keep him awake on the road, and how
too.
they would call the farm late at night to
North Star Neighbors has been mob
make sure he got home okay if the road
grazing for a year and a half, and is esticonditions were poor.
mating needing another year and a half
An example of how North Star
until the cooperative can convert fully to
Neighbors worked with its customers is
when Knopik was considering taking his grass finishing. So far, mob grazing has
allowed North Star Neighbors to graze up
cattle off mineral, a supplement that is
usually thought of as routine in cattle pro- to eight months out of the year and increase the number of head by 25 percent.
duction.
Knopik and his son, Tom, currently have
“We were communicating with our
200 cows, plus their calves, 75 yearlings,
customers about their health problems,”
and 50 yearling heifers – and have plans
Knopik said. “Someone would have a
food allergy or sensitivity that was traced to increase the herd by another 10 percent. The majority of their 1,600-plus
back to what the calves ate. This was
years before science even began looking acres is pasture, and more cropland is
at this possibility. This was 15, 20 years being converted.
“Mob grazing worked so well last
ago. We were long accused of making
year that we didn’t even use 320 acres,”
unsubstantiated claims that research is
Knopik said. “It’s more about feeding the
now showing to be true.”
North Star Neighbors made the final land than it is about feeding the cows.”
The goal is to get to year-round grazdecision to eliminate the mineral when
Mad Cow disease was of particular con- ing, something that he estimates will take
cern, especially since one of the common another three to five years. Currently, the
four months that their herd doesn’t graze
components at the time was tied to the

......................
“If you’re working hard, why shouldn’t you be entitled to live
like the rest of average society does?”
......................
“People can be more independent,”
Knopik said. “They don’t all have to be
organic or raise broilers or sell meat.
They don’t all have to be a certain size
producer. I’d like to get to the point
where the little, old lady down the street
can sell a couple quarts of strawberries
and be profitable.”
One goal is that the Nebraska Food
Coop will get to the point of sustaining
Nebraska Food Coop: North
Star Neighbors is also a pick-up point for itself, giving up volunteer hours – that
any point, whether the delivery or the
the Nebraska Food Coop, an Internetprocessing part, can grow enough for
based marketplace that bears a lot of resomeone to make a business out of it.
semblance to the North Star Neighbors
“For example, we need a packaging
business model. In fact, Knopik is a cofacility now, so there’s a job available,”
founder of this innovative virtual coopKnopik said. “We [Nebraska Food Coop]
erative that has since been replicated in
don’t want to own everything. That’s getother states.
The Nebraska Food Coop shares the ting too close to vertical integration. We
want to open avenues for new marketers
same philosophy as North Star
Neighbors, as an economically, socially, and new businesses.”
and environmentally sustainable network
of producers and consumers. The volunThe Next Generation: This
teer-run cooperative consists of a webyear, two of Knopik’s grand-daughters
Shared Passion Drives the
based marketplace,
and a grandson are starting their own egg
business, utilizing the Nebraska Food
Cooperative: The number-one tip that www.nebraskafood.org, where member
consumers can buy products from mem- Coop. Another grandson is trying out eco
Knopik can offer about making a coopber producers. The producers then work -tourism by renting out camping units in
erative successful is to find producers
who share the same passion and philoso- together to deliver their products to speci- the pasture.
fied pick-up points.
“It’s such a good learning process for
phies about farming and life.
The Nebraska Food Coop is more
them to learn how to market their stuff,”
“You have to have people who beKnopik said. “I think that’s why we [the
lieve in the same things you believe in,” than providing a place for consumers to
he said. “We can’t have people going off purchase local foods and for producers to agricultural industry in general] lose so
sell their products locally. It’s about cre- many farmers – because they’ve lost the
in different directions.”
ating a viable local food infrastructure.
knowledge and means of how to market.”
Planning is good, but the focus is
The cooperative model brings this
what’s more important: “Everybody be- Knopik said the infrastructure is expanding – the delivery system now includes
back into production agriculture, and
lieves you have to have a business plan
and feasibility studies, and I suppose, but the eastern third of the state and an addi- while it’s a challenge for many producers,
tional hub is being established in Kearmarketing is what makes the profession
we’ve changed so much that if we had
ney, and processors are being added to
viable and sustainable.
stuck to a business plan, we would’ve
the
mix
such
as
a
mobile
meat
processing
“If you’re working hard, why shouldmissed a lot of opportunities,” Knopik
unit
that
will
be
built
in
about
three
weeks
n’t
you
be entitled to live like the average
said. “Every year, we change our plan
– as is the product diversity.
of society does?” Knopik asked.
and adjust. If we head relied on all our
here, they graze rented corn stalks.
“All the farmers around here think
mob grazing is too much work. It does
take a lot of work to get there, the point
of being able to do this, with fencing and
making sure the water is where it needs to
be,” Knopik said. “What they don’t realize is that instead of eight herds, they’re
only running one and it takes a half hour
to move them is all. We can also eliminate having to haul them everywhere;
they can be moved from one field to the
next without using fossil fuels.”
There are some less apparent benefits,
as well: “They are easy to keep in, too,
because everyday, they’re in a new place,
so it’s like candy to them,” Knopik said.
“And they eat weeds and brush: in fact,
the longer they mob graze, the more we
find they actually prefer weeds – they’re
higher in protein than grass. Long-time
mob grazers worry about how to keep
their weeds!”

customers coming to the farm, we couldn’t have survived as a business. If we had
stayed at the farmers markets, we
would’ve burned out.”
“The most important thing is to develop a mission statement and goals,” he
added. “You can go outside the straight
line, but you always have to come back.”
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Multi-Species Grazing Improves Cattle Pastures
By Rita Brhel

B

y and large, a pasture is used

for either cattle or sheep, not both. But
combining the two species yields more
feed for the cows – and more money for
the producer.
“When we look at common managed grazing systems, most are grazed
by just one species of livestock, that
being primarily cattle. When we look at
naturally regulated ecosystems, they’re
going to have multiple species,” said
Brian Faris, a meat goat and sheep specialist with Kansas State University.
Single-species cattle grazing is favored because only grazing one species
is significantly less complicated, management-wise, than grazing multiple
species together. But single-species
grazing is also the reason for a drop in
quality pastures and rangeland, Faris
said. Cattle eat primarily grass, disturbing the ecosystem and leading to an increased weed population in the pasture.
Grazing sheep or goats with cattle
12

can restore the natural balance of grass
and forbs. Sheep graze both grass and
forbs but primarily the latter, and goats
browse shrubs such as red cedar. Sheep
and goats are also more likely than cattle to graze slopes.
“Ideally, you would want to match
the amount of each species of animal to
what forage is available,” Faris said.
For example, a weedy pasture would
have a higher number of sheep-to-cow
ratio than a pasture that was mostly
grass, and goats would be added in if
there was a portion of the pasture overgrown with brush.
The result is a pasture able to grow
more feed for cattle, while also producing another livestock species for market, without added input.
“One ewe [or doe] can be added
for each cow without affecting cattle
performance,” Faris said. In fact, cowcalf production increases by an average
24% by adding sheep to the grazing
system. “Grazing pressure decreases
and production increases if two species

are put together, rather than just adding
more head of the same species.”
In addition, internal parasite problems are lessened in both cattle and
sheep or goats, as the parasites are species-specific.
There are challenges: Sheep and
goats require fencing modifications,
such as a multi-strand electric fence;
sheep cannot eat the same mineral as
cattle; and a cattle producer would need
to educate himself about the small ruminant industry, including available
marketing options. Another major hurdle is predator control for sheep and
goats, which often require the addition
of a guardian animal to the flock such
as a dog, llama, or donkey.
To overcome these challenges, Faris recommended that cattle producers
who do not want to get into the sheep or
goat business to partner with a producer
who already is. This may be fee-based
or a trade-off on services: providing
pasture to the sheep, while improving
the grass-forb ratio for the cattle.

