
Soil health is soil in action - that was the
message from the events opening speaker,
Jamie Patton from NRCS. The idea is simple:
if you take action, you’ll get action in your
soil! By embracing the four core principles of
soil health—minimizing disturbance,
maximizing biodiversity, maximizing soil
cover, and maximizing living roots—you can
really make a difference. For instance,
reducing tillage and using overwintering
cover crops helps tap into all four principles.
Plus, adding manure can boost biodiversity
too!
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Research Data
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First year data on cover
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cycling, yield, and MORE!
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Jamie also shared a handy tip for checking your
soil’s health: next time it rains, get outside and
observe your fields. Is the rain soaking in as it
should, or is it just pooling up and running off?
Pay attention to the water—if it's murky when it
leaves the field, that's a sign your soil might not
be doing its job. So, if you notice those issues, it
may be time to take action to enhance your soil
health!

The event also featured some fantastic short
presentations from five farmers, who discussed
their experiences with integrating livestock into
cropland, incorporating cover crops into their
cropping system, and considering reduced
tillage methods like strip till. Crediting manure
and accessing manure were also discussed.

Our UW experts chimed in on topics like
nitrogen cycling, beneficial insects, nutrient
stratification, and tackling soil compaction.
Additionally, industry specialists showcased
some exciting new tech for mapping
compaction and highlighted the perks of having
central tire inflation systems. It was a fantastic
mix of ideas and insights!

Ben Grove from
Columbus grazes
cattle on a multi-
species cover
crops that is
grown after
winter wheat

Soil Health Event Recap (continued from page 1)

Tom Ripp holds
up what’s left
from a soil health
experiment: A
pair of cotton
underwear were
buried for 30
days. The active
soil microbes
munched away at
the fabric.

Luke Laufenberg
shared how his
family plants as
many acres of
cover crops as
possible to build
organic matter,
as they remove a
lot of residue
through
harvesting corn
stalks.

Endres
Berryridge
utilizes strip
till on many
of their acres,
they find it to
be a good
alternative to
no-till when
manure is
part of the
cropping
system.

Ron Schoepp grazes heifers on cropland in the winter,
utilizing mobile wind breaks and bale feeding to manage
where the manure is spread by the animals.

Soil Health Practices Are...
Intentional
Farm-Specific
Adaptable
Stacked

Soil health is a journey, not a destination
Start simple, be successful

Representatives
from Insight FS
shared information
on Earth Optics
equipment which is
used to map soil
compaction and
create a prescription
for low-disturbance
deep tillage.
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If you haven't joined a
farmer-led watershed
group yet, now's a great
time to connect with
fellow farmers who are
exploring new
management practices
and participating in
farmer-led conservation
efforts. Even though the
groups are organized by
watershed, everyone is
welcome to join in on the
educational events, no
matter where you're from.

Find a
Farmer-Led
Watershed
Group

Biological Farmer Friends (BFF)
Contact Marie Raboin, 608-228-6324, raboin.marie@danecounty.gov
Follow Biological Farmer Friends of the Lower Yahara on Facebook

Farmers for the Upper Sugar River (FUSR)
Contact Wade Moder, 920-850-6902, wade@sugarriverfarmers.org
Follow Farmers for the Upper Sugar River on Facebook

Farmers of the Sugar River (FSR)
Contact Tonya Gratz, 608-325-4195, ext. 121, tonya.gratz@nacdnet.net
Website: greencountylwcd.com/who-are-we/, follow this group on Facebook

Lake WI Farmer Watershed Council (LWFWC)
Contact Todd Rietmann, 608-742-9670, todd.rietmann@columbiacountywi.gov
Follow Lake Wisconsin Farmer Watershed Council on Facebook

Sauk Soil and Water Improvement Group (SSWIG)
Contact Mitch McCarthy, 608-355-4896, mitchell.mccarthy@saukcountywi.gov
Website: sswig.org, follow this group on Facebook

Yahara Pride Farms (YPF)
Contact Jeff Endres, 608-279-8991, jeff.endres@yaharapridefarms.org 
Website: yaharapridefarms.org, follow this group on Facebook
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Thinking about planting
cover crops but feeling a
bit uncertain? No worries!
You can sign up for cost-
share funds from Dane
County to help ease into
it. The good news is that
you can apply anytime,
and it's first come, first
served. If you have any
questions or need more
info, feel free to reach out
to the land conservation
staff at 608-224-3730 or
drop them an email at
landcon@danecounty.gov
. 

Cost-Share
Reminder Farmer for the Upper Sugar River Meeting - March 25, 7:00 pm 

Hosted at 8546 Pine Hill Rd, Cross Plains, Contact Wade Moder with questions,
wade@sugarriverfarmers.org, 920-850-6902

Dane County Breakfast on the Farm: June 14, 7:00 - 11:30 am: Conservation
Tent Hosted by Dane County Farmer-led Watershed Groups
Breakfast hosted at Hinchley’s Dairy Farm, 2844 State Rd 73, Cambridge, Ages 3-
11 = $5, Ages 12 and up = $10

Upcoming Events

https://demofarms.danecounty.gov/
USDA is an equal opportunity
provider, employer, and lender.

Dane Demo Farms is funded by
an agreement with the USDA
Natural Resources Conservation
Service.
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Brooke Lerum, Resource Conservationist
608-224-3750, ext. 8518
brooke.lerum@usda.gov

Contact Information
Address:
5201 Fen Oak Dr. Room 208
Madison, WI 53718



2024 DATA
SUMMARY 
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About the Research
At the Dane Demo Farm network, we’ve got something really special going on! Our research is driven
by farmers, for farmers, which means we’re all about finding answers to the real questions you have
about adopting different conservation practices. Each demo farm has its own unique projects, along
with some exciting initiatives that are hosted across all farms. 

We’re excited to share some data from the 2024 growing season! Before diving into the results, we’d
like to give you a little background on how these on farm projects were conducted. 

All the work in these plots is entirely carried out by the participating farmers or their service
providers. They handle everything from planting, harvesting, tillage, pesticide applications, and
managing manure and fertilizer. Dane Demo Farms surveyed the plot areas and marked them out for
the farmers, provided plot maps identifying the different treatments, gathered the soil and plant
tissue samples, and completed data analysis. The plot sizes vary based on the farmers' equipment,
ranging from 30 to 90 feet wide and 200 to 500 feet long. Just a heads-up, these plots are not
replicated.

When it was time to harvest, the farmers took care of that too. Some had calibrated yield monitors,
while for others, we weighed the plot harvest by using weigh wagons, portable scales, or scales right
on the farm. We also collected samples of the grain or forage and dried them at the UW-Arlington
Research Station to check moisture levels. The yields were then adjusted based on that moisture
data.

Keep in mind that the results you're about to see reflect just one year of data—because let's be
honest, no two years are ever the same in farming! So, feel free to draw insights from what’s shared
here, but keep in mind that 2025 might tell an entirely different story. Enjoy exploring the data!



Methods

1) Before the termination of each cover crop, we collected multiple plant biomass samples within the
plots, dried them, and sent them in to a lab for analysis - luckily we have UW-Arlington Ag Research
Station close by to access their plant driers.
2) All soil nitrogen samples were taken at two depths, 0-12" and 12-24" - beginning in the fall of 2023,
and continuing in early spring 2024 3) up until mid-July, and ear-leaf samples were taken at tassel.

We used portable weigh pads, weigh wagons, scales, or information from calibrated monitors to gather
yield data.

Each project has their own set of protocols based on the the project goals. We collected baseline data
on all plots that included routine soil tests, soil nitrate tests, soil health tests, and more. We’ll use this
data to track progress over the coming years. 

2024 Projects:
1) cover crop termination timing
2) nutrient stratification in a no-till system
3) liming in a no-till system
4) manure placement (in-furrow, between rows)
5) soil health comparison between systems
6) P & K availability from digested solids and
composted digested solids

New Projects for 2025:
1) transition to no-till (from chisel-plowing)
2) the use of cover crops to replace tillage on
low-lying acres
3) edge-of-field monitoring
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Cover Crop Termination Timing

A study that was conducted on all participating farms is focused on cover crop termination timing.
The main idea here is to find out the best time to end a cover crop so we can boost soil health while
still maintaining good yields. 

Each farm set up at least four plot strips for experimentation. This setup includes one strip with no
cover crop at all, plus three strips with cover crops that were terminated at different times: the first
opportunity in spring, just before planting, and right at planting. Two of the farms even added extra
treatments, using crimping at planting and another for terminating after planting.

In 2024, each participating farm grew different crops—one farm planted soybeans, another grew corn
for grain, and the third planted corn for silage. See the yield charts below to see how it all turned
out. The no cover crop treatment serves as the ‘baseline,’ representing 100% of the target yield. All
other treatments were compared to this baseline, with anything below 100% indicating a yield loss
from the cover crop termination, and anything above 100% showing a boost in yield for the cover
crop treatment. Please note that this is data from only one year.

Summary of 2024 Research Data

What about biomass of the cover crops? If you're looking to
suppress weeds by growing cover crops, data from the UW Cropping
Systems Weed Science highlights that you'll need nearly 5,000
pounds of biomass per acre for effective suppression, specifically
when it comes to soybeans.  

Two of the treatments hit that mark— those that were established by
mid-October and not terminated until planting. This data is displayed
on a chart on the next page. The chart also reveals that cover crops
planted in November the previous fall yielded very low biomass. This
could be due to the unusually dry conditions we faced in early spring
2024. It wasn't until after participating farmers had terminated all of
their cover crops that we finally got a good amount of spring rain
here in Dane County.
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So, let's chat about the nitrogen from the cover crop and whether it gets released in time for the corn
to make the most of it. In early spring, the corn silage field showed elevated levels of nitrogen in the
soil. It makes sense, considering the field received a fall manure application. Interestingly, we noticed
that the area without a cover crop had higher nitrogen levels in mid-April compared to those with
cover crops. This just shows how effectively those cover crops are doing their job by soaking up the
nitrogen. As we moved into May, nitrogen levels remained pretty stable. 

Remember all the rain we had in the spring of 2024, especially from mid-May to mid-June? This
field in particular got a bit more rain than the other farms, and our data revealed a significant drop in
nitrogen levels in the soil during this rainy period. There was a side dress application of 32% UAN in
June, but guess what? More rain followed! The surprising twist is that the only plot to show an
increase in soil nitrogen was the one that had a cover crop terminated at planting. 

Summary of 2024 Research Data

Corn Silage (green line)
Cover crop: 
50/50 wheat & barley
Planted: September 24

Corn Grain (blue line)
Cover Crop: winter rye
Planted: October 12

Soybeans (orange line)
Cover Crop: winter rye
Planted: November 7

The corn grain plots had very different results, check them out on page 5.
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What about the yield?
If you took a look at page 3, you
probably saw that the yields in the
corn grain plots were a bit lower for
both the termination at planting and
the crimp treatment. The chart
above and the earleaf samples on
the left show that nitrogen levels
were actually pretty good in the
termination at planting treatment, so
it makes you wonder - what’s
responsible for the yield loss?

Summary of 2024 Research Data
In early spring, the corn grain field showed some low nitrogen levels in the soil overall, but after side
dressing in mid-June, the soil levels jumped up right when the corn really needed it, between V12
(corn with 12 leaves) and R1 (silking). During this period nearly 40% of the nitrogen needed for the
corn plan is taken up by the crop. By July, we noticed that the lowest levels were in the plots without
cover crops and those that were crimped. However, when the earleaf samples were taken, a few
weeks later, it showed that all treatments had good nitrogen levels in the actual corn plant, although
the early termination plots were a tad lower overall.

These plots are situated on a field with drain
tile, but despite that, the heavy rainfall we
experienced from mid-May through June
was just too much for the tile lines to handle.
Unfortunately, the plots with cover crops
terminated at planting and the crimped plots
ended up with some wet areas that
impacted their yield. We’re not exactly sure
how much of the plots were affected, so
those less productive sections are included
in the overall yield calculations, which
brought down the total yield for the plots.
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Nutrient Stratification in a No-Till System

One of the participating farms has been utilizing no-till for quite some time and they had a concern
about nutrient stratification. There was no evidence that stratification was occurring, but based on
information from no-till enthusiasts, it is something to watch out for in long-term no-till. This farm has
also implemented cover crops for over a decade and felt that the increase in soil health and the boost
earthworm activity would help reduce or eliminate any stratification issues, but it was all speculation.

We did sampling across the farm, taking samples at 0-2" and 0-6". We focused on fields with a rich
history of cover crops as well as those that haven't consistently received them.  

After data analysis, we found that there was no significant stratification anywhere on the farm, despite
some fields being in a no-till system for multiple decades.

Summary of 2024 Research Data

The fields all the way on the left
side of the chart are doing great in
terms of soil health and have a solid
history of using cover crops. As you
move to the right, there is a
reduction in perceived soil health,
with the fields on the far right
showing the least exposure to cover
crops.

The triangles in the charts represent
two different sampling depths. The
dark triangle indicates a shallow
sample, while the transparent
triangle corresponds to a deeper
soil sample.

When we think about stratification,
the top chart (pH) should have the
dark triangles lower down,
suggesting that the soil surface has
a lower pH. In contrast, the bottom
chart (P) should show the dark
triangles at the top, indicating that
there’s more phosphorus at the soil
surface. The greater the
stratification, the greater the
distance between the transparent
and dark triangles.

Since these charts don’t show a
noticeable gap between the
triangles, that suggests there’s not
much stratification happening.
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Summary of 2024 Research Data
Manure Placement (in-furrow, between rows)

Over the course of a year, we conducted an interesting study on the benefits of manure placement and
its impact on corn. The main goal was to see if applying manure directly into the furrow would make a
difference. We set up five different treatment options: 

1) No cover crop (No CC), full rate manure, between the rows
2) Cover crop (CC), full rate, between the rows
3) Cover crop, half rate manure, in the furrow
4) Cover crop full rate manure, in the furrow
5) Cover crop, no manure 

When we analyzed the nitrogen levels in the soil,
the results were quite revealing. As expected,
the treatment with no manure had the lowest
nitrogen levels, while the half rate came in next.
Interestingly, the treatment with full manure but
no cover crop showed the highest nitrogen
levels in spring, although these levels decreased
as the season progressed. 

This study took place in the same field as
another project looking at corn silage and cover
crop termination, which experienced quite a bit
of rain from mid-May through June. We also
gathered additional samples from both in the
furrows and between the rows. By June, it
turned out that the nitrogen in the soil had
moved around quite a bit, so there wasn't a clear
difference in outcomes based on whether the
manure was placed between the rows or in the
furrows.

Then, in late July, we collected ear-leaf samples
and found no significant difference between
treatments. At harvest, the in-furrow, full rate
treatment did yield the highest, but there was
also not a significant difference.

Comparison of Earleaf Nitrogen by Treatment

Yield Compared to Control

CC, no manure CC, manure 
between rows, 

full rate

CC, manure 
in-furrow, 

full rate

CC, manure 
in-furrow,
half rate
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CC, no manure CC, manure 
between rows, 

full rate

CC, manure 
in-furrow, 

full rate

CC, manure 
in-furrow,
half rate

No CC, manure 
between rows, 

full rate

No CC, manure 
between rows, 

full rate



P & K Availability from Digested Solids and Composted Digested Solids

With two community digesters in Dane County, there have been questions about nutrient availability
from digested solids, specifically because of the high carbon content of the product. Though difficult to
locate, we found a field that had no manure history and was located north of Madison, in close
proximity to the products needed for the study.

Due to the high carbon content of the digested solids, the work focused on phosphorus and potassium
levels rather than nitrogen.  The project involved various treatments including digested solids from
local digesters, composted digested solids, commercial fertilizer, and a control treatment that did not
receive any extra P and K. These products were applied in the spring of 2024, and when harvest time
arrived, we found that all treatments resulted in similar yields. We will be repeating this study in 2025
and will provide an update on those results.

Liming in a No-Till System

One of the participating farms recently made the switch to no-till farming. However, they realized they
hadn’t fully addressed their soil's pH needs before making the change. Instead of going back on the
progress they'd already achieved, they're curious if enhancing soil health could eliminate the need for
tillage to incorporate lime. The idea is that by improving soil health, promoting living roots year-round,
and boosting earthworm and microbial activity, nature itself might handle the lime incorporation. In the
fall of 2023, we set up plots with different treatments: 1) no-till + cover crop + no lime, 2) no-till + cover
crop + lime (applied at half rate for two consecutive years), 3) no-till + cover crop + lime (full rate), and
4) tillage + lime (full rate). We’ll be sampling the soil at depths of 0-2 inches and 0-6 inches over the
next few years to see how the lime behaves under these different treatments. It’s going to take time
before we have any results on this project.

Summary of 2024 Research Data

USDA is an equal opportunity provider,
employer, and lender.

Dane Demo Farms is funded by an agreement
with the USDA Natural Resources Conservation
Service.

https://demofarms.danecounty.gov/

Plans for 2025

With the addition of two more farms to the Dane Demo Farm network in 2024, we'll have an even
broader range of projects aimed at enhancing soil health. Our goal is to support all farmers, regardless
of where they are on their soil health journey, by providing relevant data tailored to their specific needs
and aspirations for their farms.

In the fall of 2024, farmers started a few new studies, including a study to monitor a farms transition
from chisel-plowing to no-till, exploring whether cover crops can effectively replace tillage on low-lying
areas, and setting up a new edge-of-field monitoring system. Stay tuned for updates on both our
existing and new projects in our upcoming newsletters!

Participating Farms
Endres Berryridge Farm, Waunakee
Prosser Farms, Columbus
Tyler Duerst Farm, Verona/Darlington
Ripp-Vale Farms, Black Earth
Sime Farm, Stoughton

2024 Research Team
Dr. Francisco Arriaga, UW
Brooke Lerum, NRCS
Chelsea Zegler, UW
Connor Schoelzel, UW
Jacob Getz, Insight FS

Kevin Shelley, UW
Kim Meyer, Dane County LWRD
Will Fulwider, UW
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