
1 

For 7 years now I’ve been helping farmers get more 

quality pasture into animals that replaces purchased inputs 

through education, planning, mentoring, monitoring and 

building grazing infrastructure which all contribute in some 

way to improvement in managing grassland systems.  Is it 

that important?  This ominous quote would suggest a 

resounding yes.  “2013 could be worse than 2010 .  In other 

words, unless the price of milk holds at its current high level, 

instead of falling as current futures suggest, there will be significant 

continued pressure on dairy farmers and good reason to expect 

production to continue to contract. Of course, a continuing 

contraction would give reason for market prices to hold but it is 

hard to say where the sweet spot will be between lowering 

production and stronger prices. Where ever that stabilizes there is 

nothing in the tea leaves at this point to suggest that making milk 

will become much easier in 2013. I suspect that for a lot of NY 

farmers the key will be how good a feed crop they harvested, in 

other words how long they can stay insulated from high prices for 

purchased feed relative to the price of milk.” ~Andrew M. 

Novaković, PhD Cornell University 

This advise in touting the increase of homegrown forage 

for the diet of dairy animals and livestock by agricultural 

service professionals is sound.  This strategy saves farmers 

money and improves animal health while reducing the 

overall environmental footprint which has inspired many to 

manage their pasture resources better.   

However, in my rounds throughout the watersheds there is 

still plenty of work to be done with really getting serious 

about grazing management.  Its why I’m 

very passionate about the planned grazing 

chart as a way to keep on top of daily 

decisions, rest periods, forage inventory, 

rainfall and something paramount to economics—soil 

fertility and biological life.  Because of the weather 

extremes and other seen (Armyworms!) and unforeseen 

factors, the sooner you measure, monitor and make an 

informed management decision the quicker you can take 

control of situations that affect the bottom line. 

2012’s workload demonstrated diversity with grazing 

planning, pouring concrete, post pounding and 

maintenance, building fence, organizing pasture walks, 

leading workshops throughout the USC watershed, doing 

outreach and writing or collaborating on 5 grant proposals 

as a way to diversify funding sources.  The funding issue 

continues to manifest itself as the weak link which leads 

the District program to seek out different opportunities and 

partners as a way to keep grazing management strong 

throughout the region.  Suffice it to say, it may not look 

like it did before as we change during these fiscal times. 

I sincerely hope the work from the last 7 years will show 

worth to the community as a dollar invested in the district 

yields over twenty-one dollars back into the agricultural 

community. 

I appreciate being able to serve Madison County landowners and 

the strong network of graziers, beginning farmers, consumers and 

agency professionals  through work on my 

own farm, with the Conservation District, 

The Upper Susquehanna Coalition, The 

AEM Program, The Central New York 

RC&D Council, The Madison County 

Grazier’s Group, Northeast SARE and the 

many media professionals.                                                         

Thank you and Happy Holidays       

Troy Bishopp   The Grass Whisperer                                                

Madison County Soil & Water Conservation District Grazing Program                

December 2012 
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Driving Towards Water Quality 

Whether it’s for adding land into a pasture system, 

buffering a watercourse or building a sturdy fence around a 

heavy-use area, the district’s high & heavy post driver with 

support from the Upper Susquehanna Coalition continues 

to enable farmers and conservation professionals to partner 

and install local water quality projects.  We do our best to 

maintain the equipment and circulate it around the region 

in a timely fashion.  If you have an upcoming water quality 

project in 2013 where you need some posts installed 

without all the back breaking work give the district a call 

to get on the schedule. 
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Pasture Walk Amongst the Trees at Woodwatch 

Farm 

Georgetown, N.Y.---Sometimes a gathering of farmers hits 

on all the right notes---A beautiful evening in the pasture, 

great conversations between new friends and generous 

scoops of homemade ice cream with all the sundae fixins’.  

You might ask what prompted this bucolic scene.  Believe 

it or not, folks came out to learn more about this new 

grazing concept called Silvo-pasture which integrates trees 

with forage and livestock production. 

Silvopasturing is an agroforestry system used to produce 

both livestock and forest products on the same land over an 

extended period of time. It can be thought of as a hybrid 

between well-managed pastures and well-managed 

woodlands. The term implies skilled management, 

beneficial outcomes, deliberate attention to multiple 

objectives, and symbiosis between grazing animals and 

their wooded environment. A silvopasture system can be 

developed from one of two perspectives: enriching open 

pastures with trees, or modifying natural forests and 

plantations through thinning to develop forage plants in the 

understory. The successful integration of pastures and 

woods that is, grazing with silvoculture - requires an 

experienced eye and knowledge of both disciplines. 

The idea of managing pastures with mixed conifers and 

hardwoods intrigued Glenn Trush, who with his family 

operates Woodwatch Farm, a 300 acre property and home 

to a growing Highland Cattle herd.  With help from the 

Madison County Planning Department in making farm 

maps, he introduced everyone to the farm goals and 

practices in place so far and showed the group the history 

of the farm and how the open land is being reverted back to 

forest. 

“I had heard of this practice and since it fits with our long 

term goals it was the right time to host a meeting and learn 

more before we progress in our grazing system plans and 

get opinions from other farmers on how we’re doing so 

far”, said Glenn.   

To help farmers, novice and experienced, understand the 

considerations and nuances of this agroforestry practice the 

evening featured Schuyler County’s Agriculture and 

Natural Resources Educator from Cornell Cooperative 

Extension and fellow grass farmer, Brett Chedzoy who led 

the pasture walk around the cattle and trees.  “Tonight you 

are part of an inaugural group of producers striving to go 

from concept to implementation.  It’s a long term project 

that requires skilled management because it’s relatively 

easy to repair decisions made on grazing lands whereas 

forestry decisions can take decades to fix”, said the 

agroforestry practitioner. 

He discussed the opportunities, requirements and keys to 

making this system work.  Topics teased out from the 

group included animal stocking rate, cattle impact on tree 

roots, thinning options, using areas for out-wintering and 

summer grazing, which tree species are compatible for 

silvopasture and the economics of bringing the pasture into 

the woods.  As the complimentary cattle grazed in a nearby 

paddock, conversations surfaced about animal behavior, 

watering and fencing considerations and forage 

establishment using frost seeding, sowing annuals or 

rolling out hay bales throughout the ongoing savannah. 

The setting sun and howling Coyotes focused folks away 

from cattle, pasture and trees and on to networking 

intertwined with making ice cream sundaes.  “This evening 

gave us a lot to think about for our farm and was well 

worth the trip, said Frank and Cori Drobnica from Coal 

Hill Highlands in Taberg, New York.  We appreciate the 

Trush family for opening up their farm so we can go home 

inspired to think differently about land management.” 

The evening was supported by The Madison County Soil 

and Water Conservation District, The Upper Susquehanna 

Coalition, The NYS AEM Program, The Finger Lakes-

Lake Ontario Watershed Protection Alliance, Schuyler 

County CCE and hosts Glenn, April, Issac and Phoebe 

Trush from Woodwatch Farm. 

For more information on Silvopasture visit these excellent 

web resources:    

 www.ForestConnect.info  

 www2.dnr.cornell.edu/ext/info/pubs/MapleAgrofor/

Silvopasturing3-3-2011.pdf 

 www.unl.edu/nac/silvopasture 



4 

Another big thank you to Jamie Hart and 

staff at the Madison County Planning 

Department in Wampsville for their 

work in creating whole farm maps for 

our planned grazing monitoring charts.  

“Thank you for providing the grazing 

chart and companion map of our farm.  

We find these to be very helpful tools in 

keeping track of where we are going and 

where we came from.  Helping each 

other out is great.”~ Ruben Mast 

Congratulations to M&M and Lui-Vu Farm on receiving the 2012 Madison 

County Conservation Farms of  the Year Award 
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 Healthy Pastures = Healthy Herds and Happy Farmers 

By Troy Bishopp, Bob Wagner & Juan Alvez 

Earlville, N.Y.---What’s more inspiring than green grass, sunshine and homemade ice-cream sundaes?  

Getting to share it with an exemplary organic dairy couple, David Stratton and Sarah Dalzell, a herd of 

beautiful cows and 60 passionate graziers on a picturesque evening in the hills of Madison County 

overlooking the headwaters of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed.   

The 200 acre, Stone Mill Pond Farm is home to a spring seasonal herd of 50 organic crossbred cows plus 

replacements that produce quality milk (8 years of consecutive super milk awards) for Organic Valley 

CROPP Cooperative on a 14 paddock system of rotationally grazed pastures, hay and baleage and a small 

amount of liquid molasses supplement.  According to Dave and Sarah, “We are tight with our cows”.                                                                    

Since 2003, Dave has strived to improve his bottom line by concentrating on soil health through a myriad of practices, amendment 

strategies, experiments and grazing management trials without the use of major tillage.  “If your soil foundation is right, good things 

happen, said Dave.  Over the years I have invested heavily in re-mineralizing my land by using gypsum, lime, chicken litter, foliar 

feeding organic premixes, spraying raw milk and spreading composted manure.  I’m now aerating my swards and feel the “loosening 

effect” will benefit water retention and inject oxygen into the soil structure”. 

To complement the soil building process, Dave employs a basic grazing strategy for his cows, in grazing half and leaving half while 

moving his animals to a fresh break multiple times during the day.  “Moving encourages them to eat more and it’s an opportunity to 

observe for heats and study their grazing behavior.  Managing for what the cow really wants tends to reduce stress and make for a 

healthier cow.  I’m also learning to appreciate a few weeds (forage) in the sward which adds diversity to the diet along with their 

deep taproots bringing up valuable nutrients from the subsoil”, said Dave. 

The plan must be working as soil organic matter levels have increased from 3% in 2006 to over 5% in 

2012 with some fields approaching 9% as well as an increase in overall fertility.  “We’ve also noticed just 

how this improved soil health has lowered our mineral bill while drawing in a vibrant host of dung 

beetles, earthworms, birds and beneficial soil life”, said Sarah. 

As the large contingent of graziers stretched over several feet of laneway like a herd in of itself, Dave and 

Sarah were excited to show guests their sweat equity and tell of their experiences out in the field.  The 

group gave the aerated pastures the cushion test and compared soil without it. They got to peruse the fine looking cows and see their 

grazing behavior after the poly-fence was moved.  Queries arose on what constitutes a good grass to legume ratio, weathering the 

drought, pasture rest periods, seasonal production strategies, clipping, fertility spreading timing, cow health and infrastructure layout.  

A pasture walk wouldn’t be complete without farmers questioning costs of everything from applying soil amendments to feed prices 

whereby stirring up discussions and thoughts to think about on the drive home. 

A familiar sound bellowed (Come Graziers) from the valley to the hillside pasture instigated by Madison County’s own, Grass 

Whisperer calling farmers down to enjoy 7 gallons of homemade ice-cream from Troyer’s Country Store in Canastota, N.Y. with all 

the sundae toppings and 13 dozen cookies from the Kountry Kupboard in Madison, N.Y. in what is officially known as the 

“relationship building” part of any inspiring pasture walk.  Conversations and sugar lasted well into the evening. 

Praise from new-found friends included: “It was worth the long drive.”, “I was so impressed by the quality of the cows without 

having any grain.”, “Listening to Dave and Sarah share their 

experiences validates my own grazing management decisions.”, “I could 

get used to this every week.”  Robert Yoder and Jim Weaver both 

summed up their appreciation of the evening by repeating, “Grazing is 

good for the soul.” 

Many thanks go out to the Stone Mill Pond Farm Family, NESARE   

and the PDP Holistic Planned Grazing Training Group from Vermont, 

Pennsylvania and New York, The Central New York RC&D Council, 

The Madison Co. SWCD, The Upper Susquehanna Coalition,            

The NYS AEM Program  and The Finger Lakes-Lake Ontario 

Watershed Protection Alliance for their support. 
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NoNoNo---Till Drill and Cover Crops Continue to Stop Erosion and Build Soil Health Till Drill and Cover Crops Continue to Stop Erosion and Build Soil Health Till Drill and Cover Crops Continue to Stop Erosion and Build Soil Health    

To date, the district with partnership funding from The Great Lakes Commission, The Upper Susquehanna Coalition and The Finger Lakes-Lake 

Ontario Watershed Protection Alliance have worked with over 30 farmers on 700 acres to plant beneficial cover crops. Cover crops provide multiple 

benefits to the land, the community and to the ecosystem that surrounds us.  They help to hold the soil;  they absorb excess nutrients present in the soil 

keeping them from running off into surface waters and they add to soil health by building organic matter.   By reducing erosion and nutrient runoff to 

our water supplies while helping the farmer grow the crops we all consume at our dinner table, it’s a win-win situation. 

Utilizing Holistic Planned Grazing Professional Development Project Leads the Way on Training  

The partnership between the Central New York Resource and Development Council, Inc. and 

Northeast SARE continues to add valuable skills to the portfolios of 37 grazing professionals, 

extension educators and farmer mentors.  Through the project, Utilizing Holistic Planned Grazing 

as a Regenerative Engine for Sustainable Agriculture, participants throughout the Northeast have 

attended trainings on grazing planning, measuring financial progress of graziers, animal behavior, 

weed management, grazing infrastructure construction and costs, biological monitoring, acquiring 

the “graziers eye” and honing communication skills to name a few.  Comments include:  “Thanks 

for introducing myself and the farmers to grazing planning tools 

and visual aids to work through goals & issues regarding the grazing system/season”.  

“Through the grazing decisions made we saved 882 dollars in 2 weeks of extending the 

grazing season”.  “Thank you very much for the fruitful workshop/retreat/fun meeting. I 

got to meet lots of interesting practitioners and the 

infrastructure exercise was very inspiring.”  To learn more 

about the project or download the grazing planning tools 

go to:  www.cnyrcd.org/planned-grazing-participants. 

Dr. Temple Grandin & 

UVM’s Jennifer Colby 

Communications Coach Fred Ashforth         

with Monroe Co. SWCD’s Tucker Kautz 

Attendees of the 2012 grazing retreat in Hamilton, N.Y. 

In-field infrastructure training 

Dave Reckahn, Kathy Voth, Tiffany Pinheiro, Trish LaValley 
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It was back in 2001 when I first met the 

dreaded armyworms marching through my 

neighborhood munching and crunching on 

mine and other farmers’ grass plants at night 

and bivouacking under the cool litter during 

the day only to return the next evening to eat 

even more plants.  As we returned to this epic 

battle being waged on farms in 2012, what 

lessons from the past have we learned to 

defeat these hungry, slithering soldiers? 

For me, the two biggest decisions in 

agriculture (is or should) surround the lasting 

effects of whether to plow land or to spray 

chemicals.  

Regarding the latter in dealing with these 

pests, too often our agricultural advisors are 

prescribing the bottle and are too linear in their 

thinking.  But who could argue their merits 

when you are under attack and seeing your 

sweat equity being wiped out daily.  I was in 

the same mindset back in 2001. However, I 

chose a different path based on my financial, 

environmental and personal goals bucking the 

trend reported heavily in the newspaper that I 

too should spray my way to victory. 

Dialogue from the movie, Braveheart, got me 

thinking:  Young William Wallace says to his 

father, “I can fight” and Malcolm Wallace 

responds “I know. I know you can fight. But 

it's our wits that make us men.”  

I thought long and hard about the impending 

battle plan as this ravenous army marched on 

acre by acre.  Questions arose in my head: 

What’s the worm’s lifecycle, habits and 

weaknesses?  How will an insecticide-laden 

worm affect the wildlife that will eat them?  

Will the spray kill all my beneficial insects too?  

Can I afford it? What other alternative 

measures are there?  What is the cost of letting 

nature take its course and doing nothing? 

The hardest thing, and yet the easiest personal 

and environmental decision, was not to spray.  

The next strategy was to spend some time 

with my enemies in the field.  They shared 

vividly what they like to eat which of course 

was orchardgrass, ryegrass, timothy, and 

bromegrass but had an aversion to my clovers,                     

dandelions, plantain and other forbs.  I was 

learning the true value of diversity right before 

my eyes.  To me they looked like mini-cows 

grazing; and then it hit me like a ton of bricks.  

To control them take away their food, water 

and shelter and expose them to a nice shearing 

char from the sun.  But how? 

An army of cows, that’s how.  Reminiscent of 

a civil war battlefield, the two armies met in 

the middle of a sunny, ten acre pasture with a 

band of ½”poly-tape and I being the generals.  

You can only imagine the scene as 80 closely 

flanked 1000 pound steers launched into this 

leguminous, “forbious”, succulent sward 

stomping and chomping their way through 

the hiding guerilla worms.  As I left the 

skirmish and let the combatants to their 

devices, I wondered how this decision would 

play out. 

I remember the morning after, like it was 

yesterday.  In what was probably the most 

profound moment of my grazing life, I crested 

the plateau to see literally hundreds of turkeys 

and crows in a feeding frenzy intermixed with 

the puzzled but contented steers resting after 

the battle.  At one point I saw a turkey toss a 

fatty worm in the air like she was playing 

catch.  They were actually having fun with 

these new found cater-(pillars) of protein.   

The good and bad thing about monitoring 

such a colossal aftermath is I’m the only 

recorder of history.  In the wake of the cattle’s 

high density grazing and manure, lay a flurry 

of beneficial insects and wildlife either eating 

the worms or laying eggs on their now 

exposed bodies.  Others were crushed, fried on 

a stalk or passing through the gut of a steer to 

enhance the fertilizer factory.  To be honest, 

some of my motivation to quell the invasion 

was to stop the fertility transfer---- worms 

leaving with my grass. 

As I surveyed the land then and in the 

following days, I became very aware of the 

synergistic nature between cows, wildlife, 

insects and diverse grasslands.  It’s like this 

pest problem heightened my thinking but also 

showed my inadequacies, given all the tools at  

my disposal that could win the battle but not 

the war.  I actually sighed with relief that I 

chose this path because I could not fathom the 

future consequences of my nature’s workers 

dying along with the targeted species or 

ingesting chemically-laden worms deemed 

“safe” by the USDA. 

My approach is not specifically trying to 

denigrate the status quo of control measures 

currently in use but can serve as an alternative 

given you have a similar set of tools as I.  As 

one who networks with many graziers in the 

realities of local environments and goals, I’ve 

been called to farms in the heat of this latest 

armyworm onslaught also worried about the 

decisions they will make for the future of their 

farm. 

We have brainstormed most of the current 

tools plus some new fresh ideas:  Spray them 

with molasses to draw in more beneficial 

critters, hit them with lime or liquid manure, 

combine a community of chicken tractors into 

the war zone, and even using a vacuum truck.  

While all these could be stalwart remedies 

there are some common practices we should 

all be committed to in an effort to stop pest 

invasions before they start. 

In the interest of space, I’m just suggesting 

these 3 tenets for implementing successful pest 

management:  Diversity of plant and animal 

communities, soil health including topsoil 

management and incorporating herds of 

grazing animals (along with wildlife) into a 

crop rotation.   

The army came to my farm again this year but 

they were ill-equipped to handle the thick, 

diverse sward with good organic matter, active 

biological life and heavy dose of high density 

grazing.  You see, I’ve been secretly waiting 

and honing my ecosystem for eleven years to 

win this war, organically and respectfully. 

“I firmly believe that any man's finest hour, 

the greatest fulfillment of all that he holds dear, 

is the moment when he has worked his heart 

out in a good cause and lies exhausted on the 

field of battle - victorious” ~ Vince Lombardi 

Grazeheart Combats the Armyworms     Grazeheart Combats the Armyworms     by Troy Bishoppby Troy Bishopp  
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      Buffer Projects 
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  Before and After Projects 

    

Laneway Improvement  &   Stream Crossing  

Alternative Water System  
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        Projects 

Leachate Control System 

& Safety Fencing 

Water & 

Erosion 

Control 

Systems 

Deer fencing to protect wetland plants & trees 
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 Pictures from The Grass Whisperer 

All programs and services of the Madison County Soil and Water Conservation District and the USDA-NRCS are offered on a  

nondiscrimination basis, without regard to race, color, national origin, religion sex, age, martial status or disability. 

6503 Wes Rd.  Hamilton, N.Y. 

13346  (315) 824-9849  

www.madcoswcd.com 


