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   Cooperative Conservation Since 1940 

Challenging the Status Quo: 

Cover Crops for Soil Health 
“It won’t work here”. That’s the 

challenge Okanogan CD soil 

scientist Leslie Michel faced as she 

began working with dryland 

wheat farmers in North Central 

Washington. Even though cover 

crops are proven to improve soil 

health in many climates around the 

world, our low rainfall can make 

cover crops a tough sell to 

producers using an every-other-

year-fallow rotation in order to 

keep enough moisture in the soil to 

grow wheat without irrigation.  

However, producers know that 

healthy soil is more resilient to 

drought, disease and erosion. Soils 

in North Central Washington 

suffer from widespread soil 

degradation, so farmers have 

become increasingly interested in 

cover crops to improve soil health 

and meet long-term production 

goals. With a core group of 

producers willing to try cover crops, Okanogan CD and WSU applied for and 

received a four-year grant from the Conservation Innovation Grant program 

from the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service. Large on-farm trials 

in low-rainfall wheat-fallow production systems began in 2015.  

All of the partner producers in the project are direct seed farmers in      

Okanogan, Douglas, Lincoln and Grant counties. Direct-seed, or no-till, 

reduces tillage and leaves residue on the surface to protect from erosion. In a 

wheat-fallow system, a farmer can reduce soil erosion from 50 tons of soil 

loss every two years to less than two tons of soil loss1. Direct-seed farming is 

the first step many farmers use to improve soil health in our Continued 

This cover crop trial included a mix of sunflowers, 

millet, and sorghum. 

Leslie Michel shows Chuck Goldmark the nitrogen

-fixing nodules on the spring pea cover crop 

during a farmer field day education program. 
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Cover Crops for Soil Health continued 
region.        

Each producer identified three 5-acre trial plots (for spring, 

summer, and fall cover crop seed mixes) and one control plot 

on their farm. Okanogan CD provided the seed mixes and the 

producers contributed their own time and equipment for 

planting, termination, and harvest. Each mix had a seeding 

rate of 10-12 seeds per square foot in all seasons, and no 

additional fertilizer was applied with the seed. The cover 

crops were killed off with a chemical spray application, and 

the plant residue was left on the soil surface to protect it.  

 

Fall cover crop mixes were planted in October, after the fall 

harvest of wheat. The cover crop grew through the winter and 

into spring and was sprayed out in April. Species in the fall 

mixture were radish, Austrian winter pea, triticale, barley, and 

lentils. Spring plots were seeded in early April and terminated 

in late May. The best species for the spring mixes were lentils, 

oats, spring pea, radish or turnip, and spring triticale. Summer 

mixture was seeded in mid-May and sprayed out in late June. 

Best species in the summer mixes were: sunflowers, sorghum-

sudan grass, proso-millet, radish, and spring forage peas.  

 

Soil compaction status was measured each spring and above-

ground plant biomass was collected before termination of 

cover crops. Additionally, soil samples were collected in 

August of each year and sent off to various labs to be analyzed for standard soil nutrients and soil 

health indicators such as microbial activity. Each year we installed sensors to monitor soil moisture 

every hour. In the successive year after the cover crop cycle, grain yield was collected and weighed. 

Collecting soil and plant samples, compaction readings, and yield data help producers and agency staff 

better understand how cover crops will affect the farmers overall profitability and long-term 

sustainability. 

 

Projects like this one demonstrate how Okanogan CD helps producers quantify innovative practices 

that they want to adopt. Every year of this project, producers learned something new about adding 

cover crops to their system: how to better control weeds, which seasons worked best, how long to allow 

cover crops to grow, and which species work best in our climate. The results of this project will be 

important to producers throughout the inland Northwest. Final project report with results and analysis 

will be made available at www.okanogancd.org in December 2018. For more information, contact Leslie 

Michel at leslie@okanogancd.org or 509.422.0855 x106 

Soil moisture data is critical to understanding the 

pros and cons of cover crops in dryland farming. 

One of the turnips used in the cover crop mix. 

Some of the producers are grazing their cover crops 

to see if there are any additional benefits. 
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River Bank Restoration in Ellisforde 
By Amy Martin, Water Quality Conservation Planner 

 

Thanks to Jordan and Gary Lesamiz for working with us to 

improve riparian plants and protect the Okanogan River 

bank from erosion on their property. In 2016, we installed 

two miles of fence to protect 18 acres of shoreline trees and 

shrubs from being overgrazed by livestock. Several acres of 

the riparian area had healthy, mature plants, and over the 

fall and spring, Okanogan CD staff planted an additional 

three acres with approximately 500 new trees and shrubs.  

 

Over time, the trees will develop a root system that will 

reduce soil erosion and bank loss and protect fish habitat.  

This year, after the spring flood, we noticed that thick, 

mature shrubs and trees on parts of the shoreline helped 

filter out large debris like logs and sticks, which kept them 

off the fields and pastures. As we monitor the plants, we’re  

recording which species have the best survival rates, which 

watering regimes are most effective,  and watching out for 

any damage to the young plants from rodents and deer.  

 

Thanks to our partners at the Department of Ecology and 

the Colville Confederated Tribes for their support of this 

project. Stay tuned as we care for the plants and keep an 

eye on the progress! 

The new fence will protect plants both young and 

established from livestock damage. 

We installed tree tubes to protect the young plants 

from rodents and deer as they get established. The 

tubes will be removed next Spring. 

Okanogan CD’s planting crew L to R: Amy Martin, 

Dylan Streeter, Leslie Michel, and Justin Stanley. 

Are you a waterfront landowner looking for help with 

a planting project to protect your shoreline? We work 

collaboratively with landowners to find solutions that 

care for the natural resources in Okanogan County. 

Call or email Amy Martin about your shoreline or other 

water-related projects. 

509-422-0855 x. 108 

amy@okanogancd.org 
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Manager’s Note 
By Craig Nelson, District Manager 

Smoke-filled air has become a startling reality. Smoke is literally a signal from nature that our forests 

and grasslands are not healthy. Wildfires have dominated our summers for more years than we have 

kept records. They are an integral part of our ecosystem. I have some friends who want more actions to 

reduce carbon footprints to slow climate change, while other friends will rally around the “log it, graze 

it, or watch it burn” phrase. I fall somewhere in the middle: I want to have my cake and eat it too. 

Our ecosystems are dependent upon fire. The mechanical method of removing fuels through logging 

and grazing is insufficient to make our landscapes healthy. Our forests need the fire that they have 

adapted to over thousands of years.  The crux of today’s concerns is that more of us are living and 

working in fire-adapted landscapes where fire now poses a significant threat to our communities.  

As a society, we can manage our wildlands more actively than we have over the past 20 to 30 years. 

Incorporating prescribed fire will allow us to have our cake and eat it too. Proper forest management 

that includes mechanically harvesting trees (aka “logging”), followed by prescribed fire and replanting 

as appropriate, can help with carbon sequestration while also reducing the opportunity for catastrophic 

fires to release untold tons of carbon into our atmosphere.   

The same can be said of grazing. Done with proper prescription, management, and monitoring, our 

grasslands will respond to the disturbance of grazing with 

greater production in future years. These lands also 

require fire, so we can choose to conduct prescribed fires 

in the spring and fall to keep the size of the fires smaller 

and reduce impacts of smoke. Or we can wait for large, 

wind-driven, extremely hot fires that are toxic to the air 

and dangerous to our populations. 

I have not heard a single rancher or logger ask to end all 

restrictions on their operations. They understand the need 

to mitigate the impacts of what they do so the land, 

vegetation, wildlife, water, and air are better off in the 

future. The laws, rules, and technical assistance resources 

are all available.  The will of the public is what is lacking. 

We can take back our summers if we choose to let the very 

capable private and public entities do the work that they 

do with a balanced approach to resource management. 

You can e-mail me directly at craig@okanogancd.org, call 

me at (509) 422-0855, ext. 110, write a letter, or even stop 

by the office at 1251 2nd Ave. S. Room 102, Okanogan, WA 

98840. 
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Welcomes and Farewells  
The last few months have seen some changes around the Okanogan CD office. 

Don’t be surprised by the new faces next time you stop in! 

With the retirement of long-time Treasurer Kim Simpson in May (see more 

below), we had to search for just the right person to fill some impressive shoes. 

We are thrilled to announce that Becky Drenner is our new Finance & 

Administration Manager (the change in title better describes the varied and 

crucial duties of the position). Becky brings a background in small business 

management and a passion for the outdoors. She started in April and lives in 

Mazama. 

Kim Kogler was part of our team of fire recovery technicians that worked with 

hundreds of landowners after the 2014 and 2015 megafires that hit Okanogan 

County. After that term-limited position ended in 2017, Kim traveled to 

Guatemala to learn Spanish and to explore the area. She recently returned to 

Okanogan, just as we needed the right person to take over our K-12 programs. 

We are very happy to have Kim back on board as our Education Specialist. She 

has a degree in Environmental Studies with a focus in animals and agriculture. 

Welcome to Becky Drenner and Kim Kogler! And now for the farewells... 

After nearly 20 years with the Okanogan Conservation District, Kim Simpson 

retired in May. Many things have changed at Okanogan CD since Kim first 

started; for example, there were only two staff and Kim only worked part-time 

at first. Her steadfast work ethic and determination to keep Okanogan CD 

headed in the right direction helped create the strong foundation that we all 

rely on today. We thank her for all of the care and attention to detail that she 

brought to work every day, and we will especially miss our special birthday 

treats that Kim made us, without fail, over the years. We wish her the best as 

she transitions to the west side of the Cascades to be closer to family. Her 

Conservation District family will miss her a lot! 

Our most recent staff change is both bitter and sweet. Bitter because we are 

losing our outstanding Education Specialist, Chelsea Trout, but also sweet 

because she is taking over the biology teacher position at Okanogan High 

School. Not only is it her dream job, but OKHS is also Okanogan CD’s closest 

educational partner in the area, so we will continue to work together on 

projects like Ecology of the Okanogan and Envirothon. Chelsea did a fantastic 

job continuing to build the strength of our K-12 science enrichment programs, 

and leaves a solid suite of programs for Kim Kogler to work with moving 

forward. Good luck Chelsea! 

Becky Drenner, Finance and 

Administration Manager 

Kim Kogler, 

Education Specialist 

Kim Simpson, 

District Treasurer, retired 

Chelsea Trout, Okanogan 

High School Biology Teacher 



 6 

 

A Few Words from Our Intern  
By Justin Stanley 

 

I started at the conservation district in early June right after I 

graduated from Okanogan High School and it was non-stop fun 

and learning from the beginning. I did so many different projects 

and jobs both in and out of the office, from rangeland 

management, to soil health, to water quality, and wildfire 

preparedness. Because I worked with a variety of people who 

specialize in different areas, I constantly learned something new 

and expanded my knowledge of the environment.   

 

I spent a lot of time working with dryland wheat farmers and 

their cover crops, monitoring soil conditions in Okanogan, 

Douglas, and Lincoln counties. One of my favorite days was 

going out on the McLaughlin ranch to collect plants for 

calculating Animal Unit Months (AUM), which is how we 

determine how much forage is on the range and how many 

animals it can support without damaging the grasses for the next 

grazing season. I will be studying Rangeland Conservation at 

University of Idaho this fall, so it was great to really experience 

what a career in this field could look like. Planting in Ellisforde 

along the riparian area was the most labor intensive, but at the 

end of the day it was gratifying to look back and see a couple 

hundred new plants doing their job keeping the river bank 

intact. In the office I did data entry, organized field pictures, 

weighed plants, and started to learn geographical information 

system (GIS) software. 

 

Ever since I was a little boy I have been fascinated with the 

outdoors from riding horses to hunting, trapping, and fishing. 

Through these experiences I have truly found my love for the 

outdoors and I want to devote my career to giving back to the 

environment that has made my life so happy. Two years ago 

during my job as a ranch hand, I realized the true importance 

that rangelands have on the environment, wildlife, and water 

quality. Now I will be pursuing a career in rangeland 

conservation. This job has been an amazing experience, the 

people who work here are great and very welcoming. I wouldn’t 

have wanted to get an internship anywhere else and I hope 

someday to get the chance to come back and work here again! 

Weighing cattle as part of Okanogan CD’s soil 

health and cover crops study (above) and 

planting along the river bank in Ellisforde.  

Justin also spent two years in the 

Ecology of the Okanogan class at 

Okanogan High School. The class 

is a partnership between Okanogan 

CD, Okanogan School District, and 

the Colville Confederated Tribes, 

with support from many local 

natural resource professionals. 

Check out the next page for news 

of the NCF Envirothon, where 

Justin and his classmates competed 

against teams from the United 

States, Canada, and China. 
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Okanogan High School Returns to Envirothon! 

Sign Up Now for School Programs 

Bring a creek into your classroom by 

scheduling a program with our stream 

simulation table.  

Are you a teacher, school administrator, or homeschool parent 

looking for high quality science experiences for your students? 

Okanogan Conservation District has programs for you!  

 

We offer in-class and outdoor learning opportunities for students in 

Kindergarten through 12th grade.  Our programs are designed to 

support current science standards and enhance your existing 

curriculum with hands-on activities that also help students get to 

know the diverse ecology of Okanogan County. Best of all, our 

programs are provided free of charge thanks to generous funders 

like the Washington Department of Ecology, the Washington  

Conservation Commission, and others. 

 

To learn more about our school programs, visit our website at: 

www.okanogancd.org/teachers-and-schools 

 

You can also contact Education Specialist, Kim Kogler, by phone at 

(509) 422-0855 x. 117 or by email at kimberly@okanogancd.org. 

In 2017, the Envirothon team of students from the 

Ecology of the Okanogan class at Okanogan High 

school won their first state championship and a 

ticket to the international Envirothon competition in 

Maryland. The team didn’t do as well as they had 

hoped, but it was a huge learning experience. Their 

number one goal: win State again in 2018 and go to 

the NCF Envirothon in Pocatello Idaho. They did it! 

 

Three returning and two new team members met 

after the school year ended to prepare for the 

competition which took place the last week of July. 

They spent a week in competition with teams from 

around the US, Canada, and China. The current 

issue topic for 2018 was perfect for our Okanogan team: “Rangeland Management: Balancing Diverse 

Views”. So how did they do? Well, in 2017, they placed 47th out of 53 teams. In  2018, they jumped to 

22nd out of 50 teams. Even more exciting, they placed 9th in the oral presentation on rangeland 

management. We couldn’t be more proud! Look for great things from this group, 3 of whom headed to 

University of Idaho in August to pursue natural resource degrees.  

The team traveled to Idaho State University for their second 

NCF Envirothon competition. L to R: Hailey Shiflett, Jasmine 

Yusi, Justin Stanley,  Dylan Streeter, Austin Earley 
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1251 S. 2nd Avenue, Rm 102 

Okanogan, WA 98840 

    

  

 

 

Okanogan Conservation District 
 

 

Cooperative Conservation Since 1940 
 

www.okanogancd.org  

509-422-0855 
 

We work collaboratively with land managers to care 

for natural resources in Okanogan County. 

This newsletter 

is published by the Okanogan Conservation District with partial funding from Washington State 

Conservation Commission, Washington State Department of Ecology, and various other sources. 


