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Buffer alternatives: Finding the 
right conservation fit for each farm

continued on page 2

minnesota’s buffer law was created to 
protect state water resources from 
erosion and runoff pollution. While 

Minnesota farmers agree with the intended 
outcomes of the buffer law, many are concerned 
that what is prescribed in the legislation will not 
achieve the intended results.

That’s why the law was also written to give 
farmers and landowners alternatives, in cases 
where the vegetative buffer won’t work or where 
there might be a better way to achieve the 
same water quality benefit. But what are those 
alternatives? 

With support from Minnesota’s 
corn organizations, 
researchers at University 
of Minnesota (UMN) are 
working to identify a matrix of 
“alternative” best management 
practices for water quality. 
UMN is collaborating with 
Minnesota Board of Water 
and Soil Resources (BWSR) 
on this project to ensure that 
these identified practices will 

not only help water quality, but also be accepted 
alternatives under the buffer law.

“This is a working-together endeavor,” said John 
Jaschke, executive director of BWSR. “That’s 
important for all the aspects of making this buffer 
initiative work. The practical part of this is what 
we are most interested in, and what I think the 
farmers are most interested in – to come up with 
some options for circumstances on a producer’s 
land where a buffer strip, or filter strip as it is 
often called, may not be the one that will do the 
most good. We are looking for ways for people to
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The Bieglers use rye as a cover crop to help maintain healthy soil.
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Water Summit addresses 
concerns, solutions for 
water quality 

look at the 
alternatives 
and find the 
one that may 
work better 

than, or instead of, the buffer of the 
prescribed dimensions set out in  
the law.”

The final outcome of the UMN research 
would be a decision matrix of alternative 

practices that farmers could use to 
build upon and improve their current 
conservation efforts. 

Farmers would then work with their local 
Soil and Water Conservation District to 
develop a more specific design of how to 
implement these practices.

 

continued on page 3

continued from page 1

Buffer  
alternatives

a packed auditorium of farmers, 
local residents and government 
officials from across 

the state came together 
for Gov. Dayton’s second 
annual Town Hall Water 
Summit, held on the campus 
of University of Minnesota-
Morris in late January. 

The day-long event focused 
on the complex issues 
facing Minnesota’s waters in 
both rural and urban areas 
of the state, and solutions to 
help improve water quality. 

Among the day’s events was a panel 
titled “The Food and Water Nexus” 
about the relationship between 
agriculture and water quality. Lauren 
Biegler, who farms with her husband, 
Bryan, in Lake Wilson, Minn., was one 
of five individuals on the panel. The 
Bieglers raise corn and soybeans,  
and also have a custom cover  
cropping business.

17021061_CT_mar.indd   2 3/3/17   6:30 AM



Biegler shared their 
experience moving to 
a conservation tillage 
system, in which they 

use cover crops. The family made these changes  
to better conserve their soil, and reduce soil and 
nutrient loss.

“It’s an entire management system change and 
it takes planning. It’s not something that can 
just be adopted at the snap of a finger,” Biegler 
explained. “We thought about this for years  
before we actually had the opportunity to make 
the change.”

It took the Bieglers more than three years of 
planning and preparation on their family farm 
before they could fully implement the tillage 
system adjustments. Biegler believes a broad-
scale transition to conservation tillage is coming  
to row crop agriculture.

“It seems to be a trend that farmers are moving 
toward,” Biegler said. “We did double the amount 
of cover crop acres (custom planting for other 
farmers) this past year, compared to the year 
before. We did a few hundred acres of custom 
strip till work last year, and this year it was nearly 
2,000 acres.”

Many farmers, like the Bieglers, are investigating 
ways to do their part to improve water quality 
through conservation farming methods. Biegler 
told the audience that cost is a key concern for 
farmers, noting that their strip till equipment cost 
nearly as much as their house.

“We’re always looking for ways we can improve 
and be sustainable,” she added. “And that means 
both environmentally and financially. We need 
both to be successful.”
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continued from page 2

Water Summit

MCGA and  
Great River 
Greening partner 
on water quality

i n its 21 years, Great River Greening has 
worked primarily on wildlife habitat restoration, 
marshalling 39,000 community volunteers to  

help restore 18,000 acres of Minnesota prairies  
and forests.

In 2011, the organization began moving forward 
with comprehensive watershed work to improve 
water quality. That work has recently advanced, 
with the help of grants and technical support from 
Minnesota Corn Growers Association (MCGA).

Seven Mile Creek, which empties into the 
Minnesota River just south of St. Peter, has 
become one of several collaborative efforts 
between Great River Greening and MCGA.

“Our organizations have been building a working 
relationship over the past several years,” said Paul 
Meints, MCGA research director. “We look forward 
to continue strengthening how our organizations 
can work together to improve sustainable 
agriculture and improve surface and ground water 
quality in Minnesota.”

 

Improving surface and ground water quality is a top priority for MCGA.
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More than 100 farmers and ag professionals attended the 
recent workshops.

e ight Nitrogen Smart workshops took place 
across the state earlier this winter, from 
Slayton to Faribault. 

The seminars, hosted by Minnesota Agricultural 
Water Resource Center, are presented by 
experts from University of Minnesota Extension 
with support from Minnesota Corn Growers 
Association.

“The goal of these sessions is to help farmers 
gain a better understanding of how to manage 
nitrogen more effectively,” said Brad Carlson, 
University of Minnesota Extension educator 
and workshop presenter. “It’s an opportunity 
to talk through the data and research, and use 
that information to help minimize environmental 
impact and reduce costs for the farmer.”

The seminars focused on the “4Rs.” Specifically, 
the importance of using nitrogen in the right 
place, at the right time, in the right amount and 
in the right form. More than 100 farmers and ag 
professionals attended the recent workshops. 

Learn more about the Nitrogen Smart program at 
z.umn.edu/nitrogensmart.

Minnesota  
farmers get 
“Nitrogen Smart”

before the opening gavel and through  
the first few weeks of the session, both  
Gov. Dayton and legislative leaders 

voiced strong opinions about the health 
insurance crisis looming in the state’s individual 
marketplace. This directly impacts many 
Minnesota farmers. 

In late January, a final bill passed the House and 
Senate and was quickly signed by the governor. 
It will allocate $326 million to help buy down the 
cost of premiums for insurance obtained through 
the private market exchange. The law also 
enables farmers to form health care cooperatives, 
which can further benefit farm families. 

The governor also released his proposed state 
budget for 2018-19, at approximately $46 billion 
over the next two years. That’s a 10 percent 
increase over the current budget. 

Gov. Dayton’s budget calls for tax relief, and  
singles out farmers and parents paying for 
childcare as key recipients of relief. The 
governor’s plan would spend a significant portion 
of the current $1.4 billion budget surplus to 
pay for increases in school spending and more 
money for a public health care option. 

The governor also renewed his call for a 6.5-
cent gas tax, as well as an increase in vehicle 
registration fees to help pay for long-term 
transportation plans. (Minnesota Corn Growers 
Association recently passed a resolution to 
support a gas tax increase). 

Be sure to follow Minnesota Corn on Twitter  
(@mncorn) or Facebook (“Minnesota Corn”), or 
visit our blog at mncorn.org/blog for additional 
updates throughout the legislative session.

Early legislative action is favorable 
for farmers

17021061_CT_mar.indd   4 3/3/17   6:30 AM



5

g ary Prescher, Delavan, Minn., was 
recently named a state winner in the 
National Corn Growers Association’s 

              (NCGA) National Corn Yield Contest. 
Prescher attributes his success to a long-
term commitment to improved land and crop 
management practices; more specifically, soil 
health through improved drainage, in-season crop 
monitoring with nitrogen, and fertility management.

Back in 2010, Prescher was examining his fields 
and considering additional ways to improve both 
consistency and productivity year-to-year. As 
an agronomist, Prescher began to prioritize. He 
installed a tile system to improve drainage where 
needed, and used grid sampling to identify areas 
of deficient soil fertility. 

“This doesn’t happen overnight,” says Prescher. 
“It was and still is a long-term commitment to 
really getting to know the soil in each field to 
manage micro-environment variability required for 
optimum soil health.”

Over the years, in collaboration with the 
Minnesota Department of Agriculture (MDA), and 
local retailers, Prescher tested many different 
in-season nutrient management practices. These 
include using nitrogen rate trials to fine-tune rates 
and timing practices, and monitoring in-season 

soil nitrate levels through grid sampling remote 
sensing. Then using the University of Minnesota 
Nitrogen Management Best Management 
Practices (BMP’s), Prescher worked to improve 
yield and maximize use nitrogen efficiency.

“Right product, right rate, 
right time, right place,” 
says Prescher, when 
talking about nitrogen 
management. “It was 
really about following 
the BMP’s for my area, 
monitoring the data, 
and adjusting rates and 
timing to best fit the crop 
and soil needs at that 
particular time.”

Those adjustments allowed Prescher to record a 
yield of 288.6431 bushels per acre, which gave 
him a first-place finish in the AA Non-Irrigated 
category of the 2016 NCGA Corn Yield Contest 
(CYC). It was Prescher’s first time entering 
 the CYC.

Prescher says the only other changes he made in 
his winning field was to move from a 107 day  
hybrid to a 110 day hybrid due, in part, to the 

improved drainage, and also a timely 
start to the growing season.

“Weather is always a factor. In 2016 we 
really had great growing conditions to 
work with,” Prescher says.

Higher yields weren’t the only benefit 
Prescher has noted in his fields over 

the past seven years. Increased nitrogen use 
efficiency has improved his return on investment, 
helping his bottom line while minimizing 
environmental impacts.

“We’re doing a better job of managing the crop 
and our soil from planting through harvest, rather 
than just planting, killing the weeds and then 
focusing on the harvest,” Prescher says. “I see 
many farmers in my area trying these types of 
management practices, being innovative in their 
approach, and improving sustainability.”

Nitrogen 
efficiency key 
to yield contest 
winner’s success

Gary Prescher
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w ant another sign that the renewable 
fuels industry in Minnesota is 
stronger than ever? Al-Corn 

Clean Fuel in Claremont broke ground on an 
expansion that will boost its annual capacity 
from 50 million to 120 million gallons a year.

“Originally, when the plant was built 
22 years ago, we were a ten-million-
gallon-per-year plant,” said Randall 
Doyal, CEO of Al-Corn Clean Fuel. “We 
are expanding to be more competitive 
with the larger plants in our industry, 
and there’s still room for further growth.  
So, that’s what we’ll do. We’ll continue 
to grow.”

Minnesota is currently the fourth 
largest ethanol producing state, 
with 20 plants producing 1.18 billion 
gallons per year, according to the 
latest statistics from the Minnesota  
Bio-Fuels Association.

Claremont ethanol plant expanding 
annual capacity to 120 million gallons 

USDA report: 
Ethanol 
reduces GHG 
emissions by 
43 percent
a recent United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) report reaffirms  
one of the benefits of cleaner  

burning ethanol.

The report, titled “A Life-Cycle Analysis of the 
Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Emissions of Corn-
Based Ethanol,” finds that GHG emissions 
associated with corn-based ethanol in the 

United States are about 43 percent lower 
than gasoline when measured on an energy 
equivalent basis.

The report reasserts the importance of  
ethanol and the Renewable Fuel Standard. 
Ethanol does more than just save consumers 
money at the pump and help reduce our 
dependence on foreign oil. It’s also better  
for our environment.

Ethanol delivers significant environmental benefits, according  
to USDA.

The expansion of Al-Corn Clean Fuel will more than double its capacity.
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m innesota drivers filled up with E15 at 
a record pace in 2016. Overall sales 
increased by one million gallons from 

2015-2016, according to data from the Minnesota 
Department of Commerce.

There are now more than 95 stations and 400 
dispensers across the state pumping E15, 
thanks in part to the work of a broad coalition that 
includes Minnesota Corn Growers Association 
and Minnesota Corn Research & Promotion 
Council. With funding support from a United 
States Department of Agriculture grant, the 
coalition hopes to install over 600 pumps by the 
end of the year. 

To find a station that pumps E15 or other higher 
ethanol blends near you, go to mnfuels.com.

d elegates to the Minnesota Corn Growers 
Association’s (MCGA) annual meeting at 
MN Ag EXPO 2017 in Mankato re-elected 

six farmers to the MCGA board of directors.

Re-elected were Paul Henning, Okabena, to 
represent District 1; Tim Waibel, Courtland, 
District 2; Chuck DeGrote, Clara City, District 4; 
and Noah Hultgren, Raymond, District 5. Bryan 
Biegler of Lake Wilson and Kirby Hettver of 
DeGraff were re-elected to at-large positions.

“Leadership positions are important not only at 
the state level, but also at the local level,” Hettver 
said. “As a grassroots organization, our strength 
comes from our members, and it’s because of our 
engaged members that we’re able to continue to 
grow and move forward as an organization.”

Bryan Biegler, who also serves as vice president 
of the Murray County Corn and Soybean Growers 
Association, added that now is the time to be 
involved.

“There is so much going on in agriculture 
right now, from water quality to the Farm Bill. 
It’s important to me to contribute to those 
conversations, and share feedback and ideas 
from farmers in my area.”

E15 sales continue to 
break records

Minnoco stations throughout Minnesota now offer E15.

Paul Henning Tim Waibel Noah Hultgren

MCGA re-elects 
six grower  
leaders to board  
of directors

Kirby Hettver Bryan Biegler Chuck DeGrote
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d uring MN Ag EXPO 2017, the Minnesota 
Corn Growers Association recognized 
two individuals who have played an 

important role in ensuring that agriculture – and 
corn farming – remain an important part of 
Minnesota’s landscape. 

Jerry Demmer received the Golden Kernel Award, 
in recognition of his dedication and leadership 
in helping move Minnesota’s corn organizations 

forward. Demmer has been 
farming near Clarks Grove, 
Minn., for more than 40 years 
and serves on the Minnesota 
Corn Research & Promotion 
Council.

Dr. Jeff Strock, a professor 
and soil scientist at the 
University of Minnesota 
Southwest Research and 

Outreach Center, was 
given the Friend of 
Agriculture Award. Dr. 
Strock is a long-time 
advocate for agriculture, 
focusing on research 
aimed at developing water 
and nutrient management 
solutions for farmers.

Demmer, 
Strock receive 
awards for 
contributions to 
MN agriculture

t he Minnesota Corn Research & Promotion 
Council (MCR&PC) has four seats up for 
election in 2017. Districts voting for council 

members in 2017 include districts 1, 2 and 4;
district 7; district 8; and district 9. 

Farmers will automatically be mailed a ballot in 
March if they voted in last year’s election. Those 
who did not vote in last year’s election, but would 
like to vote in 2017, should contact the Minnesota 
Department of Agriculture or the Minnesota Corn 
Growers Association office at 952-233-0333. 

Completed ballots must be postmarked 
by April 6, 2017. Results should be 
available April 26, 2017.

MCR&PC looks to fill four seats 
in 2017

Dr. Jeff Strock

Jerry Demmer
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t he Minnesota Corn Growers Association 
and University of Minnesota (UMN) – long-
time partners in supporting the ongoing 

development of best management practices for 
agriculture – recently honored four Minnesota 
farm families for their conscientious approach to 
conservation.

The Sievert Family, Gibbon; Novak Family, St. 
Hilaire; Mehrkens Family, Thief River Falls; and 
the Demmer Family, Clarks Grove, were each 
recognized for their commitment to conservation 

during a UMN Men’s Hockey game. Thanks farm 
families for all you do!

9

A member of each farm family was treated to a 
memorable UMN Zamboni ride.

UMN recognizes four “Farm Families  
of the Game”

Agribusiness 
mergers focus of 
keynote panel at 
MN Ag EXPO

mergers among agribusinesses, 
like the consolidation of acres into 
larger farms, is a trend with pros 

and cons, according to some leading figures in 
agribusiness. And it’s a trend that will remain a 
powerful economic force in the agricultural world.

“Growing in scale is a matter of survival,” said 
Steve Koep with Minneapolis-based business 
consulting firm Clutch Performance. Koep spoke 
during MN Ag EXPO 2017 held Jan. 25-26 at 
the Verizon Wireless Center in Mankato. He 
and others on the keynote panel addressed the 
economic impact of mergers in agriculture.

“We are a trend following a trend,” Koep said. 
“You look around and see that there are fewer 
farms, and so it’s a logical consequence that 
there are fewer and fewer equipment and input 
retailers, and service businesses.”

The integration of major agribusinesses leaves 
many farmers wondering what will happen to 
prices and to choices for the seed and crop 
protection products that are vital to their business. 

Nearly 1,000 farmers, researchers and 
agribusinesses attended the annual event hosted 
by Minnesota Corn Growers Association and the 
Minnesota Soybean Growers Association. MN Ag 
EXPO includes educational sessions and panels, 
a two-day tradeshow, networking opportunities, 
and more. (See additional photos on page 11.)

Be sure to mark your calendar for  
MN Ag EXPO 2018, Jan. 24-25, at the  
Verizon Wireless Center in Mankato.

MN Ag EXPO brings together leading ag experts to address the 
latest issues facing farmers.
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MCGA and baseball: 
A winning combo

with baseball season right around the 
corner, Minnesota Corn Growers 
Association (MCGA) is gearing up for 

another summer of outreach and promotions at 
the ballpark.

MCGA is again partnering with popular Twins 
podcast “Gleeman & the Geek” this spring to give 
away a 20-game Twins season-ticket package. 
Go to gleemanandthegeek.com to download the 
latest episode and get full details on how to win. 
You can also go to KernelNation.com for more 
details. 

The foul poles at CHS Field — the home of the  
St. Paul Saints — will feature a corn-themed 

design that merges our state’s passion for 
baseball and appreciation of corn farming. 
Between innings, two lucky fans will have a 
chance to show off their skills playing the state’s 
largest game of Corn Toss. 
And finally, across the river at Target Field, 
MCGA will be splashed across televisions and 
signage at the ballpark 
throughout the season. 

All of MCGA’s baseball 
promotions have a 
conservation-focused theme. 
By partnering with the Twins, 
Saints and “Gleeman & the 
Geek,” MCGA is able to 
reach a wide audience of 
non-farmers in the metro area 
with information about how 
corn farmers work to protect 
our state’s natural resources.
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Thanks to our Allied Partners
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UMN study: Shrimp industry to have 
$48 million impact
a recent University of Minnesota (UMN) 

economic impact study projects the 
construction for just one trū® Shrimp 

Harbor, a shrimp production facility, would 
generate over $48 million in economic activity 
in southwest Minnesota. This also has the 
potential to create a new value-added market for 
Minnesota corn.

“The economic impact doesn’t consider feed 
commodities required for a Harbor including 
corn, soybeans and hard red wheat,” says trū® 
Shrimp President and CEO Michael Ziebell. 
“trū® Shrimp is creating more than economic 
ripples. It is an economic tsunami.”

Thanks to research investments by Minnesota’s 
corn farmers, trū® Shrimp has been exploring 
ways to use ground corn and distiller’s dried 
grains with solubles in shrimp feed rations. Corn 
had not previously been considered as an option 
for shrimp feed because of the aflatoxin levels 
in tropical areas where shrimp production was 
concentrated. However, there is a low incidence 
of aflatoxin in Minnesota corn, making it a viable 
shrimp feed option. 

The company is preparing to begin construction 
in the spring of 2018.

Maizey and T.C. Bear 
entertained the crowd at 
Target Field.
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MCGA President Harold 
Wolle, Jr., presents Jerry 
Demmer with the Golden 
Kernel Award.

Willmar farmer and MCR&PC 
Chair Chad Willis speaks 
about corn check-off 
investments at the annual 
meeting.
 

The MCGA booth focused on the organization’s commitment to 
sustainability, and provided attendees with the opportunity to share their 
farm story via photo booth.

In the trade show area, MCGA 
featured a photo booth where 
farmers could highlight their 
conservation practices (and have  
a little fun).

John Phipps, host of U.S. Farm Report, speaks to a standing room only 
crowd at the MN Ag EXPO luncheon.

Representative Tim Walz 
was the keynote speaker 
at MCGA’s annual Political 
Action Committee breakfast.

The MN Ag EXPO 2017 tradeshow was bigger and better than ever in the 
new event space at the Verizon Wireless Center.
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Calendar of Events

March 21  
MCR&PC ballots mailed  

to producers

March 22-23  
 2017 ACE Biofuels  

Beltway Fly-In,  
Washington, D.C.

March 27-29  
Upper Midwest 

Convenience Store &  
Energy Convention,  

St. Paul

April 5  
 MCGA/MCR&PC Joint 

Meeting, Shakopee

April 5  
 MCGA legislative  
reception, St. Paul

April 6  
MCR&PC election ballots 

postmark date 

 April 11  
UMN Ag Awareness Day, 

Minneapolis 

 

April 12  
 Women’s Agricultural 

Leadership Conference, 
Chaska

April 14  
 MCGA office closed  

for holiday

April 26 
 MCR&PC election results 

available

April 27 
 CommonGround event, 

Minneapolis
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