Small Watershed Farm Inventory

FINAL REPORT
Background

Identifying small acreage landowners in the Clean Water District is an important way to identify as well as verify opportunities, needs and priorities of Snohomish County, the Stillaguamish Clean Water District, and Snohomish Conservation District (SCD).

An inventory helps identify issues related to unguided management of livestock, educational opportunities for types of livestock operations, as well as incentive-based opportunities to implement the variety of Best Management Practices (BMPs) offered by the District through a variety of funding programs.

In 2009 the District, in partnership with the County conducted farm inventory surveys in Pilchuck Creek and Church Creek watersheds, which are tributaries to the Stillaguamish River. These watersheds were chosen based on input from the Clean Water District that identified them as high priority watersheds for degraded water quality.

The purpose of the survey was to estimate grazing animal impacts to grasslands, riparian areas, and water sources of the two watersheds.

Inventory protocols were jointly developed by the District and the County and included roadside (windshield) surveys, remote sensing analysis, and CaptureX mapping tools.

The windshield surveys in each watershed were done between the periods of August 26th  – September 17th, 2009. A brief statistical analysis was completed as follows:

Church Creek

There were 86 farms identified during the inventory, and 576 animals located on these farms. There were on average 6.7 animals per farm. Horse farms predominated the watershed with 70% of the farms being horse operations that ranged from 1-60 head. 27% of the farms were cattle operations ranging from 2 to 40 head. 17% of the total farms inventoried had more than one livestock type.

Other livestock types included pigs, goats and “other” including pet dogs.

There were 5 focus areas that were looked at where farms lacked BMPs. These 5 BMPs were: roof runoff management (gutters), inadequate collection of manure (picking up manure), and improper storage of manure, overgrazing, and winter grazing. These BMPs were chosen as the top priority based on increased possibility for nutrient and sediment runoff from the farm to water bodies.

30% of the farms were lacking some type of roof runoff management BMP.

50% of the farms were lacking adequate collection of manure.

40% of the farms were lacking proper storage of manure.

62% of the farms were identified as being overgrazed.

41% of the farms were identified as grazing in the winter or year-round.

Out of the farms identified as needing these 5 focus areas of BMPs, cattle and horse operations were split out separately from above.

Out of the 30% - 52% were cattle operations, and 78% were horse operations.

Out of the 50% - 12% were cattle operations, and 83% were horse operations.

Out of the 40% - 15% were cattle operations, and 24% were horse operations.

Out of the 62% - 25% were cattle operations, and 74% were horse operations.

Out of the 41% - 14% were cattle operations, and 80% were horse operations.

43% of the farms were identified with a critical area on the property.

12% of the farms were identified with a critical area solely on the property.

8% of the farms were identified with a small stream on the property.

19% of the farms were identified with a larger creek on the property.

10% of the farms were identified with a wetland on the property.

12% of the farms were also identified as grazing in areas of access to a wetland, stream, ditch, lake or pond.

The survey also included documentation of those farms that also had BMPs in place. The top three chosen to look for were Heavy Use Areas (sacrifice), Cross Fencing, and Stream Fencing for livestock exclusion.

14% of the farms had implemented a heavy use or sacrifice area for animal confinement. Of these14% identified, 75% were horse operations and 25% was cattle operations.

29% of the farms had implemented cross-fencing to aid in rotational grazing of the pastures. Of these 29% identified 72% were horse operations and 28% were cattle operations.

2% of the farms had implemented stream fencing for livestock exclusion. Of the 2%, 50% were horse operations and 50% were cattle operations.

The farms were ranked against each other in regards to priority of assistance needed. The ranking was identified in regards to high, moderate, low, and no problems or unranked. High priority farms were those who should be contacted for assistance from the District to help them with their overall management. Moderate priority was those that were identified as having some issues on the farm but did not rate as a farm that should be contacted over another. Low priority farms generally had implemented some type of BMP or did not have a water body on the farm. Farms with no issues either did not have any issues, they had desired BMPs in place, or it was too hard to evaluate the property. Those farms that went unranked generally were not exposed enough to have an adequate evaluation of the property done from the vehicle.

23% of the farms were identified as a high priority to receive assistance from SCD.

28% of the farms were identified as moderate priority to receive assistance from SCD.

40% of the farms were identified as low priority.

5% of the farms were identified as having no problems.

6% of the farms were identified as being unranked.

Pilchuck Creek

There were 109 farms identified during the inventory, and 639 animals located on these farms. There were on average 6 animals per farm. Horse farms predominated the watershed with 78% of the farms being horse operations that ranged from 1-15 head. 13% of the farms were cattle operations ranging from 1 to 30 head. 6% of the farms were goat operations ranging from 2 – 125 head. 7% of the total farms inventoried had more than one livestock type.

Other livestock types included sheep and alpaca.

There were 5 focus areas that were looked at where farms lacked BMPs. These 5 BMPs were: roof runoff management (gutters), inadequate collection of manure (picking up manure), and improper storage of manure, overgrazing, and winter grazing. These BMPs were chosen as the top priority based on increased possibility for nutrient and sediment runoff from the farm to water bodies.

54% of the farms were lacking some type of roof runoff management BMP.

65% of the farms were lacking adequate collection of manure.

47% of the farms were lacking proper storage of manure.

57% of the farms were identified as being overgrazed.

9% of the farms were identified as grazing in the winter or year-round.

Out of the farms identified as needing these 5 focus areas of BMPs, cattle and horse and goat operations were split out separately from above.

Out of the 54% - 8% were cattle operations, 78% were horse operations, and 8% were goat operations.

Out of the 65% - 13% were cattle operations, 71% were horse operations, and 6% were goat operations.

Out of the 47% - 10% were cattle operations, 82% were horse operations, and 6% were goat operations.

Out of the 57% - 10% were cattle operations, 79% were horse operations, and 8% were goat operations.

Out of the 9% - 13% were cattle operations, 75% were horse operation, and 10% were goat operations.

30% of the farms were identified with a critical area on the property.

6% of the farms were identified with a critical area solely on the property.

6% of the farms were identified with a small stream on the property.

14% of the farms were identified with a larger creek on the property.

5% of the farms were identified with a wetland on the property.

4% of the farms were also identified as grazing in areas of access to a wetland, stream, ditch, lake or pond.

The survey also included documentation of those farms that also had BMPs in place. The top three chosen to look for were Heavy Use Areas (sacrifice), Cross Fencing, and Stream Fencing for livestock exclusion.

16% of the farms had implemented a heavy use or sacrifice area for animal confinement. Of these 14% identified, 88% were horse operations, and 12% were cattle operations.

26% of the farms had implemented cross-fencing to aid in rotational grazing of the pastures. Of these 26% identified 85% were horse operations, 10% were cattle operations, and 5% were goat operations.

3% of the farms had implemented stream fencing for livestock exclusion. Of these 3% 67% were horse operations and 33% were goat operations.

The farms were ranked against each other in regards to priority of assistance needed. The ranking was identified in regards to high, moderate, low, and no problems or unranked. High priority farms were those who should be contacted for assistance from the District to help them with their overall management. Moderate priority was those that were identified as having some issues on the farm but did not rate as a farm that should be contacted over another. Low priority farms generally had implemented some type of BMP or did not have a water body on the farm. Farms with no issues either did not have any issues, they had desired BMPs in place, or it was too hard to evaluate the property. Those farms that went unranked generally were not exposed enough to have an adequate evaluation of the property done from the vehicle.

13% of the farms were identified as a high priority to receive assistance from SCD.

26% of the farms were identified as moderate priority to receive assistance from SCD.

47% of the farms were identified as low priority.

7% of the farms were identified as having no problems.

6% of the farms were identified as being unranked.

Summary:

This inventory allowed SCD to gather valuable information about the Church Creek and Pilchuck Creek Watersheds. This survey identified and verified commonalities of land management throughout the watershed. One of the most identified land management issues was the lack of manure and pasture management. It was documented in the notes that the majority of livestock owners participate in year-round use of pastures and grazing areas as well as improper manure collection (or lack of) and storage. Also noted, was considerable overstocking of livestock on these parcels. Animal numbers grazing in excess of what forage can be produced in these areas, along with lack of management in terms of rotational grazing and allowing for pasture regeneration via rest can allow an area to become overgrazed very quickly. Year-round grazing, or continual use of a pasture area can lead to compaction, loss of cover, weed infestation, etc. This can lead to a decreased ability of the pasture area to hold soil in place, and allow sediment and nutrients it to run off into surface waters, ditches, creeks, etc. Along with overgrazing, lack of manure management can lead to an overabundance of nutrients and pathogens that can also run off into the waterways.

Although overstocking contributes primarily to overgrazing, incorporating basic BMPs on the farm can compensate it for. There were many farms that were identified using the BMPs the District commonly recommends, however it does not seem they are being used properly to be effective. Further, the management of the farms does not seem to be taking into account a “holistic” approach to overall management. For example although 29% and 26% of the farms in each watershed had implemented cross fencing and 16% and14% implemented a heavy use area (both important BMPs to help limit overgrazing when used properly), 62% and 57% of the farms were identified as being overgrazed.

This suggests lack of knowledge in the incorporation of BMPs and how they are supposed to compliment each other, as well as proper usage and maintenance of the BMPs once installed. 

However, it has been shown in the past, the main reason why landowners do not implement BMPs, is not the lack of knowledge of the practice and/or the benefits they provide - but the cost to implement or maintain that practice. The fact that many of these practices can be expensive to implement, the landowner simply cannot afford to put these practices in place. In relation to the depressed economy, livestock practices often go overlooked as a priority when things like mortgages, health care, and family need to come first.

Landowner priorities are likely another reason why so many of the farms are showing these levels of management. Turnout for livestock are a high priority for many landowners. Managed pastures are typically not a priority for landowners because on these smaller acreages it is highly likely they are feeding purchased feed year-round. Therefore, the pasture areas are not being used for forage production for the livestock; they are being used for exercise areas as well as ease of management. If the animals are not confined, the manure in the heavy use area does not have to be picked regularly because the animal is depositing manure outside of the heavy use area. The problem then becomes an overabundance of manure throughout the pasture areas as well.

In reality, by confining animals and allowing regrowth of the pastures, and incorporating a proper rotational grazing system, the landowner may enjoy health benefits to the livestock as well as pasture grazing. In some cases, the landowner can also decrease feed costs if they have grass-based feed available even during part of the year.

Horses in particular, when allowed to feed purchased forage tossed on the ground by the landowner, or allowed graze an overgrazed or denuded pasture risks ingesting sand particles that can lead to sand colic. Further, not collecting and containing manure from the animals increases the risk for parasite infestation. Part of a holistic approach to BMP development incorporates not only landowner goals, but also livestock health and happiness, along with protection and beautification of the natural resources on that property.

Although this survey information gathered is important. There are a couple of things to keep in mind in regards to the data collected:

-The survey data collected represents one small point in time during the year. It was taken in August and September over a very short time period during a droughty summer. There is high correlation between drought and decreased or halted grass growth. Some of these farms (perhaps even some of the high priority farms) may have had good or better management throughout the spring and part of the summer until the drought hit. Further, if the County was not in a drought situation some of these farms could look very different this time of year in a normal year.

-During the economic hardships this past year, and with local hay production an availability decreased due to the drought, opening of the gates and overuse of the pasture may have occurred due to the inability of the landowner to purchase adequate feed for the livestock – leaving the pasture area very important for the maintenance of the animal.

-Both the staff and intern who filled out the survey form were new to BMPs as well as identification of farm practices. Although training was provided, it takes time to develop an “eye” to properly inventory a farm for proper management. There were obvious cases however, where it was easy to tell that lack of management was indeed a factor.

-This inventory was simply a “visual” inventory. Everything identified was what could be seen from a County road or from the vehicle. BMPs that were implemented but not seen from the road were not counted. Livestock that were indoors due to heat were also not counted. Properties that may have standing water in the winter, or intermittent streams that were dry at the time of the inventory were also not identified. There were also no water quality or other samples that took place with this survey to verify if indeed there were water quality issues related to what was being seen on the ground.

Overall, in relation to many other activities in the watershed the amount of high priority farms was lower than expected. There seems to be some understanding about many of the landowners identified that BMPs are important – evidenced by some of the farms that are indeed doing a good job in managing the farm. Other BMPs that could be improved or added could be a matter of simply “tweaking” existing management that is currently being practiced. Even small measures can bring big differences to water quality within these watersheds.

Recommendations:

Based on information identified in this survey it will be important for SCD to contact the high priority farms in this area and offer assistance in the form of education, educational materials, farm plan development (if there has not been one completed), or incentives to implement BMPs.

Since both Church Creek and Pilchuck Creek are areas where there are a lot of horse farms, it will be important to bring more horse-related activities, tours and educational workshops to these landowners. However, beef education and BMPs related to this livestock type should not be totally avoided.

The Church Creek inventory identified more high priority farms and should have a bit larger focus over Pilchuck when planning events and outreach, although both watersheds need to be addressed.

SCD should continue to focus educational activities on the benefits of pasture management, and especially manure and nutrient management.

SCD should incorporate a more “holistic” approach to BMP and farm plan development and the explanation of how all BMPs work together and how that relates to the environment.

Providing ongoing financial support for implementation of critical practices may also help get more projects on the ground. SCD should continue to work with partner agencies to get more eligible BMP’s on the allowable cost-share lists in grants. 







