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SARE Supports Building Soil 
Health - in All its Many Forms

See MARLOW, page 9

Maintaining and improving soil 
health has been a component of 
over 400 projects in the Western 
region since 2018. These efforts 
have covered a range of topics 
like biofumigation, cover crop-
ping, no till and biochar. A com-
monality among these actions 
(even no till) is mechanical treat-
ment of target soils either to in-
corporate crop residue, compost 
or add beneficial microbes. 

Several of the articles in this 
issue of Simply Sustainable 
describe an approach modeled 
on ecosystem interaction, using 
grazing livestock to improve soil 
health. While proponents of “tar-
geted grazing” and “holistic management” have argued for 
this approach for several decades, focus has been on sheep, 
goats and cattle. Innovative researchers are now investigat-
ing the effect of avian grazers, in this case ducks, on pest 
control in fruit orchards. Duck use in the orchard understory 
reduced the need for pesticides which can have indirect ben-
efits on soil biota ultimately improving soil health. 

In similar fashion, the description of range riding to control 
livestock depredation by wolves, lions and bears enhances 
the opportunity for landowners and agency personnel to use 
targeted grazing on range and forest lands to improve soil 
health. Another benefit to soil health and conservation is the 
use of livestock to control the spread and intensity of wild-
fire. At first this may seem to be a stretch for the improve-
ment of soil health, but high intensity fires burning through 
heavy fuel loads will sterilize soils and leave the profile prone 
to erosion. The targeted grazing article in this issue describes 
a collaborative training effort among landowners and ex-
tension educators to mitigate wildfire impacts to structures, 
vegetation and soils through directed grazing management. 
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Bering Strait Ag Leaders
Build Food Security In Rural Alaska

Volunteers work in the Unalakleet Community Garden.

See ALASKA, page 17

A large nonprofit with a long history in Alaska, 
the Rural Alaska Community Action Program 
(CAP) is well-known for its work addressing 
housing, workforce development, and health 
challenges. When COVID hit, the organization 
added food security work to their priorities, add-
ing 10 food security projects around the state. 

“With COVID funding, we appreciated the 
opportunity to collaborate with different com-
munities’ programs. Yet we found the demand 
for funding these programs exceeded what we 
could offer. We learned from our connections in 
the Bering Strait the importance for ag training 
there,” says Gardening Program Specialist Emily 
Becker. 

As a disproportionate number of rural Alaskans 
live in poverty and experience food insecurity, 

Rural CAP’s Growing Rural Opportunities for 
Wellness program (GROW) requested Western 
SARE funding to expand on these food security 
projects and lead a Bering Strait Ag Leader’s 
Summit. They are creating a network of agri-
cultural professionals in rural Alaska, spreading 
sustainable agriculture practices to stimulate 
food security and employment.

With the SARE funding, the Bering Strait Ag 
Leaders’ Summit provides training to 12 to 15 
ag professional leaders from seven different 
communities in the Bering Strait region of Alaska 
each year. Participants will convene in hands-
on workshops to learn about sustainable agri-
culture practices and pass knowledge to their 
communities.
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Wildfires throughout the West are growing 
more severe. Fire season starts earlier, lasts 
longer and claims more lives and property along 
the way. Grazing is one of the most effective, 
cost-efficient tools available to lessen fire spread 
and severity. And now, thanks to a recent West-
ern SARE-supported project, grazing has become 
even more useful to resource managers, land-
owners and livestock producers alike.

“Grazing offers a unique opportunity to reduce 
fire fuels, mitigate climate change and support 
local agriculture,” said Stephanie Larson, Coop-
erative Extension livestock and range advisor 
for the University of California based in Sonoma 
County. “Our project helps match landowners 
with grazing contractors and also highlights the 
nutritional value of many rangeland plants com-
monly grazed to reduce fuel loads.” 

By reducing the mass and height of shrubs and 
grasses, grazing can make all the difference in 
fighting fires. When livestock munch three-foot 
grasses down to six inches, for example, fires 
stay on the surface where firefighters can  effec-
tively extinguish flames.

Larson and her team are building a community 
of land managers, educators and grazers who 
can work together to reduce fire fuel loads in 
some of the most wildfire-prone landscapes in 
California, especially in wildland-urban interfac-
es. The project builds on Match.Graze, an online 
tool Larson’s team created to help landowners 
and grazers find their perfect match.

“It’s like Tinder for livestock,” Larson explained. 
“Every property is different and requires 
thoughtful consideration on how it should best 
be grazed.”

The platform lets property owners create pro-
files about the land they have available for 
grazing while herders share information about 
their cattle, goats or sheep for hire. Match.Graze 
has over 200 users in California’s Bay Area alone 
and continues to grow throughout northern 
California. 

Larson’s SARE project is also helping landown-
ers and livestock managers understand the 
nutritional value that can come from grazing to 
reduce fire fuel loads. Most current research on 
rangeland nutrition focuses on what livestock 
need for meat and milk production. 

“We’re analyzing the nutrient, fiber and protein 
content of the brush and grasses most com-
monly grazed to reduce fire fuel, not for animal 
production,” Larson said. “Producers want to 
be able to educate their herders about forage 
quality and quantity to protect animal welfare. 
It helps clarify how many animals might be 
needed to graze various landscapes at different 
times, for example, and whether livestock will 
need supplemental feed.”

The team has created a Brush Management/Nu-
tritional Field Guidebook, available by contact-
ing Larson at slarson@ucanr.edu or contacting 
the UC Cooperative Extension Sonoma County 
office at (707) 565-2621.

“We are committed to supporting grazers in 
managing public and private lands by providing 
research-based technical support,” Larson said. 
“Let’s work together to prevent catastrophic fire 
while helping landowners and livestock grazers 
succeed.” 

Project number: OW22-373

Targeted Grazing
Swipe Right to Reduce Wildfire Risk
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Range Riders
Reduce Conflicts between 

Livestock and Wildlife

Most Western SARE research projects use 
science to develop new knowledge, insights or 
practices to help farmers and ranchers in their 
quest to be more successful and sustainable.

Some, though, rediscover and refine old knowl-
edge – like the effectiveness of range riding to 
protect livestock from predators like wolves, 
mountain lions and bears.  

“It’s fascinating how much interest there is in 
range riding in areas where there are expand-
ed predator conflicts, because this is really an 
age-old practice,” said Matt Collins, the working 
wild challenge coordinator at the Western Land-
owners Alliance. “Folks have been living with 
carnivores and running livestock for a long time, 

“Landowners and producers got together and determined 
that range riding was a good way to have more eyes on 
the landscape to monitor livestock and predator activity. 
Producers aren’t able to be out on the large rangelands 
every day due to other ranch and family responsibilities, so 
having the support of people who are specifically dedicated 
to range riding was really important.” 

Erika Nunlist, range rider and wildlife coordinator 
with the Centennial Valley Association in Montana

and this project is about relearning and adapting 
those lessons.”

Two related Western SARE projects focus on 
range riding as a means to reduce conflicts be-
tween livestock and the West’s native predators. 
A 2022 graduate student grant to Rae Nickerson 
at Utah State University is evaluating the effec-
tiveness of range riding as a strategy to reduce 
those conflicts. A related research and education 
grant led by Jared Beaver, an assistant professor 
and extension wildlife management specialist at 
Montana State University, is developing collabo-
rative landowner strategies ranchers can use to 
increase the number and effectiveness of range 

See RANGE RIDING, next page



See BRIDGES, page 15
A field day at Hawaii Good Food Alliance member Kahumana Organic Farms, Waianae, Oahu.

77

In Southeast Idaho, a range rider moves through the herd looking for illness, In Southeast Idaho, a range rider moves through the herd looking for illness, 
stress or signs of conflict.stress or signs of conflict.
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Range Riding:
riders throughout the West. Collins and Nicker-
son collaborate in that research.

The SARE projects are a part of a larger effort 
the team is leading to reduce livestock-wildlife 
conflicts. That research, funded by a Natural 
Resource Conservation Service Conservation 
Innovation Grant to the Heart of the Rockies 
Initiative and the Western Landowners Alliance, 
is examining the “Four Cs” of livestock-wildlife 
co-existence: compensation for losses; conflict 
prevention through range riding, carcass man-
agement and fencing; lethal control; and col-
laboration. The SARE-funded work zeroes in on 
range riding, the practice of getting people on 
horseback (usually) out on the land. 

And like all Western SARE research, producers 
are at the heart of the effort.

“Last fall, we ran workshops in Oregon and 
Arizona, and each had 50 or 60 participants – 
local livestock producers, NRCS, local agency 
folks,” said Nickerson, a PhD candidate in USU’s 
Wildlife Resources and Ecology Department. 
“We brought in producers and range riders from 
other states to talk about their experience with 
range riding. The goal of those workshops was 
to create a peer-to-peer learning space, but also 
just to get folks talking about what’s working for 
them, range rider-wise, what’s not, and how do 
we design effective range rider programs.”

There are different ways to approach range 
riding. There’s the classic image of cowhands 
on horseback, keeping an eye on their herds 
or flocks. There’s also the inverse approach of 
wildlife service range riders out keeping an eye 
on the predators in an area. Range riding can in-
volve transmitters and telemetry in heavily treed 
areas, or rely on line-of-sight in open country.

The team did a deep dive into the approaches 
used and experience of 15 different ranches in 
five states: Montana, Oregon, Washington, Ari-
zona and New Mexico.

“Working with our producers,” Nickerson ex-
plained, “we wanted to understand what ques-
tions they were interested in, what metrics to 
use to quantify success or negative outcomes, 
what methods to use to get at those metrics, 
and does varied rider behavior reduce direct 
losses like depredation and injury, and does var-
ied rider behavior reduce indirect losses?”

Indirect loses are the stress effects livestock ex-
hibit in the presence of predators – lower body 
condition scores, higher levels of cortisol and 
reduced thyroid function in cows. 

“We’re looking at overall abortion and preg-
nancy rates,” Nickerson said. “And then we’re 
looking at vigilance behavior in cattle. So how 
much time are they spending with their heads 
up, versus resting with their heads down more 
naturally?”

Hair samples will yield the data on cortisol levels 
and thyroid function, and AI software initially 
developed to quantify fly behavior in a lab set-
ting is being modified to analyze data from 400 
trail cams to document cow vigilance behavior.

While all that analysis is still to come, one con-
clusion is clear: producers value range riders.

“What we see with range riding is the more peo-
ple you have out there, the more eyes that you 
have out there, the more that you’re going to be 
able to circumvent issues,” Beaver said. “We’re 
working to expand funding opportunities for 
range riding, carcass management and fencing 
and of all these, range riding has the most inter-
est from producers because of how diverse its 
applications can be and how it fits into people’s 
management.”

The good news for producers is that funding is 
increasing. Range riding is now an official sce-
nario available for NRCS cost sharing. And two 
regional conservation partnership programs 
led by the Heart of the Rockies Initiative and 
Western Landowners Alliance are making $22 
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million available for cost sharing for range riding, 
carcass management and fencing in the five 
states listed above. It’s an investment not just in 
ranching, but in healthy Western landscapes.

“We’re dealing with producers and working 
landscapes, but we’re looking for wins for both 
production agriculture and wildlife,” Beaver 
said. “Wildlife needs the intact, connected, open 
systems provided by working ranches, which are 
vital to their continued ability to move, and the 
permeability of the landscape for these large 
predators. These working lands are vital to wild-
life, clean air, clean water, food production and 
habitat. That’s where we see the importance of 
this work.”

Project numbers: GW22-230, SW22-934

Get the Range Riding Producer Toolkit at      
westernlandowners.org/publication/range-rid-
ing-toolkit/

Listen to the Working Wild U podcast series at 
workingwild.us

Admittedly, only two of the included arti-
cles directly address mechanisms that af-
fect soil health, but each project opens an 
avenue for producers and conservation-
ists to follow when tailoring local projects 
to better accomplish soil health targets. 
The wide-ranging projects supported by 
Western SARE may appear unrelated and 
perhaps even jumbled at first glance, but 
project outcomes provide a smorgasbord 
of ideas and techniques that can be used 
to make our soils and production systems 
more sustainable.

Good reading, and as always, don’t hes-
itate to go our website (https://western.
sare.org/)  for more help and guidance.

Marlow:

Rae Nickerson, a PhD candidate at Utah State University, sets up a game camera in the Gila 
National Forest of New Mexico.

Continued from page two



DUCKSDUCKS
Provide Remarkably 
Good Pest Control
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When it comes to controlling pests, ducks might 
be an orchard’s best friend. Recent Western 
SARE-supported research found that ducks can 
provide a surprisingly efficient, environmentally 
friendly way to manage pests such as weeds, 
slugs, snails and rodents in orchards throughout 
the West.

“Ducks proved to be even better at controlling 
pests than we thought,” said grower Peng Sun, 
who led the project on his 29-acre fruit orchard 
in northern Oregon. “We knew ducks would 
feed on weeds and snails, but we discovered 
ducks are also very good at controlling mice, 
voles and other rodents.”

Orchard managers often use chemicals and 
spend a lot of time and labor to deal with pests. 
Though seldom used in America, ducks are a 
common pest-management tool in some cul-
tures because fowl can feed on weeds, snails, 
slugs and insects. So, in addition to reducing 
cost and chemical use, ducks can provide profit 
in the marketplace.

With the help of Oregon State University’s Small 
Farm Program, Sun set out to quantify the eco-
nomic and environmental benefits. He divided 
a portion of his orchard into two sections. He 
treated one plot conventionally with regular 
mowing, pest baits and herbicides. In the other 
section, he calculated his costs for fencing, feed-
ing and stocking three breeds of ducks.  

The results were compelling. Sun’s orchard 
netted more than $8,000 annually from money 
saved in pest control and profits from duck and 
egg sales.     

“Before this experiment, we sprayed herbicides 
and mowed between the rows three times a 
year,” Sun said. “Now, with the ducks, we don’t 
spray at all and only mow once a year.”

What’s more, Sun found that trees in the section 
managed with ducks suffered less damage and 
pressure from slugs, snail, rodents and weeds. 
One example: Before ducks, slugs destroyed all 
but six percent of the 950 cherry trees Sun graft-

ed, despite use of slug bait. One year later, with 
ducks and no slug bait, 98 percent of the 893 
trees he grafted survived. 

	 Sun now employs ducks throughout his 
orchard and has inspired neighbors to do the 
same. Ducks aren’t a perfect fit for everyone, 
though. Sun offers a few tips for farmers consid-
ering adding fowl to their orchards and fields: 

•	 Ducks need access to water for drinking and 
bathing. “They require more than you think. 
Consider providing a pond or water trough.”

•	 Nourish your ducks. They can’t thrive on 
pests alone, especially during the winter. 
“If ducks don’t get enough nutrition, their 
legs and feet can become week and twist-
ed. It’s good to supplement their diet with 
low-grade fruits and vegetables from your 
orchard.” Peng also varies the number of 
ducks on his farm seasonally, with 100 per 
acre in the spring and summer for weed 
control, but fewer in the late fall and winter.

•	 Protect your ducks from predators like coy-
otes, hawks and racoons. Guard dogs help 
(Sun has a Great Pyrenees) and you can 
install electric wire atop your fence. “Ponds 
are nice, too, because ducks can swim fast-
er than most of their predators.”

Most domesticated ducks don’t fly – they’re 
bred that way. One exception is the Muscovy, 
which is the breed Sun prefers. Muscovy ducks 
require more feed and attention, but they are a 
large breed and garner more profit in the mar-
ketplace. To keep them in the orchard like other 
domestic ducks, Sun recommends clipping their 
wings. 

Sun is active in local farming networks where he 
offers a wealth of information on ducks. 

“I’m happy to help,” Sun said. “This research 
could help farmers provide quality food while 
reducing costs and protecting soil, water and 
environmental health.” 

Project number: FW22-391
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This “modified bioreactor” compost pile uses air vents to produce fungal-dominant 
compost. It’s also infused with red wiggler worms. 

A former Chicago science teacher turned Colora-
do farmer, Rick Bieterman isn’t afraid of a chal-
lenge. Start with the location of his Watershed 
Ranch near Buena Vista in central Colorado.

“Soil quality out here is pretty terrible,” he said. 
“Organics are way low. We’re right next to the 
Arkansas River, so most of our fields are heavy 
in sand. Then it’s just so dang dry. Our annual 
precipitation is only 11 inches. We’re high alpine 
desert and in the areas that aren’t irrigated, 
I’ve got cactus growing. I mean, 100 years ago 
nobody probably should have started farming in 
this desert. Folks made bad choices a long time 
ago, and now we’re all just dealing with it.”

Add over 8,000 feet of elevation – giving farm-
ers about 90 to 100 days of frost-free growing 
season – and a two-hour drive to just about 

anywhere, and yeah, it’s a challenge. But science 
is all about overcoming challenges.

Bieterman, who like most of his neighbors 
grows hay, got connected with Colorado’s Sav-
ing Tomorrow’s Agricultural Resources (STAR) 
program, which focuses on soil health practices, 
and began trying to improve his land.

“My goal when COVID hit was to try to figure 
out how to get off synthetic fertilizers,” he said. 
“Prices soared. Synthetic fertilizers were some-
thing I just wanted to get away from and be 
more self-sustainable. With the STAR program, 
my goal was to figure out how to do that.”

He found a grower four hours south who was 
producing high-fungal-content compost and 
bought some to test.

Creating Fungal Compost
To Build Soil Health in High Desert Colorado
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“The idea is that you figure out how to use that 
compost on large acreage,” he explained. “I’ve 
used it on our large pivot, a 35-acre plot of 
land. What I did was purchase his compost, and 
then I turned it into a liquid and then injected it 
through the pivots onto the hayfields.”

He tried different concentrations and a control 
plot of standard synthetic fertilizer, testing both 
soil samples and yield data.

“But I was driving eight hours round trip and 
paying $3 a pound for this guy’s compost,” he 
said. “That’s what led to the SARE grant, think-
ing, ‘Why don’t we just try to make our own?’ 
Let’s try to make our own and do it in a cost-ef-
fective manner, with only supplies that you have 
on the farm. I wanted to cut costs and also try to 
use things that are better for the planet.”

So last year, Bieterman built two compost piles.

“They’re both about 20 yards long by about 
eight feet high and about 10 feet wide,” he said. 
“One of them is what I would consider a tra-
ditional windrow shape. It’s got about two to 
three feet of Aspen wood chips on the bottom, 
followed by a manure straw slurry, and then 
topped off with hay.”

The other pile is a modified bioreactor that 
looks similar to a traditional compost pile but 
with breather vents built into it.

“The idea of the vents is that it stays aerobic,” 
he explained “The goal is to keep a high mois-
ture in order to produce a fungal- versus bacte-
rial-dominant compost. Then you infuse it with 
worms, I do red wigglers, and the worms contin-
ue in there for a year straight and do well. At the 
end of the year, you break it down and there’s 
about 10,000 worms that are thriving in there, 
and they did their thing over time.”

First-year results were mixed, with the tradition-
al compost pile doing well but some freezing in 
the bioreactor pile due to the added moisture.

“Even though it has a border of hay, as an insu-
lation barrier and then a topcoat of hay, it froze 
over on one side,” he said. “The worms migrated 
over to the other side because they were still liv-

ing when I broke it down, but they didn’t spread 
throughout the entire pile and it didn’t produce 
as good of a fungal-dominant compost as the 
traditional windrow.”

There was one unqualified success in year one.

“I did a cost effectiveness comparison vs. driving 
down to the San Luis Valley and paying three 
bucks a pound for the compost,” he said. “I 
was able to create my own for about 30 cents 
a pound. So that’s exciting to me. I know ev-
ery rancher up and down this valley complains 
about costs of fertilizer, and I have a lot of 
neighbor farmers who are intrigued by what I’m 
doing.”

So, in year two, Bieterman plans to repeat the 
experiment and gather more data before making 
tweaks to optimize the system. Then he wants 
to test the application of compost liquid vs. 
spreading solids. And perhaps change his forage 
mixture to find synergistic benefits between the 
plants and fungal-forward compost.

The challenge will be getting yields high enough 
to compete with synthetic fertilizer, at least on 
a net-profit basis. And while compost may not 
come out ahead, he hopes to make it close.   

“If you can farm more in line with your own 
values and the way you want to farm and do it 
successfully – even if it’s not optimally – that’s a 
win.”

Project number: FW23-416
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Willamette Valley olive grower Beau Caceu re-
ceived a 2023 Farmer/Rancher grant to explore 
ways to develop a marketing edge for small olive 
oil producers in Oregon and the West. Make that 
a very data-driven marketing edge.

Working with the Linus Pauling Institute at Ore-
gon State University and with Ann Colonna, sen-
sory program director at the university’s Food 
Innovation Center, Caceu’s project included:

•	 2,257 detailed survey responses from olive 
oil consumers

•	 Three 90-minute focus groups attended by 
119 consumers

•	 Ten detailed molecular comparisons of 
olive oils produced in the Western United 
States, compared to high-end olive oils 
produced in Europe

That data not only produced a science-backed 
marketing message for U.S. olive oil producers – 
more on that in a moment – the project can also 
serve as a “how-to” for any group of growers 
looking to engage consumers through agricultur-
al research and education.

What Makes Olive Oil Healthy?
“People have some knowledge of the beneficial 
effects of a Mediterranean diet, but more re-
cently there have been studies about olive oil’s 
role in those health benefits,” Caceu said. “And 
specifically, about the compounds in extra virgin 
olive oil, called phenolics, that produce those 
benefits.”

In light of the science, and to reach consumers 
motivated by healthy diet choices, some olive 
oil brands advertise their high phenolic content. 
Here’s how that can help Oregon producers.

“Phenolics peak early in the season, early in 
the yearly lifecycle of the fruit and the oil that’s 
made from that fruit,” Caceu said. “So growing 
trees in a climate like ours where there’s a short-
er season, or harvesting early to avoid really hot 
weather, you capture more of those phenolics.”

Caceu believed that consumers could be moti-
vated by that knowledge, and the project data 
proved his hypothesis.

“Producers in the Western United States have 
certain advantages given to us by nature that we 
can leverage,” he said. “We now have the data 
and with that a message.”

The message: Buy local if you can and know 
your source. That message can be especially 
important for olive oil consumers because there 
is no quality standard for olive oil (like there is 
for butter, for example) and imported olive oil 
can be adulterated, rancid or even fraudulently 
labeled. 

2022/23 Olive Oil Consumer Sensory Evaluation 
Ann Colonna, Sensory Consumer Program Director

Dec. 12-14th, 2023

Ole! for Oregon Olive Oil
Finding a Marketing Edge for Local Producers

A volunteer tastes and rates olive oils.
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“There are imported products that are excellent 
because the importer knows quality and they 
were transported properly and maybe came 
from a smaller family producer over there, but 
so much of what comes over is not good,” he 
said. “American producers really have an oppor-
tunity to stress quality.”

Going Beyond Olive Oil
Some of the findings from the surveys and focus 
groups are applicable to other crops and grow-
ers’ groups looking to engage consumers around 
agricultural and food science topics. Here are 
some of those key points:

•	 Consumers who are passionate and knowl-
edgeable about a product or a crop will 
provide high-quality, useful feedback. 

•	 Those consumers are also more apt to 
understand marketing and promotion 
arguments, which is useful when testing 
marketing messages with them.

•	 At outreach events, providing tasting sam-
ples while talking about sustainable farm-
ing practices or product quality creates a 
synergistic effect between the sensory ex-
perience and the educational experience.

•	 Emotional attributes – the way consum-
ers feel when experiencing a product – 
are important. For olive oil, “luxurious” 
and “healthy” were important attributes.

•	 When considering the choices people 
make about the food and beverages they 
consume on a daily basis, “health” was 
ranked second only to “sensory appeal.” 

•	 Sustainable farming practices was a selling 
point that was emphasized by more than 
80% of consumers, leading us to recom-
mend talking to consumers in more specif-
ic detail about the practices that constitute 
sustainable farming because consumers 
are interested and appreciative.

“Educating consumers is key,” Caceu said. “If 
you have the opportunity and make the effort, 
you can educate consumers not only about your 
product, but about the practices that go into 
environmentally sustainable farming.”

Project number: FW23-431

Western SARE Calls for Proposals 
will be released on the following 
timeline. Note that Research & 
Education and Farmer/Rancher 
calls are coming out soon!  Please 
go to westernsare.org/grants to 
learn more about each program 
and to download the call when it is 
released. We encourage you to sign 
up for notices so you’ll get an email 
about openings.

•	 Sabbatical R&E, opened in 
January

•	 Farmer/Rancher, opens in 
February 

•	 Research & Education pre-pro-
posal, opens in March

•	 Professional + Producer, opens 
in April

•	 Professional Development, 
opens in April

•	 Local Education & Demonstra-
tion, opens in April

•	 Graduate Student R&E, opens 
in September 

Looking for Project Results? 
Every funded project leader is re-
quired to submit reports with their 
results, and these reports are public 
and easily accessible. Our project 
database can help answer your 
questions! You can search by state, 
crop, practice, and other topics to 
easily view what SARE grantees have 
found.

Check Out the Project Database at 
projects.sare.org/search-projects

In Brief
Call for Proposals Timeline
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Growing Green in the Nevada Desert

When outsiders think of Nevada, they picture 
the garish lights of Las Vegas, the blue depths of 
Lake Tahoe or perhaps red desert sands.

But Nevada has a green side, too, in the form of 
small farms and ranches and a growing urban 
agriculture sector. Helping those producers 
thrive, University of Nevada, Reno Extension, 
with funding support from Western SARE, has 
developed a number of workshops and confer-
ences focused on growing Nevada agriculture 
utilizing climate-smart practices.

“This has been one of the most popular projects 
we’ve had in a while,” said Staci Emm, an Exten-
sion professor. “We’re getting a large turnout in 
our urban ag and small ag events and averaging 
50 to 60 people at each in-person per workshop. 
We have workshops for our large ag producers 
as well, primarily geared toward our large ranch-
ing population.”

The topics of the workshops vary, naturally, to 
reflect the needs and interests of the audiences, 
although improving soil health is a priority for all 
the groups.

For the large ranch audience, soil health was the 
focus of a workshop at a Smith Valley ranch with 
a successful vermiculture program, which uses 
worms to help create compost which can be 
spread as a solid or brewed into a liquid “worm 
tea” that is applied onto fields.  

“It’s likely one of the top vermiculture programs 
in the West,” Emm said. “Our goal is to leverage 
this opportunity and invite other ranchers to 
witness the various fields showcasing the areas 
where they’ve utilized worm tea to enhance 
their efforts in improving soil health. We aim 
to highlight the innovative practices involved 
in producing a product like ‘worm tea’ and 

demonstrate its effects on crop production and 
soil health across different environments with 
different management practices.”

Building a worm bin was also a topic of a work-
shop at the Nevada Small Farms Workshop at 
the end of February in Reno, along with these 
other half-day topics: meat and poultry process-
ing, soil health 101, and value-added and export 
opportunities. A full-day pre-conference work-
shop was devoted to marketing.

“The small ag audience are individuals who 
typically have two to 10 acres,” Emm said. “They 
may have jobs off the farm, too, but they’re 
interested in marketing and the business side of 
farming and improving their economic opportu-
nities and bottom line.”

Emily Fulstone, of Fulstone Ranches in Smith 
Valley, Nevada, discusses soil health and the 
use of “worm tea to” improve soil health on 
the ranch.

Urban and Small Farms 
Workshops Are Popular 
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Alaska:  
Continued from page three

The urban ag audience is bit different. Concen-
trated in Clark and Washoe counties – home 
to Las Vegas and Reno, the state’s population 
centers – this audience brings a different back-
ground to these Extension events.

“The education level of the individuals at our 
urban ag workshop took us by surprise that first 
year,” Emm said. “We had so many people there 
who said, ‘I’ve done my career as a scientist, 
or as a doctor, a lawyer, an engineer, and now I 
want to do this.”

Their goals are also different than many other ag 
producers.

“I’m finding it’s not an audience that is always 
focused on economics,” Emm said. “I’d say 

maybe 60% aren’t attending looking for financial 
benefits or making more money. Their interests 
are more around health and wellness, food sov-
ereignty or self-sustainability, and for protecting 
the environment.”

The audience is also growing, with 125 attending 
the 2024 conference and 200 expected at the 
2025 event.

“It’s a great program,” Emm said. “We have 
enough funding to carry it through 2025 and 
then our team will seek another Western SARE 
grant because we need to continue these educa-
tion efforts. And it’s such a great alignment with 
SARE’s mission and vision.”

Project number: WRGR23-005

“Communities have reached out to us with spe-
cific needs, and we have tried to help them find 
resources. In every village we visited, people 
would talk with us about their history of local 
gardens – what they grew such as rhubarb and 
potatoes – and how that practice had faded. 
Residents still have the knowledge of how to 
use local resources for growing food, and we 
are trying to work with leaders to revive gar-
dening practices. The pandemic made the need 
to return to community gardening even more 
obvious as 95% of food in Alaska is imported, 
and the villages currently rely on subsistence 
hunting, fishing, and gathering,” states Becker.

One such local garden is the Unalakleet commu-
nity garden. Subsistence is a large part of their 
culture, and fresh produce is scarce.

“Gardens have a large role in our history,” says 
founder Cassandra Tikasuk Johnson, “at one 
time growing enough produce for the Bering 
Strait region. But, while there are currently 
some home gardens, the large gardens declined. 
Returning to large community gardens increases 
our food sovereignty and food security.”

Johnson and the Unalakleet Community Garden 
hosted the first annual Bering Strait Ag Leaders’ 
Summit in July 2024. This in-person workshop, 
with 15 gardeners representing seven commu-
nities, promoted sustainable, long-term local 
agricultural education. Through the workshop, 
Bering Strait community ag leaders learned and 
implemented principles and practices of sustain-
able agriculture, including using local resources 
such as kelp for soil creation, harnessing the 
waste stream and other local resources for soil 
amendments, and using simple technologies for 
warming soil to extend the growing season. 

Becker notes: “We do a lot of distance educa-
tion in Alaska, but there is no replacement for 
in-person education. They all developed great 
friendships and professional relationships. This 
workshop marked a significant step toward 
enhancing local food production and sustain-
ability practices in Bering Strait communities. 
The participants left not only with new skills and 
knowledge, but also with a strengthened sense 
of community and support for their agricultural 
endeavors.”

Project number: WPDP24-023
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SARE recently led a new national Community 
Foods Project Food Loss and Waste Training and 
Technical Assistance Grants Program. This pro-
gram, funded through USDA’s National Institute 
of Food and Agriculture (NIFA), has provided a 
total of $8 million through a competitive process 
to 14 organizations across the nation.

USDA, in concert with other federal agency 
partners, is working toward the goal of reducing 
food loss and food waste by 50 percent by 2030. 
This new program supports projects that align 
with the National Strategy for Reducing Food 
Loss and Waste and Recycling Organics, released 
in June 2024. It prioritizes preventing food from 
becoming waste, diverting edible food to peo-
ple through donation or upcycling, and feeding 
animals. 

“The determination and initiative of local organi-
zations and communities across the Western Re-
gion produced the highest number of proposals 
submitted to the national program,” says West-
ern SARE Regional Coordinator Clayton Marlow. 

Two projects targeting the Western Region 
received funding: the University of New Mexico 
and FoodCycle in Los Angeles. These projects 
aim to 1) reduce food insecurity and waste at 
Hispanic-serving institutions and 2) direct sur-
plus food to Los Angeles food deserts.

Reducing Food Insecurity and 
Waste at Hispanic Serving 
Institutions
As part of her research work with the Quivi-
ra Coalition and University of New Mexico on 
compost, Eva Stricker made connections with 
on-campus projects focused on food waste, such 
as Lobo Gardens and the Sustainability Studies 
Program. Last year, one class in this program 
did a food audit - collecting and categorizing 
food waste from the Student Union in one day. 

Additionally, a statewide needs assessment on 
food insecurity in higher education institutions 
in New Mexico was released, bringing enormous 
momentum toward understanding food waste 
and food security.

“These audits and reports drew a lot of atten-
tion to the amount of food waste as well as a 
lack of food security for many,” says Stricker. 

Stricker then pulled together a team to imple-
ment the Reducing Food Insecurity and Waste at 
Hispanic Serving Institutions project to reduce 
student food insecurity and empower commu-
nity-minded graduates from diverse socio-eco-
nomic contexts.

“With this project, I’m standing on shoulders of 
people who are already doing great things. I love 
my role as the convener.”

New Mexico is a state with a high proportion of 
rural residents and highly diverse demograph-
ics. As such it can be a model for students and 
stakeholders to find innovative strategies within 
limited resources to meet the needs of tradition-
ally underserved communities.

With support from the national award students 
at each of the University of New Mexico main 
and branch campuses will inventory food waste, 
implement projects, evaluate waste reductions, 
then scale a single strategy across all campuses, 
and evaluate and share best practices. All cam-

New SARE National Initiative 
Addresses Food Loss and Waste

“We have a long waiting list of or-
ganizations who desperately need 
more food. FoodCycle prioritized 
the areas that are the most food 
insecure, and we will be working 
to match donors who haven’t been 
donating with these areas.”
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puses are in counties that are vastly different 
demographically; representing all the extremes 
that exist in New Mexico. Santa Fe Community 
College was added to the project, which was 
exciting to Stricker. 

“This project will demonstrate that undergrad-
uate students can be empowered to assess 
problems, implement appropriate actions, eval-
uate responses, and cross-pollinate to scale up 
promising solutions to address food insecurity 
and food waste.” Sticker also is excited to note 
that many students interested in working in Taos 
are dual enrolled Taos High School students.

To date, students have been brainstorming and 
bringing up great issues, according to Stricker. 
Bottom up, they are figuring out the current 
status and sharing ideas. They will participate in 
the first cross-campus meeting soon, a network-
ing and building community opportunity. While 
the problems being tackled are huge, students 
from each participating campus will know they 
aren’t doing it alone. 

Directing Surplus Food to Los 
Angeles Food Deserts
FoodCycle’s Executive Director Nancy Beyda is 
excited about the opportunity a relatively new 
piece of California legislation provides in direct-
ing food waste to food insecure communities 
(“food deserts”). The law requires businesses 
to donate surplus, edible food. A significant 
amount of food has been recovered since 2019, 
but much education and work is necessary to 
reach the law’s potential.

“This award provides a huge opportunity for us 
to find ways to collaborate around the policy, 
close gaps in compliance, and send that food to 
Los Angeles’ food deserts, where residents have 
limited access to affordable, healthy food,” says 
Beyda.

Beyda remembers a situation from one city in 
Los Angeles county - a grocery store that had a 
contract with a local food recovery agency was 
throwing out food that this assigned partner 
was not collecting. FoodCycle picked up more 

than 500 pounds of frozen meat the first day 
from that store.  This project aims to fix this type 
of issue.

The organization has been developing part-
nerships in neighborhoods identified as being 
the most food insecure in the city. FoodCycle is 
building on existing networks and partnerships 
in Los Angeles County and is eager to expand 
the program. The organizations currently part-
ners with donors to connect food with over 500 
nonprofits in Los Angeles County.

“We have a long waiting list of organizations 
who desperately need more food. FoodCycle 
prioritized the areas that are the most food in-
secure, and we will be working to match donors 
who haven’t been donating with these areas.”

As they expand their network of community 
partners, FoodCycle will incorporate a previously 
piloted collaborative transportation network, 
which has diverted 28 million pounds of food 
since 2019. It will integrate their Careit app - 
innovative technology that sends excess food 
where it is most urgently needed and incorpo-
rates volunteers to help pick up more food. 

Obtaining community input is key to Beyda. The 
organization does not intend to come in as a 
group of outsiders to disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods. During the course of this project, they 
will hold meetings to learn each community’s 
needs and, to encourage communication be-
tween various stakeholders (nonprofits, commu-
nity members, government agencies, wholesale 
vendors, retailers, and others), they will organize 
two large conferences.

Community Outreach Manager Zitally (Lolly) 
Rico notes, “We want to support communities 
by providing food. But a crucial objective is shar-
ing resources, so communities get out of food 
insecurity.”

Explore these funded projects at: sare.org/re-
sources/food-loss-and-waste/. For more infor-
mation about this grant program, contact Lisa 
Johnson, National SARE Food Loss and Waste 
Grant Manager, flw@sare.org.
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Fighting Food 
Loss and Waste
In California, FoodCycle helps 
direct surplus food to food-
insecure communities. 

Here FoodCycle’s Community 
Outreach Manager, Zitally (Lolly) 
Rico, distributes apples in a food-
insecure neighborhood in Los 
Angeles.

Read more about SARE projects 
to reduce food loss and waste on 
pages 18 and 19.
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