
Hello,  
 
Happy September!  Where has the time gone? It feels 

like spring was yesterday.  This year presented another set of 
challenges in our area.  While we were thankful for the rains 
in June, we received very little in July and August.  
September is looking to be very dry too resulting in very 
little growth since July, especially on the light soil we have.  
With this, we are trying to figure out our carrying capacity 
for winter and next spring and setting up bale grazing for 
this coming winter.  Our winter feed plan was for swath 
grazing, but mother nature had different plans and it was 
wrapped up and will be prepped for perennials next spring. 
It's quite amazing how ranchers and farmers are eternal 

optimists, while being eternal pessimists.  We hope and pray 
next year will be better, sometimes it is, and it all seems to 
work out.  Once the harvest starts or the calves come in off 
pasture, last year is quickly forgotten.  The challenges 
presented this year have proven again that our focus needs to 
be on soil cover, improving organic matter/carbon, and grass 
species improvement. We struggle to store moisture in our 
soil for the long, hot stretches during the summer and our 
grazing species mature too quickly and now lack desirable 
grazing, but I have great ground cover and will catch lots of 
snow this winter!  We all know it, but without rain the 
improvement process is slow.  We just need to work with the 

environment presented to us and be ready to shuffle and 
pivot when needed. 
I would like to send out a big thank you to Laura, Kayla, 

and Morgan for their hard work this past spring and summer 
with all the field days and everything else they do on a daily 
basis.  They have also been working on some upcoming 
events including a Prescribed Fire Workshop, Ag Drone 
School and Ranching For Profit School (currently sold out).  
If your interested in these events, get onto the website or call 
the office to register.   
Coming December 13-15 will be the Western Canada 

Conference on Soil Health & Grazing in Edmonton.  This 
will be another great learning and social event with a great 
line up of speakers and trade show.  Registration is open!!   
    

Daryl  
 

IN THIS ISSUE 

3ÏÉÌ (ÅÁÌÔÈ )ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÅ !ÎÎÏÕÎÃÅÓ 2ÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÅÄ 
-ÅÁÓÕÒÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÆÏÒ %ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÎÇ 3ÏÉÌ (ÅÁÌÔÈ 

σ 

%ÒÇÏÔ ÉÎ #ÒÏÐÓȟ (ÁÙПÉÅÌÄÓ ÁÎÄ 0ÁÓÔÕÒÅÓ τ 

3ÁÔÅÌÌÉÔÅ ÔÒÁÃËÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÏ×Ó ÓÔÉÌÌ Á ×ÏÒË ÉÎ ÐÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ υ 

0ÌÁÎÔ ÄÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÏÎ !ÌÂÅÒÔÁ ÒÁÎÇÅÌÁÎÄÓ ÉÓ ÍÉÎÉÍÁÌÌÙ ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ 
ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÃÁÔÔÌÅ ÇÒÁÚÉÎÇȟ ÓÔÕÄÙ ПÉÎÄÓ 

χ 

+ÅÅÐ ÁÎ ÅÙÅ ÏÕÔ ÆÏÒ ÄÒÏÕÇÈÔ-ÃÁÕÓÅÄ ÎÕÔÒÉÅÎÔ ÄÅПÉÃÉÅÎÃÙ ÉÎ 
ÙÏÕÒ ÃÁÔÔÌÅ 

ω 

Unit 4A, 710 Centre St. SE,  High River, AB T1V 0H3 
Phone: (403) 995-9466 ~ www.foothillsforage.com 

6ÉÃÅ #ÈÁÉÒÍÁÎȭÓ .ÏÔÅ ɂ $ÁÒÙÌ #ÈÕÂÂ 

Swath grazing turned greenfeed. Photo: Daryl Chubb 
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On the Cover: Moving cows in the Porcupine Hills. Photo: Kayla Minor 



The Soil Health Institute (SHI) an-
nounced on August 12, 2022, that Itôs rec-
ommended measurements for assessing 
soil health. These recommendations an-
swer the No. 1 question about soil health 
that farmers, ranchers, and their advisers 
have been asking since the soil health 
movement began.    
With support from the Foundation for 

Food & Agriculture Research, The Samuel 
Roberts Noble Foundation, and General 
Mills, the Soil Health Institute led a 3-year, 
$6.5-million project to identify effective 
measurements for soil health across North 
America. SHI partnered with over 100 sci-
entists at 124 long-term agricultural re-
search sites in the U.S., Canada, and Mexi-
co where conventional management sys-
tems were compared with soil health-
improving systems.   
ñThis allowed us to evaluate over 30 

soil health measurements at each site 
where they had the appropriate experi-
mental design to allow us to come to the 
appropriate statistical conclusion about the 
effectiveness of each measurement,ò said 
Dr. Wayne Honeycutt, President and CEO 
of the Soil Health Institute. ñEvaluating 
each measurement across such a wide 
range of climates, soils, cropping systems, 
and management practices also provided 
the scientific rigor we needed to identify 
which measurements could be widely 
used.ò  
The concept of soil health is basically 

about how well a soil is functioning. Such 
functions include cycling water, carbon, 
and nutrients. Whether a heavy rain infil-
trates into the soil or runs off the soil re-
flects how well that soil is functioning. 
Soil health can be improved through man-
agement, but farmers need practical, effec-
tive measurements for assessing the cur-
rent status of their soil and evaluating pro-
gress at improving its health.  

The Soil Health Institute found that 
many measurements are effective for as-
sessing soil health from a research per-
spective. 
ñWhile this is good news for the sci-

ence, we also wanted to identify a mini-
mum suite of measurements that is practi-
cal and affordable for all land managersò 
said Dr. Cristine Morgan, Chief Scientific 
Officer of SHI, ñso we also evaluated these 
measurements through the lens of cost, 
practicality, availability, redundancy, and 
other filters.ò   
Based on these results, SHI recom-

mends a minimal suite of three measure-
ments to be widely applied across North 
America (and likely beyond). Those meas-
urements include: 1) soil organic carbon 
concentration, 2) carbon mineralization 
potential, and 3) aggregate stability.  
Soil organic carbon is a key compo-

nent of a soilôs organic matter that influ-
ences available water holding capacity, 
nutrients, biodiversity, structure, and other 
important soil properties. Carbon minerali-
zation potential reflects the size and struc-
ture of microbial communities in soil, 
thereby influencing nutrient availability, 
soil aggregation, and resilience to chang-
ing climatic conditions. Aggregate stability 
describes how strongly soil particles group 
together. This influences whether a heavy 
rainfall will infiltrate into a soil or run off a 
landscape, taking with it valuable nutrients 
that become detrimental to water quality. 
Soil aggregates also influence erosion, aer-
ation, root growth and, therefore, nutrient 
uptake by plants.  
While these three metrics provide a 

minimum suite of widely applicable meas-
urements for assessing soil health, addi-
tional measurements may be included de-
pending on the landownerôs or researcherôs 
objectives. ñWe have found that adding 
soil texture to this list of measurements 
allows us to calculate a soilôs available 
water holding capacity,ò said Dr. Dianna 
Bagnall, Research Soil Scientist with SHI. 
ñWe can then show a farmer how much 
more water they can store by increasing 
their organic carbon and improving soil 
health.ò Because management does not 
change soil texture (sand, silt, and clay), it 
only needs to be measured once.  
ñProviding a scientifically rigorous, 

yet practical approach for assessing soil 
health should increase adoption of regener-
ative soil health systems because farmers 
and their advisers can now measure the 

impact of their management choices with 
confidence,ò said Dr. LaKisha Odom, 
FFARôs Scientific Program Director for 
Soil Health. 
ñThis will in effect bring more on-

farm and environmental benefits to scale 
for agriculture and societyò  
To facilitate use of these measure-

ments, details on SHIôs recommended pro-
tocols for sampling and analyzing soils are 
described on its website. Specific details 
on the underlying research and data anal-
yses are described in several peer-reviewed 
publications and interpretive summaries. 
Additional manuscripts are currently in 
peer-review.  
About the Soil Health Institute  
The Soil Health Institute is a global 

non-profit with a mission of safeguarding 
and enhancing the vitality and productivity 
of soils through scientific research and 
advancement. Our vision is a world where 
farmers and ranchers grow quality food, 
fiber, and fuel using soil health systems 
that sustain farms and rural communities, 
promote a stable climate and clean envi-
ronment, and improve human health and 
well-being. Accordingly, the Institute 
brings together leaders in soil health sci-
ence and the industry to conduct research 
and empower farmers and other landown-
ers with the knowledge to successfully 
adopt regenerative soil health systems that 
contribute economic and environmental 
benefits to agriculture and society. The 
Instituteôs scientific team holds doctorates 
in various soil science and related disci-
plines, with specialties in carbon cycling, 
nutrient cycling, water cycling, nutrient 
management, soil microbiome, farmer/
adviser education, ecosystem services, soil
-plant relationships, on-farm economics, 
and others. The team follows a comprehen-
sive strategy for advancing adoption of 
regenerative soil health systems.  
Healthy soils are the foundation for 

restoring our land. Together, we can create 
a secure future for all, mitigate the effects 
of climate change, and help farmers and 
organizations meet production and envi-
ronmental goals at scale. 

 
Author: Soil Health Institute 
Original Article: https://

soilhealthinstitute.org/news-events/soil-
health-institute-announces-recommended-
measurements-for-evaluating-soil-health/  
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Ergot is a fungal disease that can 
infect open pollinated grass species.  It 
is commonly found in cereal crops 
such as rye, triticale, wheat, oats and 
barley.  Grass species such as brome, 
wheat grasses, orchard grass, quack 
grass and bluegrasses are susceptible.  
The main concerns are reduction in 
crop yield and the negative impact on 
animal health and performance. 
Early in the growing season, there 

is no method to determine if ergot will 
be a problem.  It will depend on grow-
ing conditions, temperature, and hu-
midity.  If the disease was present last 
year, and moisture levels are good, the 
risk increases.  Ergot bodies (sclerotia) 
that were in the seed heads and not 
captured during harvest, over winter on 
the surface of the ground.  In the fol-
lowing growing season, these sclerotia 
produce mushrooms.  When the mush-
rooms mature, ascospores are released 
into the air and  infect seed heads when 
the growing crops are in the flowering 
stage.  Instead of pollen fertilizing the 
seed embryo, it is infected by the 
spores.  Cool conditions and high hu-
midity cause the plants to have a long-
er pollination period and a greater risk 
of infection.  Rye has a longer pollina-
tion period compared to oats or barley 
putting it more at risk for infection.   
It is common for brome and timo-

thy found in ditches to be the first 
plants to be infected.  The disease is 
then spread into pastures and cropland.  
Once seed is infected, honeydew (a 
liquid), develops in the seed head.  
This liquid can be spread and infect 
more plants by the wind, bees or other 
pollinators, and wildlife walking 
through the pasture, hayfield or cereal 
crop.  Wind can spread the disease by 
100 meters in a year.  

If cattle graze pastures with ergot, 
the ingested ergot can impair sperm 
motility and reduce cow fertility due to 
the high estrogenic content in the hon-
eydew or infected seed.  The alkaloids 
also reduce blood flow to the limbs, 
ears, tail, and outer regions of the 
body.  In hot conditions, this reduces 
the animalôs ability for heat loss which 
results in panting.  The alkaloids will 
also reduce feed intake due to the re-
sulting heat stress. 
Ergot alkaloids, the toxic com-

pounds form at the honeydew stage. 
The toxins remain in the infected seeds 
as they mature.  The enlarged banana 
shaped seed becomes visible over time. 
New research conducted at the Univer-
sity of Saskatchewan has determined 
that the 4 strains of ergot found in 
Western Canada are 2.5 to 3 times 
more toxic than strains reported in the 
southern USA.  Animal type, stage of 
production, environmental conditions, 
duration of exposure, and alkaloid con-
centration in the feed all need to be 
considered when determining if prob-
lems will occur.  Intake limits are 
much lower than previously reported. 
Alkaloid levels above 100 parts per 
billion (ppb) will reduce blood flow to 
the mammary glands resulting in lower 
milk production.  It will also impair 
reproduction at 200 parts per billion.  
The number of abortions can also in-
crease. 
Previously, recommended safe lev-

els for ergot contamination in grains 
was 1 ergot body per 1000 kernels of 
grain.  This is not an acceptable meth-
od considering the University of Sas-
katchewan results.  They have reported 
cases where 4 ergot bodies per 10,000 
kernels of grain have caused hooves to 
slough off.  It is recommended to send 
in a representative grain sample to a 
lab that tests for ergot alkaloid content.  
There are 40 different alkaloids that 
can be present; but the main concerns 
are seven alkaloids that are commonly 
tested for.   
One of the first symptoms of ergot 

toxicity is a dramatic reduction in feed 
intake within 3 to 4 days of high expo-
sure. Feed intake can be reduced by 35 
to 50%.  Noticing a reduced feed in-
take is relatively simple when confined 

animals are fed grain or a TMR in a 
bunk. It is difficult to notice this on 
pasture.  Along with the feed intake 
problems, there could also be respira-
tory concerns that appear to be ship-
ping fever or atypical interstitial pneu-
monia.  Consult with your veterinarian 
if the respiratory problems exist.  In 
many situations, a reduced calf wean-
ing weight in the fall may be the only 
indication that ergot was a problem on 
pasture.   
The impact of ergot on animals is 

long lasting.  The animal can detoxify 
the alkaloids in 12 hours, but the im-
pact can last two weeks.  In cold condi-
tions, an alkaloid concentration of 500 
ppb can cause hair loss.  If ergot is fed 
continually, sloughing of hooves oc-
curs 4 to 6 weeks after the start of the 
feeding period.  The gangrenous ef-
fects are not reversable and animals 
need to be euthanized.     
If ergot is a problem, the sclerotia 

that remain in the field after harvest are 
viable for one year if left on the soil 
surface.  With annual cereal crops, till-
ing the land and burying the sclerotia 
to a depth of 2 inches prevents germi-
nation of the sclerotia the following 
year.  Plant canola, peas, or other non-
grass crops in these fields.  With pas-
tures, use rotational grazing to prevent 
the grasses from reaching the pollina-
tion stage.  Preventing the seed heads 
from reaching the pollination stage is 
necessary to stop the spread of the dis-
ease. 
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Oyen producer Heather Mundt has 
been keeping an eye on her eight high-tech 
heifers since fitting them with GPS-
enabled smart tags last September. 
Despite some setbacks, she remains 

excited about what the technology has to 
offer, she said. 
Mundt and husband Brenton are part 

of a pilot project testing the Australian-
made Ceres Tag. Unlike other tracking 
technology, the tags donôt require any ex-
tra infrastructure because the data they 
generate is tracked by low-orbit satellites 
(which means they can even transmit data 
through tree cover). Alongside GPS loca-
tion data, the tags also monitor ambient 
temperature and animal activity levels. 
Mundt said that the mapping data 

(accessed through an app called Aglive) 
has been the most useful for her 150-head 
cow-calf operation ð despite the herd 
staying in the home pasture all winter. 
ñWe can set a fence perimeter on the 

software so that, should the tag cross the 
physical fence and a cow gets out, it sends 
us an alert,ò said Mundt, adding sheôs keen 
to see how the location data will also save 
on time and fuel costs once the herd moves 
to larger summer pastures. 
Because the cows were kept close to 

home, the Ceres Tagôs cold-weather limi-
tations werenôt an issue. Designed in Aus-
tralia (where the coldest temperature ever 
recorded was -23 C), the tags are designed 
to shut off and conserve battery power at -
21 C. However, the cold snaps didnôt kill 
them, said Mundt, and the tags came on 
again without problems when the weather 
warmed up. 
Tagging was also a bit of an issue as 

the dual-pin tags contain delicate technolo-
gy and require a special applicator and a 
gentle touch. 
ñYou canôt just crunch it as hard as 

possible,ò she said. ñAs experienced as we 
are at tagging cattle, I guess thereôs maybe 
just a bit more for us to learn here.ò 
The tags also only upload data every 

four hours, which is less than Mundt 
would like ð although since each one up-
loads independently, the gap between herd
-locating pings isnôt that long. 
ñEven though we only had such a 

small sample of our herd tagged, it was 
really interesting to notice where they 
went, because that did seem to be general-
ly where the herd was going to,ò she said. 
But the biggest barrier is cost. 
An intro kit ð 10 tags and an applica-

tor ð goes for US$2,999, although the 
Canadian Agricultural Partnershipôs Farm 
Technology Program (www.tinyurl.com/
bp99f86u) covers GPS tags and trackers. 
ñAnd that really makes a big differ-

ence because if you didnôt have this gov-
ernment funding available, then I would 
say that itôs probably out of reach for quite 
a few ranchers,ò said Mundt. 
Cost is definitely an issue, agreed Su-

san Markus, a livestock research scientist 
at Lakeland College. 
ñAll these technologies, theyôre expen-

sive,ò she said. ñWeôre trying to see, is 
there some other value-added components 
to these tags besides just knowing where 
the animal is?ò 
Because the tags measure movement 

and temperature, they have been described 
as a ñfitbit for cowsò and in her study, 
Markus wanted to see if they could moni-
tor breeding activities ð specifically, what 
was happening when a bull was close to a 
cow. 
But again, the four-hour upload inter-

val didnôt offer frequent-enough data 
points to get that picture. 
Still, monitoring cows via direct-to-

satellite GPS has a lot of potential, she 
said. 
ñThe whole GPS concept is extremely 

promising because ranchers donôt want to 
have other infrastructure and towers and 
other things set up to capture that data,ò 
said Markus, adding the Ceres Tag might 
suit producers who require less frequent 
location data. 
While this particular tag didnôt have 

what Lakeland researchers were looking 
for, they will continue to study GPS cattle 
tags, and other monitoring technologies. 
For example, they are currently study-

ing a smart Rumen Bolus from a Hungari-
an company called Moonsyst International. 
It can detect heats, monitor calving events 
and track changes in behaviour that indi-
cate health troubles. It can even track wa-
ter intake via an animalôs temperature. 
ñIf theyôre not drinking water over a 

period of time, we donôt get those spikes in 
the decrease in the temper-

ature,ò said Markus. ñAnd in the one case, 
the water had frozen up and there was no 
water to be drank. And theyôre in a pen 
and thereôs no snow to be licked. So they 
obviously had no water for the day and so 
just to know that was extremely useful.ò 
However, the Moonsyst bolus is not 

GPS enabled, and so cattle must be rela-
tively close to a base station (which the 
company says has a range of 500 metres). 
And itôs the tracking capability of the 

Ceres Tag that intrigued Mundt, who noted 
it would be particularly useful for ranchers 
who have issues losing animals or grazing 
them in hard-to-reach areas. 

 
Author: Brittany Ekelund  
Original Article: https://

www.albertafarmexpress.ca/livestock/
satellite-tracking-of-cows-still-a-work-in-
progress/ 
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