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LOOKING back on it, Marla and 
Randy Maurer think the most im-
portant reason the Spring Branch 

Watershed Project was successful 
was because farmers talked to fellow 
farmers. The four-year project was im-
portant to the state of Iowa far beyond 
Delaware County because Spring Branch 
Creek supplies water to the state fi sh 
hatchery east of Manchester.

“That short project was completed 
in 1999, but we still have people coming 
into our offi ce to continue the work they 
started more than 10 years ago,” says 
Mike Freiburger, project coordinator 
for the Division of Soil Conservation of 
the Iowa Department of Agriculture and 
Land Stewardship. “That’s a credit to 
the confi dence built up by the farmers 
who served voluntarily on the water-
shed board and worked hard to make 
sure other farmers could take advan-
tage of the program.”

Marla was recruited for the advisory 
board by her friend Keith Krause, NRCS 
district conservationist who knew of 
her interest in conservation. When they 
got on the board, Marla and a handful 
of other farmers didn’t just go to meet-
ings, they also came up with ideas and 
helped carry them out.

“Farmers are more responsive to 
fellow farmers,” says Marla. “When we 
had a tour or had other information our 
neighbors could benefi t from, we made 
sure we phoned everyone in the water-
shed. We divvied up the calls between 
fi ve of us on the board,” she says. 

Keeping people involved
“We called people for a reason — to tell 
them something that might help them, 
like what they could expect to get out of 
an upcoming crop clinic and incentive 
payments they could use to get a crop 
scout on their farm and start an ICM 
program,” Marla explains.

As a result, at the end of the four-
year project, 70% of the 69 landowners 
in the watershed got involved and did 
something to improve their operation 
and the water in Spring Branch Creek.

“We were surprised in some cases,” 
says Randy. “Folks who we thought 
wouldn’t do anything came around 
and did something. When a few people 
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would do some work, it drew in more 
people.”

For their part, the Maurers stepped 
up their own conservation work by in-
creasing crop residue levels, improving 
their manure management program 
and contouring more land. They were 
already using grassed waterways, con-
servation tillage and native grasses.

“We gave Mike ideas, and he carried 
them out,” says Randy. “The MAX pro-
gram at that time would help farmers 
assess the economics of their tillage 
practices. We were one of only six places 
in the state to get dollars to carry that 
out. Mike was able to bring in a lot of 
resources and specialists. We learned a 
lot in a short period of time.”

Building a sense of pride
Marla, who has a thriving silk screen 
business housed in a former hog-fi n-
ishing building, came up with the idea 
for signs, caps, T-shirts and other pro-
motional items. “People wanted a sign,” 
she says. “So we made one for everyone 
who participated in the project.”

Project accomplishments include 
about 6,000 acres of nutrient and pest 
management in the 12,000-acre water-
shed, conservation tillage that left more 
than 40% residue on about 4,000 acres, 
two livestock watering systems, 20 acres 
that excluded livestock from the creek, 
and 100 acres each of contouring and 
Conservation Reserve Program buffers. 

Landowners and farmers contrib-
uted about $120,000 to the nearly 
$400,000 project, with other funding 
coming from Section 319 water quality 
funds from Iowa DNR, $85,000 from CRP 
and $14,000 from the MAX program.

Marla also got middle school classes 
involved in testing the water. The 
Maurers feel good about mobilizing 
farmer interest. 

“There aren’t that many trout streams 
in the state, and we need to keep this 

one clean,” she says.
Betts writes about con-

servation from Johnston.

GOOD SIGN: “Everyone 
wanted to know what 
they had to do to get 
one of these signs,” says 
Marla Maurer. Marla and 
husband Randy (right) 
helped project coordinator 
Mike Freiburger (left) 
keep farmers involved in 
the Spring Branch Creek 
Watershed Project.
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Support counts when 
the weather turns

When it rains, it pours. Chuck Hesse and the staff at 
AgVantage FS in Janesville, Iowa, know that all too well. 
Chuck, wife Lisa and their two daughters, Allison, 13, and 
Andrea, 11, raise corn, soybeans and nursery pigs on their 
family farm near Cedar Falls, Iowa. Chuck’s brother, Bill, and 
their dad, Vernon, also farm separately, but they all help each 
other during busy times.

With major fl ooding during the growing season, spring 
was an especially tough one. “I had to replant portions of six 
different fi elds, ranging from just a couple of acres to 30 acres 
of a 90-acre fi eld. The guys at FS were very helpful in fi nding 
replant seed at such a late date,” says Chuck.

Usually growers in the area are looking for drought 
tolerance in corn and soybeans, but this year, some fi elds 
were under water off and on for a month and a half. “We had 
an exorbitant amount of rain from the fl ood, so our varieties 
aren’t standing as well. For next season, we’ll kind of be 
starting from scratch,” says crop specialist Kirk Tanner. “We 
have very high-producing soils in the bottoms and stress-
prone soils in other areas. Growers fl oat a  pretty wide range 
on yield goals, and therefore, they change varieties they 
choose. On droughty soils they look for 135 to 150 bushel on 
corn; on better soils, they look for 180 upwards to 210 or 220. 
In beans, on droughty, more stressful soils, they can get 45 to 
50 bushel and on the higher-quality soils 60 to 65 bushel. My 
customers have a choice and the potential with FS Seed for 
big yields. There’s a wide range in that line that can perform in 
such varied conditions.”

Chuck uses technology to help him manage his soils. 
“Some of the land that we farm has extremely variable soil 
types. I have found it very benefi cial to utilize FS grid mapping 
and variable-rate technology applications of fertilizer. The 
more uniform and better-producing farms also benefi t from 
FS VRT programs,” he says.  

He is enrolled in the company’s seed and crop protection 
rebate program, and uses AgVantage FS as a useful source of 
information. “They have very good test plots in the local area 
and lots of yield data to look at,” he says.

Chuck Hesse, Janesville, Iowa
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