
Meet Senja Viktora, District Technician 
with the Freeborn SWCD.  

Senja has a degree in Conservation with 
a minor in Soil Science from the 
University of Wisconsin-River Falls.  Senja 
worked for the district from 2013 until 
2016 when she left to grow her family, 
she rejoined the district in 2022.  

Raised on a farm in Wisconsin, Senja 
became interested in soil and water 
conservation after observing her father 
and now brother who is using no-till, 
cover crops and many other 
conservation practices on their family 
farm. Now she is happy to return to the 
office to educate and help farmers in 
Freeborn County protect their soil and 
water. 

In her free time, Senja enjoys spending 

time with her family, reading, and fixing 

up their farm site.  

Freeborn County Soil & Water Conservation District 

NEWSLETTER 
Winter/Spring 2023 

SWCD Supervisors:  
Chris Dahl  Chairman 
Don Kropp  Vice Chairman 
Dave Ausen  Treasurer 
Paul Heers Jr  Secretary 
Curt Helland  Supervisor 

SWCD Staff: 
Brenda Lageson  SWCD Manager 
Lindsey Zeitler  Resource Conservationist 
Chad Billat  Private Lands Biologist 
Mark Trnka  Conservation Technician 
Senja Viktora  District Technician 

www.freebornswcd.org 

Tree Shortages Continue into 2023 

Order Trees by Feb. 24th for Best Selection 

Shortages of trees continue to be a problem for the upcoming year. 
Strain on the supply chain continue to trickle down, from increased in-
terest in planting trees during the pandemic, to drought and wildfires, 
nurseries continue to have limited stock. While our office will do our 
best to provide trees our customers want, we will be limited on the vari-
ety and quantity of trees we will have available for purchase. Some spe-
cies have been added back to our order form, unfortunately if there is a 
certain species not listed it is likely unavailable. Increased demand has 
also increased tree prices at the nurseries, and this has in turn affected 
our prices.  

Ordering early will give you a better chance of fulfilling your order. Our 
staff can help customers who are wondering what an appropriate alter-
native is to an out-of-stock item.  

For our second year, customers 
are able to order trees online 
from our website. We are also 
continuing to offer native plant 
packs. There are two options 
available, the Monarch Plant 
Pack and the Pollinator Plant 
Pack, each consists of six differ-
ent species and six plants of 
each species for a total of 36 
plants. Planting native plants can 
attract beneficial pollinators, 
improve the landscape, and im-
prove water quality.  

“IT’S TIME TO ORDER TREES!!!” 



Scott and Dawn Lightly, along 
with Scott’s parents, Charles 
and Shirley Lightly farm 360 
acres near Oakland, MN. 
They are 4th and 5th 
generation farmers, with the 
farm having been in the 
hands of the family for 
around 150 years. Prior to 
2012, preparing the soil for 
the season’s crop using tillage 
was the focus. However, that 
changed when they added 
strip-till and cover crops into 
their system. The Lightly’s 
didn’t notice many significant 
changes in the first years, 
though with time, they have 
seen many benefits. First, 
they noticed less drown outs 
as their soil structure changed and became able to 
better infiltrate and store water. Soon after, once they 
settled into implementation of these practices, they 
were able to: reduce their fertilizer inputs, reduce fuel 
usage, decrease labor costs, spend less time in the field, 
and hit fewer rocks with their equipment. Throughout 
the Lightly’s transition they’ve gained knowledge, 
encountered challenges, overcome those challenges, 
and helped other farmers as they went.  

It started with small trials and in 2012, one 65-acre field 
was planted to cereal rye after corn. The following year 
was extremely wet and left their soybean acres to be 
prevent planted with a cover crop instead. In 2014 after 
several rounds of vertical tillage to terminate the 
previous year’s cover crop, the Lightly’s found a 
gorgeous seedbed. This was an “a-haw!!” moment for 
the Lightly’s and created conversation and education on 
what was happening in the soil. Scott had a conversation 
with his dad, Charles, on taking the entire farm into 
cover crops, his response: “Well that’s what Grandpa 
did!”. They spent the next couple years acquiring 
equipment, an old seeder box lovingly named “the green 
thing”, and a strip-till machine. They also spent time 
learning what worked and what didn’t which helped 
them to jump “whole hog” into strip-till and cover crops 
in 2016. 

 

 

The Lightly’s have participated in several conservation 
programs that have helped along the way. They have 
two Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) contracts; 
one focusing on nutrient management and pest 
management, the other on building organic matter. They 
have received cost share through EQIP for cover crops. A 
Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) 
provided additional funds for cover crops. They are 
certified through the Minnesota Agricultural Water 
Quality Certification Program (MAWQCP). Along with the 
programs the Lightly’s have participated in, they are 
continuing to learn more about their farm by doing 
research on their soils and practices. Currently they are 
doing a research project through the University of 
Minnesota and a project through Sand County, MI. 
Across their acres they use the Haney Test to determine 
nutrients available to soil microbes. They have been very 
active in opening their farm up to the public for 
education and promotion of utilizing cover crops and 
strip-till.  

The Freeborn SWCD is fortunate to have a resource like 
the Lightly’s available to promote soil health. The work 
the Lightly’s have done across their farm to improve 
their soil health and their willingness to share their farm 
and experiences is why the Lightly’s are the 2022 
Freeborn SWCD Conservationists of the year!  

2022 Freeborn SWCD Conservationists of  the Year 

Left to 
Right:  

Scott, 
Dawn ,  
Shirley & 
Charles 
Lightly 



Restoration Options Through RIM, CREP, or CRP 

The Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program 
(CREP), Reinvest in Minnesota (RIM), and the 
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) are a few 
programs available in Freeborn County that might be 
the perfect fit for your property.  These programs pay 
landowners to restore, protect, and enhance wetlands 
and surrounding native vegetation on eligible land.   

CREP is a state and federal funded permanent 
conservation easement program through the 
Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources (BWSR) 
and the USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA).  Landowners 
accepted for enrollment after a ranking and 
application period will receive 14-15 years of annual 
CRP payments, a onetime RIM easement payment, and 
up to a 100% cost-share for the restoration of 
wetlands and native vegetation. Landowners retain 
ownership and the land is not open to public hunting. 

RIM is a state permanent conservation easement 
program through the Minnesota Board of Water and 
Soil Resources (BWSR). RIM is similar to the above 
mentioned CREP program with the major difference 
being that the easement payment will be all at once 
about a year after signup. Also, like CREP, if accepted 
into RIM landowners agree to retire their land from 

farming and development. 

Unlike RIM or CREP, CRP is not a permanent easement 
program and offers contracts of 10- or 15-year 
duration. At the end of the contract the landowners 
have the options to take it out of CRP or re-enroll. 
Also, CRP unlike RIM and CREP requires some of the 
cost for restoration to be covered by the landowner.  

Restoration on privately owned land provides benefits 
not only to the landowner but others as well such as 
enhancing wildlife habitat, reducing flooding damage, 
improving water quality, reducing erosion, and 
enhancement of aesthetic quality to name a few. 
There has been strong interest in Freeborn County 
over the years and all three programs have very 
competitive rates with CREP and RIM rates anticipated 
to increase in the next couple months.  

If you would like to explore some of the options 
available for your property or have any questions 
please contact, Chad Billat, Private Lands Biologist at 
507-373-5607 ext. 3, by email at 
Chad.billat@usda.gov, or stop by the local Soil and 
Water Conservation District office next to the Albert 
Lea Seed House.   

Previously cropped, this field was restored with native wildflowers and grasses. Its hydrology was re-

stored as well. This provides habitat for pollinators and wildlife. 

mailto:Chad.billat@usda.gov


Cost-Share for Structural Practices 
The Freeborn County SWCD offers a state cost-share program 
for the construction or repair of structural practices.  
Structural practices are percent-based contracts that can help 
cover up to 75% of the cost. This cost share option can be 
paired with other financial assistance to get the project to 
reach the 75% threshold. A design and estimate are created 
for the project and the project estimate is used to determine 
the contract amount. A contract can then be signed and put 
into place. After project completion an itemized invoice and 
seed tags from the contractor for the work needs to be 
provided to SWCD staff to be able to make the final payment 
for the project. Payments are reimbursements and are not 
paid without invoices. 

Cost-Share for Cover Crops 
Cover crop contracts are a flat rate payment, a certain price 
per acre is paid depending on how many species are applied 
to the fields (see breakdown below). Cover crop contracts are 
for three years on up to 60 acres. Cover crop payments are 
reimbursements but work a little different than payments for 
structural practices. Since cover crop contracts are for three 
years a yearly partial payment is made for the first two years 
and a final payment is made after the implementation of the 
cover crop in the third year. Verification that the cover crop 
was installed, seed invoices, application bills, and other proof 
of implementation is needed for each year of the contract 
prior to payments being made.  

One species cover crop – $20/acre/year 

Two species cover crop – $30/acre/year 

Three or more species cover crop – $40/acre/year 

$10/acre/year – Additional incentive for overwintering cover 
crop (50% or more of seeds per square foot that are winter 
hardy) 

For more information contact SWCD staff at 507-373-5607 
ext. 3 

Examples of what the drill can plant:  

• Soybeans ● Cover Crops ● Native Seed Mixes  

• CRP & CREP Plantings ● Alfalfa ● Buffers ● Oats   
● Pollinator Mixes ● Grass/Hay Mix  
 

Drill Features:  
• 3 seed boxes   

• 12’  planting width/15’ wheel to wheel  

• 7.5” row spacings  

• Hydraulic hookups  
 

Rental Fee:  
• $100 delivery fee  
• $12 per acre seeded  

• $100 deposit due upon drop off  
• Rental fees differ if used outside of Freeborn 

County  

• Fees are subject to change 

The no-till drill once again was put to good use in 
2022. The drill went out on 14 projects which 
resulted in approximately 280 acres of pasture, 
hay/alfalfa, cover crops, and CRP being planted 
across the county. The drill goes out on a first 
come first serve basis, however as we get more 
request as the season goes on, we try to group 
sites together that are in the same region to better 
utilize staff time and limit the number of times the 
drill is hauled from one side of the county to the 
other. We already have a list started for the 2023 
season, so if you are interested in renting the drill 
or have any questions, please call the SWCD staff 
at 507-373-5607 ext. 3.  

No-Till Drill Rental Program 

 Is there a Resource Concern on 

Your Farm? 

A deep gully has formed  on the edge of this field, which can 
pose hazards while farming, decreases crop productivity and  
carry sediment and nutrients to streams and lakes. 



What is Soil Health?  

Time and time again we hear the buzz word “Soil Health”. But what 
is it? Does this mean our soil can be unhealthy? What if my soil is 
unhealthy? How can I improve my soil from an unhealthy state to a 
healthy state? These are probably questions that get asked often. 
Truth is there are many ways to improve the quality of your soil!  

There are principles of soil health that can get you started with 
building your soil health. They are minimizing disturbance, maxim-
izing biodiversity, maximizing soil cover, and maximizing living roots 
in the ground. If you are doing these things, chances are your soil is 
probably healthy. If you aren’t already doing practices that align 
with the principles of soil health it may be a learning curve to do so. 
Having to learn a whole new way to make your farming operation 
work can be overwhelming for some. However, there are resources 
available locally if you are interested in taking a step into the soil 
health world!  

Freeborn County has  an active soil 

health team called the Freeborn Area Soil Health Team. The team’s goal is to facili-

tate local collaboration that encourages, educates, & demonstrates how to improve 

our soil health & water quality while improving productivity, profitability, and sus-

tainability of our natural resources. The team is made up of local farmers, agency 

workers, seed dealers, banks, and other professionals pertinent to soil health and 

farming. The team meets monthly discussing soil health topics and to plan and host 

educational events for farmers and professional ag workers in the area. The idea be-

hind these events is to help assist with education on what the soil health principles 

cover.  

Minnesota Agricultural Water Quality Certification Program 

This year saw transitions in personnel working with the program in the SE area. The Freeborn SWCD employee 
working with the MAWQCP, Brittany Dawson, left to take a position with the MDA in early 2022 and the Area 
Certifying Specialist for the region retired. Recent hire, Senja Viktora, is training to take on the responsibilities of the 
program for the Freeborn SWCD.  

There were 23 new certifications for the SE area and a total of 132 new certifications for the state. Freeborn County 

had six amendments to contracts, four reviews and four producers that obtained one or more endorsements. If 

interested in participation in MAWQCP or for more information, contact SWCD staff at 507-373-5607 ext. 3 

Benefits of MAWQCP Include:  
 Applications Available Year Round 
 Non-Regulatory and Voluntary Program 
 10 years of Regulatory Certainty 
 Whole Farm Assessment for Water Quality Risk 
 Priority Financial and Technical Assistance 
 $5000 Grant Available Each Year of Certification MAWQCP Endorsements 

 



WINTER 
WORKSHOP 

HIGHWAY 14 
SOIL HEALTH 

TOUR 

OWATONNA STOP 

FEBRUARY 
21, 2023 

8:30AM-2:00PM 

TOREY’S RESTURANT 
208 N. CEDAR AVE 
OWATONNA, MN  

The Freeborn Area Soil Health Team will be hosting a soil health event in Owatonna, MN on February 21st, 
2023! The team is partnering with Freeborn, Steele, Rice, and Waseca SWCD’s making the event possible. 
The event will have well known Jay Fuhrer speaking about soil management and Jason Stoll speaking about 
soil biology and soil function below the surface. Along with the 2 speakers there will also be a custom opera-
tor’s panel covering conversations around custom applicators, planting cover crops, implementing strip till, 
and other topics surrounding use of equipment. To register, email lindsey.zeitler@mn.nacdnet.net or call 
507-320-3728. You can also register by using this QR code:  

 

JAY FUHRER JASON STOLL 

A relatively new practice to the Conservation Reserve Program is Prairie Strips and they are becoming popular around 
the county. Prairie Strips are just like the name sounds, linear strips of perennial prairie vegetation. The practice pro-
tects the soil, improves water quality, stores carbon, while also providing habitat for wildlife. Strips can range from 30 
to 120 feet wide and can be placed anywhere on the farm but cannot account for more than 25% of cropped acres 
per tract. The majority of landowners are installing prairie strips on field edges, headlands, and areas with low yield.  
Contracts can be 10 to 15 years and CRP payment rates and incentives have increased from previous years. If interest-
ed, please contact SWCD staff at 507-373-5607 ext. 3 or stop by the local Soil and Water Conservation District office 
next to the Albert Lea Seed House.   

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) Prairie Strips 

mailto:lindsey.zeitler@mn.nacdnet.net


NRCS Update - By Gary Kurer, District Conservationist - CST Lead 

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.  

NRCS Staff 
Gary Kurer  District Conservationist-CST Lead     
Sam Jameson  Agricultural Engineer                    
Karen Stensrude Sinew Clerk 
Barbara Marshall Farm Bill Technician 

The NRCS CST Team 19 comprised of Freeborn, Mower, 
Steele, and Dodge Counties had 70 Environmental Quality 
Incentive Program (EQIP) applications for 2022. EQIP is 
designed to target resource concerns and provide 
financial assistance for approved contracts based on 
eligibility and ranking. Producers can sign up any time of 
the year and there is an annual cutoff in November for 
assessment and ranking.  

Freeborn County has 19 active EQIP contracts with 10 
new EQIP obligations in 2022. Mower County has 26 
active EQIP contracts with 16 new EQIP obligations in 
2022. Steele County has 7 active EQIP contracts with 2 
new EQIP obligations in 2022. Dodge County has 8 active 
EQIP contracts with 3 new EQIP obligations in 2022.   

Contracts for fiscal year 2022 consisted of cover crops, 
residue and tillage management-no-till/strip till, grassed 
waterways with subsurface drain, water and sediment 

control basins with underground outlets, high tunnel 
systems, energy efficient ag operation, brush 
management, and prescribed grazing.  

The NRCS CST Team 19 had 30 active Conservation 
Stewardship Program (CSP) contracts to manage for 2022 
(Freeborn-22, Mower-3,Steele-2, and Dodge-3)  Common 
practices implemented with the approved contracts 
include Cover Crops, Nutrient Management, Integrated 
Pest Management, and Monarch and Pollinator Habitat. 
Unlike EQIP, CSP is more intensive because of the 
requirement to meet various thresholds pertaining to the 
priority resource concern. A minimum of one 
enhancement involving the entire operation on the 
cropland acres is recommended.  

NRCS staff are available to assist you, so please do not 
hesitate to contact us at 507-373-7960 ext. 3. 

Ways to place an order:  
 

• Via phone 
• Through mail 
• Through e-mail 
• By appointment 
• Online from our website at 

www.freebornswcd.org 

Ways to make a payment:  
 

• Via phone with a credit card 
• Mail the payment to the office 
• Drop off the payment at the FSA drop 

box 
• Pay at time of appointment 
• Online store at time of order 

To place an order via phone or to set up an appointment call 
the office at 507-373-5607 ext. 3 or email SWCD staff: 

Lindsey: lindsey.zeitler@mn.nacdnet.net   
Senja: senja.viktora@mn.nacdnet.net  

Ordering Trees in 2023 

Send order form and  
payment to the 

office at: 

Freeborn SWCD 
1400 West Main Street 
Albert Lea, MN 56007 

mailto:lindsey.zeitler@mn.nacdnet.net


Tree Descriptions 





 

FREEBORN COUNTY SWCD 
1400 W MAIN STREET 
ALBERT LEA, MN  56007 
507-373-5607 EXT. 3 
EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER 
 
VISIT US ON THE WEB:  
WWW.FREEBORNSWCD.ORG 

USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.  
To file a complaint of discrimination, write:  USDA, 
Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, Office of 
Adjudication, 1400 Independence Ave., SW, 
Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (866) 632-9992. 

Order trees by February 
24th for best selection! 

We Are Trying to go Digital for 2024!  
 

If you would like to get on the emailing list to 
receive the newsletter and tree order form 
please contact SWCD Staff at 507-373-5607 
Ext. 3 or by stopping into our office at 1400 

West Main Street Albert Lea, MN 56007. 




