
 

 

The Salcha-Delta Soil and Water 

Conservation District, in cooperation 

with the University of Alaska Fair-

banks, has entered their second field 

season of a three-year soil fertility 

study that will be carried out on local 

soils for barley, brome grass, and 

potato production at the UAF Delta 

Junction Field Research Site near 

Delta Junction, Alaska.  

The objective of this research is to 

correlate soil test phosphorus (P) and 

potassium (K) to crop needs and plant 

use as influenced by soil pH. Both P 

and K are essential macronutrients 

required for crop growth and reproduction 

and are often in limited supply in 

Alaska agricultural soils. 

Soil pH, the acidity or alkalinity of a 

soil, can influence the availability of 

certain plant nutrients. If we fall short 

of meeting a cropôs nutrient requirement, 

it can affect yield results and the time 

it takes for a plant to reach physio-

logical maturity. 

Furthermore, consider the environmental 

and economic risks of over-applying 

fertilizer. What nutrients a plant 

doesnôt use during the growing season 

are at risk of being lost, leaving a hole 

in your pocket and fertilizer winding 

up in places where it shouldn't be, such 

as streams, rivers, wetlands, or ground-

water. 

Through this research, we will achieve 

a better agronomic understanding of 

balancing fertilizer needs to achieve 

the best yields and profits while 

protecting natural resources. 

Our first field season was a success with 

the help of the Division of Agriculture 

and the Natural Resources Conservation 

Service. More than 20 individuals 

helped with planting, harvesting, and 

managing over 200 plots and collect-

ing nearly 1,000 soil and plant tissue 

samples.  

Barley plots showing a response to different 

rates of phosphorus and potassium. 
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Theresa Pospichal collects barley tissue sam-

ples that will be tested  for nutrient levels. 



 

 

Controlling Noxious Weeds  

P A G E  2  

The Noxious Weed Program (NWP) 

staff kept busy this summer and had 

a successful  scouting & weed spray-

ing season with only a few mechani-

cal hiccups. 

A total of a 1500 acres was scouted 

and treated in the farm district with 

an additional 750 on military lands. 

NWP efforts were increased this 

summer by  the assistance of the 

roving weed crew, funded through a 

grant by American Recovery & Re-

investment Act of 2009. The  four-

man crew, led by Milo Wrigley,  

worked on mapping and treating 

infested areas within the district, 

military lands and throughout eight 

other conservation districts in the 

state.   

For the second year, we have focused 

our attention on monitoring and 

treating weed movement within the 

Berm Removal Project. Cooperators 

continue to work on removing debris 

and disking down old berm rows (as 

seen in the lower right hand photo) 

allowing  for an additional 100 acres  

in the Tanana Loop area to be 

treated.  

The NWP staff would like to thank 

all the cooperators and landowners 

who assisted us by reporting plants 

of concern and allowing the use of 

their equipment.  

Remember the old saying that 

ñan ounce of prevention is 

worth a pound of cure?ò That 

applies to weed problems as 

well.  

 

Tammie Kovalenko working the 

equipment. 

An old berm row 

ƻƴ ŀ ŦŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ 
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Since 2006, the Salcha-Delta 

SWCD has conducted annual 

water quality monitoring 

on Clearwater Lake and the 

Clearwater River from April 

through October. 

With annual monitoring, we 

can accomplish early detection 

and take measures to target 

Monitoring to Protect Water Quality 

Monitoring equipment 

and correct a water quality 

concern. 

The Delta-Clearwater River 

Watershed encompasses 

approximately 232,000 acres, 

with nearly 35,000 acres of 

smaller sub-watershed tribu-

taries draining directly into the 

river.   

 Water Quality Specialist, Gary Cooper, 

collecting data on the Clearwater River.  



 

 

Chena River Golf Course construction work. 

Chena Bank Stabilization 

Roving Weed Crew Visits Delta 
ability to move in and out-

compete native vegeta-

tion.  

An example of a site, visited 

by the crew in Delta, was 

a monoculture of bird 

vetch in a farmerôs hay-

field. Bird vetch manages 

to spread itself densely 

due to three tactics it uses 

to establish itself quickly 

and effectively. First is the 

amount of seeds the plant 

produces. Second, the 

plant spreads by rhizomes, 

which allow it to spread 

underground where weed 

whackers or lawn mowers 

cannot reach it. And third, 

the plant also has tendrils 

which serve as ñarmsò, 

allowing it to grab onto 

surrounding vegetation 

the state. 

Among the villages, towns 

and cities the crew visited 

was Delta Junction. The 

crew traveled to Delta on 

a couple occasions to help 

the Salcha-Delta Soil and 

Water Conservation 

District manage invasive 

weed infestations, such as 

bird vetch, hemp-nettle, 

sweet clover, and perennial 

sow thistle. All these 

weeds are highly ranked  

on the Alaska invasive 

plants list. These nox-

ious weeds are a con-

cern because of the 

amount of seeds a sin-

gle plant can produce, 

the negative effects it 

has on animals and 

agriculture, and their 

and pull itself over the 

neighboring plant or tree, 

depriving it of sunlight.  

Due to the size of the in-

fested area and the aggres-

siveness of the plants, we 

considered chemical 

application to be the most 

effective solution to 

manage the infestation. 

The site has been marked 

as an area of concern and 

will receive future attention. 

Additional management 

methods will be determined 

according to future survey 

conclusions. 
 

 

 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

Milo Wrigley 

Invasive Plant Coordinator 

to cut off access along River Road. 

The District designed two separate 

bank stabilization projects centered 

around rock rip rap, brush layering 

and live willow staking protection 

measures.  The construction of the 

projects was awarded through a 

competitive bid process to Midstate 

Equipment, based in North Pole. 

Construction began in late fall dur-

ing low water conditions.  The exca-

vation and installation of the large 

rock blankets and live willow stakes 

was completed by the end of No-

vember.  The rock rip was placed 

below the streambed in an exca-

vated toe and keyed into the bank 

on the upstream and downstream 

ends.  Top soil and live willow 

stakes were placed in between the 

rocks to create brush cover vital for 

wildlife and fish habitat along the 

Chena River. 

The final portion of the project, 

brush layering and seeding, was 

completed this spring. 

The District, in cooperation with the 

U.S. Army Fort Wainwright Depart-

ment of Public Works and the Fair-

banks Soil and Water Conservation 

District, has completed the first 

phase of two Chena River bank sta-

bilization projects on Fort Wain-

wright (FWA).  Significant river 

bank sections associated with the 

FWA Golf Course and River Road 

had been washed away by recent 

high water flows in the Chena 

River.  The erosion had advanced 

into a fairway and was threatening 

Roving weed crew working 

their magic on weeds.  

The 2010 roving weed 

crew traveled throughout 

Alaska assisting in the 

management of invasive 

plants that threaten various 

ecosystems throughout 
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Farming on Autopilot 
Most of us donôt farm for the 

money ï we farm because we canôt 

stand not to. Nevertheless, we need 

to make enough to continue to farm.  

To accomplish this, we constantly 

look for ways to reduce the cost of 

inputs or increase yields. 

In some ways, farming in Delta is 

decades behind what farmers are 

doing in America. One piece 

of technology in common 

use Outside is GPS guided 

autosteer. 

A GPS receiver mounted on 

a piece of equipment re-

ceives a position from satel-

lites and then sends a signal 

to a controller that steers the 

equipment on a predeter-

mined track. It reduces over-

lap in field passes, saving 

fertilizer, fuel, and pesticide.  

A few units are starting to show up 

on local farms, but evaluating the 

cost/benefit for your particular farm 

is difficult unless you have a unit ï 

and once you have a guidance sys-

tem, itôs a little late to know if it 

will pay for itself. 

We wanted to find a system that 

could be installed on older equip-

ment (I think the term is classic), 

and could also be moved from, say 

a planting tractor, to a sprayer, to a 

combine, with a minimum of fuss.  

With assistance from NRCS, the 

conservation district purchased 

three autosteer systems to use on 

local farms. 

The units are made by Trimble and 

will work on a wide assortment of 

makes and models. When properly 

calibrated, the autosteer units 

should provide accuracy of 4-6 

inches using WAAS correction, and 

2-4 inches using Omnistar. Sub-inch 

accuracy is possible when using 

RTK; however, we do not have a 

base station set up at this time. 

Our purpose in this project is to 

gather data on field efficiency by 

allowing six farmers to use the auto-

steer units for part of their field-

work. We will compare field effi-

ciency with and without using the 

auto steer units and complete a cost/

benefit analysis so farmers can 

evaluate whether the technol-

ogy fits their operation before 

spending the money for a 

system. The study will run 

for two years in Delta, after 

which we will make the 

equipment available for use 

by farmers around the state. 

We ran a few initial trials last 

fall in preparation for plant-

ing in 2011. Visit us on Face-

book, at the Salcha-Delta Soil 

and Water Conservation District 

site, to see a video of one of our 

units operating on a mower last fall.  

Autosteer may not be the tool for 

every operation, but it does have the 

potential to reduce the cost of some 

of your inputs. Please contact us if 

you are interested in participating in 

this project. 

One of a Conservation Districtôs 

most important partners is the 

Natural Resources Conservation 

Service (NRCS). NRCS makes 

funding available through its 

Conservation Technical Assistance 

(CTA) program. This program 

allows reimbursement to the Salcha-

Delta SWCD for specific conserva-

tion related projects. Over the years, 

this program has provided funding 

for many important projects, in-

cluding pest and nutrient planning, 

development of a fertilizer matrix to 

improve fertilizer recommendations, 

improving access to the Clearwater 

Lake boat landing, and using 

technology to reduce input costs. 

We have received funding from 

NRCS to continue some important 

projects in 2011, as well as pursue 

some new ones. Projects weôll be 

continuing from last year include 

collecting data to develop the fertil-

izer matrix, particularly the effect of 

phosphate and potassium rates on 

barley, hay, and potatoes. These 

two nutrients have not been studied 

as much as nitrogen, resulting in 

some question as to the ideal rate of 

application. 

We will continue our study of the 

effectiveness of GPS auto steer in 

reducing overlap of fertilizer and 

chemical. The data we gather will 

be used to develop a cost/benefit 

analysis to help farmers decide 

whether autosteer makes sense for 

their operation. 

New projects for 2011 include an 

Irrigation Management demonstra-

tion project using tensiometers to 

schedule watering and lysimeters to 

collect data on nitrate leaching on 

barley. Irrigation offers the promise 

(Continued on page 5) 

Autopilot system 

Conservation Technical Assistance Projects  
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Soils Crew Report 

CTA Projects (continued from page 4) 

Prior to going to the field, the field 

crew gathers available information 

about the area. This information 

includes aerial imagery (both past 

and present), soil surveys and 

National Wetland Inventory in-

formation. These resources are then 

used to determine where wetlands 

are likely to be found on a property. 

Gathering preliminary data helps 

streamline the field work. 

Once in the field, crews dig a small 

soil pit to describe the soils. They 

classify plant species and plant 

density, and finally they gather 

hydrology information. This infor-

mation is checked against various 

The Salcha-Delta Soil and Water 

Conservation District completed 

wetland determinations on over 

7,000 acres of land in the Delta and 

Fairbanks areas.  Determinations 

were done both for military projects 

and for NRCS farm programs. 

Wetlands are defined as areas that 

have hydric soils, hydrophytic 

vegetation and hydrology. They 

serve important functions in the 

environment, including water 

storage and filtration, and flood 

mitigation. While wetlands eco-

logically are very valuable, they are 

often viewed as problematic 

because they are highly regulated. It 

is because of these regulations that 

it is important to have accurate 

wetland delineations. 

indicators and a determination is 

made on whether or not it is 

classified as a wetland. 

When the field work is done, the 

information is put into a report, a 

GIS map is created and the in-

formation is passed on to the land-

owner. By having an accurate 

determination, both land owners 

and regulators can achieve their 

conservation goals. 

Theresa Pospichal gathering soils information 
in an alder thicket on a rainy day. 

Gleyed soils 

are often 

indicative of 

wetlands. 

Jill Wheeler gathering 

plant data. 

of better yields, more even maturing, 

and improved uptake of nutrients; 

however, increased yields will 

justify higher fertilizer rates, which 

could leach if overwatered. We will 

be hosting a field day this summer 

to share information about several 

projects. 

We are installing a demonstration 

project to stabilize some of the 

worst sections on the Bluff Cabin 

Lake Trail. Heavy four-wheel drive 

traffic has degraded the trail to the 

point where some sections present a 

danger to users. The sections se-

lected for repair will improve trail 

conditions, stabilize the trail, fill in 

the holes, and provide drainage. 

We will also develop a table to track 

residual phosphate and potassium 

trends in fields by using a hydraulic 

soil sampler to take soil samples 

and log locations for future sampling. 

This project will work in conjunction 

with the fertilizer matrix to get the 

accuracy of the nutrient recommen-

dations. The software used for this 

project will support grid sampling, 

something that may become more 

important with higher value crops 

like potatoes. 

EPA requires anyone storing over 

1320 gallons of petroleum products 

to develop a Spill Prevention, 

Control, and Countermeasures 

Plan. If less than 10,000 gallons are 

stored, farmers may self-certify the 

plan. The Conservation District will 

work with area farmers to develop 

their plans and, if desired, we may 

also help design a containment 

structure. Please call us if you are 

interested in our help. 

These projects are just a few of the 

many we work on to improve 

farmerôs ability to maximize their 

productivity and conserve our 

resources. 
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Bison Range Management  

In an effort to expand and improve 

bison habitat within the Donnelly 

Training Area, the Salcha-Delta 

SWCD has planned and implemented 

nearly 650 acres of bison range 

management activities for the military 

over the last two years. 

Because of the interference from the 

bison herd on training grounds 

during scheduled military firing 

exercises, the military hopes to 

mitigate the problem by creating and 

improving alternative areas for the 

bison to graze. 

The project incorporates several 

management objectives on both tame 

and native vegetation, and on both 

road accessible and remote locations. 

Because of the projects complexity 

and sensitive parameters, careful 

thought went into the nutrient 

management planning process and 

project implementation. 

In 2009, a forage study was completed 

on an unmanaged, native range along 

the west side of the Delta River south 

of Donnelly Dome (an area used by the 

bison during calving season). The 

objective of the study was to measure 

native grass response to fertilizer 

application in an attempt to amplify 

forage yield and quality. Results were 

favorable to the fertilizer application, 

doubling yield and also improving de-

sired grass and forb species composition. 

The following spring, May 2010, 

fertilizer was applied to nearly 600 

acres of native range. Due to the areaôs 

remoteness and lack of travel corridors 

necessary for ground equipment, the 

fertilizer was applied aerially. 

Lacking landmarks and natural 

boundaries, GIS/GPS technology was 

used to map the area and assist the 

pilot in navigation. Coordinates were 

loaded onto a GPS unit and marker 

flags were dropped around the 

perimeter prior to fertilizer application. 

During flight, the GPS allowed the 

pilot to track his course, thereby 

reducing the chances of fertilizer 

overlap or skips. Ground tarps were 

set up prior to application to capture 

fertilizer so rates could then be 

monitored by a field technician 

during the application process. 

With the area being notoriously 

windy and wind direction known to 

change suddenly, both speed and 

direction were closely monitored. 

This information was radioed from 

the ground to the pilot throughout the 

application process. Buffer set-backs 

were maintained from streams and 

rivers to reduce the chances of fertilizer 

entering these areas through drift and/

or runoff. 

Working with Mother Nature brought 

an interesting work/flight schedule 

for those involved. First drops of the 

day were usually made at 4 am and 

by mid-day conditions usually took a 

downward turn and were not favorable 

for application. 

Despite weather challenges, technology 

limitations, airstrip interference and 

trip modifications, our tireless pilot 

completed the project in less than 

four days with his Cessna 188. Over 

60 trips were made to apply nearly 

55 tons of fertilizer. 

During monthly aerial surveys following 

the fertilizer application, the Alaska 

Department of Fish and Game 

observed the bison herd taking advantage 

of the managed range, describing the 

forage to be in the best condition 

theyôve seen in years. 

Fertilizer management is an important 

component to the range management, 

but because natural succession of 

encroaching woody species is out-

competing native grass, brush manage-

ment is crucial to maintain this areaôs 

integrity and productivity. Approximately 

11.5 acres of brush management was 

completed during the 2010 field season. 

Without continuous management, this 

native range will become a similar 

landscape to other areas the bison 

herd once grazed which are now 

covered in woody vegetation with 

little or no forage value. This, a trend 

the bison know all too well since they 

were first introduced to the area, will 

force them to seek other grazing 
areas, such as military training ground 

and agricultural crops. 

Future range management will depend  

(Continued on page 7) 

Donnelly Training Area   
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Pilot Wild Bill, with All West Freight, applies 
fertilizer to native range. Aerial equipment 
ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ǊŜƳƻǘŜƴŜǎǎΦ 

Native Range along the Delta River north of 
Buffalo Dome. Bison frequent this area early 
spring through mid-summer. Nearly 600 
acres received fertilizer to improve forage 
yield and quality. 

Enclosed forage plots were installed to 
monitor vegetation response to fertilizer 

application. 



 

 

Donnelly Training Area (across the 

rivers), Black Rapids/Whistler 

Creek Training Area, and an update 

to the existing Donnelly East land 

cover map. 

The actual mapping is done on a 

computer by a GIS technician 

interpreting high resolution satellite 

imagery. Borders are drawn around 

each land cover unit, then all units 

are assigned attributes using an 

Access database. With the final 

product, one can quickly display 

characteristics such as species 

composition, vegetation density, 

tree size, and the general type of 

ecosystem for each unit. In order to 

do this, a large number of ñcontrol 

pointsò must be visited on the 

ground (around 2,400 in the case of 

DTA West). This data, as well as the 

general orientation provided by the 

fieldwork, is required for the 

interpretation of satellite imagery. 

Owing to the remoteness of training 

areas in Interior Alaska, accessing 

the control points proved to be the 

most challenging part of the project.  

For maximum cost effectiveness, 

Fort Wainwright Environmental is in 

the process of producing vegetation 

and land cover maps for each of the 

military training areas in interior 

Alaska. As a final product, these 

maps will show forest, shrub, and 

herbaceous communities, as well as 

non-vegetated surfaces such as riv-

ers, lakes, and human infrastructure. 

All land cover will be mapped to a 

resolution of 2.5 acres (1 hectare). 

This background information will be 

used for many purposes, such as 

planning and construction, deter-

mination of wildlife distribution, and 

forest resource inventory.  

 

 

 

Due to the size of training areas in 

Alaska, and to the level of detail re-

quired in the maps, this project is 

very time intensive. For this reason, 

work in the training lands near Delta 

was contracted out to the Salcha-

Delta Soil and Water Conservation 

District so the overall project can be 

completed in a timely fashion. The 

districtôs primary responsibility is 

the mapping of the western unit of 

points were reached using snow 

machines, small planes, a helicopter, 

river rafts, and a great deal of back-

country camping and foot travel 

through rough terrain. The ability of 

the SWCD to meet these on-the-

ground challenges, as well as 

technical demands, was a large 

factor in the awarding of this contract, 

and in our continuing local involve-

ment in military projects.          

Fieldwork 
in June.  
Landing 

areas are 
hard to 

come by in 
the beaver  

Fieldwork in July. Delta Creek with 

Molybdenum Ridge in the background. 

A small sample of the project area. 

Bordered areas represent different land 

covers, mostly black spruce stands of 

different sizes and densities. Delta Creek 

is in the lower left hand corner.  

 

on military funding and available 

resources to complete the project. 

Because the areaôs remoteness requires 

specialized equipment, it immediately 

raises the project cost.  Furthermore, 

very few individuals within Alaska 

can provide aerial application services. 

(Continued from page 6) 

The Salcha-Delta SWCD will continue to 

work with the military to carry out 

bison range management activities. 
Annual meetings involving the 

military, ADF&G, and the Salcha-

Delta SWCD have discussed creating 

new bison range with road access, 

thereby allowing the use of ground 

equipment. Currently, the Salcha-

Delta SWCD helps manage 30 acres 
of introduced bluegrass near Big 

Lake, a location where ground 

equipment is used. 

Vegetation and Land Cover Mapping, West Donnelly Training Area  

swamps along Little Delta River. 
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Outreach and Education 

To celebrate the completion of the Sustainable Living Project this past spring Ft. Greely 
aƛŘŘƭŜ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŦƭƻǿŜǊ ōŜŘ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜΦ    

For a hands-on educational 
experience for students to 
learn about farm life and  

agriculture, Salcha-Delta SWCD 
and the Delta Farm Bureau 

teamed up to host Ag Day for 
the Delta Elementary School 
this past May, With farm ani-
mals on display, this was a 
fantastic opportunity for 

students to get a real-life look 
at the animals they may have 
seen only in books or movies. 

September brought 65 students, plus parents and 
teachers, from Salcha Elementary School to attend 
their first Conservation District Ag field trip to the 

bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ [ƛƎƘǘǎ 5ŀƛǊȅΣ .ƻǊƳŀƴΩǎ ¦-tƛŎƪ CŀǊƳ ŀƴŘ wƛƪŀΩǎ 
Roadhouse.  
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