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Welcome
Dear Attendees,
Welcome to Bay City for the Saginaw Bay Agricultural Conservation Awards Dinner.
I am proud to work with The Nature Conservancy, farmers, agribusinesses and
other partners in protecting Michigan’s distinct and abundant natural resources
and appreciate your efforts to help pass the bipartisan 2018 Farm Bill.
The Saginaw Bay watershed is the largest in the state and its health is critically
important not only to Lake Huron, but the entire state. This event is a great
opportunity to reflect on the importance of the watershed and to recognize those
who are working to preserve it.
Congratulations to those being honored tonight. Our Great Lakes and water are
a common bond uniting people in Michigan. All those involved in the Regional
Conservation Partnership Program, the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative, local
conservation districts and other initiatives help strengthen that bond. I applaud your
efforts to keep the watersheds of Saginaw Bay healthy and the region’s economy
growing.
Thank you to The Nature Conservancy for its leadership and support of these
efforts. I hope you have a memorable evening.
Sincerely,

Debbie Stabenow
United States Senator

Program
6:00 p.m.

Reception

6:30 p.m.

Dinner Presentations
Welcome
Michael Reuter, Midwest Division Director,
The Nature Conservancy, St. Louis, Missouri
Remarks from Congressman John Moolenaar
U.S. Representative, 4th Congressional District of Michigan
Soil Health: A More Prosperous Future
Blake Vince, Farmer, Ontario, Canada
Advancing Soil Health in Saginaw Valley
Mary Fales, Saginaw Bay Program Director,
The Nature Conservancy, Lansing, Michigan

7:30 p.m.

Presentation of Awards
CONSERVATION EXCELLENCE AWARD: CONTRIBUTOR
Method Products, PBC, San Francisco, California for work in Huron
County, Michigan
CONSERVATION EXCELLENCE AWARD: PRACTITIONER
Joel Leland, Saginaw Conservation District, Saginaw, Michigan
CONSERVATION EXCELLENCE AWARD: AGRIBUSINESS
Justin Krick, Star of the West Milling Company, Frankenmuth,
Michigan
CONSERVATION NEWCOMER AWARD
Nick Weisenberger, Weisenberger Farms, LLC, Chesaning, Michigan
CONSERVATION VETERAN AWARD
Jason Haag, Unionville, Michigan
CONSERVATION INNOVATION AWARD
Ryan and Melissa Shaw, SKS Farm, Marlette, Michigan
CONSERVATION IMPACT AWARD
Jeffery Krohn, Krohn Acres, LLC, Owendale, Michigan

8:30 p.m.

Closing Remarks

Larry Clemens, State Director, The Nature Conservancy,
Indianapolis, Indiana

The Nature Conservancy
The Nature Conservancy is a global conservation organization dedicated to
conserving the lands and waters on which all life depends. Guided by science,
we

create

innovative,

on-the-ground

solutions

to

our

world’s

toughest

challenges so that nature and people can thrive together. We are tackling
climate change, conserving lands, waters and oceans at an unprecedented
scale, providing food and water sustainably and helping make cities more
sustainable. Working in 74 countries, we use a collaborative approach that
engages local communities, governments, the private sector and other partners.
To learn more, visit nature.org/michigan. To learn more about our work on the
ground in the Saginaw Bay watershed, visit nature.org/saginawsoilhealth.
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Saginaw Valley
In Michigan, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) shares a common goal with farmers:
a thriving and resilient Saginaw Valley. Michigan has a $13 billion agricultural
economy that provides 22 percent of the state’s employment. One fifth of the
acres that drive the state’s agricultural productivity are located here in the Saginaw
Bay watershed. This 2.5-million-acre watershed features Michigan’s highest
concentration of prime farmland and rich soils that allow for diverse crop rotations
and higher yields than many other areas of the Midwest.
In addition to agriculture, the Saginaw Bay itself is vital because it provides drinking
water to local communities, supports a thriving recreational fishery and boating
industry, attracts thousands of visitors each year, and is a critical area for migratory
birds. The people and species who live here depend on healthy soil and clean water
for their own health, habitats, jobs and recreational opportunities. It’s a place worth
protecting: for nature and for people.
It is TNC’s goal to work with farmers, agribusinesses, and other key partners to help
farmers implement soil health practices, such as reduced tillage, cover crops and
nutrient management on at least half of all the farm acres in the watershed. These
practices benefit both the farmer and water quality in the rivers and the bay itself.
TNC pursues this long-term goal by:
1.

convening partners and experts to provide information and learning
opportunities,

2.

developing new tools and financial incentives to prioritize conservation to
areas that need it most and

3.

recognizing farmers who have already been successful with these practices to
help others navigate the journey.

We are currently working on projects ranging from building out a comprehensive
water quality monitoring network to researching the feasibility of harvestable
buffer strips and strip tillage in sugar beets, to incentivizing buffer strips via the
Drain Code. Learn more about this work at nature.org/saginawsoilhealth.

Guest Speaker
BLAKE VINCE, No-till Producer, Ontario, Canada
Blake is a fifth generation farmer
from

Merlin,

Ontario,

Canada.

Working with his father Elwin and
uncle Tom, they produce commercial
corn, soybeans and winter wheat on
1,300 acres. Their farm management
practices are centered on soil health.
The Vinces are considered to be
no-till pioneers in their corner of
Canada. They adapted to no-till

© Blake Vince

farming techniques in the early
1980s. This was prior to John Deere entering the no-till marketplace with their
single disk opener. Blake is a 2013 Canadian Nuffeld Scholar.
“I am very fortunate to have been taught, from a young age, the merits of no-till
farming,” Blake says. “My claim to fame, as a 44 year old farmer, is that I have
never used a moldboard plough.”
Vince’s objective is to leave the soil in better condition for future generations.
“This is true, regardless if our farm will be owned by my children or someone
else’s children. I am of the opinion that soil is not an infinite resource,” Blake says.
Today, in his corner of southwestern Ontario, which is surrounded by the Great
Lakes, he says there is a reversion away from no-till back to conventional tillage.
This has increased pressure on adjacent water bodies with nutrient loading due
to soil erosion. “With the use of satellite imagery, it is easy to see the runoff
impact from farm fields in southwestern Ontario,” Blake says. “This concerns me
greatly since my family derives our drinking water from Lake Erie. Ongoing tillage
practices are contributing to the annual recurrence of blue/green algae blooms in
Lake Erie.”

Awards
CONSERVATION EXCELLENCE AWARD: CONTRIBUTOR
RECIPIENT: Saskia Van Gendt, Method Products, PBC
In the past four years, Method has provided substantial investment toward
water conservation efforts in the Saginaw Bay watershed. As an environmentally
conscious corporation, Method has made it a priority to reinvest funds into water
conservation efforts to balance the water that is used during the manufacturing
of their products.Through a partnership with The Nature Conservancy, Method
has been investing in conservation practices such as no-till, due to its ability to
build soil health and increase infiltration. As a result of this investment, a new
Saginaw Bay conservation cost-share program was formed: the Saginaw Bay Water
Replenishment Pay for Performance (PfP) program.Over the past three years, this
program has been administered by the
Huron Conservation District and in
that time they have enrolled 690 acres
of new no-till acres in the Saginaw Bay
watershed and replenished over 24.3M
gallons of water back into the basin.
Method
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Factories in
Bay City, Caro,
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Sebewaing

manufactures

most

of

its

products at the South Side Soapbox, its
LEED Platinum certified factory based in
the South Side of Chicago. The Soapbox
has a deep commitment to benefitting
people and the planet. The Soapbox
uses on-site renewable energy from
a wind turbine and solar panels and
Method is committed to hiring from
the community, hiring and training
people who have long been left out of
the workforce. From its products to its
supply chain, Method is proud to do
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business with a purpose.

CONSERVATION EXCELLENCE AWARD: PRACTITIONER
RECIPIENT: Joel Leland, Saginaw Conservation District
Joel Leland is a Michigan Agricultural Environmental Assurance Program (MAEAP)
technician serving Saginaw and Bay counties. He is a stellar conservationist who
combines local, state and federal cost-share programs to meet the needs of MAEAP
customers and achieve conservation outcomes on their farms. In addition, Joel is
a valuable partner of The Nature Conservancy because he has been bringing his
expertise to help promote MAEAP and conservation programs during Bay Sail
events, industry grower meetings and field days. In 2018, Joel co-hosted a cover
crop field demo day with TNC which drew over 100 participants from around the
Saginaw Bay watershed. Joel has advanced enrollment in TNC’s conservation
programs and increased connections in Saginaw Valley by leaps and bounds over
the past two years through his status in the watershed as a trusted conservation
intermediary and convener of stakeholders.
Another

example

of

Joel’s

conservation leadership and resultsoriented approach is a multi-county
nutrient management initiative he
has helped spearhead over the past
two years. In this time, Joel and
the Saginaw Conservation District
secured over $350,000 in grants to
provide free soil sampling and nutrient
management planning services to
growers in Bay, Saginaw and Tuscola
Counties. To date, this program has
delivered nutrient management to
over 15,000 acres, thus reducing
116,000 pounds of phosphorus runoff
annually. In addition, they have used
this program as an entry point to move
participating growers into enhanced
nutrient

management

activities

through programs such as EQIP and
the Saginaw Bay RCPP.

LEADING THE

CONSERVATION EXCELLENCE AWARD: AGRIBUSINESS
RECIPIENT: Justin Krick, Star of the West Milling Company
Justin Krick, an agronomist with Star of the West Milling Company, has been
a trusted resource to farmers, and has been integral in helping offer cover crop
seed and other conservation services to clients. Since 2015, Justin has been
a supporter of agricultural conservation programs including the Saginaw Bay
Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) by introducing clients to
these conservation opportunities. In 2018, Justin even began serving as an RCPP
“Conservation Liaison”, a select group of retail crop advisors that provide valuable
insight to The Nature Conservancy on how to best implement and manage the
program with growers in the region.
Justin is an advocate for sustainable agriculture not only professionally, but also on
his family’s own multi-generational farm in the Cass River Watershed. In the past
several years, they have begun taking steps to implement more conservation on
the family’s 1,200-acre conventional
farming operation including no-till,

we believe in
giving you choices,
not limitations
When you talk to Syngenta, the conversation
is about you: your fields, your plans, your
challenges, your business.

cover crops and precision nutrient
management. They have been willing
to showcase these practices for the
public and are always willing to host
tours and share their knowledge and
passion with the greater farming
community.

Can we help you get better stands, fight
weeds and pests, and break through yield
barriers? With our industry-leading portfolio
in crop protection, seeds, seed treatments
and traits, the answer is usually yes.
But important as great products are, we
know that what really matters is helping
you succeed.
So we believe in giving you choices, not
limitations. Tools, not barriers. Collaboration,
not manipulation.
Let’s work together – toward your success.

In 2017 and 2018, Justin was an
influential participant and advocate
for Kellogg’s Great Lakes “Origins”
sustainable wheat program. Through
this program, he measured on-farm
sustainability

metrics,

used

the

information to make and track onfarm decisions throughout the entire
rotation, and assisted his farming
© 2017 Syngenta. The Syngenta logo and Bringing Plant Potential to Life are trademarks of a Syngenta Group Company. www.syngenta.com

clients in doing the same.

CONSERVATION NEWCOMER AWARD
RECIPIENT: Nick Weisenberger, Weisenberger Farms, LLC
Nick Weisenberger operates his family’s 1,900 acre, MAEAP-verified farm in
Saginaw County. To overcome sandy, light ground, Nick employs cover crops
(he grows his own seed) and either no-till or reduced tillage on 100 percent
of his fields. He worked closely with his local conservation district to start
nutrient management and stratified soil testing on all of his acres. Last year, they
planted two cash crops in one season, harvesting wheat in July and planting
soy immediately after. These conservation practices are so important to him
that he self-funds about 80 percent of those implemented on his farm. Nick has
also hosted field days to showcase the conservation efforts at their farm. His
leadership efforts are important for the Saginaw Bay watershed and his local
farming community.

Example of interseeded cover crop.
© Jason Whalen | Fauna Creative

CONSERVATION VETERAN AWARD
RECIPIENT: Jason Haag
Jason Haag farms 1,000 acres in Tuscola County, assists his father and uncle
with another 4,000 acres and is also a certified crop advisor doing soil testing
and providing fertility recommendations for about 20,000 acres across the state.
Jason has been a proponent of conservation for years and he employs nutrient
management and reduced tillage on his farm. Some fields have even transitioned
to full no-till. He has also adopted cover crops throughout the rotation and
consistently has some of the best stands over-winter. Jason has recently
developed six drainage water management plans and will be installing drainage
water management systems on several fields so he can better manage both water
quantity and quality on the farm.
Armed with knowledge of what has worked, he has proved he is willing to try new
things and is eager to share his conservation experiences with others including
his sons Lance (9) and Lincoln (11) as
they each have their own acre of crops
to manage. He attends educational
sessions, such as TNC’s Lunch and
Learns, regularly demonstrates a high
level of commitment to conservation
in the area and working in partnership
to

ensure

long-term,

sustainable

success. Jason has received funds
through the local NRCS (via the Great
Lakes Restoration Initiative) to assist
in making these conservation practices
work on the farm.
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CONSERVATION INNOVATION AWARD
RECIPIENT: Ryan and Melissa Shaw, SKS Farm
Ryan and Melissa Shaw farm 1,400 acres in Sanilac County, growing sugarbeets,
corn and soybeans. They took on a huge challenge in 2014 and completely switched
the entire operation from conventional tillage to strip tillage. Other challenges they
took on around the same time included cover crops, controlled traffic and twin-row
corn and soybeans. The transition required a significant investment of time, money
and research. Luckily, enrolling in an NRCS reduced tillage program helped offset
some of the initial cost when changing the entire operation. They have found great
success with their adoption of conservation practices and are also one of the few
operators who have found positive results when strip-tilling sugar beets.
Ryan and Melissa also incorporate pollinators and interseeding into their operation.
They report that, though there are those who say that these methods won’t
work or will reduce yields, they have found no evidence of that. Although there
are struggles, sharing both the successes and the setbacks have helped the pair
open communication lines and encourage other area farmers to try conservation
practices-most specifically, cover crops-on their own farms. They speak at
educational sessions, support nearby field days by showcasing their equipment and
boast a large social media presence highlighting their innovative farming practices.
Finally, Ryan was recognized at the 2019 National Strip Tillage Conference for his
well-received 2018 speech on the intricacies of combining strip-till, twin rows, and
cover crops on their farm.

CONSERVATION IMPACT AWARD
RECIPIENT: Jeffery Krohn, Krohn Acres, LLC
Jeffery Krohn operates Krohn Acres, LLC, a large cash crop operation in Michigan’s
thumb region. Over the past two years, no other farm enrolled in the Saginaw Bay
Regional Conservation Partnership Project (RCPP) has achieved as much benefit
to the environment as this project. Krohn Acres enrolled 1,486 acres in RCPP to
adopt two new soil health practices: cover crops and reduced tillage/residue
management. Using these practices simultaneously is estimated to save over 245
tons of soil and 355 pounds of phosphorus annually. In addition, this project had
even more ecological value because the acres spanned both the Pigeon and the
Pinnebog Watersheds where the water quality is already severely impacted and
where conservation is desperately needed.

Historically
Grea t Beer

Drop into the brewery when you
find yourself in Midland! Stop
by and enjoy our historically
great food and beer.
Think about joining us for the game nights below!
Monday - 7PM | Team Feud
Thursday - 7:30PM |Team Trivia

Midland Brewing Company | 5011 N. Saginaw Road | Midland, Michigan

Thank You
to the selection committee:
Tim Boring
Michigan Agri-Business Association
Laura Campbell
Michigan Farm Bureau
Michael Daskam
Natural Resources Conservation Service
Joel Leland
Michigan Agriculture Environmental
Assurance Program
Lori Phalen
Michigan Association of Conservation Districts
Steve Tait
Tait Farms
Ryan Smith
Delta Institute
Terry Stiles
The CISCO Companies
Tom Young
Michigan Department of Agriculture
and Rural Development

Thank You
to our generous sponsors:

Stay Connected!
Talk about tonight’s event on Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram using
#SoilHealthHeroes

@TNCMichigan
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support.nature.org/michigan
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