Lol

‘Page 34 - THE ST. PAUL JOURNAL, JYES,, MARCH 14, 2000

AGRICULTURE'

M TRT,

Cattle wintering sites and livestock grazing

How they dffect water quality and riparian areas

By Bob Buchanan
Agriculture VWater Speclalist and
the Vincent Lake Working Group *

Cattle Wintering Sites
Manure Is a valuable
source of nutrients for
rrowing crops on the
ann. However, manure
also contains nutrients,
organic matter and

microorganisms  that
can contaminate waler
sources.

In some areas a [airly
common practice for
cattle producers Is to
feed and bed cattle in
low sheltered areas
beside creeks, rivers,
lakes or dugouts. The
manure accumulation

at these sites can con-
tribute contaminated
runoflf to these waler
sources during spring
snow melt or heavy rain-
fall events. Catlle with
unrestricled access to
water sources can cont-
aminate them wilh
manure and sediment
trampled In from the
stream banks. Catle
that are allowed contin-
uous access lo streams

for watering and grazing .

will eventually destroy
all the rooled vegetalion
along the stream banks
which can lead to seri-
ous sitream bank ero-
sion by water. The sedi-
ment deteriorates walcr
quality and riparian
habitat for fish and
other aquatic life, Some
Alberta studies have
shown that even small
cow-call operations with
fewer than 50 cow-call
pairs can Impacl waler
quality.

Nutrients like phos-
phorus from manure
can rapldly Increase the
algal growth In dugouts,

lakes and rlvers. For

example there Is enough
phosphorus In one
cow's manurc for one
day to cause a signifl-
cant algal bloom In one
million litres of dugout
water. This Is why
dugout water can rapid-
ly deterforate In waler
qualily over tme where
catue are allowed direct
access (o a waler
source. When algae dic
and decompose, dis-
solved oxygen In waler
can be depleted and
cause fish kills,
Decomposing algae can
also gencrale offensive
laste and odor problems
In water. Blue green
algal toxins can be [alal
to livestock. Manure
Itself creates a large blo-
logical oxygen demand
on waler. For example,
one cow's manure from
one day can deplete all
the dissolved oxygen in
30,000 litres of waler.
Waler sources conta-
minated with manure
contain fecal collform
bacleria and.may have
other disease-causing
microorganisms such as

cryplospiridium  and
glardia. These microor-
ganisms are a threat to
public  health and
reduce welghts and cal-
Ue productivity.

Several faclors influ-
ence the management
and environmental sull-
ability of a cattle winter-
Ing site. Some physical
characleristics such as
slope, soll type, waler
table and climate are
beyond the producer’s
control.  Other faclors
that can be managed
Include cattle densily,
runofl control. feeding
method and location of
water supply. Whenever
possible, Uy lo pick a
wintering silc away from
walter sources - and
where little or no rumnoll’
flows down through the
site.  Also scl up an
alternative waler supply
to protect the waler
source,

The Livestock
Coffee Shop
During these dry
years, nolice where your
cows like to spend a lot
of their ime? Likely. it is
on ripartan arcas, thosc
n zone areas around
your lakes, sloughs, and
alongside crecks, that
grow plants like willows,

grasses, grass-likes
{scdges). cattails and
bulrush. You might

- gverhear your cows say-

Ing, "As long as our
owner don’t mind, lel's
slay a while. We can
graze, waler, re-graze,
and ruminatc about

those wel
ars”.

Riparian plants, hav-
ing lived on this land for
thousands of years, arc
adapted to changes In
nature, like drought and
lower fertility. In tenns
of total acres on the
farm, riparian areas
may nol add up to
much. However, they
are a place where forage
grows in abundance.
For cxample, 60 acres of
riparian area on a scc-
tion of pasture, can con-
tribute 1o the overall
pasture by as much as 2
weeks of grazing for a
100 cow-calf palr opera-
tion. Managing riparfan
areas, in their natural
slale, can  provide
opportunities for sus-
tainable and profitable
forage production and
grazing. Riparan areas
can also reduce cosls
associaled with weed
control and fertilizer.

lowever, riparian
areas (hal are grazed loo
carly, loo heavy, loo
often, and do nol rececive
cnough cflective rest are
riparian arcas that arc
susceplible to crosion
and producing less
dependable forage like
foxtail barley, thistles
and other weeds. When
this happens the vipari-
an area ts nol providing
you with a cost eflcctive
grazing option. Other
benelits and values may
suffer too, such as:
walter quality, the water-
shed, dovwnsiream
users, {lsh and wildlife.

Over the next several
weeks, our  working
group will discuss how
you can protect and use
your riparian areas for
sustainable  livestock
grazing, water quality.
and other benelits. For
example:

learn how these
riparian arcas work and
function properly:

- recognize the caly
warning  bells  when
riparian arcas are mov-
ing from a healthy
towards an unhealthy
state; and

- consider some lools
and techniques to help
get your cows away from
the coffeec shop, and
control that urge for a
"second cup”.

by-gone

Riparian Tip

‘Ime glue thal helps
keep our community
healthy and strong Is
underslanding  each
other, sharing common
values, and acting upon
that common Interest.
‘The glue that helps keep
riparian arcas healthy Is
the riparian plant com-
munity, a community
that is fuli of young,
mature, and older plant
specles acling together
to protect the creck and
lake banks [rom cro-
sion.



