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Field Days Introduce Farmers, Students to New Rainfall Simulator Designed for NNY Research 

In September and early October, North Country farmers and nearly 250 FFA students from seven school districts saw a new rainfall simulator specifically designed for use on North Country farms to evaluate phosphorus runoff as part of a Northern New York Agricultural Development Program research project. 


The simulator was demonstrated during field days in Lewis County at the John Williams Farm, in St. Lawrence County at Greenwood Dairy, in Franklin County at Doug Malette Farm, and in Jefferson County at Porterdale Dairy.

The simulator demonstration at Porterdale Dairy was among the activities of the 2004 FFA Soils Judging Day organized by the Jefferson County Soil and Water Conservation District in cooperation with Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County. 


Karl Czymmek of the Pro-Dairy Program and Jason Kahabka, a Cornell University Research Associate, demonstrated the simulator, built by Cornell engineers for use in Jefferson, Lewis and St. Lawrence counties. They discussed how the simulator is being used to calibrate the Phosphorus Index for use in Northern New York.   


The study of how soil holds phosphorus became increasingly more important to farmers in spring 2001 when a revised national nutrient management conservation practice standard set by the Natural Resources Conservation Service as Practice Standard Code 590 mandated that field-specific assessment of the potential for the transport of phosphorus (P) must be completed prior to manure and fertilizer application.  This mandate applies to Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) and other farms that receive state or federal cost share assistance.

In late August, Czymmek, Kahabka and Cornell Crop & Soil Science Associate Professor Dr. Quirine Ketterings began testing the rainfall simulator in Lewis and St. Lawrence counties. They collected runoff water samples at farms after a three-day simulation of rainfall on a variety of fields and cropping systems. They shared the results of those tests with students.

"Students interested in agriculture need to understand how the soil interacts with the nutrients in manure and fertilizers," says Jen Beckman, field crops educator with Cornell Cooperative Extension of Lewis County. "This field day provided an opportunity to learn how nature's activity in the form of rainfall affects the runoff of phosphorus from farm soils. A good understanding how all the elements interact can positively impact farm management."

Phosphorus is used in animal feeds and farm fertilizers and is recycled into the soils through animal manure. If enough phosphorus from septic systems, sewage treatment plants or farms gets into streams and lakes, it can lead to a population explosion of algae, known as an "algae bloom."  Algae blooms are unpleasant for swimmers, boaters and shoreline residents. Drinking water sources are especially impacted by algae blooms since they often result in unpleasant taste and odor and require treatment before drinking. When the algae dies, oxygen is used up, making it difficult for fish and other organisms to thrive. 

Dr. Ketterings' rainfall and runoff research is part of a series of phosphorus research studies conducted on farms in Northern New York.

The annual soils judging event alternates between Jefferson and Lewis counties and provides students with an opportunity to evaluate soil samples for both agricultural and urban uses based on surface and subsoil characteristics, growing ability, the types of conservation practices needed to maintain soil quality, and suitability for housing and other development uses.

The Northern New York Agricultural Development Program is a farmer-driven program that selects and prioritizes research the results of which can be practically applied to farms in the six-county NNY region. For more information on the Program, contact Co-Chairs Jon Greenwood, Canton, 315-386-3231, or Joe Giroux, Plattsburgh, 518-563-7523, or Dave Smith, Cornell University, 607-255-7286. 

The Northern New York Agricultural Development Program is supported by the New York State Senate through the long-term sponsorship of Senator James W. Wright and by Senator Elizabeth O’C. Little, and by NYS Assemblyman Darrel Aubertine. The Program also receives funds, time, land, and expertise from Cornell University’s College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, Cornell’s Agricultural Experiment Station, W. H. Miner Institute, the six Northern New York Cornell Cooperative Extension associations, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, many cooperating farmers, and others. # # #
