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Announcements
Secretary Vilsack Launches USDA “StrikeForce” Initiative 
to Boost Rural Economic Growth and Opportunity in 10 
Additional States including Arkansas
Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack recently announced that the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) launched its ”StrikeForce” Initiative in 10 
additional states: Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, North Carolina, North Dakota, 
South Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, Utah and Virginia. The primary goal 
of the StrikeForce Initiative is to increase partnerships with rural 
communities and leverage community resources in targeted, persistent 
poverty communities. Vilsack noted that through the StrikeForce Initiative, 
USDA will do more to partner with local and state governments and 
community organizations on projects that promote economic development 
and job creation.

The StrikeForce Initiative started as a pilot project in 2010 in selected 
regions in three states: Arkansas, Georgia and Mississippi. In 2011, it was 
expanded to include Colorado, New Mexico and Nevada. Participants in 
the StrikeForce Initiative include Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS), Rural Development, Farm Service Agency, Food and Nutrition 
Service and other USDA offices and agencies.
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“During my travels across the country, I’ve heard mayors and other 
community leaders say they have a hard time competing for USDA loan 
and grant programs,” said Vilsack. “They have a plan to develop a new 
business or create jobs in their regions, but they lack development capital 
and they view our application and review processes as a barrier. 
StrikeForce changes that. By increasing outreach and technical assistance 
to communities, we can serve as better partners and help communities 
leverage resources.”

To identify persistent poverty counties, USDA identifies census tracts with 
over 20 percent poverty (according to the Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey data) to identify sub-county pockets of poverty. As 
areas of persistent poverty are identified, USDA staff work with state, local 
and community officials to increase awareness of USDA programs, and 
help build program participation.

The StrikeForce Initiative counties in Arkansas are:  Arkansas, Bradley, 
Chicot, Clark, Columbia, Dallas, Desha, Drew, Hempstead, Howard, 
Jackson, Lafayette, Lawrence, Lee, Mississippi, Monroe, Nevada, Newton, 
Ouachita, Phillips, Randolph, Searcy, Sevier, St. Francis, and Woodruff.

We are proud Arkansas was chosen as one of the pilot states for the 
StrikeForce Initiative and proud to see it launch in other states around the 
country,” said NRCS Acting State Conservationist Doris Washington. “Since 
its inception, the StrikeForce Initiative has helped us direct additional 
resources to better serve producers in the 25 identified persistent poverty 
counties and accelerate implementation of conservation practices on their 
land. Arkansas farmers, ranchers and foresters face many unique 
challenges and every day, we’re working to provide financial and technical 
assistance to help those in persistent poverty, rural communities prosper.”

Secretary Vilsack noted in his announcement that often USDA conducts 
special outreach activities in an area, and that since 2010, USDA has 
partnered with over 400 local community based organizations to promote 
local or regional development projects.

The StrikeForce Initiative has already had an impact in Arkansas. 
StrikeForce is tackling food insecurity and access to healthy food. USDA 
established a partnership with Heifer International through the East 
Arkansas Enterprise Community in Forrest City.  This partnership is 
developing a sustainable food system in order to address existing food 
deserts in a nine-county area in the Mississippi Delta region.



Visit www.usda.gov/StrikeForce to learn more. Landowners wanting 
additional information about the StrikeForce Initiative should contact their 
local USDA Service Center listed in the phonebook under U.S. 
Government, or contact Charlie Williams, USDA StrikeForce leader, at 
870-814-3052 or charlie.williams@ar.usda.gov.

Article courtesy of NRCS.
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Watershed Focus:  Wapanocca
Overview
Wapanocca Lake Watershed Mississippi River Basin Healthy 
Watersheds Initiative (MRBI) Project is a voluntary program that 
provides financial and technical assistance to agricultural producers 
for addressing water quality concerns in Wapanocca Lake Watershed 
that includes Bell Hammer Slough and Ditch No. 9-Fifteen Mile Bayou.

 Map courtesy of NRCS.
The USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), in 
partnership with Crittenden County Conservation District, has received 
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funding for the initiative. This funding is available for landowners in a 
portion of Crittenden County in the Wapanocca Lake Watershed. The 
project area covers 51,012 acres.

Partners
The lead partner is the Crittenden County Conservation District and 
collaborating partners are the Arkansas Game and Fish 
Commission, University of Arkansas Division of Agriculture, and U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service

Project Goals
The goals of the project are to improve water quality by reducing 
nitrogen, phosphorous, and sediment loads entering the Wapanocca 
Lake Watershed. Water quality will be enhanced through conservation 
practices in the project area.

Conservation Practice Funding
Funding will be available to eligible landowners through the 
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP). NRCS will provide 
financial assistance for a variety of conservation practices for the 
purpose of reducing the amount of nutrient runoff and soil erosion 
associated with agricultural production. Land and producer eligibility, 
adjusted gross income, and all other program criteria for participation 
must be met to participate in this initiative. Agricultural lands are 
eligible for enrollment in the initiative.

How to Apply for MRBI
NRCS and associated conservation partners will deliver this program 
collaboratively. Applications may be obtained and filed with the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service at:

Crittenden County
Marion Field Service Center
1 Natural Resources Drive
Marion, AR 72364
870-739-4464, ext. 3



Approved Conservation Practices
1 324 – Deep 

Tillage
2 327 – 

Conservation 
Cover

3 328 – 
Conservation 
Crop Rotation

4 329 – Residue 
Management, 
No-Till

5 342 – Critical 
Area Planting

6 393 – Filter 
Strip

7 410 – Grade 
Stabilization 
Structure

8 430 – 
Irrigation 
Pipeline

9 436 – 
Irrigation 
Reservoir

10 442 – 
Irrigation 
System 
Sprinkler

11 443 – 
Irrigation 
System, 
Surface and 
Subsurface

1 449 – Irrigation Water Management
2 464 – Irrigation Land Leveling
3 484 – Mulching
4 587 – Structure for Water Control
5 590 – Nutrient Management
6 608 – Surface Drain, Main or Lateral
7 634 – Waste Transfer
8 643 – Restoration and Management of 

Declining Habitats
9 645 – Upland Wildlife Habitat Management
10 646 – Shallow Water Development and 

Management
11 657 – Wetland Restoration
12 658 – Wetland Creation
13 659 – Wetland Enhancement
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Gully Formation, Prevention, and Repair

Neal Mays, Arkansas Discovery Farm Program

Gullies can form in pastureland over a short time but more commonly 
erode over a period of years. Natural drainages devoid of vegetation 
erode as runoff water cuts into the channel. The problem may be 
exacerbated by cattle paths crossing the drainage, if the drainage is a 
preferred loafing area for the herd, or if the area is exposed to vehicle 
traffic. Further, gullies may carry significant sediment loads in storm 
events, and without vegetative cover impeding water flow, they may 
quickly form gulches across fields or natural landscapes. Gully repair 
is expensive and labor intensive. As the old saying goes, “An ounce of 
prevention is worth a pound of cure”.

Classes of Gullies:
Gullies may be broadly divided into two classes:

1 Crossable, meaning farm equipment can be safely driven over 
the gully; these gullies may be repaired with ordinary cultivation  
OR

2 Uncrossable, meaning not repairable with ordinary cultivation 
implements

Parts of a Gully:
1 Gully head: the portion of the gully furthest up the slope. Active 

gully heads move up the slope a bit further with each erosive 
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storm event. Taking photographs can help gauge the extent of 
erosion each year.

2 Gully sides: active gullies tend to have vertical sides; when 
healing, sides slough away and begin to support growth of 
vegetation.

3 Gully Floor: depth commonly increases in actively eroding 
gullies.

Gully Formation:
Gullies form for two reasons:

1. Increased runoff within a channel

2. Inability of a channel to carry runoff water without degrading the 
channel boundaries

1 Channel capacity is influenced by its shape, cross-sectional 
area, gradient, and roughness.

2 Excavation within drainage channels may alter one or more of 
these factors determining channel capacity. Excavation or tillage 
within channels which removes or displaces soil, or in which root 
systems of grass and/or woody species within the channel are 
removed, greatly increases the likelihood of gully development.

3 Overgrazing and de-vegetation is a leading cause of gully 
development in pastures. Removal of vegetation decreases 
surface roughness and may increase water velocity enough to 
begin cutting a gully into the channel. Similar erosive action may 
occur after fires.

 Gully Prevention:
1.  Awareness: Recognize natural drainage ways as sensitive areas 
which need protection

2.  Observation: Look for signs of instability in a drainage area. This 
may include natural de-vegetation such as a tree uprooting and 
exposing soil, livestock paths, or roads which expose bare soil.

3. Action: If no gully formation has occurred, continue to manage so it 
doesn’t begin.



• Pay attention to stocking density.
• Utilize fencing to keep stock off sensitive area until it has healed and 

re-vegetated. Electric fences are easy to install and effective for 
controlling livestock when properly constructed and maintained.

• Be proactive while damage is minimal. Re-vegetate using 
appropriate species. This may include grasses, shrubs, or trees in 
severe cases – or a mix of all these.

• If gully erosion is occurring, land use has exceeded the ability of the 
channel to remain at equilibrium and adequately carry the required 
flow.

The Natural Resources Conservation Service provide potential 
financial incentives for practices to prevent gull erosion through 
programs such as the Environmental Quality Incentive Program, or 
EQIP.  One such practice is grassed waterways (412) which is defined 
as a shaped or graded channel that is established with suitable 
vegetation to carry surface water at a non-erosive velocity to a stable 
outlet.

 Vegetative Gully Repair and Control:
Gully repair can be a large and costly job, in some cases perhaps 
exceeding the value of the affected land. However, it has been said 
regarding gully control, a bag of fertilizer is more effective than a bag 
of cement. Slowing or completely stopping gully development by 
establishing new vegetation is one of the least expensive approaches 
and commonly the most aesthetically appealing.

1. Plant Selection:

1 Native plants that grow well in poor soil may be a good choice 
because of harsh conditions found in gullies. Exposed soil in 
gullies is typically low in nutrients and organic matter and may be 
primarily sand or clay.

2 Careful attention should be given to using non-native species 
due to the invasive nature of some (e.g. kudzu).

3 A spreading or creeping growth habit is best. Growth by runners 
(e.g. bermudagrass, persimmon) or ability to sprout new plants 



from roots (e.g. black locust) may improve ability to cover the 
affected area.

4 Planting a range of species may be advisable to determine which 
is the best choice for gully reclamation.

2. Planting Methods:

1 In woody species, better success may be had using established 
seedlings rather than seed.

2 Soil testing should be included in reclamation planning. Correct 
nutrition improves seedling survivability and vigor.

3 Protect established vegetation from damage until it is well-
established. This may take several years.

4 Starting plants in good soil in burlap sacks, paper livestock feed 
sacks, or even cotton cloth (such as old tube socks), then 
planting in the gully will help prevent wash away during the first 
few rains, and roots will grow through the containers as they rot. 
To protect or introduce grass seed on sides of a gully, mulching 
with hay may be helpful.

Structures for Repairing Severely Eroded Gullies:
USDA and other government agencies have prepared guidelines for 
effective gully repair and control. See the following links:

1 https://engineering.purdue.edu/~abe325/RESOURCES/Low-
Cost%20Gully%20Erosion.pdf

2 http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/engineer/facts/
88-059.htm

3 RiparianManagementChapter9Refs
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Gullied land does not readily support plant growth. Gaining control of 
erosive forces in active gullies requires planning and perseverance. 
Photo courtesy of USDA-NRCS.

Thick stands of grass, shrubs, or trees provide stability to the sides of channels. Their 
roots bind soil and protect against erosion. Channels must remain covered with 
vegetation to prevent degradation. Photo courtesy of USDA-NRCS.

For more information, contact  your local County Extension Office or your 
local USDA Service Center.
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Cattle and riparian management go hand in hand in new 
project at UA-Monticello
Livestock producers often struggle with the dual demand of today’s market 
driven by consumer perception regarding environmental protection and the 
need to generate an abundant and safe food supply. Especially contentious 
has been the issue of water quality protection related to pasture 
management and cattle production.

Typical situation in many pastures around the state. Cattle crossings have eroded 
streambanks resulting in loss of vegetation, sediments, and nutrients.

A project located at the University of Arkansas-Monticello has 
addressed these concerns in the southeastern part of the state by 
demonstrating how simple techniques can improve riparian health 
resulting in improved water quality and wildlife habitat while keeping 
areas of the streambank accessible for livestock grazing. Based on 
recommendations by the Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS), several strategies have been implemented as part of this 
project with the goal of protecting stream banks but avoiding 
permanent livestock exclusion. These include: One- and two-sided 
polywire fencing, a tree buffer zone, and a control treatment that was 
left unchanged. With the fencing treatments, producers would not 
have to exclude cattle from creeks entirely, but would rather give 
livestock infrequent access to the forage growing along stream banks. 
The one-sided fence setup is the most flexible approach in this regard. 
Animals still have access to stream water but are discouraged from 
climbing onto the opposite side through placement of the polywire 
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fence very close to the edge of either streambank face. In the two-side 
fenced treatment, a 50-ft wide zone on each side of the stream is 
excluded from grazing for most of the year but grazing may be allowed 
infrequently to utilize existing forage while minimizing bank damage. 
The tree buffer zone is the most comprehensive treatment established 
within this project. Scientists from the UA Monticello/School of Forest 
Resources established woody vegetation along a 925-ft long segment 
along the creek that features species such as water oak, green ash, 
sycamore, and red bud among others.

Two-sided fence treatment. After 3 years, vegetation encloses the 
intermittent stream, providing not only bank protection, but also an 
area that can be grazed once or twice a year.

o put this project on solid scientific footing, the interdisciplinary project 
team has been able to obtain financial support from the Arkansas 
Water Resources Center (AWRC) to collect data with the purpose of 
observing changes in stream bank topography and forage species 
composition over time. To accomplish this and to further monitor 
treatment effects in the coming years, transects were established in 
each treatment to measure and record soil and plant data. Overall, the 
stream project provides an excellent site for demonstrating to 
landowners the advantages of riparian zone protection while not 
limiting much land area for cattle grazing. Stream water samplings 
have been collected and are currently being analyzed. These samples 
will help predict impacts of each treatment on stream health and water 
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quality. Already, heavily eroded stream banks have regained structure 
and vegetative cover just by placing the one-sided fencing treatment. 
Some of the included before-after pictures show the changes over 
time.

Tree buffer zone in February 2010.

In the past, the stream project has also been highlighted during field 
days for which representatives from various state and federal 
agencies were invited. Personnel from the Arkansas Game and Fish 
Commission (AGFC), the Arkansas Natural Resources Commission 
(ANRC), and NRCS gathered in Monticello one time to learn more 
about this project and give feedback and recommendations for 
improvement and future partnerships. Various personnel from the UA 
Division of Agriculture were also present. During the discussion 
following a project site visit, comments by the attendees made evident 
that improved wildlife habitat is a major incentive for cattle producers 
to establish buffer zones around degraded streams and even 
intermittent drainage channels. These buffers serve as corridors 
connecting other habitat islands in the area, thereby increasing the 
overall abundance of wildlife in the region. While habitat improvement 
is a major interest of landowners, only few producers realize how 
much help is available through state and federal programs, according 
to the field day attendees.
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Same location as in Picture 3; tree buffer zone in June 2012.

Major steps have been made to establish this project at the UA-
Monticello, but long-standing success will only come with acceptance 
by landowners. This project serves as a one-stop location for the 
display of multiple alternatives for riparian zone management while 
keeping cattle production profitable.
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A Three-Tiered Monitoring in Southeast Arkansas MRBI 
Watersheds
Yushun Chen, Ph.D.
Director of Environmental Quality and Ecosystems Health Laboratory
Aquaculture and Fisheries Center
University of Arkansas-Pine Bluff
Phone: 870-575-8136; E-mail: ychen@uaex.edu
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By working with other research groups (e.g., Fayetteville, Little Rock, 
and Jonesboro) in the State, Dr. Yushun Chen has been leading a few 
MRBI (Mississippi River Basin Healthy Watersheds Initiative) 
watershed projects in southeast Arkansas since 2011. Here, we are 
presenting a three-tiered monitoring in these watersheds.

Figure 1 Edge-of-Field monitoring in southeast Arkansas watersheds 
(from Dr. Yushun Chen)

2. Stream and watershed monitoring

In-stream and watershed monitoring were conducted in adjacent 
streams where edge-of-fielding monitoring conducted, and the 12-digit 
HUC watershed. Standard protocols (Barbour et al., 1999; Hauer and 
Lamberti, 2006 ) were followed for monitoring stream water quality 
and biological communities. Water quality monitoring was conducted 
monthly (Figure 2). Biological (fish and macroinvertebrates) monitoring 
was conducted seasonally (Figures 3-4).
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Figure 2 Stream water quality monitoring in southeast Arkansas 
watersheds (from Dr. Yushun Chen)

Figure 3 Stream fish monitoring in southeast Arkansas watersheds 
(from Dr. Yushun Chen)
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Figure 3 Stream fish monitoring in southeast Arkansas watersheds 
(from Dr. Yushun Chen)

Figure 4 Stream macroinvertebrates monitoring in southeast Arkansas 
watersheds (from Dr. Yushun Chen)
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Figure 4 Stream macroinvertebrates monitoring in southeast Arkansas 
watersheds (from Dr. Yushun Chen)
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Topic of the Month:  On-Farm Benefits of Soil Organic 
Matter

 

Neal Mays, Arkansas Discovery Farm Program

For the last two months the benefits of increasing soil organic matter 
(SOM) have been the topic of this article. The content this month is 
taken entirely from essays written by farmers in the US and Canada 
who have been using conservation tillage for several years, as well as 
incorporating additional SOM-building practices into their farm 
management plan. These are their observations, and, in their own 
words, these farmers explained both the challenges and benefits 
associated with limited tillage. One theme remained, however; land 
management to increase soil carbon and organic matter content was 
seen as a beneficial practice to which they were committed.

Challenges Created by No-Till or Reduced Till:

1 weed control; shift to perennial weed species
2 increased soil compaction initially
3 reduced yield between years 2 and 5 after changing to no-till
4 increased tire wear, particularly with corn and bean stubble
5 cooler soils; affecting planting date, variety selection, and 

creating pest problems (animals, insects, disease)
6 heavy residue can limit creating a good seedbed
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7 starter fertilizer program needed to ensure seedling vigor
Business Benefits of No-Till or Reduced Till:

1 fewer and smaller tractors required
2 less wear on equipment; fewer trips across field
3 both above yield reduced fuel consumption
4 reduced labor cost
5 reduced time in the field
6 can enter wet fields earlier
7 more consistent yields; dry years are better
8 crop stubble protects seedlings

Soil and Environmental Benefits of No-Till or Reduced Till:

1 increase in soil organic matter, up to 0.5% each year
2 reduction in bulk density
3 greater water infiltration
4 reduced soil crusting, runoff, and erosion
5 improved soil condition
6 moisture conservation and reduced irrigation needs
7 long term fertility programs become more stable
8 improved water quality
9 improved wildlife habitat

Conclusions

“The success of generational farming relies solely on the stewardship 
of the present generation. Soil health is our primary concern, and we 
are constantly looking for methods of ‘growing’ our soils to higher 
levels of biodiversity. In other words, to work in harmony with natural 
processes, versus trying to subdue and control them with commercial 
heavy iron, will keep more of our natural resources in place for the 
next generation.”

Kenneth J. Cain, Darlington, Indiana

Article content comes from: On-farm Benefits of Carbon Management: 
the Farmer’s Perspective, p. 45-65. In: Soil Carbon Management: 
Economic, Environmental and Societal Benefits, 2007, CRC Press, 
Boca Raton, FL.
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