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Willowing Away for Earth Day 
Jeff Ryan, Chairman Lewis and Clark Conservation District 

 
This was a small restoration project the 
Lewis and Clark Conservation District 

(LCCD) partnered on with the Montana 
Department of Fish Wildlife and Parks 

(FWP), the Baucus family and completed 
just in time for Earth Day. 

 The reach of Little Prickly Pear Creek 
about 20 miles north of Helena, just west 
of Interstate 15 has quite a history. It is an 

important trout spawning tributary, but 
due to extensive flood damage in 2011, 
most of that was compromised by 
multiple channel blow-outs and 
sediment deposition. In 2014 FWP, with 
funding from North West Energy, 
contracted with Allen McNeal and 
Streamworks, to rebuild over a mile of 
the damaged stream. Unfortunately, the 

big floods of 2018 damaged some of this work 
and it had to be repaired in 2019. 
 This project was to provide some additional 
vegetation stability to about 200 feet of a 
vulnerable stream bank. My grandson, Drake 
Ryan and I cut most of the willow stakes used 
for the sprigging of willow in the stream bank. 
Jason Mullen, FWP and several Fisheries 
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Technicians cut most of the longer willow branches that were used to build “fascines”.  
 Fascines are bundled together branches that can be staked into eroding stream banks to 
protect the bank toe long enough for planted stream bank vegetation, willow or other riparian 
species, to flourish and provide a robust root mass that counters bank erosion. The willow was 
cut a few weeks early to assure they were still in winter dormancy and stored in FWP’s Warden 
cooler to keep them dormant until we could use them. Using dormant willow assures a higher 
rate of growth success.  
These techniques are relatively simple and inexpensive and are an important tool for folks to 
consider when streams are in need of a little help. 

 

HABITAT GUARDIAN 
LADD KNOTEK 

FWP Fisheries Biologist, Missoula 
 
 All FWP 
fisheries 
biologists 
monitor native 
and sport fish 
populations, 
work to protect 
and restore 
aquatic habitat, 
conduct public 
outreach, and 
complete 
administrative 
tasks like 
stream permitting and fishing regulation 
revisions. What’s great about working for 
FWP is that we’re 
allowed to tailor the 
proportion of these 
responsibilities to our 
particular work area. 
That gives us the chance 
to be flexible and 
accomplish things that 
matter most for the 
residents and natural 
resources in each 
community.   
 When people 
think of a fish biologist, 
they might envision 
someone pulling nets 

from a reservoir or 
wading a stream with 
a backpack shocker, 
as shown in this 
picture. We definitely 
do those things, but 
we also conduct 
stream permit 
inspections and 
attend conservation 
district meetings. 
These administrative 
activities protect 
fisheries habitat, and 

it’s some of the most important and lasting 
work we do. 

 I work in Missoula and 
other parts of western 
Montana where there is a 
lot of construction, 
expanding development, 
and a rapidly growing 
human population. 
These pressures can 
threaten lakes, rivers, 
and streams. Thankfully, 
Montana has strong 
stream and aquatic 
resource protection laws 
like the 1975 Natural 
Streambed and Land 
Preservation Act (310 

… I actually accomplish far more 
for streams and fish populations by 

reviewing 310 and 124 stream 
permit applications and working 
with local conservation districts 
and floodplain administrators. 

Unfortunately, most of their work 
goes unnoticed. What they do is 

prevent bad things from happening 
to streams or lessen the damage 
that comes from development. 

That’s something you can’t see. 
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Law) and 1963 Stream Protection Act (124 
Law). These provide legal tools used to 
balance development with resource 
protection and help lessen unintended 
damage to wild places and fisheries. 
 Although I enjoy working on the 
stream restoration and enhancement parts of 
my job, I actually accomplish far more for 
streams and fish populations by reviewing 
310 and 124 stream permit applications and 
working with local conservation districts and 
floodplain administrators. Unfortunately, 
most of their work goes unnoticed. What they 

do is prevent bad things from happening to 
streams or lessen the damage that comes 
from development. That’s something you 
can’t see.  
 The next time you drive past the 
Blackfoot, Bitterroot, or other river or stream, 
bear in mind that one reason it looks so good 
and is producing so many fish is because of 
Montana’s environmental protection laws 
and the people who administer them. 
 
-Reprinted, with permission from Montana 
Outdoors, MTFWP and the author 

 

COVID-19 Update and How We Are Operating 
As of the writing of this newsletter, the Helena Field Office FPAC offices (Farm Service Agency 
and the Natural Resource Conservation Service) has gone to Phase Two of re-opening.  Our 
understanding of the requirements of Phase Two is: 

• Building remains locked with visitors restricted to essential, time-sensitive, scheduled visits  

• Visitors must be escorted at all times and are limited to non-essential areas of the building 

• Business is still encouraged to be conducted via mail, email, phone, fax, etc. to the extent 

possible 

• Visitors may be allowed only with an appointment, maintaining a 6-foot distance, and it is 

recommended that they wear masks 

• Offices must be disinfected following visits 

• Masks must be available for employees and worn if the 6-foot distance cannot be 

maintained 

• Telework is still strongly encouraged 

• Break rooms and conference rooms remain closed 

• Frequent cleaning is required  

FSA 

• Kathy Breker:  kathy.breker@usda.gov 

• Nina Fonk: nina.fonk@usda.gov 

NRCS 
Jason Saari: jason.saari@usda.gov 
Sean Clancy: sean.clancy@usda.gov 
Paula Gunderson: paula.gunderson@usda.gov 

LCCD 

• Chris Evans: lccd@mt.net 

We will keep you updated as to the status.  Check our Facebook page or the CD website for 
updates. 

 

mailto:kathy.breker@usda.gov
mailto:nina.fonk@usda.gov
mailto:jason.saari@usda.gov
mailto:sean.clancy@usda.gov
mailto:paula.gunderson@usda.gov
mailto:lccd@mt.net
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Take the MT Stream Gage Survey 
 Do you check stream gage data in Montana for flooding information, stream flow data, or 
water rights?  Montana is home to 264 gages funded and maintained by state, federal and local 
governments; companies, and nonprofits. Each organization has its own goals and needs for the 
gage data. The data for most of the gages is publicly available through apps, and websites for 
people to use. We know that gage data sites are being visited much more over the last five years, 
but we don’t know who is checking on the data and for what reasons.  Public funding for the 
gage’s maintenance has decreased or remained flat over the last decade.   
 The Stream Gage Data Users survey was created by representatives from local nonprofits, 
and state and federal agencies to help us understand how people and organization are using and 
accessing data. Whether you are a rancher, farmer, fisherman, boater, water commissioner, tribal 
representative, watershed group, an irrigator, or water rights holder, please complete the Montana 
Stream  Gage Data Users Survey which can be found here: 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/95JZPPC .   
Please pass this along to any friends or colleagues that also may be gage date users.  
 

 
 

Improving Garden Soil 
From Jason Saari NRCS Soil Conservationist 
  
 Everyone who maintains a home garden looks for ways to improve their harvest each year.  
This results in usually the same process time after time.  What do we do?  We add manure, either 
direct from the source or from some store-bought mixture.  Would you believe me if I told you 
there was another way to boost your harvest AND improve the soil health of your garden?  The 
following article describes a way to do this using something that we require for a healthy 
body…milk!   

 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/95JZPPC


  5                                                                     

The Explorer 
 

 

 

Improving Garden Soil: Milk and Molasses Magic 
By Terroir Seeds 

Milk as Soil Food 
 Using milk on your compost and in your garden will probably come as a surprise to most. 
Upon closer inspection, however, it starts to make sense. The amino acids, proteins, enzymes and 
natural sugars that make milk a food for humans and animals are the same ingredients in 
nurturing healthy communities of microbes, fungi and beneficial bacteria in your compost and 
garden soil. Raw milk is the best, as it hasn’t been exposed to heat that alters the components in 
milk that provide a perfect food for the soil and plants, but any milk will provide nutrition and 
benefits. Using milk on crops and soils is another ancient technique that has been lost to large scale 
modern industrial agriculture. 
 Milk is a research-proven fungicide and soft bodied insecticide - insects have no pancreas 
to digest the milk sugars. Dr. 
Wagner Bettiol, a Brazilian research 
scientist, found that milk was 
effective in the treatment of powdery 
mildew on zucchini. 
His research was subsequently 
replicated by New Zealand melon 
growers who tested it against the 
leading commercially available 
chemical fungicide and found that 
milk out-performed everything else. 
To their surprise, they also found 
that the milk worked as a foliar 
fertilizer, producing larger and 
tastier melons than the control 
group. 
 Recently David Wetzel, a 
Nebraska farmer completed a 10-
year study on applying milk at 
different rates to his pastures, and 
recorded the results with the help of 
the local Agricultural Extension 
agent Terry Gompert, a university 
soil specialist, a weed specialist and an insect researcher. 
 What they found was amazing- the grass production was drastically increased; the soil 
porosity or ability to absorb air and water doubled; microbe activity and populations increased; 
cows were healthier and produced more milk on treated pastures; the brix or sugar level in the 
pasture tripled, indicating more nutrients were stored in the grass than before. Grasshoppers 
abandoned the treated pastures- the sugars are a poison to soft bodied insects as they do not have 
a pancreas to process the sugars. This also explains why insects will leave healthy, high brix level 
plants alone, as they contain more sugars than the stressed and sickly ones. 
 For the home gardener, the ratio can range from 100% milk to a 20% mixture with water, 
with no loss of benefits. Use as a spray on the compost and garden soil prior to planting, and as 
needed when insects appear. Spray directly on the insects and around the areas they inhabit. When 
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combined with molasses, it becomes a highly beneficial soil drench. A proven solution is 20% milk 
– 1 cup of milk to 4 cups of water, or 2 cups milk to 8 cups water for larger gardens. 
Molasses Feeds Micro-Organisms 
 Molasses is a viscous by-product of the processing of sugar cane or sugar beets into sugar. 
Sulfured molasses is made from young sugar cane. Sulfur dioxide, which acts as a preservative, is 
added during the sugar extraction process. Unsulfured molasses is made from mature sugar cane, 
which does not require such treatment. There are three grades of molasses: mild or Barbados, also 
known as first molasses; dark, or second molasses; and blackstrap. The third boiling of the sugar 
syrup makes blackstrap molasses. The majority of sucrose from the original juice has been 
crystallized and removed. The calorie content of blackstrap molasses is still mostly from the small 
remaining sugar content. However, unlike refined sugars, it contains trace amounts of vitamins 
and significant amounts of several minerals. Blackstrap molasses is a source of calcium, 
magnesium, potassium, and iron; one tablespoon provides up to 20% of the USDA daily value of 
each of those nutrients. 
 Molasses is a very valuable addition to the compost pile, as well as to the garden itself. 
Unsulfured blackstrap is the preferred variety, due to the mineral content, but any of the 
unsulfured ones will do fine. The benefits beyond the minerals are the natural sugar content that 
will feed the microorganisms in the compost or soil of the garden.   
 Use 1/4 to 1 cup to a gallon of water and spray onto the pile or garden, or add to the drip 
system for the garden. For soils that are poor, stressed or need help use 1 cup, while those that just 
need a little “snack” use 1/4 cup. The readily available sugar content will skyrocket the microbial 
activity. 
 Blackstrap molasses is also commonly used in horticulture as a flower blooming and 
fruiting enhancer, particularly in organic hydroponics. Use the before mentioned mixture in the 
drip system, or sprayed alongside the roots of fruiting vegetables as they start to flower to increase 
their flowering and fruiting. Add 3 Tablespoons of molasses to the milk spray solution mentioned 
above and use to feed plants during the height of growing season. Hungry, high production plants 
such as tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, melons, etc. will really benefit from the consistent feedings, 
giving you more production that is more flavorful. 
 A fringe benefit of spraying the milk and molasses mixture on the garden is a biologically 
friendly weed population control. Many broadleaf weeds thrive on diets high in available nitrates 
and potassium diets, common with commercial fertilizers. Phosphorus is “tied up” or bound with 
calcium in the soil and needs biological activity to release it. The calcium in milk helps to 
compensate for what is unavailable in the soil, while the increased biological activity from both the 
milk and molasses releases unavailable phosphorus and create soil conditions that are unfavorable 
to germination of weed seeds. 
 Who knew that something as simple as milk and molasses had such powerfully positive, 
far-reaching effects? 
 For a more in-depth look at other proven but unique approaches to creating great compost 
and healthy, fertile and vibrant garden soil, read our article "Compost- Nourishing Your Garden 
Soil" where we show how to stack several techniques to super-charge your compost. 
http://www.motherearthnews.com/organic-gardening/milk-and-molasses-magic-zbcz1402  
   

 
 

http://www.motherearthnews.com/organic-gardening/milk-and-molasses-magic-zbcz1402
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Partner Information 
We are super happy to report that the NRCS Office in Helena is finally seeing some new faces after 
the mass exodus in 2019! 
 

From NRCS’ Jason Saari 
Hello, my name is Jason Saari and I am the new Soil Conservationist in the Helena NRCS Field 
Office.  I have been working for the NRCS in the Deer Lodge office for the past 6 years.  Before 
that, I went to school at Montana State University and graduated with a B.S. in Rangeland 
Management.  I also have forestry experience, which will benefit me working for the Helena office.  
When I am not at work, I enjoy all outdoor activities.  I can also be found perfecting my BBQ 
techniques, which have won an award or two! 
-Jason has been covering at the Helena Field Office since April when Ryan Mar left. 
 

From NRCS’ Sean Clancy 
I was born in Billings, MT and grew up on the Yellowstone River outside of Park City, MT.  

Growing up, I spent most of my time in the Yellowstone river, the Absaroka/Beartooth 
Wilderness, or playing golf with my siblings and parents.  I graduated from Billings Central 
Catholic High School in 2005 and 
attended college at MSU Bozeman, 
where I graduated with a degree in 
Organismal Biology in 2010.  The 
next 6 years I worked for the 
Cabinet/Yaak Grizzly Bear study, 
the State of Wyoming as a fisheries 
technician and the Northern Rockies 
Science Center as a fisheries crew 
leader.  In the spring of 2017, I went 
back to MSU in pursuit of a degree 
in Civil Engineering with a focus on 
water and natural resources.  I was 
hired by the NRCS as a Civil 
Engineer-Student Trainee in May of 
2018.  In December of 2019, I 
graduated from MSU Bozeman with 
a second degree in Civil Engineering 
and was placed in the Helena FO in 
February 2020.  My hobbies include 
hunting (both archery and rifle), 
backpacking, rafting, fishing, 
weightlifting and playing the 
occasional round of golf.  
-Sean is a new area engineer, who will be located in the Helena Field Office, working primarily in the 3-
county area of Teton, Lewis & Clark and Jefferson Counties. 

 

We hope to have news SOON about a new District Conservationist for the Helena Field 
Office!  Stay tuned! 
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BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 
JEFF RYAN CHAIRMAN  
RON INGERSOLL VICE CHAIRMAN 
JEANETTE NORDAHL TREASURER 
JOHN BAUCUS   MEMBER  
STAN FRASIER MEMBER 
STEPHEN GRANZOW                MEMBER 
SARAH HOWE-COBB                 MEMBER 
ALAN ROLLO  ASSOCIATE 
DAVID MARTIN ASSOCIATE 
KARL CHRISTIANS ASSOCIATE 
OFFICE STAFF 
CHRIS EVANS ADMINISTRATOR 
JASON SAARI SOIL CONSERVATIONIST 
SEAN CLANCY NRCS AREA ENGINEER 
 

Come see us on the website!  www.lewisandclarkcd.org.  We’re also on Facebook at 
www.facebook.com/lewisandclarkcd 

If you prefer to get this newsletter via email, sign up at www.lewisandclarkcd.org. 

 
LCCD SPONSORS-"Those who 

assume responsibility." 
 

Bank of the Rockies 
Murdoch’s 
Power Townsend 
Schatz Ranch & Leasing 
Westech Environmental Services Inc. 
 

LCCD STEWARDS- “Those in 

charge of a large estate.” 
 

Bridger Veterinary 
Montana Livestock Ag Credit 

Prickly Pear Simmental Ranch 
WSR Insurance 
 

LCCD CHAMPIONS- 
“Those who fight for a cause.” 
 
Sieben Ranch Company 
Montana Land Reliance 
Northwestern Energy 
 
 
 
 

 
To update your mailing address, contact 
Chris Evans at 406-449-5000 ext. 5 or 
email lccd@mt.net.  If you would rather 
receive this via email, let me know! 
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