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      VSP and Direct Seed Producer Spotlight 
 

We interviewed Aaron Viebrock a cropland producer from Waterville, about direct seeding 

as his contribution to voluntary stewardship. This practice protects critical areas by improving soil health, 

decreasing soil erosion, and providing food and cover for wildlife.  
 

 Why did you decide to start using a direct seed system?  “My dad dabbled in the direct seed world in the 

80’s, using an HZ drill.  That drill wasn’t designed for direct seeding into the previous crop’s residue.  Once 

some programs like CSP, EQIP, and Foster Creek CD’s direct seed programs started providing some 

financial incentives, I decided to look into a direct seed system again on our farm.” 
 

 When did you start transitioning from your conventional tillage practice, and how?  “In 2012 I got into a 

direct seed program through NRCS called EQIP.  I put about a third of our farm into direct seed and 

conventionally tilled the rest.  That year after five inches of rain, there were no ditches in my no-till fields, 

while the conventionally tilled fields had many ditches and I had to go out with the plow and fill them.”   
 

 What are some positive and negative outcomes you’ve experienced while direct seeding?  “The biggest 

advantage is I spend more time with my family.  In June when everybody is trying to fertilize, I spend about 

four days spraying [herbicide].”  Another positive Aaron found was the benefit to applying fertilizer close to 

the seed with the drill.  “The roots have those nutrients available immediately after they sprout.  I’ve also 

added nutrients that I’ve never added before like phosphorus, boron, zinc and a micro nutrient package.” 

These nutrients couldn’t be loaded to the traditional anhydrous ammonia shank machine used to fertilize for 

conventional tillage.  

 

Aaron’s biggest problem so far is moisture retention when battling weeds and clay. “In conventional tillage, 

when you see weeds in your fields, you tend to kill them pretty quickly.  On my no-till fields, it’s not as 

easy to see weeds because of the residue.  I’ve learned that I need to spray about once a month. The clay 

knobs on our ground have been a problem too.” However, Aaron sees that his neighbors’ conventional tilled 

clay knobs don’t appear to have moisture and are also bare when the crop emerges.  “Now that we are not 

destroying the biology in our soil with tillage, we can increase organic matter, and soil health and structure 

will improve.”  He is hopeful improved soil structure will eventually help those clay knobs retain moisture 

again.  

 

“When I started direct seeding, I 

was told it would take a few years 

for our soil to convert to a no-till 

system.  I didn’t believe it but they 

were right. I think I’m finally 

starting to see some results. Now 

that I’m focused on soil health, I 

realize that’s the most important 

aspect of direct seeding. Yes, it’s 

been a challenge and I’ve had my 

share of mistakes.  But I’m dedicated to making those mistakes into a learning opportunity.” 

 

 What advice would you give someone who was considering switching to a direct seed system?  “It’s a 

challenging area to make the system work, mostly because of our soil type and amount of precipitation.  I 

get why people want to stick with conventional tillage because it’s been working.”  However, Aaron notices 

that wind and rain no longer blow or wash away his soil and nutrients. (continued top of next page) 

Three generations of Viebrocks preparing to plant seed 



 

“Without assistance from crop insurance, NRCS, Foster Creek Conservation District, and Spokane County 

Conservation District direct seed loan program, I may not have been able to do this.  Also, the support from 

the rest of the direct seed community has been humbling.”  He turns to the Pacific Northwest Direct Seed 

Association conferences, grower meetings, and local contacts. “But of course, their ground is different than 

mine, so I take the information and learn how to adapt it.  Don’t be afraid to ask questions.  I don’t think I 

could be where I am today without support from the direct seed community.”   

 

Springtime Activities with Students 
 

As winter melts and spring blooms, Foster Creek CD gears up our educational outreach events with topics 

ranging from soil to water health with funding provided by the Washington Department of Ecology.  In 

February and March, we hosted two adult education events at the Waterville Library. The first focused on 

how to apply sustainable agricultural principles in a suburban setting while the second involved discussions 

about the nitrogen cycle and groundwater.   

 

As spring progressed, we moved our events outdoors to 

inspire younger generations to become stewards for our 

local natural resources.  The advanced biology class at 

Bridgeport High School took a field trip to a local 

dryland farm for hands-on experience with soil sampling 

equipment to measure the soil’s pH, moisture, and 

compaction.  Salmon-in-the-classroom tanks were 

hosted by these same students as well as Mansfield’s 

5th and 6th graders.  Both Bridgeport and Mansfield 

classrooms, with guidance from their teachers and 

Wells Dam Hatchery, did an excellent job rearing eggs 

into healthy Chinook fry, which they released into the 

Columbia River at the end of April.   

 

In mid-April, Foster Creek CD attended Chief Joseph’s Earth Day in partnership with Okanogan 

Conservation District to provide lessons about sustainable water use and water rights for fourth graders.  To 

top off this marathon of events, we organized the 2019 North Central Washington Envirothon at Sun Lakes-

Dry Falls State Park.  This event challenges upper-level high school students in five disciplines: soils and 

land use, aquatic ecology, wildlife, forestry, and a current issue, agriculture and the environment: 

knowledge and technology to feed the world.  A big THANK YOU to all our volunteers!  Congratulations 

to Bridgeport’s team ‘The Elites’ for 

taking first place!  Good luck to all 

teams that will compete in 

Washington State Envirothon on May 

22nd – 23rd in Carnation, Washington.   

 

You can catch us throughout the year 

at various educational events, or get in 

touch with us if you would like us to 

host an event. 

 

Students say goodbye to their salmon fry before 

releasing them into the river 

Envirothon participants gather around the wildlife table to learn 

about skulls from Lisa Dowling of Pheasants Forever 



Voluntary Stewardship Program Updates 

 

 The Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP) Work Group is seeking a new member. Participating in the Work 

Group will help ensure the needs and interests of your agricultural community are met and that additional 

regulations are not imposed in Douglas County.  

 It’s not too late! Take the anonymous producer survey and tell us about your conservation activities. Your 

responses help tell the story that Douglas County agriculture protects critical areas through voluntary 

conservation, and thereby eliminates the need for future regulations. An electronic version of the producer 

survey is on the VSP webpage found on the Foster Creek Conservation District website. 

 Curious what critical areas occur on your land? Use the Critical Areas Web Mapping Tool to zoom to your 

operation and see if critical areas are present at https://tinyurl.com/y57e5bhe 

 

Ask Aaron Rosenblum your questions at 509-423-5990 or arosenblum@fostercreekcd.org. Find the interactive 

map, take the producer survey, or view the Work Group announcement online at 

http://www.fostercreekcd.org/programs/voluntary-stewardship-program/ 

 

Cost Benefit Analysis: Direct vs. Conventional Tillage 

 

Foster Creek CD compared the costs of conventional tillage to direct seeding with the help of Kate Painter 

PhD, an Assistant Professor at the University of Idaho, knowledgeable about farm economics.  
 

We completed this economic comparison with producers and operators participating in our first direct seed 

grant awarded by the Washington Department of Ecology. Dr. Painter interviewed four participants and 

asked about their costs of chemicals, equipment, labor and their yields over the duration of the program for 

their direct seed (DS) and conventional tilled 

(CT) fields. The results included: 
 

 Average CT cost $76/acre and DS cost 

$65/acre. Pesticide costs were higher in DS and 

machinery cost were higher for CT.  
 

 On average DS was similarly profitable at 

$140/acre while CT was $136/acre when 

comparing returns over variable costs. 

Producer 3 had greater DS yield, but most 

producers had similar yields for DS and CT at 

this early stage. 
 

 Transitioning to DS was hard because of purchasing expensive new equipment or the scarcity of equipment 

to rent. After completing the transition, operating costs fell.  
 

Direct seed tillage should increase the soil’s ability to hold water, reduce erosion, and gain organic matter. 

As Dr. Painter wrote in her summary, DS offers long term benefits in soil health that exceed costs for 

individual producers. We will be running more analyses next year to better reflect the cost and benefits of 

direct seed vs. conventional tillage as this is a small sample. 
 

To read the complete report, visit http://www.fostercreekcd.org/programs/direct-seed/. There is still room 

for producers and operators interested in trying direct seed through our third Washington Department of 

Ecology grant. If you are interested, please contact Amanda Ward at 509-449-2158. 

http://www.fostercreekcd.org/programs/voluntary-stewardship-program/

