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Foundation:  We view the land 

much like Aldo Leopold who said: 

“We abuse the land because we 

regard it as a community belonging to 

us.  When we see the land as a 

community to which we belong, we 

may begin to use it with love and 

respect.”   Don Ruzicka in . . . 

www.sunrisefarm.ca/stewardship.htm  

 

News and views:   
 Deer repellent?  Besides the products 

you can purchase at any gardening 

centre, you could try spraying on this 

mixture:   1)  1 litre of water; 

2)  1 egg white; 

3)  1 tablespoon of baking soda.  

Shake well and spray on the target plant 

or bale.  Never, never spray this on your 

brussels sprouts because then they’ll 

taste even more awful than they do 

already.   

 Or you could try manure from tigers 

and lions from the local zoo which is 

approximately 15 hours away.  And who 

gets to scoop it up from the cage?  You 

try a tame wolf, which is illegal to 

possess.  Or try a guardian dog.  Or a 

fence.  

 

 I wrote to the Minister of Health, the 

Hon. Jane Philpott as follows (not the 

exact text):   

Dear Minister:  

   I am concerned about the use of 

imidacloprid [a neo-nicontinoid]) because 

its strength and the way it works seems to be 

dangerous  to organisms—whether human 

or non-human.  

   I also think that any “preventative” use of 

pesticides—including those certified for 

organic use—is inappropriate.  Without IMP 

[Integrated Pest Management] surveys to 

tell us whether there is a need for any soil- 

or crop-problems, we ought not to be using 

agricultural pesticides.  The practice of 

using neo-nicotinoids as a soil coating or 

the use of bT [bacillus thurigenesis] by 

means of genetic manipulation is very 

worrisome to more than just apiarists.   

   We no longer—with very good reason—

routinely treat human ills with penicillin as 

was done in my youth.  Why would do 

something like that in agriculture? 

   Thanks you for considering my thoughts 

on this matter.  

 Some time ago, we were asked if there 

were any articles available about grazing 

horses (rotationally).  Here is an article 

from www.onpasture.com .  We don’t 

have permission to reprint this article, 

but—as usual in this newsletter—we 

highly recommend that you read and 

support this website.  

http://onpasture.com/2017/02/13/regulati

ng-the-sugar-intake-of-horses-on-

pasture/  

 You’ve heard of black ice?  Here is a 

photo taken on Feb. 15 of pink ice that 

formed over a pond of meltwater.  Time 

to inform our art teachers that when a 

child paints ice pink, that student is 

being realistic, not an abstract 

expressionist.   
 

 

 

http://www.sunrisefarm.ca/stewardship.htm
http://www.onpasture.com/
http://onpasture.com/2017/02/13/regulating-the-sugar-intake-of-horses-on-pasture/
http://onpasture.com/2017/02/13/regulating-the-sugar-intake-of-horses-on-pasture/
http://onpasture.com/2017/02/13/regulating-the-sugar-intake-of-horses-on-pasture/
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Looking Back on 2016 (continued 

from previous issues), by Daryl and Dina 

Hanson, Quick 

 

For the past few years, we have grown 

Calibra (West Coast Seeds) storage 

onions.  They are exceptional:  in growing, 

storage, size and taste.  We planted 72 seeds 

in large styrofoam tree seedling blocks, 

starting them on March 3 of last year.  Since 

they are related to the daffodil family, they 

can be sown directly, or transplanted, when 

the daffs bloom; in our case, we transplanted 

the seedlings, about 10 cm in height, to a 

nutrient-rich soil on May 6.  The roots of 

these fragile seedlings are not damaged by 

removal from the styro blocks.  They should 

not be planted too deeply, as the bulbs form 

on the soil surface. 

 

Good advice from WCS is to avoid 

overhead watering, if possible and stop all 

watering at the beginning of August.  When 

half the green tops of the plants have fallen 

over, bend over the entire stem, to limit 

growth.  Allow the onions to dry for a week, 

then gently pull from the soil.  We tie ours 

on baling twine and hang in a covered patio 

for about a week, to dry further; they can 

also be spread out on a floor. 

 

With the onions tied, we transferred them to 

our cool room in the basement, where they 

lasted till early February, when we ate our 

last--they would, not doubt, have stored 

even longer.  Till the end, the bulbs were 

firm, white and delicious.  In addition to 

storage, Calibra are also exceptional in size, 

with many measuring over 30 cm in 

circumference.  

 

Onion seeds last one year.  5 g=1300 seeds 

and .5g=130 seeds. 

 

We're already planning for a larger Calibra 

onion crop in 2017! 
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Soils & Plants Seminar:  excerpts and reactions 

 
 “Soils and Plants” was the theme of a seminar sponsored by HeartLand Soil & Crop Solutions in 

Vanderhoof on February 6, 2017.  The two main presenters were Geoff Doell of Growth 

Agronomics Inc. (Westlock, Alberta), and Dr. Abdel El Hadrami, CEO at Omex Agriculture 

(Winnipeg).  Mostly from Vanderhoof, there were also attenders from Evelyn, Smithers, Quick, 

and the Burns Lake/Francois Lake area.  In this report below, we will simply reproduce some of 

the notes we took in short form.  The report does not attempt to be comprehensive and is open to 

correction.   

 

Mr. Doell: 

• Vanderhoof has more heat units than Westlock, Alberta. 

• If you dig up a plant with roots intact and the soil is hanging on the roots like a 

cotton ball, things are good.  

• For every 1% of organic matter, your soil produces 100 pounds of N(itrogen) per 

acre.  

• The cation exchange capacity in your soil (CEC) should be 12-15. 

• Soils with high magnesium (Mg) are more prone to grasshopper damage.  

• 75% of the Ca(lcium) and K exist in the stem (fibre) of a plant. 

• Understanding buffer pH is key to determine your liming needs.  

• If your Al(uminum) is greater than 400 parts per million (ppm) with a low pH, that 

can prevent efficient uptake of P(hosphorus). 

• If you overdo adding N you, in effect, mine your soil.  

• The efficiency of N fertilizer is highly dependent on a proper amount of K. 

• Mr. Doell prefers a C/N ration of 20-1 in the soil, because he thinks that otherwise 

the soil with “eat up” all the N and “drain the soil.”    

• Sulfur need to be higher than 25 ppm. 

• Zinc is important with hogs using zinc oxide as a growth promoter. 

• Soils need approximately 20 ppm of Cl- (chloride, an ion).   Those farmers who 

use potassium chloride as their source of potassium probably get enough chloride from 

that.   

• Alfalfa is a “mining, raping, pillaging kind of a crop.”   If you sell the alfalfa (as a 

commodity with no animals on the farm) it uses up lots of nutrients which are not 

returned via manure, urine, etc. 

 

Dr. Abdel El-Hadrami: 

• (Much of the first presentation was about the importance of Ca and B(oron) to 

plant health.  

• Aluminum toxicity [Bulkley Valley soils have many places with very high 

aluminum content] stops the root tip growth of plant.  

• Too much ammonium (added via N fertilizers like urea, ammonium sulfate) 

decreases the calcium availability in a soil.  

• The first three nutrients a plant takes up to build tissue are B, Si(licon) , and Ca. 
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• The proper amount of Ca in the soil “triggers” a mechanism so that plant roots 

recognize the right rhizobia with which to associate.  [Rhizobia bacteria symbiotically 

work with leguminous plants to produce nitrogen.] 

• Ca enhances saponin development and saponin helps lessen root maggot damage. 

• Boron is a key element in creating the structure of xylem and phloem in a plant.  

• Boron helps the plant move the sugars it produces and stores.  

• “Foliar fertilizers are here to assist a long-term fertility program.”  But sometimes 

the message has been misunderstood to say that “foliars are the fertility program.”   

• Use B in the form of borate if applied to the soil.  Use B in the form of boric acid 

in foliar feeding.  

• Ca levels and pH are closely related to alfalfa productivity.  Alfalfa uses up 90 

pounds of P/acre/year and 120 pounds/K/acre/year. 

 

Some notes and comments: 

 Both speakers’ presentations helped us to see the importance of what are 

sometimes called “minor nutrients”.  They may be “trace elements,” but are 

certainly not minor in relation to plant health. 

 Both speakers’ presentations helped us understand our own soil test results better.  

(The fact that A & L labs were referenced by the speakers and also used by many 

of the farmers present made this even more valuable.) 

 Boron, we were told, will straighten out those curvy seed stalks on garlic. 

(Actually, those curvy seed stalks are valuable as human food and quite a market 

exists for the garlic scapes; left to themselves, they will eventually straighten out if 

you don’t harvest them.  But we suspect no one in the audience was raising garlic 

seed and needed the scapes to go to full flower.) 

 Most of the recommendations for fertilization had to do with crop- or commodity-

farming, hence the frequent references to grains, canola, alfalfa for sale, etc.   Mr. 

Doell’s final comment suggests that other crops sold “off the farm” may also be 

extractive rather than soil-building crops. 

 Pasture-based agriculture changes the picture considerably when it comes to 

managing nutrients.  Raising organic matter (which produces 100 lbs. of 

N/acre/year, as Mr. Doell told us—very useful and exciting information), for 

example, will change all sorts of relationships as careful pasturing continues.   

 We asked Dr. el-Hadrami about some grazing experts’ advice that—for the 

purposes of grazing, not hay sales—the most important nutrient to add is Ca, 

followed by P, with N last.  He concurred. 

 When, when, when, . . . will we get cheaper lime (calcium carbonate) for our 

farmers and ranchers at a reasonable price.  Norm Dueck deserves lots of credit for 

bringing this topic to the attention of the mining and agriculture sectors of our 

provincial government.  

 A big “thank-you” to Norm Dueck at Heartland Soil and Crop Solutions for 

sponsoring this valuable conference. 
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Forgiven by the Land 
by Don Ruzicka, Killam, Alberta 

www.sunrisefarm.ca/  
 

(Ed. Note:  Long ago books were often serialized, i.e., each week or month a new chapter of a novel or 

other book would appear in a periodical.  This made for anticipation by the readers who couldn’t wait to 

get the next episode.  Charles Dickens wrote some of his famous books this way.  Just Farmers is 

serializing part of the farming/life story of Don and Marie Ruzicka whose farm is “still in the process of 

becoming sustainable.  © Don Ruzicka, 2017 and Eskerhazy Publications.  For permission to reprint, 

please contact the author.) 

 
And so we began the foray into the Salatin model of farming.  We built shelters for broilers, 
turkeys, laying hens and hogs that were moved ahead the length of the shelter every day to 
fresh pasture during spring and summer.  We have a small herd of Angus and Red Poll cows 
and also custom graze cattle for other farmers and ranchers.   
 
We chose organic farming as our niche mainly because the herbalist that had helped me 
through my health issues told us to “eat close to the land.”  Avoid processed foods, 
herbicides, pesticides, insecticides and parasiticides, and chemical fertilizer in the food that 
you eat.    
 
By May 1st of 1999, we had paid down all of our debt. I am unable to clearly explain and do 
justice as to how this removal of debt affected me.  I felt as though I had been held hostage 
by the banking system and now I was free!  An anvil had been removed from both 
shoulders.   
 
Next on the list, I could begin the work of paying down the debt to the “land, to the 
environment, to nature or to the Creator”; whatever one chooses to call it.  I had no idea 
that this next part of the journey would move toward being forgiven by the land. 
If you want to find out more about HM [Holistic Management], you have to find people who 
are practicing it.  In 1996, I began to attend grazing tours throughout the province and met 
many ranchers and farmers who were applying the principles of HM. 
 
We had developed a plan for the farm when we took the course and began to implement it.  
We fenced and cross fenced all of our 800 cares with one wire electric fencing so that we 
could rotational graze our cattle through the paddocks.  Timing and rest periods of grazing 
are important to rebuilding and maintaining pasture health. 
 
I had begun to see the damage I had done to the land and tell others about it.  There is a 
well-known Chinese proverb: “When the student is ready, the teacher appears.”  Soon, the 
“teachers” appeared.  Biologists, riparian specialists, agro-forestry specialists, 
ornithologists, entomologists, ecologists, sociologists (trying to get inside my head to see 
why I was taking responsibility for my mistakes) range specialists, forage specialists, 
wetland specialists and many others seemed to find their way to our farm and they all had 
a gracious way of asking, “How can we help you?”   
 

http://www.sunrisefarm.ca/
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No fingers were pointed reminding me of the damage I had done to the land.  Many walks 
were taken to the various places where regeneration was needed and suggestions were 
made.  I didn’t realize it at the time but all of these people, in one way or another, were 
telling me that “we forgive you, so now, let’s get on with the task of making things right.”  
And it was so very subtle that I almost missed it. 
 
As mentioned before, the native prairie was over grazed to the point of being 
unrecognizable as being “native prairie.” I decided to keep the cows out of some of it for a 
year and other areas that were in worse condition, two years.  From there, since many 
birds require healthy native prairie for habitat to raise their young, we have gone to 
grazing it in the fall after the birds have migrated.  
 
Sources of water such as dugouts, creeks, wetlands and sloughs were fenced off from 
livestock and water was pumped to the various paddocks with a solar pumping system so 
that biodiversity could begin to increase without interruption. Riparian areas provide 
habitat for about 80% of all fish and wildlife, for all or part of their life cycle.  These areas, 
approximately 2% to 4 % of the land base in Alberta, are the convenience stores that 
migrating birds depend upon during their migrations.  They are a critical piece of the 
ecosystem. 
 
In 2001, we started placing bird houses around the farm.  We have 240.  These low rental 
units were an invitation to Mother Nature to come and check out our farm because we need 
your birds for insect control and you need us for habitat. Let’s be partners; didn’t even 
require a handshake. 
 
Although we had planted trees since 1984, we ramped up the plantings in 2003.  The 
Liberal Federal government of the day, as a result of the Kyoto Accord, had decided to 
develop a tree planting program supplying plastic mulch to landowners across the prairies.  
This program increased the survival of the tree seedlings and the carbon that they would 
sequester would help to mitigate climate change.  The recent PC federal government closed 
the tree farm at Indian Head, SK in 2013, in their lack of wisdom.  We need this program 
now more than we did then. 
 
Besides shelter belts, we planted wildlife habitat plantings.  These plantings are an acre in 
size and consist of 10 rows of 16 different species of trees and shrubs.  We planted seven of 
these in 2005. 
 
A growing concern regarding Colony Collapse Disorder, loss of honey bees, gave us the 
nudge to plant eco-buffers in 2011 and 2012.  Ever third bite of food depends on a 
pollinating insect. These plantings are designed to increase diversity and biodiversity.  
They are important to native pollinating insects that are also threatened by loss of habitat 
and negative implications from farming chemicals.   They consist of 20 different species of 
native flowering plants and 21 different species of conifers, deciduous, berry bushes and 
shrubs.    (end of part 3) 
 

Part 4 will appear in the next edition of Just Farmers 


