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Christa Williamson Selected as  

2025 MASWCD Teacher Award Recipient 
Christa Williamson has been selected 

as the statewide recipient of the Minnesota 

Association of Soil and Water Conservation 

Districts (MASWCD) Teacher Award. Each 

year the MASWCD selects an outstanding 

teacher who actively engages students in the 

betterment of natural resources in 

partnership with local Soil and Water 

Conservation Districts. Mrs. Williamson was 

nominated by the Swift County Soil and 

Water Conservation District (SWCD). Mrs. 

Williamson will be honored at the MASWCD 

state convention in December.  

For over two decades, Mrs. 

Williamson has transformed agricultural 

education at the Kerkhoven-Murdock-

Sunburg School District into a vibrant, hands-

on program deeply rooted in soil, water, and 

conservation. When she joined KMS in 2004, 

the agriculture program was small and part-

time, serving only a handful of students. 

Within a year, enrollment surged to nearly 

100 students, and by integrating science standards with real-world agriculture, she 

established a full-time program that now serves over 270 student enrollments annually. 

Originally a forestry major at the University of Minnesota, Christa discovered her 

passion for connecting natural resources, conservation, and agriculture in ways that engage 

and inspire students. She has embedded conservation principles in all aspects of her 

curriculum, including soils, water quality, climate adaptation, wildlife management, and 

public land stewardship. Over the past four years, she and her teaching partner, Tori Barka, 

have intentionally integrated climate change and soil health across all courses, teaching 

students how food systems adapt to environmental challenges. 

Christa continually invests in professional growth to enhance her program. She has 

completed specialized training for soils, attended Nurturing the Future, the DuPont 

AgriScience Institute, and University of Minnesota cover crop workshops, and participates 

in the Minnesota Farmers Union Climate Cohort, developing lessons that prepare students 

to understand and address climate and conservation challenges. 

 Her teaching extends beyond the classroom. Christa partners closely with Swift 

and Kandiyohi Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs), using their resources for 

student projects and FFA competitions. She recently served on an advisory board for 

Healthy Roots and Clean Boots, a major soil health event in Swift County, helping design 

interactive conservation activities for over 200 participants in collaboration with 4-H cand 

KMS students. These partnerships provide students with hands-on opportunities to (cont.) 
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The United States Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service and the Swift County Soil and Water Conservation District prohibits discrimination in all its  

programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or martial or family status. (Not all prohibited bases 

apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s 

TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice & TDD). 

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326W, Whitten Building, 14th & Independence Ave. SW, Washington DC 20250-9410 or call 

202-720-5964 voice & TDD. USDA & Swift SWCD is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 

 Christa Williamson, 2025 Outstanding Teacher (cont.) 

engage with conservation practices in real-world settings. 

Christa’s curriculum emphasizes experiential learning. Students conduct water testing for clarity, oxygen, 

nitrogen, and phosphorus, and perform soil analysis, building soil profiles, determining texture, and assessing land 

classification. She has led students through projects on cover crops, conservation tillage, wildlife management, and 

public land use, including simulations like the “Tragedy of the Commons” to teach sustainable grazing management. 

Her approach ensures that conservation is not just a topic but a guiding principle for all her students. 

 At KMS, every student participates in a Supervised Agricultural Experience (SAE), connecting classroom 

knowledge to real-world projects. Students have studied manure impact on soil moisture, fire effects on soil, moose 

habitat conservation, and water pollution. Their projects are showcased at county fairs, the Minnesota State Fair, and 

FFA competitions, earning state-level recognition, including an Environmental Science Champion in 2024. Christa has 

also coached FFA Agronomy and Soils Career Development Event teams, with state-level soil teams placing in the top 

10 consistently over recent years. 

Christa’s impact extends to the community and her family. Her husband, Donnel, operates a certified organic 

farm and serves on the Kandiyohi County SWCD Board, and their children have grown through 4-H and FFA 

programs. Her eldest son, once a recipient of a $50 SWCD 

grant, is now an agronomist promoting cover crops locally. 

Christa’s teaching, mentorship, and partnerships have 

created a lasting legacy of conservation-minded leaders who 

carry her lessons into the broader community. 

 In all aspects of her work, Christa exemplifies the 

values of the MASWCD Teacher of the Year Award: 

dedication, innovation, and a deep passion for stewardship 

of Minnesota’s natural resources. Her curriculum connects 

students to the land, empowers them to apply conservation 

principles, and inspires a lifelong commitment to 

sustainability. Mrs. Williamson doesn’t just teach about soil, 

water, and wildlife, she cultivates a new generation of 

conservation leaders prepared to care for the land and 

communities they serve. 

NO-TILL DRILLS  

AVAILABLE FOR RENT! 
 

RATES: 

10’ Haybuster Drill—$100 Mobilization + $12 per acre 

12’ Truax Drill—$100 Mobilization + $14 per acre 

ATV Seeding—$50 Mobilization + $100/hour 

($175 Mobilization for out of county users) 

KMS Students planting 

cover crops for Field 

Crop Production Class. 
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Cost Share Available for 

Planting Trees 
 

Tree Cost Share Information 

 Cost share funds will be competitive and have an application deadline of February 6th, 2026.  

 Priority will be given to tree plantings that have the greatest total project area.  

 Cost share will be at a rate of up to 50%.  

 Tree plantings must have a minimum total cost of $1,000 to be 

eligible for cost share, maximum cost share of $2,500 per 

contract.  

 Landowners will be notified late February on whether their tree 

planting project received approval for cost share.    

 Eligible items for cost share are  

- Tree tubes     -  Tree stakes  

- Tree fabric      -  Tree fabric squares 

- Tree planting charge   -  Shrubs & trees  

 The tree planting will need to stay in place for 15 years. Site 

inspections will be required 1 year after planting, then again on 

year 5, 10, 14 of the cost share project.  

 Project must follow established criteria related to species and spacing. 

 Project must be located within Swift County, but you can purchase trees/materials from any vendor after 

contract approval. Trees that don’t survive must be replaced the next year. 

 If you are interested or have questions, please call Dalton at 320-289-6033. 
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Cost Share for Cover Crops Continues into 2026 
Cadance Larson, Swift SWCD Soil Health Conservationist I 

 The Swift County Soil and Water Conservation District (SWCD) is excited to keep working with local farmers 

who want to add soil health practices to their operations. Last winter, we spent time reviewing eligible practices, 

payment rates, and contract details with the goal of opening applications in spring 2025. Unfortunately, the federal grant 

funding didn’t become available until early fall, which caused delays in rolling out the program locally. Once the funds 

came through, we got started right away in September, reaching out to folks who were on our waiting list. 

 In 2025, the SWCD contracted around 3,500 acres of cover crops, with over 

$140,000 in cost share going to Swift County farmers to help fund these important soil 

health projects. It’s been great to see so many producers interested in improving their 

soils, boosting water infiltration, and reducing erosion across Swift County. 

 We will begin working on spring and fall applications over the next few months. 

We are encouraging farmers to reach out and explore what options might work best for 

their farm. Whether you’re just getting started with conservation programs or want to 

build on what you’re already doing, the SWCD can play a role in elevating conservation on 

your farm. Let us help you sort through the different programs and find which one fits 

your goals the best!  

 Last year, the Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources (BWSR) received $25 

million in funding through USDA’s Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) to 

support soil health initiatives across the state. The RCPP brings together farmers, 

conservation groups, local governments, and private partners to tackle natural resource 

challenges in specific regions. Instead of a one-size-fits-all approach, RCPP focuses on local priorities and community-

driven solutions. Projects funded through RCPP can focus on things like reducing soil erosion, improving water quality, 

managing nutrients more efficiently, enhancing wildlife habitat, or building resilience to extreme weather.  

Partnering for Conservation: Supporting Landowners in West Central Minnesota 
Brittany Lenzmeier, Kanati Land Management 

 Kanati Land Management has partnered with the Minnesota Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 

to plan, design, and implement conservation practices for landowners throughout the West Central Technical Service 

Area, including Big Stone, Chippewa, Kandiyohi, Pope, Stevens, Swift, and surrounding counties. This opportunity 

increases access to conservation services for landowners in west-central Minnesota by providing free holistic 

conservation plans and engineering design services. 

 Kanati Land Management follows the NRCS nine-step planning process to help landowners make informed 

decisions about caring for their land. This collaborative approach identifies natural resource concerns, evaluates land 

conditions, and develops customized plans to improve soil, water, air, plant, and animal resources — all while supporting 

long-term productivity and sustainability. The conservation planning process also considers social, environmental, and 

economic factors, ensuring plans align with each landowner’s goals. By applying actionable strategies tailored to the 

property, landowners can achieve long-term conservation outcomes. 

 Kanati continues to engage landowners through outreach events and word-of-mouth. Motivation among 

landowners to develop “whole farm” conservation plans has been high. To 

date, 158 landowners have engaged through the program, with site visits 

completed on 89 properties and 51 comprehensive “whole farm” 

conservation plans finalized. 

 Every project begins with trust, by listening to each landowner’s 

goals, challenges, and vision for their property. Through consistent 

communication and support, Kanati ensures that conservation planning feels 

approachable and rewarding. As more landowners embrace the benefits of 

whole-farm conservation, Kanati’s team continues to expand capacity by 

adding planners and outreach staff, reinforcing its commitment to service, 

partnership, and local conservation needs. To learn more about conservation 

planning through Kanati Land Management, visit www.kanatiland.com.  

https://url.avanan.click/v2/r01/___http:/www.kanatiland.com___.YXAzOnN3aWZ0Y291bnR5c29pbHdhdGVyY29uc2VydmF0aW9uOmE6bzpkMjM3M2Q5ZjgzMDk1YjQyMzIwNmE4MTIzYmRlMzk4Yzo3Ojg4ZDU6MzFlZWI1N2M3MWJmYmI1ODMwZmRhNWYwODA4ZTQzYmRjNDZlNjJhZGFkY2VjMDk0NzJmMDM3OGJjYjEwMDZlMjpw
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    Happy Retirement to Sheri Gades 
     

 At the end of December 2025, Sheri will be retiring from the Swift 

SWCD after an incredible 19 years of service as Office Manager. Since joining 

the team, she has been the friendly face that greets everyone who stops by the 

office and the steady hand ensuring the District’s finances are managed with 

care and precision.  

 Over the years, Sheri has played a key role in shaping the SWCD into 

what it is today, by offering honest, thoughtful feedback and encouraging her 

coworkers to always bring their best. Her deep knowledge of QuickBooks, 

audits, tax reporting, and eLink will be greatly missed… but not by her!  

 However this isn’t goodbye, just a new chapter. Sheri plans to stay 

connected with the District by serving as an SWCD Supervisor beginning in 

January, representing the townships of Fairfield, Tara, Moyer, and Marysland. She’ll 

also make history as the first female Supervisor in the 75-year history of Swift 

SWCD!  

 We’re grateful to Sheri for her years of dedication and for the lasting 

impact she’s made in the community she grew up in.  We wish her all the best in 

her next adventures, which are sure to include weekends (and now likely 

weekdays) at the lake, going on pontoon rides, and sipping wine by the campfire 

surrounded by friends while listening to Neil Diamond., Bread, and maybe some 

Simon & Garfunkel. If she’s lucky, it’ll actually snow this year so she can go 

              snowmobiling and just send it! Thank you, Sheri, from everyone at Swift SWCD.  
 

Oh, and one last thing…she has no idea this article is in the newsletter…surprise! :) 

Seed for Sale! 
Swift SWCD sells a variety of 
native grass and flower seed 
to meet your conservation 

needs. Custom seed mixes for 
CRP, food plots, or other    

projects can be purchased 
through our office.  



Chippewa River Watershed: Local Impact, Shared Future 
Katie Disrud, Chippewa River Watershed Coordinator 

 The Chippewa River Watershed is a shared resource that connects our communities across county lines. 

From headwaters to outlet, each of our eight county partners plays a vital role in protecting water quality, supporting 

healthy soils, and enhancing habitat throughout their portion of the watershed. 

 Through the Chippewa River Comprehensive Watershed Management Plan, we’ve identified clear goals that 

include: reduce nutrient and sediment runoff, improve soil health, decrease risk of erosion, protect and restore 

habitat, increase water storage, and engage the public in long-term stewardship 

These goals guide our work as we implement targeted conservation practices and support landowners in 

making meaningful changes. This past year we have begun implementing projects aligned with the workplan goals 

developed through the One Watershed One Plan initiative.  In just 10 months of implementation, we have 27 projects 

completed or currently in the works.  This funding is through the Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources via 

the Clean Water Fund.  

 As we look ahead, collaboration remains key. Whether it’s cost-share programs or education initiatives, each 

partner’s efforts contribute to a stronger, more resilient watershed. Together, we’re building a future where clean 

water, productive land, and thriving ecosystems benefit 

everyone who calls the Chippewa River Watershed 

home. For updates, funding opportunities, or to get 

involved, reach out to your local SWCD office. Visit 

our website for more information: 

www.chippewariverwatershed.org 
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Pesticide Monitoring in Shakopee Creek 
Matt Ribikawskis, Surface Water Hydrologist for the Minnesota Department of Agriculture  

 The Minnesota Department of Agriculture (MDA) has been collecting and analyzing pesticide water quality 

samples from surface waters since 1991. Currently, the MDA monitors 57 rivers throughout Minnesota. Each river has 

8-16 samples collected from May through August every year to provide a statistical assessment of trends over time. 

 Shakopee Creek, a 194,806-acre watershed located in Chippewa, Kandiyohi, and Swift Counties, has been 

monitored since 2005 resulting in 180 pesticide water quality samples being collected. Since 2019, Swift County 

SWCD has collected these samples. Ten pesticides, out of the 43 that are analyzed, have been detected at least once 

with most samples at low levels in comparison to their respective reference value. 

 Chlorpyrifos is an insecticide commonly used to control soybean aphids and is the active ingredient in such 

products as Lorsban*, Warhawk*, and many others. Chlorpyrifos was detected in Shakopee Creek once in 2018, twice 

in 2021, and once in 2024, including one 2021 detection (146 ng/L) that violated the Minnesota acute water quality 

standard (83 ng/L). All elevated detections occurred in 

late July to mid-August. As a result, Shakopee Creek 

was included on the 2024 US EPA Impaired Waters List 

(IWL) joining nine other Minnesota waterbodies that 

have violated the chlorpyrifos standard. Removal from 

the IWL requires monitoring for five consecutive years 

without a concentration above the standard to show 

the waterbody is meeting the standard.  

 Special caution should be taken when applying 

insecticides as it takes extremely small amounts of 

chlorpyrifos entering the stream to exceed this 

standard. All label requirements must be followed, and 

Best Management Practices are suggested when 

applying chlorpyrifos. The MDA and Swift SWCD will 

continue to partner and monitor pesticides in Shakopee 

Creek. *No endorsement is implied in the referencing of 

trade names. 
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Swift SWCD Backyard Habitat Program Looks for More Acres 
Ryan Forster, Pheasants Forever Farm Bill Biologist 

 500,000 acres. According to an article by the University of Minnesota Extension, this is an estimate of the 

amount of land devoted to growing turfgrass in Minnesota. 500,000 is a large number, but when a person stops to 

think about all of the places they see mowed grass it’s maybe not as surprising. Turfgrass is everywhere. At golf 

courses, soccer fields, city parks, schools, and around nearly every house in the state there exists a grass lawn. 

Mowers running in the evening seem to produce the sound of summer as landowners work to keep their lawns well 

maintained.  With the amount of time required to upkeep a turfgrass lawn and so much lawn on the landscape it begs 

the question; does it have to be this way? 

 The Swift SWCD Backyard Habitat Program provides an opportunity for landowners to cut back on upkeep 

associated with a traditional turf lawn while providing habitat for native pollinators. The Backyard Habitat Program is a 

10-year program to convert anywhere from ¼ acre to 5 acres of lawn to a native prairie pollinator plot. There is a 

one-time payment available to landowners of $1,000/acre for habitat establishment and maintenance. Seed mixes for 

the program will contain native grasses and a high rate of native forbs from varying bloom seasons. This ensures there 

are always new flowers to enjoy in your yard, and it also provides habitat for pollinators from spring until fall. One 

maintenance activity, a mow or burn, is required one time during the contract. Landowners are responsible for 

establishment and maintenance with guidance provided by SWCD staff. If you are interested in this program or want 

more information, please contact the Swift SWCD office. 

 

Pheasants Forever and Quail Forever’s mission is to conserve pheasants, quail, and other wildlife 

through habitat improvements, public access, education and conservation advocacy. 

Pheasants Forever Welcomes Ryan Forster to Swift County 
 My name is Ryan Forster, and I am the Pheasants Forever Farm Bill Biologist in 

Swift County. I am originally from Carlos, MN and graduated from Alexandria Area High 

School in 2020. I then majored in wildlife biology at Bemidji State University where I 

received my bachelor's degree in 2023. The past couple years I've worked seasonal wildlife 

research jobs with the MNDNR, the University of Tennessee, and spent time as an 

Environmental Educator at Deep Portage Learning Center in Hackensack, MN. I’m excited 

to be back in west central Minnesota and starting this new role with Pheasants Forever. 

 My job is to assist with various conservation programs such as Reinvest in 

Minnesota easements, the Conservation Reserve Program, the Conservation Reserve 

Enhancement Program, and the Swift SWCD Backyard Habitat Program to name a few. If 

you have habitat management questions, would like to explore program options for your 

property, or visit about other wildlife and habitat topics please reach out. 

 I’m located next door to the Swift SWCD office in the USDA building at 1430 Utah Avenue, Benson, MN 

56215. I can also be reached by phone at (320) 842-7201 ext. 9028 or on my cell (320) 219-5178. I’m very thankful for 

this opportunity and look forward to serving Swift County moving forward. 



SWCD Office: 

205 14th St. N. 

Benson, MN 56215 

Phone: 320-289-6033 
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Swift SWCD Tree Open House 
 

Staff will be available to assist you with planning, layout, and  

tree selection for your planting project. 
 

 

Tuesday, January 6th, 2026 

7:30am - 4:00pm 

Swift SWCD Office 

205 14th St N, Benson, MN 

 
We will have coffee, hot apple cider, and cookies! 

 

**Orders placed during the Tree Open House will 
be entered into a drawing for one of three $50 

Swift SWCD gift certificates**    (In-person orders only) 


