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It's August, and we're as keen as anyone else to keep out of the
sun. 

In this issue, we focus on how to do the same thing for crops
and livestock, with features on:
- portable shade structures for cattle,
- "sunscreen" to avert sunscald in tomatoes, and
- interesting results from a study of shade's effects on animal
performance in silvopasture.

This month, David Redhage also shares his impressions of a 
new book about creatures that are most noticeable in the dark.

As always, if you value our work, please consider supporting it!
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President's Note: Book Review - Fireflies, Glow-worms, and 
Lightning Bugs

Fireflies or lightning bugs - take your pick of the name - have
interested me since childhood.  I know many of you probably
have memories of chasing fireflies in the early evening.  It
reminds me of time spent at my grandparents' house literally
over the hill from my childhood home.  

I remember one evening on my family's farm.  Dad and I had
just finished baling straw in a fifteen-acre bottom.  It was a
warm summer evening between nine and ten o'clock.  We had
three loads of straw.  Dad took one load to the house, leaving
me in the bottom to wait for him so I could help hook up one
of the wagons.  

I climbed up on the hay wagon and lay down on the straw
bales.  It was cool in the bottom, with very little breeze.
Suddenly I realized there were fireflies all around me.  I sat
up and looked across the dark bottom field, seeing thousands of fireflies flashing in every 
direction!  It was a beautiful sight that I remember to this day.

The book I am reviewing is one of the few I have seen on fireflies.  The author mentions that 
fireflies appear to be declining everywhere.  I know I don't seem to see as many as I did when
I was a child.  The author says that even though they seem to be declining, fireflies are one of 
the few insects we are trying not to kill.  

No one is really sure why fireflies are declining, but it does seem to be related to habitat loss, 
land management, and lights at night. 

Continue reading....
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Portable Shade

Take a structure designed to protect tender plants from frost, and turn it into something that 
keeps cattle cool in high summer?  Sure - it's just another example of the Kerr Center livestock
program's can-do approach to innovation.

Many people have seen, built, and used Tod Hanley's hoop
house design to keep frosts off tender crops.  Perhaps not so
many have realized it also works for shading crops in hot
weather.

The livestock crew took that thought a step or three further,
starting with the fact that animals as well as plants can
benefit from a little extra summer shade. 

As easy as the Hanley-style hoophouse is to put up and take
down, though, doing so every day or two to keep up with a
rotationally grazing cattle herd would be impractical at best.
On top of that, it was never designed to stand up to cattle
rubbing and pushing and scratching on it all day long.

The livestock team found a single solution to both problems.
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They welded up a pipe frame that holds the feet of every hoop, and has rigid runners down 
both sides connecting them and serving as skids.  It's stout enough to stand up to cattle's 
daily activity, but still light enough to drag from pasture to pasture.

The hoophouse frame isn't a one-size-fits-all solution.  It doesn't offer shade for many cattle at
a time, and it can't go everywhere on the ranch.  However, it goes up faster than trees, making
it an excellent temporary stand-in in pastures with limited natural shade, or in high-use 
paddocks near barns and handling pens.  

It's even been pressed into service to keep human beings out of the sun from time to time - at 
outdoor summer workshops, for instance.
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Sunscreen for Tomatoes

Tomatoes are known as sun-loving plants, but
even they can get too much of a good thing.  
Too much sunlight on ripening tomato fruits
can lead to a condition called sunscald: the
fruits rot much more quickly than usual,
becoming unmarketable.

The Kerr Center's 2010 heirloom tomato
variety trial examined, among other things,
the use of a product called Surround to
reduce sunscald.  Surround basically acts as a
sunscreen for tomato fruits. 

It contains a kaolin clay which is suspended in water and sprayed onto the fruit.  When the 
clay dries, it turns white, reflecting away the sunlight that hits the fruit and protecting 
against sunscald.  (It's also an effective deterrent against some insect pests.)

Surround and other kaolin-clay based sunscald protectants are not without their issues.  For 
one, any sprayer without an integral agitator has to be manually shaken every so often to 
keep the clay particles from settling out of suspension.  Also, frequent applications are 
necessary, both to protect new fruits as they emerge, and to replace earlier applications that 
have washed off in rainshowers. 

Both of these factors make the use of kaolin-clay based products a labor-intensive proposition
- but one that can still pay off.

For more information on using kaolin clays to protect tomato fruits from sunscald, as well as 
other findings of the 2010 heirloom tomato variety trial, read the report.  It's one of a multi-
crop series of heirloom variety trial reports, all available free from the Kerr Center's organic 
farming library.
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Livestock Welfare and Performance in Silvopastures  

One benefit commonly claimed for silvopasture is
that livestock grazing in hot weather will gain
more weight in pastures with trees than in full sun.
This is because they can graze, or at least rest, in the
shade, reducing their heat stress and putting more of
their food energy toward growth.

However, most studies only measure the weight
gain, not the change in heat stress.

A recent study at Virginia Tech measured both effects. Even though the pastures with trees 
had about a third less forage than the open ones, lambs grazing in both treatments gained 
about the same amount of weight.

The standard explanation would be that the lambs with access to shade didn't have to spend 
as much energy putting up with the hot weather. Using cameras and body thermometers, this
study actually documented evidence to back that up. Lambs in the black walnut pasture 
spent more time lying down than those in the open pasture. They also grazed more often 
and more evenly throughout the day, tracking the shady patches across the pasture, and 
had lower body temperatures.

The picture wasn't quite that neat, however. There were actually two treatments with trees – 
one set of pastures with black walnut, and another with honey locust. The black walnut ones 
were those with the sparser forage; those with honey locust actually had slightly more forage 
than the treeless pastures. So why didn't the lambs in the honey locust pastures perform best 
of all?

Continue reading....
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Late Summer Events: Forest Farming, Native Plants, Pecans

Several agroforestry
events in Missouri are
slated for the next few
weeks.  The Oklahoma
Native Plant Society
has its annual meeting
September 16 in
Stillwater.  There's also
a pecan field day
September 22 near
Sapulpa.

The Kerr Center's
online events calendar
provides full details on
these and many other
upcoming sustainable
agriculture events
around the state and
region.  It also serves as
a reminder for the dates
of monthly Kerr Center
tours, which run all
year round, every
second Tuesday by
appointment.  
 
Don't forget that you can also use our online calendar to keep yourself and your friends up 
to date on these and other upcoming events, including our tours:
- Subscribe to our feed and receive updates to your personal calendar (Outlook, Google+, 
etc.) as they are made.
- Share events on the calendar via a number of different social media sites, including 
Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest.

7

http://kerrcenter.com/about/visit-tour-the-kerr-center/
http://kerrcenter.com/education-training/news-and-events/events/


Support the Kerr Center
Since 1965 the Kerr Center has been reaching out to folks in 
Oklahoma and beyond. Today, the Friends of the Kerr Center help 
us continue this vital work!  If you enjoy reading this newsletter or 
visiting our website, please consider making a gift to the Kerr 
Center today!  

Quick Links...

Kerr Center website

Contact Information

The Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture
24456 Kerr Road
Poteau, OK 74953
Phone: 918.647.9123
Fax: 918.647.8712
mailbox@kerrcenter.com 
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