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Happy holidays from the Kerr Center!

David Redhage caps off the year with a review of a book on 
the fascinating relationships between monarchs and
milkweed.

In this fnal month of the year, we cast an eye back over what
we've accomplished in 2019, and take a quick look ahead at 
what 2020 holds in store.

This year brought us some greatly appreciated donations - thank you!  If you haven't 
contributed this year, please keep us in mind.
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President's Note: Book Review: Monarchs and Milkweed

Monarchs and Milkweed: A Migrating Butterfy, A
Poisonous Plant, and Their Remarkable Story of
Coevolution.  Anurag Agrawal.  Princeton
University Press.  2017.  296 p.

The book covers the relationship between the
monarch and the milkweed.  This is a quality
published book with abundant references. 

While I found the subject interesting, I would
caution the reader that this is a very in-depth book.  I
would not recommend it for someone interested in a
basic overview of the subject, but if you like more
scientifc-directed information, this book has you
covered.  

One topic I found interesting is the ability of a
female monarch to determine the amount of
cardenolides in a particular milkweed plant.  Too
little, and the monarch larva is susceptible to
predators; too high, and the plant will kill the
monarch larva.  There is an optimal level for caterpillar diet, and while science has not 
determined how, the monarch can determine the level before laying an egg.  

Another trait monarch caterpillars exhibit is the what is called phenotypically plastic 
behavior.  What this means is that the monarch larva can determine the type of milkweed 
species it is on, in terms of the plant's defensive mechanism, and adapt its feeding 
accordingly.  

An example given is the butterfy weed, which has little latex.  A caterpillar will simply feed 
on this plant.  If the egg is laid on a sandhill milkweed, which has a very slippery leaf surface,
the caterpillar will fall off, so before feeding it will put down a silk mat to hold onto during 
feeding.  This fexibility allows the larva to adapt to whichever species of milkweed plant the 
egg is laid on.  I fnd this to be an amazing trait.
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2019: The Year in Review

Over the past year, excessive rain has challenged both horticulture and livestock programs to 
adapt.  The elderberry project is enjoying continued success, livestock numbers are on track 
to match the forage base, and conservation work and the SARE Producer Development 
Program continue apace.

Horticulture
Continuing above-normal rainfall presented ongoing challenges to the horticulture program.  
Last fall, rains prevented sowing of cover crops.  Conditions remained wet at the wrong times
until mid-June, when plots were fnally tilled - but rains resumed before the summer cover 
crop could be planted.

Excessive moisture also continued to cause problems for the Chinese chestnut plantings.  The 
three front rows are in an area that has turned out to have poor subsurface drainage, and the 
trees there have fared poorly.  The back three rows have better drainage, and consequently 
are performing better.  This points up the importance, for any horticultural enterprise in 
southeastern Oklahoma, of identiying well-drained soil.

The elderberry project has been running smoothly, having now accumulated two years' 
worth of data.  The July elderberry workshop on the ranch was flled to capacity, with a 
waiting list.
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This year, the horticulture program published an updated second edition of the popular 
Sweet Sorghum: Production and Processing manual.  While preserving the solid foundation 
that has made the publication so prized among producers over the years, the second edition 
includes information on new varieties and pests that have emerged since its original 
publication.

Livestock
Cow numbers remained too low in 2019 to effciently harvest the available forage, 
particularly - again - in light of the above-normal rainfall for the year.  As a result, the 
livestock program hayed more acres, and put up more hay - always a sound insurance 
policy.

A good match between stock density and available forage sees the herd move to a fresh 
pasture every 2-3 days, after consuming 50-60% of the forage in the current pasture.  To move
closer to that target, the program has purchased additional mature cows.  It has also taken 
steps to increase the conception rate, including delaying breeding of frst-calf heifers by six 
months (by starting a fall-calving herd to provide spring replacements), and increasing the 
length of the breeding season in our grass based system.

Heat tolerance is another factor affecting conception rate, along with many other aspects of 
beef cattle performance.  The program has shifted from Simmental-cross Angus bulls to 
Beefmaster bulls.  The Simmental-Angus calves retained their winter hair longer into the 
warm season than the Beefmaster, which was developed in a more southerly climate and 
should perform better in southeastern Oklahoma's hot, humid summers.

Conservation
In conservation work, demand is still high for talks on pollinators and pollinator habitat, 
and partnerships in that area are thriving.  The beekeeping workshop at the ranch in March 
proved popular for the second year in a row.  The water bars installed in the fall of 2017 are 
proving effective at preventing erosion on gravel ranch roads - look for an update in next 
month's newsletter. 

2020
The horticulture program has hired a new Education/Horticulture Program Manager.  
Beginning in 2020, expect to see our horticulture programming pick up, including more 
workshops and more online content, including videos.  

In addition to the BCS walk-behind tractor, the horticulture program will also feature a 38-
horsepower four-wheel tractor, expanding the range of demonstrations of equipment options
suitable for small-scale market gardeners.

The livestock program has set aside a smaller area, close to the headquarters and visible from 
the highway, to serve as a separately managed rotational grazing demonstration.  At 270 
acres, its size is comparable to many Oklahoma livestock operations, making it particularly 
useful in showing what works and how.
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Don't Miss the Horticulture Industries Show! 

The Horticulture
Industries Show is back
in Oklahoma on January
10-11 in Owasso (near
Tulsa).  If that doesn't sate
your appetite for
sustainable agriculture
conferences, January is
brimming with additional
options: Soil Health U
(Jan. 22-23, Salina, KS),  
Southern SAWG (Jan. 22-
25, Little Rock, AR), and 
No-Till on the Plains
(Jan. 28-29, Wichita, KS).
 
You can fnd full details
on these and many other
upcoming sustainable
agriculture events around
the state and region on the Kerr Center's online events calendar.  

The calendar 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 as they are made.
- Share events on the calendar via a number of different social media sites, including 
Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest.
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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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