
  ATTACHMENT 3 

Notes from Roundtable Discussion:  

Roundup Ready Sugarbeets on Boulder County Land 

Friday June 12, 2009 

Boulder County Fairgrounds  

 

 

Invited Participants:  

Paul Schlagel, Farmer 

Jules Van Thuyne, Jr., Farmer  

Steven Hoffman, The Organic Center  

Dr. Phil Westra, Weed Scientist, CSU 

Norm Dalstead, Ag Economist, CSU  

 

Staff:  

Rob Alexander, Sr. Resource Specialist 

Adrian Card, CSU Extension Agent 

Phill Leffler, Resource Specialist 

Luke Stromquist, Ag Resources Div Mgr 

Tina Nielsen, Special Projects Manager 

Ron Stewart, Director 

 

Following introductions, Ron Stewart stated that the long-term goal is to have more 

organic crops on county open space land.  Our goal is to have 10% of land in organic 

crop production by 2012, and we are pursuing a number of programs and incentives, 

including offering reduced lease rates, to reach our goal.   

 

Typical Crop Rotation today:  

Barley – annual rotation; goes to Coors brewing in Golden 

Sugarbeets – annual rotation; delivery is near I-25 and SH66 

Corn – annual rotation; markets are getting further away making silage and high moisture 

corn less viable as dairies and feedlots disappear from the local area. Most shelled corn is 

now taken to Denver or Roggen. 

Alfalfa – remains planted for 5-7 years; dairy and feedlot markets are getting further 

away as dairies and feedlots disappear from the local area 

 

 

Discussion Questions (distributed in advance of roundtable):   

 

1. Given the facts we are operating under (large-scale agriculture that doesn’t readily 

lend itself to organic production), growers’ contractual obligations to coop, no 

apparently comparable markets for other crops, including organic, etc.), if not 

Roundup Ready sugarbeets, what alternatives would you recommend to Boulder 

County farmers, for long-term sustainability with viable markets?   

  

Pinto beans:  

 Have been planted in the rotation in the past.   

 Not economical due to disease problems and low yield in this area. 

 Commodity prices are volatile.   

 

Organic Barley:  

 Steven Hoffman:  Is there a market niche with local area micro brews?   

 POS Staff: Brewers buy malt, not barley.  Most local microbreweries get their 

malted barley from the northwest.  There is no local malt house 
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 Local demand for microbrewery malt would be insignificant relative to the supply 

we would grow on a large scale 

 

Organic Wheat:  

 Is there an organic milling facility to handle quantity we would produce on large 

scale? Staff to check prices and market.   

 Follow up from Rob Alexander:  Dave Liestikow used to raise organic wheat in 

Boulder County. He sold to a buyer that has since moved to Nebraska. He had 

problems overcoming problems with weeds and insects and at this point he hasn’t 

raised organic wheat for some time. He said prices for organic wheat used to be 

25% to 30% above conventional. Now it’s less. 

 Follow up from Rob Alexander:  checked into organic wheat prices paid by 

Rocky Mtn. Milling. The margins between conventional and organic vary but 

over the long term, organic wheat prices tend to be about 30% higher. There are 

organic wheat buyers/mills in Denver and in Platteville. Rocky Mountain Milling 

in Platteville said that having on-farm storage facilities is important. Because of 

quality issues, wheat to be sold for milling should be tested before trucking it to 

an organic grain buyer. If the wheat does not meet high quality standards it could 

be rejected.  Growers would not want to haul his wheat to the milling facility and 

find out there, that it does not meet quality standards.  

 

Organic Hay and Corn silage:  

 Aurora Dairy would be the local market.  POS has put a significant effort into 

pursuing this opportunity.  There is not enough of a price premium over 

conventional hay to make organic hay as profitable as conventional hay.  

Producers would be willing to grow organic feed crops if net return was equal or 

higher than conventional feed crops.  

 Follow up from Rob Alexander:  Dave Liestikow said he dropped organic 

certification on his hay fields because he could not get as much per ton for 

organic hay as he could from his horse hay market. In addition, the reduction in 

yields on alfalfa hay due to weevils was significant. 

 Follow up from Rob Alexander: Local organic farmer Dave Asbury (a POS 

tenant) obtained $140/ton for his certified organic alfalfa sold to Aurora Dairy last 

year. For the quality of the hay he sold them it was probably $20 / ton higher than 

what he could have gotten for conventional hay.  Again, Dave said weevils are his 

primary problem. They reduce the yield considerably.  Dave continues to raise 

organic hay because it works for his overall operation (he raises the hay to “clean-

up” his land in preparation for getting land certified organic and in his rotation 

with his other crops. The hay also works because Aurora Dairy is close by. Any 

additional, significant transportation costs to get his hay to a buyer would make 

the hay much less viable. 

 

Blue Corn:  

 Has been tried by quite a few farmers in the area; has not panned out 

 Yields were one-third of conventional corn; tall skinny stalks fall over (lodging 

problem) 
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Popcorn:  

 Steven Hoffman: Popcorn grown with good success in Eastern Nebraska; good 

yields in drought or flood conditions 

 Norm Dalstead: Yield not close to conventional yellow field corn  

 Rob Alexander: Market in Pueblo County?  La Junta?  Arkansas Valley Seed? 

 Follow up from Rob Alexander: a local farmer did raise 20-30 acres of 

popcorn/year in the 1980s.  Not sure why he quit. 

 

Millet:  

 POS staff:  less profitable than wheat 

 

Sunflowers:  

 Best advantage when grown on dryland or marginally limited irrigated land.   

 Crop is subject to bird damage, weather damage and wide price fluctuations.  

 May become more viable if locally produced bio-diesel happens. Even so, 

profitability will determine when it is grown. 

 Requires pesticide use. 

 

Winter Squash 

 Norm Dalstead: CSU used to employ a specialty crops faculty in Soil and Crop 

Sciences, Duane Johnson, who researched the agronomic and economic viability 

of many non-standard crops for Colorado (brown mustard, etc.) and none were 

widely adopted.  Not because they were impossible to grow but because markets 

would not support their production from a business perspective. 

 

Other vegetables:  

 Vegetable production on the scale of sugarbeet production is impractical due to 

labor requirements and labor market restrictions.   

 

2. If beets are pushed to a 3-year rotation due to lack of access to County agricultural 

land, what are the agronomic and potential economic negative impacts? 

 A four-year crop rotation is considered the minimum to maintain soil health.  

Pests are associated with different crops; rotation allows pests to die out 

 May lead to increased use of nematocides (pesticide for microscopic roundworms 

that can destroy root crops) on cropland for sugar beet production.  Fusarium (root 

disease) problems may increase if pinto beans are part of a three year rotation  

 Yield (tons/acre) is negatively impacted when sugar beet rotation is shortened to 

three years.  With net margins being tight, any drop in yield has an impact.  

 

3. What are the economic contributions of sugar beets to farm income on average per 

acre basis?  Would RR sugarbeets improve this?  How would farm income for these 

farmers be impacted without sugarbeets?  

 Paul Schlagel provided a handout showing costs and net revenues under three 

scenarios of sugarbeet cultivation: conventional, Roundup Ready, and Roundup 

Ready with strip tillage.  This handout is included as an attachment to these notes.    
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 Scenario 1 summarizes conventional practices with a 25 Ton/acre yield and 

$21/acre revenue.  Paul said that this low net return for conventionally raised 

beets is typical in today’s market. When asked why he continues to raise beets 

with such a small margin of profit, his response was that net profits were higher 

just a few years ago before fertilizer prices increased dramatically (fertilizer cost 

is tied to the cost of petroleum).  Labor prices also increased significantly in the 

last few years. They continued to raise beets because of their significant 

investment in equipment, beets work for their overall rotation, there is always the 

expectation that they will hit a higher than average yield and the promise of RR 

sugar beets on the horizon was hopeful. 

 Scenario 2 summarizes Roundup Ready practices, with 32 Tons/acre yield and 

$433/ac net revenue.  Seed costs are double, but herbicide costs are less than one-

third.  If the yield were assumed to be the same as conventional sugarbeets (25 

T/ac), the profit would be $118 per acre based on cost savings alone.   

 Scenario 3 summarizes Roundup Ready with strip tillage, with 28 Tons/acre yield 

and $440/ac net revenue.  Costs are lowest under this scenario due to elimination 

of disking, plowing, mulching and leveling. If the yield were assumed to be the 

same as conventional sugarbeets (25 T/ac), the profit would be $215 per acre 

based on cost savings alone.   

 Hurdles in Boulder County: market, economics, technical ability, keeping same 

level of risk 

 Jules Van Thuyne, Jr.:  Farmers take significant risks, and that’s why they need 

the higher value crops.  A model that would eliminate risk for farmers would be to 

put the farmers on the payroll with County, give them a paycheck.  That would 

resolve the risk.  Staff:  That would also be very expensive for Boulder County. 

More than expensive it would eliminate the market incentive a private operator 

has when he works for himself. 

 Norm Dalstead:  Multiplier for agriculture is 2.7.  Staff:  This says that the $1.5 

million revenue anticipated by the applicants leads to a $4,050,000 revenues 

generated in the local economy.  

 

4. What actions should Boulder County consider taking to support sustainable 

agriculture?  

 Norm Dalstead:  Alfalfa is the nearest thing to a sustainable agronomic crop, due 

to low inputs and labor.  The markets are far away (mainly because of dairy 

markets).  

 POS staff:  Alfalfa mentioned as a logical crop to use for transition into organic 

since it can start off with some convention practices (zero – 2 years into 

production) and finish as certified organic (up to 7 years of production).  But 

where are the organic markets that would motivate a producer to do so?  No 

answers given as to where these viable markets are for Boulder County producers. 

Yield losses due to alfalfa weevil damage still has to be dealt with. 

 Steven Hoffman: Tap into this resource:  Organic Farming Research Association  

 

 



   

 5 

Additional discussion:  

 

Other GMO crop development:  

 Phil Westra:  coming down the road – drought tolerant corn, expected in 2012; 

corn that uses less nitrogen; crops that are frost tolerant 

 

Weed seed contamination from irrigation water is a major constraint to organic 

production:  

 Jules Van Thuyne, Jr. mentioned Eurasian Watermilfoil problem on Leggett ditch.   

Paul Schlagel posed the question:  What does treatment do to organic operations?    

 Adrian Card:  Representatives from Colorado Dept of Agriculture’s Organic 

Certification Program have remarked that practices implemented off an organic 

producer’s property boundaries beyond an organic producer’s control will 

generally not compromise their certification status.  Polyacrylimide (PAM) 

applications in irrigation ditches feeding organic farms were given as an example.  

Certifiers have the final say in any situation, but one can assume that if the inside 

of a ditch bank, emerged or submerged vegetation is treated with an herbicide 

labeled for use in that application and is done so upstream and off property of an 

organic operation and not by the organic producer that the PAM analogy would 

also hold true.  Organic producers certify land and that land cannot have any 

synthetic herbicides applied to it. 

 There are organic herbicide sprays derived from ingredients compliant with the 

National Organic Program (acetic acid, clove oil, etc.)  The mode of action with 

these is to burn through the leaf cuticle of any plant and cause the contacted 

foliage to desiccate (dry out severely) and dieback.  This may or may not kill the 

plant.  These are non-selective and only impact plant tissues contacted and work 

best only on plants early in their vegetative growth and have limited impact on 

more mature plants.  They do not translocate within the vascular system of the 

plant and do not have widespread impact on all plant tissues (i.e. they don’t kill 

the root) and thus have very limited impact on biennial and perennial weeds. 

 Impact of ammoniated nitrogen fertilizers on aquatic habitat?  Runoff of nitrogen 

from fields leading to eutrophication of surface waters (algal blooms that deplete 

dissolved oxygen and lead to death of other aquatic organisms).   

 Ditch companies and POS use weed/trash screens – this works well for low 

volume flows, but problems with large volume; water gets backed up.  An 

irrigation company in south Boulder County has installed a large cleaner that is 

effective but very expensive. Norm Dalstead:  No one is addressing urban 

pesticide use.  Need to research alternatives.  

 

Strip Tillage 

 Strip till conserves water by leaving most of the residue of previous crop in place. 

 Organic production currently can’t use most conservation tillage methods.  

Organics must use mechanical weed control (tillage, hoeing, etc.); it’s the primary 

weed control method available.  Leads to higher water use since Tillage depletes 

soil moisture and destroys soil structure and organic matter that helps to store and 

hold water. 
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 Adrian Card:  Questions remain about energy balance of different cropping 

systems.  Emerging research may show that organic systems may not use less 

energy and may not create less Carbon footprint than convention systems that 

employ low input strategies such as strip tillage and herbicide resistant 

technologies. 

 

 

 

ATTACHMENTS 

 Paul Schlagel’s handout:  Sugarbeet Costs and Revenues under Three Cultivation 

Scenarios 

 Steven Hoffman’s handout:  Core Truths:  Key Findings Behind the Benefits of 

Organic Food and Farming 














