
Context : The Dai r y Pen Pastur e at  Un ion  M eadows

M oni tor ing M ethod:

The I ncent ive and the M anagem ent :

Obser vat ions:

Prior to 2010, the Dairy Pen pasture at Union Meadows in 
Northeast Oregon had been primarily an irrigated, 
cropped, and hayed pasture with 1874 priority water 
rights. In 2010, we entered into a 3-year Full Season 
Lease with The Freshwater Trust that kept our water 
instream resulting in payment for the ecosystem service 
we provided. Our experiment was to see if discontinuing 
irrigation and improving the water cycle through grazing 
and animal impact would affect production. We 
hypothesized that due to a prevalence of hydrophytic 
plants, like Baltic Rush, less water would improve our 
production.

As a result of our 2013 data, we entered into a 20-year 
Time Limited Transfer with The Freshwater Trust.

As we executed our holistic grazing plan, our stock 
density ranged from 47-76 stock units per acre, with the 
average of 50 (the equivalent of 50, 1000 pound animals 
finishing for our grassfed beef). We also managed for 
"Time" or how long plants were exposed to being grazed 
during the growing season allowing for adequate 
recovery, which was 1-4 days. 

After ceasing irrigation, the water addicted pasture became water phobic initially, creating the conditions for an 
influx of contextually undesirable plants like Canada Thistle and White Top. Using the tools of multi-species grazing 
and animal impact, we have improved the water cycle and are moving towards a more desired plant community. 
When observing a shovel of soil at a ranch purchased last year in Union, agroecologist Nicole Masters made us 
aware of a notable thatch cover. She suggested that it would take 5 years of intensive grazing for microbial activity 
to decompose the thatch and allow roots to go below the 3-inch thatch. While we don't have a soil profile sample to 
prove this, the observation suggests this may have been the case in the Dairy Pen scenario, where plant density and 
vigor improved tremendously from year 4 to 9 with planned grazing.

After 9 years of not irrigating, we have seen further 
improvement in ecological function and increased 
production. The most significant changes are:

- Plant basal cover increased from 25% to 55%.

- Plant vigor has improved with average leaf 

height increasing from 15 to 28 inches and 

maximum leaf height from 23 to 53 inches.

- Production has increased from 4470 to 7800 

pounds per acre.

- Species diversity improved by +180%

- Contextually desired plants up by +138%

- Undesirable plants down by -115%

- Plant distribution improved by 120%

- Living Organisms improved by 175%

While we still have much work to do, regeneration in 

such a short amount of time with no added inputs is 

encouraging.

Leasing water for instream use has provided us with an 
additional income stream, increased production, 
decreased labor costs, and added .33 cfs to the 
imperiled Catherine Creek fishery. Our experience 
shows that in the Grande Ronde Watershed, water 
leasing does not have to be a zero-sum game. Farmers 
and ranchers can provide necessary ecosystem 
services while increasing production.
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Since the late 90s, while ranching first in Wyoming and 
since 2009 in Oregon, we have utilized Land EKG as our 
monitoring method because it transforms simple field 
data into a visual eco-graph that depicts the function 
and productivity of the ecosystem processes (water 
cycle, mineral cycle, energy flow, and community 
dynamics). As ranchers, we depend upon relevant 
information that is simple to gather, shows trends, 
provides early warning indicators if things are not going 
as planned, and facilitates improved decision making 
for better management.

Andrea and Tony Malmberg

After 3-years, we reread the transect, which concluded 
the production increased from 4470#/acre to 6864#/acre 
and species diversity improved.
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