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Tabletop Responses 
Mountain and High Plains Subregional Conference 

 
At Cheyenne’s Plains Hotel, on a cold, windy October day, 70 participants in the Western SARE 
Mountain and High Plains Subregional Conference expressed needs for more systems research, 
development of infrastructure and a push for alternative energy sources. 
 

Those were just some of the 250 separate 
comments captured during roundtable 
discussions on the first day of the 
conference. (For a list of priorities that 
emerged from the conference, see the 
Issues and Needs handout on this 
subregional conference web location.) 
 
“It is comforting to know that there are so 
many enthusiastic and informed people 
who share my passion for sustainable 
agriculture,” conference moderator Jerry 
DeWitt told conference participants as he 
invited representatives from each of seven 
roundtable discussion groups to add their 
comments in an open-microphone session. 
 
Jessica Davis, a professor at Colorado State 
University specializing in manure 
management and the environment and 
recipient of several SARE grants, pointed to 
the need for better outreach from SARE. 
 
“Hire staff in the Western SARE office to 
disseminate SARE results,” she said, citing 
reduced tillage projects as an example. 

“Develop PowerPoint presentations and other tools for sharing so others can deliver the 
information without having to do the work.” 
 
She also said that youth programs are “falling through the cracks in the SARE structure,” and 
suggested focusing on youth gardening projects, especially for urban youth. 
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Davis said that in addition to a focus on water and soil quality, there should also be a focus on 
air quality. And there needs to be an emphasis not only on bio-fuels, but also on bio-fertilization 
as ways to reduce fossil energy requirements on farms and ranches. 
 
Mike Ridenour, a Wyoming farmer, said that agriculture needs to make changes. 
 
“What changes things is us – out talking to consumers and civic leaders – creating the will for 
change,” he said. “We need more than just research.” 
 
He observed that most of the top issues that emerged from the conference involved research, 
but little was discussed regarding education. 
 
“We need more education,” said Ridenour, for example, “a real effort in the practical 
application of alternative energy, not so much in its research.” 
 
He urged SARE to look at short-term, high-impact research, letting other programs fund long-
term research. 
 
He also pointed to social networking as a valuable tool, especially for participants in conferences 
like the ones SARE is holding subregionally “where we can exchange ideas, something to 
continue the enthusiasm.”  
 
Helen Atthowe, an extension agent and producer from Montana, said participants at her table 
felt the need to facilitate the diversity of farm and ranch size to marketing outlets, for example 
to help small producers access farmers markets and CSAs, while helping mid-size operations 
focus on institutional and food service outlets. 
 
Atthowe said her discussion mates were passionate about water, suggesting it may ultimately 
be the most important issue of all, noting that it’s tough to get irrigation water in some places. 
 
She also expressed concern that so many cattle produced in Montana are being shipped out of 
state, suggested the need for better marketing. 
 
Dan Rowe, a farmer from Colorado, observed that infrastructure for processing is a major issue, 
citing the need for commercial kitchens, mobile processing units for livestock and grain-
processing units that make it easy to convert grain to food. 
 
He advised putting more attention on direct marketing, not just fruit and vegetables, but meat 
and other products as well. 
 
Rowe also suggested improving outreach. 
 
“There needs to be an improvement in networking among local and regional groups for better 
dissemination of information,” he said. “We could use a catalog of these organizations.” 
 
He also urged SARE to strengthen the Professional + Producer Grant program, getting producers 
involved at the ground level to encourage more buy-in from them. 
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Bob Quinn, a producer from Big Sandy, Mont., said it is imperative that infrastructure 
improvements include crops, not just livestock. 
 
Quinn said case studies are needed on climate change – not just its impact but also how farmers 
and ranchers can adapt to those changes. He also suggested that SARE identify farms and 
ranches that do things well and can serve as models for other producers. 
 
Quinn took exception to the suggestion that the concept of “slow food” is not a trend. “We 
think it is a trend. We think that the fast food restaurant is peaking.” 
 
Thayne Mickelsen, program director for the Utah Department of Agriculture and Food 
Conservation Commission, said SARE needs to do a better job of promoting itself to broaden 
understanding of its programs and successes among its constituents. 
 
He recommended documenting the impact of climate change on sustainable systems and 
focusing on water. 
 
“We sometimes think that the water is gone, but there needs to be more of a focus on 
developing water,” said Mickelson, including water modeling and water efficiency. 
 
He also suggested defining farmers and ranchers as ag producers, noting, “We’re all trying to 
sustain agriculture. We need systems integration.”  
 
James Barnhill, Davis County extension agent in Utah, urged follow-up research on previous 
studies that asks: “If this worked in the trials, is it still working and has it been adopted?” 
 
He said the move to keep local agriculture in the mix will require improved infrastructure, 
training for new producers and the preservation of agricultural lands. 
 
“We agreed (at the table discussion) that consumers want rapidly available small quantities of 
food, not so much a bushel of apples.” 
 
He also encouraged greater outreach through venues like trade publications and RFD-TV, and 
making the posters produced for the subregional conference available in a “traveling poster 
show. 
 
“We don’t feel that we’re getting information out to growers,” said Barnhill. “It’s their program 
and they need opportunities to use it.” 
 
Perry Miller, professor in the Department of Land Resources and Environmental Science at 
Montana State University, said that SARE needs to improve its relevance to large-scale 
agriculture. And it needs to focus on mid-size producers. 
 
“Ag in the middle is a disadvantaged group that deserves some attention,” said Miller.  He liked 
the model farm idea put forth by producer Bob Quinn. “It could be a demonstration farm, which 
would be a powerful way to move something forward.” 
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Miller said that infrastructure improvements should include all aspects of agriculture. For 
example, discussions about crop diversification should also include how livestock might fit in. 
 
While care should be taken to avoid duplication in research efforts, he said a bigger concern is 
filling in research gaps. More collaboration on research could address both concerns, he said. 
 
At the end of the open-mike session for conference participants, the SARE Administrative 
Council offered responses to the issues and needs raised. 
 
“You need to hold our feet to the fire to make sure we respond,” Deb Young, council chair with 
Colorado State University, urged attendees. 
 
She emphasized that SARE’s mission addresses research and education. 
 
“You can have a great research project,” Young said, “but translation of the research for the 
producer is needed. It needs to go back the other way.” 
 
Karl Kupers, past council chair and wheat marketer from Washington, agreed that identifying a 
model farm is a good idea, something SARE could do. 
 
“We need to strengthen the researcher-producer connection,” said Kupers. “This 
interconnectedness needs emphasis.” 
 
Mike Harrington, council member who serves as director of the Western Association of 
Agricultural Experiment Station Directors, agreed that there is a lack of connection between 
research results and end users. 
 
“We need a strong emphasis on reconnecting us to food production,” said Harrington, who 
committed to collecting all of the input from the listening sessions and spreading it across all 
state and protectorate experiment station offices in the western region. 
 
Council members Cindy Lair of the Colorado Department of Agriculture urged participants and 
SARE to find solutions across the board. 
 
“Don’t just put band aids on things,” said Lair, “but find solutions for all farms and ranches of all 
sizes.” 
 
Kim Kroll, associate director of National SARE, urged the conference participants to take 
ownership of the SARE program. 
 
“I hope you get the message that this is your program,” said Kroll. “This is a grassroots program 
that represents all elements of agriculture and agricultural support groups.” 
 


