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Context For This Factsheet 
This forage fact is part of the project for Improving Productivity & Profitability of 
Forages. It will provide you with a glimpse of the on farm demonstrations that were 
set up with Tara Holmes and Ben Harrington of Syphon Creek, BC. 
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Background & Beginnings 
Tara and Ben have an expanding sheep 
operation near Siphon Creek, northeast 
of Fort St. John, BC. They have 2      
budding little scientist children, Roy and 
Iris. They own 2400 ac of land and    
started out only using the 640 acres with 
perimeter fencing near their home.  
 
They have an additional 800 ac grazing 
lease but initially they were hesitant       
to utilize it because of a serious wolf 
predator problem in this more remote 
pasture.   
 
Tara and Ben started with a small flock of 
sheep and off farm employment. They 
are currently managing 600 ewes and 
feeding 800 lambs. They started using 
and training guardian dogs and currently 
have 2 key ones, a retired senior and 2 in 
training. These dogs are critical for     
discouraging predators and complement 
their robust perimeter fencing. 

Tara & Ben’s Goals 
Their goals for their land are to       
increase organic matter and quality of 
the soil. Tara and Ben are concerned 
about the denseness and compact-
ness of some of their soils. They are 
very interested in documenting any 
changes to the soil they make by 
managing their land differently. They 
want to have this information ready if 
there is a future opportunity to capture 
any credits for carbon sequestration.  
 
They collaborated with the Peace  
River Forage Association of BC to set 
up and monitor benchmarks before, 
during and after they start their soil 
and forage improvement strategies.  
 
The innovative practices they wanted 
to focus on first were managed       
rotational grazing and targeted winter 
feeding.  

Tara, Roy & Iris (left photo) & Ben (right photo) feeding bales in a pasture where they wanted to 
improve the soil tilth, forage growth and ground cover. 

 “ We now have no bare ground  
in many of our pastures,  

just a beautiful matting...  
even before the rains.” 

Tara Homes 
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An aerial view of Tara & Ben’s operation showing benchmark pairs & initial pasture demonstrations.  

  

Winter feeding over the past 3 winters with the bale processor on 
the Alfalfa Field.  

This is the residue left behind after the third graze (left) & the 
new pen just after a move (right) on the Alfalfa Field. The first 
graze would have only been a 1/2 day when the grass was  
growing fast. This picture was taken during a very wet period in 
August & the yard with similar soil type was a mud pit!  

Farm Overview  

Back Field 

Narrow Field 

Alfalfa 
Field 

Clearcut Field 

The front Alfalfa Field used to have patchy growth with bare 
ground between the alfalfa plants. It's heavy clay soil would   
collect on your boots after a rain & have deep cracks when dry!  



How We Monitored Sites 
Tara and Ben chose the       
pastures they wanted to focus 
on improving as a first priority. 
During the first growing season 
of the project, we set up bench-
marks in pairs across fence 
lines (see aerial photo on page 
2). At these benchmarks we 
dug soil pits, described the soil 
profile and soil forming factors. 
We monitored 5 physical traits 
in the field: structure, texture,   
infiltration, bulk density and the 
soil moisture status. We also 
evaluated 3 biological traits: 
topsoil depth, rooting depth and 
soil respiration.  
 

We sent samples to NALS to be 
analyzed for 6 properties. To 
confirm observations in the 
field, 3 chemical properties 
were done (organic matter,    
pH, salinity or electrical conduc-
tivity). We also had 3 very         
important indicator physical 
properties done (available water 
holding capacity, field capacity,  
permanent wilting point). The 
results were summarized into a 
Soil Quality Report Card for 
each site.  
 

Forage stand health was also 
monitored several times during 
the project. For this we took 
referenced photographs using 
the method outlined in Forage 
Fact # 111. We assessed plant/ 
soil cover, species types, and 
counted targeted weeds in 
some pastures to measure if 
effective control was happening.    

Tara chose the locations across a fence line for benchmark pair 455 - 456 (left photo) .  
We measured the infiltration rate in the spring of 2019 at benchmark 456 (center photo).  
Ben & Tara augered in posts through several meters of sand for new perimeter fence near 
benchmark pair 495 - 496 (right photo). 
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“A seed bed is  
much more than  

a smooth surface.”   
Ben Harrington 

 

“I hope more people will 
think about utilizing 
rotational grazing & 

winter feeding in areas 
that need improving.  

It is amazing the  
changes you can make  

in a relatively  
short period of time!”  

Tara Holmes 

Improving The Pastures  
Initially Ben was focused on extending and  improving 
their perimeter fence to be able to include the Back 
Fields (benchmark 495 & 496) in their grazing        
rotations. With additional trained guardian dogs, they 
were able to accomplish this with 2 sets of grazing in 
2018 and again in 2019.  
 

Tara wanted to get started as soon as possible       
subdividing their pastures closer to their home and  
using 4 strands of permanent electric fencing to move 
the flocks through quickly. She wanted to improve the 
pastures enough to get several grazings a season. 
Over the last 2 seasons they put in more cross fencing 
and now several pastures have cell sizes of only  10 to 
15 ac. From our initial monitoring Tara wanted to     
improve the proportion of desirable species and      
increase the vegetative cover to have no bare ground. 
They seeded the Narrow Field (benchmark 455) with 
a  legume seed mix (3 way alfalfa, red clover, trefoil, 
sainfoin, peas, cicer milk vetch and hairy vetch) in late 
June - early July of 2018. 

This photo was taken near the Back Field along the fence line road at the 
top of the creek. For the last 2 summers the sheep used the road as a bed 
down area. The manure pellets were thick & this is how it grew up this year 
with many different plant, bee & butterfly species.  

This photo was taken in the Back Field and shows the 
first graze. Tara & Ben were desperately trying to get 
the new electric cross fences up before the sheep 
caught up to them. 
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Compiled by:  Sandra Burton, Tara Holmes, Ben Harrington & Carolyn Derfler in December 2019. 

Key Messages: 

 Move your animals based 
on the weather, the plant 
growth, the animal health,  
not based on a rigid plan.  

 Try to move when the 
plant is still actively grow-
ing. 

 Don’t worry about leaving 
residue and “waste”    
behind for  building your 
soil. 

 If carefully managed, there 
can be additional benefits 
from the “trampling effect” 
with higher stocking   
numbers.  

 For a multiplier effect, 
combine managed high 
density rotational grazing 
with targeted winter    
feeding.  

Funding Partners for Improving Productivity & Profitability of Forages Project 

Tara‘s Favorite Reads:  

“I love references and I find I 
am rereading and sharing 
this book with people again.” 
 
Judith D. Schwartz.2013. 
Cows Save the Planet and 
Other Improbable Ways of 
Restoring Soil to Heal the 
Earth.  

More Pasture Improvements 
In the 2019 season, Tara and Ben increased their 
flock to 750 ewes and their lambs. They also 
grazed 10 angus heifers and their calves plus 2 
dairy cross yearlings with the flock.  

 

In the winter of 2018/ 2019 they winter fed animals 
using a bale grinder across the pastures on the 
east side of Syphon Creek. They added straw 
bales for bedding. Initially there seemed to be                                                                                                                                      
too much residue left from the straw bales, and 
early spring growth was slower. But by summer, 
the forage plants caught up. Where they had fed 
hay bales, there was less residue left behind. In 
these areas there was 100% of the soil covered 
with lush plant growth, in the spring, even before 
the rains started. After a September graze and the 
wettest fall for this area since Tara and Ben moved 
here in 2009, there was knee high regrowth. 

 

In 2019, Tara worked out animal moves to         
progress in a circle, to make moving for repeat 
grazings easier, especially in the Back Field. 

  

BC AGRI  
Strategic Outreach Initiative 

PRAD 
Peace River Agriculture Development Fund 

Where To Next 
Initially they want to focus on the Clearcut Field. 
There is some woody mulch protecting the soil but 
it is not decomposing very fast. They will be winter 
feeding their ewes in this area during winter 
2019/2020. 

 

They culled all dry, thin or older ewes at weaning 
this fall reducing their flock to 600 ewes with 800 
lambs on feed this winter. They are planning to  
increase their cow herd every year by adding bred 
heifers. Tara & Ben hope to winter feed in the Back 
Field next winter. Their 2 main dogs are both    
recovering from injuries, so the new dogs in     
training have been taking over duties. For all of the 
dogs, the smaller cell size will make their job easi-
er, as the sheep will not be spread out so much.  

They move their flock daily now. A daily 
move during lambing is shown above. 
They don't lamb until late May/early 
June, so lambs are feeding on fresh 
grass. They used to lamb in one place 
but had a major foxtail barley infesta-
tion.  Now they lamb in several places.  

Residue left after grazing on the Narrow 
Field in Sept, 2019. The lambs had 
grazed the lush alfalfa 2 weeks prior. 
After the lambs had eaten the highest 
quality forage they moved them leaving 
the rest for the ewes to graze on. Once 
again our bare ground problem is gone!  


