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WiN’s Mission 

To provide women with 
training, opportunities, 

and mentoring to develop 
into their fullest profes-

sional potential.

WiN’s Vision

High performing, diverse, 
innovative and motivated 
female employees who 

transform the workplace.
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Message from the

Dear Members: 

WiN is really growing and becoming a strong, influential, employee organi-
zation.  The strength of our organization relies on a large, diverse member-
ship - members joining from entry level, field, area, state, centers, and outside 
agency employees.  WiN supports all members regardless of their job titles, 
job series, gender, race, color, sexual orientation, national origin or religion. 

WiN has many exciting, active projects that need membership support and 
leadership.  Check out our website for more information about our projects.  
WiN is as strong as its members.  I encourage all NRCS employees, retirees, 
and other agency employees to join and start supporting WiN’s mission and 
vision.  By building a strong organization we can support each other and build 
leaders to take our agency and organization into the future.   We have recent-
ly seen young adults stand up and support their passion toward living and 
building safer communities.  These young adults are our future and we need 
to listen to their concerns and engage and encourage them to be proactive in 
society.  

Knowledge is power!  Being a member of WiN will empower you if you get involved in WiN’s projects, suggest 
and offer up new projects, attend WiN conferences and recruit more members.  Strength comes in numbers and 
diversity.   The larger and more diverse membership we have, the more powerful and influential WiN will be. 
  
My mission for this year is to steer the WiN ship in a direction that continues to support WiN’s mission and 
vision.   WiN will grow stronger through the commitment of all WiN’s members to not only think of themselves 
but to help raise up their fellow co-workers, family and friends.  

In today’s culture we need to help each other be successful in our careers, as well as help each other build 
self-confidence and leadership skills.   The technologies we have now allow us to stay very connected.  By staying 
connected we can build coalitions and solve issues before they become tragedies.

I look forward to 2018 being a fun, exciting and productive year inspiring everyone to step up and lift up yourself 
and your neighbors!

Katrina Thompson
2018 WiN President 
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Message from the

Hello WiN Members,

I hope that you enjoy this version of our WiNNing Perspectives magazine. 
WiN has grown exponentially over the past couple of years and I could not 
be prouder. Thank you to all of those that have contributed to the daily oper-
ations of WiN. I hope that all WiN members are experiencing positive bene-
fits from their membership. Thank you especially to past, present and future 
members of the National Council. Serving a non-profit organization is no 
small task. The leadership team of this organization spends many hours of 
personal time attending meetings, serving on committees and planning for fu-
ture WiN projects and resources so that all members may benefit and develop 
into their fullest personal and professional potential. If you know a member of 
the National Council (or even if you don’t) consider taking a moment to say 
“Thank You” for their passion of being a servant leader.

I joined WiN as a founding member and have served on the National Coun-
cil since 2012. I started as a Regional Representative and then rolled up my 
sleeves as Vice President. Naturally when the opportunity to become a mem-
ber of WiN presented itself, and then the opportunity to serve as a WiN leader 
came across my desk, I jumped on board. I never thought that when I signed 
the WiN membership form that I would have the opportunity to contribute 
within WiN as much as I have. As time passes, we all grow and change. WiN has grown from having a handful 
of people engaged to becoming well known within NRCS across the nation. I’d like to congratulate those team 
efforts put forth in spreading the word about WiN. We have partnered with other organizations and private 
industry, put on several successful trainings, and are now well under way on our biggest project yet - the WiN 
Assessment Initiative. It is only because of all of you as motivated and dedicated members and supporters that we 
have come this far. 

I’ll leave you all with a quick story about my personal journey with WiN. Recently I visited a friend to spend 
some time relaxing after a four-month detail. After catching up quite extensively, we landed on the topic of WiN. 
This friend has known me through my journey of several states and positions and since the beginning of my 
involvement with WiN. After explaining the new and exciting things that WiN is achieving, my friend made a 
comment that caused me to self-reflect. She told me that she could see how I had grown over the years, and how 
WiN had helped me broaden my horizons, challenged me as a person and helped me develop into the woman 
that I am today. I have heard over the years from potential members, “what’s in it for me,” “what services do you 
provide,” and “what am I getting for my money?” Sometimes, it is the intangible benefits that help mold and 
shape a person that you unknowingly gain. Participating in WiN and other employee organizations, even in a 
small way, provides opportunities for growth, professionally and personally. As I complete my term as Past Pres-
ident I could not have asked for a better run with an organization that I know will continue to succeed. Consider 
taking an active role, you never know what you might stand to gain! 

Sincerely,

 Karri Honaker
WiN-Past President
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2018 WiN

Katrina Thompson, President
CRP National Program Manager
Washington, DC
katrina@winnrcs.org

Karri Honaker, Past-President
State Resource Conservationist
Reno, NV
karri@winnrcs.org

Sandi Kreke, Executive Vice President
Program Liaison
Mt. Vernon, IL
sandi@winnrcs.org

Kristie McKinley, Vice President
Enterprise Business Initiatives
Fort Worth, TX
kristi@winnrcs.org

WiN Executive Board
Carlee Elke, Treasurer of Membership
RCPP Coordinator
Spokane Valley, WA
carlee@winnrcs.org

Loren Muldowney, Treasurer of Finance
Resource Soil Scientist
Farmville, VA
loren@winnrcs.org

Valerie Hartman, Secretary
District Conservationist
Mandan, ND
valerie@winnrcs.org

The National Council consists of seven 
elected officers (Executive Board) and 
six elected representatives from the six 
regions, as defined below. The officers are 
the Past President, President, Executive 
Vice-President, Vice-President, Treasurer 
of Finance, Treasurer of Membership and 
Secretary; for the purpose of these by-
laws Regional Representatives are also re-
ferred to as officers of the Organization. 
The officers and regional representatives 
are hereafter referred to as the “National 
Council.”

The National Council

The governing bodies of WiN consists of the National Council and Executive 
Board. The main functions of the National Council are to guide the mission and 
vision and oversee the organization’s operations and budget. The main function 
of the Executive Board is to conduct the day-to-day business operations of WIN.

WiN is structured in such a way that each year a new Vice President is 
elected, who will serve for 4 years. Each year they will advance to the 
next position - Vice President to Executive Vice President to President 
to Past President. The allows newly elected Executive Board Members 
time to fuller understand the role and responsiblities of WiN leadership. 
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WiN Regional Representatives
Regional Representatives are also referred to as officers of the Organization and form the National Council with 
the Executive Board. Six elected representatives from the six regions, as defined below, administer WiN activities 
and professional resources to WiN members in their respective regions in order to carry out WiN’s mission and 
vision.

The geographic boundaries of the six regions are:

• East – Connecticut, Delaware, District of Columbia, Maryland, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New 
Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, West Virginia.

• Midwest - Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, Wisconsin.
• Northern Plains - Colorado, Kansas, Montana, North Dakota, Nebraska, South Dakota, Wyoming.
• South Central - Alabama, Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, Texas.
• Southeast - Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, Puerto Rico, 

U.S. Virgin Islands.
• West - Alaska, Arizona, California, Idaho, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington, Hawaii, Guam, 

all other Pacific Islands.

April Wilson
 Mid-West Regional Representative
april@winnrcs.org

Heather Medina Sauceda,
West Regional Representative
heather@winnrcs.org

Sutton Gibbs
South Central Regional Representative
sutton@winnrcs.org

Anne Pollok
Southeast Regional Representative
anne@winnrcs.org

Cindy Zachmeier 
Northern Plains Regional Rep.
cindy@winnrcs.org

Amanda Schaller
East Regional Representative
amanda@winnrcs.org
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2019 WiN
It’s that time again to take just a few minutes from 

your day to vote for WiN’s next Vice-President. The 
Vice-President eventually succeeds into the office of 
President. We hope you acquaint yourself with this 

years candidate(s) and cast your vote today!  

Voting is anonymous and confidential. 
Voting closes Dec 1, 2018.

Let your voice be “HERD”

Click

HERE
to VOTE!!!Meet the Candidates 

(full bios are on the votiing ballot)

Jade Nield
Jane began here career with NRCS 
in 2003 as a Civil Engineer in War-
wick, Rhode Island. She changed 
directions and became the Assistant 
State Conservationist – Manage-
ment & Strategy in New Hampshire 
in late 2014.  She served on a 120-
day detail as Acting State Conserva-
tionist in New Hampshire.  In 2017, 
she participated in the Strategic 
Leadership Development Program 
through George Washington Uni-
versity and NHQ.

Jane grew up in southeastern Mas-
sachusetts and now live in Lee, New 
Hampshire with my husband and 
three children.

Jane says, “I am fully committed to 
help making this initiative a success 
as well as seeking future opportu-
nities to support WiN’s mission by 
running for Vice President in 2019.”

Heather Medina-Sauceda
Heather began her career with 
NRCS as an Earth Team Volunteer 
in East Lasing, Michigan then tran-
sitioned to the student SCEP pro-
gram. Upon graduation, she was a 
Soil Conservationist in Cheboygan, 
Michigan. In 2003, she entered the 
Peace Corps to serve as an Environ-
mental Education volunteer.

Currently, she is an Assistant State 
Conservationist- Field Operations 
for the Central Coast and Upper 
Willamette and South West Ba-
sins in Tangent, Oregon. She also 
currently serves as the WIN West 
Regional Rep.

Heather says, “There are so many 
great projects going on with WIN. 
I look forward to expanding our 
WIN membership and provide the 
assistance, help, and resources that 
our members are wanting.”

Leann Schmidt
Leann started her career with NRCS 
in 2011 as a Soil Conservationist in 
Union, MO.  After a year in Union, 
she transferred to Ste. Genevieve, 
MO where she has worked for six 
years. She is now serving as the 
District Conservationist in Hol-
brook, AZ. Heather says her focus 
has always been centered on pro-
viding the best customer service to 
her customers.  Those around me 
quickly learned that my depend-
ability and dedication to producing 
quality products.

Leann says, “I believe women in this 
agency need a louder voice and WiN 
can provide that platform.  We need 
to support and back one another so 
that our passions, knowledge and 
successes are celebrated and encour-
aged.  I’m committed to be that voice 
and strive for a future where women 
have a seat at every table.”
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Passionate 
Pursuit of 

Purpose

By Dee Ann Littlefield, 
NRCS PAS, Texas

“It’s a beautiful thing when a career and passion come 
together,” says Jane Hardisty who recently retired from 
USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service after 
43 years. She began her career with the agency in 1974 
as a GS-5 soil conservationist in Delphi, Indiana and 
ended her career in 2018 as the state conservationist of 
Indiana. 

“I was fortunate I found the career that matched me,” 
she says. “Working for NRCS has helped me become 
the kind of person I really wanted to be and I don’t 
know how many people can say that.”

Vision, leadership and passion are trademarks of 
Hardisty’s impressive career with the agency. Howev-
er, she almost didn’t get that chance and the agency 
almost missed a great opportunity. 

She and her sister grew up on her parent’s farm in 

Greensfield, Indiana. She was the tomboy of the two 
and could usually be found working alongside her fa-
ther in their corn and soybean fields or tending to their 
hogs. “I loved farming and just being outside,” she says. 
“I loved working in the soil and growing things.” 

Hardisty went off to college and majored in natural 
resources, biology, and geography and was planning on 
returning to the family farm once she graduated. How-
ever, reality set in and she realized the farm wasn’t big 
enough to provide additional income for her, and she 
wasn’t in a financial position to purchase her own land 
to start farming. Her mentor, Professor Don VanMeter 
at Ball State University recognized her interest in agri-
culture and suggested she go visit a Soil Conservation 
Service (now known as the NRCS) office and see if she 
might be interested in the kind of work they did. 

A Retrospective Look at 
Jane Hardisty’s Historical 

Career with NRCS
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Hardisty took his advice and visited 
the SCS field office Decatur County 
where she lived. She even went so 
far as to volunteer her time there 
between her sophomore and junior 
year in college. She learned employ-
ees got to be outside a lot and work 
one-on-one with farmers and ranch-
ers providing them technical advice 
and expertise for their property 
management. She was hooked. 

“I decided if I wasn’t going to go 
back into farm, then SCS was the 
next best thing,” she says. “And 
through my experiences I learned 
so much about farming that I never 
knew.”

Upon graduation Hardisty submitted 
her resume to the SCS Indiana State 
Office. She knew the agency had rep-
resentation all over the United States 
and that she might not get hired on 
in her home state. As luck would have it, she did get 
called in for an interview in Indiana. 

“I went in there all excited and ready to work,” Hard-
isty remembers. “There was a gentleman from human 
resources interviewing me and he told me it was prob-
ably a waste of my time because SCS didn’t hire a lot of 
women. I couldn’t believe it.”

Hardisty related the disappointing experience to her 
mentor. VanMeter encouraged her to not give up and 
keep submitting her resume if she felt like this was 
something she really wanted. She submitted her re-
sume to several other states. Impressed, several called 
and wanted to hire her but didn’t have a spot for her 
at the time. Finally, enough state conservationists had 
seen her resume that they called the Indiana state con-
servationist asking why he hadn’t hired her. He didn’t 
have an answer, so he called Hardisty into the state 
office for a personal interview with him. She relayed to 
him what the human resources manager had told her. 
He ended up hiring her on the spot. 

“I find it so unusual and interesting that I started my 
career in the very office and chair where I ended my 
career, nearly 44 years later,” she muses. 

Hardisty hit the ground running as a soil conserva-

tionist. She loved her job and she knew she would 
work hard to do a good job. But the odds were stacked 
against her – nearly all her co-workers and the agri-
culture producers were men and they weren’t used to 
working with females in her role. She was constantly 
being watched and tested by contractors, farmers and 
even co-workers.

“In 1974 there just 
weren’t that many  

females in the agency, 
especially in the field,” 

Hardisty explains. 

“I was first female in every position I held in Indiana, 
from soil conservationist, district conservationist, 
RC&D coordinator, and so on. When I was selected as 
state conservationist for Michigan, I was one of only 
about four or five women nationally in that position..”

“I feel like I broke down the glass ceiling for a lot of 

Hardisty was the first female to hold every position she had in her 44 year 
career with USDA-NRCS.
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people,” she says. 

Hardisty says in almost every 
situation she eventually earned 
the trust of the people she was 
working with and they began to 
respect her. 

“I credit a lot of that to my par-
ents,” she says. “Being raised on 
a farm you learn independence 
and how to work with people. 
Immersed in that environment 
daily, you automatically gain a 
love of the land that surpasses 
all the challenges you may have 
to deal with on the job.” 

“People who have a career in 
agriculture are part of a unique 
culture,” she adds. “When you 
love the land and learn the value 
of it, then it all connects to peo-
ple. You learn communication 
and how to tie people into the greatest treasure in our 
country: our soil and water.”

Hardisty says she loved every job she held in the 
agency, staying in each position about five years be-
fore deciding to take the next step up in the career 
ladder, which included several details at the agency’s 
headquarters in Washington, DC. In 1997, she left her 
home state to become state conservation in Michi-
gan for three years, loving every bit of her time there 
as well. In 2000 the state conservationist’s position 
opened in Indiana and she served in that leadership 
role for 17 years. 

“Its been an interesting journey,” she reflects. “As a 
farmer, I worked only my farm. As a soil conservation-
ist or district conservationist I worked on several farms 
in my county, and it felt good to be effective that way. 
But then as a state conservationist, you really get to 
make a bigger impact on a broader scale. I was helping 
apply conservation across the entire state – and THAT 
is a great feeling.

“I just loved being a state conservationist and leading 
people and taking ideas and making things happen. It 
wasn’t a burden to me. I don’t know that there was ever 
a day I didn’t look forward to coming to work.”

Hardisty’s passion was contagious with her staff too. 
Under her leadership Indiana helped fuel the soil 
health revolution that the agency has been experienc-
ing at the forefront of their mission the past few years. 
Hardisty said Indiana had a lot of no-till farmers that 
had been farming that way for years, but she and her 
staff knew there was something more that could be 
done to improve the biological activity below the soil. 
They were learning from innovative farmers that a 
key to improving their soil was adding cover crops. 
Cover crops have been around since indigenous ages, 
but these innovative farmers were experimenting with 
cover crop mixes and the right cover crop for their 
operational goals and objectives.

“It was a game changer for farmers,” she says. “We 
helped them understand what the soil health as part 

Hardisty enjoys gardening and plans to do a lot of that in her future. She has retired to 
the farm she grew up on where she now lives with her cats and parents.

“I don’t even know how to explain my passion as a 
public servant,” she says. “Either you love it or you don’t.
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of a systems approach really meant. When they start-
ed understanding the combination of conservation 
practices they could do to optimize income and reduce 
operational costs, then the soil health movement really 
took off.”

Hardisty is quick to credit her staff for the conserva-
tion accomplishments across the state saying, “They 
trusted me, and I trusted them.” Being in the position 
for as long as she was, she was able to select all of her 
principal staff members. 

“I like people and I like being the boss,” Hardisty says, 
laughing. “I like being in charge. But I also hope that I 
was smart enough to know when to back off and let my 
staff go forward and make it happen. I like to get things 
started and do things behind the scenes to nurture and 
support my staff, and then let them go forward and do 
good.”

Hardisty has never been one to be afraid of trying new 
things. She reorganized Indiana’s employment organi-
zational structure differently than any other state: In-
diana has conservation technical teams that serve the 
field offices by providing planning and implementation 
support to district conservationists. 

“That helped me see how you can do something so 
dramatically different, but with the right input you can 
provide the right direction,” she says. “The employees 
are the ones that made it successful. 

“Being a good leader is where you learn to develop 
each other,” she adds. “I like to strategically plant a 
seed and watch people make it happen and watch the 
projects grow. That is so rewarding.”

Hardisty was one of the original members of Women 
in NRCS (WiN) when it was founded in 2006. She feels 
the organization offers a support system to women 
who want to further their career or have some personal 
growth and experiences.  

Hardisty fully recognizes there are now many more 
women in the agency than there were over 40 years 
ago. “Women can have equal pay, benefits and oppor-
tunities,” she says. “It’s really wonderful. And there 
are so many opportunities for women to move up the 
ladder these days, if that is something that suits them.”

Regarding leadership, Hardisty says, “You can be a 
leader right where you are. Find a way to connect with 
producers and partners in a professional way. Times 

have changed so much but women today sometimes 
still must show their skills and abilities more than 
men.” 

“When the customers see that you know what you are 
doing, you are smart and care about their property, 
not just doing your job, they will give you that second 
phone call,” she offers. “You really have to let people 
know the value you bring to them. As women, we can 
use the natural skills we have – nurturing, multi-task-
ing, some of our other instincts and abilities in us. We 
need to know how to use this and use it to our advan-
tage.”

Thinking back over her career with the NRCS, Hard-
isty smiles and says, “People will forget what you said, 
people will forget what you did but people will never 
forget how you made them feel. I hope that I made 
some people feel good. I know NRCS and its mission 
made me feel good.”

WiNNING
Enjoying this issue of

so far? 

Share it with a friend!
Encourage them to become a mem-
ber of WiN so they don’t miss out on 
the great information, professional 
development, training and career 
opportunities and so much more!

They can sign up today at:
www.winnrcs.org
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In Oregon, voluntary conservation on private lands improves core 
sage grouse habitat

By Tracy Robillard, Public Affairs Officer
USDA-NRCS, Oregon

Through the Sage Grouse Initiative (SGI), private 
landowners across Eastern Oregon are volunteering 
to perform proactive conservation treatments on their 
rangeland to promote healthy habitat for sage grouse 
and other wildlife.

One such landowner is Cornelia Laakso, owner of the 
Cornelia B. Ranch near the rural community of Pauli-
na, Oregon. The ranch includes private land as well as 
adjacent sections owned by the Bureau of Land Man-
agement. Cornelia’s daughter, Robin Laakso, has been 
assisting her parents with running the ranch for the 
past several years.

Albert and Cornelia Laakso purchased the ranch in the 

late ‘70s and named it after Robin’s mother who was 
viscerally attracted to the landscape and open spaces.
“Our conservation ethic all started with my mom,” 
Robin said. “She is very attached to this land and to 
this ranch. She wants it to remain as natural as possi-
ble.”

Over the last eight years, Robin and her neighbors in 
the Paulina / 12 Mile focal area, located on the eastern 
side of Crook County in Central Oregon, have treated 
a combined 100,000 acres of core sage grouse habitat 
with practices such as removing invasive juniper trees, 
installing wildlife-friendly fencing, building livestock 
watering facilities, and implementing prescribed graz-
ing plans.

This strategic, targeted conservation work has trans-
formed the landscape in Eastern Crook County, pro-

Restoring Sagebrush 
Country with 

‘Modern Wildfire’

The Greater sage grouse (male pictured) is 
one of some 300-plus wildlife species that 
relies on a healthy sagebrush ecosystem for 
survival. NRCS stock photo.
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viding connectivity of restored habitat across multiple 
land ownerships including Bureau of Land Manage-
ment lands. Landowner participation has been so suc-
cessful that the USDA Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) has recently met its goals for voluntary 
conservation on eligible private lands in that focal area.

Robin’s parents are no strangers to voluntary conser-
vation. They worked with NRCS to implement con-
servation activities on the property, such as installing 
some of the first sage grouse-friendly fencing in the 

state, and had a positive experience. 
Robin, along with her friend and 
business partner, Oleg Katsitadze, 
started working with NRCS a few years ago through 
SGI to address invasive conifer encroachment on the 
land.

“It’s a thoughtful process, and it’s a nice relationship 
we have with NRCS,” Robin said. “They impart their 
knowledge and we express what we desire for the land, 
and they work with us to find the right balance.”

Robin and Oleg took training on juniper removal 
techniques and have cut nearly 1,000 acres of juniper 
themselves. They wanted to do the work themselves to 
learn more about range conservation practices and to 
deepen their connection to the land.

“When we’re walking the land and cutting the trees, 
we really get to know the property in an intimate way,” 
Robin said. She and Oleg have observed a wide array 
of wildlife on the property, including sage grouse, mule 
deer, coyotes, owls, badgers, snakes, and much more.

In total, Robin’s family has completed 3,610 acres of 
conifer removal for sage grouse habitat on their prop-
erty since 2011. Their neighbors have completed an ad-
ditional 30,000 acres of habitat restoration that connect 
to the Cornelia B. ranch.

It’s important to the family to leave some juniper trees 
intact and not to clear cut everything, especially trees 
that have a historic value to the land and to the family. 
NRCS worked closely with Robin and her mother to 
develop a cutting prescription that achieved the agen-
cy’s goals for sage grouse habitat while also satisfying 
the owner’s desire to maintain aesthetics and cultural 
value.

“It has been a meaningful experience to be a part of 
the conservation effort for sage grouse as well as for 
the health and vitality of the Cornelia B. and beyond,” 
Robin said. “Even though it has been a whole lot of 
hard work, the sense of doing right for the land and all 

 “In a way, we are 
doing the same work 
as a wildfire. Modern 

rangelands operate 
in a controlled en-
vironment, where 
we no longer have 

naturally-occurring, 
low-burning wildfires 

that would keep the 
juniper in check.”

~Robin Laakso, 
Landowner 

Robin Laakso (right) and Oleg Katsitadze (left) are conservation-minded indi-
viduals at the Cornelia B. Ranch in Crook County, Oregon.  
USDA photo by Spencer Miller.
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the inhabitants is never far from our mind. We also get 
to see and hear a lot of wildlife up close, which is an 
amazing and lasting bonus!”

“I absolutely love seeing the ever-changing display of 
wildflowers on the ranch, which are likely to become 
even more abundant as various areas are treated,” she 
added.

Why Juniper?

Encroachment of conifer trees, primarily western juni-
per, into sagebrush ecosystems has been identified as a 
threat to every sage grouse population in the state.
Since the late 1800’s, western juniper has subtly been 
expanding its range across Eastern Oregon into sites 
previously dominated by grasses, forbs, and shrubs. 
Although juniper is a native plant, a combination of 
conditions, including fire suppression and historic 
overgrazing, allowed this species to spread dramatical-
ly beyond the fuel-limited sites it historically occupied.
“Conifer encroachment in sagebrush communities 
poses multiple problems for wildlife that depend on 
this ecosystem, such as sage grouse, which have been 
documented to avoid areas with trees,” said Chris 
Mundy, district conservationist for Crook County.

“Sage grouse are dependent on vast, open landscapes 
with sagebrush for survival and reproduction,” he said. 
“As conifers invade, sagebrush declines and the plant 

community transitions to woodland that becomes in-
creasingly unsuitable for grouse. Ultimately, this transi-
tion results in habitat loss for a species that depends 
upon sagebrush for food and cover and that evolved in 
landscapes relatively free of tall vertical structure.”

Conifer encroachment has other ecological and eco-
nomic repercussions as well. As woodland expansion 

BEFORE – Juniper trees scatter the landscape, presenting 
a threat to native shrub/forb growth and wildlife habitat.

AFTER – A clear, open sage steppe landscape free from 
invasive juniper trees provides excellent habitat for wild-
life and native plants to thrive.

Robin Laakso in her field gear while cutting juniper 
trees. Photo courtesy of Robin Laakso.
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occurs, fuel loads increase dramatically and elevate 
risk of high severity fires. Rangeland productivity and 
livestock ranch operations economic viability are also 
severely undermined as herbaceous vegetation de-
clines. In fact, one 2012 study showed that ranchers 
can expect a 60 percent reduction in available Animal 
Unit Months (AUMs) of forage as sagebrush steppe 
converts to conifer woodlands.

“In a way, we are doing the same work as a wildfire,” 
Robin said. “Modern rangelands operate in a con-
trolled environment, where we no longer have natural-
ly-occurring, low-burning wildfires that would keep 
the juniper in check.”

By removing invasive conifers, landowners like the 
Laako family are allowing the landscape to regenerate 
back to a native sagebrush ecosystem.

They are even seeing an increase in sage grouse counts 
at the leks on their property. The latest count in 2018 
by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 
(ODFW) documented 25 male sage grouse on the 
site, the highest recorded in the last 9 years since SGI 
began.

“This program is a win-win,” Robin said. “It’s good for 
sage grouse and for many other native species. . It’s 
good for bunch grasses and native grasses, restoring 
the steppe to what it used to look like.”

NRCS Range Con-
servationist Darren 

Mitchell (left) discusses 
progress on the land-
scape with Oleg and 

Robin. USDA photo by 
Spencer Miller.

The Laakso family leases the property to local ranchers who manage their grazing carefully to ensure a healthy 
rangeland ecosystem. Photo by Spencer Miller.
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By Dee Ann Littlefield. NRCS PAS, Texas

When WiN member Laura Broyles heard about the 
plight of Hurricane Harvey victims she knew she want-
ed to help. She didn’t know exactly what to do or who 
to approach, but her heart told her to do something. 

Her position with the USDA’s Natural Resources Con-
servation Service (NRCS) as an Assistant State Conser-
vationist for Field Operations based in Weatherford, 
Texas, keeps her busy looking after the 52 counties 
with 49 field offices under her supervision.
 
“I had two staff members deployed to the Houston 
area with the National Guard and I was hearing first-
hand how they were helping and just felt like there was 
something I could or should do as well,” she said. “I 
just wanted to dive in and help however I could. 

Her agency’s motto is “Helping People Help the Land” 
and she wanted to take that a step further to offer 
personal help to people in need. She spent nights and 
weekends immediately after Harvey hit making plans 
to do something that would help people directly im-
pacted by Harvey. 

She sent out invitations to NRCS field offices in her 
zone to donate supplies and she would take them 
down to an affected community. She called friends, she 
gathered supplies and rallied support for her mission. 
Her staff responded in amazing ways, purchasing and 
donating thousands of dollars in cash and supplies 
from a list of needed items. 

“I didn’t know what to expect but I was blown away by 
our employee’s support for this mission,” Broyles said. 

“Their hearts for this cause were as big as mine. It was 
awesome.”

She hooked up the gooseneck trailer she uses for her 
daughter’s show lambs to haul the donated supplies. It 
was the perfect transportation vehicle as it is complete-
ly climate controlled. She made the rounds to the many 
USDA Service Centers to gather the donated supplies, 
packing it full. Then on Friday, September 15 she and 
four friends with their trailer load of supplies set out at 
4 a.m. for a six hour trip to Wharton, with plans to be 
set up and have a hot lunch ready at noon. 

Located 60 miles southwest of Houston, Wharton’s 
population is around 9,000 with a median household 
income of $26,700, and 22.2 percent of the population 
lives below the poverty line. 

“We didn’t know what we were in store for when we 
got there, but were ready for whatever challenges we 
faced and wanted to help in any way we could,” she 
said.  “The closer we got to the town we began to see 
where water lines had receded and evidence of the 
flooding.”

One of her friends had friends and family in the Whar-
ton and knew the area was in great need of help. They 
had developed a game plan for their visit based on 
local contacts. 

Broyles described seeing corn stubble deposited along 
the sides of the highway, 1,500 pound round bales of 
hay that had been washed out of the fields, and lots of 
debris in the fence lines.  

People 
Helping 
People

People 
Helping 
People

Broyles’ staff donated thousands of dollars in supplies for Harvey victims. 

WiNNING 
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“We saw a staging area in a pasture full of vehicles 
that had been flooded,” she said. “We saw a dumpsite 
higher than the power lines of people’s belongings that 
were ruined and covered in mold. I can’t even begin to 
describe the smell.”

The group unloaded the donated supplies at the Holy 
Family Catholic Church, which was extremely grateful 
and appreciative. They then proceeded to set up camp 
in the East Gate Shopping plaza where a staging area 
had been set up. True to their plan, Broyles’ group was 
serving up street tacos with all the fixings for lunch.

“I have to say, it is one thing to drop donations off at 
the Church for them to distribute, but to serve a meal 
and look in the eyes of someone who hasn’t had a hot 
meal in days is life changing,” said Broyles. 

Broyles’ group camped out in the parking lot for three 
days, staying in their livestock trailer. They began each 
day around 5:30 a.m. serving breakfast tacos, then 
beef tacos for lunch and chili beans, meat and rice for 
supper until 10:00 p.m. or when they ran out of food. 
Over the course of three days they fed close to 1,500 
meals with 350 lbs. of meat, 40 lbs. of rice, 20 gallons of 
beans, 1,200 tortillas and 20 dozen eggs. 

Their setup was one of the few locations in the area 
offering hot, fresh food and as such it became a popu-
lar stop. The Mayor of Wharton even came by asking if 
he could take some meals to some of his workers that 
were helping evacuees. Some people came on their 
bicycles filling their basket with food and water to take 

to stranded victims. 

“We began to recognize faces and make friends, lis-
ten to their stories and how they had been impacted,” 
Broyles said. “I am not sure I can put words to the 
feeling of having someone tell you that they lost every-
thing.”

One particular story that really tugged at Broyles’ heart 
strings was when she visited with a man and wife that 
were trapped in their attic with the flood waters al-
ready reaching their ceiling. They couldn’t reach local 
emergency responders and were forced to break out of 
their roof to avoid drowning in their home. As they did 
so the man’s wife was swept away by rushing waters. 
Miraculously she reached out and grabbed the edge of 
the bricks on their house and was able to hold on until 
her husband could make his way down the roofline to 
reach her and pull her to safety. 

“This trip was a huge reality check for me,” she added. 
“We do great work as conservationists, but sometimes 
it does good to step back and look at the big picture of 
everything else going on in the world.  We are all a part 
of that big puzzle.”

Broyles said everyone’s first question to the group was 
asking who they were we affiliated with. “No one!” they 
would answer, “We are just people helping people!” 

Broyles’ and her group served over 1,500 meals in 3 days. 

Broyles said the law enforcement staff was so helpful to the 
people of the Wharton and her group’s efforts. 
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As one of three kids raised by a single mother in 
Taipei, Taiwan, Yaung Hwa Chan never imagined she 
would one day be a successful Texas farmer honored 
by the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS).

“There is no agriculture in my family history and Tapei 
is the industrial capital of Taiwan so I had no exposure 
to it growing up,” Chan says, as she pauses for a rare 
break from working on her property in Parker County, 
west of Fort Worth. 

Looking across her hay fields, 70-year-old Chan smiles 
and says, “I had no idea I would enjoy growing things 
as much as I do. I enjoy it very much.”

Chan left her native country in 1975 to enroll as a 
graduate student at Purdue University. She had one 
goal for herself: to work hard to be a success at every-
thing she put her hands to. 

“My mom worked really, really hard to pay for each of 
us kids to attend good colleges,” Yaung says. “I wanted 

to be a success because I know how hard she worked to 
give me that opportunity.”

Yaung emerged with a degree in statistics and a mi-
nor in accounting from the prestigious university. She 
acquired something else while at school: a husband. In 
1974 she married Wen Sheng Chan, a fellow Taiwan 
native who received an engineering degree at Purdue. 
Together the pair embarked on an American adventure 
to begin their respective careers. 

A few years after graduating they settled in Fort Worth 
with Wen teaching at the University of Texas-Arling-
ton as an engineer professor. Yaung found working 
as an accounting offered her the most compatible 
schedule for her family, which now included a son and 
daughter. 

As busy as she was being a career wife and mom, 
Yaung was still looking for a challenge: she wanted to 
buy some property in Tarrant or Parker County. 

“My financial training was kicking in and I felt like 

By Dee Ann Littlefield, NRCS PAS, Texas

Texas farmer Yuang Hwa Chan 
is a native of Taipei, Taiwan

WiNNING 
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buying some land and fixing it up would be a good 
investment,” Yaung says. “But mostly, I really wanted to 
be a farmer, to work the land and grow things. I want-
ed to give my mind a different perspective from my 
accounting work.” 

During a visit from Yaung’s mom in 1990, her mom 
encouraged her to buy a 175-acre parcel in Parker 
County near the small community of Peaster, Texas.

“My mom was just as excited about it as I was and said 
she would live on the property and help me keep it up 
while I continued my career in Fort Worth,” Yaung 
says. 

Her husband, on the other hand, was not nearly as 
eager to become a farmer.

“He made it very clear from the start that he would 
support my decision financially but not physically,” she 
says. “He is a scholar; he is devoted to academic re-
search. Hands on physical labor is not his thing.

“But it has worked out really well for the past 27 years,” 
she says with a grin. “I really like being the queen of 
my own kingdom out here!”

When the Chans bought the property, Yaung made 
a list of improvements that needed to be made, with 
brush clearing and erosion control at the top of the 
list. A dozer operator they hired suggested she visit 
the local NRCS office to see what kind of advice and 
assistance they might be able to offer her. 

“I really had no experience and I didn’t know exactly 
what the property was capable of producing or how to 
best manage it,” Yaung says. “Visiting with the NRCS 
staff right after buying the property was a really good 
way to get started right.”

Yaung met with NRCS District Conservationist Ronny 
Herring in 1991 and together they developed a con-
servation plan to address the issues of excessive brush 
overgrowth and gully erosion, with the goal of devel-
oping productive coastal Bermuda hay fields.”

Yaung Hwa Chan hosted the first WiN NEDC Course, Improving Conservation Delivery for Women Landowners and 
Producers, on her property in May 2017.
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“One thing he did right off the bat was develop maps 
of the property,” Yaung says. “That helped me visualize 
the plans for our pastures.”

Yaung and Ronny continued to work together and in 
1992 Yaung entered into a Great Plains contract with 
the agency. The five-year contract included brush 
removal, cross-fencing, sprigging of coastal Bermuda 
and the development of a pond that would serve as 
a grade stabilization structure to stop the deep gully 
erosion that was occurring through the middle of the 
property.

In 1998 the Chens were honored by the Parker County 
Soil and Water Conservation District, in partnership 
with the NRCS, as the runner up in the Absentee 
Conservation Rancher category in a 51-county area. 
They were recognized for their success in applying an 
outstanding program of soil and water conservation on 
their land.

Yaung says her mom would work on the property 
during the week and then she would make the hour’s 
drive from Fort Worth to join her on the weekends. 
The pair would work from dawn till dark, repairing 
fences, burning brush, planting grass, or whatever else 
needed to be done.

“When I first bought the property I wasn’t scared or 
overwhelmed at all because I really had no idea what 
I was getting myself into,” she says, laughing. “But 

the more I learned, the more I found out how much I 
didn’t know.

“My retirement plan was to come out to this property 
and relax and enjoy it,” she says. “That turned out not 
to be the case. It needs constant work and attention.” 

Yaung says that’s where NRCS, AgriLife Extension and 
other conservation partners have proven especially 
helpful. 

“I attended three to four NRCS hosted workshops ev-
ery year,” she says. “I would soak 
up everything I could and come 
back and try things I learned to 
see what would and wouldn’t 
work on my property.

“Even if I didn’t get the results I 
was expecting, there was always 
something to learn and that 
knowledge is very valuable for 
future decisions,” she adds.

In addition to workshops, Yaung 
gets online and researches 
issues, as well as reads “lots and 
lots” of books about a variety 
of horticulture and agriculture 
subjects.
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“I don’t think I will ever stop learning,” she says, smil-
ing. “But I enjoy it all very much.”

Ronny has since retired but Yaung continues to work 
with current NRCS district conservationist for Parker 
County, Jacob Shaffer. She has attended several work-
shops Jacob has hosted and he has made several visits 
to her property to provide advice on soil quality, the 
optimum growth period to harvest hay and address 
other questions she has had. 

Yaung says American and Taiwanese farmers have 
different approaches to farming. Taiwanese farmers are 
more traditional, whereas American farmers seem to 
be more exploratory and willing to try new things. 

“One thing that is very different about agriculture in 
America is the amount of science behind agriculture 
here,” Yaung says. “I have been amazed at the scientific 
explanations of what will and won’t work. It’s been an 
incredible learning experience for me.”

Yaung admits being an Asian female farmer can have 
its challenges.

“Early on, when my son was still very young, we went 
to a tractor dealership to buy a tractor and I couldn’t 
get anyone to wait on me,” she says. “No one took me 
seriously.

“It made me mad, then it just made me sad,” she re-
flects. “Since then I have never bought that brand of 
tractor.”

Being an absentee landowner also presents challenges, 
as Yaung has to rely on neighbors and friends to call 
her with any issues that might pop up. 

By the end of the 1990s Yaung had done a lot of work 
to remodel her land. One hundred acres of former-
ly brush infested land now boasted beautiful green, 
healthy stands of coastal Bermuda. Her 4-acre pond 
was stocked with fish and provided a reliable water 
source for wildlife. 

Yaung experimented with both sheep and cattle to har-
vest the grass, but decided she wasn’t a rancher. “I have 
no experience with animals and I didn’t have any luck 
with them,” she says. “Our vet bills were outweighing 

our income, so we decided they weren’t a good busi-
ness decision for us.”

Yaung weighed the options of buying the machinery 
to farm her hay fields, but when she ran the numbers 
she determined having it custom farmed was the 
better option. On an average year, Yaung’s fields make 
800-900 round bales weighing around 1,200 pounds 
each. Yaung typically contracts them for sale to a local 
rancher.

“I know I’m not going to make a lot of money in this 
business,” Yaung says. “But, I try to cover my cost of 
production.”

She is well known by her neighbors as “the hardest 
working person they have ever met.” A compliment to 
which Yaung humbly shakes her head in polite dis-
agreement.

In addition to her main crop of hay, Yaung also enjoys 
tending to her large garden where she grows varieties 
of choy, radishes, snake beans, and other vegetables 
that are native to Taiwan. 

“That is one thing my husband does really appreciate 
about this place – I bring home lots of food we use to 
cook dishes like we eat in Taiwan,” Yaung says. “I grow 
the kinds of things we can’t find anywhere else.”

Looking back over almost 30 years of her farming 
experience, Yaung says she wouldn’t change a single 
thing. 

“I have learned so much and even though this is hard 
work, really hard sometimes, I have enjoyed it all so 
much,” she says. “I would gladly do it all over again.”

Sadly, Yaung’s mother passed away in 1999, but Yaung 
continues to honor her legacy on the land with a Koi 
fish pond, a grape vineyard and fruit trees, which were 
all favorites of her mothers.

“I keep up the things that meant so much to my mom,” 
Yaung says. “It is kind of my way to honor her even 
though she isn’t here anymore.”

Yaung is honoring her mother in another way as well: 
she has been a success at everything she has put her 
hands to. 
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Slow Cooker Cilantro Lime 
Chicken Tacos

These Cilantro Lime Chicken Tacos are 
delicious AND simple to make! A five in-
gredient dump-and-go meal that takes 
minutes to prepare and cooks all day in 
the slow cooker!

Ingredients

• 2 pounds skinless, boneless chicken 
breasts (fresh or frozen) 
• 1 packet taco seasoning mix (I use low 
sodium) 
• 1 16 oz jar salsa  (use your favorite) 
• 1/3 cup chopped fresh cilantro 
• juice from two limes 

Instructions

1.Place chicken breasts in the bottom of 
your slow cooker. Sprinkle taco season-
ing over the top, then cover with salsa, 
lime juice, and cilantro.

2.Place lid on top and cook for four 
hours on high, or 6-7 hours on low. Re-
move chicken from crockpot to a separate 
bowl and shred with two forks. Moisten 
chicken with small amounts of juice left 
over from the crockpot until you get the 
amount of moisture that you like. Usual-
ly about 1/2 - 3/4 cup juice.

3.Serve with taco shells or tortillas, 
adding on your favorite toppings: shred-
ded lettuce, diced tomatoes, diced av-
ocado, cheese, sour cream, and even a 
drizzle of ranch dressing. 

Side serving suggestions to 
make it a meal:

Spanish Rice
Ranch style beans

Grilled corn
Fruit Salad

WiNNING

CILANTRO FUN FACTS:
Cilantro is a relative of the 

parsley family.   Unlike parsley 
it is an annual.  The plant originated 
in southern Europe, North Africa and 
the western portion of the Asian 

continent. The leaves are scalloped, 
shiny, broad and flat. It grows from a 
central stalk attached to a taproot to 

a height of 12-18 inches with 
flowering stems branching out.

WiNNING  

Recipe Courtesy of:
Pinterest
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The Best Easy Beef and Broccoli 
Stir-Fry

Favorite Chinese take-out taste with 
a homemade touch - this dinner cooks 
up in 30 minutes. 

Ingredients

3 tablespoons cornstarch, divided
1⁄2 cup water, plus
2 tablespoons water, divided
1⁄2 teaspoon garlic powder
1 lb boneless round steak or 1 lb 
charcoal chuck steak, cut into thin 
3-inch strips
2 tablespoons vegetable oil, divided
4 cups broccoli florets
1 small onion, cut into wedges
1⁄3 cup reduced sodium soy sauce
2 tablespoons brown sugar
1 teaspoon ground ginger
hot cooked rice

Instructions

1. In a bowl, combine 2 tablespoons 
cornstarch, 2 tablespoons water and 
garlic powder until smooth.
Add beef and toss.

2. In a large skillet or wok over 

medium high heat, stir-fry beef in 
1 tablespoon oil until beef reach-
es desired doneness; remove and keep 
warm.

3. Stir-fry broccoli and onion in 
remaining oil for 4-5 minutes.
Return beef to pan.

4. Combine soy sauce, brown sugar, 
ginger and remaining cornstarch and 
water until smooth; add to the pan.
Cook and stir for 2 minutes.

Serve over rice. Use whole grain 
rice for a healthier option.

Ingredients
1 12 oz. package wonton wrappers, cut 
into 1/2 inch wide strips
vegetable oil, for frying
1 cup sugar
3 teaspoons ground cinnamon
1/2 teaspoons sea salt

Instructions
Heat oil in a large pot until tempera-
ture reaches 350F. Cook wonton strips in 
batches in the hot oil and fry until all 
sides are golden brown, about 1 minute 
per batch. Remove crisps from oil and 
place on paper towels to drain.

In a small bowl, combine sugar, cinnamon 
and salt. Transfer fried wonton crisps 
into a large bowl and toss with sug-
ar mixture until crisps are thoroughly 
coated. Crisps are best eaten the day 
they’re made, but can last if sealed in 
an air tight container for up to 3 days. 
Serve with ice cream. 

Cinnamon Sugar 
Wonton Crisps

Recipe Courtesy of:
Pinterest



Fall 201824

Cheesy Bacon and Spinach 
Tortellini Casserole

The perfect middle-of-the-week hot 
meal that is quick and easy to put 
together but tastes like you spent 
all day making it. 

Ingredients

1 jar (15 oz) Alfredo pasta sauce   
1/3 cup water  
1 package (19 oz) frozen cheese-
filled tortellini   
1/2 cup plus 2 tablespoons chopped 
cooked bacon   
1 bag (5 oz) baby spinach, coarsely 
chopped   
2 cups shredded mozzarella cheese 

Instructions

1. Heat oven to 350°F. Spray bot-
tom and sides of 13x9-inch (3-quart) 
glass baking dish generously with 
cooking spray. 

2. In medium bowl, mix Alfredo sauce 
and water. Arrange half of the fro-
zen tortellini in single layer in 
baking dish; top with 1/4 cup of the 
bacon, half of the spinach, half of 

the Alfredo sauce mixture and 1 cup 
of the mozzarella cheese. Repeat 
layers. Top with remaining 2 table-
spoons bacon. 

3. Spray one side foil with cooking 
spray and cover baking dish, sprayed 
side down. Bake 40 minutes. Remove 
foil; bake 10 to 15 minutes longer 
or until bubbly around edges and hot 
in center. Serve with a green salad 
and garlic bread.

Or...if you really want to bring the 
WiN to the table, make this deli-
cious pull-apart garlic bread:

Ingredients
 1 can Grands Biscuits (8 ct)
 1/4 cup Grated Parmesan
 4 oz Shredded Cheddar
 4 tbsp melted Butter
 1 tbsp minced Garlic
 1 tsp Basil
 1/2 tsp Oregano
 1/2 tsp Onion Powder

Instructions: Grease loaf pan and set 
set aside. Preheat oven to 350. Add gar-
lic,onion powder, basil and oregano to 
melted butter. Mix well.

Open biscuits and cut each in half (mak-
ing 2 thinner circles). Brush each side 
of biscuit with butter mixture. Sprin-
kle top with Parmesan and Cheddar. Re-
peat with each biscuit placing on top of 
last. Transfer biscuits to loaf pan ver-
tically, like bread slices.

Bake for 30 minutes. Check periodically 
and if tops are getting brown, tent with 
aluminum foil for remaining time.

Garlic & Herb 
Pull-Apart Loaf

WiNNING  

Recipe Courtesy of:
Pinterest
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WiN is Planning Something Exciting!

A 2020 WiN 
Calendar!

We need your help!

We are having a WiN Member 
PHOTO CONTEST to find these 
great photos featuring America’s 
beautiful natural resources. 

The winning photographs will be featured in 
the calendar.  Photos need to be high reso-
lution for print reproduction (at least 8x12” 
300 DPI). 

Ideas include:
Landscape

Wildlife
Water (rivers, ponds, etc)

Plant (native flowers, forbs and grasses)
Conservation Practices

We are NOT looking for people photos

Please submit all contest entries to 
Dee Ann Littlefield

deeann.littlefield@tx.usda.gov
Subject Line: WiN PHOTO CONTEST 

ENTRY

Photos must be taken by current WiN 
members. Please submit photo with a 
caption and note member’s name and 
job title with photo. 

DEADLINE FOR ENTRY 
April 1, 2019
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WiNNING
How to Be Assertive—Even When 

You’re Constantly Talked Over

By Melody Wilding

This article was an August 3,2018  www.nextgov.com feature that was recommended by WiN member Kathy Ferge. 

Aggressive people are hostile, adopting the “my way 
or the highway” stance. Passive people give up their 
power and are easily taken advantage of, which creates 
a surefire recipe for burnout and resentment. You want 
to be the happy medium—an assertive person.

Assertive people seek out win-win scenarios and make 
their desires and beliefs known. Confident and as-
sured, they approach situations with a healthy dose of 
objectivity, and as a result, are able to communicate 
clearly and directly in a low-drama, self-respecting 
way.

Being assertive is effective. One Stanford study found 
that women who used confidence and assertiveness 
skills, combined with relationship-oriented traits like 

empathy, were promoted more often than women who 
used only relationship-oriented skills. They also ad-
vanced more quickly than men.

Unfortunately, women face barriers to projecting 
assertiveness at work. Messages from our families, 
schooling, and society urge women to be likable and 
agreeable, and this expectation helps create a double 
bind: If a woman speaks up, she risks being called 
”bitchy” or mean. However, if she stays quiet, then 
she may be overlooked for opportunities or cast as the 
office pushover.

Many women have stumbled upon tools like talking 
sticks or shine theory to get their voices heard. But 
what’s even more powerful than one-off tactics is de-
veloping communication skills to deal with common 
situations like advocating for your ideas in a meeting, 
asking for a raise, or managing up.

Here are techniques for speaking up, pushing back, 
and getting your voice heard more often.

Speak for yourself

When making a request or sharing your point of view, 
come from your own perspective. Use “I” statements to 
express yourself, such as:

•”When we’re running behind I…”
•“I feel unappreciated when …”
•“I would like …”
•“My concern is …”

Here are techniques for speaking up, pushing back, and 
getting your voice heard more often.

WiNNING  
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•“What I’d like to see happen is …”

Avoid blanket language like “it’s not fair” or “it always 
seems like you …” Using first-person statements helps 
you speak clearly and directly without arousing defen-
siveness or blaming others.

Listen well

Some people assume that assertiveness is all about 
making demands, but it’s really a two-way dialogue. 
Confident communication is equal parts giving and 
receiving. In order to get what you want out of a situa-
tion, you have to understand where your counterpart is 
coming from.

“Reflecting” is an active listening skill that can help 
you have a healthy back-and-forth. When reflecting, 
you summarize and share what you believe the other 
person is saying (“What I’m hearing you say is …”  or 
“It sounds to me like …”). This is a good way to seek 
clarification, confirm your understanding, or get more 
information.

Achieving a win-win scenario means acknowledging 
the perspectives of others and encouraging collabora-
tion. You can do that through asking good open-ended 
questions such as:

•  Can you tell me more?
•  What do you mean?
•  What would be helpful?
•  What do you make of it?
•  And then?

Use silence to control the conversation

Silence is another powerful, underutilized tool. When 
used correctly, strategic pauses can help you reclaim 
control of the conversation. If someone is lashing out 
at you in a meeting, for instance, take a deep breath 
and wait three to five seconds before responding. It can 
instantly stonewall the aggression.

Shut down mansplaining with “the broken 
record” technique

Stick to one firm, clear message, and repeat it if you 
have to. This is sometimes referred to as the “broken 
record technique,” especially when you have to assert 

yourself against someone who isn’t listening or who is 
an antagonistic mansplainer.

You might say:
•  No, I’m not able to do that.
•  That’s not relevant to the conversation.
•  I’m speaking.
•  I’d be happy to talk about this later.
•  What we can do is …

You may have to reiterate these message multiple 
times, but your persistence and consistency sends a 
strong message. Remember, even if someone else is 
shaming you, you don’t have to explain, justify, or 
defend your thoughts and feelings. Don’t apologize for 
doing your job.

Find a workable compromise

Offer a workable compromise, or an alternate proposal 
of your own.

For example, if you need to assertively protect your 
time from someone who keeps dropping by your desk, 
you might say: “I understand that you’d like to talk 
right now. I need to finish what I’m doing. What about 
meeting in half an hour?”

If you’re interviewing for a job and the employer says 
your salary request is too high, you can keep the con-
versation moving forward by saying: “My goal is find 
a number that works for both of us. How can we get 
there?”

If you need to turn down a networking request or 
avoid someone who is trying to pick your brain for 
free, you can say: “I won’t be able to meet. Here are 
some resources to check out.”

Assertiveness can be uncomfortable. It brings up emo-
tions we would rather avoid, like anger, jealousy, fear, 
and doubt. Avoiding difficult conversations, on the 
other hand, may feel good right now (even when it is 
ultimately damaging in the long term).

It takes courage to voice an unpopular opinion or ad-
vocate for yourself. But if you find you’re getting push 
back when you do, then that’s a great sign. Friction is 
evidence of change, and it’s necessary for both you and 
your organization to grow.
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By Rachel Shuck, Next Level Nutrition and Bonnie 
Kissinger, BK Coaching
(These are the notes from an In It to WiN It bi-monthly 
lunch teleconference hosted by WiN Mid-West Regional 
Representative April Wilson. These teleconferences are 
available at http://www.winnrcs.org/in-it-to-win-it)

Nutrient Dense Foods

Leafy green vegetables (think dark), complex carbohy-
drates, quality protein, nuts, berries, beans. Eat whole 
foods and avoid processed foods especially refined 
sugar and wheat, as well as alcohol (ex: plain oats over 
cereal). Focus on foods with naturally high micronu-
trient and macronutrient content (vitamins, minerals, 
enzymes, fiber, healthy fat, complex carbohydrates and 
protein).

Mindful Eating

Eat for hunger, not appetite. Factors that affect physio-
logical hunger include empty stomach, amount of nu-
trients in bloodstream, as well as hunger and fullness 
hormones like ghrelin, leptin and CCK.

Put fork down between bites, leave electronics away 
from the table, give your food time to move through 
your digestive tract before eating more.

Pay attention to how hunger came about – true hunger 
or an external cue, such as a commercial, social situa-
tion, time of day, etc.

Traveling Strategies

Bring a cooler, or if flying, buy healthier pre-packaged 
frozen foods and put in cold bag in luggage.

Foods that travel well include; nuts, apples, individual 
nut butters, Epic bars, Lara bars, RX bars, Kind bars, 
hard boiled eggs, some vegetables such as carrots and 
celery.

Dining Out

For places with limited food choices: reduce the 
amount of unhealthy food you eat by packing things 

that keep well and can be eaten anywhere (protein 
shakes that just require water and a cup, snack bars, etc.).

For dining out: research menu online beforehand if 
available, don’t be tied down to the menu (use hidden 
menus if available or get creative with what the restau-
rant has available), make salad the main dish, order 
a double or triple side of vegetables in place of fries, 
skip the bread basket, start with a soup or salad, always 
order water as your beverage.

Hotel breakfasts: make use of the healthier options 
available; scrambled eggs, plain oats, fruit.

Your Gut and Traveling

Keep your gut healthy while traveling; time chang-
es, different foods and hydration levels can all wreak 
havoc on your gut, it’s helpful to pack a good quality 
probiotic to keep your system as regular as possible 
and keep your immune function up (the majority of 
your immune system is located in the gut).

Hydration

Dehydration leads to lower immune function, can 
affect cognition, attention, memory, critical thinking, 
can lead to feelings of tiredness, fatigue and irritability.

Traveling can cause dehydration (especially if flying). If fly-
ing drink water before, during and after being on the plane. 
Try to drink 8 ounces of water for every hour in the air.

If driving think about packing several water bottles so 
it’s always available.

For more information contact:  
rachelshuck@nextlevelnutrition.fitness 
www.nextlevelnutrition.fitness

WiNNING  
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Work-Life Balance
The importance of mission and vision: having 

meaningful work and keeping your
Work-Life Balance

By Terrell Erickson, 
Director, Ecological Sciences Division
(These are the notes from an In It to WiN It bi-monthly 
lunch teleconference hosted by WiN Mid-West Regional 
Representative April Wilson. These teleconferences are 
available at http://www.winnrcs.org/in-it-to-win-it)

• Understand work Vision and Mission and figure 
your role

• Find mentors to actively listen and advise.  Can 
be at work and at home.

• Work with a diverse team, partners to achieve 
common vision, mission, goals

• If a supervisor, employ inspired, diverse talent …
set expectations…and set them free

• Communicate expectations, encourage 
often.  Laugh together.

• WEEKLY Staff Meetings.  1:1s with tele-
workers

• Ensure each person on your team contrib-
utes to vision, mission, goals

• When you set personal goals within the 
work mission/vision/values, you’ll likely 
need to prioritize them.  This job will take 
24-7 if you let it.  For example, a few years 
ago I Identified my role in agency work to 
meet 21st Century Challenges – like ES 
JAA, reinvention of programs, increasing 
technical base.  

• Most importantly, Keep your work/life balance

I talked with my sister a few days ago, a professor at 
Purdue/University of Indiana.  She teaches American 
History – Women in History focus.  She used to follow 
a women in history blog and asked “when is the best 
time for a woman to have children” the answer “there 
is no best time.  You just deal with it.”  She decided to 
be a single mother and have a child at 40.  Doing great 
– reminded me that balance in life is critical for health.

Work : Life Balance Nuggets

1. Work effectively every hour then leave it – create 
boss’ expectations

2. Closely guard your time.  If asked to do additional 
tasks by a coworker, say you need to check your 
calendar first and get back with them.  Set bound-
aries on work items

3. Health First – wake up calls (for me, thyroid can-
cer)

4. Exercise and Meditate – walk at lunch, take stairs 
instead of elevator.

5. Evenings and weekends are family times
6. Unplug!  Check mobile devises once or twice only
7. No need to be perfect.  Sometimes if something is 

broken and it’s not your job, don’t take it on.  Let it 
go, let it fall apart.

8. Also try not to stress over things of which you 
have no control.  Repeat that thought.

9. Live in the moment – we will go through good 
and bad times.  We will always make it through.  It 
may seem more stressful and uncertain today, es-
pecially in public service as we are.  The work will 
never be completed, so make sure to pace your-
self, have fun, and keep the work : life balance.

Grow on the Go!
WiN offers its members the chance to grow profes-
sionally and personally through bi-monthly In It to 
WiN It lunch teleconferences held at noon CST.

Schedule for the Remainder of 2018
 

October 19 
Details and Detail Opportunities-Carlee Elke

December 14 
Membership Updates with Membership Committee
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Written and reprinted with permission from Jo  from 
www.themomsatodds.com

“How do you do it all and still manage to keep 
your house clean?”

That statement is music to my ears, and believe it or 
not I hear it quite a bit.

It’s quite the juggling act, I’ll admit.  To balance being 
a full-time working woman, full-time mom, full-time 
wife, cook, and housekeeper.

Luckily, my husband (and family) helps quite a bit. 
But I have a few secrets to keep your house clean with 
minimal time required.

Yep, you heard me right.  A clean house with min-
imal time required.  Which means it works for me 
even though I work a lot.  But you can use these tips if 
you’re a stay-at-home mom too.  Because let’s be hon-
est… what mom has a ton of time to clean??

1| One Touch Rule

This is a simple rule, but a powerful one.

To put it simply, the “one-touch rule” is more of a goal.  
You only want to touch things ONCE before you put 
them away.  This saves time and effort.

Let me give you an example.  Imagine you come home, 
take off your coat, and lay it on the couch as you walk 
in the door.  Then your kids start to pull on it so you 
move it on the back of the couch. You sit down to 
watch a show and it slips off the back of the couch and 
falls to the floor.  You pick the coat up, start to carry 
it to the closet, but get distracted and hang it on the 
banister. The next day, you spend an extra 5 minutes 
trying to locate the coat because it never made it into 
the closet where it’s supposed to live.

Once you’ve touched something to put it away, your 
goal should always be to put it in its proper home.  This 
will save you so much time and hassle, trust me. Make 
this goal a priority.

2| Have Cleaning Supplies Accessible

Make cleaning as easy as possible for yourself by mak-
ing cleaning stations all over your house.

For me, this is most easily demonstrated in the bath-
rooms.  Now I keep a small cleaning basket in every 
bathroom.  You need to do this right now, it’s a game 
changer.

Start with a caddy  to hold everything. Add a rag, Soft 
Scrub , toilet brush, and Clorox wipes .  That’s pretty 
much it. When your son is washing his hands, take the 
rag and dust off some shelves. Or when your kids are 
in the bath, you can clean the toilet.  Think of ways you 
can do this for other areas too.  

3| Do Laundry Every Day 

I know no one likes to do laundry, but doing it every 
day ensures that laundry doesn’t become a thing.

I put in a load of laundry every night after the kids go 
to bed. Then I do something I need to do. When the 
wash is done I put the clothes in the dryer and go to 
bed.

In the AM, I put the clothes away as we’re getting 
ready.  Since I do laundry every day, this takes less than 
10 minutes because the loads are small.

4| Automate As Much As Possible  

When my husband told me we needed a Roomba , I 
thought he was crazy.  But it’s been a life saver.

Did you know you can program them to go off when 
you’re not home during the day? Then they’ll just go 
around sweeping your floors and vacuuming the rugs 
WHILE YOU ARE OUT DOING SOMETHING 
ELSE.

Mine does such a good job that I bring it into the base-
ment and let it run at night while I’m working on my 
blog.  My husband comes home and is so happy that 
I vacuumed… no clue that I actually just brought my 
best friend Roomba  with me.  

Working Mom Hacks: 
10 Tricks for Keeping a Spotless House

WiNNING  
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You need to find little ways like this to automate your 
cleaning – things like timing dishwashers, laundry, 
vacuums, etc.  Find what works for you to make your 
life easier.

5| Divide Cleaning Into “Kid” Categories 

You should make a list of all the house chores and put 
them in to three “kid categories”:  

1. Chores that can be done WITH kids helping

2. Chores that have to be done by you but while the 
kids are awake

3. Chores that must be done after the kids are sleeping

We all have 100 things buzzing through our brains 
at any given moment.  It helps to have a general plan 
for tasks you should expect to accomplish during the 
day, and ones you have to do at night.  That way, you 
don’t accidentally catch yourself using valuable af-
ter-bedtime moments doing something you could have 
finished during the day.

6| Delegate

Make sure you are not trying to take on too many 
responsibilities for yourself.  If there is another adult in 
the house, they should be sharing the housekeeping as 
well.

Rather than dividing up responsibilities on a daily 
basis (ie. asking your husband to vacuum the base-
ment on a random Thursday), make sure that roles are 
clearly assigned and expectations for deadlines are set 
in advance.  

If your partner seems resistant when you present this, 
make sure you are presenting your own responsibilities 
and deadlines as well.  (Example, “I will unload the 
dishwasher every morning if you load it every night”).

7| Binge Clean

Look, I’ll be completely honest with you.  Despite my 
best efforts, sometimes life gets crazy and my house 
gets out of control. During this time, cleaning is a 
priority.  

We tell ourselves not to get distracted by organizing, 
sorting mail, etc.  This is a time to get the house look-
ing decent.

We usually set aside an hour for this.  Believe it or not 

it works surprisingly well.  The key is to not let the 
house keep TOO crazy before implementing this step.

8| Purge Stuff

My ultimate role model for keeping things organized is 
Marie Kondo, she’s famous and you’ve probably heard 
of her.  

She’s the Japanese organizing consultant and author of 
the super popular, #1 New York Times best-seller The 
Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up: The Japanese Art 
of Decluttering and Organizing 

I could go on and on about how amazing this book is 
because it is seriously some of the best money I’ve ever 
spent.  I mean who doesn’t love the idea of cleaning 
your home ONCE and never needing to do it again? 
But today I’m only going to concentrate on one of her 
main points.

Every item in your house should have a home.  Mean-
ing everything should have a dedicated spot where it is 
properly put away.  

9| Get Easy Storage 

It may seem like an easy solution to dump all of your 
kids stuff in bins, but the reality is that it always looks 
messy.

The secret?  Bin storage behind cabinets.  

Don’t set yourself up for failure by having everything 
neatly organized on shelves or in storage bins.  Opt 
for a more cabinet-style approach and invest in some 
storage bins  that fit behind them.

10| Admit Defeat

Ok look.. If I’m being *completely* honest…. one of 
my secrets is that on occasion I get someone to give my 
house a thorough cleaning.

There, I said it.  We all need a little help now and then, 
and that’s OK.

It’s much easier to keep your house clean when it’s 
already been cleaned.  Rather than trying to get your 
entire house in shape yourself.

A thorough house cleaning once every few months (or 
even once or twice a year) will make your life so much 
easier, trust me. 
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WiN Hosted an “In it to WiN It” lunch webinar for members in April featuring agency experts in the area of 
Human Resources. The session covered topics such as the EEO Process, Workplace Violence, Hardship Re-
quests and Reasonable Accomodations. The speakers featured below are an excellent resource for all WiN 
Members:   

Monique Salahuddin
Branch Chief, Benefits Services, Workforce Services Division 

NRCS, Washington, DC 
Monique.Salahuddin@wdc.usda.gov; or 202-720-1155

Fay Hill, - Leave Program Manager 
NRCS, Washington, DC 

Fay.Hill@wdc.usda.gov; or 202-205-7517

Cedric McKeaver, Civil Rights EEO 
NRCS, Beltsville, MD 

Cedric.McKeaver@wdc.usda.gov; or 602-280-8787

Uretha Bostic, - Safety & Workers Compensation Program Manager
NRCS, Washington, DC 

uretha.bostic@wdc.usda.gov or 352-338-9526

Learn More Telework: https://www.dm.usda.gov/employ/worklife/telework/index.htm

Learn More Hardship Requests: https://directives.sc.egov.usda.gov/viewerFS.aspx?hid=40345

Learn More Reasonable Accommodations:  https://www.ocio.usda.gov/sites/default/files/docs/2012/DM4300-
002%5B1%5D.htm
and https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/disability-employment/reasonable-accommodations/
          
Learn More Leave & Workplace Flexibilities: https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/leave-ad-
ministration/fact-sheets/handbook-on-leave-and-workplace-flexibilities-for-childbirth-adoption-and-foster-
care.pdf

Learn More Workplace Violence:  https://www.dol.gov/oasam/hrc/policies/dol-workplace-violence-program.htm

Human Resources Contacts

Follow WiN!
- on Facebook at Women in NRCS (WIN)

- on Twitter @WomenInNRCSWIN
- on our Word Press blog

- on the web at www.winnrcs.org

WiNNING

WiNNING 
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Introducing FY18 Book 2!
“The Worst Hard Time: The Untold

Story of Those Who Survived the
Great American Dust Bowl” 

by author Timothy Egan

The Natural Resources Con-
servation Service (NRCS) 
was established to stop the 
unprecedented dust storms 
of the 1930s. The dust storms 
that terrorized America’s High 
Plains in the darkest years of 
the Depression were like noth-
ing ever seen before or since, 
and the stories of the people 
that held on have never been 
fully told.

Pulitzer Prize–winning New 
York Times journalist and 
author Timothy Egan follows 
a half-dozen families and 
their communities through blinding black blizzards, crop failure, 
and the tragic deaths of loved ones. Drawing on the voices of those 

who stayed and sur-
vived—those who, now 
in their eighties and 
nineties, will soon car-
ry their memories to 
the grave—Egan tells a 
story of endurance and 
heroism. This book is a 
poignant reminder of 
the vital importance of 
effective and consistent 
soil and natural re-
source conservation.

More information regarding the WiN book club can be found at http://www.winnrcs.org/lean-win-book-club

• Sign up by emailing  
carlee@winnrcs.org

• Purchase the book via WiN’s 
Amazon Smile to support WiN 
activities.

• Read two books with Lean WiN 
per FY on a new subject each 
time.

• Participate in teleconference 
discussions on your lunch break: 
9/27/18 @ 11:00 am Central, and 
email group discussions:  
(Alayna.jacobs@ms.usda.gov) 
will email participants the group 
discussion questions the last 
Thursday of every month.

Join the WiN

Join Us!
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Improving Conservation Delivery for

There is a new trend in agriculture: the number of fe-
male operators is on the rise. Texas leads the nation with 
almost 40,000 female principal operators, or 15% of the 
ag producers in Texas, as reported by the 2012 USDA 
Ag Census. 

With the increase in female clients, it’s important for 
USDA agencies, including the Natural Resources Con-
servation Service (NRCS), to understand this unique 
audience. The National Organization of Professional 
Women in NRCS (WiN) saw this trend as an opportunity 
to develop a training specific to helping employees become 
more effective in interacting with female landowners.   

The WiN Organization developed a two and a half day 
course which was piloted at the National Employee De-
velopment Center (NEDC) training in Grapevine, Texas 
in March 2017.  It has since been accepted as a perma-

nent NEDC course and has been approved as a require-
ment for conservation planning for all employees. 
 
Honaker serves NRCS as state resource conservationist 
based in Reno, Nevada. She teamed up with Chris 
Taliga, WiN past president and NRCS Revegetation 
Technical Advisor to National Park Service out of 
Lakewood, CO to work with Jean Eells with E Resourc-
es Group to develop the course curriculum and serve 
as instructors. 

As part of the course, the nearly 30 participants trav-
eled to Sanger, Texas to visit Carla Jo Payne’s ranch. 
Payne has consistently demonstrated a high level of 
conservation on her property, and has a Conservation 
Stewardship Program contract that is taking her stew-
ardship to the next level. She runs a variety of cattle 
breeds on her ranch, and sells grassfed longhorn beef. 

She currently serves as the director of the Cross Tim-
bers Grazing Coalition, a partner of NRCS in north 
central Texas.

“We wanted to have a field trip as a part of the curricu-
lum to display some of the techniques that can be used 
to more effectively work with and deliver conservation 
to women landowners and producers,” Honaker said. 

“We designed this course to bring 
to light things people don’t think 
of on a regular basis,” said 2017 

WiN President 
Karri Honaker. “Sometimes some 

of the smallest things make the 
biggest differences.”

Women Landowners and 
Producers

Time in the field on working farms and ranches was an im-
portant goal with the course curriculum. Jean Eells pictured 
here visiting with course attendees.

By Dee Ann Littlefield, NRCS PAS, Texas

WiNNING 
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“We want them to take the pointers they learned in the 
classroom and see them applied in a working situation, 
interacting with a female landowner. It’s a great oppor-
tunity for some hands on experience to use what they 
have learned.”

At the ranch, Payne talked about her life, her ranching 
operation and her work with NRCS to establish a graz-
ing management system with rest periods and stocking 
rates. She explained most of the ranch was stocked 
with one cow for every 12 acres for a light to moderate 
grazing cycle.

NRCS District Conservationist Steven Ray engaged 
the group in a discussion around the Grand Prairie 
Ecological site description on the ranch. Acting Range 
Management Specialist Kevin Derzapf talked about 
prescribed burning and gave the group grazing sticks 
for a range clipping demonstration. 

“The discussions we had were all so interesting and 
insightful,” Derzapf says. “They brought up encounters 

similar to ones I have had with female landowners and 
the most effective approaches to take. After listening to 
the discussions, I want to sign up for the entire course. 
I think it would be really beneficial for giving presenta-
tions not only to women, but to the public in general.”

Honaker says the course is titled “Improving Conser-
vation Delivery for Women Landowners and Produc-
ers” and can be found in the AgLearn Catalog under 
NEDC courses. Honaker also encourages member-
ship in WiN, stating, “You don’t have to be a female 
or even an NRCS employee to be a member. It’s just a 
really good avenue for us to share innovative ideas for 
improving leadership development and conservation 
outreach together.”

The WiN organization was awarded the 2016 National 
NRCS Team/Group Civil Rights award for their signif-
icant contributions to NRCS in the area of civil rights 
program delivery. WiN was founded in 2009 with goals 
of promoting recruitment, retention, and leadership 
development of female employees, as well as, female 
participation in NRCS programs and services. More in-
formation about WiN can be found at www.winnrcs.org.Participants work together to find solutions that benefit the 

resource and meet the landowner’s goal.

Participants perform a soil stability demonstration as a way 
to help explain soil properties.

(Improving Conservation Delivery, cont’d)
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Telling the Story in Pictures
By Renee Bodine, State PAS, NRCS Florida 

As the saying goes, anyone can take a pretty photo. Or 
at least any phone or camera can take one as they per-
form all the technical work for you. But how do you 
take a photo that will be picked up by the media and 
shared widely on the SN? That takes an image that 
tells a story and is also captivating.  One with impact. 
Visually and emotionally.  

Unfortunately these photos don’t just happen, it 
takes a shift in perspective along with some 
thought and planning. 

Still photos do one thing no other medium 
can: it portrays a moment. A slice of time. 
And with that characteristic comes the ability 
to show drama, emotion and action with im-
pact that a video, illustration or description 
cannot convey. Even when national networks 
broadcast major news stories, they lede with a 
still photo, even if they have video. 

So the change in perspective is to realize you 
are not taking a photo to illustrate a story, or 
words. You are taking a photo to show some-
one how something feels. 

We are in the business of telling stories about 
people who are involved with wildlife, ag and 
the environment.  What shows the role the rancher 
plays in society so the viewer will understand? What 
shows what this land means to the farmer so the view-
er will feel that? Everyone knows what it looks like to 
sit in a tractor or stand around in a field. 

It helps to do the research and interviews first, and 
either know the story angle or start the draft before 
you go take photographs. Then you can think about 
a list of situations that have the possibility to produce 
images that shows the story. 

For instance, if the focus is the multigenerational 
farm (“keeping it in the family” story), instead of 
having the family stand in a row to take their photo, 
arrange to go to a family reunion, picnic or function. 
Instead of trying to get a “family” portrait, blend in 
and take candid photos of grandpa on the swing with 

son, grandma holding the baby, mother and daughter 
laughing, kids playing in the field –and all showing 
emotion. 

If your story is about working hard on the farm/ranch, 
ahead of time find out when your subject will be work-
ing on a project that will require hard work, prefera-
bly on a really hot day, so you can get them dirty and 
sweating. Get the rancher or farmer starting work at 

dawn or dusk, to show how long their day is and to get 
a scenic shot in beautiful light.

Secondly, consider how to shoot for maximum impact. 
Don’t shoot a medium shot thinking you or an “editor” 
can crop it. Shoot the photo how it needs to be. And 
usually that means getting close—once you think you 
are close enough to your subject, get closer, fill the 
frame and compose. Shooting with a long lens and 
open aperture will get rid of the background and add 
to the impact. 

Don’t be shy about taking your pictures. When I arrive 
I tell my subjects I will be taking a lot, and to try to ig-
nore me, and explain that I need candid photos. After a 
while, they forget I am there.

Don’t be embarrassed about taking lots of the same 

Animal and human, particularly a child, is a great addition to a 
photo essay involving several generations.

WiNNING 
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shot, especially when it is an interaction that you will 
not see again. Even experienced photojournalists with 
excellent timing from years of shooting sports and 
news take multiple photos of an important moment. 
There is no “almost sharp,” when it comes to focus. 
When news photographers were shooting Speed 
Graphics that used one negative at a time, it was called 
the “decisive moment,” then came motor drives and it 
became the “decisive roll.” Now we refer to the “deci-
sive card.” 

With the advent of the storymap and popularity of 
slideshows, we are being asked to take multiple shots 
for a story. A storymap is just a platform for a photo 
essay, or photographs shot intentionally to tell a sto-
ry, not just a gathering of photos. The storymap is a 
rigid template with a series of very large photos on the 
online version, so plan to shoot  about four or five very 
strong and sharp photos, varying in distance and angle 
that can be used at that scale. Each one needs to be dif-
ferent, visually; not the same medium shot, in the same 
field, over and over. If you have two or three similar 
shots, chose the best and use or turn that in. 

It becomes essential when shooting for a photo essay 
to figure out what shots are possible ahead of time and 
set up the visit or visits accordingly, keeping the inter-
views and writing separate.  You will notice magazines 
and newspapers have a separate writer and photogra-
pher cover a story. Not only is it almost impossible to 
do both simultaneously --  they will tell the story in 
different ways. 

A photo essay (per Angus McDougall) should contain: 

1. a lede shot, one that has high impact and com-
pels the reader to see the rest of the photos, 

2. an establishing shot that shows what the story is 
about, 

3. usually an environmental portrait (which may 
also be your establishing shot), and 

4. supportive shots, (close-ups, interaction)
5. shoot and turn in a clear variety of distances: 

very close, very wide, very far away,
6. shoot and turn in a variety of angles, 
7. shoot candid shots of interaction between peo-

ple/animals/showing emotion and extremes 
(working and hot and dirty, laughing, etc.) 

Things to avoid (not matter what you are shooting for): 

1. “doing things” photos, 
2. pointing at things photos, 
3. posed shots (with the exception of a portrait, al-

though try to get a candid of that too if possible) 
4. soft /poor technical quality  photos. On this 

note, if you are taking an environmental por-
trait, say a farmer close up with a field in the 
background, use flash fill and make sure it is in 
focus. 

Finally, the way to become a better photographer is 
practice and look at other good work: National Press 
Photographers website features exceptional single pho-
tos and photo essays selected monthly from across the 
nation. And many of them are about farmers, ranchers, 
wildlife and the environment!  

Capturing emotions is a great way to bring the view-
er into the story and help them feel what the subject is 
feeling.

Interactive shots such as this are a good way to support 
the theme and emotions in the essay.
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Via: Amy Kaiser, Federal Women’s Program Manager, 
Klamath Falls, OR

From the classroom to the farm to the boardroom, 
women in agriculture are helping to pave the way for 
a better future. As leaders, it is our responsibility to 
make sure the next generation of women are educated, 
encourage and empowered to take on the challenges of 
meeting the world’s growing food, fuel and fiber needs. 
To help women across the country connect with other 
women leaders in agriculture all across the country, 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture has established a 
women in ag mentoring network. Join the conversa-
tion by emailing AgWomenLead@usda.gov or check 
out #womeninag on Twitter and on the USDA blog. 
To celebrate and honor the contributions of women in 
agriculture, USDA has released a series of factsheets 
detailing the impact women have on agriculture in 
each state and across the country. Official USDA Web-
site: Women in Agriculture

Women in 
Agriculture

WiNNING 

Women in Ranching joins 
Western Landowners Alliance

Amber Smith, WLA’s “Women in Ranching” program 
coordinator

In a short time, Women in Ranching has coalesced 
into a unified, organized initiative with significant 
potential for impact. Western Landowners Alliance 
is home to Women in Ranching and proud to sup-
port the program’s new coordinators, Erin Kiley and 
Amber Smith, as part of the team. They are currently 
scheduling programs and retreats for those inter-
ested. To learn more about the Women in Ranching 
program and possible training opportunities, contact 
Amber Smith: amber@westernlandowners.org.

Did you know? 

WiN offers training scholarships 
of up to $500 to its members? 

Scholarships will be considered on a quarterly 
basis, with announcements made in the “WiN-
Ning Perspectives” magazine, WiN’s website, and 
WiN’s Facebook page.  Applicants will receive 
electronic notification of approval and must 
submit receipts of expenses incurred along with a 
brief explanatory narrative of how the expenses 
apply to the awarded activity. For reimbursement, 
expenses must be incurred after the scholarship 
is awarded. Awarded applicants will receive re-
imbursement not to exceed $500.00 after WiN’s 
receipt of applicable and allowable incurred 
expenses.

Eligible Expenses:
• Books
• Tuition
• Training Registration fees
• Course fees
• Travel and Lodging related to training

Find out more on the website:
 http://www.winnrcs.org/scholarships
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Every summer, the Forestry Institute for Teachers 
(FIT) gives K-12 teachers in California an opportunity 
to learn about natural sciences they can incorporate 
into their lessons. This year, NRCS Arcata Soil Survey 
Office Soil Scientist Ann Tan and Pathways Intern 
Cathelyn Wang were invited to teach the educators the 
basics of soil science at the Humboldt County session 
on July 11. The objective of the FIT initiative is for 
teachers to gain the tools for creating engaging, hands-
on curricula for their students to learn about forestry 
practices and natural resource management (www.for-
estryinstitute.org). In this case, the program happened 
at Humboldt State University, taking advantage of 
the pristine location and proximity to diverse natural 
spaces. The week-long experience takes educators to 
various locations to learn about topics such as stream 
ecology, logging practices, and tree health. Each loca-
tion integrates a different aspect of eco-tourism into 
the lessons for the teachers, even including a snorkel-
ing session. Local natural resource professionals lead 
sessions on their field of expertise. 

Not only does FIT take teachers on a journey through 
one of the country’s most beautiful natural spaces, but 
it also allows people to develop interpersonal con-
nections with each other and share their experiences 
teaching various topics. In addition to the spectacular 
organization and thought put into FIT, this profes-
sional development week includes housing and meals 
and is free to all teachers for the first time they take 
the course. The teachers need only cover transporta-
tion fees, which takes out many financial barriers that 
would otherwise inhibit participation. The curriculum 
and funding originated from providers such as the So-
ciety of American Foresters, the University of Califor-
nia Cooperative Extension, the USDA Forest Service, 
the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protec-
tion, and the Forest Foundation.

California – NRCS Soil Scientists Dig Deep to 
Help Teachers Get “FIT”

by Cathelyn Wang, Pathways Intern and Ann Tan, Soil Scientist; Arcata Soil Survey Office, Region 2

Ann Tan explaining how to properly texture a soil sample, 
noting the differences in clays, silts, and sands.

Cathelyn Wang demonstrating how to identify soil struc-
ture and the impacts of different structure of the soil 
usage.
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WiNNING
FEATURING:  Ciara Ahrens
    NRCS Soil Conservationist, Brighton, CO
    WiN Membership Committee Member

My name is Ciara Ahrens and I am currently the Soil 
Conservationist in Brighton, Colorado.  I wanted to 
share my career journey and how Women in NRCS 
(WiN) has greatly increased my knowledge, attitude, 
and opportunities.  

Unlike many NRCS employees who grew up with an 
agricultural background, I was raised in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, a concrete jungle.  I had never been to a 
farm, could not tell you what was growing in a field 
besides corn, and would never have dreamed that one 
day I would have the opportunity and passion to help 
agricultural producers.  

My journey started when I attended a high school in 
11th grade called School of Environmental Studies.  
They had these “extended theme” courses we took 
every trimester. One trimester I took a trip called the 
“American Outback Tour”.  It was 12 days, no show-
ers, sleeping outside adventure!  We travel to Lake 
Mead, the Hoover Dam, kayaked up and down the 
Colorado River, visited hot springs, Death Valley, and 
I attempted for the first time to climb a mountain. The 
mountain range was the Sierra’s of Southern Califor-
nia, a personal life goal because my name is Ciara. To 
cut it short I barely made it up the hill, in fact running 
the last stretch and BOOM the top.  The beauty hit 
me like my first breath of air.  The city girl in me truly 
disappeared forever and suddenly my passion was not 
only to conserve this beautiful land, but to make sure 
everyone had that experience so they could see truly 
how wonderful a world we live in.

Because of that experience, I got a Bachelor’s Degree 
in Environmental Conservation from the University of 
Wisconsin – River Falls. My degree was achieved and it 
was time for me to pick my internship.  I chose Alaska 
to be close to family and took classes such as chain 
sawing, prescribed burning, mountain climbing etc. 
because “well, why not!” I thought that only city folk 

do not know how to do those sort of things.  I heard of 
the US Fish and Wildlife Service through college and 
thought it could be a neat thing.  So one day I called 
up Kenia National Wildlife Refuge and said, “I want to 
work for you how can that happen?”  The response was 
strictly, “Do you want to fight fire?”  My initial thought 
was, “sure cannot be that hard right?” Through that 
experience I stayed with US Fish and Wildlife Service 
until 2013 with a brief seasons of working for The 
Nature Conservancy and the National Park Service.  
These jobs took me to nine states, seventeen cities, 
a few counties, five refuges, two National Parks, and 
a non-profit doing firefighting, resource monitoring 
(including being on ground zero of the BP Oil Spill 
for four months), vegetation monitoring, invasive and 
endanger species work, and prairie restoration, etc.  
Then one day through the never ending struggle to 
find the “perfect PERMANENT job” with the govern-
ment, NRCS called and offered me a Soil Conservation 
Technician position in Ephrata Washington.  

My first year as a Technician was the steepest learning 
curve of my life!  It was the best opportunity to date 
that was ever given to me.  I learned the nine steps 

WiNNING 
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of planning, how to look at the landscape and truly 
identify resource concerns and how to address them, 
but most importantly I learned about different land 
uses and management systems.  Truly my background 
was only a small stepping stone to the knowledge and 
opportunity NRCS brings to the table. I later accepted 
a permanent position with NRCS in Akron, Colorado.  
My U-Haul got unpacked, for what feels like the 25th 
time, and I was off to my new life and office as a Soil 
Conservationist.  Eastern Colorado is the edge of the 
dust bowl region.  Although it may seem like simple 
operations, they are up against the harshest chal-
lenges in farming today. My two and half years spent 
there was an opportunity that I will never forget.  My 
knowledge base grew 10 times more and I learned the 
history of the agency.  The combination of my two job 
positions in Colorado has made me a more rounded 
Conservationist by identifying and considering all the 
limitations and opportunities that our NRCS custom-
ers have.  

Where does Women and NRCS (WiN) fit in here?  
Well, now that you have the very muddy cliff notes of 
my career path I must say that it was not always easy.  
99% of the locations I moved to were remote with little 
to no outside social life and or amenities at times.  I 
spent my entire 20’s traveling to the most amazing 
places of this country, stepping foot where most will 
never, but I felt I was missing some things.  My work 
was my life and I loved it.  I used to try to discuss my 
work with my friends back home, but I never felt like I 
had a true community of people that I could lean on.  I 
decided when I moved to Akron, CO that NRCS was 
not only the right fit for me but also that I planned on 
staying for the long hall. I decided that joining some 
sort of organization could help give me the opportuni-
ties to be involved in things I wanted for my career.  I 
was on NEDC training in Florida when someone said 
sounds like you should join WiN.  So as I tend to do in 
life I said, “sure, why not!”

I reached out to the executive board the day I sent my 
membership in and extended an offer to help with 
a committee or somehow be more than just a good 
standing member.  I was welcomed with open arms 
and put on the membership committee.  The skill set 
you learn from being in a professional committee is 
invaluable.  These are experiences and lessons that you 
will carry and apply through all the promotions, life 
changes, and management positions life gives us.  My 
network of people has tripled.  The saying “it is not 

what you know, it is who you know” has proven to be 
true over and over again.  The recent WiN conference 
in Grapevine, Texas was by far the best opportunity 
that a Soil Conservationist could have ever asked for.  
I spent the week in NEDC trainings, walked the halls 
with Washington, DC staff and State Conservationists, 
and most importantly walked away with a whole new 
perspective on what being a leader really means.  On 
an even more personal note Women in NRCS (WiN) 
has given me a whole new sense of belonging.  We all 
feel the pressure of our jobs, budget cuts, hiring freez-
es, natural disasters, etc.  I now have 10 plus cheer-
leaders (to be funny) on my side if I ever need advice, 
personally and professionally.  I created friendships 
that will last my entire career and that grow stronger 
every day.  I have a group that now understands when 
I want to talk about something amazing that happened 
at work and that are equally as excited.  That right 
there, is something you cannot buy.  

We all have a story that brought us to where we are 
right now reading this article.  We play an important 
part in this agency.  I never thought that I would bring 
as much as I have to the table being a “city girl”, but 
let me tell you I sure have!  The Women in WiN have 
truly supported me, taught me, and encouraged me 
to always push forward and say “well, why not!” My 
closing thought is this.  BE ACTIVE in any committee 
you join.  We are all busy.  We all have too much on 
our plates, but if you do not knock on a door how can 
someone answer it?  Our jobs are to help agricultural 
producers implement conservation practices on the 
ground.  WiN’s purpose is to help the employees be the 
best they can be so they can help producers implement 
conservation practices on the ground. Both of these mis-
sion statements for NRCS and WiN go hand in hand. 

The Sierra’s of Southern California awakened Ciara’s desire 
to have a career in natural resources.
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I grew up in one of 
those little “fly over 
towns.” My dad was 
a District Conser-
vationist in Ekalaka, 
Montana, which is 
part of the Carter 
County Conser-
vation District. I 
would tell people 
“All my dad does 
is save dirt.” They 
would look at me 
funny, which was 
my intent! I would 
then explain that he 
worked with farm-
ers and ranchers to 
improve their land 
by promoting graz-
ing management. 

I was an NRCS kid. 
I learned how to kill pocket gophers at a producer 
workshop when I was six. I would tell you that most of 
grasses were PNCI - a perennial, native, cool season, 
and increased when grazed. According to my dad, I 
could identify many grasses when I was a kid; however 
that skill has been lost in the advancement of age.

As I entered high school, I was involved in the Nation-
al FFA Organization, and had to work to find my sep-
arate skill set from who my dad was. I eventually did 
and was able to represent the State of Montana, at the 
National Convention in the Extemporaneous Speaking 
Career Development Event. I also had the opportunity 
to represent my local FFA Chapter as the 2000-2001 
State Secretary. Much of the knowledge I used in FFA 
was something I learned from my dad as an NRCS 
employee. 

Driving down one of the many gravel roads that criss-
cross Carter County’s range land or through the forest, 
he would share his knowledge and love of the land 
with me. Dad would point out a dam or a cross fence 
or how a pasture was grazed and explain how this was 
improving the environment. Although I saw the love in 
his eyes, at that stage of life I could not truly appreciate 
it myself or find it in my heart. I entered college and 
ended up with a Secondary Education Social Studies 
degree, I felt I had left agriculture behind me.

There was always a small part of my heart that smiled 
when I would see crops, livestock or farm equipment 
yet I had different plans for my life that didn’t consist 
of agriculture. However, life has a funny way of com-
ing full circle. I met my husband, Scott Morton, online 
and when we first started talking, he told me he was 
a Tribal District Conservationist. I silently chuckled. 

WiNNING
FEATURING: Heidi Morton
    NRCS Earth Team Volunteer, Phoenix, AZ
    WiN Member
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As we continued talking, I found out he knew my dad! 
What a small world! We got married in the fall of 2014, 
and he transferred from the Fort Belknap Tribal Ser-
vice Center to the Hill County Field Office as a District 
Conservationist. 

Now married and in a new town, I found a job that was 
only part time, so at the suggestion of another District 
Conservationist, I applied to be an Earth Team Volun-
teer. I was accepted and knew my dad was smiling as 
now I was “helping to save soil!”… I knew better than 
to call it dirt at the office!

I would go to the NRCS Field Office and get my daily 
assignments every day after my paying job. Some days 
it was filing, other days it was photocopying. As I be-
gan to get familiar with the programs, the old vocabu-
lary and acronyms that my dad used came back. Pretty 
soon I knew who had EQIP, CRP, CSP and WRP. I also 
knew what was needed in the application packages and 
could put a packet quickly together for NRCS staff to 
give to the producer. 

However, it wasn’t all fun and games. Some nights we 
worked late as program deadlines loomed. But it is 
what was needed to get the producers the assistance 
that they deserved. I found that I was actually enjoy-
ing myself. To be honest, I initially joined the Earth 
Team because I wanted to spend more time with my 
husband; as I did more and more things for the office 
I found my passion again for Agriculture and began to 
understand NRCS’s mission and what they are trying 
to achieve. 

My husband and I would drive 45 miles one way each 
day to work and talk or point out something on the 
land; as we passed by and I could see that same pas-
sion I saw so long ago in my dad in my husband’s eyes. 
There were long days and hard days. There were nights 
when I would drive home so my husband could work 
on something. There were early mornings on the road 
because he was headed somewhere for a meeting or a 
field visit.

Our daughter was born in September 2015, and her 
first stop on our way home from the hospital was 
her dad’s office so he could check emails and ap-
prove payments. We have now moved to the Arizona 
State Office where my husband, Scott, started as a 
Farm Bill Specialist and then was reassigned to be 
an Easement Coordinator. At the request of his boss, 
Emily Fife, I once again applied and was accepted as 

an Earth Team Volunteer.

It’s a different environment with new opportunities 
here in Arizona; yet the love is still there with change. 
My husband’s love for conserving the land is an amaz-
ing thing. The people he works with are just as dedicat-
ed as he is and they all make up great team. 

Anything worth doing requires sacrifice. There have 
been missed birthdays, anniversaries, and staying late 
and going in early mornings to finish projects and 
assignments is not out of the ordinary. But, what great-
er thing to sacrifice for then to help the people that 
produce our food or want to address resource concerns 
on their land! 

As Sonny Perdue says, it is a service that our family 
sacrifices in order to “do right and feed everyone.” I 
look forward to where our NRCS journey is going to 
take my family. I know there will always be challeng-
es. But as the FFA creed says, “I believe in the future 
of Agriculture with a faith born not of words but of 
deeds.” And as a spouse of an NRCS employee, those 
deeds look different. They include being a sounding 
board, knowing when to ask a question, and when to 
just give a break because it was along day.

NRCS is a family assignment - it is our job as the cur-
rent generation of agriculturists to save this land and 
preserve it. Whether you help to preserve it by actually 
being directly involved in farming or ranching or indi-
rectly through the NRCS or another organization, you 
are doing a great thing. Your family is proud of you, 
and they might not understand your love and passion 
like my teenage self. And if you are a support provider 
for your spouse, there are times you are going to come 
in last on their list and know that he/she is working 
to provide for the family as well. They know and trust 
that you can handle what needs to be done to keep the 
family operating while she/he is away. Know that they 
won’t always be able to explain this passion, but it is a 
deep and honest calling that will show positive results 
at the end. As we raise our daughter, we hope to instill 
that same love and passion in her for whatever career 
path she takes

If my teenage self could see where I am now, she would 
probably roll her eyes. Marrying someone who had 
a job like my dad was not in the life plan. However, I 
am so glad that life doesn’t always go according to my 
plan!
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We have some exciting news for you! The APIO, AIANEA, WiN, NOPHNRCSE 
and EqualityUSDA employee organizations have partnered to host a Leader-
ship Training in 2019. The training will be held in Washington State (Spokane 
August 22-24). Many may remember that it has been a while (over 5 years) 
since the last partnership with so many organizations in one place! 

LEADERSHIP TRAINING
August 22-24, 2019  |  Spokane, WA

We are looking for volunteers to help with 
sub-committees for planning. 

The tasks in each of the sub committees will require a variety of time commitment both in preparation and 
during the actual training event.   On average, plan to spend about 2-3 hours a month.   Each subcommittee 
will need a chair person.   

The goal is to have at least one person from each organization play a role in each committee.  However, there 
can be more than one organizational person per committee. 

We have a very organized team ready for volunteers for the following sub-committees: 
Auction Committee (WiN has agreed to chair this committee)

Communications/Publicity Committee (AINEA has agreed to chair this committee)
Equipment/AV Committee (APIO has agreed to chair this committee)

Exhibits/Posters/Vendors Committee (APIO has agreed to chair this committee)
Hospitality Committee (APIO has agreed to chair this committee)
Program Committee (AIANEA has agreed to chair this committee)
Moderator Committee (APIO has agreed to chair this committee)

Awards Committee (WiN has agreed to chair this committee)
Registration Committee (AINEA has agreed to chair this committee)

Please send an email to Cameron Clark and Rhonda Holliday, Conference Planning Committee Co-
Chairs with the committee you are willing to serve on. 

Thank you in advance for volunteering.  You can make a difference, work on your leadership skills and 
network with others across this great nation.  

SAVE THE DATE & GET INVOLVED!!!
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• Build your knowledge, skills, and abilities by 
assisting with 501(c)3 nonprofit organization 
project tasks provided via WiN committees or 
in an Officer role.

• Network by having the opportunity to mix in-
formally with others in your field, nationwide.

• Connect with others on the same career path 
by finding or becoming an informal Mentor.

• Establish trust with colleagues and help each 
other reach professional goals by sharing ex-
periences and exemplifying support.

• Learn how to improve outreach to women 
farmers, ranchers, and landowners.

• Gain access to cutting edge tools and re-
sources that will help you develop to your 
fullest professional potential by participating in 
forums or contributing content to the WiN-
Ning Perspectives magazine, “In It to WiN It” 
teleconferences, “Lean WiN” Book Club, or 
the WiN website.

• Conduct outreach activities to promote 
greater participation in NRCS programs and 
services.

• Draft and recommend NRCS workplace poli-
cies.

• Communicate and provide recommendations 
to NRCS leadership related to employment 
barriers.

• Be an advocate for a gender diverse leadership 
team and workforce.

Membership Information

Student Membership $ 10 
Associate Membership $ 20

Annual Membership $ 50
Lifetime Membership $ 350 

https://www.winnrcs.org/join-win/
or email

carlee@winnrcs.org

National Organization of
Professional Women in Natural
Resources Conservation

Why Join 
WiN?

Don’t Delay! Join Today!

What our members are saying about us: 

“
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Join A Committee!
Communications, Elections & Nominations, Finance,

Scholarship, Membership, Awards, Education,
Historic & Archival, Women’s Issues

Collaborate on Projects!
Be a Mentor to a Colleague

Be an Editor of WiNNING Perspectives Magazine
Improve Leadership and Team Skills

Bring WiN information back to your State
Attend Conferences

Improve Outreach Methods
Draft and Recommend Workplace Policy

Broaden Your Network!
Participate in Lean WiN Book Club

Dial into “In it to WiN it” teleconferences

Improve Marketability!
Network with National Leadership

Be Recognized by Management
Regionalize Your Leadership Experience

Build your Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities
Be an Advocate for a Diverse NRCS Workforce

Share Experiences with Others!

N A T I O N A L   O R G A N I Z A T I O N  
O F  P R O F E S S I O N A L   W O M E N 
I N   N A T U R A L   R E S O U R C E S 
C O N S E R V A T I O N   S E R V I C E

I have joined WiN...

April Wilson
 Mid-West Regional Representative
april@winnrcs.org

Heather Medina Sauceda
West Regional Representative
heather@winnrcs.org

Sutton Gibbs
South Central Regional Representative
sutton@winnrcs.org

Anne Pollok
Southeast Regional Representative
anne@winnrcs.org

Cindy Zachmeier 
Northern Plains Regional Rep.
cindy@winnrcs.org

Amanda Schaller
East Regional Representative
amanda@winnrcs.org

Contact your Regional Rep for more information: 
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WiNNING
We hope you enjoyed the Fall 2018 issue of 

WiNNING Perspectives. 
 

Do you have an article idea or an article 
to submit?

Recipes to share?

Tips and Tricks we would all enjoy? 
 

Please send them to:
deeann.littlefield@tx.usda.gov

Subject: WiNNING Perspectives Spring 2019

Spring 2019 Deadline: Feb. 15, 2019

This Fall 2018 issue is presented by:
 
WiN Executive Board (listed on page 5)
 
Win Communications Committee

Valerie Hartman, Co-Chair, valerie@winnrcs.org 

Patty Winheim, Co-Chair, pwinheim@fs.fed.us

Win Magazine Sub-Committee
Dee Ann Littlefield, Chair & Magazine Editor 
deeann.littlefield@tx.usda.gov 

Please feel free to reach out to any of us 
with ideas and suggestions. Share with a 

friend and encourage them to 
JOIN WiN!

photo by Anna Biddle 
NRCS, South Paris, ME


