
Becoming a ‘Cool and 
Connected’ community

BIG EVENT: This summer was one to remember for Leon residents as they hosted roughly 15,000 RAGBRAI participants 
on July 26. Also, the town was one of five communities nationwide to be selected for a planning program to showcase the 
community’s gigabit broadband service offered through GRM Networks. 

BY DARIN LEACH

TRYING to convince residents in 
the southern Iowa town of Leon 
(pop. 1,900) that nothing exciting 

ever happens in a small town would be a 
dif�cult task after the summer they expe-
rienced.   

On July 26, the Decatur County com-
munity was an overnight stop during the 
2016 Register’s Annual Great Bicycle Ride 
Across Iowa, or RAGBRAI. Of the other 
six host communities this year, the next 
smallest were Glenwood and Centerville 
— each with around 5,000 residents. Local 
planners embraced Leon’s size by using 
the event-day theme : “A town is a town, 
no matter how small. Leon has heart, so 
come one, come all.” 

“The city of Leon is used to being 
small, but we are very hardworking,” says 
Shannon Erb, who served as co-chair for 
the Leon RAGBRAI committee. “People 
live here because they have space to 
expand, access to nearby recreation areas, 
and can truly enjoy a small-town, relaxed 
atmosphere. We know each other, and 
neighbors are willing to help with what-
ever needs you may have.”

Intense RAGBRAI planning began in 
January — some six months before the 
event came to town for a night. RAGBRAI 
has grown a bit since the community last 

hosted as an overnight stop in 1981. That 
year there were just were just 6,000 riders. 
This year as many as 10,000 riders took 
part in the ride, along with a few thousand 
support personnel, food vendors and 
others all spending the afternoon, evening 
and night in Leon. 

Hosting RAGBRAI is a huge undertaking 
for a community of Leon’s size. There have 
been around 200 overnight communities 
since Leon last hosted in 1981, and only 
three, Lake View, Bedford and Guthrie 
Center, did it with fewer residents.  

Puts town on map
“RAGBRAI helped put Leon on the map 
this summer for nearly 15,000 people, and 
it certainly injected money into the local 
and regional economy,” says Ethan Pitt, 
who recently served as executive director 
of Decatur County Development Corp. 
“But I think more importantly, it helped 
us prove to ourselves that we can handle 
a big project like this. Yes, Leon can do 
things just like any other community.”

The week after RAGBRAI began, 
community leaders welcomed of�cials 
from USDA and the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency, and national economic 
development planners to participate for 
a strategic planning workshop. The two-
day session was intended to help Leon 
look at ways the city’s current high-speed 

broadband service can help revitalize the 
community’s downtown square and local 
economy. 

Broadband enhancement 
Only �ve communities, out of more than 
the 300 that applied nationwide, were se-
lected for the Cool and Connected stra-
tegic planning sessions to establish an 
economic development plan and strategy 
for using broadband connectivity to en-
hance growth. Again, Leon was by far the 
smallest community in the program.

“Broadband has helped rural commu-
nities across the country gain access to 
improved health care, open the door to 
educational services, and expand busi-
ness and social opportunities,” says Bill 
Menner, USDA Rural Development state 
director in Iowa. “The new Cool and 
Connected program will help towns like 
Leon use broadband to provide new op-
portunities for people and businesses in 
rural areas.”

By combining broadband service with 
other local assets, such as cultural and 
recreational amenities, this assistance 
can help communities attract and retain 
investment and people, revitalize down-
towns, diversify local economies, and im-
prove walkability.

Leon is a 100% �ber-to-the-home and 
gigabit-certi�ed community, thanks to the 

dedicated efforts of GRM Networks, the 
local telecommunications provider.

“Broadband is a small community’s 
connection to the rest of the world,” notes 
Erb, who is also the marketing director at 
GRM Networks. “Having �ber optic con-
nections that provide local businesses and 
residents up to a gigabit of speed makes 
Leon an attractive place to live and work.”

Helping communities connect
Over the years, GRM Networks has re-
ceived USDA loan and grant assistance 
through the Broadband Initiatives 
Program and is now providing high-speed 
broadband service to around 4,000 homes 
and businesses in rural Iowa. 

“USDA funding has allowed us to get a 
lot more �ber to a lot more people helping 
cover that extra cost that we could never 
make back if we were depending on only 
a few households to pay for a mile of �ber 
throughout the countryside, compared to 
the hundreds of homes you would �nd in a 
more urban community,” Erb adds. 

Community leaders are busy this fall 
working on various aspects from the 
Cool and Connected strategic plan. One 
important action item is to enhance the 
free Wi-Fi zone in and around the com-
munity square in Leon and supplement 
job-creation efforts. 

“Developing an economic development 
strategy can be complex, especially in 
a rural area,” says Pitt. “Many different 
elements need to be evaluated and 
considered, and a couple of the most 
important are local business growth and 
community development. In fact, most job 
growth comes from local business growth. 
That has been a main priority of ours, and 
broadband connectivity is playing an 
important role.”

Leach is public information coordinator 
with USDA Rural Development in Iowa.

SMALL TOWN: Local RAGBRAI event 
planners incorporated Leon’s small size 
(pop. 1,900) into the event-day theme of 
“A town is a town, no matter how small. 
Leon has heart, so come one, come all.” 
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Focus on basics for growing oats 
BY NICK OHDE

DAVID Weisberger, a graduate stu-
dent at Iowa State University, has 
spent the last couple years tra-

versing the state, working with farmers 
who grow small grains. Most organic corn 
and soybean producers need to rotate 
a third crop into their farming system, 
making organic a good place to start with 
small-grain research. 

“The problem is farmers almost always 
lose money on those crops in this part of 
the world,” Weisberger says. So a group of 
researchers at ISU — Mary Wiedenhoeft of 
the Agronomy Department, Margaret Smith 
of Extension, and Amber Anderson, then 
president of the Iowa Organic Association 
— secured funding to answer the question: 
What are the constraints to the organic 
production of small grains in Iowa? The re-
searchers hired Weisberger in 2014 to work 
on the project for his graduate work.

First, Weisberger visited 40 farms across 
Iowa, collecting basic agronomic data on 
how small grains were being raised on or-
ganic farms and talked with farmers about 
how long they’d been growing the crops, 
where they sold their products and what 
they thought was holding back production. 
One major conclusion from this survey: 
Oats were far and away the most commonly 
grown organic small grain in the state.

From the list of 40 farmers, Weisberger 
contacted seven who agreed to do on-farm 
trials on a number of topics important to 
small-grain production in Iowa.

Zero in on population 
Weisberger worked with three farmers to 
conduct research on the effect of seeding 
rates on yield and pro�tability of organic 
oat production. “One thing stood out from 
the survey,” he says. “There were massive 
ranges in seeding rates of oats. Farmers 
over the two years of the study planted 
anywhere from 1.5 bushels per acre to 
5 bushels per acre.” 

All farmers he talked to thought about 
oat planting in bushels or pounds per acre, 
while they thought about corn and soy-
beans more precisely, in plant populations 
per acre. For this trial, three rates were 
evaluated: 22, 29 and 36 plants per square 
foot (this worked out to about 85, 112 and 
138 pounds of seed per acre, respectively). 
That trial found no statistically signi�cant 
differences in yield among the treatments.

Aaron Heley Lehman of Polk City was 
one of the participating farmers. “Based 
on these results, farmers can maybe 
achieve some savings with the amount of 
seed they’re using, within a certain range, 

and they won’t affect yield,” he says. But 
he says in addition to the results of the 
research, he learned a few things by taking 
part in the research project that will be 
perhaps even more bene�cial.

“There’s quite a bit of variance in seed 
size in oats,” he says. “So knowing that, I 
found I would probably save some money 
if I made a practice of �guring out how 
many seeds there are per pound and using 
that as the planting basis rather than 
bushels per acre. It can vary your planting 
rate quite a bit if you don’t know exactly 
how many seeds per pound you have.”

Calibrate for precise rate
Another bit of knowledge Lehman learned 
from the trial: It’s not that hard to calibrate 
the grain drill for a more precise seeding 
rate. “It’s something I’ll put into practice 
in coming years — de�nitely worthwhile.”

Lehman hopes more effort is put into 
similar research in the future. “Research 
on small grains hasn’t been kept up in 
Iowa,” he says. “As Iowa has become a 
corn and soybean state over the decades, 
we just haven’t done enough to answer 

the important questions regarding 
small-grains research, so having David 
Weisberger work on it is really important.” 

Lehman adds, “David is easy to work 
with from a farmer perspective, providing 
very relevant, important, basic informa-
tion we need to know. I’m very happy he’s 
doing this work.”

Rotary-hoeing oats
The farmer survey also found that weeds 
in small grains were a major management 
factor. “Based on this,” Weisberger says, 
“we wondered if there were ways of con-
trolling weeds mechanically within an oat 
crop.” He says most of the research con-
ducted on cultivation in small grains has 
been in Europe, where various types of 
harrows are more commonly used. “Not 
very many Iowa farmers have those tools,” 
he says, “but pretty much every organic 
farmer has a rotary hoe.” 

To measure the impact of rotary-hoeing 
oats on weed populations and yield, 
Weisberger worked with two farmers to 
conduct trials on their farms in northern 
Iowa. The farmers planted oats in early 

April; then made two passes with a rotary 
hoe at the one- to two-leaf stage of growth. 
Weisberger measured the effect on oat and 
weed populations before and after rotary-
hoeing, and weed biomass and species 
composition later in the year, prior to har-
vest, along with oat yield and test weight.  

In this study, there were no differences 
in yield or test weight between rotary-hoed 
and non-rotary-hoed oats. “Based on these 
results, we probably won’t rotary-hoe in the 
future, mainly because we grow our oats 
with an underseeding,” says Dan Wilson of 
Paullina, one of the research participants. 
“But any research we can get on how to 
grow a third crop better is bene�cial.” 

Although there were no effects on yield, 
the research showed rotary hoeing did 
impact weed populations, and that’s im-
portant information for farmers hoping to 
reduce their weed seed banks.

Impact of underseeding
Weisberger also worked with Vic Madsen 
of Audubon to examine how an under-
seeding of alfalfa affected oat yield, and 
determined that it had no effect on yield. 
“The legume does good things for soil con-
servation and making nitrogen for the next 
year’s crop, so we’re happy it doesn’t hurt 
the oats,” Madsen says. He’s aiming at im-
proving yield and test weight to try to sell 
food-grade organic oats to Grain Millers. 

Weisberger conducted small-plot re-
search at ISU’s agronomy farm at Boone on 
planting date and seeding rate. He looked at 
three planting dates over 22 days, as well as 
four seeding rates: the three seeding rates 
from the on-farm trials, plus one lower rate. 

So far, he has one year of numbers 
back. “The results con�rm what a lot of ex-
perienced growers already know: Planting 
as early as possible is really necessary for 
higher yields and test weights.” 

One of the most important aspects of his 
research is putting some strong numbers 
to what is commonly known by farmers. 
“Good farmers like numbers,” he says, 
“when you can see that you’ll lose a bushel 
a day for every day you wait to plant, that’s 
going to provide incentive to plant early.”

Results of the research will be avail-
able on the websites of the Iowa Organic 
Association and Practical Farmers of 
Iowa this winter. Margaret Smith of ISU 
says ISU Extension will have out a new 
oat production guide for both organic and 
conventional producers based in part on 
this research by January or February, in 
time for oat production season. For more 
information on small grains, go online to 
practicalfarmers.org/small-grains.

Ohde writes for PFI in Ames.

GROWING OATS: ISU’s David Weisberger spoke at a recent field day at the farm of 
Aaron Heley Lehman in Polk City. “Most of the farmers we work with recognize the 
importance of longer crop rotations, and planting small grains as a third crop,” he 
says. “But they’re all constrained by where they can market small grains, and they’re 
especially constrained if they don’t have animals in their farming operation. Livestock 
are an alternative economic use of oats and other small grains, when the crop 
doesn’t meet the quality characteristics of the food-grade market.” 
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