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A team of researchers aims to fine-tune 
recommendations for rotational graz-
ing in Ontario and a key piece of that 

research is a tool called a rising plate meter.
Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural 

Affairs (OMAFRA) forage and grazing specialist 
Christine O’Reilly outlined use of the rising plate 
meter during a plot tour Sept. 8 at one of the farms 
hosting the research. 

At the Groot family’s Wholesome Pastures near 
Crediton, a series of one-acre strips being cropped 
as part of the federal-provincial Living Labs soil 
health program includes replications of a pasture 
mix that was rotationally grazed over three years.

XXWHY IT MATTERS
Accurately tracking nutrient content and 
stocking potential will help farmers take 
advantage of climate change mitigation-related 
government grant programs for fencing and 
pasture.

“I can measure this pasture as fast as I can walk 
it,” O’Reilly said as she walked through one of the 
test strips. She repeatedly dropped the hand-held 
plate meter to the ground, like a walking stick, and 
used her thumb to click on the tool every time it 
touched the ground.

A plate loosely attached to the walking stick 
rose and fell due to the application and removal of 
pressure from grass being compressed under the 
plate.

From the data collected, O’Reilly said users can 
determine the “average compressed pasture per 
acre” and use a formula to calculate dry matter 
available. This can inform pasture decisions like 
stocking rate, timing for return to that paddock, or 
whether to preserve second-cut hayfield vitality 
by using a “summer slump.”

O’Reilly said recent research in New Zealand 
showed farmers who use rising plate meter data 
in their decision-making made $150 to $200 
more per acre, on average, than those who didn’t 
use it.

But she also noted that the weather in New 
Zealand, or even Western Canada, is markedly 
different from the hot, humid and sometimes 
rainy summers of southern Ontario. However, 
farmers doing online searches for rotational 
grazing insight typically find themselves reading 
about research conducted in those drier, cooler 
locales.

One commonly repeated rule of thumb is to 

let livestock take half of the available pasture 
before moving to the next paddock. 

“Especially in our tame (grass) species, I think 
we’re leaving money on the table if we leave half,” 
O’Reilly said. 

In southern Ontario generally, pastures can be 
grazed more aggressively and still have ample 
heat, sunlight and moisture to recover in time for 
a second or third pass through a paddock.

In Ireland, recommendations have been fine-
tuned to reflect the island’s rainfall. Researchers 
settled on 85 per cent utilization in dairy cattle 
and 60 per cent utilization in sheep.

In Ontario, summer weather is hotter and 

more humid than in Ireland. O’Reilly hopes that 
through a collaboration with OMAFRA beef cat-
tle specialist James Byrne and plant agriculture 
assistant professor Kim Schneider at the Univer-
sity of Guelph, recommendations will be avail-
able that are more suited to the Ontario climate.

Courtney Higgins, a Master’s student working 
with Schneider, has been collecting plate meter 
data from Wholesome Pastures, the Ontario Beef 
Research Station at Elora, the Victoria County 
Community Pasture near Hartley and the Alfred 
College research farm in eastern Ontario.

“Courtney is pairing rising plate meter read-
ings in centimetres of compressed sward height 
with clipped grass samples in kilograms of dry 
matter per hectare,” O’Reilly told Farmtario. “She 
is testing whether we need different equations 
for different regions in the province, and when 
we need to switch between different equations 
throughout the growing season.”

Once Ontario equations are determined, the 
plan is to gather a group of producers and pro-
vide them with rising plate meters. 

“The group will meet regularly throughout the 
grazing season to talk about grass management 
and using the plate meter. Ideally, there will be a 
lot of farmer-to-farmer learning going on, espe-
cially once they can benchmark themselves 
against others in the group, since they’ll all be 
bringing grass production data to the meetings.”

The meters work well with vegetative grasses 
and clover but the plate won’t generally com-
press the pasture if it has significant coarse-
stemmed alfalfa. 

For alfalfa, a more effective way to assess dry 
matter quantity and quality is the PEAQ (Predic-
tive Equations for Alfalfa Quality) method. This 
involves measuring the height of the highest 
plant in the stand and combining that in an 
equation with an estimate of the stage of matu-
rity in the most well-developed plant in the 
stand.

Pasture knowledge refined to reflect 
Ontario’s climate
University of Guelph, OMAFRA research uses rising plate meters to accurately measure pasture yield 

 PASTURES

Crediton-area mixed farmer Mike Groot watches as OMAFRA forage and grazing specialist Christine O’Reilly 
demonstrates use of the rising plate meter for measuring pasture yield during a Living Labs research plot tour 
at the Groot farm on Sept. 8. PHOTO: STEW SLATER 
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A n Ontario project aims to use 
corn stover to feed biodigest-
ers, forming a new market 

and use for corn stalks.
EverGen, a British Columbia-based 

renewable energy company, has com-
mitted $1.5 million to help kickstart 
three southern Ontario on-farm biodi-
gesters as part of a recently announced 
partnership deal called Project Radius. 

XXWHY IT MATTERS
Farms who run biodigesters have not, 
until now, used corn stover as a digester 
feedstock, though Europe has done it for 
years.

The other partner in the plan to pro-
duce and market renewable natural gas 
(RNG) is Toronto-based green energy 
investment firm Northeast Renewables.

Supporting stakeholders in the 
Ontario agriculture sector are The 
Andersons grain trading and farm input 
company and the Ontario Biomass Pro-
ducers Cooperative.

The plan also includes marketing 
digestate from the facilities as a crop 
input.

“The acquisition of Project Radius 
provides a foothold in Ontario – a new 
and strategic jurisdiction in which Ever-
Gen can continue to participate in the 
consolidation and growth of the RNG 
industry,” said CEO Chase Edgelow in a 
news release. 

“Ontario has an abundant amount of 
excess organic feedstock, and as a leader 
in the RNG industry, EverGen can 
develop the sustainable infrastructure 
that contributes to carbon-negative 
energy production and the greening of 
the province.”

Locations for the planned trio of bio-
digesters weren’t disclosed but the news 
release described them as “three high-
quality, on-farm RNG projects, collec-
tively capable of producing approxi-
mately 1.7 million gigajoules per year of 
RNG.” 

Construction is expected to take 
place “throughout 2023 and 2024.”

The Project Radius website linked to 
both the EverGen and Northeast 
Renewables website includes a map 
with four (not three) locations identified 
as being at Huron/Bruce, Oxford/Perth, 
Oxford/Norfolk and Stormont Dundas 
and Glengarry.

“Our RNG facilities are designed, 
engineered and permitted to process 
only onfarm agricultural materials,” the 
website states. “They cannot accept, 
store or handle municipal solid waste, 
food waste, industrial and commercial 
waste or human waste.”

In the Canadian distribution system, 
RNG is interchangeable with natural 
gas but is seen as contributing to the 
country’s climate change commitments 
because its production doesn’t contrib-
ute in the same way to global warming. 
Gas produced by biodigesters typically 
requires some degree of purification 
before it can be injected into the natural 
gas pipeline.

Contacted by Farmtario, Edgelow 
said Project Radius is in “late-stage 
negotiations” with natural gas distribu-
tors for the three planned biodigesters.

EverGen’s initial investment is 
meant to help Northeast Renewables 
take the three planned biodigesters to 

the “Notice-to-Proceed” stage, which is 
expected within six months. At that 
point, the B.C.-based company “will 
have the right to participate in funding 
its proportionate share of the capital” 
required for full construction, as well as 
“a right of first offer to transition as 
exclusive operator.”

“Ontario represents a large potential 
market for RNG with abundant high-
quality organic feedstocks and existing 
gas distribution infrastructure,” 
Edgelow said about the attraction of 
Ontario investment. 

“We saw an opportunity to continue 
to expand our portfolio in this impor-
tant jurisdiction leveraging our techni-
cal expertise and relationships across 
Canada.”

The partnership’s website outlines 
efforts to establish relationships with 

The Andersons (formerly Thompsons) 
for “a holistic supply chain that origi-
nates corn stover from local growers 
and returns organic digestate to the 
farm community as an agricultural 
input,” and with the Ontario Biomass 
Producers Cooperative “to engage 
with corn growers and custom equip-
ment operators to help create a new, 
value-added market for crop residues.”

The Ontario Biomass Producers 
Cooperative was originally created to 
sell wheat and corn into a cellulosic 
sugars plant in the Sarnia area.

Edgelow said the goal of the com-
pany “has always been to close the 
RNG infrastructure gap in Canada 
and develop solutions for organics 
and agricultural waste and this proj-
ect has gotten us another step closer 
to that goal.”

New biodigester project  
aims to use corn stover
Three on-farm digesters are part of a project from B.C. and Ontario investors

 RENEWABLE ENERGY

A B.C.-based renewable energy company is helping to fund three on-farm biodigesters 
that will use corn stover as a digester feedstock. PHOTO: PUNYAFAMILY/ISTOCK/GETTY IMAGES
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DELTA POWER EQUIPMENT
www.deltapower.ca

Mitchell — 519-348-8467
St. Mary’s — 519-349-2180

Tilbury — 519-682-9090
Waterford — 519-443-8622
Watford — 519-849-2744

SOLD LOCALLY BY:

®

HURON TRACTOR
www.hurontractor.com
Multiple Locations

FULLINE FARM &
GARDEN EQUIPMENT

www.fullinefarm.com
Glencoe — 519-287-2840

HUTCHINSON FARM SUPPLY
www.hutchinsonfarmsupply.ca

Stouffville — 905-640-2692

PODOLINSKY EQUIPMENT
www.podolinsky.com

Petrolia — 519-844-2360

BOB MARK NEW HOLLAND
www.bobmarknewholland.com

Campbellford — 705-653-3700
Lindsay — 705-324-2221
Napanee — 613-354-9244

ROBERT’S FARM EQUIPMENT
www.robertsfarm.com

Chesley — 519-363-3192
Lucknow — 519-529-7995
Mt.Forest — 519-323-2755

Come visit us at


