
    A frequent problem that I am asked about in Uinta County, 

particularly within Bridger Valley, is the presence of alkali 

patches in hay fields and lawns. These patches appear to kill 

plants with increasing ferocity from the edges towards their 

center. The last species to fringe the no-plant zone is often 

salt grass, which itself gives way to the belly of the beast, 

where nothing breaches the surface but the white crust of pre-

cipitated minerals.  

    Now, I am not about to proclaim that I have discovered the 

panacea. I would like, however, to share some of the chain of 

investigation, which may point towards plausible solutions.  

First, a brief look at pH will provide some background.  

    Soil pH is a measure of acidity and alkalinity (basic), with 

the optimum range for plant growth sitting usually from 6.5 to 

7.5 (see pH scale below). In the eastern United States where 

much of the soil is very acidic, nutrients are easily released 

and accessible to plants but also easily leached or washed out 

of the soil by rain. In much of the west, we have the opposite 

problem. Our soils are so basic (usually around 8.0) that 

sometimes many of the nutrients are too tightly held by the 

soil for our plants to access them.  

    An acidic soil has excess hydrogen. Generally, it is much 

easier to amend an acidic soil by simply adding lime, which is 

calcium carbonate. That calcium carbonate combines with the 

hydrogen to produce water, carbon dioxide, and free calcium 

(increasing the pH).  

    Basic soils are harder to adjust, however, because the high 

levels of salts, such as calcium carbonate, can require very 

high levels of amendments to neutralize them. In these cases, 

the cost to apply enough of an amendment (such as elemental 

sulfur) to lower the pH of the soil outweighs the benefits. It 

would be wiser to switch to a plant species with more toler-

ance of alkaline conditions. In addition, irrigation water mov-

ing across an alkaline landscape is going to carry in more salts 

such as calcium car-

bonates and sodium, 

depositing them espe-

cially in poorly 

drained areas. I have 

heard many sources 

argue that attempting 

to amend an alkaline 

soil is impractical. 

Others argue that a 

combination of good 

drainage and products 

such as elemental sul-

fur can improve a soil 

in the long term, but it takes time. The truth may depend on 

the particular soil in question. 

    Of course, many plants grow in Uinta County and do just 

fine. The point is not to disparage our soils, but to track the 

elements that contribute to the alkali patch.  

    One of the major factors that can increase the alkalinity of a 

soil is poor drainage. Irrigation water, as before mentioned, 

carries dissolved salts with it as it runs over and through a 

high pH landscape. When it evaporates, the salts are left be-

hind. If any area of a hay field, for example, has poor drainage, 

the water will gather there and bring the salts with it. Having 

nowhere else to go, the water evaporates into the dry wind 

and leaves the salts behind in the soil. Repeating this process, 

I believe, increases the salts in the soil until finally the alkali 

patch is born (or more likely several patches- they are born in 

litters.)  

    Another negative potential of the alkali patch is the accu-

mulation of sodium. If enough sodium is added to the soil, it 

becomes sodic. A sodic soil causes soil particles to defloccu-

late or disperse. This destroys the soil structure and the po-

tential for water and air movement. To illustrate, imagine try-

ing to drive through the streets of downtown Salt Lake City 

(much like water or soil microbes moving through soil pores), 

if every brick, board, and chunk of concrete became dislodged 

and repelled everything around it. A single building would 

become an impenetrable mass. The entire downtown would be 

a sea of separated and repelling pieces; there would be no 

roads, no way in or out. Amending a sodic soil requires 

providing soluble calcium to replace the sodium on the clay 

particles. Either by dissolving the calcium carbonate in the soil 

with an acid (such as elemental sulfur) or providing calcium 

through the form of gypsum. —Article continued on Pg 4. 
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Owl Pellets 
   Owls, like all other living bird species, 
lack teeth. This seems pretty obvious 
until you consider the fact that owls are 
predators which sometimes prey on 
animals as large or larger than 
themselves. Because of this, owls have 
adaptations to make up for the lack of 
chewing power in their mouths.  
     Not only do owls have strong beaks 
to tear their food apart if needed before 
ingestion, owls also have the capability 
to swallow their prey whole or in large 
pieces, bones and all. The digestive tract 
of an owl is designed for this. Inside of 
an owl’s body, the food source is 
separated: digestible material (meat, 
blood, etc.) continues to pass through 
the owl’s digestive tract, while 
undigestible material (bones, fur, etc.) is 
formed into a pellet which is 
regurgitated several hours after the 
meal. The pellet from one meal must be 
regurgitated before the owl can eat 
another meal.  
     Although regurgitating a pellet only 
takes a few seconds, an owl can appear 

to be yawning or having difficulty 
breathing or swallowing just before, 
during and briefly after the pellet is 
expelled. The owl then goes back to its 
normal roosting activities.  
     Pellets can be found under the roost 
of an owl. Because pellets are the 
undigestible remains of an owl’s diet, 
scientists study the contents of owl 
pellets to learn about an owl’s diet and 
the nocturnal prey animals in the area.  
     It is fun for students to dissect owl 
pellets as a way to learn about predator/
prey relationships, biodiversity, animal 
behavior, food chains, etc. Barn owl 
pellets are ideal for teaching situations 
due to the nature of the prey and pellet 
formation. Barn owls most often eat prey 

that are small enough to be swallowed 
whole. Because of this the bones found 
within a Barn owl pellets, although 
unattached and scattered, are not 
broken into small pieces. This makes 
dissection and discovery fun for students 
as they can match the bones to 
identification keys to find out which 
body part and prey species the bone 
came from. Great horned owls eat larger 
prey and often break their prey apart, 
sometimes crushing bones, in order to 
ingest their meals. Because of this, Great 
horned owl pellets more often have a 
chalky white appearance and bone 
remnants may be harder to identify. 
     UCCD is available to teach owl and 
owl pellet dissection lessons free of 
charge to school classes, and youth or 
adult groups. Visit our website or call for 
more information. You can find a virtual 
owl pellet dissection activity online at: 
https://obdk.com/pages/virtual-pellets.  
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Great horned owl regurgitating a pellet. 
(Watch the video on our website)  

FACT: Owls are not the only birds who regurgitate pellets. Nearly 300 other bird species 
cast pellets, including other birds of prey, as well as songbirds, like robins for example.  
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The theme for the 2021 Stewardship 
Poster Contest is “Healthy Forests = 
Healthy Communities”. All school-aged 
children, put your thinking caps on and 
start those creative juices flowing.  Visit 
our website for more information and 
tips on how to make a good poster!  
Watch for more details about the poster 
contest in the coming weeks. 

COMMUNITY ENHANCEMENT GRANTS 

 
Apri l  12   

A p p l i c a t i o n   

D e a d l i n e   

A p p l y  f o r  u p  t o  $  5 , 0 0 0  

O p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  l o c a l  g r o u p s  a n d  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t o  s e r v e  a n d  i m p r o v e  

t h e  c o m m u n i t y .   
F o r  m o r e  d e t a i l s  a n d   

a n  a p p l i c a t i o n  v i s i t   
 

w w w . u i n t a c o u n t yc d . c o m  

https://obdk.com/pages/virtual-pellets
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     I often get asked “when is the best time to prune my 
trees?”.  The answer to that question is when the tree is 
dormant, late fall through winter, after the tree has lost it 
leaves and before the tree buds out in the spring.   There 
are several reasons why winter pruning is best: 

• When the leaves are gone, it is easier to see the 
structure of the tree and which branches need to 
be removed. 

• There will be less sap coming from the wounds, 
meaning less moisture loss. 

• Colder temperatures mean little to no insects and 
pests. 

     Pruning should create a tree with sound structure and strong 
branch attachments.  This can be done by making sure there is a 
single, central leader or main trunk, and by removing all dead, dis-
eased, or damaged branches.  Proper pruning opens up the canopy, 
allowing more sunlight in and better air circulation around the 
branches and leaves. 
     Before you get started, make sure you have the right tools for the 
job and that they are sharp and working properly.  The size of the 
tree you are pruning will determine which tools are best for the job.  
A few pruning tools that can be used include by-pass hand pruners, 
loppers, a pruning saw, pole pruners and pole saw.   
     It is also important to know how to make appropriate cuts before 
you start pruning your tree.  Make sure to prune just outside of the 
branch collar and at an angle to allow water to run off.  Do not 
make cuts flush with the trunk as it will result in a large wound that may not heal properly.  The following diagram for the Three-
Step Method was taken from the Wyoming State Forestry Divisions “Wyoming Tree Owner’s Manual”.  Using this method when 
pruning larger branches will prevent the bark from ripping when the branch falls. 
     Dead branches can be pruned any time of the year and limbs showing signs of disease should be removed as soon as possible, 
taking care to disinfect pruning tools before every cut.   
     Pruning is a great way to improve your landscape, but if done incorrectly, over time it can be very costly to fix.   There are many 
resources out there to help you correctly prune your trees and transform your landscape.  You can contact your local UW Exten-
sion Office, State Forestry Office or the Conservation District for help.  The Barnyards & Backyards website is also a treasure trove 
of information on all sorts of natural resource topics including pruning and other tree care information.   
 

Information for this article was taken from a couple of articles found at Landscaping (annuals, perennials, trees & shrubs) | Resources | Barnyards & 
Backyards | University of Wyoming (uwyo.edu)   where you can also find links to other helpful information.  

General Rules of Pruning 
• Make sure all tools are sharp and disinfected 

• Start at the inside or center of the plant and work 
your way out 

• Never remove more than 25 percent of the plant at 
any one time in any one year 

• Do not apply tar or paint to pruning wounds as they 
heal faster left untreated 

• For most flowering shrubs and trees (such as lilacs), 
prune immediately after they bloom.  Any later and 
the buds for next years flowers will be cut off 

• Some fruit trees require different pruning methods, 
see http://plantfacts.osu.edu 

• Cut upward-facing branches at an angle so water runs 
off and does not collect in the wound. 

Winter is the best time to prune trees 

Seedling Tree Order Deadline 
April 14, 2021 

Call or stop by for a copy of the order form.  
Order forms are also available online: 

 

787-3070              

204 East Sage St., Lyman WY 

www.uintacountycd.com 

 

Visit the University of Wyoming  
Water Resources Data System at: 

www.wrds.uwyo.edu/wrds/nrcs/nrcs.html 

Snow Pack & Water Data 

https://www.uwyo.edu/barnbackyard/resources/landscaping.html
https://www.uwyo.edu/barnbackyard/resources/landscaping.html
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Upcoming Dates to Remember: 
 

January 26  WY-UT Ag Days, Roundhouse in Evanston 
April 12   Community Enhancement Grant Application Deadline 
April 14   Seedling Tree Order Deadline 
April 25 - May 2   Stewardship Week & Poster Contest “Healthy Forests = Healthy Communities” 
April 22   Earth Day 
April 30   Arbor Day 
May 19   Ag Expo & Safety Day, for Uinta County third & fourth grade students 
 

*Watch for dates of future workshops if circumstances permit! 

ALKALI Continued from Page 1—So, there are some of the 

dynamics which I believe may be the cause of our alkali 

patches. Listed below are a few suggestions which I hope 

will help to solve the problem.   

• First, improve the drainage in and around the alkali 

patches. Give the water some place to go. If it can 

move on, it can begin to carry the excess salts away 

with it. I have noticed a thick, grey clay is often pre-

sent around alkali patches. This clay may be impeding 

water movement. Without improved drainage, irriga-

tion water will just continue to bring in and drop off 

salts in the soil. 

• Second, applying nutrients, nitrogen, and organic mat-

ter by means of aged manure (probably mixed into the 

soil through some form of tillage). Composted manure 

or other sources of green organic matter may well be 

one of our best solutions for alkali patches. It has mul-

tiple benefits including increasing nitrogen (which 

helps to lower soil pH), contributes many nutrients 

essential for the growth of plants, and increases the 

soil’s organic matter. Nothing beats organic matter for 

building soil structure, an essential element in water 

movement and drainage.   

• Third, other soil amendments may be necessary to 

lower the pH and make nutrients more available for 

plants. A popular soil amendment for lowering soil pH 

is elemental sulfur. Elemental sulfur oxidizes slowly to 

form sulfuric acid, which helps to lower the pH in the 

soil.   

• Fourth, though it may have been better suited for the 

first step; do a soil test to determine if your soil is 

sodic or not. If it is sodic, that problem needs to be 

addressed through better drainage, application of ele-

mental sulfur and, if your soil is low on calcium, gyp-

sum. Follow the recommendations from the manufac-

turer on all these soil amendments.  

    As I explained at the start, this is a reoccurring problem 

for which I have yet to see a repeatable solution. I have 

heard through the grapevine that aged manure applied in 

high quantities has solved the problem- but I cannot assert 

that as a first-hand account. One soil test back from a lab, 

taken from a series of alkali patches on a pasture in Bridger 

Valley, did report to having dangerously high levels of sodi-

um. So I believe sodic soils are a risk for our county. 

    As far as I can tell, experimenting with some of these so-

lutions cannot do more harm than the alkali patch itself. 

Composted manure and elemental sulfur seem like they 

would only improve most soils in our county by increasing 

acidity, nutrients, and organic matter. As far as sodic soils 

are concerned, they should be carefully treated by taking a 

soil sample and following established protocol by manufac-

turers and soil scientists to amend the sodium problem. The 

only loss would be time and money and it would be foolish 

for me to pretend to know better than yourself how yours 

should be managed.  

    Again, I hope this helps and ultimately produces some 

established methodology that present and future land man-

agers can rely upon to fix a reoccurring problem. 
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