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Planting season at 
Dawson Farms
Inside, learn more 
about how a Tappen 
area farm utilizes 
irrigation for all 
its crops.
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Dawson Farms 
diversifies with help of irrigation
BY LUANN DART

The thud of freshly cut potatoes 
being prepared as seed for 
spring planting brings a 

smile to Michael Sitzmann. Another 
planting season has arrived at Dawson 
Farms, owned by Mike Sitzmann and 
his son, Michael, just north of Tappen 
in Kidder County.

“I’ve developed a passion for 
farming and I love it,” Michael says. 
“We have a saying on the farm, 'No 
bad days on the potato farm.’ ”

The Sitzmanns’ main passion 
is potatoes – they have expanded 
to 3,000 acres of potatoes over the 
years. Other acreage is planted with 
a rotation of spring wheat, corn, 
soybeans and some edible beans, such 
as pinto or navy beans.

The farm, served by KEM Electric 
Cooperative, is located in a pocket of 
south-central North Dakota which 

lends itself to potato production.
“It’s a specialty high-value crop. 

This is a great area to grow them 
because of the sandy loam soil 
and we have a great aquifer here,” 
Michael says.

Preparing the seed starts in early 
April, when the seed potatoes are 
warmed to a certain temperature, 
then mechanically cut into pieces 
for planting. The seeds will then be 
warehoused for seven days before 
planting in mid-April. 

During the growing season, the 
crop must be precisely managed.

“It’s a high-value crop, but it takes 
big inputs to really make that work, 
so your margins are still pretty thin. 
It’s a really big risk,” Michael says. 
“It’s like building a house on a good 
foundation. You start out with a good 
seed, you make sure the seed is cut 

right and you have the right amount 
of seed treatment on it.”

Dawson Farms will plant a Ranger 
russet potato, an early variety which 
is shipped directly to the plant and 
processed the same day; a Bannock 
russet for storage; along with Burbank 
and Umatilla russets.

“We try to grow every different 
kind of variety that we can, because 
the game’s always changing and you 
want to know what works best for 
you in your area,” Michael shares. 
Dawson Farms has also worked 
with North Dakota State University 
(NDSU) in variety trial tests.

Dawson Farms also hires an NDSU 
intern to scout the fields through 
the growing season, helping to 
promote agricultural-related jobs to 
rural youth.

The farm tries to be self-sustaining, 
evidenced by a job board in the main 
office which details each employee’s 
duties for the day or week, ranging 
from the full-time shop mechanics to 
irrigation technicians.

During potato harvest, which 
usually begins Labor Day weekend 
and continues through Oct. 1, 
Dawson Farms employs up to 70 
people, with 100 trucks delivering 
potatoes to J.R. Simplot in Grand 
Forks, where the farm contracts its 
entire crop. About 60 percent of the 
harvest is delivered to the processor, 
while the remaining potatoes are 
stored on the farm until spring 
or summer.

“It’s a big job to get 3,000 acres out 
of the ground in 30 days, but we have 
a great crew and the guys have done a 
great job,” Michael says.

With about half of their acreage 
rented, the family also has a close 
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A center pivot irrigator is a common sight across North Dakota.
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relationship with its landlords.
“Any ground we rent or lease, we 

treat it just like it’s our own. Our 
main goal is sustainability,” Michael 
says. “That’s important to us – a 
certain level of professionalism and 
integrity and we don’t stray away 
from that ever.”

Irrigating with effi  ciency
The Sitzmanns irrigate all their 

cropland with a center pivot system. 
“In this area, it’s a pretty dry 

climate and irrigation is necessary to 
have,” Michael says.

Irrigation provides more consistent 
crop production on a year-to-year 
basis, allows producers to grow 
longer-season crops (such as corn, 
potatoes and soybeans), provides a 
consistent supply of forage for animal 
operations and diversifies the farm 
enterprise, says Tom Scherer, an 
NDSU Extension water quality and 
irrigation specialist.

There are about 290,000 acres 
of irrigated land in North Dakota, 
according to NDSU Extension, which 
is slightly more than 1.1 percent of 
the total cultivated land in the state. 
More than 250,000 acres, or about 85 
percent of the irrigated land in the 
state, are irrigated with center pivot 
sprinkler systems.

Dawson Farms has found ways to 
irrigate more efficiently, including 
using drop nozzles to lessen the 
evaporation rate.

Technicians continually check 
for plugged nozzles to make sure 
the irrigators are working at full 
potential. They’ve also decreased the 
nozzle pressure from 90 pounds to 40 
pounds, creating larger water droplets 
and keeping the motors from running 
at full capacity.

“We try to use energy as efficiently 
as possible. We’re always looking for 
new technology to add to the business 
to add efficiency and energy savings,” 
Michael says.

Individual pivots can be operated 

from a cellphone or computer, and 
detailed records are kept on the 
amount of water being applied.

Using detailed maps, Dawson 
Farms uses variable rate applications 
for everything from irrigation to 
seeding rates to fertilizer and chemical 
applications. Tissue samples are also 
taken to gauge nitrogen in the crop.

“It’s a science. There’s a real art to 
it,” Michael says.

They also use fertigation, applying 
fertilizer about every seven days 
through the irrigation system, using 
check valves to keep the nutrients out 
of the aquifer.

Detailed records are kept of the 
growing degree days from the day the 
potatoes are planted through harvest, 
as well as the amount of moisture they 
receive each day.

Potatoes are finicky about moisture 
content, but sometimes the amount of 
moisture needed comes down to the 
low-tech methods.

“We’re just digging in the fields, 
constantly gauging that moisture just 
by feel of the dirt,” Michael says.

Dawson Farms is powered by KEM 
Electric Cooperative, which offers 
irrigators an electric rate program.

In 2014, KEM Electric began 
offering a new irrigation rate that 
does not include a demand charge 
and allows irrigators to use electricity 
to power irrigators as needed. The 
cooperative also still offers controlled 
load management for irrigation 
through which it remotely controls 
the irrigators, shutting them off 
during times of peak demand.

The cooperative sends contracts 
to all irrigators to enroll in the 
controlled or non-controlled program 
for that growing season, from April 1 
through Oct. 31.

The cooperative works with about 
175 irrigation accounts each season.

Dawson Farms has also 
implemented variable frequency 
drives on wells to implement more 
efficiency in motor starts.. 

“We use a lot of power,” Michael 
says. “It’s good. We’re doing 
business with a local co-op and it’s 
good for the community and it’s a 
sustainable business.”

Diversifying the farm
While Dawson Farms concentrates 

on potatoes, the family also tries 
to keep a diversity of crops in 
the field, particularly with falling 
commodity prices.

Its newest crop is supplying sugar 
snap peas for Calbee, a snack food 
company. Last year, they planted 400 
acres of the peas and hope to expand 
that to 800 acres this year.

The peas can be harvested by July, 
to allow for a cover crop to be planted 
in the fall, another advantage to 
the crop.

“We’re always looking to diversify 
ourselves, which is how we ended 
up getting into the cattle business,” 
Michael says.

This past year, Dawson Farms 
purchased 100 head of red Angus 
cattle to start a cow/calf operation 
that will be grazing solely on the 
farm’s irrigated cover crops. The 
farm is experimenting with cover 
crops to reduce erosion and improve 
soil health.

“This is in its infancy. It’s kind of an 
experiment. We’re planting different 
cover crops to try to build up the 
organic matter in the soil to reduce 
erosion and to build the soil health, 
to build more microbes into the soil,” 
Michael says.

With the cover crops under pivot, 
the cattle are guaranteed grazing 
land. Using cell grazing, the cattle 
are moved from one area to another, 
helping to return the cover crops back 
into the ground. The farm will also 
offer custom grazing when pastures 
are hit by drought.

“We look to diversify ourselves any 
way we can, especially with falling 
commodity prices,” Michael says. n
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KEM Electric introduces 
SmartHub May 1

KEM Electric Cooperative is implementing a new, online system called SmartHub, 
which will become available to members on May 1. 

SmartHub will allow KEM Electric members to access their accounts on Android and iOS mobile 
devices, and provides a new “My Account” Web portal which replaces the former e-bill system. 

With SmartHub, the power of data is in your hands through convenient account management and 
detailed usage information. SmartHub, a mobile and Web app, delivers accurate, timely account 
information and allows you to make payments in a secure environment with the touch of a button, 
right from your mobile device or on your PC.

The two-way communication allows you to notify us of account and service issues while providing 
us a way to let you know about special offers, programs, events and more!

Beginning May 1, KEM Electric members will 
have access to this new member engagement 
system. Members who are already signed up 
for electronic access will automatically be 
transferred to the new system. SmartHub has 
many member-friendly features, that we think 
you are really going to enjoy!

Download the FREE app on your smartphone 
or tablet to get the most out of your new 
account management software!

With SmartHub you can...
• Check your usage
• Contact KEM Electric’s office
• Pay your bill
• Report an outage or service interruption
• View usage history

To start using SmartHub, visit KEM’s website at 
www.kemelectric.com and click on “My Account.” 
If you have questions on how to use SmartHub, please 
call KEM at 701-254-4666 or 1-800-472-2673.
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          ATTEND YOUR 

Annual Meeting!
KEM Electric Cooperative

2016 annual meeting
June 16, 2016

Linton High School, Linton

We’ll see you at the annual meeting!
Let’s face it. We are all busy. With work, family, 

school, church, volunteer activities and a never-ending 
list of errands, the thought of attending one more 
meeting may be daunting. It may be difficult to give 
your local electric cooperative a little time, but your 
voice is important!

Attend KEM Electric Cooperative’s annual meeting 
and get involved! During the meeting, you’ll elect 
directors, listen to highlights from the past year and 
have a chance to visit with staff and directors.

Cooperatives are owned and controlled by you, the 
members. As an owner, each person has a voice and 
a vote. You can elect the board of directors, attend 
meetings and ask questions. And if you want to 
become more involved, you can become a candidate 
for the board of directors.

The cooperative way of doing business is a true 
example of grassroots democracy in action. Join the 
voices that guide your cooperative and attend the 
annual meeting June 16 at the Linton High School.

Even though you are busy, be an active 
co-op member!

Your board of directors
KEM Electric Cooperative is overseen by a seven-

member board of directors which is elected by you – 
the members and owners of the electric cooperative. 

The cooperative is divided into five districts, with 
one director representing each district and two at-large 
board seats. The current board of directors includes: 
District 1, John Beck; District 2, Carter Vander Wal; 
District 3, Milton Brandner; District 4, Victor J. Wald; 
District 5, Dean Dewald; at-large director, Dean 
Hummel; and at-large director, Carmen Essig.

Your annual meeting
• Learn more about your cooperative, elect 

directors and enjoy the evening! 
• This year, the director seats up for election 

are those of Milton Brandner in District 3 and 
Dean Hummel at large.

Watch for more details in the June KEM Electric 
Cooperative pages in North Dakota Living, which will 
include the cooperative’s annual report.

We’ll see you there!

www.kemelectric.com KEM ELECTRIC NEWS  , MAY 2016 C5



KEM
Electric Cooperative

Call 811 
Before you dig!
Anyone planning any type of digging 
– from planting a tree to construction 
work – is required by law to contact 
North Dakota One Call by dialing 811 or 
800-795-0555 at least 48 hours before any 
excavation begins. 

Excavators or homeowners may also file a 
locate request online using the ITIC system 
at www.ndonecall.com. 

Utilities then have 48 hours to mark any 
underground telephone lines, electrical 
lines, pipelines or other underground 
facilities, before digging begins.

The North Dakota One Call system is 
free! It’s easy! It’s the law!
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Incandescent
Bulbs

Compact Fluorescent
(CFL) Bulbs 

Light-Emitting Diode
(LED) Bulb

 $1.25

Less than 1 year 

$3.50 - $4.80

13 to 14

$3.50

Approx. 9 years 

$1.20

55 to 70

$8.00

At least 22 years

 

$1.00

60 to100

Electricity runs through a wire 
filament, heating the 

filament until it glows and 
creates light.

Produce heat and light in every 
direction.

Loses up to 50% of the light 
before it even exits a fixture.

Visible light results when UV light, 
created when electricity is driven 
through a tube containing 

argon and mercury, reacts 
with the coating on the tube.

Electricity passes through 
semiconductor material, 
illuminating the semiconductor devices 
called light-emitting diodes.

Contains no 
hazardous 
materials.

More efficient bulbs 
could save 

consumers $6 
billion in 

2015 alone.

Because CFLs contain 
mercury (about 4 mg, which 

is less than 1% found in old 
thermometers), they require 

proper disposal. 

Visit Earth911.com for 
tips on how to properly 

clean up a broken bulb or 
recycle intact bulbs.

Contains no 
hazardous 
materials.

Some localities 
recycle used LEDs.

Only use bulbs labeled for use 
in enclosed fixtures to prevent 

dangerous heat buildup.

Wattage: The amount of electricity 
consumed by a light source.

Lumens: The amount of light that 
a light source produces.

Install bulbs with extended 
lifespans in hard-to-reach locations 
to limit the number of times 

you have to climb a ladder, move 
furniture, or otherwise engage in 

potentially dangerous activities. 

President George W. Bush signed the 
Energy Independence 
and Security Act of 2007, 

requiring all light bulbs use nearly 
30% less energy by 2014.   

Average Price

Lifespan (@ 3 hrs/day)

Average Annual Energy Cost

Lumens per Watt

75% less heat than
incandescent bulbs.

=
75% more

energy savings.

Uses diodes, not heat, to produce light.

85% more energy savings as 
compared to incandescent bulbs.

www.kemelectric.com KEM ELECTRIC NEWS  , MAY 2016 C7



THE MARATHON 
WATER HEATER 

will be the last water heater you’ll ever buy!

Call KEM Electric Cooperative 
701-254-4666
800-472-2673

FEATURES:
• Polybutene tank that is guaranteed not 

to leak, rust or corrode for as long as you 
own your home. 

• One of the most efficient water heaters 
on the market. 

• To save money, ask about placing your 
Marathon water heater on one of KEM 
Electric Cooperative’s load-management 
programs.

Join us on Facebook!
Join KEM Electric Cooperative on Facebook for important 

announcements, information about your electric 
cooperative, photos and other information!

KEM ELECTRIC
 COOPERATIVE INC.

DIRECTORS:
Dean Dewald, Chairman ........................Dawson
Victor Wald, Vice Chairman.................Napoleon
Carter Vander Wal, Sec.-Treas.  .............. Pollock
Carmen Essig, Director .................................Lehr
John Beck, Director ....................................Linton
Dean Hummel, Director ........................... Hague
Milton Brandner, Director .......................Zeeland

MANAGEMENT:
Don Franklund .........Co-General Manager/CEO
Chris Baumgartner..Co-General Manager/CEO

Report outages to the following
toll-free number: 800-472-2673

Hazelton, Linton and Strasburg exchanges’ 
phone number: 701-254-4666

OFFICE HOURS:
Monday through Friday, 

8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.
Website: kemelectric.com

Email address: kem@kemelectric.com

KEM Electric Cooperative
Board meeting highlights

March 22, 2016
• Approved the February regular board meeting minutes
• Signed the special equipment summary
• Heard a report by the Voucher Review Committee 
• Approved the retirement of one estate
• Approved and signed the RUD resolution
• Heard department updates
• Heard Innovative Energy Alliance update

So KEM Electric Cooperative employees can observe the holiday with their 
families, the cooperative’s offices will be closed Memorial Day, May 30. 

If you experience an outage, please call the cooperative’s offices at 
701-254-4666 or 800-472-2673. Your call will be routed to the proper 

contacts and lineworkers will be dispatched.

REMEMBER 
MEMORIAL DAY
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