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LSU AgCenter research stations support 
Louisiana’s diverse agricultural industry
Michael E. Salassi

Louisiana has an incredibly diverse agricultural sector for a state its size. Livestock, agronomic 
crops, horticultural crops, forestry, aquaculture and marine fisheries all constitute major com-
ponents of the state’s agricultural production sector. The LSU AgCenter’s network of 15 research 
stations across the state supports Louisiana’s diverse agricultural industry with a broad range of 
research and extension activities designed to address the needs and challenges of the state’s agri-
cultural industry.

Each of the research stations has faculty domiciled at those stations conducting a broad range 
of research activities. The majority of research is conducted on the land included in the stations, al-
though many faculty also conduct research activities at locations off station, such as on agricultural 
producers’ fields, forestland and other land areas. AgCenter research stations also serve as locations 
for research conducted by faculty from AgCenter campus departments.  

In the northwest region of the state, research activities at three research stations address issues 
over a wide range of agricultural production activities. The Red River Research Station in Bossier 
City conducts research in the areas of agronomic crop production (cotton, corn and soybeans), crop 
irrigation, soil and water management, and horticultural crop production (greenhouse tomatoes). 
The Pecan Research Station, near Shreveport, serves as a demonstration farm for production of 
alternative pecan varieties.  At Hill Farm Research Station in Homer, faculty conduct research in the 
production of pine timber, poultry, beef cattle and forage crops.

Research activities at stations located in the northeast and central regions of Louisiana focus on 
production of major agronomic row crops including cotton, corn, soybeans, wheat, milo and sweet 
potatoes. These stations include the Macon Ridge Research Station, in Winnsboro; the Northeast 
Research Station, in St. Joseph; and the Dean Lee Research Station, in Alexandria. The Dean Lee Re-
search Station also serves as the primary location for research in beef cattle production. The Sweet 
Potato Research Station, in Chase, develops new sweet potato varieties and conducts a range of 
research activities to support the state’s sweet potato industry.

AgCenter research conducted at stations in the southwest and southeast regions of the state 
are more narrowly focused on a single primary commodity. The H. Rouse Caffey Rice Research 
Station, in Crowley, and the Sugar Research Station, in St. Gabriel, focus on the development of new 
and improved rice and sugarcane varieties, respectively, as well as a range of research in other plant 
disciplines to support production of these major Louisiana crops. Research in sugarcane and beef 
cattle production is conducted at the Iberia Research Station, in Jeanerette. The Hammond Research 
Station focuses on research and evaluation of horticultural crops. The Southeast Research Station, 
in Franklinton, is focused on dairy production, while the Bob R. Jones-Idlewild Research Station, in 
Clinton, conducts research in the areas of forestry and wildlife.

Two AgCenter research stations are located in the Baton Rouge metropolitan area. The Central 
Research Station is composed of a collection of indi-
vidual research units that support plant and animal 
research conducted by faculty on campus. The LSU 
AgCenter Botanical Gardens at Burden, in addition to 
serving as a public venue of an expansive collection 
of botanical gardens, woodlands and wetlands, also 
serves as a research site for AgCenter faculty con-
ducting research programs in horticulture, nursery 
and landscape, fruits and vegetables, wetlands and 
forestry.

A major component of the mission of the LSU 
AgCenter is to support the economic viability of Lou-
isiana agriculture. Research stations across the state 
serve a vital role in the successful accomplishment of 
that mission.

Michael E. Salassi is the associate vice president and program 
leader for plant and animal sciences. He is also the chair of the 
Louisiana Agriculture editorial board.

Associate vice president Michael Salassi 
oversees the research and extension programs 
conducted from the LSU AgCenter’s 15 research 
stations. Photo by Olivia McClure
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Louisiana 4-H Hall of Fame names 
2021 members

The 2021 4-H Hall of Fame class of inductees are, seated, from left, Cathy 
Mouton, Iberia Parish; Trishan Charles, St. Charles Parish; and JoAnn 
Hullum, Ascension Parish. Back row, from left, Paul Jackson, Calcasieu 
Parish; John Andrus, Vermilion Parish; Charnel Bailey, Vernon Parish; 
Charles Hymel, St. James Parish; and Felix Landry Jr., St. James Parish. Not 
pictured are Donald Aguillard, Lafayette Parish; the late Russell Guarino, 
Lafayette Parish; Harry Laws, West Baton Rouge Parish; and Amie Skipper, 
Lincoln Parish. This brings the total number of members to 256 since the 
inception of the Hall of Fame in 2008. Photo by Kali Zammit

AgCenter NEWS

Louisiana agriculture suffers $584 million in damage from 
Hurricane Ida

The Louisiana agriculture industry suffered at least $584 million in damage after Hurricane Ida walloped the southeastern 
portion of the state in late August with strong winds and flooding. Timber damage makes up about half that amount, according 
to economist Kurt Guidry. Another 35% is attributable to the loss of infrastructure such as fences, machinery, equipment and 
buildings. Sugarcane, fruit, vegetable and ornamental horticulture crops as well as livestock were affected too. 

The $584 million figure includes Guidry’s estimates for impacts yet to fully play out, such as reduced yields for crops that 
remained in the field during the storm and the potential for increased production costs. 

Guidry compiled a report of damage using information gathered by AgCenter agents and commodity specialists around 
the state along with personnel with the Louisiana Department of Agriculture and Forestry and the U.S. Forestry Service. Olivia 
McClure

AgCenter researcher gets 
$325,000 grant to study 
Cercospora leaf blight

Cercospora leaf blight has been a bane to soybean 
farmers in the Midsouth for the better part of two 
decades, costing the industry more than $250 million 
in the past five years alone. Now, LSU AgCenter plant 
pathologist Sara Thomas-Sharma has garnered a three-
year, $324,988 research grant from the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture National Institute of Food and Agriculture 
to develop long-term solutions to the problem. The 
three objectives are:

• Determine the importance of airborne spores 
in the disease cycle and identify environmental 
predictors of disease development.

• Develop tools to monitor resistance to 
commonly used fungicides.

• Integrate improved fungicide application timing 
and host resistance in Cercospora disease 
management. 

V. Todd Miller

Nelomie Galagedara uses both the simple wind vane spore 
trap and the larger battery-powered spore trap, which has 
paraffin-coated tape, in her studies of Cercospora leaf blight, 
a major disease of soybeans. Photo by Maria Izabel Costa de 
Novaes

Sweet potato producers learn 
latest at virtual field day
Don La Bonte, left, LSU AgCenter sweet potato breeder, evaluates sweet 
potatoes while assistant Sarah Roberts, right, collects samples during 
advanced line trials done at the Larry Fontenot farm in Ville Platte in 
late September. 
Advanced line LA 
19-20, seen on the 
right row, produced 
an amazing number 
of No. 1 storage roots. 
Initial impressions 
of the harvest were 
presented on video as 
part of the 2021 Sweet 
Potato Research 
Station virtual field 
day. Photo by Randy 
LaBauve
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AgCenter Research Stations 
Scientists at the LSU AgCenter’s 15 research stations search for ways to optimize the state’s 
agricultural and environmental assets. Researchers create new plant varieties; study weeds, 
insects and diseases; breed livestock; and educate producers to equip them with the latest 
knowledge. These research stations focus on the commodities in the distinct regions of 
Louisiana and also provide service to all the people of the state. 

Sweet Potato 
Research Station

Central Research Station

Hammond Research 
Station

Hill Farm 
Research Station

Iberia Research 
Station

Bob R. Jones-Idlewild 
Research Station

Macon Ridge 
Research Station

Northeast 
Research Station

Dean Lee Research and 
Extension Center

Pecan Research 
Station

Red River 
Research Station

H. Rouse Caffey Rice 
Research Station

Southeast 
Research Station

Sugar Research 
Station

LSU AgCenter Botanic 
Gardens at Burden
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AGCENTER RESEARCH STATIONS: CREATED TO SERVE  
With a heritage dating back to the 1800s, the 15 LSU AgCenter research stations develop new knowledge and technology to help producers provide food, fiber and 
fuel and sustain the environment.

Red River Research Station
Bossier City

Research at Red River focuses on water quality and use 
along with traditional agricultural and pest management 
studies. Scientists grow soybeans, cotton, grasses and 
legumes for forage along with greenhouse tomatoes. 

Sugar Research Station
St. Gabriel

The Sugar Research Station has a long history of innovation 
dating back to 1885. At its current location since 1968, the 
station houses researchers who develop new sugarcane 
varieties and study ways to prevent diseases and other 
threats to sugarcane production.

Pecan Research Station
Shreveport

For almost a century the Pecan Research Station has served 
the Louisiana pecan industry. Researchers there made 
several important discoveries, and studies at the Pecan 
Station assisted in the development of two Louisiana-bred 
varieties of pecan trees, Melrose and Moreland. 

Iberia Research Station
Jeanerette

The 500-acre station serves agricultural producers of 
Louisiana’s Gulf Coast. Research focuses on sugarcane and 
grass-fed beef cattle production and forage. In the 1930s, 
scientists at the station helped create the popular Brangus 
mix of cattle. 

Hill Farm Research Station
Homer

Established in 1946, the research station serves the 
agricultural interests of the hillier region of northwest 
Louisiana. Composed of 1,488 acres, researchers 
and extension experts at Hill Farm focus on forestry, 
poultry, and beef cattle production and forage.

Hammond Research Station
Hammond

Surrounded by pine forest, the 150-acre Hammond 
Research Station focuses on landscape horticulture. 
Researchers evaluate more than 500 ornamental plants 
each year and name a list of Louisiana Super Plants that 
flourish all over the state. 

Macon Ridge Research Station
Winnsboro

Created to serve farmers in the drought-prone area near 
the Mississippi River Delta called the Macon Ridge, this 
station covers 815 acres. Research focuses on row crops 
and forages as well as management strategies for insects, 
diseases and weeds.

Southeast Research Station
Franklinton

Established in 1944 to assist the dairy industry that 
prospered in the region, today the Southeast Research 
Station also studies grasses and small grains. The station 
also serves as a hands-on laboratory for LSU agriculture 
students. 

Northeast Research Station
St. Joseph

Based on the rich soil of the Mississippi River Delta, the 
station was established in 1929 to serve farmers in the 
region, who grow cotton, corn, soybeans, wheat, grain 
sorghum and rice. An economic driver for the rural region, 
producers depend on the station for guidance.

Bob R. Jones-Idlewild Research Station
Clinton

The Bob R. Jones-Idlewild Research Station comprises 
about 1,800 acres of pasture, hardwood and pine forests. 
Researchers study deer management, control of feral hogs 
and ridding the state of the invasive aquatic weed giant 
Salvinia.

Dean Lee Research and Extension Center
Alexandria

The Dean Lee Research and Extension Center covers 3,155 
acres, with 500 acres of field crops and 600 acres of pasture, 
and more than 1,000 acres of hardwood timber. Research 
focuses on crop variety testing; weed, insect and disease 
management; and forage for beef cattle.

Central Research Station
Baton Rouge

A few miles south of the LSU Baton Rouge campus, the 
3,000-acre Central Research Station comprises a handful of 
research sites used by researchers, teachers and students. 
It includes the Ben Hur Farm, where crops and livestock 
are raised.

Sweet Potato Research Station
Chase

Created in 1949 to benefit commercial producers, the 308-
acre Sweet Potato Research Station is the only research 
station in the nation solely dedicated to sweet potato 
research and development. Also, the station provides 
clean planting stock to farmers. 

LSU AgCenter Botanic Gardens at Burden
Baton Rouge

Located in the heart of Baton Rouge, the Botanic Gardens 
features gardens, walking trails, forests and educational 
opportunities for children and adults. The 400-plus acre 
property includes research plots and test gardens. 

H. Rouse Caffey Rice Research Station
Rayne

Since its establishment in 1908, the Rice Research Station 
has been a hub of research on rice, and scientists over the 
years have developed 57 new rice varieties. The station 
occupies about 1,000 acres and includes more than 30 
acres devoted to crawfish research.
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From Our
SOCIAL MEDIA

Join the LSU AgCenter on social media. 
AgCenter researchers and extension agents 
reach out via the web with videos, articles 
and helpful hints on Facebook, YouTube, 
Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn. 
Join the conversation by following the 
LSU AgCenter.

INSTAGRAM | Follow the AgCenter at 

                                                 instagram.com/LSUAgCenter

AUG 4 | The LSU AgCenter has a history in fig breeding that 
dates back to the 1950s. Five fig varieties have been released 
— Tiger, Champagne, LSU Purple, LSU Gold and O’Rourke. 

AUG 11 | Hollywood actress, LSU alum and Louisiana 
native Denise Boutte is working with the LSU AgCenter 
Food Innovation Institute (aka FOODii) on recreating her 
mawmaw's pecan pralines to add to her expanding culinary 
product line!

YOUTUBE | View this video and our extensive  

                       archive at youtube.com/user/LSUAgCenter

SEPT 13 | The phenomenon of iridescence has brought art and 
science together through an exhibit at the Louisiana Art and 
Science Museum. LSU AgCenter entomologist Nathan Lord 
inspired the creative direction for this exhibit.

FACEBOOK | Follow the AgCenter on 

                                      Facebook at facebook.com/LSUAgCenter

AUG 17 | Muscadines in Louisiana produce from mid-August 
through early September. They are often called the “grape of 
the South.” 

SEPT 12 | LSU AgCenter agents are beginning the arduous task 
of damage assessment and recovery from Hurricane Ida. Renee 
Castro, LSU AgCenter area ag agent, examines shredded and 
browned tops of sugarcane impacted by Hurricane Ida’s strong 
winds along with damaged soybeans.

TWITTER | Follow the AgCenter at  

                                                       twitter.com/LSUAgCenter

AUG 24 | Learn how to identify and manage common aquatic 
weeds found in Louisiana with the LSU AgCenter's new 
publication! 

SEPT. 11 | Stunning views from the native American 
beautyberry, Callicarpa americana. This shrub provides food 
for wildlife including birds and deer! This is a Louisiana Super 
Plant selection!
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College of Ag NEWS

Rutherford named executive associate dean
The LSU College of Agriculture has named Allen Rutherford executive associate 

dean. Rutherford has previously served as director of the college’s School of Renewable 
Natural Resources, interim associate dean in the College of Agriculture, interim department 
head of the Department of Experimental Statistics, interim director of the School of 
Nutrition and Food Sciences, and interim head of the Department of Agricultural and 
Biological Engineering. A professor of fish ecology, Rutherford has been with LSU for more 
than 36 years.

He holds a bachelor’s and master’s degree in biology from Baylor University and a 
doctorate in zoology from Oklahoma State University. Phil Elzer, director of the School 
of Animal Sciences, will serve as the interim director of the School of Nutrition and Food 
Sciences. Annabelle Lang Allen Rutherford

Stair selected for FFA honorary degree
Kristin Stair, professor in the Department of Agricultural and Extension Education and 

Evaluation, was selected to receive the Honorary American FFA Degree. This award is 
given to those who advance agricultural education and FFA through outstanding personal 
commitment. The National FFA Organization works to enhance the lives of youth through 
agricultural education. Stair was presented the award at the 94th National FFA Convention 
& Expo, in Indianapolis, Indiana, on Oct. 29, 2021. All recipients receive a plaque and medal, 
and their names are permanently recorded as recipients of the honor. Mallory Uzee

Kristin Stair

LSU teams take first and second at 
national economics competition

Victory was twice as sweet for the College of Agriculture students who competed 
in the 2021 Agricultural and Applied Economics Association (AAEA) academic quiz 
bowl, in which students test their knowledge of agricultural economics, marketing 
and management. Two LSU quiz bowl teams competed in the national quiz bowl 
competition in Austin, Texas, and they placed first and second, which almost never 
happens, said Jerrod Penn, assistant professor in the Department of Agricultural 
Economics and Agribusiness, who has coached the LSU quiz bowl teams since 2019. 
On LSU team one 
was Colt Hardee, 
Erin Matherne 
and Michael 
Younis. Team two 
members were 
Janie Chapin, 
Westin Cobb and 
Mimi Rivette. 
LSU team one 
was named the 
overall winner of 
the competition. 
Annabelle Lang 

Quiz bowl team members Colt Hardee, Erin Matherne, Michael Younis, 
Janie Chapin, Westin Cobb and Mimi Rivette.

New community 
garden on campus 
for students

LSU AgCenter horticulturists Kiki 
Fontenot and Ed Bush have established 
a community garden for students at 
the Hill Farm Teaching Facility and 
University Gardens, located across from 
the Lod Cook Alumni Center. About 40 
students have participated so far, and 
Fontenot expects to expand the project 
and involve more students and faculty. 
Annabelle Lang

Kiki Fontenot and Ed Bush

8            Louisiana Agriculture, Fall 2021



New FacultyPROFILE
Fertile soils are the focus of Rasel Parvej’s research
Tobie Blanchard

Rasel Parvej cultivated an interest in agriculture growing 
up in Bangladesh. There he worked alongside his grandfather 
and uncle growing rice, wheat, sugarcane, cotton and vegeta-
bles — some of the same crops he would work with halfway 
across the world. 

Now the LSU AgCenter soil fertility specialist helps Lou-
isiana producers make sure the soil in which they grow their 
crops has the right balance of nutrients. 

Parvej said farming conditions were much different in his 
native country, where there was little mechanization. Cow-
driven plows prepared the fields, and crops were hand-har-
vested. 

“Most of the farmers were growing for local consump-
tion,” Parvej said. “It was small farms, 1 to 5 acres.” 

It was in those early years that he developed a passion for 
science and agriculture, which led him to pursue his bache-
lor’s and master’s degrees from the Bangladesh Agricultural 
University. With the opportunity to study soil fertility under a 
renowned expert, Parvej moved to the U.S. in 2012 to work on 
his Ph.D. at the University of Arkansas.

His Ph.D. supervisor, Nathan Slaton, helped sharpen 
Parvej’s scientific curiosity. 

He recounts visiting problem fields with Slaton and lis-
tening to him ask so many questions of producers. It was 
there that Parvej learned that asking the right question could 
help him develop his own answers to the farmer’s questions. 

“He had so much past experience, and I was grateful to 
work with him. I would learn a lot from him.” 

Parvej said he is still learning every day, and a lot of his 
time is still spent visiting problem fields trying to diagnose an 
issue. In addition to field work, he also conducts video chats 
with producers and receives photographs to help look at 
problems. 

“Producers sometimes call without knowing what the 
problem may be,” he said.

While he specializes in soil fertility, he said disease and 
pest problems can sometimes look like nutrient issues, so he 
works closely with AgCenter agronomists, entomologists and 
plant pathologists to ensure issues are identified properly. 

Nutrients are a big part of crop inputs, and the soil helps 
bring life to plants. 

“You have to provide certain nutrients to get certain 
yields, or your crop will suffer,” he said. 

Parvej joined the LSU AgCenter faculty in October 2019, 
shortly before the COVID-19 pandemic threw the country into 
lockdown. He said it was challenging early on to get some of 
his research projects underway because of the shutdown. 

The researcher is in his second year of a study to look at 

updating nutrient recommendations for soybeans. He said 
current recommendations are based off old data. He expects 
to have updated phosphorus and potassium recommenda-
tions for soybeans when he completes the third year of the 
study. 

Based in Winnsboro at the LSU AgCenter Macon Ridge 
Research Station, Parvej has statewide research and extension 
soil fertility responsibilities mainly for row crops such as corn, 
soybean, cotton, rice and grain sorghum. He also helps inter-
pret soil test results and provides fertilizer recommendations 
for horticulture crops. 

“My routine extension responsibilities are to help pro-
ducers, crop consultants and extension agents understand 
soil sampling, testing and interpretation of soil-test results, 
crop fertilization for maximizing crop yield and improving soil 
fertility.”

Parvej also helps evaluate new fertilizer products on the 
market.

“Companies push different products, and I believe every 
product has certain value, but producers need to use these 
products based on their soil and crop requirements,” he said. 
“My main challenge is to educate producers to understand 
the value and usefulness of certain fertilizer products before 
they use it, so they don’t have to spend more money unnec-
essarily.” 

Parvej is actively participating in a national initiative, the 
Fertilizer Recommendation Support Tool (FRST), and will rep-
resent the LSU AgCenter in developing regional and national 
soil-test-based fertilizer recommendations for row crops. 

He also is actively involved in training extension agents 
and crop consultants by organizing field days with soil fertility 
and nutrient management issues. 

Parvej is helping farmers grow crops with higher yields in 
the most efficient manner. He sees his work as building resil-
iency in agriculture from the soil up. 

Tobie Blanchard is director of Communications at the LSU AgCenter.

Rasel Parvej uses a sensor to help determine plant growth in a soybean field in 
Avoyelles Parish. Photo by Bruce Schultz
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RED RIVER RESEARCH STATION 
focuses on water resources 

Kyle Peveto

Water is at the center of the LSU AgCenter Red River Re-
search Station. 

Most of the research performed on the station’s 573 acres 
seeks answers to questions of how agriculture affects our 
water resources.  

Over the past decade, the station has changed its focus 
toward water quality and the efficient use of water. In the past 
scientists at Red River conducted traditional agronomic and 
pest management studies on crops, but greater interest in 
irrigation and concerns about water quality led the AgCenter 
to shift the concentration at the station. 

“Everybody thinks Louisiana has a lot of water,” said Pat-
rick Colyer, director of the station and the AgCenter North-
west Region. “Overall, we do, but with increasing demand for 
water and concerns about the contribution of agricultural 
activities to water quality, we made this commitment to start 
taking a closer look at our water resources.”

Irrigation has become much more common in north Lou-
isiana in recent years, said Syam Dodla, an associate professor 
studying soil irrigation and fertility at Red River. 

“For any outsider to hear that we are in Louisiana and 
doing irrigation, it kind of sounds strange,” Dodla said. “We 

get anywhere from 45 to 60 inches of rain. If you look in north 
Louisiana and in northwest Louisiana we are not as high in 
rainfall. And the rainfall is not as uniform. It became common 
for farmers to irrigate in June, July and August.”

Located just outside of Bossier City and across the Red 
River from Shreveport, the Red River Research Station was 
founded in 1947. Many who travel U.S. Highway 71 south of 
Barksdale Air Force Base know the station from its big red 
barn painted with the LSU AgCenter logo, an iconic sight in 
the region. 

Agriculture has changed dramatically since the station’s 
founding. Irrigation became more important when producers 
changed their crops from predominately cotton to more acres 
of soybeans and corn, which demand more water, Colyer said.

“Cotton is your classic Southern crop,” he said. “It does 
well in a hot, dry environment. That’s why cotton was king in 
the South.”

In addition to agricultural effects, in northwestern Lou-
isiana faced other water resource issues. Natural gas drilling 
operations used a great deal of water, local aquifers were 
shrinking and giant Salvinia, an invasive plant, was infesting 
nearby lakes.  

The red barn at the front of the LSU AgCenter Red 
River Research Station is well known to drivers who 
travel Louisiana Highway 71.
Photo by Luke Bullock
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As researchers retired, the new scientists hired at Red 
River were often experts in water quality and water use. Fer-
tility, tilling the soil and other typical agricultural research 
topics are still studied, but their effects on water use and 
water quality were incorporated into the research, Colyer 
said.  

“We didn’t change a lot of what we actually do day-
to-day,” he said. “We still plant agronomic crops. We still 
conduct pest management programs, but we added an 
additional focus on water use efficiency.”

One innovative feature of the station, a tailwater irriga-
tion pond system, could one day become common at farms 
across north Louisiana. Water drains from the fields into 
one shallow pond filled with vegetation that helps collect 
sediment and nutrients from the irrigation water, filtering it 
before it flows into the larger deep pond, which can be used 
to irrigate the fields again.  

“These are crucial,” Dodla said. “They not only help to 
minimize the groundwater usage but also help to recycle 
the nutrients back to the farm.”  

While studying water use and quality are top priorities 
at the station, other important research is done at Red River. 
Forage specialists evaluate the grass and legumes used to 
feed livestock on 190 acres of pasture. Soybean breeder 
Blair Buckley is developing disease resistant, high yielding 
genetic material at the station, and he evaluates advanced 
breeding lines and new varieties. Also, in three large green-
houses, horticulturists evaluate tomato varieties, an area of 
study that attracts many visitors.

Each summer research technicians evaluate these toma-
toes. The indeterminate varieties grown in the greenhouses 
reach 20 to 30 feet tall, and the fruit attracts visitors from all 
over the Shreveport and Bossier City area as the tomatoes 
go on sale in the station office. 

“People love to eat them,” he said. “We do a lot of field 
trips, people from some of the garden clubs and other civic 
organizations come out and see them.”

The tomatoes began as a research area for horticulturist 
Hanna Y. Hanna, who died in 2013. Yet the station has con-
tinued growing the tomatoes, studying the impact of pro-
duction practices on fertility and water quality, Colyer said.

Selling tomatoes and giving tours help connect the sta-
tion to the people of the region, Colyer said. The region, the 
Shreveport-Bossier City metropolitan area, has a population 
of more than 390,000.  

“We’re right on the edge of the city now,” Colyer said. 
“We’re not as rural as we used to be, so the greenhouse to-
matoes help us connect with the local community better.”

Red River researchers and area AgCenter extension 
agents also try to connect with and educate north Louisi-
anians at AgMagic at the State Fair of Louisiana each fall. 
Colyer sees the research station’s mission as more than just 
research. It can also help educate.

“We’re just trying to provide information,” Colyer said, 
“about agriculture and what it means to their daily lives.”

Kyle Peveto is an assistant communications specialist and associate editor of Louisi-
ana Agriculture.

A deep pond is part of a tailwater recovery system at the LSU AgCenter Red River 
Research Station. Irrigation water flows off the fields and into a shallow pond filled 
with plants that filter sediment out of the water before flowing into the deep 
pond. The water can then be recycled or can flow into a nearby stream. Photo by 
Kyle Peveto

Soybeans have become an important crop in northern Louisiana, and the LSU 
AgCenter Red River Research Station studies soybeans and has a soybean breeder 
working at the station. Photo by Kyle Peveto
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PECAN RESEARCH 
STATION 

serves Louisiana growers for 90 years

Kyle Peveto

The pecan industry was born in 
Louisiana, and for decades the LSU 
AgCenter has supported the state’s 
growers through research and exten-
sion at the Pecan Research Station south 
of Shreveport.

Pecan sales were first recorded in 
New Orleans in the late 1700s, and im-
portant developments in grafting pecan 
trees took place in south Louisiana in 
the 1800s.

For 90 years the Pecan Research 
Station has served the industry.

“It has served a valuable purpose,” 
said Patrick Colyer, director of the 
AgCenter Northwest Region, which 
includes the Pecan Station. “Our pro-
ducers got a lot of information from that 
station.”

The station began as a U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture field research sta-
tion. It was founded through an act of 
Congress in 1930 to serve the growing 
pecan industry in the area. Caddo Parish 
donated 100 acres of land and some 
buildings on the property. Researchers 
planted 17 cultivars of pecan that first 
year.

USDA researchers at the laboratory 
made several important discoveries 
there and studied cultivars that would 

be widely planted. Scientists there 
found that zinc is an important nutrient 
for tree growth and nut production, a 
finding that AgCenter researchers later 
called the “single most important cul-
tural improvement for the commercial 
industry.”

In 1973 the USDA transferred the 
facility to the LSU AgCenter. LSU already 
had a long history of pecan research. 
Horticulturists at the university had 
been studying the nut-producing trees 
since the early 1900s.

Studies at the Pecan Station as-
sisted in the development of two Lou-
isiana-bred varieties of pecan trees, 
Melrose and Moreland. Research at the 
station also helped develop three USDA 
varieties, Creek, Houma and Oconee.

In the past 20 years research at the 
Pecan Station has stalled. Its future was 
in jeopardy as the property was slated 
for a possible path of a new interstate 
highway. With its long-term future in 
doubt, pecan research, which can take 
decades because of the slow growth of 
the trees, slowed. Researchers moved 
on or retired. Today it serves the public 
as a demonstration farm.

Kyle Peveto is an assistant communications specialist 
and associate editor of Louisiana Agriculture.
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Pecan orchard at the LSU 
AgCenter Pecan Research Station 
in Shreveport, Louisiana. 
Photo by Luke Bullock
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HILL FARM SPECIALISTS SEEK 
to serve producers of northwest Louisiana

Kyle Peveto

Along both sides of the blacktop of Louisiana Highway 9 
just south of the town of Homer, the undulating pastures of 
the LSU AgCenter Hill Farm Research Station present a pic-
turesque scene of black cattle and ponds bordered by pine 
forests. 

For more than 70 years Hill Farm has served the producers 
of north Louisiana, evolving to meet the changing needs of 
these farmers, ranchers and foresters. 

Today the station fills a singular role for the AgCenter, with 
1,488 acres that feature a rolling terrain and includes the Ag-
Center’s largest stand of pine forests and two poultry houses. 

“It’s a very unique station as far as soil types and growing 
conditions,” said Lee Faulk, an AgCenter livestock agent sta-
tioned at Hill Farm. 

Established in 1946 by the Louisiana Legislature, the re-
search station was created to serve the agricultural interests of 
the hillier land in the northwest region of the state. 

Then, cotton and row crops dominated agriculture in the 
area, and Hill Farm devoted acreage to these crops. In the 
next decade the use of the hilly land around northwest Lou-
isiana shifted. Many landowners quit farming with aid from 
the federal Soil Bank Program, which paid producers to retire 
farmland to conserve soil and scale down production of cer-
tain crops, according to a history of the station written by past 
researchers. 

CONNECTING WITH RANCHERS
Beef cattle roam the pastures at Hill Farm, part of a beef 

herd that reflects the types of commercial cattle producers 
in north Louisiana have come to favor, Faulk said. Most of the 
herd is Brangus, a mix of Brahman and Angus bred to thrive in 
hot coastal climates.

“All of our practices, techniques and equipment are similar 
to what the average cattle producer utilizes,” Faulk said. “Ev-
erything is focused on how it works on an average producer’s 
place.”

Some of the activities taken on by the livestock agents 
at Hill Farm are more advanced. Faulk and Ashley K. Edwards, 
an assistant extension agent and the coordinator for regional 
animal sciences programs in the Central, Northwest and 
Northeast regions, teach a wide range of classes designed to 
increase producers’ knowledge of technical topics, including 
artificial insemination and pregnancy determination clinics. 

“Producers are able to do it, but they are not implementing 
it yet,” Edwards said. “Our goal is to show them you can do this.”

In addition to teaching livestock producers, Hill Farm is 
home to a great deal of research into the grasses and legumes 

used by farmers and ranchers to feed livestock. Renowned 
AgCenter forage specialist Buddy Pitman has been trusted by 
Louisiana producers for decades.  

“It is important to have an unbiased evaluation of various 
grasses and forages so that producers can know how to best 
improve their pastures,” said William Owens, resident coordi-
nator of the research station. “Evaluations of different forage 
crops on the soils of northwestern Louisiana help producers 
know what will work best for them, and Dr. Pitman does these 
comparisons both at the Hill Farm and at the Red River Re-
search Station, giving producers a comparison of a variety of 
soil types.”

Cattle ranchers throughout northwestern Louisiana are 
“high on Hill Farm Research Station and the whole AgCenter 
system,” said Loyd Dodson, a rancher in Red River Parish. 

“They’re doing studies, things we know will help,” Dodson 
said. “They’re very accessible.”

INVESTING IN FORESTRY
Forestry has been a part of Hill Farm since the begin-

ning. After the station’s founding in 1949, tracts of trees were 
planted during the ’50s. More than 600 acres are covered with 
trees, composing more than half the research station’s acreage.

“That is an extreme investment in that industry,” Owens 
said. “It’s the No. 1 agricultural industry in the state by a long 
way.”

Throughout the decades tracts of trees used for research 
have been planted and harvested, with more tracts following. 
They test different types of trees, both hardwoods and pines, 
that are bred for specific purposes.  

“We’ve been able to follow multiple rotations of trees over 
multiple years to get the data,” Owens said. “Probably at least 
three foresters have come through with the same trees. It has 
been an unusual opportunity to follow the trees from seed-
lings until they were harvested.”

Foresters working at the station have collaborated with 
state and federal agencies to study forestry. The U.S. Forest Ser-
vice is analyzing a stand of loblolly pines for drought tolerance. 
There also is a longleaf pine tree tract to find out how the trees 
fare outside of their native range farther south. One new study 
involves gauging whether sweetgum trees can provide the raw 
materials needed for paper and cardboard packaging. 

“Everything we do here can apply to at least half the state 
and can be extrapolated to the southern portion of the state 
because we’re still seeing the same species of trees,” said Val-
erie West, the area forestry agent stationed at Hill Farm.  
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HELPING CHICKEN FARMERS
When William Owens came to the Hill Farm Research Sta-

tion, he was a researcher studying mastitis, a disease affecting 
dairy cattle. 

“Over the years the mastitis program has slowly dimin-
ished, as has the dairy industry in Louisiana,” Owens said.

As the dairy industry shrank in Louisiana, he changed his 
focus. One of the largest agricultural commodities in north-
western Louisiana is poultry, and chicken houses have taken 
the place of dairy barns along rural highways. 

To fill the need for poultry research, Owens now oversees 
two chicken houses at Hill Farm where he tests equipment 
and procedures for poultry farmers. Owens focuses on the 
farmers’ needs, testing which equipment works best, running 
water quality tests or evaluating methods for disposal of 
poultry waste.

The specialists at Hill Farm have focused on serving the 
needs of the farmers and ranchers in the parishes that sur-
round the station. Having a local research station that focuses 
on the needs of a region is important, said Dodson, the cattle 
rancher. 

“Louisiana needs that,” Dodson said. “They need someone 
they can call on here.” 

Kyle Peveto is an assistant communications specialist and associate editor of Louisiana 
Agriculture.

William Owens, resident coordinator at the LSU AgCenter Hill Farm Research 
Station, poses before the pastures, forests and rolling hills of the station. 
Photo by Kyle Peveto

Small pine trees grow at the edge of a pasture 
at the LSU AgCenter Hill Farm Research 
Station. Forestry research has been a focus of 
the station for decades. 
Photo by Kyle Peveto
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MACON RIDGE: Research worth its salt
V. Todd Miller

Salting the soil was a medieval prac-
tice by conquerors to discourage the 
subjugated from rebuilding their sacked 
cities by purposefully harming their 
food sources. 

Today, LSU AgCenter researchers at 
the Macon Ridge Research Station assist 
producers battling high salt content in 
a resource they can’t live without — irri-
gation water.

Occupying 815 acres near Winns-
boro, the Macon Ridge Research Station 
came to fruition in the 1950s when 
farmers in northeast Louisiana required 
research on the drought-prone soil 
conditions west of the Mississippi River 
Delta. Since then, AgCenter researchers 
like plant pathologist Trey Price and soil 
fertility specialist Rasel Parvej have been 
finding solutions on many fronts for 
area farmers and home gardeners alike.

“The Macon Ridge is a unique pro-
duction area in the state,” Price said. “A 
couple of things that make it a chal-

lenge are salty irrigation water along 
with drought-prone soils. Many pro-
ducers have these issues on their farms.” 

Price says it’s been a problem at 
the station for the entire 18 years he’s 
worked there. Certain areas within the 
Mississippi River Alluvial Aquifer sit 
over geological formations containing 
different dissolved solids commonly 
referred to as salts. The station, because 
of its location and some depletion of 
groundwater resources, has seen in-
creased salt content in irrigation water 
over time. This is a concern, particularly 
in soybean and rice production as these 
crops can be sensitive to saline condi-
tions. 

“We are able to screen soybean and 
rice varieties for tolerance to the salty 
conditions in northeast Louisiana,” Price 
said. “It is important for producers to 
have their well water tested because 
some irrigation is salty enough to kill 
certain varieties.”

Price studies diseases in corn, 
cotton, grain sorghum, peanuts, 
soybeans, wheat, oats and rice and 
develops integrated management 
solutions for all eight crops. He also 
works closely with crop breeders and 
specialists in variety development. Row 
crop production is the biggest industry 
in northeast Louisiana, where farmers 
produce most of the corn, cotton and 
soybeans in the state along with 20% 
to 25% of the rice. The research at 
Macon Ridge is always geared toward 
improving the bottom line of Louisiana 
farmers, but without irrigation it would 
all be for naught.

“It’s a huge challenge for crops at 
the Macon Ridge station if you don’t 
get rain,” Price said. “Between droughts 
and saltwater irrigation, we fill a niche 
for growers on the Macon Ridge and 
throughout the state.”

Price and his team work extensively 
with breeders in variety development 

Occupying 815 acres near Winnsboro, Louisiana, the Macon Ridge 
Research Station came to fruition in the 1950s when farmers in 
northeast Louisiana required research on the drought-prone soil 
conditions west of the Mississippi River Delta. 
Photo by Randy LaBauve

16            Louisiana Agriculture, Fall 2021



adapted to northeast Louisiana. The 
breeders along with Price evaluate ma-
terial in the field, providing a unique 
location to address numerous concerns.

“For growers it’s always yield, yield, 
yield, but disease resistance also is im-
portant,” said Price. “We’re able to pro-
vide information for growers on an an-
nual basis for specific diseases that are 
problems on their farms. We also have 
specialized variety trials in high-disease 
pressure fields as well as inoculated 
trials to screen for resistance to specific 
diseases.”

Price’s colleague, soil fertility spe-
cialist Rasel Parvej, moved to the U.S. 
from Bangladesh in 2012, attending the 
University of Arkansas for his doctorate, 
then Virginia Tech as a postdoctoral 
associate. He continued his postdoctoral 
research at Iowa State University before 
joining the AgCenter in October 2019.

“It really felt like coming back home 
because all of my Ph.D. research was 
beside the Mississippi Delta, working 
in a similar environment,” Parvej said. 
“My main focus is to offer and develop 
optimum fertilizer recommendations 
based on soil-test nutrient concentra-
tions to row crop producers throughout 
Louisiana.”

Parvej also represents the AgCenter 
as part of national initiative of Fertilizer 
Recommendation Support Tool (FRST) 
with the goal of providing fertilizer rec-
ommendations by clear and consistent 
interpretation of soil-test nutrient con-
centrations.

“This removes the political and 
institutional bias,” Parvej said. “Within a 
few years through this FRST initiative, 
we will be able to develop fertilizer rec-
ommendations for a large geographical 
region similar in soil types, production 
systems and climate.”

As the resident coordinator of va-
riety testing for corn, soybeans, cotton 
and grain sorghum at Macon Ridge, 
Parvej provides recommendations and 
soil test interpretations for the farming 
community as well as home gardeners, 
helping growers understand the next 
steps.

“Most row crop producers get their 
fertilizer recommendations from private 
labs and their recommended fertilizer 
rates often are much higher than Ag-
Center recommendations,” Parvej said. “I 

always encourage producers to consult 
with AgCenter extension agents or con-
tact me directly for making decisions 
and choosing the best fertilizer rate for 
their farms. In most cases, producers can 
save a significant amount of fertilizer, 
cost and input, which helps increase 
profit and reduce off-site environmental 
impacts from over fertilization.”

Macon Ridge soil is silt loam, which 
is good for production overall, but 
it doesn’t hold that much water due 
mainly to less organic matter content. 

While the heavy rainfall Louisiana has 
encountered this year has caused issues 
for many growers, Parvej said that it has 
been more of a blessing than a curse at 
Macon Ridge.

“Soybeans are especially sensitive 
to the salty irrigation water here,” said 
Parvej. “Luckily, with the rain we’ve had 
this year, we haven’t had to irrigate as 
much, which has been good for local 
farmers and gardeners.”

V. Todd Miller is an assistant communication specialist 
and assistant editor of Louisiana Agriculture.

LSU AgCenter researchers at the Macon Ridge Research Station assist producers who are battling high salt 
content in a resource they can’t live without — irrigation water. Photo by Randy LaBauve

Ponds at the Macon Ridge Research Station near Winnsboro, Louisiana. Photo by Randy LaBauve
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NORTHEAST 
RESEARCH STATION: 

A small community with a big impact

V. Todd Miller

Built in a bend of the Mississippi River, St. 
Joseph, Louisiana, is remote by nearly any stan-
dard. 

You have to travel 40 miles in any direction 
to get what is considered even common small-
town amenities. 

Sitting on approximately 420 acres in St. 
Joseph, or St. Joe, as it is commonly referred to, 
is the LSU AgCenter Northeast Research Sta-
tion, serving the Tensas Parish town, but also so 
many more.

According to AgCenter weed management 
expert Donnie Miller, a 25-year veteran of the 
station, the community means as much to the 
station as the station does to the community.

“High school kids have worked here at 
the station. It provides a good employment 
source for them in a small community like St. 
Joe,” Miller said. “Outside of agriculture, law 
enforcement, government and banking, em-
ployment opportunities are scarce for summer 
student-type employment. It’s not like there’s a 
Wal-Mart or Sonic kids can go to work at. A lot 
come to work here at the station in the summer, 
and they are greatly valued for playing a large 
part in our program, producing the volume of 
data we need.”

The total economic contribution of crops 
researched at the Northeast Research Station to 
the state was more than $1.5 billion in 2018, ac-
cording to the Louisiana Agriculture Summary. 
The station can test various herbicides, insec-
ticides and fungicides in small sections before 
producers commit to using them on potentially 
thousands of acres of their own crops.

“What our core objective is to try to get a 
hold of products in early development stages,” 
Miller said. “We can test them on a 13-by-40-foot 
section, replicating scientific methods and see 
what producers can truly expect on their farms 
because we have the soils here that they have.” 

The station works hand-in-hand with area 
producers, according to Miller. He calls the sta-
tion, along with parish extension offices, the 

face of the AgCenter and LSU in the area.
“You may have a farmer out here who has 

never stepped foot on the main campus in 
Baton Rouge, so this is LSU to them,” Miller said. 
“There’s a pride thing in that it’s being done in 
their backyard. You’re part of the community.”

Working alongside Miller is Dennis Burns, 
the Tensas Parish extension agent and research 
coordinator for the Northeast Research Station, 
who has been a resident of the area for 42 years. 
He echoes the sentiments of Miller, saying that 
the station is crucial to the Delta parishes of 
Catahoula, Concordia, East Carroll, Madison and 
Tensas. Burns conducts agronomic soil testing 
on cotton, corn, soybeans, row rice, grain sor-
ghum and wheat at the station.

The Delta’s soil types range from sandy silt 
loam to heavy clay. Variety trials are conducted 
on both types, according to Burns. Soybeans, 
cotton and corn are done on both soils, while 
grain sorghum and rice are done on clay.

“We have producers who farm both clay 
and silt loam, so we try to balance it out,” Burns 
said. “They come here with questions, look at 
plots and see what we’re doing, and what they 
can change if they’re having a problem on their 
land.”

Regardless of the size of a community, 
technology can be a great equalizer. Burns is 
conducting irrigation trials where he is able to 
water four fields remotely from his iPad. 

“I watered them the other night from my 
house,” Burns said. “I look at the sensors every 
day or can get alerts. The producers look at 
them all the time as well.”

Because the area is so rural, Burns says the 
research station is the hub of agricultural knowl-
edge for farmers.

“We are an unbiased source of information 
and that’s what we’re here for,” Burns said. “We’re 
not trying to sell anyone anything.”

V. Todd Miller is an assistant communications specialist and 
assistant editor of Louisiana Agriculture.
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LSU AgCenter agronomist Syam Dodla, center right, tells attendees 
at a Northeast Research Station field day in June 2017 about a test 
plot of cover crops. 
Photo by Olivia McClure
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Each day brings new challenges at the 
DEAN LEE RESEARCH AND EXTENSION CENTER

Olivia McClure

Ask an LSU AgCenter scientist what a typical day working 
at a research station is like, and the response will probably be 
that there is no such thing.

Every day at a station can bring a different assortment of 
tasks, both indoor and outdoor — from taking care of crops or 
livestock to collecting and analyzing data from field trials to 
writing up articles for newsletters sent to farmers.

And that’s not all.
“Sprinkled throughout that entire time,” said weed scien-

tist Daniel Stephenson, “are phone calls and farm visits with 
growers.”

Stephenson and his colleagues at the LSU AgCenter Dean 
Lee Research and Extension Center emphasize that these calls 
and visits are not interruptions.

“We can get some really good questions from them, 
which can then shape our future research,” said soybean spe-
cialist David Moseley.

Farmers’ questions, concerns, interests and needs drive 
much of the work that goes on at Dean Lee, which is located 
near Alexandria. Covering about 3,000 acres, the center — 
composed of the Dean Lee Research Station along with exten-
sion buildings — is one of the AgCenter’s largest facilities. 

Because of its size, central location and research pro-
grams that encompass several row crops as well as beef cattle, 
it’s also one with a broad reach.

“The soil types on this research station not only represent 
the area around Alexandria, but these soils are all the way 
up to Caddo Parish in northwest Louisiana and close to the 
Atchafalaya Basin,” said Stephenson, who also serves as the 
station’s research coordinator. The same principle applies to 
other environmental factors.

“The data that’s generated here is applicable to a large 
area of the state,” Stephenson added. “Without having Dean 
Lee in this location, we would not be able to generate that 
information.”

Having the resources to try different farming methods 
and to develop recommendations — whether for growing 
crops like cotton, corn or soybeans, or for raising cattle — that 
are tailored to local conditions is valuable. And it can save 
producers money.

“If there is someone that should make mistakes, it should 
be us at the research station and not the producer,” said Guill-
ermo Scaglia, a cattle researcher who conducts work at Dean 
Lee and the Iberia Research Station in Jeanerette, Louisiana. 
He added that researchers like himself take seriously the re-
sponsibility of carefully vetting practices that may eventually 
be recommended to producers and affect their bottom lines.

On the crop research side of Dean Lee, one way of re-
sponding to local needs is the recent addition of sugarcane 
plots to the station as Louisiana’s cane-growing belt grows 
northward. With this expansion has come the need for re-
search on how production practices may need to be adjusted 
for central Louisiana’s slightly colder temperatures, different 
soil types, pest populations and other factors.

But Dean Lee, like many other AgCenter facilities around 
the state, is more than just a research facility. There is a human 
side to it that makes it part of the fabric of central Louisiana.

“Controlled experiments are important,” Moseley said, 
“but also, it’s a place that producers can come, gather to-
gether in one place, see what we’re working on and discuss 
whatever problems they’re facing.”

Scientists at the station have a unique role in the agricul-
tural community.

“It’s a very small cohort of scientists who work very 
closely together, and you’re also part of your community,” 
said entomologist Sebe Brown. “Your kids go to school with 
farmers’ kids. You go to church with the same people. You’re 
a member of the community, but you’re also a scientist that 
helps give them information.”

Research stations like Dean Lee are critical to the land-
grant mission in Louisiana, said Tara Smith, director of the 
AgCenter Central Region.

“Because of proximity to our clientele, because of where 
we’re located, because we are conducting research that is 
directly aligned with the needs of our producers and stake-
holders, this is where the rubber meets the road,” she said.

What makes Dean Lee special to local farmers is easy ac-
cess, said plant pathologist Boyd Padgett. It’s not uncommon 
for farmers to show up at the station simply wanting to sit 
down and chat with the researchers, who are happy to oblige.

Padgett said nurturing those bonds with the industry is 
important. To central Louisiana farmers, Dean Lee is not just 
another LSU AgCenter facility, he said. “It’s their AgCenter.”

Olivia McClure is an associate communications specialist, LSU AgCenter Communica-
tions.
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Attendees of an Agronomic Crops School on Aug. 5, 2021, at the Dean Lee 
Research and Extension Center near Alexandria participate in a herbicide 
symptomology exercise led by AgCenter weed scientist Daniel Stephenson. 
Photo by Olivia McClure

LSU AgCenter engineer Randy Price, second from right, speaks about a sprayer 
drone at an Agronomic Crops School on Aug. 5, 2021, at the AgCenter Dean 
Lee Research and Extension Center near Alexandria. AgCenter weed scientist 
Al Orgeron, who also is conducting work with the spray drone, is at right. 
Photo by Olivia McClure

LSU AgCenter plant pathologist Boyd Padgett, left, shows samples of disease-
damaged plants at an Agronomic Crops School on Aug. 5, 2021, at the Dean 
Lee Research and Extension Center near Alexandria. Photo by Olivia McClure

LSU AgCenter entomologist Sebe Brown, center right, shows cups containing 
insect pests to members of an FFA team at an Agronomic Crops School on 
Aug. 5, 2021, at the Dean Lee Research and Extension Center near Alexandria. 
Photo by Olivia McClure
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SWEET POTATO RESEARCH STATION 
uses team approach to help producers

Randy LaBauve

America’s first sweet potato breeder, 
Julian Miller, pioneered the creation 
of the Sweet Potato Research Station 
in Chase, Louisiana, in 1949 to ben-
efit commercial producers. This LSU 
AgCenter facility continues to be the 
only research station in the U.S. solely 
dedicated to sweet potato research and 
development.

“Having the infrastructure to sup-
port the breeding and the foundation 
seed programs at one unit is unique,” 
said Tara Smith, station coordinator and 
director of the Central Region.

The AgCenter has developed va-

rieties grown in Louisiana, across the 
United States and even worldwide. But 
the essential mission of the station has 
always been to benefit Louisiana pro-
ducers. 

“My relationship with the research 
station really started almost at birth for 
me,” said Larry Fontenot, an Evangeline 
Parish sweet potato producer, who re-
members Julian Miller setting up trials 
on his father’s farm. 

“My dad would go and pick up 
foundation seed at the sweet potato 
station when the AgCenter started their 
seed program, and I continue to do that 

today. Without that research and the 
foundation seed program, I don’t think 
the sweet potato industry would have 
survived.”

The station, which was designated 
one of seven National Clean Plant Cen-
ters for Sweet Potato in 2015 has real-
ized great success in producing quality 
planting stock (the storage roots are 
used as seed) for the commercial sweet 
potato industry. The process starts by 
creating virus-free foundation seed for 
growers and developing effective cul-
tural and pest management practices.

“As long as I can ever remember, all 

LSU AgCenter horticulturist Arthur 
Villordon conducts research 
on storage root development 
and cultural practices that can 
improve the quality and yield of 
sweet potatoes. 
Photo by Randy LaBauve
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of those guys worked in harmony,” 
said Fontenot.  

LSU AgCenter sweet po-
tato breeder Don La Bonte has 
continued the legacy of famous 
breeders like Miller and Larry 
Rolston, an entomologist, who 
released the revolutionary Beaure-
gard in 1987 — a variety that still 
has global appeal. Developing a 
new variety requires seven to eight 
years, with a team of scientists 
evaluating plants for high yield, 
desirable flesh color and shape, 
as well as resistance to insects 
and disease. Orleans, Bayou Belle, 
Vermilion and Evangeline are ex-
amples of recent releases from the 
AgCenter breeding program.

“If you look at the industry, 
they’re constantly pressured by 
labor costs, increased cost of 
machinery and often they don’t 
get a higher gate price for their 
sweet potatoes,” La Bonte said. 
“The margin is getting thinner and 
thinner and really the best escape 
out of that trap is coming up with a 
better variety.”  

When La Bonte first came to 
the station, he wondered why it 
was located so far away from the 
production regions.  

“It actually makes a lot of 
sense,” said La Bonte.  “If you’re 
going to grow seed for the in-
dustry you really want a clean envi-
ronment isolated from the industry 
because that helps you protect 
what you grow here from infesta-
tions of diseases and insect pests.” 

Sweet potatoes are vegeta-
tively propagated so they are at 
risk of becoming infected with 
viruses and mutations that can 
contribute to considerable decline 
in yield and quality. That’s why 
desirable varieties developed and 
selected from tens of thousands of 
plants are sent to the Sweet Potato 
Plant Pathology Laboratory on 
the LSU campus for virus testing 
and virus therapy. The cleaned up 
versions are then sent back to the 
Sweet Potato Research Station.

“It’s a testament to the value of 
incorporating clean seed when you 
look at a variety like a Beauregard 

that was released over 34 years 
ago,” said Smith. 

“It is still a mainstay and com-
mercial standard, and the only 
reason it can be successfully grown 
is because we have the virus-tested 
foundation seed program. Pro-
ducers annually incorporate vi-
rus-tested clean material into their 
on-farm seed programs, and that 
is a critical part of ensuring high 
yields and superior quality.” 

Currently, AgCenter patholo-
gists work with about 10 different 
sweet potato diseases. They ac-
tively screen for resistance and 
then improve resistance in the new 
varieties. 

“For the last 22 years, we’ve 
been using tissue culture to mi-
cro-propagate plants to take to 
the Sweet Potato Research Sta-
tion greenhouses where they’re 
increased for producers,” said 
Christopher Clark, AgCenter plant 
pathologist. 

With most crops you can see 
the marketable product devel-
oping above ground, but the un-
derground storage roots of a sweet 
potato are hidden from view. 

AgCenter horticulturist Arthur 
Villordon conducts research on 
storage root development and 
cultural practices that can improve 
the quality and yield of sweet po-
tatoes.  

“All the work that Dr. Villordon 
has done related to storage root 
initiation, irrigation, plant quality 
and specific fertility recommenda-
tions has been a game changer for 
the industry,” said Smith. 

“Arthur has made some crit-
ical changes,” said Fontenot. “His 
research on the use of fertilizer 
has changed the way we apply 
fertilizer, and his research on the 
quality of our plants or slips has 
changed our approach toward our 
seed beds.”

“Our work in understanding 
what variables affect root architec-
ture in sweet potato is now more 
integrative,” said Villordon. “Before 
we looked at irrigation separately 
from fertility; now we understand 
that water and nutrients work to-

gether in order to improve yields.”
Because of research and new 

varieties, the average yield for 
sweet potatoes has increased by 
more than a 100 bushels per acre 
over the past 10 years, said Smith.

A new pest that could be dam-
aging to the industry is the Guava 
root knot nematode.

“One key issue facing the en-
tire U. S. sweet potato industry is 
Guava root knot nematode,” said 
Smith. “A lot of the focus with our 
team of scientists is to identify 
commercial sweet potato vari-
eties that have appreciable levels 
of resistance to Guava root knot 
nematode and southern root knot 
nematode.”

Since its inception, the sta-
tion has continually adapted to 
meet the changing needs of the 
industry. Whether sweet potatoes 
are grown for the fresh market or 
processing plants, the station’s re-
search is geared to help producers 
grow profitable crops.   

As part of a more diversified 
business model, the station is also 
marketing plant material to Europe 
and South America.

“Our overarching mission is to 
meet the needs of our Louisiana 
producers, who have always pro-
vided critical support to AgCenter 
research programs,” said Smith. 
“Over the last 10 years we’ve also 
been able to diversify outside the 
borders of Louisiana by patenting 
the varieties, helping to generate 
a revenue stream that financially 
contributes to the research pro-
grams.” 

The Sweet Potato Research 
Station continues to be successful 
because of the determined efforts 
of researchers working together to 
accomplish common goals for the 
sweet potato industry. 

“We’ve been very blessed to 
have some unique individuals 
come through that station and 
apply their knowledge and their 
research to help us stay alive 
today,” said Fontenot.

Randy LaBauve is a communications specialist 
with LSU AgCenter Communications.
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H. ROUSE CAFFEY RICE RESEARCH STATION: 
Nucleus for rice innovation in Louisiana

Derek Albert

From its beginnings a century ago as a 60-acre farm, the 
present-day 1,040-acre H. Rouse Caffey Rice Research Station 
has become the nucleus for rice innovation in Louisiana. 

Home to a conglomeration of minds who strive to im-
prove the rice industry from rural Acadia Parish to the global 
market, the Rice Research Station has become a landmark in 
a community that owes its viability to the ubiquitous grain 
crop.

“Rice for this region is an economic engine,” said Dustin 
Harrell, professor and the station’s resident coordinator. “It 
creates a lot of jobs, and it’s part of the community. The Rice 
Research Station’s main job is to make sure that industry re-
mains strong into the next century.”

The station began as an idea to help rice maintain a 
foothold along the prairieland of southwest Louisiana. The 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, the Louisiana Legislature, 
the State Board of Agriculture and the Louisiana Agricultural 
Experiment Station pooled resources to create a hub for rice 
research and variety development. The constituents of Acadia 
Parish and the town of Crowley — dubbed “The Rice Capital 
of America” — also recognized the importance of establishing 
a facility dedicated to the sustainability of the rice industry. In 

1908, the Acadia Parish Police Jury and the people of Crowley 
contributed a combined $6,500 for the purchase of the orig-
inal 60-acre farm and a five-room house that served as a be-
ginning for the now sprawling complex.

The Rice Research Station was established on April 1, 
1909, with a mission to test introduced varieties of rice for 
earliness of maturity, quality and yielding power to discover 
and produce varieties better than those being grown at the 
time. The station was also designed to determine methods of 
cultivation, including irrigation and drainage, that could in-
crease the yield and quality of grain, control weeds and main-
tain the fertility of the soil.

Since its inception 112 years ago, the original 60-acre 
farm has grown to 1,040 acres and includes a main campus 
just north of Crowley and the South Farm, which is home to 
one of the nation’s largest crawfish production research facil-
ities. At that 400-acre site, the Rice Research Station’s weed 
science and rotational crop research also are conducted. Just 
a couple miles north near the Interstate 10 corridor is the 
epicenter of the research facility. 

At the main campus, state-of-the-art laboratories dot the 
landscape. The grounds are home to breeding and biotech 

A main component of what 
makes the H. Rouse Caffey Rice 
Research Station so valuable 
to rice growers is the facility’s 
Foundation Seed Program, 
which produces up to 170,000 
pounds of rice seed to be 
annually dispersed to farmers. 
The Foundation Seed facility’s 
four 1,200-barrel rice bins serve 
as a brief stop for rice varieties 
developed at the station before 
getting planted across the 
nation. Photo by Derek Albert

24            Louisiana Agriculture, Fall 2021



labs, including the latest addition, a genetic marker lab, where 
new varieties of rice make it from the drawing boards to the 
on-site greenhouses. Once the rice varieties are developed, 
planted and harvested, the crop’s bounty is processed at the 
station’s full-scale commercial rice mill, as well as a laboratory 
milling facility for post-harvest yield analyses. The station’s 
agronomy laboratory houses a bevy of apparatuses used to 
analyze chemical element gases in the facility’s sprawling rice 
fields.

“We are about the size of a small farm,” Harrell said. “But 
all of our equipment is a lot smaller, specialized for research.”

Harrell said the Rice Research Station employs 50 people 
year-round with about 15 joining the ranks for seasonal work 
during the summer. In some cases, multiple generations of 
different families have returned to the facility to work in one 
of the varied enterprises.  

“The people who work at the Rice Research Station are 
a tight-knit group,” Harrell said. “We think of ourselves as a 
family.”

Fourth generation Evangeline Parish rice producer and 
chairman of the Louisiana Rice Research Board, Richard Fon-
tenot, said the station is vital to maintaining the viability of 
the rice industry for the future. 

“We have to have adequate research and variety develop-
ment that allow us to adapt our agricultural practices so that 
we can produce rice for generations to come,” Fontenot said.

The community gets a closer look at the research proj-
ects with an annual field day each June at the Rice Research 
Station. Both Harrell and Fontenot have been instrumental in 
hosting the event. It has become known as the largest of its 
type in the state, welcoming hundreds of rice growers, consul-
tants and rice industry professionals from in state, out of state 
and other countries. 

“It allows us to shine a little light on what we’re doing at 
the station, around the station and around the state with our 
various researchers,” Fontenot said. “It allows us to showcase 
the efforts of the LSU AgCenter as it relates to rice and share 
that with the rest of the world.”

Harrell said the event’s success is a testament to how vital 
the facility is to the industry. 

“It really shows how tightly we are connected to the 
growers, the consultants and the rice industry,” Harrell said.

During station’s 112 years in operation, the research staff 
has developed 57 unique varieties of rice that have been 
planted across the nation and around the globe. The facility 
was the birthplace of technological breakthroughs, including 
the Clearfield lines that allow growers to treat their fields with 
herbicides without harming the rice plants. The progress in 
this area is ongoing because disease, weed and insect pres-
sure continues to push developers toward new varieties that 
can withstand or stave off those pressures.  

“The lifetime of a variety is not infinite. It is important that 
we keep improving genetics,” Harrell said.

Likewise, the methods of planting and developing a vi-
able, productive crop are ever-changing. The facility covers 
the many facets of planting, managing and harvesting a crop 
in its operations through the agronomy project, which Harrell 
oversees. The evolution of planting rice has developed from 
drill seeding during the industry’s infancy, to aerial seeding 
around the mid-20th century and back to drill seeding as the 
method seems to regain feasibility with modern develop-
ments, like Clearfield technology, which was developed at the 
Rice Research Station. 

Derek Albert is an assistant communications specialist with LSU AgCenter Communi-
cations. 

Another view of the 
Foundation Seed Program 
facility. Photo by Derek Albert
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SWEET SCIENCE OF SUGAR
Getting new varieties of sugarcane to Louisiana 
farmers is the goal of the Sugar Research Station

Craig Gautreaux

Imagine that perfect cup of coffee with just the right 
amount of sugar. How about a bowl of oatmeal comple-
mented by a dash of brown sugar to get your morning started 
off right? You can almost be sure that sweet concoction of 
sugar can be traced back to work conducted at the LSU Ag-
Center Sugar Research Station.

Located at St. Gabriel in Iberville Parish, the Sugar Re-
search Station has been housed at several locations.

The Sugar Research Station’s first home in 1885 was at 
the Schultz plantation located in Kenner. Five years later, the 
Sugar Experiment Station was moved to Audubon Park in 
New Orleans, according to Kenneth Gravois, AgCenter state 
sugarcane specialist.

After the lease was terminated at Audubon Park, the 
Sugar Experiment Station and the Audubon Sugar School 
were moved to the LSU campus in Baton Rouge in the early 
1920s. In 1968, the station moved to its current site.

One of the biggest charges of the station is developing 
new varieties. Collins Kimbeng is the lead plant breeder for 

the sugarcane variety development program. Just this year, he 
and his team released L14-267, a new variety that has a high 
content of sugar, yields well and is resistant to diseases.

“Plant breeding is kind of like finding a needle in a hay-
stack,” Kimbeng said. “It takes about 12 years to get enough 
information to release a new variety.”

The development of new varieties is considered the life-
blood of the Louisiana sugarcane industry. And the Sugar 
Research Station has played a key role in developing new 
varieties with vastly greater yields.

“We have seen yields more than doubled during the past 
50 years,” Kimbeng said. “Growers also have more varieties to 
choose from, which allows them to pick the ones best suited 
for their farms.”

Many times, Kimbeng will start with more than 100,000 
clones at the beginning of the variety development process. 
After several years, that number may be reduced to only a 
handful. These lucky survivors are then trialed at various farms 
across the sugarcane growing region.

Nestled along the east bank of the Mississippi River in St. 
Gabriel, the Sugar Research Station plays an integral role in the 
development of new varieties and integrated pest management 
strategies for growing sugarcane. The station is comprised 
of 600 acres and conducts research on weed management, 
plant diseases and fertility studies. The station has had several 
locations and was moved to its current location in 1968. 
Photo by Daniel Forestieri
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After going through the trial pro-
cess, the final hurdle is a vote between 
the AgCenter, the American Sugar Cane 
League and the USDA Sugar Research 
Unit located in Houma. All three must 
approve the variety for it be released to 
growers.

John Gay farms for the St. Louis 
Planting Company, which is just across 
the Mississippi River from the station. 
The Gay family has been farming cane 
in the area since 1807; John Gay has 
been involved for more than 40 years. 
The farm serves as one of the off-station 
sites for variety testing.

Gay has seen firsthand the improve-
ments made through variety develop-
ment during his career. His farm was 
one of the first in Louisiana to exceed 
more than 11,000 pounds of recover-
able sugar per acre.

“When I first started farming, they 
were handing out certificates and rank-
ings in the larger farm category, and the 
farmer won with 5,800 pounds of sugar,” 
Gay said. “We’ve just about doubled that 
now.”

Developing a new variety requires 
experts in many disciplines, and there 
are scientists doing research at the sta-
tion representing these areas. 

Diseases are a major problem in 
sugarcane, and the disease mosaic 
nearly wiped out the sugarcane industry 
in the 1920s. Today, pathologists help 
recognize potential varieties that have 
resistance to it and other diseases such 
as smut or rust.

Insects are another major issue. 
Entomologists work on integrated pest 
management strategies for the major 
pests of sugarcane, such as the sugar-
cane borer and the Mexican rice borer.

Controlling weeds in a typical Lou-
isiana lawn is a tough task, and it is no 
easier in a sugarcane field, which is a 
grass plant. Weed scientists develop 
tactics for overcoming weeds such as 
johnsongrass and nightshade. And 
while some people love to have Ber-
muda grass lawns, in a sugarcane field, it 
is nothing more than a noxious weed.

Off the coast of Louisiana every 
summer, a large dead zone develops. 
One of the major ingredients in the 
creation of this dead zone is a large 
nutrient runoff from agricultural fields 
in the upper Mississippi River valley. 

Fertility experts with the AgCenter are 
studying how much fertilizer is needed 
to produce a successful crop and what 
application methods work best to 
keep it in the cane fields and out of the 
bayous that feed the Gulf.

A sign the work being done at 
the station is on the right path is the 
state’s growing sugarcane acreage. This 
year’s crop is expected to be more than 
500,000 acres, which is an increase of 
approximately 100,000 acres in 10 years.

Sugarcane has been grown in Loui-
siana for more than 250 years. It has had 
to overcome numerous obstacles, in-
cluding insects, diseases, frequent hur-
ricanes and less frequent killing freezes. 
But it has overcome them all and con-
tinues to be a major contributor to the 
economic well-being of Louisiana.

“It’s a resilient crop,” Gravois said. 
“We have bred the varieties to be tough, 
and we have directed our research into 
developing varieties that will endure 
these conditions.”

Craig Gautreaux is a communications specialist with LSU 
AgCenter Communications.

Michael Pontif, a sugarcane breeder at the LSU 
AgCenter Sugar Research Station, shakes male 
flowers to shed pollen onto female flowers 
stationed below the males to help produce seeds 
for the development of new sugarcane varieties. 
The seeds, or “fuzz,” will be planted, and those that 
germinate will be grown on the station grounds. 
If the clones show desirable characteristics such 
as having good yields, high sugar content and 
disease resistance, they will then be advanced 
to the next stage of the variety development 
program. Photo by Craig Gautreaux

A sugarcane flower sits atop a sugarcane stalk at the LSU AgCenter Sugar Research Station in St. Gabriel. 
When these flowers mature, they are identified as male or female flowers and are paired together in the 
crossing house. They then will produce “fuzz,” which are the seeds used to begin growing new potential 
sugarcane varieties. Photo by Craig Gautreaux
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Cattle and cane at the

IBERIA RESEARCH STATION
V. Todd Miller

In the southern Louisiana parishes 
of St. Martin and Iberia, the landscape 
is dominated by acres and acres of cane 
fields interspersed with herds of cattle 
grazing in nearby pastures. 

Both commodities are crucial to 
Louisiana agriculture. The Iberia Re-
search Station, created to benefit pro-
ducers in this region, provides farmers 
and ranchers with the knowledge they 
need for success.

Nearly 100 years ago, the Iberia 
Research Station was one of the sta-
tions where breeders developed the 
Brangus, a composite between Angus 
and Brahman that is adapted to the heat 
and humidity of the South and resistant 
to parasites.

“Today, we have a small herd of 
about 50 Brangus females that we keep 

year-round,” said Guillermo Scaglia, LSU 
AgCenter ruminant nutrition and forage 
systems researcher. “I’ve been doing a 
few different types of studies on winter 
pastures, from December to May. Re-
search with summer perennials and an-
nuals were also conducted as part of the 
development of systems for grass-fed 
beef production.”

Scaglia came to the station, near 
Jeanerette at the end of 2007 to work in 
grass-fed beef finishing systems; grazing 
management; plant-animal interface, 
which includes grazing behavior, 
supplementation strategies and dry 
matter intake; and forage systems for 
different classes of cattle. He has de-
veloped forage systems for year-round, 
grass-fed beef production and evalu-
ated different breed types for the same 

purpose. Among these breed types, he 
conducted research on Holsteins, a tra-
ditional milk-producing breed; Brangus; 
Angus; and Pineywoods, which is a her-
itage breed that is well adapted to the 
Gulf Coast.

Scaglia and his colleagues were 
able to secure nearly $1.5 million in fed-
eral funding for this research. He’s cur-
rently concluding a five-year project on 
not only production but also marketing 
opportunities for grass-fed beef. He 
has been able to work with producers 
that have supported his research pro-
gram and helped developed this niche 
market.

Cows are kept in the herd as long 
as they are productive, usually for 10 
to 12 years, the oldest currently being 
13 years of age. New animals enter the 

Stan Dutile, LSU 
AgCenter county 
agent in Lafayette 
Parish, makes a 
presentation during 
the Acadiana Cattle 
Producers and 
AgCenter Iberia 
Research Station 
field day in March 
of 2017 on ways to 
reduce weight loss, or 
shrink, in cattle that 
are being weaned or 
transported. Photo by 
Bruce Schultz
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herd every year and old animals are 
removed. Right now, the station has 
around 100 acres of mixed summer 
pastures for grazing, as well as hay 
meadows, which can be used for 
grazing if needed.

“Usually, when feeding hay, we 
use supplements, so that the nutrient 
requirements of replacement heifers 
and cows are met,” Scaglia said. “Same 
for stockers, which are animals between 
seven to 10 months old that have al-
ready been weaned. Those have a high 
demand for nutrients, so supplementa-
tion can allow them to gain according to 
their genetic potential.”

The research station works together 
with beef cattle producers and holds an 
annual field day every March where re-
search data are presented and extension 
specialists, agents and weed control 
experts are brought in to speak directly 
to the producers.

Issues cattle producers may expe-
rience include evaluation of different 
supplements for young cattle. For ex-
ample, corn gluten feed and soybean 
hulls, which are supplement byproducts 
of different industries, can be used for 
feeding cattle. Producers are interested 

in their cost, the response in terms 
of weight gains and the effect on the 
farm’s profitability. At field days, they 
have also addressed health topics, such 
as vaccinations and deworming, where 
an extension veterinarian attends the 
field day to present these topics to pro-
ducers and explain their best options.

“We do a tour around the station 
with three or four stops where we do 
the different presentations,” Scaglia said. 
“We average about 90 to 130 people 
every year. We have a lot of producers 
who are part of our community, and we 
listen to their needs.”

As the AgCenter Southwest Region 
director and acting resident coordinator, 
Scaglia’s colleague Kurt Guidry wears 
a few hats, but his overarching duty is 
to keep things running smoothly for 
farmers in the region, one that is vital to 
the state’s sugarcane industry.

“This area is important for cane pro-
duction, so the station plays a major role 
in providing information for sugarcane 
producers,” Guidry said.

One long-term study was begun by 
the now-retired AgCenter agronomist 
Sonny Viator on the effects of combine 
harvest residue retention in sugarcane. 

Treating stubble and trash left after 
harvest — choosing whether to sweep 
it, burn it or leave it — has an impact 
on soil quality. After Viator retired, the 
station has worked with the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture and the Agricultural 
Research Service in Houma to continue 
the study and provide data analysis.

According to Guidry, until a few 
years ago, Iberia was the largest sugar-
cane producing parish in the state and 
was recently surpassed by Point Coupee. 
Ensuring varieties work for producers 
in the region is a critical component of 
the station’s sugarcane breeding pro-
gram. The heavier clay soil at the station 
makes the work more difficult because 
when the weather is dry the soil is much 
harder. But when oversaturated, it be-
comes quite sticky. 

“We have a different environment 
here in terms of soil conditions and 
growing than other area of the state,” 
Guidry said. “So, if a variety can make 
it here, it can pretty much make it any-
where.”

V. Todd Miller is an assistant communications specialist, 
LSU AgCenter Communications and assistant editor of 
Louisiana Agriculture.

The Iberia Research 
Station addresses 
the needs of the 
sugarcane and cattle 
farmers in southwest 
Louisiana. Photo by V. 
Todd Miller
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HAMMOND RESEARCH STATION
vital, accessible to the nursery and landscape industry

Olivia McClure

When the LSU AgCenter Hammond 
Research Station opened the gates for 
its annual field day in July 2021, Kurt Du-
cote looked around and saw something 
special. Scientists, landscapers, nursery 
owners and others were mingling over 
lunch after a morning spent admiring 
the latest and greatest ornamental 
plants in the station’s trial gardens.

“You cannot go to any other in-
dustry and have lunch with four or 
five professors at any given time,” said 
Ducote, a tree grower in Lakeland and 
president of the Louisiana Nursery and 
Landscape Association.

“It’s one big family,” he added. “If 
you have a problem, everybody’s willing 
to help. If you want to know informa-
tion, all you have to do is ask.”

Providing that kind of accessibility 

to Louisiana’s landscape horticulture in-
dustry is a key part of the mission of the 
Hammond Research Station, where sci-
entists conduct research on nursery and 
landscaping practices, evaluate the per-
formance of hundreds of new flowers 
and other ornamentals every year, and 
spread that information through out-
reach events and other activities. Data 
gathered at the station helps those in 
the business make informed decisions 
about what to grow, buy, sell and plant.

So how does that support Louisi-
ana’s landscaping and nursery trade? 
“Totally,” said Michele Andre, a Ball Seed 
Company sales representative for south 
Louisiana and south Mississippi.

Without the station’s trial gardens, 
Andre said, plant buyers like herself 
would be at an informational disadvan-

tage. The Hammond trials provide per-
formance data specific to local soil and 
climate conditions. 

“We are unique,” she said. “Florida 
has similar conditions, but we have a 
silt loam soil, and they have sandy soil. 
It’s totally different. For south Louisiana, 
south Mississippi and the coastal area — 
Texas even — it’s very, very important 
for us to know what we can do for plant 
material.”

“We trial plants because the ma-
jority of plants that people use in their 
landscapes are bred in Oregon or Min-
nesota or Michigan or Tennessee,” said 
Jeb Fields, assistant professor and ex-
tension specialist at the station. “Not all 
those plants do well here. We try them 
out so we can tell the nurseries what’s 
doing well.”

A swallowtail butterfly at the 
Hammond Research Station.
Photo by Olivia McClure
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Andre noted that the Louisiana Nursery and Landscape 
Association has raised more than $100,000 to fund improve-
ments at the station in recent years — a sign of just how 
much the facility means to those in the industry.

It is somewhat of a local attraction, too.
“These gardens act as horticulture evangelists,” Fields 

said. “People come out and they want to go plant plants, they 
want to go to nurseries, they want to go buy some plants to 
put in their yard. We show people what they can do.”

The station has a unique setup compared to other trial 
gardens, which tend to feature lots of flowers planted in long 
rows.

“We have our landscape set up in beds like it would be 
at your house so people can see it and get an idea of what 
it looks like in a landscape,” Fields said. “All of our beds were 
designed by landscape architects.”

Those beds were installed in the mid-2000s, when the 
station underwent a makeover to better serve the changing 
agricultural landscape in the Florida parishes region.

The station was founded in 1922 and was the fourth 
agricultural experiment station established in Louisiana. 
Originally called the Fruit and Truck Experiment Station, re-
searchers at the facility focused on work that supported the 
local truck farms — farms that grow fresh produce, then haul 
it to market on pickup trucks — that dominated the area in 
the 20th century.

Strawberry, citrus and vegetable production eventually 
declined, however, and nurseries became a bigger and bigger 

economic force. The AgCenter revamped the station, turning 
it into 150 acres packed with colorful flowers, striking foliage 
and towering pine trees.

The facility is divided into several areas: the Allen D. Ow-
ings Sun Garden, where new shrubs, annuals and perennials 
are tested; the Piney Woods Garden, where native trees and 
plants grow under a pine canopy; the Hody Wilson Camellia 
Garden, which includes more than 600 plants; the Shade 
Garden, where visitors can find caladiums, impatiens and 
other shade-loving plants; and the Margie Y. Jenkins Azalea 
Garden, a collection of many types of azaleas as well as more 
than 50 species of native trees and shrubs.

Some of the gardens are named for people important to 
the station’s history. Owings is a professor emeritus, Wilson 
was a former station superintendent and Jenkins was a promi-
nent nurserywoman in the area.

It’s a huge asset to the green industry — and an inter-
esting place to work, Fields said.

“I have worked on university campuses and research 
stations my whole life, and I like the research station aspect,” 
Fields said. “You get more interaction with the industry, and 
you get to work closer with your clientele and stakeholders. 
It’s hard for a grower or landscaper to buy a parking pass and 
navigate campus. Here, they can just show up. My door’s al-
ways open, and I’m here to serve.”

Olivia McClure is an associate communications specialist, LSU AgCenter Communica-
tions.

Visitors at the LSU 
AgCenter Hammond 
Research Station field day 
in July 2021 help rate test 
plots of plants. At right 
is former LSU AgCenter 
extension horticulturist 
Allen Owings, now 
retired. Photo by Olivia 
McClure
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SOUTHEAST RESEARCH STATION
focuses on dairy

Tobie Blanchard

Tucked in the rolling hills of Wash-
ington Parish sits the LSU AgCenter 
Southeast Research Station. Pastures, 
barns and a milking parlor dot the land-
scape as do the dairy cows that are the 
focus of the research at the station. 

Established in 1944, the station 
opened at a time when many families 
in the Florida Parishes had at least a few 
dairy cows. The Franklinton Chamber of 
Commerce had been working for several 
years to get an experiment station in 
the area to conduct research applicable 
to dairy and beef cattle. 

Station director Charles Hutchison 
said the station was started with a do-
nation of 248 acres of land from the 
Gaylord Container Company and the 
purchase of an additional 581 acres for 
$8 an acre. 

“At the time cotton was king in the 
area with a lot of forestry and tung oil 
production, but the main focus was on 
dairy and beef cattle,” Hutchison said. 

As decades passed, dairy farms 
flourished in the area. Herd sizes grew, 
and more people went into dairy pro-
duction. 

“Because of our hills, the land is not 
real conducive to row crops. You can’t 
make the high yields, so it went more to 
pastures,” he said. 

In the 1990s, Tangipahoa Parish reg-
ularly made the list of the top 100 dairy 
producing areas in the country, but the 
number of dairy producers declined at 
the turn of the millennium. Hutchison 
said those farmers who continue to raise 
dairy cattle still need the research the 
station provides.  

“Those that are left need just as 
much help as before, so we continue to 
serve them as best as possible with our 
research and make the research fit their 
type of operations,” he said. 

The station started with an agron-
omist and nutrition researchers. The 

research those early faculty members 
conducted is still at the core of what the 
station covers. 

Through the years scientists have 
evaluated different types of grasses, 
looking at which ones would stay es-
tablished and which ones grew the best 
and had the most nutritional value. 

It was at the station that researchers 
discovered blood urea nitrogen had a 
negative effect on reproductive effi-
ciency in dairy cattle. 

“Rye grass has a lot of protein, and 
that will raise the blood urea nitrogen 
level,” Hutchison said. They recom-
mended lowering the protein in the 
grain mix and cutting back the time 
cows grazed on the ryegrass to limit 
their consumption.

Dairy cattle belonging to Phillip 
Roberts, a third-generation dairy farmer 
in Mt. Hermon, were part of that study. 
Roberts has been in the dairy business 
for 47 years, and throughout his career 
the station has been a valuable source 
of information that helped keep him 
farming. 

“I can’t tell you how many times I 
called with an issue, and they would 
send someone over right away to help 
with the problem,” Roberts said. 

Retired dairyman Mack Brown 
agreed. 

“The researchers at the station were 
very knowledgeable and always willing 
to help,” Brown said. “The research had 
practical applications. It wasn’t just pie 
in the sky research.” 

Both dairy producers said having 
local dairy research was critical to their 
success. 

“You can read national dairy maga-
zines, but we’re hotter and wetter, and 
we don’t grow alfalfa,” Brown said. 

“Trade magazines didn’t cover a lot 
of the issues we experienced,” Roberts 
confirmed. “What goes on in Wisconsin 

has nothing to do with what’s hap-
pening down here.”

One example of the disconnect 
among national dairy recommendations 
and local needs is temperature. A study 
on transitioning cows helped establish 
new parameters for what temperature 
qualifies a cow as sick. The temperature 
of cows in summer in south Louisiana 
will naturally run hotter than cows in 
milder climates. But according to pa-
rameters set by studies done in Iowa 
and Wisconsin, Louisiana cows would be 
considered sick during summer, so the 
new parameters helped farmers more 
easily identify those cows that were 
actually ill.

Research was also conducted on 
round baled silage, or what the industry 
calls baleage. Trying to bale high quality 
ryegrass hay during the early spring 
was problematic because of the high 
soil moisture level and the number of 
days needed for drying. Also, the fre-
quent chance of precipitation made the 
baling of high-quality ryegrass almost 
impossible. Since the ryegrass bales are 
wrapped in plastic at a higher moisture 
level this allows the grass to go through 
an anerobic fermentation that basically 
pickles and preserves it.  

“With the advent of baleage, they 
could put it up at 40% to 50% dry 
matter, and that would preserve it, and 
you could keep it up to year and feed it 
later. Also, other warm and cool season 
grasses can be harvested and processed 
as baleage. That helped a lot of dairy 
farmers,” Hutchison said. 

The station is the site of one of the 
AgCenter’s winter annual grass and 
small grains trials. Other trails are con-
ducted at the Macon Ridge and Iberia 
research stations. Researchers evaluate 
around 40 different ryegrass varieties 
and five or six varieties of oats, planting 
and harvesting about four times and 
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recording yields and dry matter.
The station was able to conduct re-

search and take risks with experiments 
that dairy producers couldn’t afford to 
do on their own farms, Roberts said. 
Brown said his farm benefited from the 
station’s ability to measure success of 
research applications that he could then 
determine if it was something he should 
implement. 

Other programs include pain man-
agement research on dairy cattle, repro-
ductive synchronization protocols, the 
use of teat sealants during the drying 
off process to help prevent mastitis and 
a long-term precipitation study through 
the U.S. Geological Survey, testing rain-
water weekly for mineral content.

The Bio PRYN Lab (which stands for 
pregnant ruminant yes no) is a service 
lab on the station that conducts preg-
nancy checks for ruminants via a blood 
sample. Hutchison said they recently did 

a test for a yak. They also can test sheep, 
goats and bison. 

The station also serves as a 
hands-on lab for students at the LSU 
School of Veterinary Medicine and the 
LSU College of Agriculture. 

On a warm Wednesday in July with 
the heat index reaching triple digits, five 
vet students suited up in overalls and 
gloves to their shoulders to conduct re-
productive tests on cows. The students 
travel from Baton Rouge to Franklinton 
twice a month throughout the year to 
gain experience working with dairy 
cattle.

“It’s been working well. They use 
this to train their students, and we ben-
efit by having that expertise to evaluate 
the cattle if one’s sick or looks like she’s 
not feeling well and do pregnancy 
checks,” Hutchison said. 

4-H or FFA members interested 
in showing cattle can purchase show 

quality calves born at the station and 
sold at local auctions. The station also 
hosts the state 4-H dairy cattle judging 
contest during 4-H University and hosts 
and conducts state FFA dairy cattle 
judging each year. Faculty and staff at 
the station also help put on workshops 
on cattle grooming and showmanship 
for youth.  

As sure as the sun rises, farm 
workers at the station, along with all the 
dairy producers in the area, will be out 
daily milking their herds, producing the 
staple that will grace our morning ce-
real, temper a cup of coffee, be churned 
into butter, or processed as cheese, ice 
cream and other delights. 

About 15% of the milk produced 
at the station is used to create the ice 
cream served at the LSU AgCenter Dairy 
Store.

Tobie Blanchard is the director of Communications at 
the LSU AgCenter.

LSU School of Veterinary Medicine students participate in clinicals at the Southeast Research Station. Left to right are Kaela Turner, Cassidy Zanca, Matt Goins, 
Ashley Finney, Claire Hughes and Dr. Matthew Welborn, professor and clinical services chief with the LSU School of Veterinary Medicine. Goins, a veterinary 
medicine student at University College in Dublin, spent the summer of 2021 at LSU.  Photo by Tobie Blanchard
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BOB R. JONES-IDLEWILD RESEARCH STATION
focuses on wildlife management

Johnny Morgan

Nestled in East Feliciana 
Parish, the LSU AgCenter Bob R. 
Jones-Idlewild Research Station 
sits on approximately 1,800 acres 
of pasture, hardwood and pine 
plantations.

The station’s history began 
as the John W. Grippen Idlewild 
Plantation, acquired in 1900. In 
1940, the property was seized by 
the state and turned over to the 
Louisiana State Penitentiary. In 
1956, the State Parks and Recre-
ation Commission built the dam 
and overflow structure currently 
on the station. Also that year, the 
property was leased to LSU, and 
the Idlewild Research Station was 
established.

Glen Gentry, resident coordi-
nator at the station, said some of 
the early research involved horti-
culture, fruit trees, variety devel-
opment and forestry. Some of the 
specific fruit varieties included 
peach, crabapple, mayhaw, pear, 
apple and plum.

Through the years the re-
search focus has changed to wild-
life management. To reflect this, 
the station’s name was changed in 
2007 to the Bob R. Jones-Idlewild 
Research Station, memorializing 
a local landowner and out-
doorsman who was instrumental 
in the original establishment of 
the station.

In 2015, the Bob R. Jones 
Wildlife Research Institute was es-
tablished on the station, and the 
research on wildlife and habitat 
management was expanded. The 
institute is governed by a board of 
directors, including people from 
the LSU AgCenter and the local 
community.

In 2018, the station began 
hosting a wildlife expo to pro-
vide information and fun for the 

community. Other organizers of 
the event included the Louisiana 
Department of Wildlife and Fish-
eries and the East Feliciana Tourist 
Commission. The first two years 
of the event saw a total of nearly 
1,200 participants. In 2020, the 
event was suspended because of 
the pandemic.

Speakers discussed a range of 
topics, including invasive species, 
wildlife food plots, the Louisiana 
black bear, native plants and Lou-
isiana snakes. For the kids, there 
was archery and other shooting 
sports activities.

In recent years, feral pig 
eradication has become a major 
research area at the station. 
Gentry said feral hogs have be-
come the No. 1 nuisance animal in 
Louisiana, resulting in a negative 
economic impact of more than 
$70 million annually in the state, 
which he says is a conservative 
estimate.

Other research being con-
ducted at the station includes a 
captive and native deer herd.

“A main focus of this research 
is improved genetics and epide-
miology of vector-borne patho-
gens,” Gentry said. “The research 
station setting also allows for re-
search on other wildlife including 
ground-nesting birds.”

In addition to animal re-
search, work is also being done 
to control the aquatic weed giant 
salvinia, which has become an 
economic issue in Louisiana, clog-
ging lakes and lowering property 
values. Efforts also are underway 
to control invasive species such as 
Chinese privet and Chinese tallow 
trees.

Gentry said current research 
with the captive deer herds 
includes improving artificial in-

semination techniques, vaccine 
development for epizootic viral 
diseases and improved animal 
husbandry.

“Each year, experiments are 
conducted to foster genetic im-
provement through improved 
pregnancy rates following artifi-
cial insemination,” Gentry said.

LSU AgCenter entomologist 
Lane Foil has studies underway 
to determine the transmission of 
insect-borne viruses that result 
in hemorrhagic disease in both 
deer and cattle. Much of the 
research has been supported by 
a grant from U.S. Department of 
Agriculture.

“Hemorrhagic disease is the 
most important infectious disease 
of white-tailed deer in the South-
east United States,” Foil said. “This 
disease is caused by two related 
viruses, epizootic hemorrhagic 
disease or bluetongue virus.”

It is thought that these vi-
ruses are spread through biting 
midges and when white-tails be-
come infected, it is in most cases 
fatal. These types of diseases have 
detrimental effects in both cap-
tive and native white-tail popula-
tions across the United States. The 
role of cattle as reservoirs of these 
pathogens also is a topic of the 
research project.

One recent result of the LSU 
AgCenter research effort was the 
development of a protocol that 
allows the Louisiana Department 
of Wildlife and Fisheries to collect 
bone marrow from deer carcasses 
found on the landscape. Once 
analyzed, scientists can determine 
if hemorrhagic disease was the 
culprit.

Johnny Morgan is a communications specialist 
with LSU AgCenter Communications.
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Research is conducted at the Bob R. 
Jones-Idlewild Research Station, Clinton, 
Louisiana, on both native and captive deer. 
Photo by Olivia McClure
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CENTRAL RESEARCH STATION
brings international acclaim

Linda Foster Benedict

The 3,000-acre Central Research 
Station south of Baton Rouge is the one 
among the LSU AgCenter’s 15 research 
stations that has brought about the 
most international acclaim, but it is little 
known outside of the LSU campus.

The fame came from two remark-
able events that happened there. Back 
in 2000, the world’s first transgenic goat 
was born at the station and then cloned 
to create a herd of goats that produced 
a substance in their milk that could be 
turned into a valuable heart medication. 
This was four years after Scotland’s his-
toric Dolly the sheep was cloned.

Then in 2004, as an AgCenter re-
searcher was inspecting the soybean 
plants in a field at the station, he discov-
ered the first instance of Asian soybean 
rust disease on the continent of North 
America. 

That serendipitous event caused a 
global sensation because at that point 
the fast-growing disease, which had 
devastated soybean fields in Africa and 
South America, was not known to have 
reached this part of the world. 

The disease has since been brought 
under control through the combined 
efforts of scientists all over the world, 
including at the AgCenter.

Most people are not familiar with 
the Central Research Station because 
it does not host field days for farmers 
or other popular, publicized events. 
Instead, it’s a real farm classroom and 
laboratory for agricultural researchers 
and teachers on the LSU campus.

AgCenter scientists have research 
plots in fields at the station where they 
grow corn, soybeans, wheat and oats. 
They also do indoor experiments on 

these crops and others, such as rice, 
cotton and hemp, at station facilities.

Animal scientists conduct research 
using the cattle, horses, goats, sheep 
and chickens on the farm.

The farm gives students in the Col-
lege of Agriculture a chance to experi-
ence firsthand how to raise animals and 
grow crops. Students, both undergrad-
uate and graduate, are involved in the 
research projects.

The Central Research Station is the 
umbrella term for several AgCenter en-
tities. These include the Ben Hur Farm 
with both crops and livestock; a poultry 
unit; the Plant Materials Center; the 
Reproductive Biology Center; and two 
other operations run by other groups — 
a U.S. Department of Agriculture honey 
bee research facility and a training 
center for pesticide applicators.

The crew that tends the goats and sheep at the Ben 
Hur Farm includes, left to right, Gabriel Eberle, student 
worker and animal sciences major; Seth Spurlock, farm 
assistant; Randy Wright, Ben Hur Farm manager; and 
Jacob Martin, a pre-vet student and student worker.
Photo by Linda Foster Benedict
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TOO MUCH RAIN AT THE BEN 
HUR FARM IN 2021

Bad weather affects a research farm 
just like a regular farm, and 2021 was 
the year of way too much rain at the 
700-acre Ben Hur farm.

“We lost a considerable amount 
of research,” said Chris Roider, Ben Hur 
Farm manager. Because of the flooding 
conditions in the crop fields, “we had to 
do a considerable amount of replanting,” 
he added. 

Too much rain cuts into hay pro-
duction as well. Roider said he had pro-
duced 450 to 500 round bales by Aug. 1 
but needed 2,300 to 2,500 round bales 
to feed the cattle all winter. 

“We’re far behind. We’ll have to 
sell cattle,” Roider said, adding that all 
the other farmers are suffering, too, so 
there’s nobody to buy extra hay from.

The Ben Hur farm includes about 
400 acres in crop production for re-
search purposes, and another 300 acres 
are operated as a commercial farm, 
with the proceeds plowed back into the 
College of Agriculture to support the 
teaching program.

AgCenter scientists conduct re-
search projects at the farm. For example, 
Steve Harrison, professor in the School 
of Plant, Environmental and Soil Sci-
ences and director of the wheat and 
oat breeding program for a consortium 
of universities across the southeastern 
United States, has experimental plots at 
the Central Research Station and at the 
Macon Ridge Research Station in Winns-
boro, Louisiana. 

Harrison and his group have devel-
oped and released 25 wheat and oat 
varieties since 1996, an average of one 
new variety per year. Though not major 
crops in Louisiana, wheat and oats are 
vital to some farm operations to help 
them meet the bottom line.

Other scientists use the Ben Hur 
fields to study the effects of pesticides 
on crops so they can make recommen-
dations to Louisiana farmers. The scien-
tists also evaluate new soybean varieties 
on the station for suitability to grow in 
Louisiana.

Brenda Tubaña, professor in the 
School of Plant, Environmental and 
Soil Sciences, conducts her soil fertility 
studies on the farm. One of her current 

The 715 head of cattle at the Central Research Station include Brahman, Angus, Brangus, Charolais and 
Wagyu, a Japanese breed, known for the excellent marbling of its meat. Note the Wagyu behind the 
Brahmans above. Photo by Linda Foster Benedict

Bryce Gilbert, in front, and Michelle Vetter are graduate students in the LSU College of Agriculture 
working on their master’s degrees in animal sciences. As part of their assistantships they work with the 
horses at the Central Research Station. Once every two weeks as part a research project, they deworm the 
45 horses at the station. They line up the horses in a chute, put a halter on them and then lead them to a 
stall, where they take fecal samples and give them medicine to treat their worms. Their major professor is 
Erin Oberhaus, who does research and teaches equine reproductive physiology. Both Bryce and Michelle 
plan to work in the horse industry when they finish their degrees. Photo by Linda Foster Benedict
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projects involves use of silica solubi-
lizing bacteria found in soil to help 
plants grow with less use of commercial 
fertilizers.

$9 MILLION GOES INTO 
PLANT MATERIALS CENTER

A new feature at the Central Re-
search Station is the $9 million Plant 
Materials Center, which became op-
erational in 2019. The facility has 32 
temperature-controlled, well-ventilated 
and safe greenhouse labs inside and 10 
high-tunnel greenhouses outside.

One of its primary uses is for the 
LSU AgCenter breeding program to de-
velop new crop varieties for Louisiana. 
It is where research is being conducted 
on hemp to determine the parameters 
for growing this crop successfully in 
Louisiana.

The labs are used to test various 
pesticide and disease-control mecha-
nisms in plants, and the safety protocols 
prevent the spread of pathogens or 
germplasm to another lab.

The high-tunnel greenhouses can 
protect plants from excessive rain, 
which can interfere with research 
studies. Calvin Glaspie, the center’s 
manager, said one of the sugarcane 
studies was moved here under cover be-
cause rain had destroyed the test plots 
at the Sugar Research Station, which is a 
few miles away in St. Gabriel.

The LSU Department of Oceanog-
raphy and Coastal Sciences also uses the 
lab for studies on coastal plants.

HENS CLUCK, ROOSTERS 
CROW, TURKEYS GOBBLE AT 
THE POULTRY UNIT

The state-of-the-art poultry unit 
at the Central Research Station, which 
became operational in 2000, is used for 
both teaching and research purposes. 

“On average we house about 2,000 
white leghorns, 800 ISA browns, 50 tur-
keys and 1,500 broilers,” said Gerardo 
Romero, the manager, adding that the 
unit is self-contained and produces its 
own rations from the corn and soybeans 
grown at the farm.

College of Agriculture students 
work with the animals in poultry science 
classes and “learn the poultry business 

from top to bottom,” Romero said.
The students also use the facility 

to train for poultry judging. LSU hosts 
the U.S. Poultry and Egg Association 
National Poultry Judging Contest every 
spring. LSU teams consistently rank at 
the top or near the top in competition 
with the 10 other universities that par-
ticipate.

45 HORSES GRAZE THE 
PASTURES

The horse farm at the Central 
Research Station covers 90 acres and 
includes 45 head of horses – mares, 
geldings and a stallion. Franklin “Randy” 
Wright, who has been with the Ag-
Center 50 years, manages the horses as 
well as the sheep and goat herds.

The horses are used in the teaching 
program, for equestrian training classes 
and for research projects at both the 
AgCenter and the LSU School of Veteri-
nary Medicine. 

Horses are not bred at the farm, 
Wright said. Rather, he takes in horses 
that other people don’t want for a 
variety of reasons, such as behavioral 
problems. A few of the students keep 
their own horses at the farm to use in 
their horsemanship classes.

Neely Walker, extension horse 
specialist and an associate professor in 
the School of Animal Sciences, teaches 
classes on horse management and also 
conducts the Master Horseman pro-
gram in which people learn beginning 
through advanced horsemanship and 
then pass on these newly acquired skills 
to others including 4-H members.

A 715-HEAD CATTLE HERD
Sage Edelkind, manager of the 

715-head cattle at the Ben Hur Farm, 
was promoted to that position in June 
2021. A native of Lewisburg, Louisiana, 
he came to the Central Research Sta-
tion in 2019 from the Iberia Research 
Station in Jeanerette, Louisiana, where 
he had worked from 2017 to 2019 for 
Guillermo Scaglia, an LSU AgCenter beef 
researcher there. 

Edelkind is trying to keep the di-
verse herd of cattle — which include 
Brahman, Angus, Brangus, Charolais and 
Wagyu, a Japanese breed — more seg-
regated by breed so there is less mixing.

“I’m working toward more unifor-
mity and genetic purity, which will help 
with the research and teaching pro-
grams,” he said.

Because of the hay shortage caused 
by excessive rain in 2021, Edelkind will 
have to sell about 75 head by the end 
of the year to hold down expenses. But 
this gives him the chance to cull the 
animals he no longer wants.

The Wagyu cattle, a smaller breed 
dark mahogany brown in color, were 
added to the herd in 2019 because 
they are highly prized for the excellent 
marbling of their meat. A goal of the 
research program is to refine breeds of 
cattle so they produce as much meat as 
possible that is tender and desired by 
the consumer.

Because Wagyu cattle are smaller, 
they don’t yield as much meat as the 
larger breeds, such as Brahman. But an 
advantage is that they are good at re-
production.

“The Wagyu bulls have a stronger 
libido than the other breeds,” Edelkind 
said.

BAAS AND BLEATS FROM 
GOATS AND SHEEP

The record amount of rain in the 
Baton Rouge area in 2021 caused a 
problem for the 46 goats and the 45 
sheep at the Ben Hur Farm on the Cen-
tral Research Station. Excessive moisture 
on the ground means more parasites 
growing in the grass, which the animals 
then ingest as they nibble on the pas-
tures. Intestinal worms caused by these 
parasites can be deadly to these small 
animals.

“I’ve never seen so much rain in the 
50 years I’ve worked here,” said Wright, 
who manages the goats and sheep as 
well as the horses.

Once every two weeks, the animals 
are treated with deworming medicine. 
The sheep are herded into a chute as 
Wright goes down the line to check 
the color inside the bottom eyelid for 
a shade of pink that’s deeper than it 
should be, a sure sign of worms. 

For their check, the goats stay in 
a pen while staff members grab each 
animal, identified by a numbered tag 
in the ear, by the horns. For those who 
need it, Wright quickly shoots a bit-
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ter-tasting liquid medicine into the ani-
mal’s mouth.

The LSU AgCenter goats are mostly 
the Savanna breed, good for meat 
and milk products, which is a growing 
industry in Louisiana. The sheep are 
mostly Hampshire, an English breed 
used for meat and not wool, although 
they have to be sheered once or twice a 
year to keep them cooler.

“The weavers don’t like their wool 
because it’s too short,” Wright said.

The goat and sheep herds, which 
have been on the farm for 47 years, 
Wright said, are used in the teaching 
program, in the training for judging 
competition and in research projects. 

REPRODUCTIVE BIOLOGY 
CENTER WHERE WORLD 
HISTORY CONTINUES TO BE 
MADE

On the walls of the Reproductive 
Biology Center — a modest one-story 
structure on a 1,200-acre section of 
land 8 miles southeast of the Central 
Research Station — are framed photos 
of animals that were the first produced 
in the world through newly invented 
techniques in reproductive physiology, 
including the first transgenic goat from 
2000.

These breakthrough accomplish-
ments in genetic engineering, cloning, 
infertility research and embryo transfer 
came about because of leadership from 
Robert Godke, director of the reproduc-
tive physiology research program for 
the AgCenter until his death in 2015. 
Many of his students have gone on to 
become world leaders in the repro-
ductive sciences for both animals and 
humans.

But his legacy of excellence in 
research in animal reproduction con-
tinues. A recent example occurred in 
February 2021 when the first horses 
were born using techniques developed 
by Erin Oberhaus, an equine reproduc-
tive physiology researcher and assistant 
professor in the School of Animal Sci-
ences, that resulted in mares ovulating 
and becoming pregnant months ahead 
of schedule, which will ultimately add to 
their value in the horse industry.

A VAST RESOURCE FOR THE 
STATE, NATION, WORLD

The newest project at the station 
is the Forested Wetlands Observatory, 
which is being created on a 1,100-acre 
site that was formerly pastureland next 
to the Reproductive Biology Center. The 
land is being restored to the hydrolog-
ical conditions that existed before artifi-

cial drainage for row crops and pasture. 
Researchers, teachers and students will 
use the area as a laboratory to learn how 
best to restore land to its natural state 
and help the environment.

The project is being funded through 
a public-private partnership — the first 
of its kind in Louisiana — as a wetland 
mitigation bank. A private company, 
Spanish Lake Restoration, will sell 
credits to local land developers to offset 
permitted wetland degradation else-
where.

In addition to the Ben Hur Farm, the 
Plant Materials Center, and the many an-
imal and plant projects, the Central Re-
search Station is also the location of two 
other facilities. The Lois Caffey Termite 
Training Center provides training for 
people in the pest control industry, and 
the USDA Honey Bee Breeding, Genetics 
and Physiology Laboratory conducts 
research on bee health, sustainability 
and management.

The sprawling Central Research Sta-
tion, with its varied parts, is a valuable 
resource not only for the faculty, staff 
and students of the LSU AgCenter and 
the LSU College of Agriculture but also 
for the state, nation and world.

Linda Foster Benedict is the editor of Louisiana Agricul-
ture.

Ben Hur farm manager Chris Roider points out the field where in 2004, LSU 
AgCenter plant pathologist Ray Schneider, now deceased, discovered the first 
Asian soybean rust on the continent of North America. Because of his find, 
the agriculture community over the whole continent was able to implement 
measures to prevent the disease from spreading and causing widespread 
devastation as it had on other continents. The irrigation system in the field 
behind Roider was put in with grant money received to help control Asian 
soybean rust. Photo by Linda Foster Benedict

Sonyja Thomas, research associate, is the lab manager and safety officer at 
the Reproductive Biology Center. She makes sure that AgCenter scientists 
follow all the rules for animal safety in their research projects so that the 
Central Research Station can maintain accreditation through the Association 
of Assessment and Accreditation of Laboratory Animal Care International, 
known as AAALAC. She is standing by a collage of the photos of the different 
phases of development and improvement of the Reproductive Biology 
Center. Major renovations were paid for by Genzyme, the biotechnology 
company that funded the research that resulted in the cloned goats of 2000. 
Photo by Linda Foster Benedict
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LSU AGCENTER BOTANIC GARDENS
An urban oasis

Kyle Peveto

Just off a busy thoroughfare in Baton Rouge, the LSU 
AgCenter Botanic Gardens at Burden is often called an oasis. 
Or it is described as “idyllic.”

The Botanic Gardens contains fields and forests used 
for research, but many residents of the capital city know the 
space as a gorgeous wedding spot, a field trip destination or 
an ideal locale for a walk in the woods or a stroll through fra-
grant flowers. 

It is unlike any other research station in the LSU AgCenter 
portfolio.

“We do as much as we can for the public,” said Jeff 
Kuehny, resident director of the Botanic Gardens at Burden. 
“Most research stations focus on a commodity — sugarcane, 
sweet potatoes, cattle. Our commodity is people.”

The Burden Museum and Gardens property contains the 
LSU AgCenter Botanic Gardens, Windrush Gardens and the 
LSU Rural Life Museum. The Burden family owned the prop-
erty from the mid-1800s to 1966, when members of the family 
began donating it to the LSU system. Parts of the property 
remained in the family until the 1990s. The donors were the 
children of Ollie Steele and William Pike Burden Sr. — Steele 
Burden, a landscape designer for the city of Baton Rouge and 
LSU, and his sister Ione Burden, the former assistant dean of 
women at LSU — and Jeanette Burden, the widow of Steele 
and Ione’s brother, William Pike Burden Jr., who died in 1965.

Along with the donation, they stipulated that the 440-
acre property be used for agricultural research and extension 
and horticultural and environmental research and as a green 
space for the community. 

AN OASIS IN THE CITY
The asphalt road that winds through the Burden Museum 

and Gardens takes visitors past neat gardens of roses, camel-
lias, tropical plants and forests of native trees before bisecting 
open fields where corn or sunflowers often grow. Camellia 
lovers from all over the region travel to see the Stone Camellia 
Collection and the Crowder Camellia Collection, which in-
clude many rare and heirloom plants. 

Tyler Carr, landscape manager for the Botanic Gardens, 
works constantly on the Pollinator Garden, the Children’s 
Garden and the herb and tropical gardens. He loves to create 
family friendly scenes that make visitors want to explore.

“I think it’s nice to have something in the middle of town 
where people can come and interact with nature,” Carr said. 
“I’ve lived all my life in Baton Rouge, and you look and drive 
around town and all the spots around town that used to be 
wooded, they’re all gone. I’m glad we have one designated 
pocket that is 440 acres and it’s right here.” 

Through the Burden Woods there are 3 miles of walking 
trails called Trees and Trails. The StoryWalk trail features pages 
from a storybook that children can read as they walk. Educa-
tion stations along the paths teach walkers about the forest 
and the plants and animals that live there. For Chase Breiten-
bach, the horticulture tree specialist who cares for the paths 
and trees, the most amazing sight is the Mosaic Boardwalk at 
Black Swamp, a boardwalk through a 200-year-old hardwood 
swamp.

“It is very cool to see all these black tupelos in a marsh-
land with 1 to 3 feet of standing water that close to the inter-
state and in the middle of the city,” Breitenbach said. “It truly 
reminds you of Louisiana.”

RESEARCH IN AN URBAN LOCATION
Research at the Botanic Gardens changes from year to 

year. Studies include forestry and pecans as well as ento-
mology and horticulture. 

“There’s just never any one focus,” Kuehny said. “We’re so 
close to campus that it is dictated by whoever wants to do a 
project.”

Because the Burden property lies in the middle of Baton 
Rouge’s urban sprawl, it has become a useful place for urban 
wildlife studies. This year scientists have studied bats and owl 
populations along with bluebirds and prothonotary warblers. 

“It’s all over the place,” Kuehny said.
A different type of research conducted each year at the 

Botanic Gardens is the All-America Selections gardens. The 
All-America Selections, an independent testing organization, 
works with public gardens across the country to test new 
varieties of vegetables and ornamental plants. 

Two dozen different new vegetable varieties get planted 
each year on the Burden property, said Keith W. Lewis, a re-
search associate who works on the All-America Selections 
vegetables and other studies. Tomatoes rule the vegetable 
garden, so one-third of the vegetables are tomatoes, he said, 
but corn, peppers, squash and other veggies get tested. 

An All-America Selections (AAS) sticker on a new variety 
at a garden center inspires confidence in gardeners. 

“They’ll say, ‘I’ve never heard of that tomato, but it’s an 
AAS winner, so I’m going to try it,’” Lewis said. “It helps the 
breeder market something that’s new.” 

Lewis has seen the Botanic Gardens change tremen-
dously in his career over the past 15 years. 

“It’s a public space now,” he said. “At first it was just a re-
search station.”

School field trips and garden clubs visit the gardens regu-
larly. Lewis said the gardens give them a glimpse of a rural life.
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A shaded trail wanders through the Tropical Garden 
at the LSU AgCenter Botanic Gardens at Burden.
Photo by Kyle Peveto

The Steele Burden Memorial Orangerie was 
designed by famed architect A. Hays Town. It is now 
a favorite location for weddings and other events. 
Photo by Kyle Peveto
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“Kids these days, especially in a metropolitan area like 
Baton Rouge, they don’t have access to nature, to farms or the 
countryside,” he said. “When they come out here they get a 
little experience with that.”  

PRESERVING A SOUTHERN GARDEN
On the property’s southern edge, Windrush Gardens 

occupies 20 acres, including 7 acres of semiformal gardens. 
Broad live oaks and crape myrtles tower over a traditional 
Southern garden filled with azaleas and camellias. Orna-
mental grasses fringe the walkways, and fragrant gardenias 
and sweet olives fill the air. 

Planted and sculpted by Steele Burden when he lived on 
the property until his death in 1995, Windrush Gardens was 
designed as a low-maintenance landscape, said Ken Owens, 

the horticulturist in charge of the space. 
“It was a landscape using material that was commonly 

found at a nursery or in gardens, plantation home planting,” 
Owens said. “He didn’t try to go overboard or crazy with it. He 
just wanted a nice, appealing garden for southern Louisiana.” 

A POPULAR EVENT SPACE
As the Botanic Gardens fulfills the Burdens’ goal of cre-

ating a green space for the people of Baton Rouge, it has be-
come a favorite event space for the city. Weddings, barbecues, 
crawfish boils and other gatherings are scheduled most week-
ends, 60 to 70 events a year. 

Corn Maze, a family event in the fall with games, conces-
sions and a huge maze cut out of a corn field, draws thou-
sands of visitors each weekend in the fall. 
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In recent years the staff has planted fields of tall sun-
flowers as spaces for families and professional photographers 
to stage photo shoots. Professional photographers can pur-
chase an annual pass to shoot on the grounds.

About five years ago a social media post about the sun-
flower planting received more than 150,000 views from south 
Louisianians, said Katie Guitreau, now the events coordinator. 
After that, interest in the Botanic Gardens grew immensely, 
she said.

“If they come, so does awareness for the types of research 
we are doing, the type of research the AgCenter is doing,” 
Guitreau said. “It gives us the ability to speak to the people 
who have never even heard of us before and give them in-
sight into not just what we have but the AgCenter as a whole. 
The more people you talk to, the more interest there is.” 

A PLACE FOR FAMILIES
On a warm day toward the end of summer, Allison Orges 

and three young children left the trails in the Burden Woods 
and entered the Children’s Garden near the front of the prop-
erty, a spot where kids can play on bouncy toys that look like 
insects or climb on a jungle gym shaped like a beehive. 

“We’re in the city, we have the convenience of the city, 
but we’re away from the city,” Orges said. “It’s like a mini vaca-
tion spot to come here.”

She appreciates the educational signs through the trails 
and in the Children’s Garden. They transform each morning at 
the Botanic Gardens into a field trip.

“So much to explore. We can spend the whole day here,” 
she said. “Every time we come back, we find something new.”

Kyle Peveto is an assistant communications specialist and associate editor of Louisiana 
Agriculture.

One of the newest activities at the Botanic Gardens is birding. Birding experts 
have determined six routes and lead birding tours monthly. So far, 320 species 
have been identified in and around Burden. Learn more at the Botanic Gardens 
website at www.LSUAgCenter.com. 
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Inside: 
America’s first sweet potato breeder, LSU Professor Julian 
Miller, pioneered the creation of the first and only research 
station devoted exclusively to sweet potatoes. The Sweet 
Potato Research Station, in Chase, Louisiana, established 
in 1949, continues to thrive.   
    See page 22

Home to a conglomeration of minds who strive to improve 
the rice industry from rural Acadia Parish to the global 
market, the H. Rouse Caffey Rice Research Station has 
become a landmark in a community that owes its viability 
to the ubiquitous grain crop.   
    See page 24

The 3,000-acre Central Research Station south of Baton 
Rouge is the one among the LSU AgCenter’s 15 research 
stations that has brought about the most international 
acclaim, but it is little known outside of the LSU campus.   
    See page 36

The LSU AgCenter Botanic Gardens at Burden contains 
fields and forests used for research, but many residents of 
the capital city know the space as a gorgeous wedding 
spot, a field trip destination or an ideal locale for a walk in 
the woods or a stroll through fragrant flowers. 
    See page 40
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