
2026 New Mexico Soil Health Conference: Bringing Soil Health Down to Earth 
October 14-15, 2026     ♦     Albuquerque’s South Valley (and online) 

Thanks to Bernalillo County Parks, Recreation 
and Open Space for the use of both conference sites. 

Wednesday, October 14, 2026: Day 1 
SITE A: South Valley Multi-Purpose Senior Center (2008 Larrazolo Rd. SW) 

7:30-8:30 a.m. Check-in / Continental Breakfast (bagels + coffee) 

8:30-8:50 a.m.  Welcome Remarks: Jeff Witte and Jay Lillywhite 

• Jeff Witte, Director/Secretary, New Mexico Department of Agriculture (NMDA)
Secretary Jeff Witte grew up on his family’s ranch between Moriarty and Las Vegas, then earned bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees from New Mexico State University (NMSU). At the New Mexico Farm & Livestock 
Bureau, he represented farmers and ranchers during legislative discussions in Santa Fe. Jeff first joined 
NMDA in 1994 as its assistant director. He later founded the Southwest Border Food Safety and Defense 
Center at NMSU, working with industry and government partners to strengthen agricultural protection and 
food defense efforts. Jeff was named New Mexico’s Director/Secretary of Agriculture in 2011. He travels 
throughout New Mexico meeting with agricultural producers and organizations while working with 
legislators and others on issues impacting agriculture and rural communities.

• Dr. Jay Lillywhite, Director of the Agricultural Experiment Station and Associate Dean of Research, 
New Mexico State University—College of Agricultural, Consumer, and Environmental Sciences (ACES) 
Dr. Jay Lillywhite directs the university’s Agricultural Experiment Station, the principal research unit of the 
College of ACES. AES scientists work on the Las Cruces campus and at 12 agricultural science and research 
centers throughout the state, all conducting research that will benefit the citizens of New Mexico. Lillywhite 
first joined NMSU in 2003 as a professor in the Agricultural Economics and Agricultural Business 
Department, which he later served as department head. He has also served as the assistant dean of economic 
development for the College of ACES and co-director for the Center of Excellence in Sustainable Food and 
Agricultural Systems, heading up the center’s business and social science-related efforts to support New 
Mexico’s post-harvest, value-added agricultural production.

8:50-9:00 a.m. Morning Overview: Focusing on the Five (5) Soil Health Principles 
John Garlisch, morning moderator 

9:00-9:30 a.m.  Soil Health Principle 1: Keep soil covered 
Wyatt Flory, owner, Rio Gro LLC, Mesquite, NM 

• From Wyatt Flory: “At Rio Gro, we create farmer profit using biology, carbon, and unique chemistry 
aimed at specific challenges in the Southwest. I enjoy spending time with my wonderful family. Most days 
you can find me in fields, checking crops, and gardening/farming on my own small acreage.  You are 
welcome to reach out by phone: 575-644-4177 or email: wyatt@riogro.com.”

9:30-10:00 a.m. S.H. Principle 2: Minimize disturbance on cropland and minimize external inputs 
Gordon Tooley, owner/operator of Tooley’s Trees and Keyline Design, Truchas, NM  

• Tree farming and establishing stable landforms through stewardship are Gordon Tooley’s vocation. He 
conducts plant-related workshops and is a certified permaculture instructor. Gordon and his wife Margaret 
Yancey are the longtime owners of Tooley’s Trees & Keyline Design, although they closed the retail 
nursery in 2023. Gordon’s focus is the landscape below ground, thinking like raindrops, and forgotten fruits
– preserving and integrating them in farms and landscapes. He does keyline design and implementation,
land imprinting, and seeding. Contact him at www.tooleystrees.com and tooleystrees@gmail.com.

mailto:wyatt@riogro.com
http://www.tooleystrees.com/
mailto:tooleystrees@gmail.com
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10:00-10:15 Break 

10:15-10:45 a.m. Soil Health Principle 3: Maximize biodiversity 
Mary Lucero, co-owner of JAL Farms, Fort Sumner, NM 

• Mary Lucero and her husband, David, own JAL Farms LLC in Fort Sumner, NM, where they produce
fruit, beef, and other agricultural products using regenerative management practices. Mary draws on the
farm's experiences to guide research through Endofite Enterprises, LLC, an independent research
organization focused on soil health and regenerative agriculture. She also serves as a biology faculty
member at New Mexico State University-Alamogordo.

10:45-11:15 a.m. Soil Health Principle 4: Maintain a living root 
Ariel Greenwood, Owner-operator, Grass Nomads LLC, Wagon Mound, NM 

• Ariel Greenwood is co-owner/operator of Grass Nomads LLC, a land and livestock management
company. With her husband Sam and a small crew, she helps run a cow-calf and yearling outfit for Triangle
P Cattle Company in Mora County on a 120,000-acre leased ranch ranging from 6,400 to 9,200 ft. Ariel has
also worked on farms and ranches in North Carolina, California, and Montana. Beyond the day-to-day work
of running the ranch, Ariel is preoccupied with raising horses, a toddler, and developing the outfit's
conservation work around range hydrology and wildlife movement. Find Ariel on Instagram:
@workingwetlands.

11:15-11:45 a.m. Soil Health Principle 5: Integrating animals into land management, including  
grazing animals, birds, beneficial insects and keystone species, such as earthworms 
Jim Armendariz, rancher and NRCS-NM range specialist, Santa Rosa, NM 

• Jim Armendariz is a strong advocate for the soil health movement and believes in its power to improve
rangeland and cropland conditions through simple, accessible principles that yield visible results: Helping
farmers and ranchers get to “better days through better ways” remains at the heart of his work.

11:45-12:45 p.m. Lunch (Pick up outside from the food truck) 

12:45-1:05 p.m. Soil Health Principles Game 
Marisa Thompson, afternoon moderator 

1:05-1:30 p.m. Updates: NMDA’s Healthy Soil Program and NMSU—Cooperative Extension Service 

1:30-1:45 Break 

1:45-3:00 p.m. Two Scales of Operation, Two Keynote Addresses: Firsthand Experience with 
the Soil Health Principles 

• From Toby & Kimberly Bostwick: “We farm and ranch in eastern New Mexico. We are committed to
building soil health while caring for our animals and the ecosystem around them. Our focus is keeping the
soil covered. Wind erosion is a major threat to our farm. A bare field is a vulnerable field.”

(“Two Scales of Operation, Two Keynote Addresses…” speaker bios continue on next page) 
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• Casey Holland, Grow the Growers Training Program coordinator, Albuquerque, NM
Born in Albuquerque, Casey Holland has been farming in the Middle Rio Grande Valley since 2011. They
are committed to effecting positive social change around small-scale sustainable agriculture and strive to
increase access to fresh food for all families while providing opportunities for their community to reconnect
to their region’s agricultural roots and culture. Casey has a passion for supporting beginning farmers through
training and mentorship and hopes to serve as a powerful resource for fellow growers in their community.

3:00-3:15 p.m. Break 

3:15-4:45 Soil Health Panel Discussion: Farmers, Ranchers, and Technical Service Providers,  
Panelists: Zachariah Ben, Dean Bruce, Tom Dominguez, Shahid Mustafa, and  
Norman Vigil; Moderator: Susann Mikkelson 

• Zachariah Ben is a sixth-generation farmer and sand painter from Shiprock, NM. He is of the "Giant
People" born for the "Red Running Into Water" clan. His maternal grandfather's clan is the "Red House
People" and his paternal grandfather is of the "Salt People”. Zach has over 15 years of experience in
traditional Navajo farming and is the co-founder and owner of Bidii Baby Foods, a domestically
incorporated limited liability company and agricultural cooperative on the Navajo Nation. Bidii Baby Foods
manufactures a product line of organic Indigenous baby foods. Zach manages a 40-acre organic farm in
Aztec, NM. Zach is a husband and father of two children: Yabiito and Nadaaltsuii. Zach also serves as a
consultant with WESST, where he supports other Indigenous entrepreneurs as they establish their
businesses. Find Zach on YouTube and Instagram: @bidiibabyfoods and at www.bidiibabyfoods.org.

• Dean Bruce is a soil and water specialist at the New Mexico Department of Agriculture. He grew up in
a farming/ranching family and is still involved in production agriculture at scale in Melrose, NM. Dean has
been involved in natural resource management throughout his career, including approximately 10 years with
USDA—Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) prior to coming to NMDA. Working directly
with agricultural producers across the state to improve the soil and other natural resources is the best part of
his job.

• Tom Dominguez is the Extension Agriculture Agent for Santa Fe County. He has worked as an
agriculture/natural resources agent for the New Mexico Cooperative Extension Service since 2007: first in
Quay County, then in Otero County, and in Santa Fe County since 2014.

• Shahid Mustafa is the founder of Taylor Hood Farms in Las Cruces, NM. During 26 years in the
natural and organic retail industry, he managed and supervised various departments in six different stores
and was a general manager for three different businesses. Shahid is a contributing writer for Edible New
Mexico magazine and a co-host of “Black English Vernacular” on KTAL-FM Las Cruces.  Taylor Hood
Farms cultivates more than 8.5 acres of seasonal crops using organic standards. They are a diverse farm
dedicated to educating about local food systems and training community members in growing food. They
are committed to providing access to a variety of fresh, nutritious locally grown vegetables. Their plan is to
demonstrate sustainable agricultural practices and train a new generation of farmers to take part in a
burgeoning agrarian society. Shahid hopes to become an incubator for regenerative organic farmers and an
inspiration for farmers to adopt regenerative organic practices.

(“Soil Health Panel Discussion…” panelist bios continue on next page) 

http://www.bidiibabyfoods.org/
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• Norman Vigil was born and raised on a small ranch in Canjilon in northern New Mexico. He studied
Range Science at New Mexico State University. Norman was hired in 1977 by the Soil Conservation
Service, which later became the Natural Resources Conservation Service. He retired from NRCS in 2013
after 36 years of federal service, including work in New Mexico, Nevada, North Dakota, Wyoming, and
Washington, DC.  Norman served in numerous roles for NRCS throughout his career.  He now raises cattle
and hay in Canjilon and enjoys spending time with his eight grandkids.  Norman continues his public
service via the Upper Chama Soil and Water Conservation District (SWCD), as well as the Acequia Madre
del Llano and the Acequia del Brazito.

4:45-5:00 p.m. Day 1 Closing Comments 

Thursday, October 15, 2026: Day 2 
Site B: Gutiérrez-Hubbell House (6029 Isleta Blvd. SW) 

7:30-8:15 a.m. Handheld Breakfast (breakfast burritos + coffee) 

8:15-8:30 a.m.  Welcome Remarks: Bernalillo County Open Space Program staff 

8:30-9:00 a.m. Rainfall Simulator: Manage Your Soil to Capture and Store More Water 
Jim Armendariz and Dean Bruce 

• Please see Jim’s bio and Dean’s bio earlier in the agenda.

9:00-9:15  USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) in New Mexico 
Jason Mondragon-Martin  

• From Jason Mondragon-Martin: “I have worked with NRCS for 18 years, with 4.5 of those in New
Mexico. I started my career as a soil scientist in southern Wyoming, and have also worked in Oregon,
Maryland, and now here. Attendees can reach me by email at jason.martin2@usda.gov.”

9:15-11:45 a.m. 30-minute Guided Rotations: How-to Demonstrations

Station 1: How to Assess the Soil with John Idowu and Susann Mikkelson 

• Dr. John Idowu is the Extension Agronomist for the state of New Mexico. He is based at New Mexico
State University in Las Cruces, and he conducts applied soil health research and share information on crop
and soil management with stakeholders throughout the state. Contact him at jidowu@nmsu.edu and 575-
646-2571.

• Susann Mikkelson is an associate professor and the Cooperative Extension Agent for NMSU—
Cooperative Extension Service in Guadalupe County.  She provides individual consultation services,
technical assistance and educational programming for adults as well as 4-H and other youth in a wide range
of topics, including agriculture and natural resources, family and consumer sciences and rural economic
development. Susann has been involved in agriculture for most of her life, beginning on the family ranch in
Catron County in southwestern New Mexico.  You may reach her at 575-418-7657, 575-472-3652 or
susannm@nmsu.edu.

mailto:jason.martin2@usda.gov
mailto:jidowu@nmsu.edu
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Station 2: How to Take a Basic Soil Sample with Rajan Ghimire and Pratima Poudel 

 
• Rajan Ghimire is a professor of Cropping Systems and Soil Management and the director of the 
Carbon Management and Soil Health Center at New Mexico State University. His research aims to improve 
the efficiency and profitability of agricultural systems while enhancing environmental quality by deepening 
our understanding of soil and ecological health, nutrient cycling, carbon storage, greenhouse gas emissions, 
and sustainable crop production practices. Dr. Ghimire has published 300+ research articles, including 150+ 
peer-reviewed journal papers and book chapters and 20+ Extension publications. He has collaborated on 
30+ successful externally funded grants and contracts totaling $60 million. Since 2024, Dr. Ghimire has 
been listed among the world's top 2% of scientists, as published by Elsevier and Stanford University. 
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/in/rajan-ghimire. Carbon Center page: 
https://www.linkedin.com/company/135314329/admin/dashboard/. Instagram: @nmsu.carbon 
 
• Pratima Poudel is a postdoctoral researcher at NMSU's Agricultural Science Center at Clovis. Her 
current work examines how cover crops and perennial grasses support soil health as irrigated systems 
transition to dryland systems. She is interested in connecting research with practical strategies for 
productive and resilient agriculture in water-limited environments. Contact Pratima at pratimp2@nmsu.edu. 
 

Station 3: How to Interpret Soil Test Results with John Garlisch  
• John Garlisch is the Agriculture Extension Agent for Bernalillo County and is based in Albuquerque. 
He grew up on a farm in central Illinois. He studied horticulture and ag business at University of Illinois as 
well as studied and worked abroad in the Netherlands and Germany. John joined NMSU Extension in 2010 
helping small acreage producers, local food systems, and beginning farmers. For John, healthy soils are the 
foundational root to growing success. 

 
Station 4: How to Measure Bare Ground on the Ranch with Casey Spackman 

• Casey Spackman began working for New Mexico State University in 2020 as the Extension Range 
Management Specialist. He has expertise in livestock grazing behavior, invasive plant management, 
poisonous plants, ecology and plant physiology, rangeland monitoring, and revegetation efforts. His 
Extension efforts aim to assist producers, land managers, and agency personnel in rangeland monitoring and 
developing management objectives that maintain or improve natural resource conditions. Contact Casey at 
spackman@nmsu.edu, 575-646-3098, https://uasnr.nmsu.edu/, and https://rangelandradar.app/. 

 
Station 5: How to Install Temporary and Electric Fence with Will Jaremko-Wright 

• Will Jaremko-Wright is the Taos County Agricultural/4-H Extension Agent for the New Mexico State 
University Cooperative Extension Service. He was previously an instructor at New Mexico Highlands 
University, where his research interests involved piñon-juniper woodland ecology, seed dispersal 
mechanisms, and birds of the Southwest. 

 
11:45 a.m.-12 p.m. Final Q&A Opportunity / Complete Post-conference Survey 
     
12:00 p.m.  Conference Adjourns – Safe Travels Home 
 
 
 
 

http://www.linkedin.com/in/rajan-ghimire
https://www.linkedin.com/company/135314329/admin/dashboard/
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Note: 
In-person attendees are 
responsible for their own 
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