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Montcalm families build financial management skills 
In these uncertain economic times, there is a real possibility that an unexpected financial setback can take place that can put a family in danger of becoming homeless. A furnace failure or an unpaid fuel bill in the dead of winter can leave a home uninhabitable and a family with no place to live.  Many families are just one crisis away from this reality.

The local Continuum of Care recently received a grant from the Michigan State Housing Development Authority (MSHDA) to help families address unforeseen financial emergencies and find lasting solutions that will help prevent similar future outcomes.  

One of the longer-term solutions is to help families better understand how to manage their financial resources. Setting financial goals, saving for emergencies and making a family spending plan are all positive steps toward financial security and a stable home.

To help Montcalm County families learn to do these steps, Continuum of Care’s MSHDA homelessness prevention grant funds were used to sponsor a class taught by MSU Extension educator Linda Huyck. 

During an evaluation conducted at the conclusion of the session, all of the participants said that they better understood how to develop a spending plan.  One participant said that the most important thing she had learned was that little everyday purchases can add up to a lot of wasted money.  

She planned to closely monitor these small expenses to control her spending and pay her bills on time.  

Another participant said that she intended to, “do her homework,” so that she would know the amount of her monthly expenses and could set up a monthly spending plan.  

Developing these financial management skills will help these families be more secure and less susceptible to crises that can lead to homelessness.
Recycling program expands

The number of Montcalm County’s full-service, mobile recycle center drop-off locations increased from six to 10 recently after the county received a grant from the Energy Efficiency Conservation Block Grant program (EECBG).

MSU Extension resource recovery educator Dixie Ward received this grant on behalf of the county to increase material conservation programs.  As a result, the county was awarded $218,027.  

Ward works with the Montcalm County Solid Waste Management Committee to help achieve the goals outlined in a countywide solid waste management plan.  One of the plan’s objectives is to increase drop-off locations for recycling materials.  As the recycling program is brought to new areas, residents can easily participate in the program.

   Ward educates residents about the value of recycling. The results of these educational efforts are that more residents have become aware of why it’s important to recycle. 

She recently promoted the program through displays at community events, news articles in area papers, speaking to community groups and educating area school students.

Recycling helps preserve the environment; it plays an important role in managing the garbage generated in homes and businesses and it reduces the reliance on landfills and incinerators. The recycling program allows individuals to feel they can make a difference in addressing local environmental issues.

Helping farmers cut costs

By historical standards, agricultural commodity prices are high. At first glance, an outsider might think the agricultural economy is strong. 

However, as commodity prices rose over the last few years, so did the prices of the farm inputs, such as seed and fertilizer. As prices of commodities declined, these inputs have also declined, but at a slower pace. 

Several farmers have asked for help in reducing their production costs. MSU Extension agriculture   educator Fred Springborn has given many of them recommendations that can lead to lower costs. 

For many farms, this has meant a renewed emphasis on soil testing and MSU’s fertility recommendations. Many farms have adequate levels of soil fertility and farmers can reduce the rates of applied fertilizer without significant yield loss. 

One of these farmers saved 50 percent on the cost of starter fertilizer on his 500 acres of corn this year--about $6,500. Other farmers have cut costs by selecting lower-priced seed corn varieties without unneeded traits or using livestock manure in place of purchased fertilizer.

     The other approach to narrowing margins (and improving profits) of agricultural commodities is to improve marketing. Many farmers rely on cash marketing and forward contracting (selling crops that aren’t completely grown for an agreed-upon price). 

While this has worked reasonably well for many over the years, the volatility of commodity markets has made this approach challenging.  

To help area growers learn about other marketing options Springborn offered a class designed to introduce the concepts of hedging and the use of options to price grain and add marketing flexibility. 

A participant survey is being conducted and results will be released in the fall. 

Tenth Leadership Montcalm is completed

Participants in Leadership Montcalm celebrated the completion of the 10th series with a graduation banquet on May 15. 

Two of MSU Extension’s five strategic priorities – educating and supporting decision makers and building leaders for today and tomorrow are the focus of the highly regarded MSU Montcalm Extension leader training program called Leadership Montcalm.

Leadership Montcalm is a nine-month program that incorporates critical issues education and leadership skills training. 

The first session covers leadership styles, public issues and personality identification. A day-long countywide bus tour is featured in Session Two. 

Following sessions focus on local resources and issues concerning Montcalm County. Presenters include local and state experts. 

Participants discussed education, workforce preparedness, health care, economic development and public safety. The series included a bus trip to Lansing where participants met with State Sen. Alan Cropsey and State Rep. Mike Huckleberry. As part of the graduation, each participant gave a presentation on an issue of special concern to him/her.

Graduates received a certificate of completion. Leadership Montcalm’s retiring executive director, Linda Ferguson, received a pen from program alumni in recognition of her six years of service, as well as a special proclamation from Rep. Huckleberry and Gov. Granholm. 

Master Gardeners help Montcalm County grow

Spring is the season for planting, and this year economic concerns and interest in local food are among the reasons that there is an increased interest in planting home and community gardens.  

The Montcalm County MSU Extension office staff has seen a marked increase in the number of home gardeners asking for planting advice and soil testing.  

Inquiries are answered by certified Montcalm County Master Gardener volunteers. Each week the volunteers give advice about such challenges as growing plants, identifying and controlling insects and other garden pests and diagnosing diseases of plants, trees and shrubs.

  During the 2009 growing season the Master Gardener volunteers answered more than 100 questions to assist local gardeners to be more successful in Montcalm County.
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