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Department of Crop and Soil Environmental Sciences
News

Greetings
Our second newsletter of 2017 is a spotlight of student and faculty accomplishments! On May 12, we graduated 15 undergraduates 
in our Crop and Soil Sciences major and 28 in our Environmental Science major. Another 11 received M.S. or Ph.D. degrees 
from CSES. This August we will be welcoming approximately 100 freshmen and transfer students into our two majors, along with 
approximately 10 new graduate students. There is continued projected growth and job availability in the Plant and Environmental 
Sciences, so please keep encouraging prospective students to come and study with us at Virginia Tech! 

One of our recent faculty award winners for her international work is Dr. 
Ozzie Abaye. I recently had the pleasure of joining her and 8 students for 
the Galapagos Island portion of her summer study abroad trip to Ecuador. 
The whole group are pictured here in front of the Galapagos campus of 
our partner institution, University of San Francisco-Quito. The theme of 
the trip was food security, so on the Galapagos we used various field site 
visits to explore food availability, access, and utilization. Food availability 
is mostly dependent on imports from the mainland, which raises prices 
and restricts low-income access. We visited upland areas that had plentiful 
supplies of various tree fruits that were not being utilized and even though 
the volcanic soils can easily support high cassava (yucca) yields, we 
were offered imported rice at restaurants instead. Finally, we visited the 
recently formed (2 years ago), state-sponsored Institute of Agriculture and 
learned of their efforts to collect, evaluate, and educate local farmers on the best available adapted varieties to encourage more local 
food production on the Galapagos Islands in the future. This trip and other items in the newsletter are examples of our continual 
emphasis on hand-on, minds-on learning in CSES. Have a great summer interacting with plants, soils, and the environment!  

The 2017 Virginia Tech Hokies soil judging team (left to right): 
Cameron Bermand, Mike Badzmierowski, Taylor Church, Caityln 
Herron, Chris Moritz, Sam Withers, Stephanie Duston, John 
Galbraith, Elizabeth Gray, Rob Goodwin, Sabrina Vladu, and 
Hunter Wyatt.

The 2017 Virginia Tech Hokies Soil Judging Team took sixth place overall out of 24 teams in DeKalb, IL on Friday, April 28th at the 
Soil Sci. Soc. America National Intercollegiate Soil Judging Contest. The individual judging team was led by Stephanie Duston (3rd 
out of 93 individuals) is a senior, ENSC major from Chantilly. Her teammates are: Hunter Wyatt, a senior, Agriculture Science and 
Environmental Policy major from Sugar Grove, VA; Urban Samuel (Sam) Withers, senior BSE major from Asheville, NC; Robert 
Goodwin is a senior ENSC major from Midlothian, VA; Taylor Church, a senior ENSC major from Yorktown, VA; Elizabeth Gray, 
a senior Agronomy major (ENSC minor) from North Chesterfield, VA; Caitlyn Herron, a senior ENSC major; and new members 
Sabrina Vladu, Soph. ENSC major (water option) from Yorktown, VA; Chris Moritz, senior ENSC major from Glucester, VA; and 
Cameron Bermand, a junior ENSC major (minors  Horticulture and Chemistry) from Bedford, NH. It was the first contest for 

Vladu, Moritz, and Bermand. All students except the new members and Gray 
and Withers graduated in May, 2017.

“This team put forth a very good effort” said Coach Galbraith. “They 
practiced two times per week, once in the classroom and once outside all 
semester. I am very proud of their effort and dedication in the week before 
finals. It was a sacrifice for all to miss a week of school, but I think they 
will tell you it was worth every minute.” Galbraith added, “The entire team 
learned a great deal about glaciated Mollisols and Alfisols in the corn belt 
west of Chicago.” During the spring semester, some of the soil judgers 
volunteered at the 2017 Potato Drop, which they sponsored, and competed 
in two escape rooms, escaping from both. The Chicago escape was very 
challenging, and the Hokies were only the third team ever to escape the 
“Pyramid Chambers” without using all of the free hints.

Awards Virginia Tech Finishes 6th at National Soil Judging Championship 
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Outstanding Seniors:  Each year, the Department of Crop and Soil Environmental Sciences selects 
one senior from each major as the “Outstanding Senior” for that year. Selection is based on academic 
achievement, service to the university/community, leadership, and extracurricular participation . This 

year’s Outstanding Seniors are Lucas Rector for Crop and Soil Sciences and Taylor Church for Environmental Science. 

Lucas Rector is from southwestern Virginia.  He graduated with a B.S. in Crop and Soil Sciences and a minor 
in Agriculture and Applied Economics.  He was involved with the Agronomy Club (serving as President during 
2016-17) and the Virginia Tech Crops Judging Team (serving as the assistant coach in 2017).  He studied abroad in 
Australia twice to compete in the Australian National Crops Judging Contest, worked as an assistant for Dr. Carl 
Griffey in wheat and barley breeding and for Dr. Michael Flessner assisting with his graduate student’s research, 
and was a Crop Protection Intern for BASF in western Kentucky and Tennessee for the summer of 2016.  He 

recently began his Masters in Weed Science with Dr. Flessner and hopes to return to the family farm in Meadowview, Virginia.  

Taylor Church is from Yorktown, VA. She graduated with a B.S. in Environmental Science with minors in Wetland 
Science and Leadership & Social Change. She was a member of The Marching Virginians saxophone section 
throughout her time at VT. She was also a member of the National Society of Collegiate Scholars, an honor 
society that recognizes students with a 3.4 or higher GPA and are in the top 10% of their class and that focuses 
on community involvement and educating younger children about college. She is an Earth Team Volunteer with 
NRCS and was also on the Soil Judging Team. Fall Semester 2015 she did a research project on the sustainability of 

the Town of Buchanan, VA and presented her findings at the 2016 Undergraduate Research and Creative Scholarship Conference. 
She also participated in a Soil Geography Field Class in Alaska during part of the summer 2015. She worked part time on campus 
while maintaining a high GPA.

Visit our Facebook page at: Crop and Soil Environmental Science at Virginia Tech
Virginia Tech does not discriminate against employees, students, or applicants on the basis of age, 

color, disability, gender, national origin, political affiliation, race, religion, sexual orientation, genetic 
information, veteran status, or any other basis protected by law.

Awards 

Dr. Stephanie Kulesza selected for the 2017 Gamma 
Sigma Delta Graduate Dissertation Award 

This award is given to an outstanding graduate 
student completing the Ph.D. requirements 
in the College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences, College of Natural Resources and 
Environment, or the Virginia-Maryland 
College of Veterinary Medicine within the last 
18 months.

CSES Graduate Student, Qi Song, 
inducted as an associate member 
of the Delta Rho Interdisciplinary 
Research Honor Society 

Dr. Ozzie Abaye receives Alumni Award for Excellence 
in International Outreach 

Sponsored by the Virginia Tech Alumni 
Association, this Award is presented annually 
to a Virginia Tech faculty or staff member who 
has had a significant impact on international 
outreach at Virginia Tech. Recipients are 
selected based on their contributions to the 
internationalization of Virginia Tech and the global impact, 
significance, and sustainability of their work. 

CSES Graduate Student, Martin 
Battaglia, selected as the 2017 Nelson 
Yield-Limiting Factors Graduate 
Student Scholarship on behalf of the 
American Society of Agronomy and the 
Agronomic Science Foundation 

Scholar of the Week:  The following CSES faculty were recognized on the 
Office of the Vice President for Research homepage as the Scholar of the Week:

Carl Zipper: April 10th     John Galbraith: May 8th     Erik Ervin: May 22nd

New faces in CSES 
Brad Lael – Farm Manager at the Northern 
Piedmont Center.



Department of Crop and Soil Environmental Sciences April - May - June 2017    3

My passion for plants started in Patagonia, Argentina, where I grew up. I spent my childhood vacations in a 
town called Bariloche. It is a place where Nothofagus trees have a fungal endemic disease (commonly called 
“Llao Llao”) that always caught my attention for their large bright orange fruiting bodies. After completing 
a B.S. in Biological Sciences at the University of Buenos Aires, I came to the US to pursue a PhD in Plant 
Pathology with a focus on Soybean pathology at the University of Arkansas. After graduation, my husband 
and I moved to Virginia where I joined the Soybean Breeding Program in the CSES department as a Research 
Associate in 2007. The overall mission of our program is to develop elite soybean varieties adapted to the mid-
Atlantic region. My job is mainly to develop and implement molecular and phenotypic techniques to modify 
seed compositions for seed quality improvement in soybeans. I spend my days doing what I love: Research 
in Plants! What I enjoy the most about my job is the daily basis interaction with students, their curiosity and 
excitement reminds me how important it is to dedicate time to teach future researchers to follow the proper 

steps to answer research hypothesis! In 2011, I also joined the Small Grain Breeding Program, mainly to generate all the Marker 
Assisted Selection (MAS) data on the Wheat and Barley greenhouse parents. Working for both research groups that share a 
common lab helped me to improve my management and leadership skills and to expand my research areas to two important crops!

I live in Christiansburg with my husband Rodrigo who is a Finance Professor at Radford University. We have two little kids who 
were born in Blacksburg and attend Kipps Elementary School, Joaquin, 9 yrs. old and Olivia, 6 yrs. old.

Grants

Abaye, A.O. Curriculum Globalization Grant. Virginia Tech Global Education 
Office. 2017. $5,000.

Evanylo, G. and E. Ervin. Comparisons of Exceptional Quality (EQ) Biosol-
ids and Inorganic Fertilizer on Carbon and Nitrogen Dynamics and Turfgrass 
Production and Quality. Virginia Agricultural Council. $15,000.

Holshouser, D. Site-Specific Practices for Profitable Soybean Production in 
Virginia, Virginia Soybean Board. $34,156.

Holshouser, D. and Pitman, B. Eastern Virginia AREC Soybean Research Sup-
port, Virginia Soybean Board. $7,250.

Holshouser, D. Development of a new and improved soybean staging system 
for soybean, Virginia Soybean Board. $20,000

Holshouser, D. and Parvej, R. Increasing Yield and Profitability of Double-Crop 
Soybean, Virginia Soybean Board. $34,156.

Holshouser, D. and Parvej, R. Increasing Yield and Profitability of Double-Crop 
Soybean, Pennsylvania Soybean Board. $5,618.

Holshouser, D. and Parvej, R. Increasing Yield and Profitability of Double-Crop 
Soybean, North Carolina Soybean Producers Association. $9,212.

Holshouser, D., Griffey, C., Zhang, B., Thomason, W., Meier, N., and Parvej, 
R. Increasing Profitability for Virginia’s Double-Crop Wheat-Soybean System, 
Virginia Agricultural Council. $20,093

PI Steele, M., Co-PI Badgley, B., Brown, B., and Krometis, LA. ICTAS Junior 
Faculty Award. Base cations as drivers of microbial ecology in freshwater 
systems: Implications for water quality management and ecosystem resilience. 
$80,0000.

A. Pruden (PI), H. Lenwood (co-PI), L. Q. Zhang (co-PI), K. Knowlton (co-PI), 
K. Xia (co-PI). “Developing Computational Tools to Identify Critical Control 
Points for Mitigating the Spread of Antibiotic Resistance in Agro-ecosystem” 
USDA-NIFA. $1,200,000. May 2017 – May 2021.

K. Xia (PI), R. Maguire (co-PI), H. Gall (co-PI), P. Kleinman (co-PI), M. A. 
Williams (co-PI), S. Hodges (co-PI). “Can Manure Land Application Practices 
Designed for Best Nutrient Management Reduce the Flow of Antimicrobial 
Resistance Elements in Agro‐ecosystems and Enhance Overall Ecosystem Ser-
vices?” USDA-NIFA. $480,000. April 2017 – April 2021.

Dr. Luciana Rosso

CSES Spotlight

Publications 

Benjamin Averitt, Chao Shang, Luciana Rosso, Jun Qin, Mengchen Zhang, 
Katy M. Rainey, and Bo Zhang. 2017. Impact of mips1, lpa1 and lpa2 Alleles for 
Low Phytic Acid Content on Agronomic, Seed Quality and Seed Composition 
Traits of Soybean. Crop Science. Accepted for Publication April 26th, 2017. ID 
CROP-2016-12-1028-ORA.R1

Luciano M. Jaureguy, M. Luciana Rosso, Pengyin Chen & Katy M. Rainey. 
2017. Selection efficiency of high inorganic phosphorus-low stachyose lines 
from soybean breeding populations of different genetic backgrounds. J. of Crop 
Improvement 31 (1): 25-38.

Klopf, R.P., S.G. Baer, E.M Bach, and J. Six. 2017. Restoration and management 
for plant diversity enhances the rate of belowground ecosystem recovery. 
Ecological Applications. 27:355-362.

Megan M Wheeler, Christopher Neill, Peter M Groffman, Meghan Avolio, Neil 
Bettez, Jeannine Cavender-Bares, Rinku Roy Chowdhury, Lindsay Darling, 
J Morgan Grove, Sharon J Hall, James B Heffernan, Sarah E Hobbie, Kelli L 
Larson, Jennifer L Morse, Kristen C Nelson, Laura A Ogden, Jarlath O’Neil-
Dunne, Diane E Pataki, Colin Polsky, Meredith Steele, Tara LE Trammell. 
Continental-scale homogenization of residential lawn plant communities 
(2017). Landscape and Urban Planning 165, 54-63   

MK Steele, JB Heffernan. Land use and topography bend and break fractal rules 
of water body size‐distributions (2017).Limnology and Oceanography Letters.

Stewart, R. D. and M. R. Abou Najm. 2017. Field Measurements of Soil Cracks. 
Methods of Soil Analysis, 2017, Vol. 1. Soil Science Society of America. (ed.) S. 
Logsdon. doi:10.2136/msa2015.0043. 

Chen, C. Q., and K. Xia. 2017. Fate of Land Applied Emerging Organic 
Contaminants in Waste Materials.  Current Pollution Reports. Curr. Pollution 
Rep. 3:38-54.

Ray, P, C.Q. Chen, K. F. Knowlton, A. Pruden, and K. Xia. 2017. Fate and effect 
of antibiotics in beef and dairy manure during static and turned composting. J. 
Environ. Qual. 46:45-54.

Greer BM, TJ Burbey, CE Zipper, ET Hester. 2017. Electrical resistivity imaging 
of hydrologic flow through surface coal mine valley fills with comparison to 
other landforms. Hydrological Processes DOI: 10.1002/hyp.11180
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On Saturday, April 22, Dr. Ryan Klopf, professor of the Plant Materials for Environmental 
Restoration class took students on an optional field trip to Cowbane Prairie Natural Area 
Preserve in Stuarts Draft.  Students examined, first-hand, one of the last remaining native 
grasslands in the Shenandoah Valley.  They discussed several restoration projects which have 
been implemented on the site, including invasive species management, native warm season 
grass plantings, plant biodiversity enrichment for pollinators, invasive species management, 
and prescribed burning.  The field trip also gave students a chance to see and identify many of 
the focal species frequently used in restoration, and discussed in lecture.

Dr. Erik Ervin discusses warm 
season turfgrasses for putting 
greens at CCV-Tuckahoe 
Creek. 

Mark Reiter showcasing 
5-ft. deep Canola 
roots going through a 
6-inches deep hardpan 
in a Bojac sandy loam 
soil pit.

The VT Turf Team faculty, staff and grad students from CSES and PPWS held their inaugural Virginia 
Golf Turf Research Field Day on May 22 at the Country Club of Virginia-Tuckahoe Creek course in 
conjunction with the Virginia Turf Research Classic fundraising golf tournament later that day at CCV.  
The field day featured on-site research demonstrations that, while catering to Virginia’s golf turf industry, 
had take-home messages suitable for all segments of the turfgrass industry.  The Golf Research Classic 
combined previous, separate fund-raising tournament efforts of the Virginia Golf Course Superintendents 
Association and the Virginia Turfgrass Council into a single event and the efforts of the associations, the 
fundraising committee, and the industry supporters were rewarded with over $91K of donations by the 
sponsors!  All profits go to the Virginia Turfgrass Foundation to be used to support turfgrass research.

Wolters was just awarded a Graduate Student grant from the USDA’s Sustainable Agriculture Research and 
Education (SARE) program. Cover cropping, a hot topic for SARE, is the time-honored practice of planting an 
autumn crop between summer crops like corn or soybeans. Farmers have long used rye, clovers, vetch, phacelia, 
canola, even tillage radish to manage soil fertility, protect soil from winter wind and water erosion , control weeds 
and insects without chemicals, support pollinators, and sequester carbon, but have always struggled with the 
practicalities of fitting cover crops into rotations and little is known about the complex ecologies of mixes. 

Wolters research, “Designing and Selecting Cover Crop Mixes” is filling these knowledge gaps by 
examining soil quality and cover crop mixes in soybean-corn rotations. Originally, a 12-treatment study, 
with additional funding from the SARE Graduate Student grant, Bethany has extended her project 
to fifteen treatments.  “The extra money that I was able to apply for and add to my current research 
project is going to allow me to dig in and at look at specific effects of different species,  the ecological 
interaction of these species, and how they contribute to making our cropping systems more sustainable.”                                                                                                                        
Written by: Liz Kirchner, Virginian SARE Outreach and Healthy Food Access Project Coordinator

On April 24 and 25, 2017, 94 stakeholders from Virginia Tech, Virginia State University, Virginia Cooperative 
Extension (VCE), USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Services (NRCS), and Soil and Water Conservation 
Districts from 4 states descended upon the Eastern Shore AREC in Painter, VA. The event was largely 
experiential learning as we climbed down into soil pits, grubbed for worms, poked with penetrometers, dug 
for roots, and trudged through pouring rain to identify and quantify various cover crop species and mixes 
intended for Virginia corn-wheat-soybean rotations. Faculty from 3 departments (CSES, PPWS, and HORT) 
presented information alongside government agencies to ensure that all attendees have a well-rounded 
understanding of cover crops, their benefits, and detriments as we drastically change these production 
systems. Faculty from CSES that showcased data and were part of the team building that will ultimately lead 
to a Virginia Cover Crop Council included Dr. Wade Thomason, Dr. Hunter Frame, Dr. Ryan Stewart, and 
Mr. Eric Bendfeldt. We graciously thank the USDA-NRCS Conservation Innovation Grant and the Southern 

Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (SSARE) grant programs for providing support for the research 
projects showcased during this event. We also thank the Virginia SARE, Northampton County VCE, and 
Accomack County VCE for providing funding that assisted with Extension agent travel, hotel accommodations, 
and Eastern Shore style meals for all attendees. We hope to see all attendees again in early August as we further 
investigate the cropping systems that will have summer cover crops and corn in full growth! 

Bethany Wolters 
braves terrible 
weather at the 
Eastern Shore AREC 
to present her cover 
crop research. 

Virginia Golf Turf Research Field Day

Eastern Virginia Cover Crop In-Service & Soil Health Team-Building Event

A SARE Grad Student Award Supports Cover-Crop Mix Research 

CSES Class goes to Cowbane Prairie Natural Area Preserve in Stuarts Draft


