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JY Ferry & Son is a family owned ranch and farm oper-

ating on the Bear River Delta near Corinne, Utah for 

over 120 years. In 1900 John Y (JY) Ferry left Chicago 

and followed the Transcontinental Railroad west, seek-

ing land development opportunities. JY acquired prop-

erty in the Corinne area and began herding sheep and 

farming.  As his sheep herd grew so did his land hold-

ings.  In the 1960’s, JY Ferry & Son transitioned from 

sheep to cattle ranching.  The company purchased large 

tracts of wetland acres and cattle grazing was better 

suited to this wet environment.  In the 1970’s and 80’s 

several feed lots were built and acquired.  These cattle 

feed lots provided additional diversification and new 

opportunity in the cattle business.  In the 2000’s recog-

nition was given to the importance of the wetland acres 

and wildlife and the interaction with cattle grazing. 

 

The ranch consists of 1,200 Angus mother cows that graze 110,000 acres of both wetland bottoms and high 

desert ranges. The farm consists of 3,000 acres of productive irrigated fields of corn, wheat, alfalfa and grass. 

The feedlot has a onetime capacity of 6,500 head of backgrounding and finishing cattle. Associated with the 

farming and ranching activities are 20,000 acres of private and 90,000 acres of public wetland and waterfowl 

habitat. The northern end of the Great Salt Lake and Bear River Delta provide critical habitat for migrating 

birds in the Pacific Flyway. Millions of birds stop to rest as they migrate from Mexico to Canada in the spring 

and back to Mexico in the fall. 

JY Ferry 

SECTION I  

A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

Cattle Grazing near Bear River in Corinne, UT 



A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

SECTION II : Regulatory Context 

JY Ferry has a long history of being proactive in dealing with 

regulatory challenges, grazing in sensitive wetland habitats and 

handling nutrients created in the feed lot.  These challenges 

are shared by JY Ferry and other feed lot operators throughout 

the state.   

The Bear River is the nexus for the entire operation of JY Ferry 

& Son.  This river is the lifeblood for irrigation water for crop 

production, stock water, flooded pastures and wetlands.  Dur-

ing the summer demands on the river system cause the flows 

to drop significantly and pollutant levels to increase. For this 

and other reasons the Bear River is listed as an impaired water 

by the State of Utah.  Recognizing the importance of the river 

and the potential impact that livestock can have on the water 

systems, in 2017 JY Ferry proactively sought to relocate a 300 

head capacity feed lot located adjacent to the River.  This pro-

ject was in conjunction with the Partners for Fish and Wildlife, 

NRCS and Utah Department of Environmental Quality. A new 

site was identified that provided for control of waste streams 

while providing additional animal feeding and handling opportunities. Improving the feed lot has reduced 

operating costs and enhanced the long term viability of the business through diversification.   

As a state legislator in 2020, Joel Ferry worked in conjunction with the Utah Department of Environmental 

Quality (DEQ) and Department of Agriculture and Food (UDAF) to create the Agriculture Voluntary Incen-

tive Program (AG VIP).  This program certifies UDAF Planners to write Comprehensive Nutrient Manage-

ment Plans (CNMP) and provides liability protection for accidental discharge.  Becoming an AG VIP certified 

operation demonstrates a high level of commitment to handling nutrients and improving water quality.  

Relocation of Feed lot 

Feed lot 



A majority of the range utilized by JY Ferry during 

the spring, summer and fall grazing season is com-

prised of public and private wetlands. Cattle grazing 

in wetland areas creates unique challenges related 

to animal health, feed quality, water quality, and 

habitat protection.   

Historically cattle grazing was viewed by the water-

fowl management community as detrimental to the 

health of the ecosystem.  Many years of strategic 

and deliberate grazing practices on private wetlands 

managed by JY Ferry demonstrated the benefits of 

proper grazing management in controlling invasive 

wetland vegetation.  The most prevalent invasive 

species in the Bear River marshes is phragmites. 

They discovered that phragmites had excellent feed 

value and was very palatable.   

Phragmites is listed as a noxious weed in the State of Utah. The plant colonies spread quickly in wetland envi-

ronments through rhizome and seed and create a dense canopy with little habitat value. Neighboring Federal 

and State agencies struggled with phragmites control and experienced as much as 25% of the wetland acres 

completely covered with Phragmites.  At the same time, Ferry’s were making steady progress in an environ-

mentally friendly way through the use of cattle grazing to control the 

spread.  This targeted grazing approach enabled more desirable plant 

species to become permanently established. Once desired plant popu-

lations are established the phragmites control is sustainable through 

the use of grazing. The successes realized by JY Ferry are evident as less 

than 1% of the managed wetlands were inundated with phragmites.  

Federal and State agencies were invited to observe the benefits of cattle grazing on their wetlands. Working 

together on a grazing plan, their shared knowledge and experience has produced desirable results. For the 

past 8 years 700 pair of cows and calves have been grazing on both federal and state wetland properties. 

Several thousand acres are now free from phragmites inundation.  

A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

Section II : Special Challenges/Opportunities 

Area Grazed Area Not Grazed 

PHRAGMITES COVERAGE 

Weltands Managed by JY Ferry <1% 

Weltands Managed by State/Feds >25% 

Grazing in the Wetlands  



Not all of the grazing paddocks on the ranch are in 

wetland areas. The early winter and spring calving 

ranges are located on dry desert landscapes that 

primarily grow wheat grasses such as crested and 

tall wheat.  Average rainfall in these areas is less 

than 13” per year. The water resource for both the 

cattle and the range is in short supply. Cattle use of 

the range was limited by location of water holes 

and degradation of the water resource was occur-

ring.   

In 2013 the decision was made to upgrade the water 

system to better utilize this winter range. Through a 

contract with the NRCS, 20,000 gallons of water stor-

age were placed on the high point of the property 

and 6 miles of pipe were installed to gravity flow the 

water to 6 different water trough locations spread 

throughout the property. In addition, wildlife friendly 

troughs were installed and wildlife use has increased.  

Sharp tail grouse, mule deer, chukars, and other wild-

life are found in abundance on the property.  Better 

utilization of the range has occurred and total head 

days has increased. Through better utilization of this 

resource JY Ferry has increased the cow herd from 

700 head in 2010 to 1,200 head today.   

A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

SECTION II : Special Challenges/Opportunities (continued) 

Ripping in Water Lines for additional water troughs.  

Ranching in the Desert 

Winter Range 

Branding Calves 



Economic and Sustainability Goals: 

Sustainability has long been an objective 

for JY Ferry & Son.  They recognize that sus-

tainability goes hand in hand with the eco-

nomic viability of the business.  Creation of 

strategic partnerships with local conserva-

tion groups, government entities and regu-

lators help provide stability to the business.  

A goal of the business is to continue to uti-

lize existing resources and benefit from im-

proved efficiencies in both ranching and 

farming operations.  They plan to pursue 

additional partnerships with state and fed-

eral agencies to increase access to phrag-

mites grazing.  

Another goal of the operation is to increase economic sustainability by improving water efficiencies for the 

farm through laser leveling, piping of ditches, and utilization of soil health principles including cover crops 

and reduced tillage. In addition, the economic sustainability of the operation is directly tied to the feed lot.  

They plan to expand the feed lot to utilize increased crop production and add value to the business.  

Partnerships and Strategies: 

In order to accomplish the goals of the business, strategic partnerships were created with Federal and 

State agencies and conservation groups. These partnerships included the US Fish and Wildlife Service and 

Partners For Fish and Wildlife Program.  The projects completed with the USFWS are a long list including: 

the removal of invasive salt cedars on 300 acres; stream bank stabilization through contouring and revege-

tation on over 1/2 mile of the Bear Riv-

er; long term contracts on the Bear River 

Migratory Bird Refuge for Phragmites 

grazing; creation of the Bear River Wa-

tershed Conservation Area and donated 

a 30 acre easement to create the Con-

servation Area; place 750 acres under 

conservation easement with the USFWS; 

relocation of a 300 head feed lot to pro-

tect the Bear River; installation of 105 

stop log risers for water control in the 

wetlands; utilization of the Wetland Re-

serve Program (WRP) program to con-

struct 2.5 miles of levees and restore 

wetland habitat on 800 acres. 

 

A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

Section II : Economic and Sustainability Goals - Partnerships and Strategies  

Laser Leveling Farm Ground 

WRP Project building 2.5 miles of levees to restore wetlands 



A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

Section II : Economic and Sustainability Goals - Partnerships and Strategies (continued) 

Replacement of Earthen Ditch with Pipeline 

 

Additional partnerships include the NRCS and FSA.  Utilization of 

EQIP, WRP, CSP, CRP and other programs have benefited the op-

eration and helped us to achieve their sustainability goals.  Many 

cost share projects have been designed and implemented to im-

prove the overall operations of the business.  These projects 

have included installation of a pump system and 6 miles of water 

line with 20,000 gallons of storage on winter range, including six 

troughs to increase capacity of the winter range and increase 

utilization of the grazing resource; installation of 73,000 feet of 

irrigation pipeline to replace earthen ditches and improve water 

efficiency and reduce labor costs on crop land; laser leveling of 

1,600 acres of farm ground to improve water efficiency and in-

crease crop production, installation of cross fencing on crop land 

to better utilize grazing on these lands; installation of 5 miles of 

fence along the Bear River to reduce erosion and contamination 

from direct livestock access to the river; implement soil health 

programs including cover crops and minimal tillage practices to 

improve soil productivity and increase crop yields; replacement 

of diesel motor pumps with high efficiency electric motor pumps 

and variable frequency drives; upgrading the electrical system around the feed lot and mill including replace-

ment of all yard lights with high efficiency LED; 900 acres of dryland farming were placed under a CRP con-

tract; 15 years of CSP contract renewal with an emphasis on improved conservation practices. 

Additional partners include Ducks Unlimited (DU), State of Utah Department of Agriculture and Food,  and 

Utah Department of Environmental Quality.  With DU, they contracted for a North American Wetland Con-

servation Act project in 2012. This project involved restoration of several hundred acres of wetlands through 

building new levees, canals and islands.  The area restored captures runoff from upstream fields and filters 

the water for downstream use.  Significant wildlife use has returned to the site with thousands of migratory 

shore birds and waterfowl utilizing the area. They part-

nered with UDAF to enroll in the Ag Water Optimization 

Fund.  This fund provides cost share to utilize water more 

efficiently through improved technology and practices.  

They replaced 7,000 feet of cement ditch with a pipeline 

and added telemetry to track real time water consump-

tion and use. They partnered with UDEQ to enroll in the 

AG VIP program to create a Comprehensive Nutrient 

Management Plan (CNMP) for the operation.  Through 

the CNMP they are able to manage their nutrients in-

cluding management of manure and other fertilizers to 

best meet the needs of the land.  

Replacement of Earthen Ditch with Pipe 

acres have been lazer lev-

Irrigation water after it has been filtered through Wetlands 



A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

Section II : Outcomes and Accomplishments 



JY Ferry is recognizing the success of their hard work and innovation on many levels. They have entered into 

long term grazing and operational contracts with private duck clubs, State Wildlife Management Agencies 

and a Federal Wildlife Refuge. These organizations have seen the beneficial results of the partnership with 

the Ferry’s and recognize the long term benefit of sustainable grazing practices. These partnerships add to 

the long term viability of the business and overall benefit of the resource.  

With the Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge on the south, the Bear River Club to the West,  the Chesapeake 

Club to the East and Salt Creek and Public shooting Grounds WMA’s to the North, JY Ferry is centrally located 

to provide coordinated conservation management on over 150,000 acres of contiguous wetlands. JY Ferry is 

an integral player in the management of each of these properties. As the farming and ranching operations 

have grown, the quantity and quality of wildlife has also improved. 

Investment in sustainable practices has improved profit margins and revenues for JY Ferry.  This is evident as 

demand for hunting contracts has increased.  Crop yields have improved with implementation of soil health 

and nutrient management programs.  The cattle herd has grown and pasture and range utilization has in-

creased through water management and proper grazing rotation. The overall sustainability of the resource 

and business has increased as conservation goals have been implemented.     

A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

Section II : Outcomes and Accomplishments  

Bear River Delta 

Cattle Grazing on irrigated Pasture  in Corinne 



 

For JY Ferry & Son, environmental sustainability is 

a daily goal.  They believe that the way they man-

age their cattle and crops improves the air quality, 

water quality and wildlife habitats. They base their 

decisions for their grazing and crop rotation on wa-

ter resource availability. They modify their grazing 

rotation to avoid sensitive nesting areas, target 

invasive vegetation species, and improve water 

quality in the wetland areas.   

They utilize GPS tillage and planting, no till and 

minimal till planting and tillage to reduce soil dis-

turbance and erosion.  They plant cover crops to improve soil health and incorporate soil sampling and preci-

sion nutrient application to reduce leaching and runoff of nutrients to improve water quality.  

Many people in the Bear River Valley refer to Joel as the “Duck Farmer”.  This is a distinction he wears with 

pride as they recognize that a healthy and productive ecosystem is one with abundant feed for  wildlife and 

forage for grazing. All the time and resources spent to improve the land, water and air ultimately return and 

provide for sustainable beef production.  

A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

Section III: Our Story 

Cattle Grazing  Phragmites at a State Waterfowl Management Area 



The Ferry’s leadership is evident in their daily 

lives.  They strive to be community leaders in 

both civic and agriculture settings.   As stated by 

Jeff Schick, District Conservationist for the 

NRCS, in the letter of recommendation: “It 

would be hard to look around the Corinne Area 

and not see an area that they have influenced 

either directly or through an excellent example 

that has been noticed by other community 

members and followed.” Ferry’s lead through 

example.   

 

In 2012 Joel worked closely with the USFWS and acted as the private lands liaison to facilitate the creation of 

the Bear River Conservation Area.  This involved hosting public meetings held in cities throughout the water-

shed.  Joel presented on the benefits of protecting working agriculture lands and environmental sustainabil-

ity to improve and diversify the operation.  The creation of the Bear River Conservation Area in 2014 has pro-

tected thousands of acres of working ranches and will continue to protect hundreds of thousands of addi-

tional acres in the future.  

Ferry’s are leaders in the agriculture community.  They have served on livestock association boards, farm or-

ganization boards, community and county councils, in the State legislature and as Commissioner of Agricul-

ture for the State of Utah.  This leadership mantra is passed  from one generation to the next.   

A HERITAGE OF COOPERATION, COMMUNICATION, AND CONSERVATION 

IN AN ECOLOGICAL COMMUNITY 

Section IV: Leadership 

Cattle Grazing at Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge 

Privately Managed Wetlands Near Corinne 



Utah Cattlemen's Association 
'Serving Ranchers Since 1890' 

Dear Environmental Stewardship Review Committee, 

It is with great pleasure that the Utah Cattlemen's Association submits the nomination and a letter of 

support for the JV Ferry & Son cattle operation in Corinne, Utah to be considered for the 2021 

Environmental Stewardship Award. 

The Ferry family have a long legacy of environmental stewardship, farmland sustainability and ranching 

innovation. Their ranching and farming operation encompasses a unique waterway and critical avian 

habitat. The Ferry family continues to demonstrate their commitment through cooperative 

improvements to habitat on their farming and ranching location. Their stewardship efforts are 

benefiting water quality, air quality, wild life and bi rd species as well as improved livestock and crop 

production. 

The Ferry family are innovative in their approach to cattle feeding, breeding, livestock grazing and 

farming . Great thought and care is ta ken in managing all resources. They are recognized locally as 

industry leaders by their implementing new ideas and caring fo r their natural resources. 

In addition to their skilled management of livestock resources, the Ferry family have demonstrated their 

outstanding commitment to wildlife and bird habitat. The family has received praise and recognit ion 

from various organizations for the work done on the ranch to create improvements to the local 

resources. As you read through this application, you will find that thei r collaborative efforts with 

government agencies, wildlife groups and conservations groups have been readily recognized across the 

various groups. 

In addition to the comm itment the family makes to environmental stewardship on the farm, they make 

a dedicated commitment to improve conditions for natural resources and the livestock industry through 
farm organization and civic leadership. Family members serve or have served on livestock association 

boards, farm organization boards, community and county councils, the state legislature and as 

Commissioner of Agricu lture for the State of Utah . Family members are active in promoting quality 

resource stewardship by action on the farm as well as their actions in civic and industry leadership. 

The Utah Cattlemen's Association eagerly submits the nomination of JV Ferry & Son as candidate for the 

2021 Environmental Stewardship Award. 

Brent Tanner 

Executive Vice President 

150 South 600 East #10-B 
Salt Lake City, Utah 84102 

(801) 355-5748 
www.utahcattlemen.org 












