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September 2012 

Jim Willis, MT GLCI Steering Committee 
Member Representing the Montana Farm 

Bureau Federation 

In Buffalo, MT summer went 
along at break neck speed. It was a 
quick and short hay harvest fol-
lowed by a quick and short grain 
harvest, similar to most of  
Montana. Unfortunately, the only 
thing to break up the monotony 
was a stubble fire here and there.  
The summer, now coming to an 
end, will soon bring the relief of 
cooler temperatures and eventually 
the long, cold days of wind and 
snow. 

My name is Jim Willis and I man-
age the Jim Peterson ranch, a cow-
calf and yearling outfit that is 
combined with a small grains and 
hay operation. My wife, Heather 
and our three children, Sage, 
Hunter, and Amanda, live here in 
Buffalo, located in the majestic 
Judith Basin.  The basin is high in 
the plains of central Montana  
nestled between the Little Belt and 
Snowy Mountains generally to the 
south, the Highwood Mountains to 
the west, and the Judith Mountains 
to the east.  Yogo sapphires were 
first discovered in the Little Belt 
Mountains, the only sapphire 
deposit of its kind in the world.  
Judith Basin County is approxi-
mately 1.8 million acres with 
2,000 residents with the largest 
industry being agriculture. 

My journey to Buffalo began with 
my upbringing on a dairy farm in 
Golden, CO.  I graduated from 
Colorado State University with a 
degree in Farm and Ranch 
Management and went to work for 
a dairy/feedlot/cow-calf operation 
in North Central Colorado. After 
several years, I eventually moved 
to Montana and was given the 
opportunity to work for the Mon-
tana State Prison ranch.  The 
ranch, part of the prison’s rehabili-
tation program, provides employ-
ment and training for the inmates. 
It is comprised of 38,000 acres, 
1,600 beef cows, 350 dairy cows 
and grows 9,000 tons of hay per 
year.  I worked as a Ranch Super-
visor until I was promoted to the 

Crop Foreman, overseeing all of 
the farming operations. While at 
the prison ranch I got involved with 
the Montana Farm Bureau Federa-
tion’s Young Farmer and Rancher 
program.  It provides an excellent 
opportunity for young farmers to 
actively participate in Farm Bureau 
programs and become leaders in 
the Farm Bureau organization and 
their community.  My involvement 
with the Farm Bureau directly led 
me to where I am today, managing 
a progressive, diversified operation 
where I continue to grow as a per-
son and use my skills to improve 
the ranch and its resources. 

Although there are many future 
plans being tossed around each 
year for this ranch, it is currently a 
fairly typical operation. The grain 
is on a rotation of winter wheat, 
spring grain and chem fallow. A 
pea crop has also been imple-
mented into the rotation to add 
nitrogen back to the soil.  The cows 
are calved in March and once the 
pairs are put out to grass they are 
moved on a week to two week 
basis throughout the grazing sea-
son. This has enabled us to stock 
pile forage and extend our grazing 
season through the end of Decem-
ber in most years. The yearlings are 
run on improved pastures of alfalfa 
and grass mixes where they are 
rotated every 4-7 days.  The cattle 
have an average daily gain of 3-4 
pounds on this combination of 
rotation and forage types. It also 
provides us the flexibility of selling 
the yearlings early in dry seasons 
or extending the grazing season 
when there is ample moisture.  The 
ag industry is constantly changing 
and providing producers with the 
newest products and ideas, there-
fore allowing me to improve the 
processes on this ranch.  Being a 
member of organizations such as 
the Farm Bureau and GLCI ex-
poses me to this information on a 
daily basis which enables me to be 
forward thinking and make sound 
management decisions. 

After serving on the Farm Bureau 
Young Farmer and Rancher com-
mittee, both as a member and as 

chair, I was given the opportu-
nity to serve on the Montana 
GLCI committee. Through my 
involvement I’ve networked with 
many producers from a wide 
variety of operations. 

Attending annual meetings and 
conventions, as well as various 
leadership conferences and semi-
nars, have helped me refine and 
expand my land management 
expertise.  Being active in the Ag 
industry, I have been exposed to 
many new concepts and a new 
network of people concerned 
with the health of this nation’s 
grazing lands. 
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Mark your Calendar! 

2012 Annual Range Tour will be held 

in Cut Bank, MT on September 19 & 

20. The tour will visit the Blackfeet 

Tribes bison range, the Lytle Ranch 

and the Big Sky Colony. This is a great 

opportunity to see the beautiful sites of 

Glacier County! 

If your conservation district is inter-
ested in hosting the Annual Range 

Tour please contact Heidi Crum for 
more information at (406) 444-6619 or 

hcrum@mt.gov

We’re on the Web 

www.mtglci.org 

Mark your Calendar! 
NRCS News Release: Lori Valadez, public affairs specialist; 

Make plans now to attend the 12th annual Women Stepping Forward for  
Agriculture Symposium at Montana Expo Park in Great Falls, Mont., 

Sept. 25-27, 2012.  

This symposium will give women involved in promoting Montana’s agriculture 
the opportunity to learn about issues affecting Montana’s rural agricultural 
communities, promote leadership development and further support women’s 
leadership roles within those communities. Topics for discussion include tax 
issues and estate planning, USDA agency updates, the carbon footprint of 
agriculture, grain market outlooks, online ranching and a federal legislative 
update. 

Registration for the symposium is set at $50 prior to Sept. 10 and $60 after 
that date. Registration fees and forms may be sent to Kathy Wiley, P.O. Box 
167, Musselshell, MT 59059-0167, skwiley@live.com. Checks can be made 
payable to WSFA. The registration form may be found on the Montana NRCS 
Web site at www.mt.nrcs.usda.gov/news/womenag.html. 

Attendees are encouraged to bring a silent auction item from their local area. 
Auction proceeds are used to support future symposiums. There is also 
booth space available for your organization or business. 

This year’s symposium is hosted and sponsored by the following: USDA Food 
and Agriculture Council, Montana Agri-Women, Montana Cattlewomen, Mon-
tana Farm Bureau Women, Montana Woolgrower Women, Women Involved 
in Farm Economics (WIFE), Montana Beef Council, Ag in Montana Schools, 
Intertribal Agriculture Council, Montana Department of Agriculture, Glacier 
County Conservation District, and the Montana Department of Natural Re-
sources and Conservation. 

For more information, contact Lori Valadez, Natural Resources Conservation 
Service, at 406-587-6969 or lori.valadez@mt.usda.gov or visit the NRCS 
Web site at www.mt.nrcs.usda.gov/news/womenag.html

What a Difference a 
Year Makes! 

Jen Muscha, rangeland 
management specialist, 
USDA-ARS at Fort Keogh 
Experiment Station in 
Miles City, and ex-official 
for the MT GLCI started 
setting up some 
long term 
monitoring plots 
last year and is 
going back and 

taking photos of the 
same sites this year. 

The photo to the left 

was taken 
in 2011 and the photo below was 
taken in 2012. Both photos were 
taken for monitoring purposes 
in mid-August. 
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