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“Land is not merely soil; it is a fountain 
of energy flowing through a circuit of 

soils, plants, and animals.” 

Aldo Leopold



	 The old adage says “Diversity is the spice of 
life.”  South Dakota has diversity in landscapes from the 
forested Black Hills in the west to the vast rolling mixed 
grass prairies and up to the Missouri River Coteau.  The 
eastern half of SD is much flatter than western SD, but 
there is diversity there as well. From the flat James River 
lowland to the rolling tall grass Prairie Coteau in the 
northeast corner of the state. The southeast part of the 
state has various river valleys like the Vermillion, James, 
and Big Sioux that add interest to the landscape, and lead 
down to the Loess hills in the very southeast corner.  
	 These diverse landscapes bring a natural diversity 
in plant species as well as wildlife.  In South Dakota, there 
are four different grassland types present: the shortgrass 
prairie along the northwest edge, the mixed grass prairie 
that spans from the west to the east which gradients into 
the tallgrass prairie somewhere along the I-29 corridor 
and the beginnings of the Sandhills in the south-central 
part of the state.  
	 Each prairie is unique in its plant diversity, but also 
similar, as the composition of each prairie is about 85% 
grasses and 15% forbs and shrubs. These ecosystems 
support a diversity of grasses, both warm and cool season 
along with a diversity of forbs and shrubs, each filling 
a niche in the landscape that helps produce a healthy 
ecosystem for native wildlife and domestic livestock alike.
	 This diversity in plant species is what 
builds soils.  The life in the soil needs to be fed.  
Different plants offer a different “menu” to the 
soil.  Additionally, we know the diverse plants of 
our grasslands are growing and going through their 
different life stages at different times.  This helps 
ensure the soil is being fed all year long.  Healthy 

soils then support healthy grasslands.  This in turn 
supports a diverse and healthy wildlife population 
above the ground.  
     The loss of healthy South Dakota grasslands, due to 
overutilization, conversion and invasion by non-native 
or exotic plants making them less diverse, has caused a 
dramatic decrease in grassland-nesting birds and insects, 
especially native pollinators. A recently released long-term 
study determined that there has been a 74% decrease 
in the population of grassland dwelling bird species.  By 
properly managing the remaining grasslands of South 
Dakota, we can help stop this population decline. Proper 
utilization through adaptive management, rotational 
grazing, and providing adequate rest periods will help to 
promote healthy grasslands which will provide critically 
needed habitat for our grassland dwelling birds and 
pollinators. South Dakota Voices for Soil Health and many 
of their neighbors are proving that conservation practices 
work both for providing habitat with more diversity in 
wildlife, but also very important, for building a secure 
economic base for ag producers. Thank you to the Voices 
for Soil Health for all you do to care for the land and the 
countless volunteer hours helping others to learn about 
and enjoy South Dakota’s Amazing Grasslands. 

Jeff Zimprich 
State Conservationist
USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service
 

Board of Directors  
and Members 
South Dakota  
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Chuck and Koreen Anderson, Lemmon, SD
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New Year’s Day New Year means new conservation plan! Get started with NRCS.

If your operation needs improvements on your grazing lands, consider applying for EQIP or CSP. Sign-up is continuous. 

Martin Luther King Jr. Day

Conservation easements can keep working lands in production while protecting the 
grassland resource. Contact NRCS or USFWS for options and payment rates.

Incorporating or managing for native warm-season grasses such as big bluestem creates added biodiversity and is 
a complementary summer forage and habitat resource on South Dakota’s grasslands. “Since we instituted some of 

these conservation practices, over 90 percent of the formerly bare clay pan areas have something growing on them. 
We are trying to improve this place for the next generations.” Chuck Anderson



Grazing management that achieves shorter occupational periods and longer 
recovery periods is a key to optimizing grazing land vigor and productivity. 

Jeannie Franceus, Wessington Springs, SD
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Ground Hog Day

Presidents’ Day

Valentine’s Day

Great Horned Owl 
begins nestingLincoln’s Birthday

Washington’s Birthday

Mardi Gras

Looking to make improvements in your grassland 
health? See NRCS for free one-on-one conservation 

advice. Farm Bill Programs signup is continuous. 

World Wetland Day

Well-educated management by South Dakota’s 22,000 non-operating land owners could positively affect millions of acres with improved 
soil and water quality. “I take pleasure in seeing my renter’s cattle thrive on the land. As a non-operating land owner, I work closely with 

my operator to enhance species diversity and wildlife habitat, as well as livestock performance. There is a tendency to think that it is 
wasteful not to graze pastures all the way down, but the SD Grassland Coalition and partners taught me that the grass you leave behind 

is mulch for the soil and results in more grass next year. It really does!”  Jean Franceus



George and Suzanne England, Midland, SD
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Male Sage Grouse 
begin attending leks to 
perform courtship and 

strutting displays.

Based on rainfall amounts received last fall and precipitation forecast for this 
spring, determine if grass production will be close to normal or reduced this 
spring. Develop and/or revise action items within your drought contingency 
plan as needed. Find the NRCS SD Drought Tool at www.sd.nrcs.usda.gov 

Western Meadowlarks migrate through the state. Nesting in medium 
height grassland habitat begins mid-May.Daylight Saving begins

First Day of Spring

Chorus frogs emerge and begin calling from small wetlands. 

Make sure your pollinator plot planning and site preparation are on 
schedule. Add a smaller butterfly or native pollinator garden including 

milkweeds near your home to attract monarchs.  

National Agriculture Day

St. Patrick’s Day

The England’s ranch management strategy includes utilizing goats, cattle, and chickens. Their movable chicken pens help to 
uniformly spread nutrients across the pasture. “Instead of thinking bigger and having a high debt load, we thought we would 
stay where we are and think smarter, so we became diversified and more sustainable in our various multi-species operation.” 

Suzanne England



Dells

Mesa, Maxon, Marci and Jeff Dell, Nisland, SD
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Good Friday

April Fool’s Day

Watch for migrating Sandhill and Whooping cranes. Report Whooping Crane 
sightings to SD Game, Fish and Parks or the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

Easter
Mallard and Pintail 
ducks begin nesting. Tax Day

Average nest 
initiation for prairie 
grouse in central SD.

Administrative 
Professionals Day Warblers migrate through the state, passing 

through or staying to rest. The Yellow Warbler is 
a common nesting warbler nearly statewide. 

Be proud of the difference volunteers make in your community - National Volunteer Week, April 19-25

Earth Day

Grass is greening up, do 
you need to adjust your 

mineral program?

Arbor Day

Integrating livestock (the 5th soil health principle) can be done with livestock species other than cattle. “So, with the rotational grazing, we see less 
erosion and better plant growth because of the organic matter being put back into the soil.” Over the last 15 or so years, “We’ve taken a lot of bits 

and pieces from different operations and we’re trying to make our own puzzle for our place. We are a feed-based operation and lease the majority of 
the pasture for our cattle. The goats stay around the home place and we utilize them for smaller grassy areas, and weed control on creek banks and 

such, where we would not normally have the cattle. We want to ranch as a family, not just have a family ranch.” Jeff & Marci Dell



Lance Vilhauer, Mina, SD
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May Day

Start of primary nesting 
season as referenced in 

many Farm Bill programs.

Watch for Monarch 
butterflies.

Place salt and mineral away from water resources to provide for better range utilization.

Cinco De Mayo

Watch for grass tetany. 

Peak of White-tailed deer fawn births in Eastern SD.

Remember to enter information in your Record 
of Livestock Grazing.

Peak nest initiation 
for pheasants in 

Eastern SD. 

Lark Buntings arrive to nest in grasslands. The black-and-white male’s 
courtship display includes a flight 20-30 feet above ground. He then 

flutters to the ground while singing. The Bobolink is similar in appearance. 
The male does low display flights, singing while fluttering his wings.Mother’s Day

Memorial Day

International Migratory 
Bird Day

There are over 1,100 different plants found in the South Dakota prairie. Knowing what plants are in a pasture is important. Certain plants 
are more palatable in certain seasons. This helps managers determine when best to graze certain pastures. Managing for a diversity of plant 
species helps increase soil health, improve resiliency, increase infiltration, and promote livestock health. “With rotational grazing, what really 

turned me onto it and got me into it was honestly the economic value of it. That’s true to a certain extent, but what’s equally, if not more 
beneficial, is just how healthy the grass is and how the grass can respond during an drought.” Lance Vilhauer



Ella, Mickie, Alan, Lila, Leo, Brian, Jamie and Evelyn Johnson, Frankfort, SD
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Flag Day

Father’s Day

First Day of Summer

Peak of Mule deer fawn 
births in Western SD.

Begin to seed summer 
annual forages.

Peak of pheasant 
and duck hatch. Watch grazing heights and rest periods carefully. 

Move animals based on plant height NOT calendar dates. 

-Graze annual forages at 18-24” height.
-Watch pasture for weeds and invasive species.
-Remember to enter information in your Record of Livestock Grazing. 
-Evaluate shade/water needs and plan for next year.
-Slow rotation and lengthen recovery periods. 

United Nations World 
Environment Day

As the 2019 South Dakota Leopold Conservation Award winners, the Johnson Family was recognized for their stewardship of all 
classes of land - their cropland, grassland and water resources. Diversity of landscape promotes healthy soil along with healthy and 

diverse wildlife and pollinator populations. “We look at it in a systems approach; instead of separating the land and all the enterprises 
as stand-alone enterprises, we try to make them come together as one system and now we see how they both benefit from each 

other.”  Jamie Johnson



Mark, Deb, Vivian and Calvin Hove, Sisseton, SD
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If drought conditions occured in the spring and continue now, forage production will be reduced. Action 
items for herd management and adjustments to the grazing plan may need to be implemented. 

Independence Day

Thistles are best controlled at boot stage. 

Check water sources frequently for 
condition, i.e., sediment or algae can 

reduce an animal’s water intake. 

Collect flower seeds from annuals for next year’s butterfly garden. 

World Population Day

Day of the 
American Cowboy

As a multi-generation ranch, custom grazing is working well for us in addition to our rotational grazing system 
and overall ranch management plan because we treat the grass like a cash crop. “In traveling to other ranches, 

I’ve taken some things that look like they work really well and brought them back to our ranch, which has 
helped us be more successful.” Mark Hove



Fritz

Fran Fritz, Iroquois, SD
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Contact the SD 
Grassland Coalition 

about the South Dakota 
Grazing School

Start planning for 
native seed harvest.

Consider cover crops as alternative forage; plant into small grain stubble.

Continue to implement Drought Contingency Plan action items as needed. 

Plan winter feed supply. 

Remember to enter details in your 
Record of Livestock Grazing.

Grasslands are critical for water quality as they store and filter water moving across the landscape. Skillful grazing management can 
ensure sustained water quality and benefit wetland and riparian function. Water access and fence placement are management tools. 
When given the choice, cattle will use clean, fresh water from tanks versus surface water from creeks or ponds. “The cows head right 
straight to the tank when they want fresh water. That’s the cheapest, easiest nutrient you can give cattle, fresh water. It’s expensive 

sometimes to get, but it’s worth it.” Fran Fritz



Rick Smith, Hayti, SD
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Target pastures dominated by cool-season species if green-up occurs 
in order to reduce pressure on native grasses. Watch for migrating Monarch butterflies. 

First Day of Autumn

Continue to implement Drought Contingency Plan action items as needed. 

Labor Day

Remember to enter 
details in your Record of 

Livestock Grazing. 

Warblers migrate through the state on their way south. Many are 
neotropical migrants that winter in Central and South America, 
making migration stops in the Dakotas critical to their survival.

SD Grazing School 
Sept. 14-18

Rick utilizes multi-species grazing to manage for diverse landscapes. This is possible because each species (sheep, cattle, and 
horses) prefer different types of plants. “Simple answers to complex problems are usually wrong, but embracing diversity 

allows the universe to be your resource for understanding the complex relationships of life within land, water, and air. Instead 
of specializing in, segregating out, or eliminating components, I prefer to find my place within what nature has provided in its 
entirety. From the deepest mineral digesting soil microbe, to the rodent controlling Red-tailed Hawk that soars high overhead, 

they all matter.” Rick Smith



Bo, Pennie and Bill Slovek, Philip, SD 
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Continue to implement Drought Contingency Plan action items as needed. 

Conduct annual soil tests 
on fertilized pasture. 

Enjoy the results of your management! Plan 
an outing with a child for pheasant, grouse, 
deer or duck hunting and introduce them to 

what conservation looks like.

Columbus Day
Native American Day

If you would like improvements on your grazing lands, get free one-on-one advice from the USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service. Application for financial assistance for a Conservation Plan through Farm Bill programs is continuous.

Halloween

National Farmers Day

The Sloveks use infrastructure such as fence, pipelines, and watering facilities to help implement holistic resource management on their 
ranch. HRM is a framework that addresses human, financial, and natural resources for making management decisions. This decision-
making framework helps the Sloveks manage for diversity and resiliency on their ranch. “We leave more grass so we’re getting more 

ground cover, and not losing moisture to evaporation and the rain soaks in and doesn’t run off. We’re doing multiple things and I can’t 
say which one’s paying off the most, but when you do them all together, you can see the results!” Bill Slovek



Gilbert

Grey, Lloyd, Ray, Linda, Sawyer and Patty Gilbert, Buffalo, SD
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Prepare water systems and equipment 
for freezing temperatures.

Allow livestock to graze alternative forage sources, 
such as cover crops or cornstalks, to allow a rest 

period for pastures. Try strip grazing corn stalks to reduce trampling. 

Evaluate end of year pasture use. 
Prepare your financial statements 

for your lender and yourself.

Thanksgiving Day

Daylight Saving ends

Veteran’s Day

Test forages and hay before feeding; results can improve 
winter feeding efficiency separate animals by nutritional 

needs; lactating or gestating stock need your best forages.

Start the tax 
planning process. 

Watch for Snowy Owls as they move south into South Dakota during years when food may be scarce farther north.  

The Gilberts pay attention to the diversity in their pastures. They look for nitrogen fixing plants (like the deer vetch that 
Ray is holding in the photo), to promote healthy plants. These healthy plants promote healthy livestock and healthy wildlife 

populations. “I think that’s the big thing about any type of grazing practice, whether you are completely holistic, whether you 
are doing a two-time-over, whether you’re doing rotational mob grazing, you have to be so aware at all times: What are your 

grasses doing? What’s happening? What’s the result of this decision? What’s the result of that decision?” Linda Gilbert



“When I am thinking about making changes or 
adding an input or changing an enterprise, I 
look at the economics of it--does it make sense 
financially; does it make sense environmentally? 
Is it really going to accomplish what I am hoping 
it does? Is it going to have some unintended 
consequence beyond the target of what I am 
trying to accomplish; and does it fit our labor 
availability? Then, how it is going to affect our 
work flow and quality of life? Those are what I 
base my decisions on.”  Luke Perman 

Noxious weeds on the Perman Ranch after the sheep have grazed.

Luke Perman, Lowry, SD
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January 2021
Christmas DayChristmas Eve

Did you remember to take a vacation this year? Plan for next year. New Year’s Eve

Monitor body condition score 
trends of your herd. 

Pearl Harbor 
Rememberance Day

Check pastures and the SD Drought Tool for 2021 
forage production forecast.

National Audubon Society’s Christmas Bird Counts completed throughout 
the state. These counts have been performed since 1901, making this the 

longest running Citizen Science Bird Project in the U.S. 

First Day of Winter

World Soil Day 
Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the 

United NationsSD Cattlemen’s Convention

The Perman Ranch is using sheep as an ecologically-friendly control method for noxious weeds. Rest and 
recovery of grasslands after the sheep grazing is part of the process and overall plan. “We have to be mindful 

that inputs do not always equal increased outputs.” Luke Perman



USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service
www.sd.nrcs.usda.gov
South Dakota State Office
(605) 352-1200

SD Department of 
Agriculture
www.sdda.sd.gov
(605) 773-3375

Ducks Unlimited
www.ducks.org/south-
dakota
(605) 881-3379

South Dakota Grassland 
Coalition
www.sdgrass.org

South Dakota 
Department of Game, 
Fish and Parks
gfp.sd.gov
(605) 773-3658

Pheasants Forever
(605) 692-6006
www.Pheasantsforever.org

South Dakota 
Conservation Districts
www.sdconservation.org
(605) 895-4099

U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Brookings
www.fws.gov/
mountainprairie/pfw/sd
(605) 697-2500

South Dakota Soil Health 
Coalition
www.sdsoilhealthcoalition.org
sdsoilhealth@gmail.com

South Dakota State 
University (SDSU) 
Extension Service
extension.sdstate.edu
(605) 394-2236

The USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.
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Grassland Planning
Through this Grassland Planner, the U.S. Department of Agriculture NRCS is 
working with the South Dakota Grassland Coalition (SDGC) and other partners 
to improve the health of grassland resources. The NRCS, SDGC & SDSU 
Extension Service and other entities can assist you to determine and formulate 
resource protection and enhancement options that fit your operation. Depending 
upon the area of expertise and/or need for financial assistance, staff are 
available through NRCS and SD Conservation Districts, and other partners such 
as the SD Grassland Coalition & SDSU Extension specialists, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, the South Dakota Departments of Agriculture and Game, Fish 
and Parks, and private organizations, such as Pheasants Forever, Ltd. 

Many resources are available to help you determine and formulate resource 
protection and enhancement options that fit your operation. Technical help is 
available for:
•	 Soil health
•	 Water quality and quantity
•	 Fencing
•	 Monitoring techniques
•	 Drought management
•	 Grasses for forage production
•	 and more!

Depending upon the area of expertise and/or need of financial assistance, staff 
are available through the following conservation partners.









“Conservation is a state of harmony 
between men and land.”

Aldo Leopold


