
Pheasants Forever, John Deere and Montana State 
University partner to transition unproductive acres  
into wildlife habitat in Montana
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A bird dog in good habitat 
is what it is all about, and 
precision agriculture can help.

“C’mon, pup. Let’s go f ind a bird.” 
Upland habitat weaves next to farmed 
ground, and the wet acres have been 
untouched. Not 15 minutes later, Eider, 
my seasoned Cesky Fousek, goes on point. 
As I approach, a rooster flushes. Steel 
number 5s from my 20-gauge connect, 
and Eider proudly retrieves the rooster. 

That took place on a farm where 
“red acres are being turned into 
green.” This is a tale of weaving 
precision agriculture and pheasants 
together across Montana.

It begins by turning back the 
calendar several decades when I was a 
kid learning to drive a 1940s-vintage 
Oliver 60 tractor. It had a whopping 
18 horsepower! I recall riding with 
my sister through a hayfield when a 
rooster flushed near the front wheels, 
scaring the heck out of her. In 2021, 
I find myself helping wheat and 

barley growers analyze data from 
their John Deere equipment that 
gets “automagically” uploaded to an 
Operations Center in the Deere cloud.

The paradox of these circumstances 
is not lost on me, particularly with 
the pheasant connection. I used to 
watch an old McCormick-Deering 
“grain binder” cut oats and drop 
twine-tied bundles on the ground. 
Today, I sit at my laptop, hundreds 
of miles from wheat fields being 
combined, and analyze yields in 
the Deere cloud on servers over a 
thousand miles away.

DATA IN THE CLOUD AND  
TURNING RED ACRES GREEN

Biologists with Pheasants 
Forever in Montana are working 
with small-grain growers, using 
precision agriculture. We want to 
help farmers “turn red acres green,” 
increasing the profitability (return 
on investment or ROI) of their fields 
while simultaneously promoting 
improvements to gamebird habitat.

The goal is to identify non-
profitable portions of fields. We then 
help growers realize that the costs of 
inputs on such areas are greater than 
the income produced. 

The challenge is that producers tend 
to consider the entire farm: a bottom-
line analysis. But ROI analysis can be 
applied to individual fields. In fact, 
today’s combines collect data on a 
square meter basis — the foundation 
for documenting and drawing 
attention to non-profitable areas … 
the kinds of places where conservation 
lands would eliminate inputs and 
improve ROI, not to mention 
improving soil and water quality while 
providing wildlife habitat.

PARTNERSHIP MAKES IT HAPPEN
We are capitalizing on the national 

partnership between John Deere and 
Pheasants Forever to improve habitat. 
We have also linked with Montana 
State University (MSU). 

Our partnership successfully started 
with three pilot program producers 
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separated by hundreds of miles but 
joined in their desire to think about 
individual field profitability. They farm 
in Dawson, Pondera and Sheridan 
Counties, stretching clear across 
northern Montana. 

Farms are large here, and we have 
analyzed yields on over 15,000 acres 
thus far. Hundreds of acres have 
been identified as candidates for 
increasing profits by reducing the 
costs (not actively farming them) and 
adding income back (by converting 
them to wildlife habitat enrolled in 
conservation programs). 

If we can continue that success 
across the state, there is potential to 
benefit gamebirds on a landscape level.

Notable: One additional form of 
generating income on these conservation 
lands is enrolling them in public-access 
walk-in programs for public hunting. 

ONE LOCAL PF  
CHAPTER’S INITIATIVE 

Like many PF habitat projects, 
this one began with a local chapter 
germinating the idea. It is being led 
by Gallatin Valley Chapter President 
Jim Hoschouer, who continues to 

be a staunch supporter of Montana 
PF’s precision agriculture pilot. 
He planted the seed and generated 
support across chapters. 

“Pheasants are a bird of farm 
country,” Hoschouer says. “If we are 
going to influence pheasant habitat at 
a landscape scale, we needed to find 
activities that benefit farmers and 
benefit wildlife.”

The Headwaters, Golden Triangle, 
Northeast Montana and Tongue 
River Chapters joined the effort and 
contributed funding. Funding went 
to MSU’s School of Computing to 
work with farmers, analyze data and 
make field maps that depict poorly 
producing acres.

PF Farm Bill biologists were 
successful at securing a grant from 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s 
Prairie Pothole Joint Venture. 
Western Regional Director for 
PF, Al Eiden, says, “Pheasants and 
ducks in the prairie pothole region 
and northern Great Plains all need 
secure nesting cover. This project will 
benefit both.”

“It’s great to see so many chapters 
pitching-in,” Eiden adds, “and even better 

to see local Deere dealerships getting 
involved, and still better to see farmers 
becoming such willing cooperators.”

IT’S WORKING ON THE LAND
Two initial cooperators are 

awaiting on acceptance into NRCS 
(Natural Resource Conservation 
Service) conservation programs. 
Should that fail, PF Chapters 
are considering raising funds for 
conservation efforts. Work with our 
third cooperator is now underway. 

Additionally, we have begun 
collaborating with Nicole Forsberg, 
a precision ag consultant for Deere. 
She realizes the PF/MSU project 
has similar goals to Deere’s, and has 
offered to identify more cooperators 
for us. 

GRAIN GROWERS MAKE IT HAPPEN

PAT AND KEN WHEELER
Pat Wheeler and his dad, Ken, 

are grain growers and also operate 
Frontline Ag Solutions, a group of 
local Deere dealerships. Pat serves as 
their Integrated Solutions Manager. 
Integrated Solutions is what Deere 
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“Just seeing pheasants during our 

daily field work sends a smile to 

my face.”

Pat Wheeler 

calls their team of data, machinery 
and agronomy specialists who make 
precision agriculture successful for 
their clients. He readily sees the value 
in PF stepping up to help his clients 
analyze their harvest data. 

“We have lots of fields with harvest 
data,” Pat told me. “We’d love to get 
ideas about where we might implement 
conservation practices for birds! Just 
seeing pheasants during our daily field 
work sends a smile to my face.” A few 
days later, they had granted me access 
to their data in Operations Center. We 
were off and running.

TRISTAN AND JENNIFER VEVERKA
Tristan and Jennifer Veverka farm 

in the heart of Montana’s prime 
pheasant country. When I asked 
them if they might be interested in 
our program, Tristan replied, “Heck 
yes.” We made yield maps for 38 
fields, and the Veverkas are now 
looking to change management on 
a few hundred acres over the next 
couple years. 

“The yield maps confirmed what 
we already knew about our fields,” 
said Tristan. “But seeing it laid out 
in quantitative fashion, and then 

mapped, really made a difference. 
Many of our hilltops are not all that 
profitable. We have considered some 
sort of cover crop option for them, 
and the yield maps hit home that we 
need to get started. The maps really 
show what a difference there can be in 
profitability within a particular field.”

Tristan “gets it,” 100 percent. “It 
takes many acres of highly profitable 
ground to make up for just a few 
poorly yielding acres,” he says. 
“It ’s not one-for-one.” PF can be a 
catalyst in using the harvest data to 
help farmers’ bottom lines … while 
helping wildlife.

BLAKE AND ERIN RASMUSSEN 
Blake and Erin Rasmussen farm  

in the northeastern corner of Montana, 
not far from both Saskatchewan 
and North Dakota. “We have lots of 
wildlife and embrace that,” Blake says.

The Rasmussens want to increase 
the efficiency of their farming 
operation, and precision data will 
help reach that goal. “Conducting 
yield analysis across our farm is 
something we can do, but having 
help from specialists familiar with 
Deere’s Operations Center will be 

the accelerator we need to really get 
rolling,” Blake says. “And the PF guys 
provide a wildlife connection while 
fostering our farm’s profitably. That 
combo is important to us.” 

HABITAT IS HAPPENING
PF in Montana is excited about 

promoting precision agriculture to 
improve farmers’ profitability while 
creating and improving habitat 
for upland gamebirds. This special 
partnership between PF chapters, 
John Deere and MSU wants to see 
precision agriculture succeed in the 
more arid West (and it can!), just like 
it has across the Upper Midwest and 
the Southeast.

Connecting my childhood 
memories with my current efforts 
for Pheasants Forever has been a 
captivating journey as a wildlife 
biologist. It is my sincerest hope that 
you and your bird dog will also collect 
rewards from this new program.

Rick Sojda is Gallatin Valley PF Habitat 

Chair, and Research Professor for 

Montana State University.
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“The PF guys provide a wildlife 

connection while fostering our 

farm’s profitably. That combo is 

important to us.”

Blake Rasmussen

“The yield  maps really show 

what a difference there can be in 

profitability within a particular field.”

Tristan Veverka


