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Brian Johnson

Soil with Invisible Fence Chairman

Don Nickelson

By Maddy Kludt Vice-Chairman

A fence that doesn’t
exist might sound impos-
sible, but it became a re-
ality for a group of South
Dakota cattle producers
this summer.

Through SOUth 'Dakota Producers using virtual fence technology can draw
Soil Health Coalition’s boundaries on maps of their property and monitor cattle Candice Mizera
Virtual Fencing Program, locations in real time. Courtesy image. .
producers were able to Barry Little
use Gallagher eShepherd’s virtual fencing collars and technology to move,
monitor, and manage their cattle from mobile devices or desktops. They
were able to lease the collars for the summer to test whether the technol- Roy Thompson
ogy could help address challenges on their operations ranging from labor
shortages to pasture management.

“I believe virtual fencing will revolutionize grazing, provided the operator STAFF
pays close attention to his grass or whatever resource he is grazing,” Shawn

Terry Ness
Secretary/Treasurer

Shawn Freeland

Levi Neuharth

Van Mansheim

Freeland said. Freeland is a livestock producer near Caputa, SD, who has sl

been using virtual fencing for the last two years. Austin Carlson
“There’s never been a time where it’s been so easy to mimic nature’s graz- Jim Clendenin

ing template,” he said. -
Virtual fencing gives producers new opportunities to manage grazing Courtney Geppert

Chris Goldade

Wyatt Johnson
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(Continued on Page 2)

See highlights from the
2026 Soil Health School and first ever

Small Scale Ag Soil Health School
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Virtual Fencing - Continued from Page 1

more precisely and provide recovery periods for pas-
tures, creating visible soil health and forage utilization
improvements.

For Kurt Stiefvater, a Salem, SD, producer who partici-
pated in the program from July to October, that flexibili-
ty created noticeable changes in both his cattle’s behav-
ior and his valuable forage resources. “They utilized the
forage more because we could control it a bit better
instead of just an open field,” he said.

Stiefvater also observed that some desirable plants
were able to complete their growth cycle. “I think some
of those grasses were able to go to seed where they’ve
normally been cow harvested and consumed by the
cow,” he said. Greater control over grazing time and
intensity also created opportunities for improved plant
recovery and healthier pasture conditions, key principles
of soil health management.

Freeland said the technology can open up new graz-
ing opportunities. “Virtual would work really well in a
crop rotation with perennials in it,” he said. “A farmer
could graze crop residue or cover crops on their farm
ground and quickly and easily move the cattle to a pe-
rennial pasture in the event the frost comes out or wet
weather shows up.”

Many producers are searching for tools that can im-
prove both operational efficiency and quality of life. The
South Dakota Soil Health Coalition recognized this need
for advanced technology and launched a program to aid
producers in adopting new practices. The program aims
to address ecological, social, and economical challenges
such as grazing management, labor shortages, water
quality, and producers’ lives outside of their operations.

The initiative was announced in January at the Soil
Health Conference. Applications were received from
producers throughout the state, highlighting a wide
range of reasons for interest in the program. As spring
approached, applicants were reviewed and selected
based on a variety of program criteria such as location,
number of head requested, and previous interest in
virtual fencing collars.

Once participants were selected, they began on-
boarding and training with the virtual fencing system
and introducing the cattle to the collars in their training
paddocks. While many participants entered the ini-
tiative with little or no hands-on experience with the
technology, the training period helped build confidence
in themselves and their cattle before the collars were
fully deployed in the field.

Stiefvater was initially curious about how quickly the
cattle would adapt to the technology. “I was surprised
how fast they would learn where the boundary was with
the audio signal first before any shocking went on,” he
said.

Participating producers used the collars to improve
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The South Dakota Soil Health Coalition has a launched a program
to allow livestock producers to lease virtual fencing collars to
gain experience with the technology and see if it will work in their
operations. Courtesy photo.

rotational grazing efforts or manage areas where tradi-
tional fencing was difficult, expensive, or impractical to
install. One of the most significant advantages Stief-
vater observed was the reduction in time spent manag-
ing fence. “It definitely freed up time. We didn’t have to
manage the physical fence as much,” he said. Greater
control over grazing time and intensity also created
opportunities for improved plant recovery and healthier
pasture conditions.

While the experience was positive for the operation,
Stiefvater acknowledged that adopting a new manage-
ment tool required patience and a willingness to learn.
“Probably the biggest challenge is learning the app a
little bit and getting that figured out,” he said. However,
he emphasized that the opportunity to gain hands-on
experience in this unique program made the process of
learning the tool worthwhile. “Being able to use them
here, lease them and use them for a period of time was
awesome. When you actually do it and have kind of a
hands-on feeling of using them, it makes a difference.”

Beyond the immediate benefits, the program also pro-
vided producers with an opportunity to evaluate how
virtual fencing may fit into their long-term operational
goals. By reducing barriers to adoption and providing
learning opportunities, SDSHC has helped producers ex-
plore new approaches to livestock management across
South Dakota.

While virtual fencing may not replace traditional fence
in every situation, for many participants, the experience
showed that an invisible fence can have a visible impact
on both the land and the ones who depend on it.

To learn more about the benefits of virtual fencing
and regenerative grazing, visit
www.sdsoilhealthcoalition.org or contact the SDSHC at
605-280-4190 or sdsoilhealth@gmail.com.



https://www.sdsoilhealthcoalition.org
mailto:sdsoilhealth%40gmail.com?subject=

Latest Soil Strategies Podcast
Episode Features Jon Stika

In the most recent episode of
the Soil Strategies podcast, host
Roy Thompson interviews soil
scientist, author, and renowned soil
health advocate Jon Stika about
restoring soil function, challenging
conventional thinking, and what it
might take to change the future of
agriculture.

Stika, author of A Soil Owner’s
Manual, said soil is a living biological
system designed to work alongside
plants. “If you deal with the soil the
way it’s designed to function, you’ll get the full horsepower,” he said.

The episode touches on the difference between fertility and soil function.

“You can have a soil situation that has lots of N, P, and K available to the plants.
It can be available because you put it there as fertilizer. It can be there because
you tilled the soil, and the bacteria broke down,” Stika said. “There’s a lot of
nutrients available. But as soon as those nutrients are gone, it’s kind of game over.
There’s no biology there to support the plants once that burst of fertility is gone.”

Stika said that if producers can restore the soil food web so that it builds soil
structure and feeds the plants, they won’t have to apply as much fertilizer.

If producers want to gauge the health of their soil, Stika said they simply have
to look at their aggregate stability, their water infiltration, and their earthworm
counts. “Those are some simple things — aggregate stability, water infiltration,
earthworms. Those are the ones you can do all by yourself. You don’t have to
sendittoalab.”

To hear more of Stika’s insights, watch this episode and previous episodes at
www.sdsoilhealthcoalition.org/podcast.

John Stika. SDSHC photo.

northcentral.sare.or

Events Calendar

Nov. 4
Soil Health Hour
Webinar
Online

Nov. 6
Coffee at Cottonwood:
Hands on Virtual
Fencing

Dec. 3
Ag Outlook 2026
Sioux Falls, SD

Dec. 2
Soil Health Hour
Webinar
Online

Dec. 3-4
SD Grassland Coalition
Annual Conference
Box Elder, SD

Dec. 8
Managing Soil:
Maximizing Profit
Viborg, SD

Dec. 8-9
SD Cattlemen’s
Association Annual
Convention
Pierre, SD

Jan. 26-27
Soil Health
Conference
Sioux Falls

sdgrazingexchange.com
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2026 Soil Health School

The South Dakota Soil Health Coalition held its annual
East River Soil Health School Sept. 15-17 at David
Kruger Farms near Twin Books, SD, and the Abbey of
the Hills near Marvin, SD.

“We want producers to succeed,” SDSHC Board
Chairman Brian Johnson said. “We are here to educate
and offer assistance to producers, so they can make
more informed decisions on how to care for the soil on
their farms.”

Host producer David Kruger began using no-till
practices to grow corn and soybeans over 20 years
ago, and since then has adopted other soil practices,
including adding cover crops and small grains to his
rotation. He has also experimented with wide-row corn
and growing winter camelina. School participants had
the opportunity to see how Kruger’s practices have
improved his soil and his bottom line.

Kruger said that after several years of using
regenerative ag practices, “the soil starts to take care of
itself, and it takes less commercial fertilizer to grow the
same amount of crops.”

Classroom sessions during the school focused
on understanding the basic properties of soil, the
principles of soil health, soil biology, soil economics,
and much more. Between field exercises, classroom

(Continued on Next Page)
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session, and discussion panels, Soil Health School
was two and a half days of non-stop regenerative ag
education.

Presenters included Soil Health Coalition Board
members and staff, SDSU Extension specialists,

NRCS soil scientists and specialists, crop consultants,
independent and university researchers, and producers.

Many participants attended the school on
scholarships generously sponsored by the South
Dakota Soybean Association.

The school was a collaboration between SDSHC
board members and staff, Natural Resources
Conservation Service, SDSU Extension, Agricultural
Research Service, and many speakers and volunteers.
A huge thank you goes out to everyone who supported
the school!
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