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Minimum-Till
Cropping
Jeff also recognizes the value 

of the minimum-till farming 

program started by his 

father nearly 20 years ago. 

While the savings on fuel 

and equipment are the main 

financial incentives, Jeff says 

the mix of sandy soil and rich 

loam soils in the Missouri 

River bottoms is an equally 

important factor. 

“Some of the fields we’ve 

acquired, where traditional 

tillage was used in the past, 

had big blowouts where 

the sand was exposed,” 

he recalls. “Keeping those 

areas covered with residue 

is obviously the best way to 

prevent that from happening.”

While he may not raise cattle 

like his father once did, Jeff 

has seen the value of raising 

alfalfa—especially dairy-

quality hay. Consequently, he 

planted around 600 acres of 

alfalfa about 5 years ago as 

a cash crop and a means of 

diversifying both the income 

opportunities and the 

workload for himself 

and his three full-

time employees. 

“It involved 

a significant 

investment in new 

equipment,” he relates, 

“and I still find it a bit of a 

challenge to grow dairy-

quality alfalfa in our soils 

and climate. But when 

it works, it has the 

potential to generate 

more profit per acre 

than either corn or 

soybeans. At the very 

least, I can sell the crop 

to some of the area feedlots 

and still come out ahead.”

With nearly 15 years of 

yield mapping behind him, 

Jeff has a pretty good idea 

where there’s a potential for 

increased yields and where 

changes are needed. 

“We haven’t yet figured 

out an economical way 

to manage fertility based 

on yield maps, but 

it has allowed 

us to pinpoint 

some areas with 

drainage issues,” 

he says. “It also 

allows me to do a 

better job of keeping 

track of things without 

physically being there all the 

time. And that allows me to 

do a better job of managing 

the whole program.”

It wasn’t until 2005, when 

he added variable-rate 

capabilities to his two 

hydraulically driven White 

planters, that Jeff adopted 

a variable-rate planting 

program. However, it’s 

now a practice that he 

wouldn’t change.

“The biggest thing is the 

seed savings,” he says. “With 

the cost of today’s stacked 

hybrids and Roundup Ready 

varieties, there’s no need to 

plant more seed than the yield 

potential can support.” 

Since approximately 

75 percent of the farm is 

irrigated, this means planting 

lower populations on the 

corners surrounding 

each center-pivot 

circle and cutting 

back on the plant 

population when 

seeding sandy 

areas of the fields. As 

a result, corn is planted at 

rates of 24,000 to 32,000 

seeds per acre.
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Old Lessons, New Ideas
Jeff Shaner shares his approach to farm management.
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