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Holistic Management (HM) is a decision-making framework that considers a multitude of factors as you operate your ranch or farm (Butterfield et al. 2019). It’s thinking of your operation as a business. I’d like to share with you my family’s journey into HM. From the start, my parents were working a collection of jobs that never seemed to generate enough to support our family and now we have a successful ranching business that not only supports our family, but is generating more than just cash. 
My family operates a 7th generation ranch outside of Rapid City, South Dakota. Because what we were doing on our ranch wasn’t providing enough, both my mom and dad had to get other full time jobs. My dad’s job consisted primarily of spraying, hauling feed and supplements, planting, and fertilizing. Most of the time, spraying is an effort by the landowner to control the weeds in an overused crop or hay ground. Hauling feed and supplements are necessary because of the lack of usable or nutritious feed available. Planting often involves a single species of crop on a degraded piece of farmland. Throughout his time doing this job, my dad discovered that these practices proved to be ineffective and very expensive.
[bookmark: _Int_CUEz7yFb]Over several years, my dad saw some of the extreme cases of negative impacts by conventional management, and one thing was highlighted: erosion and degradation. People were mining what mineral and natural resources they had in exchange for something they found more valuable -money. Although finances are very important, they should not be the sole focus of a successful farming or ranching operation. The bottom line is that eventually, if we continue to mine what natural resources we have without giving back to the land or allowing it to rest, those precious resources will inevitably run out.
If our natural resources run out, how will we then make money without usable ground for livestock or crops? More importantly, how will we feed the general population? Research done by the University of Massachusetts Amherst (March 16, 2022) has shown that due to unstable agricultural practices, the midwestern United States has lost 57.6 billion tons of soil during the past 160 years. This is a huge problem as the rate of erosion is 25 times higher than the rate at which topsoil forms. We can always make more money, but rebuilding topsoil is a much more intensive and long process.
On our ranch/farm, we were using the money that we didn’t have to substitute for the conventional management we were practicing. Extreme reliance on hay and supplements was needed to keep the animals we had on the ranch. Our input costs were exponential. It was a downward cycle. An example of this was trying to run too many head of livestock on depleted land. Then we had to sell when we couldn’t do it any longer, regardless of the markets. We were managing for short-term fixes, instead of solving the underlying issue. What we experienced demonstrates the status quo in agriculture.
 	When looking at common agricultural practices such as extensive tillage, heavy use of hay and supplements, calving and selling at the traditionally optimal time, heavy focus on the animal’s individual performance for profit, and other factors, the long-term effects are mostly negative. Besides the loss of topsoil to poor infiltration rates, the livestock and people associated behind the operation suffer as well. Our finances suffered, and stress was eating my parents alive. We are not alone. This same issue can be seen in many people in agriculture today. Agriculture is an unpredictable industry, and although we cannot control things like the weather and markets, we can control our response to the status quo. This is how our family made a change.
The first and most challenging step was undergoing a paradigm shift. The common belief in mainstream agriculture is that if individuals and families work harder or do more, they will make enough money to get by. This mindset often pushes people to follow the crowd or defer to experts. The result? Practices like increasing livestock numbers, excessive soil tilling, overfeeding hay, supplements and minerals, or calving earlier-all in the hopes of achieving financial success.
Ultimately, the outcome of such an approach is the depletion of both natural and human resources. As Dallas Mount, owner of Ranch Management Consultants, wisely puts it, many of spend too much time “working in the business, not on the business.” Today, my family works on the business by making thoughtful, strategic decisions that prioritize the long-term sustainability and success of our operation. This shift was essential for the changes we’ve made and has been a true testament to the power of rethinking the way we operate. 
From there we gathered data and formulated a plan. Resources like the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), South Dakota Grasslands Coalition, Ranching for Profit, and individuals who have succeeded in regenerative agriculture helped guide us through this process. I believe you can’t manage what you don’t measure, and having a plan gives us the confidence to make those decisions and apply them efficiently. 
What did we do from there? My dad says, “Replace spending money with management.” That’s exactly what we did. Instead of managing for short-term fixes, we looked at long term results and sought to improve those. Managing in this way helped to free us from the ever-changing cycles that are unavoidable in agriculture such as the markets and unpredictable weather. From adjusting our stock density to lengthening our rest and recovery periods, this type of management was the key to our success.
My family has currently been in a drought for about 4 years. While others are feeding their way through because of the lack of usable forage, we have not only maintained stock density, but we have the freedom to invest in changes now that will reap long-term results. Those investments include adding more water infrastructure or cross-fencing large pastures. These two specific examples have allowed us to graze stock and rest the land intentionally.
One of the biggest changes we have experienced is an increase in the quality of life and the amount of time we have as a family. This was a huge issue in the past as the ranch needed my parents’ attention 24/7. It wasn’t self-sufficient without constant management. Between my dad’s two full-time jobs and my mom’s full-time job, it was almost impossible to spend quality time with them. I know that if we continued to do what we were doing, I wouldn’t have the relationship I have with my parents and sisters that I do now. My parents always say that this is the most rewarding result of the change. As a kid, I do not know the significance of being allowed time spent with my kids, but I do know that this time spent with my parents and sisters has allowed me to be the person I am today and has changed the trajectory of my life. I wouldn’t trade that opportunity for the world. 
Stockmanship is an extremely important aspect of our operation and of HM. Our cattle are healthier than ever before, and hardly ever leave a body condition score of 5. I believe that the health of the cow in the future depends on how we treat them from birth. Our calves have been given a surplus of forage, and we practice good stockmanship whenever we work them. Additionally, we have pushed the calving date back multiple times to calve in sync with nature. This has taken off a substantial amount of the stress of calves born in the cold.
An additional encouraging result of this journey is the evident surplus of forage. We are seeing a greater diversity of plant species, which allows the cows to graze throughout the year on nutritious forage. The cattle graze 12 months out of the year, including through the snow in the winter to calving season in late spring. We aren’t forced to feed hay because of the lack of forage, and we aren’t forced to buy hay or other supplements to feed because of the lack of feed on the ranch. This gives us more flexibility.
Now that I’ve explained the transformation that we have experienced on our land, you may be asking yourself, what can I do? Or, how does this apply to me? First, I challenge you to be a life-long-learner. Whether or not you own a ranch, farm or acreage, the skill of learning is invaluable. One person may have a backyard garden, and one person may have a ranch. Although these two things are vastly different, they all require knowledge of the soil. Go to as many learning opportunities as possible, including in-person learning activities like pasture walks or grazing schools, and read books and take courses. These activities will help you to formulate plans and make decisions in the future specific to your goals.
One of the newer “Principles of Soil Health” involves something called “context.” This translates to “one size doesn’t fit all.” What works on my operation might not work on yours. I’ve heard a couple of my mentors say that they don’t like showing people their ranches. This is because those same people will immediately go to their operations and try to copy everything. Don’t do this! No farmer or rancher’s operation, goals, or opportunities are the exact the same as another’s. Trying to manage it the exact same will lead to disaster. That is exactly why HM works. It takes one operation’s personalized goals and opportunities and turns it into a specialized business plan. 
In conclusion, how you manage your operation can either affect it positively or negatively. Looking at the changes we’ve made using HM, the results are most definitely positive. From the improved health of the land and livestock to the better quality of life, we have and will continue to benefit from managing in this way. 
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