




CONTENTS
9 PRECISION PROGRAMS: WHAT’S 

WORKING FOR TOP SERVICE PROVIDERS

14 SDSU: INSIDE KEY PRECISION 

PROGRAM SELLING STRATEGIES

17 BUSINESS PROFILE KOVA  
FERTILIZER FINDS VALUE IN VRA 
RECOMMENDATIONS

20 ON THE SCENE  OHIO STATE 
UNIVERSITY’S PRECISION UNIVERSITY 
FOCUSES ON FERTILIZER

FOR THE TECH 
EXPERTS SERVING 
GROWERS

FEBRUARY 2018

COVER STORY
SERVI-TECH:  OFF-SEASON
PLANNING STRATEGIES
Servi-Tech’s Director of Technology 
Development takes us through his  
operation’s approach to the offseason. 

7

FEBRUARY 2018   PRECISIONAG.COM   PRECISIONAG PROFESSIONAL   3

COLUMNS & DEPARTMENTS

4     UPFRONT

6 POSITIONING 

21 ADVERTISER INDEX

22 SPARE PARTS

9

20 22

14



4 PRECISIONAG PROFESSIONAL     FEBRUARY 2018   PRECISIONAG.COM

■   UPFRONT    

F
OR every action, there is an equal and  
opposite reaction.

That’s Newton’s Third Law for all of you 
trivia buffs out there. Recent developments in the ag 
retail e-commerce space had me reciting that time-
less parable in the past few days and weeks. 

It first came to mind after running into an old 
friend at the Agricultural Retailers Association 
(ARA) Conference & Expo in Phoenix, AZ, back 
in November. Alexander Reichert, who I met and 
worked with briefly when he was with Ag Tech 
imagery startup Mavrx, was at the show talking to 
retailers about a new venture he and a partner are 
undertaking: AgVend.

AgVend markets itself as the retail channel’s 
answer to Farmers Business Network’s (FBN) price-
first-service-second online crop inputs marketplace. 
Already working with some indepenent retailers out 
west, the company offers both an alternative e-com-
merce platform to buy inputs direct, as well as digital 
templates that retailers can adopt to offer their own 
branded e-commerce experiences on their own sites. 

   Then just last week Newton’s Third Law came to 
mind again when a bunch of independent, Midwest-
based retailers announced the launch of their answer 
to the FBN threat, CommoditAg.com. Like FBN 
Direct, CommoditAg offers crop protection prod-
ucts delivered right to your door, or you can save a 
few bucks and pickup from one of its warehouses in 
Wisconsin, Ohio, Illinois, and Indiana. 

Ok, you say, but what’s the point? 
The point is, my friend, that the industry is now, 

in the words of the esteemable Chris Berman, “cir-
cling the wagons.” AND NOBODY CIRCLES THE 
WAGONS LIKE THE BUFFALO BILLS — sorry, 
couldn’t help myself :) 

  What that means for FBN and it’s long-term 
prospects still remains to be seen. Coming off the 
largest reported single funding round in Ag Tech 
history, the outfit certainly seems like they are in it 
for the long haul.

And retail is definetly attempting to strike back 
against the threat of FBN.

How does this all shake out?
Your guess is as good as mine, my friend. ■

2018: FBN in the 
Crosshairs

BY MATTHEW J. GRASSI
SENIOR EDITOR

MJGrassi@
meistermedia.com





■   POSITIONING    
T O P I C S  A N D  T R E N D S  I N  P R E C I S I O N  A G R I C U LT U R E

Precision agriculture research got a 
nice boost with Raven Industries’ an-
nouncement of a $5 million investment 
at nearby South Dakota State University 
(SDSU). The commitment includes the 
development and opening of a research 
development center as part of the uni-
versity’s Research Park. 

We’ve been following the rapid 
progress SDSU has made on 
precision education, including 
the country’s first four-year pre-
cision agriculture degree, and 
we’re thrilled to see this extend 
into a significant public-private 
partnership. We’re also pleased 

to be partnering with SDSU on 
an event called PrecisionAg® 
Professional Accelerator, a 21/2 
day educational conference for 
precision agriculture managers 
focused on developing core busi-
ness and customer strategies for 
service providers.   

T O P  1 0  M O S T  V I E W E D  A R T I C L E S  O N 
P R E C I S I O N A G . C O M
(Dec. 1, 2017-Jan. 9, 2018)

1. 10 New Mobile Apps for Precision Agriculture

2. 17 Field Scouting Apps For Precision Agriculture

3. Opinion: My 5 Most Used Precision Ag Apps of 2017

4. Data Aggregation Service Goes Nationwide

5. Will Bitcoin Work in Agriculture?

6. OSU Digs Deep On Planting Technologies

7. Agricultural Drones: From Detection to Diagnosis

8. Generating Value From Boots-on-the-Ground Precision Ag

9. American Robotics Unveils Fully Autonomous Drone 

System for Precision Farming

10. Wabash Valley Service Co.: Back to the Basics

■ PRECISIONAG® PROFESSIONAL  
ACCELERATOR 
June 26-28, 2018 | Brookings, SD
McCrory Gardens
www.precisionagaccelerator.com

■ PRECISIONAG® VISION CONFERENCE 
Coming January 2019 
www.precisionagvision.com

■ INFOAG CONFERENCE 
July 17-19 2018 | St. Louis
Union Station
www.infoag.org

Upcoming Events

InfoAg
The

C o n f e r e n c e

Raven Invests in SDSU 
Research Center
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■   COVER STORY    2 0 1 8  P L A N N I N G  F O R  S U C C E S S 

BY MATTHEW J. GRASSI
mjgrassi@meistermedia.com

“T
HE only place success 
comes before work is in 
the dictionary.” 

-Vince Lombardi
Those words of wisdom could easily 

apply to the off-season blueprint followed 
by Dodge City, KS-based agronomy pro-
vider Servi-Tech, a 200-plus employee 
outfit that annually services 50 million 
acres of High Plains wheat, 30 million 
acres of corn, and six million acres of 
soybeans across seven states. 

Ryan Meister, who’s been at Servi-Tech 
since January of 2004 after graduating 
from University of Nebraska-Lincoln in 
2003, is currently the outfit’s Director of 

Technology Development. Meister says 
the winter months provide Servi-Tech 
with a much needed respite from day-
to-day grower dealings, allowing the 
company’s agronomists to prepare them-
selves for a successful spring. 

“We take seriously our role of advisor 
to growers and want to be sure we have 
the best understanding of products and 
services which go into producing a crop,” 
Meister says. “We participate in internal 
training events, as well as events pro-
duced by industry, to learn about the lat-
est and greatest products on the market.”

Although the winter months are cer-
tainly important from a training stand-
point, Meister adds that “training is re-
ally a 12-month out of the year process” 
but that opportunities “really tend to 

ramp up” around the change of the cal-
endar and into the new year. 

SETTING UP FOR SPRING 
According to Meister, agronomists at 

Servi-Tech generally spend the first two 
months of the season finalizing plans for 
spring planting. 

“At that point most of the inputs have 
been purchased or spoken for,” he ex-
plains. “Now we put together a plan to 
make sure that all of them are applied 
correctly when the time comes this 
spring.  We want to make sure all the 
questions about which product is to be 
applied in what location, are answered.”

Thinking about Servi-Tech’s huge op-
erating territory across the High Plains, 
that’s a lot of data, product maps, and 

With profit margins already razor thin from depressed commodities and growers 
seemingly scrutinizing every penny spent, the offseason planning period is  
taking on a heightened sense of import in shaping relevant service offerings.

Servi-Tech:

Laser Focused Winter 
Begets Successful 
Spring 
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other information layers for the agrono-
mists to keep straight. Meister says that’s 
where Servi-Tech’s proprietary mobile 
app comes into play. 

“We record that information in the 
Servi-Tech mobile app, which allows the 
agronomist and farmer to work off the 
same up-to-date record,” Meister says. 
“If a planned herbicide recommendation 
needs to be edited, the grower or agrono-
mist can make the change and the record 
will be instantly accurate for both parties.”

Planting prescriptions, an incredibly im-
portant piece of aceing the end-of-year yield 
scorecard, are also managed within the app.

“Planting prescriptions are also being 
developed in conjunction with planned hy-
brid and variety placement,” he continues. 
“Then the agronomist will spend time with 
the grower making a customized planting 
prescription drawing from available data, 
along with the agronomist’s and farmer’s 
knowledge of each field.”

ADD-ON IMAGERY
Like any agronomic recommendation 

generating operation, Servi-Tech is con-
stantly evaluating and looking at adding 
different data layers to ensure its spatial 
representation of each grower’s field is as 
accurate as possible. 

Its in-house satellite imagery offering 
has just finished up its rookie campaign, 
and just like the NFL’s deep class of 
rookie running backs from this season, it 
made a measurable impact.

“We are in our second season using 
imagery in conjunction with our tradi-
tional consulting services. The program 
is called CropView,” Meister explains. 
“We have teamed up with TerrAvion to 

provide this service to our customers, 
and 12 to 15 images are delivered to our 
customers and agronomists throughout 
the growing season.”

For Servi-Tech’s agronomist network, 
the benefits are many: more efficient field 
scouting, first and foremost, as well as 
better plant stress monitoring capabilities. 

“However, he adds, it still takes a 
knowledgeable agronomist to use the im-
agery and provide solutions. The imagery 
(itself) is great at identifying insect, fertili-
ty, disease, weed, and moisture concerns.”

Located in one of the most intensely 
irrigated farming regions in the Western 
Hemisphere, the imagery also helps Servi-
Tech provide some soft services around 
irrigation systems. 

“It can also help us find irregular ir-
rigation patterns in a field before finding 
them in the yield map at the end of the 
season,” Meister notes. 

For 2018, Servi-Tech is offering a new 
soil moisture probe monitoring system, 
TheProfiler Plus. 

“This system will allow growers 
to monitor soil moisture at multiple 
locations in the field,” he explains. 
“Traditionally, we have monitored a 
single location at a time, due to the cost 
of the equipment, but the new systems 
allow for quicker installation with lower 
hardware costs.”

TheProfiler Plus data will aggregate 
with imagery from CropView, allowing 
growers a quick, at-a-glance dashboard 
view for in-season decision making. 

“We bring the CropView images and 
TheProfiler Plus information to one web-
site giving our growers an easy and con-
venient way to view their in-season data.”

ROI FIRST
With another down year forecasted for 

ag commodities in 2018, Meister feels that 
the seemingly never-ending stretch be-
tween fall harvest and spring planting has 
become even more crucial for in-season 
success. Think Peyton Manning’s dedica-
tion to off-season film study, how it al-
lowed him to almost anticipate how tough 
defenses like New England and Baltimore 
were going to play him.

It’s kind of like that. 
“We can’t get tunnel vision chasing after 

high yields, but we need to be chasing high 
profitability,” Meister replies when asked what 
he’s seeing as important for his outfit in 2018. 
“Revenue is only one component of profitabil-
ity. We need to evaluate expenses as well.” 

And, as growers increasingly start 
exploring their options, like purchasing 
inputs online through FBN Direct or the 
new retail-powered ecommerce platform 
CommoditAg, Meister says it’s important 
to remind growers that the professional 
agronomist is still the original expert. 

“One of tshe most important roles 
we play for the grower is laying out all 
the options in regards to inputs, and 
help search for the products which will 
result in the best ROI,” he argues. “Just 
because a neighbor has good luck with 
one product doesn’t necessarily mean 
it’s the right product to use for another 
grower. The knowledge and available 
technology tools of our independent 
agronomists help shape a customized 
plan for success specific to each grower, 
each field, and every acre.”  ■

(Editor’s Note: Hope everyone enjoyed 
the Super Bowl!)

 “We can’t get tunnel vision chasing after high yields, 
we need to be chasing high profitability.”
— RYAN MEISTER, DIRECTOR OF TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT, SERVI-TECH
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■   PRECISION PROGRAMS    AT- A - G L A N C E

>> GARDEN CITY CO-OP
   Garden City, KS

HOW IS GARDEN CITY’S PRECISION AG DEPARTMENT STAFFED?
“Garden City Co-op, Inc. currently has three precision agriculture specialists on staff with one acting as 

the department manager. The specialists provide support to the current sales agronomists involved with 
seed, crop protection, and crop nutrient sales within the cooperative. The precision ag team works on pro-
viding a simple ag technology solution that is both understandable and adoptable for the both the agrono-
mist and the grower.”

WHAT EQUIPMENT DOES GARDEN CITY PRIMARILY UTILIZE?
“The core of our precision agriculture platform starts with 

Veris EC and RTK elevation mapping of fields. That data is then 
coupled with satellite and or yield data using FieldReveal to derive management 
zones for our growers. We then soil sample those management zones and build 
fertility recommendations for pre-plant, starter, and side-dress applications of 
fertilizer. Additionally, for growers interested in variable rate seeding, we can 
provide tailored prescriptions working with our seed specialist to meet their 
needs. We also offer soil moisture monitoring for irrigation scheduling.”

WHAT’S YOUR STRATEGY FOR SELLING PRECISION AG SERVICES TO THE GROWER? 
“We network with our sales agronomist regarding precision agriculture prospects and work in conjunction with their ef-

forts with on-farm sales calls. Most of our sales effort involves on farm calls where we try to touch the customer at least 
monthly on our services and follow up with additional support and questions as they utilize the tools within our program.   
As we service the grower with recommendations we involve the sales agronomist as much as possible for prescription writing 
and desired fertility equations for each individual grower.”

Retail Precision Programs 
AT-A-GLANCE

Three retailers 
well-versed in 

running a  
grower-facing 
precision ag  

department share 
what’s worked 

for them and their 
teams in driving 
grower buy-in. 

COMPILED BY MATTHEW J. GRASSI

mjgrassi@meistermedia.com

>>

Michael Kempke, 
Director of 
Precision Ag



10 PRECISIONAG PROFESSIONAL     FEBRUARY 2018   PRECISIONAG.COM

>> AGVIEW FS
Princeton, IL

HOW IS AGVIEW FS’ PRECISION AG  
DEPARTMENT STAFFED?

“We have three people in our precision department: 
One: A person who sells and services aftermarket 
planter parts and monitors (Precision Planting and 
Ag Leader); Two: A person who handles all of the data 
from soil sampling, yield data, and creates variable 
rate prescriptions in addition to researching new 
precision ag software; Three: A person who man-
ages our scouting and in-house soil sampling 
programs. Going forward, I see our scouting pro-
gram shifting from a traditional “scout every field 
every week” type of program to a central dis-
patch type of program where we use technology 
to see where our fields are that need attention.”

WHAT EQUIPMENT DOES  
AGVIEW FS PRIMARILY UTILIZE?

“We are a dealer for Precision Planting, Ag 
Leader, and Digi Farm. We primarily use FS 
AIS for our mapping needs, but we also utilize 
SMS and to a lesser extent SST Summit. We utilize telematics for wire-
less data transfer in our fertilizer and lime spreaders, which we utilize 
MyJohnDeere.com in our Deere machines and Raven Slingshot in our Ag 
Chem machines. Also, as an Asgrow/DeKalb dealer, we fully support the 
Climate FieldView platform. We also utilize imagery from Mavrx, prof-
itability analysis through Profit Zone Manager, and scouting through 
ScoutPro.”

WHAT’S YOUR STRATEGY FOR SELLING PRECISION AG SERVICES 
TO THE GROWER? 

Our Crops Specialists are pretty good at selling soil sampling and 
keeping their customer bases on four-year cycles. However, with as 
much as our other products and services have changed over a short pe-
riod, they need some help. So we hold winter meetings where we talk to 
several growers at once, which does a pretty good job of selling things 
like our scouting programs. When it comes to selling our Precision 
Planting or Ag Leader products, we have our full-time sales representa-
tive contact the grower directly. This works great because our Crops 
Specialists can focus on selling seed, chemicals, and other inputs while 
we keep a foot in the door by starting and maintaining digital relation-
ships with growers. And one new avenue we are exploring is email mar-
keting. If we are getting more into the data space, doesn’t it only make 
sense to communicate with growers digitally?”

Ben Johnson, 
Precision Farming 
Coordinator

>> VAN HORN, INC. 
 Cerro Gordo, IL
 No. 43 on 2017 CropLife 100
 

HOW IS VAN HORN’S  
PRECISION AG  
DEPARTMENT STAFFED?

“We currently have five 
employees in the Precision 
Department. The Lead 
(Trainor) sets the direction 
of the department through 
the services we offer and the 
products we support. We 
have one in sales working on 
with the Lead to help loca-
tion managers and salesman 
promote the product. We also 
employee three 
support techs.”

WHAT  
EQUIPMENT 
DOES VAN HORN  
PRIMARILY  
UTILIZE?

“A few of our 
many program 
partners are 
Precision Planting, 
360 Yield Center, Climate Corp., and Crop 
Copter on the drone side. I’d say over a third 
of our retail equipment has variable-rate ap-
plication technology on it. We are working 
with different equipment to collect the data 
necessary to build VR maps. We are using 
multi-year yield analaysis, combining that with 
soil Electro Conductivity (EC) data, and then 
incorporating data from the NRCS basic Surgo 
soil maps. There is a wide range of solutions 
we can use, depending on how deep the grow-
ers would like to go.”

WHAT’S YOUR STRATEGY FOR SELLING 
PRECISION AG SERVICES TO THE  
GROWER? 

For us, the biggest part of selling continues to 
be education. We’ve got to have our sales team 
working with the growers to make sure they un-
derstand our program and various offerings, and 
can see the value we are offering them.”

David Trainor, 
Precision 
Technologies  
Lead

■   PRECISION PROGRAMS    AT- A - G L A N C E



®

Accelerator
DRIVE YOUR BUSINESS FORWARD

PRESENTED BY 

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

PrecisionAgAccelerator.com

SHIFT YOUR PRECISON PROGRAM
AND YOUR CAREER

INTO HIGH GEAR

JUNE 26-28, 2018  |  Brookings, SD



■ MECHANICAL INSPECTION
•    Visually inspect the sprayer. Unfold the booms, 

check hoses for deterioration and make sure 
all connections are firmly fastened. 

•   Check the wiring. Disconnect all wiring con-
nections, especially on the booms, and check 
for corrosion on the pins. Corrosion and mois-
ture are the two biggest issues that can impede 
connectivity. Use corrosion cleaner if necessary, 
and make sure to use dielectric grease around 
the seals of the electrical connectors when put-
ting them back together. DO NOT PUT dielectric 
grease on the pins.

•   Conduct a visual inspection of the inside of the 
tank. Time and temperature change can cause 
residue or debris to collect in the sump, leading 
to issues either in the mainline strainer or the 
strainers at the nozzles.

•   Check the mainline strainer screen and all 
the screens at each individual nozzle body for 
debris, rust, or corrosion.

•   Check each sprayer tip for debris or blockage.
•   Check the end caps of the booms for any 

accumulation of dry chemicals that may have 
collected over time. This is important to reduce 
the danger of cross contamination. Once the 
dry material becomes wet again, it can circu-
late back out onto a new field.

■ TESTING
Once visual inspections are completed, put water 

(NOT chemicals!) in the system and check for leaks 
and overall operation. Run the system in simulated 
field spraying mode. A simulated (self-test) speed 
will allow you to walk around the sprayer and con-
duct another visual inspection while in operation.

•   Look for leaks, whether in hoses, connections, 

cracked fittings due to freezing, or deteriorat-

ing O-rings.

•   Make sure you are seeing a rate display on 

your controller. A Raven flow system needs 

three inputs to determine and display a rate: 

Speed, boom sense or boom calibration, and 

volume, determined by a reading from the flow 

meter. If any of these inputs are not present, 

you will not see a rate displayed. If settings are 

correct, make sure the electrical system has  

a good and clean power and ground  

for operation.

•   Make sure the controls on the spray pump are 

working properly.

•   Try increasing or decreasing the rate to make 

sure the control valve is working properly.

•   Make sure all section (on/off) valves can open 

and shut.

•   If everything is functioning properly and leak 

free, take the time to calibrate the spray tips. 

Visual inspection is not enough, because tips 

can become worn and deliver an undesired 

amount of chemical. Consult spray tip charts 

and make sure they are working within the 

proper range.

•   If the sprayer uses direct injection, make sure 

the pump is working and injecting into the 

mainline by adding dye to the water.

 

■ SOFTWARE OPTIMIZATION
•   Be sure the sprayer’s field computer is updat-

ed. Find out what new features are in software 

updates for your particular sprayer. If they are 

necessary for your machine, update them. 

Optimizing Your Sprayer
Getting the Best Performance from your Equipment

A D V E R T I S M E N T

  

By Robin Siktberg
Custom Content Editor

O
PTIMIZING YOUR SPRAY-
ER before beginning 
the spring season is an 
important step in maxi-

mizing your profits. Just ask anyone 
who has had to fix a broken or leaking 
sprayer in the middle of a job, with a 
tank full of chemicals while applica-
tion windows disappear and future 
work becomes backlogged. Equipment 
downtime directly affects profits. 

A cursory inspection isn’t enough. 
Today’s sprayers are sophisticated 
machines with many moving parts 
and complex computer controls. They 
deserve some careful attention, and 
minimal downtime will be the result.

Gary Esselink, Precision Ag Special-
ist for Raven, says the time spent is 
worth it.

“Does it take time? Yes it does. But 
taking that time ahead of the season, 
even if it takes a half a day or several 
hours to go through the step is a whole 
lot better than trying to fix problems 
in the middle of a job,”  Esselink says. 
“There are estimates that machine 
downtime can cost $100 per hour. 
In my opinion that is a conservative 
estimate, and it doesn’t even include 
your stress and customers’ frustrations 
when jobs are delayed.”

Esselink offers detailed steps to fol-
low to make sure your sprayer is ready 
to start the season.

BACK TO THE BASICS  1ST IN A SERIES



A D V E R T I S M E N T

Tips for Tip-Top Tips
DR. JOHN FULTON, Associate Professor of Agricultural Engineering 

at The Ohio State University, says one of the most common problems 

he sees are worn tips or the wrong tips for the chemical being 

sprayed. 

“Worn tips lead to improper distribution of the material,” Fulton 

says. “You can watch a sprayer in the field and see there’s an issue 

with the tip. Typically it’s worn, not clogged. You need to carefully 

check to identify variation and flow between the tips.”

Fulton suggests performing a catch test on the nozzles and compar-

ing the results to spray tip charts as a good way to evaluate performance. 

Using graduated containers, catch the flow from each tip and record the 

number. Compare with the chart to make sure the output is within the 

optimum range for that nozzle at that speed, rate, and pressure. If it is over 

the range, the tip is worn and should be replaced. If it is under the range, 

it may be clogged. In that case, clean it out and perform the test again.

Fulton says since overspray of dicamba onto non-tolerant crops is a 

new concern, it is critically important to have the right tip for the product. 

Only certain tips for these products are allowed on the label, which actu-

ally makes it illegal to use alternatives for those products.

“Applicators now need to have almost a portfolio of tips available based 

on the products they are using,” he says. “It is so important to be using the 

right tip for the right product, and to continually replace those tips so they 

apply the chemicals accurately.” 

•   Clear out the hard drive on the field computer by downloading 
and either saving or discarding previous jobs.

•   If boom height control such as the Raven AutoBoom is 
installed on the sprayer, make sure it is operational by 
placing your hand under the sensors to check for the 
reaction. Consult the operator’s manual on how to check 
for sensitivity, speed, and stability. Proper operation of this 
system is important, not only for consistency of spray application 
but also for preventing damage to the boom.

•   Check for the satellites the GPS system is accessing. Go to an open area to 
make sure at least five or six satellites can be seen.

•   If the sprayer has an automatic steering system such as the Raven  
RS1 system, be sure it is operating correctly by driving it at typical  
application speeds in an open field. If it isn’t, contact the dealer or Raven 
Technical Support.

•   Check the automatic section shut-off. Go to a nearby field with water in the 
tank and run a few simulated application swaths, making sure parts of the 
boom enter a previously applied area. Check mapping on the field computer 
to make sure the booms are switching on and off at the correct time. If they 
aren’t, make the necessary adjustments.

•   If the machine is equipped with the Raven Slingshot wireless system 
for transferring data from the machine, run sample jobs to and from 
the sprayer. •

BACK TO THE BASICS  1ST IN A SERIES
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■  BUILDING YOUR PRECISION BUSINESS

BY DOUGLAS PRAIRIE AND NICHOLAS UILK, 
SOUTH DAKOTA STATE UNIVERSITY

I
N its earliest manifestation, the motive 
for developing precision agriculture 
service was entirely pure. Agronomists 
knew that crops were responding vari-

ably across fields for a variety of reasons, 
and emerging technology was going to 
provide a pathway to understanding — and 
reacting to — the variability. 

Georeferencing of fields, soil testing, 
fertility prescription writing, scouting, 
yield monitoring, and scorecarding quickly 
emerged as agronomists bolted on emerg-
ing technologies and worked hard to keep 
up with the massive inflow of data.

Of course, the wide range of tech-
nology and growing requirement for 
expertise was not going to come at no 
additional cost, so the question quickly 
emerged: “How can we do all this, dem-
onstrate clear value, and get paid for the 
value we create?” 

Some two decades later, for many retail-
ers the pursuit of precision program-gener-
ated profitability persists. 

APPROACHES TO VALUE
If the struggle sounds like the one you 

face down every day, you’re not alone. As 

they say, “if it was easy, everyone would 
be doing it.” Many precision managers 
battle to create and capture value for their 
grower-customers, but there are a number 
of obstacles that keep us from reaching the 
Promised Land.

• During times of tight and sometimes 
negative margins like we are presently ex-
periencing in production agriculture, pro-
ducers and retailers need to evaluate every 
line item and justify the value it brings to 
their operation.

• We typically give new technologies a 
“free pass” while they are in their infancy 
phase. However, as these technologies mature 
and become mainstream they must prove 
their worth to both the buyer and the seller.

• Precision agriculture services and 
technologies have predominately been 
given a pass as we let them evolve from 
novelty into a category production agricul-
ture now relies upon to effectively operate 
and produce present-day yields.  

•  The value of precision ag technologies 
and services varies widely based on multiple 
variables, including the following:

o  The role you play in the value chain– 
i.e., producer, retailer, agronomy 
services provider, equipment dealer, 
manufacturer, software provider, com-

modity sales, input provider, seed pro-
duction, fertilizer producer, etc.  

o Geographic location
o Type of crops grown
o  Farming practices (tillage model, crop 

rotation, etc.)
o Size of operation
o  Skill sets of employees and customers
o  Business strategy — high volume and 

low margins vs. lower volume and 
high value of services provided.

Obstacles aside, all agricultural retailers 
in general are in the business of selling the 
commodities of chemicals, nutrients, and 
seed to regional producers. For the most 
part these are the same commodities their 
competitors are selling. So, precision ag 
technologies and services can differentiate 
a retailer’s products and services from that 
of their competitors. The key is in how they 
are packaged and sold to the grower.

PRICING MODEL OPTIONS
For the sake of simplicity, we’ll outline 

the four most common pricing model 
methods currently being deployed by re-
tailers who offer precision programs in the 
table on the adjacent page:

As you can see, and as we’re sure you 
have experienced, each system has its 

Inside the Key Strategies
       For Selling Precision Services

Dr. Aaron 
Franzen (holding 
drone) discusses 
the mechanics 
of an unmanned 
aerial system 
and the value of 
aerial imagery 
with precision 
ag students at 
SDSU.When it comes to developing a sales strategy for precision, 

one size never fits all. Managers need to consider the range of 
advantages and disadvantages as they decide which approach, 
or combination of approaches, makes the most sense. 
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PRICING MODEL OPTIONS

PRICING  
MODEL

Bundled Per Acre 
Flat per acre rate with all “precision 
services” offered by the retailer in-
cluded in the plan.  

Per pass or service  
Each pass across the field or  
individual service has a price  
associated with it.  

% of yield bump/gain
(example: a 10 bushel/acre yield 
bump was added to a grower’s aver-
age and they share four of those bush-
els with their service provider)  

Per unit of product sold
Service is bundled with each unit of 
fertilizer, chemical, seed, etc.

ADVANTAGES AND  
BENEFITS
 
 • Ease of billing 
 • Farmer knows cost up front 
 •  Separates customers into two 

separate groups (participating in 
precision program or not).  

 •  Allows for easier analysis of yield 
trends within each of the two 
groups.  

 •  Allows group data analysis to be 
presented to entire group in the 
program to improve production 
within the group.  

 •  Likely to create a closer relation-
ship for all inputs with the grower 
(less shopping around).  

 •  Easier to build in a call center/
service center fee.  

 •  Able to charge a higher total price 
vs. bundled model due to less 
“sticker shock”  

 •  Allows producers to pick and 
choose their individual needs 

 •  Allows company to analyze mar-
gins of each individual service  

 •  Ease of entry/exit from use of 
specific services  

 •  Grower and retailer work together to 
develop best plan for each operation.

 •  Places accountability with the 
service provider to deliver results.   
“The saying put your money where 
your mouth is” applies here.  
Grower is more likely to commit as 
it is obvious that they only pay if 
they receive a yield gain

 •  Potential for higher adaptation by 
grower and producers 

 •  Keeps service provider in closer 
contact with grower throughout 
the year as their paycheck de-
pends on the grower’s success!  

 •  This is a unique approach, sure 
to make conversation as farmers 
talk to farmers, making for self-
advertisement.  

 •  Ease of bookkeeping
 •  Services buried within the price of 

a retailer’s commodities
 •  Spreads the overhead cost of 

precision ag professionals and 
technologies over all customers

DISADVANTAGES AND 
CHALLENGES
 
 •  Large upfront commitment for pro-

ducer 
 •  Potential to be an expense that is 

cut during low-profit-margin years
 •  Each additional service outside of 

package requires surcharge 
 •  Difficult to “dabble” with just a few 

acres.
 •  Farmer usually must commit to all 

or none. 
 •  Machinery limitations of grower 

may not allow full implementation 
of program

 •  Accurate data analysis requires 
trustworthiness of grower and op-
erators to properly adjust/calibrate 
equipment

 •  Bookkeeping becomes more chal-
lenging as each service needs to be 
tracked separately. 

 •  Harder to prove benefits of the ser-
vice as there is no “large group” of 
producers doing same practices.  

 •  Requires higher effort from sales-
force as each individual product or 
service must be “sold”

 •  Easy for grower to say “not this 
year” on certain services 

 •  Delayed collections as retailer must 
wait for harvest to be completed

 •  Determining baseline yield estab-
lishments 

 • Weather variability
 •  Measurement of yield (yield moni-

tor, grain cart, certified scale tick-
ets?), is a yield monitor calibrated 
by the grower accurate enough?

 •  Determining a market price for the 
grain

 •  Risk of negligible or no yield bump 
equates to no payment to service 
provider

 •  May “discourage” growers to shoot 
for higher yields

 •  No consideration for reduced inputs.
 •  Model may not be sustainable long term   
 
 •  Encourages growers to cut back on 

inputs
 •  Easier for competition to undercut 

a retailer’s price if grower doesn’t 
see value of buried service charges  
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■  BUILDING YOUR PRECISION BUSINESS

own set of advantages 
and disadvantages,  
but retailers are not 
necessarily beholden to 
strictly one approach to 
value expression. 

For example, one pos-
sible approach to consider 
would be a combination of 
the bundled and per-pass 
model. For example, a retailer could offer 
grower customers an “all-in” per acre 
plan, and for those who balk or would 
prefer a “get their feet wet” program 
allow them to pay on a per service or per 
pass system. Most of a retailer’s income 
may come from the “all in” customer who 
purchase more products from the retailer, 
delivers more grain, etc. 

 If obtaining more grain for your opera-
tion is of importance there are a couple 
of methods in which this model could 
benefit you. First is improved customer 
loyalty resulting in growers delivering a 
higher percentage of their bushels to a 
retailer’s grain operation. Second, growers 
should be growing more grain as result of 

a retailer’s precision ag service, hence they 
will have more grain to deliver. 

Finally, you may be able to look to the 
future through the data and relationships 
you have built through your precision ag 
program, and identify which producers will 
be growing more grain in the future — and 
therefore have the potential to deliver more 
acres to your ag retail operation.

This is but one example — no one size 
fits all, and no method provides a com-
plete solution. But understanding the po-
tential directions available for your preci-
sion program, and objectively comparing 
the strengths and challenges of each 
system, are important for maximizing 
profits from your precision offerings.  ■

SDSU Survey Will Drive Core Content At 
Upcoming Conference

South Dakota State University Precision Agriculture faculty and students are pleased to be partnering with 

PrecisionAg® Professional in the development of PrecisionAg Professional Accelerator, a conference designed 

specifically for precision program managers who are responsible for developing and growing precision offer-

ings. The conference will be held June 26-28 in Brookings, SD. (www.precisionagaccelerator.com)

As part of the curriculum development, we are conducting a survey of retailers to collect specifics on the dif-

ferent packaging and marketing strategies for precision services. The analysis of the different methods being 

deployed will be presented this summer at the conference. If you are interested in participating in the survey or would 
like  more information regarding the survey you can contact Douglas Prairie at douglas.prairie@sdstate.edu or Nic Uilk at 

nicholas.uilk@sdstate.edu

Fully adopting and believing in your approach to precision program sales is critical to your ultimate success. We 

hope you’ll join us in Brookings, and believe that you will be taking home some valuable insights and strategies for 

your own business. 

Dr. Aaron Franzen discusses the mechanics of an 
unmanned aerial system and the value of aerial 
imagery with precision ag students at SDSU.

Precision Ag instructor Nicholas Uilk 
(standing) works with students on 
utilizing GIS software to extract value 
from field-level data.  

At left, Douglas Prairie, Ag and Biosystems Engineering instructor, 
works with Tyler Carda, a student in the Precision Ag program at 
SDSU, to assess the true cost of having equipment that is not per-
forming to its full potential.  
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■   BUSINESS MANAGEMENT    VA R I A B L E - R AT E  F E R T I L I T Y

BY PAUL SCHRIMPF, GROUP EDITOR
schrimpf@meistermedia.com

R
OGER DUMOND has weath-
ered the ups and downs of pre-
cision agriculture programs as 
much as anybody who’s been 

riding that train since practically the be-
ginning. In 1995, his precision-centered 
career at Kova Fertilizer, an independent 
retail organization covering large swaths 
of southeast Indiana, began as many did 
in the “cradle of precision,” by marking 
boundaries and grid sampling for vari-
able-rate fertility recommendations. 

After working through three seasons 

of the grid sampling approach, Kova 
evolved rapidly into developing subzones 
from soil types, an approach that put the 
retailer in a clear minority back in 1998. 
In more recent years, the approach has 
matured to a process of analyzing various 
data layers that can affect crop growth 
and developing, and then fertilizing to 
match the needs of these zones. Kova 
sells its precision offerings under a brand 
called NextGPS Services.

Keeping the variable-rate rec program 
advancing and improving means that 
DuMond and his team needs to balance 
the hard-learned lessons of more than 
two decades of work with the possibili-

ties and promise of emerging technolo-
gies and practices that might just work. 

“We have seven millennials that have 
become a part of the organization over 
the last two years, and that tempers 
everything we say about emerging tech-
nology and new ways of working,” says 
DuMond. “I say things like, ‘well, this is 
the way I was taught,’ and we attempt to 
never say, ‘that’s just not going to work.’ 
I feel like I am innovative enough that I 
can buy into new ways of doing things.” 

One fact he won’t budge on, though, is 
that there’s no magical help button black 
box that is going to replace the recom-
mendations of a professional agronomist. 

There’s No Easy Button For Value In

Variable-Rate Nutrition
A 20-year veteran of value creation in variable-rate fertility shares 
the struggles, successes, and techniques that help Kova Fertilizer’s 
NextGPS make solid recommendations and boost customer loyalty. 

At right, Roger DuMond shares experience, and a few laughs, with third-year intern Brandon Butz. “Sharing ideas 
with our younger employees is a joy, and we learn a lot this way,” says DuMond.

Continued on p. 18
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■  BUSINESSS MANAGEMENT    VARIABLE-RATE FERTILITY

“The thing that bothers me about ef-
forts like Farmers Business Network 
(FBN) is that there are a whole lot of 
people who take all the work we do for 
granted,” says DuMond. “We spend a 
lot of time second-guessing our own at-
tempts at doing variable rate, and doing 
it properly, and it seems like it is all being 
minimized for a cheap price on fertilizer 
or a push-button solution. That irritates 
us to no end.”

DuMond, a self-proclaimed “data nut,” 
describes NextGPS’s approach with the 
mix of confidence and caution of some-
one who’s worked on variable-rate fertil-

ity programs for more than two decades. 
He’s enthusiastic about the value it can 
bring to a grower operation, especially as 
data is compiled and compared over the 
course of several years. But the struggle 
to ferret out the right variables, correctly 
read the data, and make a best possible 
recommendation is real. That doesn’t 
happen without a keen sense of custom-
ers’ desires, local conditions, and plain 
old solid agronomy.

That said, it’s worth it to establish a 
basis for decision-making and opera-
tional growth, and a key value point that 
leads to customer loyalty. 

“Continuous improvement by the 
service provider is crucial to the future 
of all precision agriculture services that 
we — and other providers — offer to our 
customers,” says DuMond. “Dad’s and 
grandpa’s approaches to farming are rap-
idly being replaced by more innovative 
methods that are being brought to the 
farm by service providers and younger 
members of the farm family. Variable-
rate fertilizer and other precision ag tools 
are now commonplace, but what we re-
ally need are more situations where the 
data and agronomy are being studied by 
the service provider and the grower, then 

fused into more sustainable approaches. 
“A ‘quick button’ approach usu-

ally is plagued with fallacies,” he adds. 
“Providers need to be competent in uti-
lizing imagery, soil testing, prescription 
fertility equations, yield data, and feet-
on-the ground scouting.”  

HEAVY-LIFTING
While many commonalities exist across 

Kova’s service territory (about 65% of its 
farmer customers are served via variable-
rate prescription), every farm and farmer 
presents at least a somewhat unique fertil-
ity challenge. Building a solid VRA rec at 

NextGPS requires detailed understanding 
of farmer fields by soil type and yield and 
a strong understanding of the farmer’s 
goals for the season. 

Its approach to soil sampling requires 
human interaction from the start, begin-
ning with identifying zones of field pro-
duction incorporating topographic and 
geological differences to ensure that soil 
sampling areas are matched up as closely 
as possible to zones of variability. 

“Many times we subdivide the field be-
fore we interpolate data,” says DuMond. 
“If you are not really careful and you use 
surface interpolation techniques in a GIS 
platform, you could find yourself interpo-
lating two sides of a stream with no valid-
ity whatsoever. So we will subdivide the 
field first, and then interpolate the results 
within the subzones.” 

The process takes a lot of time, but 
DuMond asserts that “if you don’t in-
terpolate properly, you’ll interpolate the 
truth right out of the room. We pinpoint 
sample point locations — I cannot stand 
a square sampling scheme — you can’t be 
more wrong than that in my opinion.”

Kova focuses on the traditional varied 
nutrients: lime, potassium, and phospho-
rus. DuMond does not count micronu-

trient application as variable despite its 
value, since most times it’s either “on” or 
“off” rather than applied at different rates. 
Varying nitrogen has proven too tricky to 
be relied on so far. “We’ve been writing 
nitrogen plans for six or seven years, and 
I don’t think I’ve written a good one yet,” 
says DuMond. “We’ve struggled to build a 
plan off of yield data.”

He has looked at Adapt-N types of mod-
eling software for making Rx-based nitro-
gen recs and believes that if the system gets 
fed good data collected close to planting 
time with an in-season sidedress applica-
tion, that Adapt-N is a viable option. 

SOFTWARE SHIFT: POSITIVE PAIN
Last October, Kova elected to change 

course on its corporate software program 
to EFC Systems, which included the 
FieldAlytics module for managing the 
precision division. DuMond describes the 
process of converting 20 years of data as 
“hellacious,” but nearly six months in, he 
and his team are reaping the benefits. 

“We switched GIS software platforms, 
modified our internal procedures, and 
re-wrote many of our equations to try to 
match up with our growers’ needs for the 
future,” says DuMond. “We are gambling 
that the farmer of the future will realize 
our commitment, and value our particu-
lar approach to his fertility plans.”

He describes the software as “very 
efficient,” in particular with billing 
and moving and storing data through a 
cloud-hosted system. “We’re very com-
fortable we made the right choice,” says 
DuMond. It’s also leading Kova to phase 
out other software platforms to further 
streamline the system.  

The system does afford grower-cus-
tomers a peek at data via a dashboard, 
but DuMond says they have not pushed 
that aspect out very far. Loading down 

“Farmers seem to understand that fertility is a long-term 
process, and a year or two on a reduced diet won’t 

drastically reduce their yields ...”
— ROGER DUMOND
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EVALUATING PRODUCT PERFORMANCE  
IS A CRITICAL STEP

NextGPS Services uses precision tech-

niques each season to gauge the effectiveness 

of recommended products. The examples 

here show two different types of analysis that 

it attempts to perform each year at all of its 

retail outlets. 

“We need to evaluate products under our 

management practices to verify that we can 

get the same responses that our product ven-

dors are claiming,” says Roger DuMond, pre-

cision manager for Next GPS, Kova. “Multiple 

years and multiple locations need to be used 

to help us tease out the answers from field tri-

als. We use seasonal imagery as well as yield 

data to verify visual responses and ‘in the bin’ 

results.

“We are willing to work with our customers 

to help design appropriate tests and trials 

for products that sound nice,” he continues, 

“but need  to be verified. We use yield monitor 

data, prescription planting files, imagery, and 

field scouting to help with all these tasks.”

customers with excessive, out-of-context 
data actually leads more often to paraly-
sis than action, he notes. 

“I think we are working in a data over-
load industry,” says DuMond. “Some 
of the best decisions that get made are 
developed when we apply a full analysis 
and provide options A, B, or C for the 
farmer to choose from. When you open 
up the entire trough of information, more 
often than not nothing gets done.”  

NextGPS additionally offers a glimpse 
of data through a dashboard generated 
by Mavrx. “We have two or three grow-
ers that have access, but they almost 
never use it,” says DuMond. That said, as 
younger generations return to the farm 
and interest in data grows, NextGPS will 
be ready to meet these demands. 

VRA, LOYALTY
Besides fostering continuous improve-

ment and providing a regular avenue of 
discussion with farmer customers, a vari-

able-rate nutrient regimen itself is a rela-
tionship-building experience that paves 
the way for improved customer loyalty. 

“There are not many farmers who have 
not been exposed to it at this point, so 
when you’re working with them on vari-
able rate prescriptions, it is business that 
is generally not up for bid every year,” 
says DuMond. “Data drives a lot of rela-
tionships with folks that we have worked 
with for many years. Usually, these cus-
tomers’ acres stay with us year in and 
out. A lot of those doing conventional 
spreading are ‘shop-arounders,’ the kind 
that gravitate towards an FBN and the 
lowest price.”

The loyalty aspect became even more 
apparent through the recent downturn 
in the farm economy. “Farmers did not 
abandon variable-rate, they just flattened 
it down,” says DuMond. “As budgets 
shrunk in the past couple years, farm-
ers have generally stayed convinced that 
VRA fertilizer applications were a correct 

decision, although most have reduced 
rates by using a ‘budget plan’ that does 
not aggressively build levels as much as 
we would if the farmer’s financial situ-
ation could stand it. Farmers seem to 
understand that fertility is a long term 
process, and a year or two on a reduced 
diet won’t drastically reduce their yields 
beyond a tolerable level.”

As a builder of business, customer 
loyalty, and ongoing value, DuMond feels 
VRA provides a terrific foundation for 
NextGPS’ sustainability as a business. 

“We are convinced that an input sup-
plier can, if properly motivated and 
compensated, provide impartial plans for 
our growers that are every bit as good as, 
or better than, ‘outside consultants’ that 
profess to be independent of a sales mo-
tive,” asserts DuMond. “In many cases, 
we feel that our advice is possibly even 
superior, since we probably know more 
about the farmer’s fields than anyone 
else, possibly even the farmer!”   ■
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■  ON THE SCENE
    P R E C I S I O N  A N D  F E R T I L I T Y

BY PAUL SCHRIMPF

schrimpf@meistermedia.com

T
HE obstacles and challenges 
of creating soil fertility recom-
mendations that strike a bal-
ance between effectiveness and 

economic feasibility has been going on 
for many years. Add in modern tech-
nologies and practices, and the difficulty 
grows, even as the options increase. 

The Ohio State University’s preci-
sion agriculture team held its second 
Precision University to address how the 
latest techniques are research can be 
used to tune up and improve soil fertil-
ity and plant nutrition decision making. 
Some 150 service providers, manufac-
turers, and farmers were in attendance 
at the seminar last month. 

The Many Facets of Soil Fertility
THIS SPACE CAN 
ALSO BE USED 
FOR MORE EM-

PHASIS

Plant nutrition and soil fertility experts led a day-long explotation of best techniques 
and strategies at The Ohio State University’s second annual Precision University. 

Attendees of Precision University got to view several displays showing the latest in  
fertilizer application equipment and systems. 
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Several experts on soil fertility and plant nutrition 
shared research and perspectives, including: (upper 
left) Jim Schwartz, Director of PFR and Agronomy, 
Becks Hybrids; (left) Brian Arnall, Professor, 
Precision Nutrient Management, Okahoma State 
University; and (above) Robert Mullen, Directory  
of Agronomy, Nutrien. 

A D V E R T I S E R  I N D E X
A D V E R T I S E R  P A G E  N O .  P H O N E  N U M B E R  W E B S I T E  I N F O R M A T I O N

A E R O V I R O N M E N T  2 3  - - - - - - - - - - -  A V D R O N E A N A LY T I C S . C O M

R A V E N  I N D U S T R I E S  9  8 0 0 - 2 4 3 - 5 4 3 5  R A V E N P R E C I S I O N . C O M

T O P C O N  P R E C I S I O N  A G R I C U LT U R E  2 4  8 0 0 - 4 4 3 - 4 5 6 7  T O P C O N A G . C O M
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At the xarvio 
booth, Bosch's 
Smart Spray 

(think Blue River's 
See & Spray tech) 
pulled quite the 
crowd. The Bosch 
product can also 
mix different 
AIs based on 
real-time sensing 
data. 

❶

❸❷

❹

❺

This John 
Deere-Monosem 
mechanical 
pest control 
rig with Deere 
AutoTrac 
won a Silver 
Innovation 
Award. 

It's unlikely you'll 
catch a glimpse of 
one of these bad 
boys on I-80 in Iowa, 
but smaller footprint 
equipment like this 
Mazzotti sprayer for 
small-plot vegetable 
growers is a com-
mon sight across the 
pond. 

JATI is a concept pull-behind "sprayer" 
that zaps tiny weeds with a high intensity 
laser beam. 

This Schmotzer variable-
rate mechanical weed 
removal rig has quite a 
few moving parts. As the 
rig traverses the field, it 
senses plants and weeds, 
and where it sees weeds it 
applies a mechanical hoe to 
remove the weed. 

■   SPARE PARTS    

REWIND: 
5 Coolest Things We Saw  
at Agritechnica 2017

[DON’T THROW THAT AWAY        WE MIGHT NEED IT ]
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