
MIDWEST AGRICULTURE LAND USE HISTORY 
AND THE PRAIRIE LANDSCAPE, CURRENT 
AND FUTURE LAND USE, LAND OWNERSHIP 
AND PRESSURES ON LAND USE DECISIONS  

Harold F. Reetz, Jr. 
Ph.D., CPAg, CCA 
Reetz Agronomics & Argonne National Laboratory 
Monticello, Illinois 

Sustainable Bioenergy Landscapes 
Workshop 2- Midwest Grain landscapes 
June 24-26, Argonne National Laboratory 



10,000 years ago – 1,000+ ft. of ice covered the 
Northern Midwest. 

Aerial view over Greenland, June 10, 2012…H. F. Reetz 



Most Recent Glaciation 



Glaciers that shaped our landscape 
--- 10,000 years ago 

From display at Mississippi River Visitors’ Center near Alton, Illinois 





Native Americans Managed Prairie for 
Bison Grazing 

Roosevelt Nat’l Park, North Dakota 
Photo by Harold Reetz 



Prairie Ecosystems of the Continental US 



The Prairie Landscape 
•  Tall grass prairie 

•  Big bluestem 
•  Patches of woodland 

• Oak-Hickory encroachment held off by burning 
•  Natural firestorms 
•  Managed burns by Native Americans to maintain hunting grounds 

• Marsh and swampland common 
•  “Malaria-infested swamps” 

• Drainage and steel plow enabled agriculture to enter 
•  Rangeland until mid 1800’s 
•  Forage/grain rotations until mid 1900s 
•  Dominant row-crop grain since 1970s 





Drummer soil profile, Decatur, Illinois 
Displayed by Bob McLeese, NRCS 







Photo by Harold Reetz 



 
 
HOW DRAINAGE SHAPED OUR LAND---HOW IT WILL SET THE 
STAGE FOR FUTURE SUSTAINABLE PRODUCTION SYSTEMS 



Artificial Drainage for Agriculture 

Subsurface (“Tile”) Drainage 

Surface Drainage 



From the News Gazette, Champaign, IL 



Laser & GPS 
guided 
drainage 
installation 

Photos by Harold Reetz, 2012 





Current Land Use 

Classified Landsat Image—Central Livingston County, Illinois 



•  photo (1).JPG 

Indian Creek Watershed—Current Land Use 



Land Ownership—Central Illinois 
2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 Change 

% Owned 15 15 14 13 13 13 13 -2 
% Crop shared 59 56 56 55 53 52 52 -7 
% Cash rented 26 29 30 32 34 35 35 +9 

87% is owned by someone other than the farmer! 



Pressures on Land Use Decisions 
•  Cost of production 

•  Increasing land value 
•  Increasing input costs 

•  Potential profitability 
•  Lower grain prices 
•  Higher costs 

•  Environmental issues 
•  Water quality---local and Gulf of Mexico 
•  Air quality 
•  Ecosystem services 

•  Regulations 
•  Society pressures 

•  Food source and production management 
•  Science vs “philosophy” 
•  Facts vs ignorance vs emotion 



University of Illinois, Farmdocs.com 



University of Illinois, Farmdocs.com 



University of Illinois, Farmdocs.com 



University of Illinois, Farmdocs.com 



Future Land Use 
• Dominance of corn and soybeans will continue 

•  One of the best ecosystems in the world for these crops 
•  Local and global demand growing 
•  Infrastructure in place 

•  Increase in conservation 
•  Grower initiative---conservation ethic 
•  External pressures 
•  Increased efficiency---and profitability 

• Alternative crops 
•  Forages---dependent upon livestock production 
•  Vegetables---limited acreage potential 
•  Bioenergy crops---market dependent; marginal land? 
•  New crops---as technology and demand dictate 



What’s  in  it  for  me?	

“I  grow  corn  and  beans  for  a  living.	
Now  you  want  me  to  build  and  operate  a	

water  treatment  facility?” 

(  -‐‑  )    Apply  for  financial  and  technical  assistance  
	
(  -‐‑  )    Install  the  practices  
	
(  -‐‑  )  Pay  out  of  pocket  expenses  
	
(  -‐‑  )  Sacrifice  tillable  acres  
	
(  -‐‑  )  Maintain  and  manage  the  practices	
    and  structures  
	
(  +  )  Ecosystem  services  markets?	

•     Cost-‐‑share  of  installation  investment	
•     Management  incentives 

The best management practices 
in the world are only effective 
with the farmer’s participation. 

Many management changes represent a significant capital 
investment---must be balanced by potential benefits. 



Champaign County, Illinois 



Thank you! 
Dr. Harold F. Reetz, Jr.— Ph.D., CPAg, CCA 

Reetz Agronomics 

107 S. State St., Monticello, IL 61856 

Phone:   217-762-2074 

         Email:    Harold.Reetz@ReetzAgronomics.com  
Website:    www.ReetzAgronomics.com 
 


