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YORKVILLE – Only a few years ago, GPS could not be explained without 
spelling out the initials as Global Positioning System.

Now, GPS technology seems to be practically everywhere: cell phones, hand-
held devices, in vehicles and in agriculture.

For those, like Bob Stewart, who have added GPS to their daily agriculture 
operations, there is no desire to go back to the days without the technology.

“We can run machines 24 hours a day and I would never have thought about 
doing that before (adding GPS),” said Stewart.

Stewart, along with his brothers and parents, added the systems to their family 
operation that includes more than 8,500 acres of land in three different areas 
– Yorkville, Hennepin and Farmer City. 

They have been using GPS technology for more than 10 years. Also, the 
Stewarts utilize Trimble auto-steer systems on their equipment. 

GPS making tracks 
in agriculture

Turn-By-Turn

Bob Stewart harvests a field 
in Yorkville using GPS 

technology in his Caterpillar 
combine.

Bob Stewart uses the touch 
screen features of the GPS 
technology, which features 
maps, yield results and 
moisture levels.
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Sean Arians, an Ag Management Solutions consultant with 
Martin Brothers John Deere in Roanoke, said GPS technology is 
increasing in use by farmers. Arians provides support to farmers 
who add the technology to their equipment.

Arians said one of the major factors deterring farmers from 
adding GPS-based systems is cost. A system can range from 
$7,000 to more than $35,000.

The Stewart operation has been using a yield monitor with GPS 
since 1996. The technology automatically tracks crop information, 
like yields and moisture, and then places that information on a 
map.

The map allows Stewart to track the yields of precise locations 
in his fields that need more attention. He can also see where 
fertilizer and nitrogen have made a difference.

“It’s instant gratification … or automatic disappointment 
(depending on the results),” he said. “When you are harvesting 
with a yield monitor, you know right away what you did right 
and what you could have done better.”

The auto-steer feature that can accompany a GPS system also 
has changed Stewart’s operation. 

“It allows us to focus on all the other things I should be focusing 
on,” he said. “Things such as corn planter and combine settings 
that aren’t given your full attention while you are driving can 
now be watched closer. We have been able to put in more hours 
because operator fatigue has gone down greatly.”

Stewart has also been using lightbars for steering since 2000 and 
went to a RTK-based auto-steer system three years ago. RTK 
stands for Real Time Kinematic, which is a type of auto-steer 
system that provides sub-inch accuracy. 

“There can be a steep learning curve associated with using the 
auto-steer systems, but the systems have gotten much easier 
to use in the last few years,” Stewart said. “It is useful to be 
comfortable with computers to gain the most value out of these 
guidance systems.”

Arians said most farmers who have the auto-steer and other 
guidance systems added to their equipment for a test run want 
to keep them.

“Very quickly, most users grew to like it,” he said. “Some resisted 
adding it for so long, and after demonstrating the system, they 
wonder why they didn’t add it before.”

(continued on next page)

The GPS system and antennas are mounted 
on the top of Stewart’s equipment.
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In 2007, the Stewarts used the auto-steer feature to control 
wheel traffic patterns in the fields. Their planters followed the 
same pattern as their spring tillage tool. 

Their side-dress nitrogen applicator, sprayer and combines 
also used the auto-steer system to guide down crop rows. They 
also used a GPS-based auto-swath feature that automatically 
turns spray application on and off in herbicides and fungicide 
applications.

Even though there are startup and continuing costs, Arians 
said the systems do create a savings. Input costs can decrease 
because farmers are able to control fertilizer and variable rate 
seeding applications. 

“The biggest difference is being able to be more productive,” 
he said. “Operators are not as tired at night, so they can work 
longer hours, optimizing efficiency.”

Stewart sees a permanent place for GPS in the future of 
agriculture. He looks for the systems to improve, allowing 
for more precision in fertilizer placement, communication 
between machines in the field and the auto-steer performance 
improving at higher speeds. 

Arians said John Deere is continuing to advance the technology 
and is working with customers to provide the most state-of-
the-art equipment.

“Sooner or later most farms will have to adapt to this 
technology,” he said. “Most of the time, when farmers take 
and learn the system and get a better feel for it, they see it as a 
positive addition to their business.”  ◆

The Stewarts use the GPS 
auto-steer technology to 

navigate along tricky areas 
where they load on the go, 
while combining a field in 

Yorkville.

Bob Stewart (second from the left) talks 
with 1st Farm Credit Services team 
members Greg Carter (left), Bill Mitchell 
and Kent Olson, (right).


