
The middle child of 
three daughters, Shelly 
Deisch was always the 

outdoorswoman of the family. Her 
older sister didn’t want to hunt, 
but Shelly couldn’t wait.

When she was eight, her 
dad decided she was finally old 
enough to tag along with him on 
the prairie of South Dakota. 

“I was just hooked ever since 
then,” she says. 

She shot her first deer at age 
12, and her proud father made a 
big deal of her spike muley buck.

“You would have thought 
that I shot the world’s biggest 
trophy,” she says.

The love of hunting and the 
outdoors she shared with her dad 
inspired Deisch to begin a three-
decade career in natural resources. 

A certified wildlife biologist 
through the Wildlife Society, 

Deisch works for South Dakota 
Department of Game, Fish and 
Parks (SDGFP) as a habitat 
biologist and public lands liaison 
to the U.S. Forest Service on 
national forests across the state. For 
19 years, she’s networked between 
the state and federal agencies to 
make land management projects 
more beneficial for both wildlife 
and habitat.

SDGFP is in charge of caring 
for wildlife, but the Forest Service 
is charged with managing the 
vast majority of public land in the 
Black Hills, which hold most of 
South Dakota’s elk habitat. Federal 
law requires the Forest Service to 
show how their land management 
projects will affect wildlife. Deisch 
serves as the bridge between the 
two agencies to make that happen. 

She loves digging into legal 
details—what she calls “all that 

really nerdy stuff.” 
“She’s a good voice for 

wildlife,” says Jamie Wheeler, Hell 
Canyon District Biologist for the 
Black Hills National Forest, who 
works with Deisch. “She knows 
how to speak ‘Forest Service’ and 
then she can turn around and 
translate to the state. Sometimes 
she seems to know our forest plan 
better than I do.”

During meetings, federal 
employees will often sling a flurry 
of acronyms and inside lingo. 

“The faces of Game and 
Fish’s employees will kind of 
scrunch like, ‘What are they 
talking about?’” says Deisch. “So 
I will jump in as a translator.” 
Her agency presented her with its 
“team building” award for these 
collaborative efforts.

One of Deisch’s greatest 
passions is aspen restoration in P
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“You Don’t Have What It Takes”
Shelly Deisch’s college advisor told her she didn’t have what it took to make 
it as a woman in wildlife management. She listened to the elk instead.  
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the Black Hills. Beloved by people 
and wildlife alike, aspen stands are 
crucial habitat for the nearly 8,000 
elk that roam the greater Black 
Hills, as well as a host of other 
wildlife. Dale Bartos, Forest Service 
aspen ecologist, estimates aspen 
stands in the Black Hills have 
declined by 60 percent over the 
past century. Deisch has received 
several grants from RMEF to help 
fund projects that stem the tide of 
aspen loss. 

“RMEF has played a huge 
role in my career,” she says. 

With the Forest Service, 
she’s used RMEF funds to remove 
encroaching conifers from 
struggling aspen stands. She  
co-hosted a summer RMEF 
volunteer project where volunteers 
lopped young conifers out of aspen 
stands on a site that RMEF helped 
permanently protect. She also 
received an RMEF grant to study 
the effects of different herbivores 
on aspen stands and identify 
future improvements. 

And she’s attended multiple 
iterations of “Aspen Days,” an 
annual workshop focused on 
aspen ecology and restoration held 
in Wyoming. 

“I’m so enthralled by Aspen 
Days, I volunteered SDGFP to 
co-host it on the South Dakota 
side of the Black Hills this fall,” 
says Deisch. She received $1,000 
from RMEF to help fund the 
2019 workshop, which took place 
September 17-19 in Deadwood. 

Deisch feels a deep 
responsibility drawing her to  
her work. 

“This is the only planet we 
have and we have to take care 
of our home,” she says. “We are 
a part of nature and we need to 
coexist with it.”

Deisch had to work hard to 
follow her calling as a wildlife 
biologist in a male-dominated field 
in the early 1980s. 

Her advisor at South Dakota 
State University (SDSU) even told 
her, “You don’t have what it takes 
to make it.” Deisch ignored his 
advice, earning a bachelor’s degree 

in wildlife science in 1983. An 
exchange year and a policy class at 
the University of Montana sparked 
her lifelong love of legal research 
and its applicability to natural 
resources. 

When she started a master’s 
project focused on the toxicology 
of poison bait to animals in a 
prairie dog town in the Badlands, 
she discovered a near-frozen 
juvenile prairie dog in one of her 
mice and vole live traps. She took 
the young female back to her 
research lab, bathed her, got rid 
of her fleas and placed her on a 
heating pad.

“Skittles” the prairie dog 
recovered and was her pet for two 
years. Deisch now realizes this 
probably wasn’t legal, but they 
shared a memorable two years.

“She would ride on the back 
bench of my pickup and look out 
the window while we drove. And, 
she slept with me just like a cat or 
dog,” says Deisch. 

During graduate school, 
she met her future husband Gary 
Brundige. She graduated with her 
master’s degree from SDSU in 1986 
and Skittles went to a permanent 
home at the Sioux Falls Zoo. She 
moved to upstate New York and 
worked with moose, hooded 
mergansers, deer and coyotes in 

the Adirondacks while Brundige 
earned his PhD at the State 
University of New York. 

In 1991, they returned to 
South Dakota, where Brundige 
took a job as a senior wildlife 
biologist at Custer State Park. Her 
love of law still pulled at her, and 
she got a scholarship to the Denver 
paralegal institute, and graduated 
with honors five months later. 
But in the churn of handling 
cases focused on bankruptcy and 
divorce, she missed working to 
help wildlife. 

To keep her toes in the 
wildlife field, she helped to launch 
RMEF’s Custer Chapter in 1993. 
She served as co-chair for five 
years and as a committee member 
for several years after that.  

In 1999, she left law firms 
behind for good, becoming the 
mineral and mining coordinator 
for SDGFP. A year and a half later, 
the public lands liaison position 
opened up, and Deisch was hired. 

“Serendipitously, I was able 
to merge both law and natural 
resource policy with habitat,”  
she says.

Her coworker Laurie Root 
jokingly describes Deisch as her 
“twin sister from another mother 
born four years apart” because of 
the similarities in their lives. They 
went to the same schools, read 
and loved the book My Side of the 
Mountain and lived and breathed 
the outdoors with their dads. Yet 
they didn’t meet until 1996.

“We both hunted and wore 
flannel shirts when that wasn’t 
cool,” says Root. 

They even had the same 
experience of a college advisor 
who told them they wouldn’t 
make a successful career in a  
male-dominated field. 

Now they both actively 
encourage a love of wildlife and 
outdoor skills in others, leading 
Becoming an Outdoors Woman 
Workshops and women’s firearm 
safety classes.

“We love to teach other 
women about the outdoors,”  
says Root.
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Shelly Deisch killed this gorgeous 
Black Hills buck—her second deer 
ever—when she was 14.


