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Case Studies of Farmer-Led Conservation in the United States 
Synthesis and Recommendations 

 
 

Introduction 
 

In 2026, the International Land Conservation Network (ILCN), Eurosite – the European Land 
Conservation Network, and conservation practitioners from the Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural 
Land Trust (CCALT) developed a series of case studies profiling organizations and initiatives that 
promote working lands conservation and farmer engagement in sustainable land management in 
the United States. These case studies aim to foster trans-Atlantic knowledge exchange through 
Eurosite’s Agri-Nature-Mentor program, which seeks to draw on US and other experience from 
around the world to inform farmer-to-farmer training and mentoring initiatives in Europe. Together, 
the case studies provide an overview of the policy, institutional, and financial frameworks that 
support working lands conservation in the US while highlighting effective approaches to outreach, 
training, networking, advocacy, and financing that advance sustainable agricultural practices. This 
report synthesizes key insights from the case studies and offers recommendations for techniques 
and strategies that can be applied in international contexts. 
 
 

Context for working lands conservation in the United States 
 

Law and policy 
 
Working lands conservation has a long history as a movement and practice in the US, thanks in 
large part to supportive policy, institutional, and financial frameworks and mechanisms that have 
emerged and, in some cases, been strengthened over the last several decades. From both a policy 
and funding perspective, the Farm Bill is the largest enabler of working lands conservation in the 
US. Renewed every five to six years, this federal legislation authorizes and funds voluntary, 
incentive-based conservation programs—largely under Title II, Conservation—that provide 
financial and technical assistance to farmers, ranchers, and forest landowners to protect water 
resources, soil health, and wildlife habitat (Monke and Stubbs 2024).1 
 
Beyond the Farm Bill, the primary legal instrument used for farmland protection is the 
conservation easement. Originally developed to promote the conservation of nature on private 
lands, conservation easements are voluntary agreements through which landowners agree to 
forego certain development rights to commit their land to open space or agriculture in perpetuity 
(Jacobs 2014). While the landowner retains ownership of the property, the agreement is upheld by 
a conservation organization or government agency that holds legal interest in the property and 

 
1 The European equivalent of this legislation would be the Common Agricultural Policy and its subprograms, 
such as Pillar 2 AECMs. 
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monitors compliance. In return for limiting future development, landowners can access certain 
financial compensation and tax incentives, such as reduced property taxes. 
 
The use of conservation easements to protect agricultural land has grown significantly over the 
past 40 years, pioneered by American Farmland Trust (AFT) and expanding alongside the growth of 
other agricultural land trusts and conservancies around the country, such as the Agricultural 
Stewardship Association (ASA), Maine Farmland Trust (MFT), and the Colorado Cattlemen’s 
Agricultural Land Trust (CCALT). The success and widespread adoption of conservation easements 
can be attributed to their foundation in the US’s strong system of private property rights, which 
grants landowners broad discretion over land use and enables them to voluntarily carve out rights 
through easements.2 
 
Institutions 
 
As suggested above, working lands conservation is fueled by a robust ecosystem of institutions 
and actors that effectively leverage the policies, tools, and funding available to them. These 
include agricultural land trusts and conservancies, producer networks and associations, 
agricultural advisory and information services, certifying organizations, and environmental market 
intermediaries. Not all entities in this ecosystem are conservation focused per se, but many 
actively promote sustainable, regenerative, and climate-resilient land management practices that 
have positive ecological outcomes, especially for soil health. The case studies synthesized in this 
report highlight numerous key examples. 
 

• Agricultural land trusts. Examples include American Farmland Trust (AFT), Agricultural 
Stewardship Association (ASA), Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust (CCALT), and 
Maine Farmland Trust (MFT). Most of these organizations participate directly in farmland 
protection through land acquisition and conservation easements while also providing a 
host of wraparound services catering to producers, such as technical, financial, and legal 
assistance; education; business planning; and networking and mentoring opportunities. 
Many, like CCALT, also engage in policy advocacy at state and federal levels. 

• Producer networks and associations. Examples include the National Farmers Union 
(NFU) and its state and local chapters, Western Landowners Alliance (WLA), Partnership of 
Rangeland Trusts (PORT), and Malpai Borderlands Group. These organizations operate at 
scales ranging from grassroots to national, focusing on coalition building, policy advocacy, 
and education, with some such as Malpai and PORT also engaging in land protection. 

 
2 This contrasts with the European context, where the legal systems have not favored the use of conservation 
easement-like mechanisms. Consequently, while the use of easements as a form of conservation or 
agricultural protection was virtually non-existent in Europe until recently—and remains limited to only a few 
jurisdictions—conservation entities have promoted short- or long-term land stewardship mechanisms since 
at least the 1990s (see EU Regulation 2078/92), with programs in some countries emerging even earlier. 
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• Agricultural advisory and information services. The most prominent examples include 
the US Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), 
conservation districts, and the Agricultural Cooperative Extension System (ACES). The 
NRCS is the leading public agency for working lands conservation in the US, which manages 
a range of Farm Bill–funded programs providing direct financial and technical assistance to 
producers (NRCS 2026). Conservation districts are quasi-governmental entities that 
operate at the county or watershed level across all 50 states, often partnering with local 
NRCS offices to offer training and resources responsive to local conditions and producer 
needs, though they vary greatly in capacity. Born out of the 1930s Dust Bowl, both NRCS 
and conservation districts have had historical emphasis on soil conservation, which has 
expanded over time to include broader agricultural and conservation challenges.3 ACES is a 
national educational network that connects the federal government, land-grant universities, 
and local extension offices with the agricultural community, prized for democratizing 
access to scientific research and translating it into real-world practice (Bickell 2024). 

• Certifying organizations. Examples include the National Audubon Society through its 
Audubon Bird-Friendly Land certification program and California Certified Organic Farmers 
(CCOF). These organizations offer a suite of services to help farmers and ranchers achieve 
and maintain certification for sustainable land management, including financial and 
technical assistance, advising, and mentorship. 

• Environmental market intermediaries. Examples include Grassroots Carbon and the Soil 
and Water Outcomes Fund (SWOF), a subsidiary of the Iowa Soybean Association. These 
entities link producers with ecosystem service markets and investors, which offer financial 
incentives for the adoption of sustainable land management practices. 

 
Finance 
 
Working lands conservation in the US is supported by a diverse mix of public, private, and market-
based funding mechanisms. At the core is federal funding delivered through the Farm Bill via 
NRCS programs such as the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) and Conservation 
Stewardship Program (CSP), which provide direct incentives to farmers for implementing and 
maintaining conservation practices, as well as the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program, 
which helps fund land protection through easements (NRCS 2026). State-level initiatives, such as 
soil health programs funded through recent federal climate investments, have complemented 
these efforts, although program continuity has varied with political shifts (USDA 2025). Despite this 
variability, continued or increased funding for NRCS programs demonstrates enduring bipartisan 
support for working lands conservation at the federal level. At the local and watershed scale, 

 
3 While NRCS and conservation districts in the US have long emphasized soil health and conservation 
practices—an approach dating back to, and likely stimulated by, the 1930s Dust Bowl—public farm advisory 
services in Europe—where 20th-century history was marked by political and economic, rather than natural, 
catastrophes—have only more recently begun to incorporate environmental considerations to varying 
degrees. 



   
 

5 
 

conservation districts play a key financing role by leveraging their taxing authority to provide 
conservation services and cost-share funding to landowners. 
 
Beyond direct public funding, a range of financial incentives and market-based tools help make 
conservation economically viable for producers. Tax incentives associated with conservation 
easements reduce landowners’ tax burdens while encouraging long-term land protection, with 
innovative models such as Colorado’s transferable state tax credit program expanding their appeal 
(Colorado Division of Conservation 2026). Meanwhile, payments for ecosystem services 
schemes are emerging as an important complementary revenue stream, enabling farmers and 
ranchers to generate income by selling verified environmental outcomes such as carbon 
sequestration or water quality improvements to private or public buyers. Certification programs 
can provide additional incentives by allowing producers to capture price premiums for sustainably 
produced goods, linking conservation practices directly to market rewards. 
 
Finally, nonprofit and philanthropic funding provides a critical layer of support, often filling gaps 
left by public programs and offering more flexible, accessible funding opportunities. These sources 
can be particularly effective in piloting innovative approaches, supporting community-based 
initiatives, and leveraging additional public or private investment. Taken together, this combination 
of federal and state programs, local financing mechanisms, tax incentives, market-based 
instruments, and philanthropic capital creates a multifaceted funding ecosystem that supports 
both land protection and the ongoing stewardship of working lands. 
 
 

Cross-cutting themes 
 
Across the range of organizations and initiatives highlighted in the case studies, several cross-
cutting themes emerge. 
 

• A holistic approach to working lands conservation. Many agricultural land trusts across 
the US were initially established in response to concerns about the loss of agricultural land, 
with a primary focus on farmland protection. Over time, however, they have evolved toward 
a more holistic approach that emphasizes long-term land stewardship and the overall 
wellbeing of farming communities. Organizations such as AFT, ASA, CCALT, MFT, and others 
continue to conserve land through easements while also offering a range of programs and 
wraparound services that support producer needs—from farm viability, education, and 
training to succession planning, legal assistance, and empowering the next generation of 
farmers. This has proven to be a highly successful and replicable model that not only 
advances conservation goals but also strengthens the role of these organizations as trusted 
community partners. 

• Organizational governance matters. Another key factor in the success of agricultural land 
trusts and producer associations is a governance structure built by and for producers. Many 
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of the organizations covered in the case studies have boards, leadership, and membership 
composed of producers and/or entities affiliated with the agricultural industry. Such 
governance enhances organizational credibility, ensures responsiveness to producer 
needs, and often strengthens effectiveness in policy advocacy. For example, the 
Partnership of Rangeland Trusts (PORT), which consists of nine land trusts across the 
American West and Midwest, requires its members to be affiliated with a state farming or 
livestock association (PORT, n.d.). This ensures that the Partnership directly serves the 
needs and priorities of farmers and ranchers and can advocate for shared priorities at the 
federal level. 

• Connecting farming and science. The US’s Agricultural Cooperative Extension System 
(ACES) highlights the importance of connecting farming with scientific tools and research to 
measure impact and improve outcomes. Through the ACES model, university researchers 
partner with local extension agents and producers who are embedded in community to co-
produce knowledge, share information in accessible ways, and support the implementation 
of on-the-ground practices (Bickell 2024). ACES’s success stems from its highly 
collaborative, networked approach, which enables the broad dissemination and 
democratization of agricultural research across the country. The case studies also illustrate 
several examples of strategic partnerships between agricultural nonprofits and research 
institutions to promote education and training. For instance, the Western Landowners 
Alliance (WLA) produces a podcast with Montana State University Extension called Working 
Wild University, which explores challenges and best practices for adapting to and managing 
wildlife on working lands. Similarly, TomKat Ranch Educational Foundation, based in 
California, partners with Point Blue Conservation Science through its Ranch Data Project to 
track and demonstrate the ecological benefits of regenerative agriculture, while offering 
educational programming for both farmers and the broader public. 

• Bridging the conservation and agricultural communities. Often perceived as having 
conflicting priorities, the agricultural and conservation communities have historically 
operated at odds. However, the coalition-building efforts of organizations such as AFT and 
Malpai Borderlands Group have demonstrated the necessity and power of bridging the 
divide between producer and environmental groups to advance shared goals. For example, 
by pioneering the use of conservation easements to protect farmland, AFT has brought 
together farmers and environmentalists to drive major public policy changes over the last 
several decades, including through the Conservation Title of the Farm Bill, that have 
significantly improved water quality and soil health across the US (American Farmland 
Trust, n.d.). Although meaningful collaboration between these groups remains a challenge, 
it is more critical than ever for overcoming political polarization and reinforcing the mutual 
benefits of conservation.  

• Working lands conservation can be a “win-win.’’ Indeed, the US working lands 
conservation movement is grounded in the understanding that conservation on agricultural 
lands can support rural economies and livelihoods while advancing broader landscape and 
biodiversity conservation goals. By championing the multiple social and environmental 

https://workingwild.us/
https://workingwild.us/
https://www.tomkatranch.org/what-we-do/ranch-data-project/


   
 

7 
 

benefits of working lands conservation, organizations such as AFT, WLA, CCALT, and many 
others have been able to effectively advance their missions, build coalitions across diverse 
stakeholder groups, and advocate for policies that support both rural communities and 
ecosystem health. 

 
 

Recommendations 
 
Drawing on insights and examples from the case studies, this report offers the following set of 
recommendations for advancing working lands conservation and farmer engagement in 
sustainable land management that can be adopted in international contexts. 
 
Communication and outreach 
 

• Tailor messaging to the audience and context. This means meeting producers where they 
are by using messages and approaches that resonate with their priorities. Many 
organizations highlighted in the case studies focus their outreach on the economic benefits 
of adopting sustainable land management practices, with conservation benefits framed as 
secondary, recognizing that farm viability and financial sustainability are often producers’ 
top priorities. 

• Partner with trusted local individuals or intermediary organizations. Collaborating with 
entities that have strong, established relationships within the agricultural community can 
enhance credibility, trust, and dialogue. In the US, local extension agents, conservation 
districts, and land trusts often play this role, facilitating effective two-way communication. 

• Use storytelling. Storytelling is a powerful tool for sharing the voices and experiences of 
farmers implementing innovative or best practices, helping to educate and inspire their 
peers. NRCS’s Conservation at Work video series, Grassroots Carbon’s Rooted in Change 
film series, and SWOF’s farmer success stories provide examples of effective multimedia 
storytelling from the case studies. 

• Offer a diverse mix of engagement formats. There is no one-size-fits-all approach to 
farmer engagement. Effective organizations use a multi-pronged strategy that combines 
traditional tools like publications, online resources, workshops, and convenings with more 
creative formats like webinars, video content, and podcasts (see for example, WLA). This 
approach helps reach audiences with different learning styles and levels of access, both in 
person and virtually. 

• Incorporate broader public and community engagement. Farmer outreach alone is not 
sufficient; broader public awareness and engagement are essential to overcoming 
misconceptions about agriculture and sustaining political and financial support for working 
lands conservation at local, state, and federal levels. Organizations such as ASA, AFT, MFT, 
and TomKat Ranch have demonstrated successful public engagement through community 
events, farmers’ markets, awareness campaigns, and educational programming designed 

https://www.farmers.gov/conservation/conservation-at-work
https://grassrootscarbon.com/rootedinchange/
https://theoutcomesfund.com/in-the-news
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for diverse audiences, helping to connect urban and rural communities and make 
sustainable agriculture accessible and appealing to all. 

 
Technical assistance, education, and training 
 

• Translate technical content and jargon into clear, practical insights. To meet producers 
where they are, it is important to translate highly technical research and policy content into 
accessible, actionable information that farmers can readily understand and apply. User-
friendly decision-support tools and data platforms, such as those developed by ACES 
programs, can help producers make informed, context-specific choices (see for example, 
Iowa State University Extension’s Ag Decision Maker platform). Organizations like NFU and 
its local chapters have also demonstrated success in helping their members understand 
the on-the-ground implications of policy changes through timely, tailored multimedia 
content. 

• Foster two-way communication and feedback. To ensure that technical assistance and 
training are responsive to local contexts and challenges, it is essential to foster listening, 
feedback, and collaboration between producers and technical providers. For example, local 
NRCS offices, often in partnership with conservation districts, host annual gatherings to 
identify landowner needs and priorities, using this feedback to inform future programming 
and resources (NRCS 2022). 

• Expand opportunities for peer learning and mentorship. Across the case studies, peer-
to-peer engagement centered on the lived experiences of producers emerges as one of the 
most effective strategies for education and training. Peer learning can take many forms, 
including one-on-one mentoring, learning groups, field demonstrations, and networking 
events. Through its mentoring program, for example, CCOF pairs experienced organic 
producers with those interested in transitioning their practices (CCOF, n.d.). Peer learning 
groups, such as AFT’s Women for the Land Learning Circles, provide space for participants 
to share insights and challenges and empower one another—a strategy that is especially 
important for traditionally underrepresented groups. Most of the organizations profiled also 
facilitate a range of field demonstrations and networking activities that bring producers 
together for in-person learning and exchange (see for example, Grassroots Carbon’s Field 
Days). 

• Leverage strategic partnerships. As mentioned earlier, the case studies include numerous 
examples of fruitful collaboration among agricultural support organizations to co-develop 
and deliver educational and training material. These partnerships leverage the 
complementary strengths, expertise, and credibility of each partner, recognizing that 
certain entities (e.g., environmental organizations or academic institutions) may not always 
be the most effective messengers within farming and ranching communities when acting 
alone. Partnering with trusted intermediaries, such as local extension agents, conservation 
districts, land trusts, and producer organizations, can help increase participation, enhance 
effectiveness, and ensure that programs are responsive to producer needs. 

https://www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm/
https://farmland.org/learning-circles-for-women-landowners
https://www.prairiepartner.org/outreach/q061qw8jdr4yxctlkfcsizmvwdjdsk
https://www.prairiepartner.org/outreach/q061qw8jdr4yxctlkfcsizmvwdjdsk
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Networking and community-building 
 

• Foster in-person engagement where possible. The case studies suggest that while not 
always feasible, in-person engagement through one-on-one mentoring, field visits, and 
networking events is perhaps the most effective way to strengthen relationships, reduce 
isolation, and accelerate peer learning. 

• Empower local agricultural leadership. As demonstrated by NFU’s robust network of local 
chapters, local producers and community leaders are often the most trusted and effective 
conveners of peer networks. Supporting and empowering these leaders helps ensure that 
networks are grounded in local knowledge, responsive to community needs, and sustained 
over time. 

• Engage with existing collaborative networks. Across the US, existing member-based 
networks, alliances, and producer associations like NFU, WLA, and PORT are already doing 
the work. By operating across multiple scales and maintaining strong ties to industry and 
trade groups, these organizations help to amplify local efforts, foster cross-boundary 
collaboration and exchange, and advocate for shared interests and policies at higher levels. 

• Invest in network capacity. To build, maintain, and grow effective networks, dedicated 
investment in organizational capacity, including staffing, coordination, and training, is 
essential. Tools such as AFT’s Peer Network Training Toolkit offer practical guidance for 
developing and scaling peer networks, covering topics ranging from budgeting and 
governance to recruitment and outreach. 

 
Policy advocacy 
 

• Harness the power of the collective. Coordinated action across boundaries and scales 
can significantly strengthen advocacy efforts. As mentioned earlier, the efforts of producer 
networks and associations like NFU, WLA, PORT, and others show how farmer engagement, 
dialogue, and organizing at the grassroots level, when effectively linked to regional and 
national initiatives, can help translate local priorities into broader policy change. 

• Embrace inclusive, “big tent” politics. Organizations like AFT, NFU, and Malpai 
Borderlands Group have demonstrated the value of an inclusive approach to coalition 
building and advocacy that incorporates diverse stakeholder perspectives and policy 
stances. While building consensus can be challenging and messy, this approach has, in 
many cases, helped bridge historical divides—such as those between farmers and 
conservationists—to advance shared policy goals. 

• Engage high-profile champions and messengers. Engaging prominent leaders, 
philanthropists, and activists can help elevate working lands conservation in public 
discourse and influence decision-makers. Tom Steyer and Kay Taylor, the founders of 
TomKat Ranch, provide the best examples from the case studies; through their foundation, 
they have championed regenerative agriculture and sustainable land management in 

https://farmlandinfo.org/peer-network-training/
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California and beyond (TomKat Ranch, n.d.). Such messengers can effectively engage the 
public and tap into broader philanthropic networks to increase financial and political 
support for conservation. 

 
Financial assistance and incentives 
 

• Prioritize direct financial and material support to producers. Providing cash payments, 
cost-share funding, and access to equipment enables farmers and ranchers to make 
tangible investments in stewardship, training, and innovation. Federal and state programs 
(e.g., NRCS), as well as nonprofit sources (e.g., Malpai Borderlands Group, CCALT, National 
Audubon Society), demonstrate the effectiveness of getting resources directly into the 
hands of producers. Rental equipment provided by conservation districts is another form of 
support that can significantly reduce costs for farmers. 

• Leverage the ecosystem of agricultural support organizations. Most of the organizations 
profiled in the case studies act as force multipliers by connecting producers to funding 
opportunities, providing grant application support, and helping to leverage additional public 
and private investment. For example, CCALT’s Additive Conservation Program provides both 
financial and technical assistance for conservation and stewardship projects, while linking 
landowners to ecosystem service markets (e.g., carbon offsets) (CCALT 2026). 

• Design public incentives to be flexible, accessible, and producer centered. Programs 
should minimize administrative burdens and allow producers to adopt practices best suited 
to their operations. Models such as NRCS’s EQIP and CSP programs highlight the 
importance of flexible funding structures that reduce barriers to participation (NRCS 2026). 

• Strengthen and expand tax incentives. Well-structured tax benefits have proven highly 
effective in promoting conservation easements in the US, with innovations such as 
Colorado’s transferable state tax credit increasing accessibility and uptake among 
landowners. 

• Strengthen and expand payments for ecosystem services (PES) markets. Effective PES 
programs reward producers for conservation and stewardship while prioritizing farm 
productivity and profitability. Successful models, such as those implemented by the Soil 
and Water Outcomes Fund (SWOF) and Grassroots Carbon, offer competitive payments, 
enable stacking of credits (e.g., carbon, water quality), reduce barriers to entry and financial 
risk, and rely on rigorous monitoring and reporting protocols to ensure credibility 
(Grassroots Carbon, n.d.; SWOF, n.d.). 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
This report examined the policy, institutional, and financial frameworks that underpin working 
lands conservation in the United States, synthesizing a diverse set of case studies highlighting 
farmer-led approaches to sustainable land management. It has shown how longstanding federal 
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policies such as the Farm Bill, widely used tools like conservation easements, and a robust 
ecosystem of organizations—including land trusts, producer networks, advisory services, and 
market intermediaries—collectively enable conservation of productive lands at scale. The report 
also explored cross-cutting themes that characterize successful initiatives, including holistic, 
producer-centered missions; governance structures rooted in the agricultural industry; strong 
linkages between science and practice; and coalition-building across diverse constituencies. 
Building on these insights, it outlined practical recommendations for communication, training, 
networking, policy advocacy, and financial incentives to support farmer engagement and long-term 
stewardship. 
 
For international practitioners, the US experience underscores several key lessons. First, effective 
working lands conservation depends on aligning ecological goals with the economic realities of 
farming, ensuring that conservation delivers tangible benefits to producers and rural communities. 
Second, trusted intermediaries and peer networks are essential for building credibility, facilitating 
knowledge exchange, and scaling adoption of sustainable practices. Third, flexible and diversified 
funding mechanisms, including public programs, tax incentives, and emerging ecosystem service 
markets, can help reward and sustain good practice while supporting innovation. Finally, the US 
model demonstrates the importance of collaboration across sectors and scales, showing that 
bridging agricultural and environmental priorities can yield “win-win” outcomes for livelihoods and 
landscapes. While institutional and legal contexts vary globally, these principles offer a valuable 
foundation for adapting and strengthening working lands conservation efforts in other regions. 
 
 
AI Usage Disclosure: This document was created with assistance from AI tools. The content has been 
reviewed and edited by a human. For more information on the extent and nature of AI usage, please contact 
the author(s). 
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Case Study Group A: Shared Learning and Information Dissemination 
American Farmland Trust  
 
Introduction 
 
American Farmland Trust (AFT) is a national 
nonprofit founded in 1980 to keep farmers on 
the land, protect agricultural landscapes, and 
promote sound farming practices. In the early 
1980s, fueled by post-war economic and 
population growth, the USA was losing 12 square miles of rural land per day.1 Combined with the 
USA’s private property rights system, which grants landowners wide latitude on how they manage 
and develop private land, farms and ranches were quickly being converted to strip malls and housing 
developments. The loss of agricultural lands has continued at an alarming pace, however, AFT has 
been instrumental in growing the USA’s working lands conservation community and developing tools 
and resources to protect and steward farms and ranches.  
AFT leads a multi-pronged effort to promote the vibrancy of American agriculture and protect the 
natural resources upon which farming and ranching depend. This is accomplished through 
advocating for mission-aligned policy, disseminating information including utilizing multimedia 
storytelling, and developing agricultural producer-centered networks that accelerate adoption of 
farmland protection and soil health practices. Over its 45-year history, AFT has adapted and grown. 
Initially focused entirely on farmland protection, AFT now works to address a broader suite of natural 
resource and socioeconomic concerns that impact American agriculture. This evolution from a 
primary focus on farmland protection to land stewardship and direct farmer and rancher support is 
due to a growing recognition that land protection alone is not sufficient to stop the loss of farms and 
ranches in the USA. AFT sees the need to address “farm viability” in order to “help existing farmers 
and ranchers stay in business, and help the next generation access land and have the skills and 
support needed to succeed financially, while following the best practices possible.”2 This shift to 
focus on agricultural producers and communities was in response to the many factors that threaten 
farming and ranching: economic volatility, changing climates, and lack of opportunities for the next 
generation of agricultural producers. 
 
History 
AFT pioneered the U.S. movement for agricultural land conservation, influencing state and local 
policies and promoting community planning that limits farmland loss. The founders of AFT sought to 
build coalitions between the agricultural and conservation communities at a time when “farmers 
and environmentalists often viewed the other as the enemy.” 
AFT has been at the forefront of bridging agricultural and conservation communities:  

 
1 “American Farmland Trust.” Rockefeller Brothers Fund, rbf.org/about/our-history/timeline/american-
farmland-trust. 
2 “History.” American Farmland Trust, farmland.org/history. 
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“AFT pioneered the use of various land conservation tools—originally intended to preserve 
wilderness or create parks—to now protect working farmland. With this, AFT brought 
together two divergent communities—farmers and environmentalists—to catalyze 
transformational public policies that have dramatically reduced soil erosion and improved 
water quality and soil health.” 

The primary tool used to achieve this perpetual protection of farmland is a conservation easement. 
Conservation easements are a voluntary perpetual agreement through which a landowner may 
permanently retire their development rights and commit to maintaining their land as open space. 
The landowner retains their ownership of the land, but through a conservation easement, a land trust 
or government agency acquires a real estate interest in the property which limits further 
development and conversion. There are a variety of financial and tax-related incentives which 
compensate landowners for agreeing to limit future development. Conservation easements rely on 
and are a product of the USA’s private property rights system. 
AFT’s early successes led to the establishment of the Conservation Title of the Farm Bill. The Farm 
Bill is the largest legislation in the United States, impacting diverse food and agricultural sectors, 
from nutrition assistance to crop insurance. The Conservation Title of the Farm Bill is the largest 
source of technical and financial assistance provided to agricultural producers in the United States. 
AFT’s ongoing work to advocate for this critical piece of legislation brings the voices of farmers and 
ranchers directly to policy makers, ensuring that agricultural producers directly influence the 
country’s most significant agricultural legislation. 
Over four decades, AFT has expanded to include new programmatic areas, such as Soil Health and 
Women for the Land, focusing on capacity building, peer learning, and practical assistance. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
AFT’s innovation lies in coupling policy advocacy with on-farm technical assistance, peer networks, 
and targeted grants that reduce barriers to practice change. Their research-to-results model uses 
producer case studies, data dashboards, and region-specific guidance to promote realistic and 
relatable conservation implementation among farmers and ranchers. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
No Farms No Food Campaign: AFT has led a public 
campaign to raise attention to the loss of farms and 
ranches in the United States through its No Farms No 
Food campaign. The centerpiece of the public relations 
effort is a widely circulated bumper sticker displayed by 
AFT supporters.  
Soil Health Case Studies: AFT produces farm profiles and 
short case studies illustrating the economic benefits and risk management strategies associated 
with soil health practice adoption.3  By centering agricultural producers in their soil health initiative, 

 
3 "Soil Health Case Studies.” American Farmland Trust, farmland.org/soil-health-case-studies. 
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AFT is directly addressing land stewards’ concerns about the perceived financial risks of adopting 
soil health practices. Case studies highlight the decision making of individual producers and provide 
practical economic data that other farmers can utilize as they consider practice adoption. 
 
In-Person Gatherings 
Women for the Land Learning Circles: AFT’s Women for the Land program empowers women in 
agriculture to protect the land and embrace conservation.4 Through associated Learning Circles, 
peer-facilitated sessions create women-centered spaces for producers and landowners to share 
experiences and receive technical assistance. Since its inception, the program has engaged 2,080 
women in over 16 states. The program provides access to resources, information, and peer networks 
to support women in taking action toward farm viability and improved conservation on their land. 
Peer Network Training: AFT’s Peer Network Training Toolkit includes a variety of resources on building 
peer networks across a range of scales.5 Fundamental information on building peer networks is 
provided through the documents “Peer Gathering Budget Template,” and “Outreach and 
Recruitment Strategies and Tips for Peer Gatherings.”  As a national organization, AFT facilitates peer 
network building at local scales through information distribution and technical assistance guidance. 
This national leadership has resulted in grassroots organizing of agricultural communities across the 
country. 
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
Through its 45-year history, AFT has been a leader in the conservation of agricultural land and the 
empowerment of farmers and ranchers to address challenges spanning agriculture and 
conservation. AFT’s efforts have led to the protection of millions of acres of agricultural land, the 
expanded adoption of conservation practices in farming and ranching, and the engagement of 
individuals and communities traditionally underserved  in agricultural production. In 2024 alone, AFT 
staff trained and supported 31,750 farmers, ranchers, and landowners, 4,028 of whom were part of 
underserved communities. AFT’s trainings focus on a variety of topics related to agricultural viability, 
including the adoption of regenerative practices, marketing of agricultural products, and the 
responsible development of renewable energies in rural communities. Trainings are tailored towards 
local resource concerns and challenges. Furthermore, AFT trained or supported an additional 
12,835 agriculture-adjacent professionals, including conservation organization staff, agricultural 
educators, policymakers, and government employees.6

 
4 "Women for the Land.” American Farmland Trust, farmland.org/women-for-the-land. 
5 "Peer Network Training.” American Farmland Trust, farmlandinfo.org/peer-network-training. 
6 "Our Impact.” American Farmland Trust, farmland.org/impact. 
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Case Study Group A: Shared Learning and Information Dissemination 
United States Conservation Districts 
 
Introduction 
 
Conservation districts are quasi-governmental entities that partner 
with farmers, ranchers, and landowners in counties across the 
United States. Conservation districts provide education, technical 
support, and resources to conserve natural resources, including 
soil, water, forestry, and rangelands. As “special districts,” 
conservation districts have specific governmental powers, 
including taxing authority, but maintain a greater level of 
independence. Conservation districts are represented by the National Association of Conservation 
Districts, an umbrella non-profit that supports grassroots advocacy, education, district capacity, 
leadership training, and outreach to underserved communities.1  
 
History 
Conservation districts developed across the United States following the 1930s Dust Bowl. Severe 
dust storms, exacerbated by poor agricultural land management, led to significant loss of top soil. 
In 1937, President Franklin Roosevelt directed state governors, under the Standard State Soil 
Conservation Districts Law, to establish conservation districts. 2  Today, there are nearly 3,000 
conservation districts across all 50 states. Some conservation districts operate within a county while 
others are organized within a watershed. Conservation districts are active across nearly all of the 
United States, except for some urban areas.  
 
Innovative Approaches 
Conservation districts are producer-focused and region-specific and, therefore, can cater their 
services to be specific to the agricultural systems, climatic constraints, and financial barriers local 
to their community. Conservation districts partner directly with producers to identify and respond to 
their land management needs.  
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
Conservation districts are funded 
through a mix of state general funds 
and appropriations, state and federal 
grants, private donations, and taxes. 
As “special districts,” Conservation 
Districts have local taxing power, through which they can generate revenue to support the 

 
1 “NACD History.” National Association of Conservation Districts, nacdnet.org/about-nacd/nacd-history/. 
2 “NRCS History.” United States Department of Agriculture Natural Resource Conservation Service, 
nrcs.usda.gov/about/history/brief-history-nrcs. 
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conservation services they provide. Conservation districts vary greatly in their capacity. Some are 
run entirely by volunteer boards with little capacity or programmatic implementation, while others 
may have several staff members. Conservation districts are overseen by a state conservation board. 
Conservation districts often own and maintain equipment that may be rented out by landowners or 
land managers within their service area. Equipment available for rent may include no-till drills, weed 
sprayers, and pest management equipment.3,4 Making expensive equipment available at accessible 
rates lessens the barriers land managers face in implementing good stewardship practices. For 
example, Routt County Conservation District rents a 200-gallon Frontier weed sprayer for 130 USD 
per day. Rental equipment typically supports improved management or practices that landowners 
would not be able to otherwise implement. 
Conservation districts often support landowners in accessing state and federal funding programs, 
such as conservation programs through the United States Department of Agriculture’s Natural 
Resource Conservation Service. Conservation districts may also provide funds directly to 
landowners through cost-share programs, in which conservation districts pay for a portion of the 
costs a landowner accrues for implementing a new practice.       
 
In-person Gatherings 
Conservation districts hold landowners 
workshops focused on diverse land 
management topics. In Colorado, recent 
in-person educational workshops focused 
on virtual fencing implementation, soil 
health improvements, and center pivot 
irrigation systems.5 Each district develops 
programming that is specific to the land 
management needs of their community.  
Conservation districts often host an 
annual landowner meeting, wherein 
landowners within their service area 
gather to provide feedback and insights on 
the highest conservation priorities through 
a landowner questionnaire. The identified 
priorities direct the work of the conservation district (through multi-year strategic plans that 
incorporate this feedback) and guide the work of the local Natural Resource Conservation Service 
office for the next year.  
 

 
3 “Longmont and Boulder Valley Conservation Districts.” Longmont and Boulder Valley Conservation 
Districts, bouldervalley-longmontcd.colorado.gov. 
4 “Equipment Rental.” Routt County Conservation District, routtcountycd.com/equipment-rental/. 
5 “Programs.” Center Conservation District, centercd.colorado.gov/programs. 

Source: Routt County Conservation District 
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Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
Conservation district bylaws typically require the majority of the board to be landowners or 
producers. This ensures that the services the conservation district provides are relevant, farmer- and 
rancher-focused, and accessible. Conservation districts are not regulatory or enforcement agencies, 
but instead provide support for voluntary, landowner-initiated implementation of improved land 
management practices. Conservation districts are focused on improving agricultural resources to 
improve operational resilience. They are not focused on broader conservation goals, such as wildlife 
habitat or climate change. Because conservation districts are producer-focused, they maintain 
strong relationships with the agricultural communities they partner with and are successful in 
expanding implementation of practices that improve agricultural viability and conservation benefits. 
Initially called “soil conservation districts” following their founding out of the 1930s Dust Bowl, 
conservation districts maintain a strong focus on on-farm and on-ranch soil health.  
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Case Study Group A: Shared Learning and Information Dissemination 
Agricultural Cooperative Extension System 
 
Introduction 
The U.S. Agricultural Cooperative Extension System (ACES) is a nationwide educational network that 
translates university research into practical, actionable information for agricultural producers and 
rural communities. Established to democratize access to scientific knowledge, Extension advances 
shared learning and information dissemination through multimedia, peer networks, and locally 
organized events. 1  ACES operates as a network-builder and connector between the federal 
government, land grant universities, and local offices.2 
 

 
Source: USDA NIFA 

 
History 
ACES developed under the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, which directed federal-state partnerships to 
deliver nonformal education via land-grant universities and county offices.3 Over time, Extension 
expanded a sole focus on crop and livestock production to include farm management, natural 
resource conservation, climate resilience, nutrition, and community development.4 Today, nearly all 
3,000 U.S. counties operate Extension programs tailored to local needs, leveraging specialists, 
county agents, and trained volunteers. 

 
1 Peters, Scott J. Democracy and Higher Education: Traditions and Stories of Civic Engagement. Michigan 
State UP, 2014. 
2 “What We Do: Extension.” USDA: National Institute of Food and Agriculture, nifa.usda.gov/about-nifa/what-
we-do/extension. 
3 Bickell, Eleni G. "The Agricultural Cooperative Extension System: An Overview." Library of Congress (May 20, 
2024). congress.gov/crs-product/R48071. 
4 McDowell, George R. Land-Grant Universities and Extension Into the 21st Century: Renegotiating or 
Abandoning a Social Contract. Iowa State University Press, 2001. 
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Innovative Approaches 
Extension’s innovation centers on an interconnected system that cascades 
from the federal government, through state-based universities, to local 
Extension “agents,” who collaborate with agricultural producers to 
implement on-the-ground practices. The success of the system has been 
due to the co-production of knowledge with agricultural producers, effective 
information dissemination utilizing digital media and in-person engagement, 
and outcome-oriented programming driven by continuous evaluation.5 
A defining characteristic of ACES’s success is its ability to translate 
academic research and technical jargon into accessible, actionable 
information that directly supports the land‑use decisions made by farmers 
and ranchers. The Extension program is successful in sharing this 
information through its system that connects public universities, state and 
federal agencies, and most importantly, local Extension “agents” who are 
embedded in agricultural communities. The role of these local Extension 
agents is critical for providing local context and building direct relationships 
with farmers and ranchers. Extension agents deliver otherwise highly 
technical research and data in a manner that is digestible and actionable, 
leading to tangible economic and ecological benefits for agricultural 
producers. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
Webinars & Video Channels: Many state programs, such as the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service, 
run recurring webinar series and maintain YouTube libraries to deliver timely, expert content at 
scale.6  
Podcasts: Other Extension programs, such as the Cornell Cooperative Extension, host podcast 
series tailored to producers that condense research findings into accessible episodes.7  
Decision-Support Tools & Online Hubs: Extension websites, such as the Iowa State University 
Extension and Outreach Program, host interactive tools and topic hubs to facilitate self-paced 
learning and implementation. Iowa State University’s Ag Decision online platform is described as 
“an agricultural economics and business website for farm business decisions being made today.”8 
 

 
5 Donaldson, Joseph. “Extension Models: Exploring Proactive and Reactive Approaches.” NC State Extension, 
content.ces.ncsu.edu/extension-models-exploring-proactive-and-reactive-approaches. 
6 “Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service.” YouTube, youtube.com/channel/UCJ8Y-CcfqiSzC6zR-HFqRVQ. 
7 “Extension Out Loud.” Cornell Cooperative Extension, cals.cornell.edu/cornell-cooperative-
extension/news-stories/extension-out-loud. 
8 “Ag Decision Maker.” Iowa State University Extension and Outreach, extension.iastate.edu/agdm. 
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In-Person Gatherings 
Each Extension program tailors its outreach to its specific local audience. In-person and in-field 
learning is prioritized equally with other communication tools and strategies. In-person events, such 
as succession planning workshops for agricultural businesses, are often held in community event 
spaces, offering farm and ranch families the opportunity to share their personal stories and learn 
from other operations maneuvering the intergenerational transfer of agricultural land. Programming 
focused on land stewardship often occurs in the fields of a producer who has implemented new 
agricultural practices or at a research field site stewarded and researched by the Extension program. 
Producer-led demonstrations showcase practices and equipment and enable peer learning. 
Extension programs and their agents are often integrated into local communities, building trust and 
providing accessible, actionable information.  
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
ACES has enabled the democratization and distribution of cutting edge agricultural research across 
the United States. Extension programming focuses on local concerns and real world challenges 
faced by agricultural producers. Additionally, the Extension program’s broad suite of services and 
trainings helps to bridge traditional agricultural priorities, such as livestock and crop yield, with 
conservation outcomes such as biodiversity and water quality. This makes the Extension program 
relevant to all sectors of American agriculture while also sharing information on new farming and 
ranching techniques. As a trusted partner, Extension programs can encourage the adoption of new 
practices which might otherwise be viewed with skepticism by traditional agricultural interests, 
leading to larger system-wide adoption. In Texas, Extension programming focuses on livestock and 
crop production outcomes which will increase financial outcomes for the industry, as well as 
conservation concerns such as watershed health and water conservation. In Colorado, the 
Extension program’s resources for landowners and agricultural producers range from topics such 
as grazing management and improved forage utilization to incorporating plants that will benefit 
pollinators and other insects.
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Case Study Group A: Shared Learning and Information Dissemination 
Rocky Mountain Farmers Union  
 
Introduction 
Rocky Mountain Farmers Union (RMFU) 
is a chapter of National Farmers Union 
(NFU) that represents family farmers 
and ranchers in Colorado, New Mexico, 
and Wyoming. National Farmers Union, 
a grassroots agricultural advocacy and educational organization, is made up of state-level chapters 
from across the country. Each state-level chapter is made up of local chapters that represent 
specific regions of the state. 
 
History 
National Farmers Union was founded in 1902. RMFU followed shortly after in 1907. With over 100 
years of experience and relationship building, RMFU is a trusted voice representing farmers and 
ranchers. RMFU and NFU staff maintain strong relationships with state and federal 
congressmembers and their staffers. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
RMFU has been effective in maintaining and growing a farmer-led grassroots network. Through a 
grassroots policy process, local chapters identify policy needs and elect delegates to bring forth 
policy additions and amendments at state-level conventions. Delegates from across the state 
propose and vote on state policy updates. Members hold diverse views and the policy process often 
involves lively debates. Policy changes require a majority (over 50%) vote of present delegates. State 
conventions often host guest speakers, including professors and researchers, to provide updates on 
topical issues. State delegates elect delegates to the annual National Convention. At National 
Convention, national delegates propose and vote on updates to national policy. NFU and RMFU staff 
use member-established policy to advocate for or against federal and state policies to “protect and 
enhance the economic well-being and quality of life for family farmers, ranchers and their 
communities.”1  
RMFU has been successful in bolstering local agricultural leaders, supporting local chapters and 
grassroots organizing, providing topical relevant educational resources, and investing in emerging 
leaders. RMFU’s programmatic work focuses on cooperative development, educational resources, 
and legislative advocacy. RMFU receives financial support from its agricultural insurance subsidiary, 
Farmers Union Service Association. 
  

 
1 “Policy Priorities.” National Farmers Union, nfu.org/advocacy/policy-priorities. 
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Specific Tools and Strategies 
As a grassroots organization, farmer-to-farmer learning and information sharing primarily occurs 
through local chapters. RMFU staff works with local chapters to identify chapter needs and interests. 
RMFU taps into existing local agricultural leadership to support the establishment and growth of 
local chapters. These trusted individuals improve the credibility and success of chapters and 
increase community involvement.2  
As a big-tent organization, RMFU represents producers of all political identities, scales of production, 
and types of operations. NFU is similar in mission to American Farm Bureau Federation, but more 
progressive in policy. RMFU’s policies include support for social services, including mental health 
resources and rural healthcare, farmworkers’ rights, natural resource conservation, and climate 
resilience. However, much of RMFU’s policy focuses on traditional agronomic topics.  
RMFU develops outreach content through diverse avenues to accommodate diverse members. They 
are growing their online presence, including developing Facebook and Tiktok content, while 
continuing to contact older members through printed materials, phone calls, and in-person 
meetings. They develop timely content that responds to and provides information about changing 
policies and their implications for their membership. 3  RMFU increases membership and 
engagement by demonstrating how they can be reciprocally beneficial to the producers they work 
with, recognizing producers may be overworked and geographically isolated. RMFU provides 
resources (financial, supportive, programmatic) to organize producers in identifying challenges their 
operations face and testifying on behalf of RMFU policy stances.  
 
In-person Gatherings 
In addition to annual state and national 
conventions, local chapters meet 
throughout the year. The frequency and 
goals of the meetings are unique to each 
chapter and to the needs of each region. 
Some chapters are entirely focused on 
policy while others focus on organizing 
educational events, such as speaker 
series. RMFU staff support each chapter in 
customizing the services they provide to 
the interests of local chapter members. 
For example, in areas with specialty crops 
and orchards, events have focused on 
agricultural labor and policy impacts. Most chapters are seeking educational events that provide 
practical information, including updates on how policy changes will impact their operation or 
workshops focused on certifications needed for compliance with the state, such as herbicide and 

 
2 Ghigiarelli, Jen. Personal Interview. 25 November 2025. 
3 Ghigiarelli, Jen. Personal Interview. 25 November 2025. 

Source: Rocky Mountain Farmers Union 
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pesticide application certifications. Educational programming and resources reflect the progressive 
views of RMFU’s policy, such as workshops on farm labor cooperatives and trainings on crop 
rotations for improved soil health. 
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
RMFU policy priorities focus on supporting agricultural viability for all types of producers. RMFU 
policy supports agricultural conservation easements, regenerative practices, research on new and 
innovative practices, and protection of agricultural water rights.4 RMFU has developed coalitions to 
address specific issues affecting agricultural producers. For example, RMFU led the development of 
the Colorado Drought Advisors program, which helps producers plan for drought and maintain their 
agricultural operation amidst increasing climate variability and financial constraints. RMFU does not 
advocate for specific agricultural or land management practices, but rather advocates for farmers 
and ranchers to have the tools and ability to make the best decisions for stewarding their land. RMFU 
is primarily focused on supporting the  economic viability of family farms and ranches, development 
of agricultural cooperatives, policy advocacy, and leadership training. Improving natural resource 
conservation is not a primary mission, however, by supporting the economic viability of small-scale 
agricultural operations, they are working to keep more people on the land and to maintain the 
conservation values that those lands support.  
 

 
4 “2025 Rocky Mountain Farmers Union Policy.” Rocky Mountain Farmers Union, rmfu.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025-RMFU-Policy-Manual.pdf. 
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Case Study Group A: Shared Learning and Information Dissemination 
TomKat Ranch Educational Foundation 
 
Introduction 
TomKat Ranch is a non-profit educational foundation and a working 
cattle ranch focused on promoting regenerative agriculture in northern 
California. TomKat Ranch utilizes their 1800-acre grass-fed cattle ranch 
as a learning laboratory for promoting regenerative principles, including 
biodiversity, water quality, carbon sequestration, nutrient-rich food and 
rural economic improvement. The foundation works to increase the 
implementation of regenerative land management, hoping to inspire the 
transition over five million acres, and to educate consumers on the 
importance of purchasing regenerative producers.1  
 
History 
TomKat Ranch was founded in 2002 by Tom Steyer and Kay Taylor to grow nourishing food, build 
community, and improve planetary health. Tom Steyer is a business man and was a 2020 US 
Presidential Democratic Party candidate. Kat Taylor, Tom Steyer’s wife, is a businesswoman and 
social justice advocate. She is the former CEO of Beneficial State Bank, a B-Corp values-based bank. 
TomKat Ranch began implementing and monitoring regenerative practices in 2008.2 The ranch is run 
and operated by paid staff members of TomKat Ranch non-profit.  
 
Innovative Approaches 
TomKat Ranch’s Regenerative Ranching program focuses on educating consumers and 
changemakers, and increasing the pace of adoption of regenerative practices by sharing resources 
and information with ranchers. On the ranch, they implement holistic planning, scientific monitoring, 
and adaptive planned grazing. They hold on-site educational programs to share and educate others 
on regenerative systems and practices.  
  
Specific Tools and Strategies 
To increase adoption of regenerative practices, TomKat Ranch provides support for ranch planning, 
regenerative grazing management planning, and monitoring implementation. The “Regenerative 
Ranching Toolkit” provides a series of videos with short, accessible lessons on regenerative 
principles, including soil health, living roots, and biodiversity. The toolkit compiles resources from 
other organizations in a centralized location.3 TomKat Ranch partners with Point Blue Conservation 
Science to track and demonstrate the ecological value of regenerative practices. The Rangeland 

 
1 “What We Do.” TomKat Ranch, tomkatranch.org/what-we-do. 
2 “TomKat Ranch.” Center for Regenerative Agricultural and Resilient Systems Chico State, 
csuchico.edu/regenerativeagriculture/demos/tomkat-ranch.shtml. 
3 “Regenerative Ranching Toolkit.” TomKat Ranch, tomkatranch.org/news-resources/regenerative-ranching-
toolkit. 
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Monitoring Network measures soil health, water quantity, and biodiversity across the ranch. By 
demonstrating the impacts of their management practices, TomKat proves the benefits of 
regenerative agriculture, aiming to increase support and implementation.  
 
In-person Gatherings 
Through their Gathering for Action initiative, 
TomKat Ranch hosts educational, on-ranch 
community events, including workshops and 
classes. In-person gatherings cover diverse 
topics throughout the year and focus broadly 
on the benefits of regenerative agriculture. 
The Gathering for Action program aims to 
inspire transformational change through 
conversations and gatherings of community 
members, including scientists, artists, and 
legislators. The program hosts summer 
interns to engage young people in 
regenerative ranching and provide 
professional development opportunities. 
TomKat Ranch has previously partnered with 
Women in Ranching to host a regenerative workshop specifically targeted for women working in 
livestock production and rangeland management. 4  TomKat Ranch has hosted workshops and 
provided educational resources focused on working with horses, whole-animal butchery, soil health, 
regenerative grazing leases, and legislative summits.5 TomKat Ranch has partnered with the San 
Mateo Resources Conservation District to host and develop collaborative educational workshops.6 
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
TomKat Ranch, started by founders with backgrounds in business and philanthropy, is uniquely 
positioned with the resources and capacity to demonstrate the benefits of regenerative agriculture. 
Production ranchers are constrained by demanding work hours and ongoing challenges to maintain 
financial viability. However, TomKat Ranch, not bound by the limited income and financial 
constraints of ranchers, has the resources to support an educational mission. They can invest in 
demonstrating the benefits of regenerative agriculture, hosting workshops, and catalyzing 
transitions towards regenerative management. TomKat aims to influence others to adopt 
regenerative practices, but TomKat does not track how many ranchers have changed their practices 
due to their work. While many ranchers may not connect with TomKat due to the wealth and 

 
4 “Program Offerings.” Women in Ranching, womeninranching.co. 
5 “Gallop Adventures.” TomKat Ranch, tomkatranch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Gallop-Adventures-
at-TomKat-Ranch-2020.pdf. 
6 “Annual Impact Report 2010-2024.” TomKat Ranch Educational Foundation, tomkatranch.org/wp-
content/uploads/2025/05/TKREF-Impact-Report-2010-2024__05-20-2025.pdf. 

Source: TomKat Ranch 
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background of its founders, TomKat’s greatest strength is its ability to tap into networks of 
philanthropists and changemakers, who may otherwise be removed from rural communities and the 
challenges producers face, and to create broader systemic and legislative change.
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Case Study Group A: Shared Learning and Information Dissemination 
Western Landowners Alliance 
 
Introduction 
Western Landowners Alliance (WLA) is an agricultural 
producer-led organization that promotes thriving 
working lands, wildlife, and communities across the 
American West. WLA’s mission is to “advance 
policies and practices that sustain working lands, 
connected landscapes, and native species.”1 WLA’s 
overarching philosophy “recognizes that economic 
vitality and conservation go hand-in-hand.” WLA 
advances its mission through policy advocacy, shared learning through storytelling and peer 
exchanges, and a stewardship initiative that supports landowners in implementing conservation-
focused agricultural practices grounded in the realities of private land stewardship. 
 
History 
Founded in 2012 by landowners and ranchers, WLA was formed to fill a gap in producer-centered 
conservation across the vast, multi-jurisdictional landscapes of the American West. Recognizing the 
growing list of threats that stewards of working lands face, WLA’s founders envisioned an 
organization that would unite landowners undertaking conservation stewardship on their lands and 
amplify their voices. The organization was developed to promote further adoption of conservation 
practices and to advocate for policy that harnesses rather than impedes the sound stewardship of 
agricultural producers. Over the past decade, WLA has built networks spanning states and tribal 
nations, prioritizing coexistence with wildlife, drought resilience, and the conservation of agricultural 
resources. 
WLA’s internal structure includes roughly 25 professional staff and a 17-member Board of Directors. 
The Board of Directors is comprised of individuals with a variety of relevant experience, such as 
conservation funders and government agency staff. However, the core of WLA’s Board are 
landowners and agricultural producers from across the American West. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
WLA’s integrated strategy blends media, peer networks, and policy engagement. Storytelling 
platforms elevate producer voices; cross-boundary collaboration accelerates dissemination; and 
targeted technical assistance converts knowledge into practice. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
On Land Magazine & Multimedia: WLA’s On Land platform publishes a biannual publication and 
produces a podcast. The On Land magazine highlights the stewardship of agricultural producers 

 
1 “Our Story.” Western Landowners Alliance, westernlandowners.org/our-story. 



 

29 
 

sharing the positive benefits agricultural stewardship provides to wildlife, water and other natural 
resources. The publication presents relatable and replicable conservation outcomes that can be 
applied and adopted by landowners across the American West. Other publications WLA produces 
address diverse topics such as grazing management, drought planning, carnivore coexistence, and 
water management.2 Through the On Land podcast, WLA shares “thoughtful conversations with the 
people who are living and working on the land and shaping the future of stewardship in the American 
West.”3 Providing recurring content on topics ranging from wildfire to federal agricultural policy, the 
podcast delivers content developed for landowners in the American West and disseminates best 
practices and lessons learned. Focused audio content, such as WLA’s Stewardship with Vision 
series, profiles agricultural producers who have championed agricultural stewardship and adopted 
conservation focused practices.  
Working Wild University Podcast: WLA, in collaboration with Montana State University Extension 
produces Working Wild University, a podcast “centered at the intersection of cultural knowledge and 
science, exploring the challenges and successes of sharing and managing working landscapes that 
support both people and wildlife.”4 The first season of the podcast focused on the reintroduction of 
wolves to the American West and the practices ranchers are employing to coexist with the species 
while maintaining productive and profitable agricultural operations. The podcast’s second season 
focused on specific imperiled wildlife species in the American West and shared stories of 
agricultural producers adjusting and adapting practices to preserve biodiversity and threatened 
species. 
Western Landowners Alliance Films: WLA produces films that tell the stories of landowners and 
agricultural producers through an additional form of accessible media. Videos provide agricultural 
stewardship related content to a wider audience. While some films focus on peer-to-peer learning, 
others focus on messaging to the general public.5 
Digital Resources and Case Studies: WLA provides resources for agricultural producers on the 
organization’s website. Downloadable guides, toolkits, and case studies share information on 
pressing natural resource topics impacting agricultural stewards. These materials range from 
practical information, such as best practices for constructing wildlife-friendly fencing, to advocacy 
outreach on topics such as water management in the drought-prone American West. 

In-Person Gatherings 
Ranch Managers Guild: In 2025, WLA established its Ranch Managers Guild, “a professional 
association built for working ranch managers across the West.”6 Noting that ranch managers “face 
a growing array of responsibilities—land stewardship, business planning, labor management, 

 
2 “Publications.” Western Landowners Alliance, westernlandowners.org/publications. 
3 “The On Land Podcast.” Western Landowners Alliance: On Land, onland.westernlandowners.org/podcast. 
4 “About Us.” Working Wild U, workingwild.us/about-us. 
5 “Western Landowners Alliance.” YouTube, youtube.com/@WesternLandownersAlliance/videos. 
6 “Ranch Managers Guild.” Western Landowners Alliance, westernlandowners.org/join-us/ranch-managers-
guild. 
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infrastructure oversight, compliance, conservation programs, and more,” the Guild will offer in-
person and virtual learning opportunities as well as opportunities to engage in a peer network.  
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
WLA’s multifaceted approach to advocating for and supporting agricultural land managers has 
resulted in new practice adoption on agricultural operations and the development of new technical 
and financial assistance opportunities for agriculturally-focused conservation. Additionally, WLA 
has helped develop local producer networks, amplifying the voices of agricultural producers, while 
also advancing landscape-scale conservation efforts across the vast geography of the American 
West. 
WLA’s Western Grazing Lands Partnership is a clear example of the organization’s local network 
building and peer-to-peer learning strategy. WLA is involved in four state-focused grazing lands 
coalitions, with successful models having been implemented in Montana and California. WLA’s 
efforts to establish a West-wide Grazing Lands Coalition is meant to “support peer-to-peer 
knowledge sharing and help put science and expertise into practice on more acres of grazing land 
around the West than ever before.”7 State grazing coalitions advocate for rancher perspectives in 
state and federal land management decision making, offer a forum for the sharing of information 
between livestock producers, and assist in the deployment of financial assistance for conservation 
practice adoption.

 
7 “Western Grazing Lands Partnerships.” Western Landowners Alliance, westernlandowners.org/grazing-
lands-partnerships. 



 

31 
 

Case Study Group B: Agricultural Producer-Led Conservation Initiatives 
Agricultural Stewardship Association 
 
Introduction 
The Agricultural Stewardship Association (ASA) is a nonprofit, 
community-supported land conservancy active in the Upper Hudson 
Valley of New York. ASA is dedicated to protecting local farmland and 
working forests from encroaching development. To limit the 
conversion of agricultural land, ASA utilizes conservation easements 
to perpetually conserve farms and working forests. The organization is 
driven by a mission of “protecting our community's working farms and 
forests, connecting people to the land, and promoting a vibrant future 
for agriculture and forestry in our region.” Historically focused on 
permanently conserving farms and working forests at risk of 
development and conversion, ASA has grown their programming in recent years to support farmers 
in new ways and to engage the regional community in the importance of agricultural stewardship and 
conservation.  
 
History 
ASA was founded in 1990 by “a small group of local visionary farmers and landowners” concerned 
about the loss of rich agricultural heritage and productive soils in New York’s Upper Hudson Valley.1 
The organization’s founders saw the need for an agricultural conservation organization “designed by 
local farmers for local farmers interested in farmland retention and agricultural stewardship.”2 The 
organization has now conserved over 33,729 acres in Washington and Rensselaer counties and 
remains one of the few land trusts solely focused on the conservation of working farms and forests 
in the state of New York. In its 35-year history, ASA’s success has grown while remaining farmer-
focused. In 2024, ASA’s Executive Director, Renee Bouplon said, in regards to their land protection 
efforts, “Yes, we’re helping the farmers do it, but it’s the farmers who are actually doing it. They’re 
the ones taking that lead. They are making that commitment in perpetuity.”3 
ASA’s growth and success has paralleled the growth of agriculturally focused land trusts and the use 
of conservation easements to protect farms and ranches across the USA in the last 40 years. Federal 
legislation in 1980 established specific provisions for the donation of a conservation easement and 
an associated federal tax deduction incentive. This foundational legislation spurred the use of 
conservation easements across the country and provided donors of conservation easements with 
financial benefits. The value of a conservation easement is tied to the property rights a landowner is 

 
1 “About ASA: Frequently Asked Questions.” Agricultural Stewardship Association, 
agstewardship.org/about/faqs.cfm.  
2 “Forever Farmland: Summer 2025.” Agricultural Stewardship Association, 
agstewardship.org/img/uploads/ASA_Summer%202025_v4%20FINAL.pdf. 
3 Tine, Patrick Tine. “Agricultural Stewardship Association: Preserving farmland in perpetuity.” Times Union, 
timesunion.com/gives/article/agricultural-stewardship-association-preserves-19815276.php. 
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donating to a land trust. Across the USA, the country’s private property rights system grants wide 
deference and rights to private landowners, and government regulations pertaining to the use and 
management of private land can often be controversial. Conservation easements on agricultural 
land generally restrict a landowners ability to subdivide the property into smaller parcels or build in 
areas with high conservation and agricultural value. These restrictions reduce the value of the 
property, but protect farms and ranches from development. In the decades since 1980, land trusts 
have expanded the sources and types of incentives available to landowners seeking to permanently 
encumber their property with a conservation easement. Federal and state tax benefits, as well as 
dedicated funding programs which pay landowners for conservation easements, often referred to as 
“Purchase of Development Rights” programs, have proliferated across the USA. While financial 
concerns are often central to a landowners decision to pursue a conservation easement, farmers 
and ranchers are also motivated to pursue conservation easements as an opportunity to preserve 
family and community heritage. Multigenerational agricultural operations often see the opportunity 
to conserve the family farm or ranch as a way to pay tribute to past generations and cement a legacy 
for the future. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
ASA’s work is deeply rooted in the community of Washington and Rensselaer counties. ASA’s multi-
pronged approach to its mission was captured in the four overarching goals of its 2020-2025 
Strategic Plan4: 

1. Conserve Land: Protect a significant amount of high quality and diverse farms, forests and 
woodlands to maintain the agricultural viability and character of the area we serve. 

2. Support Farmers: Support established and emerging farmers to help their businesses remain 
or become economically viable. 

3. Engage People: Engage decision-makers and the broader community to demonstrate the 
value of agriculture, forestry, and land conservation by linking it to people’s daily lives. 

4. Sustain ASA: Sustain ASA by creating a durable, adaptive, well-run organization with broad 
community support.  

Included in the organization’s strategic plan is a “50-Year Vision,” which outlines ASA’s long-term 
goals for their service region. At the center of this vision is a focus on a vibrant agricultural economy, 
farm viability, resilience to climate change, support for current and future generations of farmers, 
and community engagement which advocates for the value of local agriculture.  
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
ASA operates in the “Capitol Region” of New York near the cities of Albany, Troy, and Schenectady. 
The area  has productive agricultural soils and faces significant development pressure. Despite that, 
agriculture remains an important economic driver, contributing over $200 million in revenue to the 
two-county region in which ASA operates. The organization provides services focused on farmer 

 
4 “Strategic Plan, 2020-2025.” Agricultural Stewardship Association, agstewardship.org/img/uploads/ASA% 
20Strategic%20Plan%20-detailed%20final%20(no%20design,%20just%20text).pdf. 
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training and agricultural viability. Educational events include farm visits focused on regenerative 
practices, workshops on soil health, and technical trainings on forestry practices. In addition to 
these farmer-focused events, ASA also organizes community events for non-producers to grow the 
support for local agriculture and ASA’s mission. 
 
In-person Gatherings 
In‑person gatherings are a key mechanism through which ASA supports both farmers and the 
broader community. Farmer‑focused events include on‑farm workshops, field walks, and technical 
trainings that emphasize soil health, regenerative and diversified farming practices, sustainable 
forestry, and conservation easement stewardship.5 By convening producers on working farms and 
conserved lands, these gatherings promote peer learning, strengthen relationships between farmers 
and ASA staff, and reinforce the link between permanent land protection and farm viability. 
ASA also hosts community‑oriented gatherings designed to build public understanding of and 
support for agricultural conservation. These include farm‑to‑table dinners, guided hikes, 
educational programs, and large‑scale cultural and fundraising events such as Landscapes for 
Landsake, the organization’s long‑running regional art exhibition and sale. Landscapes for Landsake 
is ASA’s largest annual fundraiser, focused on art that depicts the local landscapes ASA is 
committed to protecting. Artists donate 50% of their proceeds towards ASA’s conservation efforts. 
In addition to it being a successful fundraising effort, the Landscapes for Landsake event has also 
allowed ASA to grow its network in the regional community and promote the importance of local land 
conservation.6 Together, these events connect non‑farmers to conserved landscapes, highlight the 
public benefits of farmland protection, and cultivate broad community investment in ASA’s mission.  
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
Since its founding in 1990, ASA has permanently conserved more than 33,700 acres of farmland and 
working forest on over 180 properties, protecting high‑quality soils and agricultural landscapes 
facing development pressure from the nearby Capital Region. Conservation easements held by ASA 
prevent conversion to non‑agricultural uses while allowing for continued farming, forestry, and 
adaptive management. 
Beyond acreage protected, ASA’s integrated approach strengthens long‑term stewardship and 
agricultural resilience. Farmer‑focused gatherings encourage practices that improve soil health, 
build climate resilience, and enhance ecological function on conserved land, while community 
engagement events generate the social and financial support needed to sustain conservation efforts 
over time. Together, these outcomes reflect ASA’s producer‑led conservation model, pairing 
permanent land protection with ongoing support for farmers and strong community engagement.

 
5 “Programs and Events.” Agricultural Stewardship Association, 
agstewardship.org/events/index.cfm?past=1. 
6 “Landscapes for Landsake Art Sale and Exhibition will be held at Maple Ridge Barn on 10/11-10/12.” WAMC 
Northeast Public Radio, wamc.org/podcast/the-roundtable/2025-10-02/landscapes-for-landsake-art-sale-
and-exhibition-will-be-held-at-maple-ridge-barn-on-10-11-10-12. 
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Case Study Group B: Agricultural Producer-Led Conservation Initiatives 
Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust 
 
Introduction 
Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust (CCALT) 
is a statewide land trust that partners with farming and 
ranching families to protect working lands for the benefit 
of future generations. Guided by an overarching goal of 
“keeping working lands in working hands,” CCALT has 
conserved over 820,000 acres across Colorado as of 
January 2026. CCALT has partnered with over 400 
landowner families, and works with local, state, and 
federal governmental agencies, non-profits, donors, 
and corporations.  
 
History 
CCALT was founded in 1995 by members of the Colorado Cattlemen’s Association (CCA), a group 
that serves as the principal voice and advocate for Colorado beef production. 1 , 2  CCA members 
recognized that development pressure across the state threatened the future of the beef industry in 
Colorado. The future of ranching depends on maintaining a large enough land base to support 
ongoing cattle grazing and agricultural operations. The founders were also motivated by a 
conservation mindset and a desire to protect the open landscape. Today, CCALT has a staff of 20 
full-time employees based out of four offices across the state. In 2019, CCALT merged with a local 
land trust in northwestern Colorado under the Yampa Valley Conservation Partnership. CCALT was 
already highly active in this area and, because it was originally founded by ranchers local to the area, 
it was a trusted partner. In this region, CCALT has expanded its work to conserve more diverse 
properties, including recreation and public-access focused easements. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
Founded by members of CCA, CCALT provides conservation services that directly cater to 
landowners working in production agriculture. In this, CCALT’s conservation easements are 
appealing to landowners who may not trust traditional conservation organizations. CCALT’s 
conservation services include conservation easements, technical and financial support through the 
Additive Conservation program, assistance with succession planning, and legal defense in the case 
of eminent domain. CCALT strives to develop win-win solutions that support rural economies and 
livelihoods and landscape-scale conservation goals.  
CCALT has advocated for policies that support working lands conservation at the state and national 
level. At the state level, CCALT has advocated for the establishment, renewal, and expansion of a 

 
1 “About CCALT.” CCALT, ccalt.org/about-ccalt/. 
2 “About.” Colorado Cattlemen’s Association, coloradocattle.org/about. 
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transferable state tax credit for landowners who donate their conservation easements, meaning the 
landowners are not paid upfront for their easements.3 With a transferable tax credit, landowners who 
may not be able to utilize the full value of the tax credits can sell tax credits to another entity. CCALT 
is working on the development of a federal transferable tax credit for donated conservation 
easements. CCALT also advocates for conservation funding through the Farm Bill, which is the 
largest funder of agricultural conservation programs in the United States. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
CCALT is a founding member of the Partnership of Rangeland Trusts (PORT), a coalition of working 
lands conservation organizations across Midwest and western United States.4 Under PORT, land 
trust members amplify their voices through collective advocacy and lobbying.  
In 2020, CCALT founded its Additive Conservation program to enhance conservation values (such as 
wildlife habitat and forest health) and agricultural viability (primarily through infrastructure 
improvements) on conservation easements. This program provides financial and technical 
assistance to landowners, supporting restoration and infrastructure projects and landowner 
involvement in payment for ecosystem service markets (such as the carbon market). Landowner 
interest largely centers on water infrastructure and developing additional water sources, including 
headgate replacements, solar pump installations, and new stock water tanks. Funding for ARF 
projects has come from private and public grants, individual philanthropic donors, and corporate 
partnerships. 
 
In-person Gatherings 
CCALT staff visit each conserved property for annual easement monitoring. During these visits, staff 
members meet with landowners and land managers to ensure the terms of the conservation 
easements are upheld and to share resources with landowners. CCALT hosts an annual fundraiser 
dinner on a conservation easement property to convene landowners, donors, and conservation 
partners. CCALT has developed succession planning resources to assist ageing landowners with 
land transfers, including intergenerational transfers within a family or transfers to non-family 
members. CCALT is holding workshops in different parts of the state to share resources and provide 
support to landowners beginning the succession planning process. 
 

 
3 “Tax Credit Certificates.” Colorado Department of Regulatory Agencies: Division of Conservation, 
conservation.colorado.gov/tax-credit-certificates. 
4 “What We Do.” Partnership of Rangeland Trusts, rangelandtrusts.org/what-we-do. 
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Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
CCALT has permanently conserved over 820,000 
acres of agricultural land and open space across 
the state. While CCALT easements do not require 
that land stay in agricultural production or 
dictate management decisions, the easements 
ensure that land remains available for 
agricultural production amidst increasing 
development pressure. CCALT prioritizes 
easements with significant conservation values, 
water rights, agricultural heritage, and scenic 
qualities. With a mission to “conserve and 
steward Colorado’s working landscapes and 
agricultural heritage for the benefit of all 
Coloradan,” the continuation of agricultural operations, legacies, and rural communities is as 
central to the mission as is conservation.

Source: Colorado Cattlemen's Agricultural Land Trust 
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Case Study Group B: Agricultural Producer-Led Conservation Initiatives 
Malpai Borderlands Group 
 
Introduction 
Malpai Borderlands Group (MBG), based in Douglas, 
Arizona, is a collaborative group that organizes 
stakeholders to promote and advocate for ranching and 
working lands in southern Arizona and New Mexico. The 
group works across an 800,000-acre area along the US 
side of the New Mexico-Arizona-Mexico borders.1 The 
Malpai Borderlands Group convenes ranchers, 
landowners, government agency representatives, and community members to address the 
challenges working lands face and to increase problem solving, transparency, and collaboration.  
 
History 
Malpai Borderlands Group was founded in 1991 by a group of ranchers facing unprecedented 
pressure from the environmental community. Shortly before, The Nature Conservancy bought a 
working ranch in the region that covered about a half million acres and ended the historic grazing of 
the property. Ranchers were distressed to see so much land taken out of production.2 Environmental 
activists in the 1980s and 90s advocated for the removal of cattle from public land during the “Cattle 
free by ‘93” movement. Around the same time, catastrophic fires occurred in the area following a 
history of fire suppression and poor fire management in the western United States. Ranchers saw 
the regenerative and ecological value in having fire on the landscape, but they faced push back from 
governmental agencies. MBG was founded by a group of local ranchers who recognized the need for 
improved relations and communication with environmental non-profits and governmental agencies. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
Malpai Borderlands Group has been effective in building coalitions and improving collaboration 
between diverse stakeholders. Executive Director Channing Moore believes the success of the 
organization comes from getting people together, convening and connecting at in-person events to 
address challenging topics. Early conversations made clear that diverse parties shared many of the 
same goals, but disagreed about how to accomplish those goals. To improve transparency and 
increase dialogue, MBG shares information about the important stewardship that ranchers provide 
and the ways in which their management supports conservation goals. This has built trust between 
the ranching and environmental communities, which has therefore improved openness to 
collaboration. While they may not always see eye to eye, ranchers and environmental groups now 
collaborate in the region to monitor and conserve habitat for endangered species. 
 

 
1 “Who We Are.” Malpai Borderlands Group, malpai.org/who-we-are. 
2 Moore, Channing. Personal Interview. 29 December 2025. 
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Specific Tools and Strategies 
Malpai Borderlands Group holds 22 conservation easements over 20 different properties. While 
conservation easements are a secondary part of their work, annual easement monitoring helps to 
maintain relationships and communication with landowners, as is true of most traditional land trusts 
as well. MBG communicates with landowners and stakeholders through in-person site visits, mail, 
email, phone calls, and in-person gatherings. There is no formal membership in the group. Involved 
participants represent diverse groups, including different environmental organizations, agricultural 
associations, and public agencies.  
 
In-person Gatherings 
Malpai Borderlands Group holds an annual agency meeting that convenes representatives of 
governmental agencies, along with non-profit staff, landowners, and other stakeholders. This 
meeting provides an open line of communication between different entities. MBG hosts quarterly 
board meetings with educational presentations from guest speakers to ensure their board stays 
abreast of relevant topics. MBG serves as a resource to ranchers, providing information about 
governmental programs and opportunities, and as a resource to governmental agency staff, 
educating them on ranchers’ stewardship and challenges. 
Malpai Borderlands Group organizes an annual educational science conference focused on relevant 
scientific research being conducted in the region. Fire management and reintroduction of healthy 
fire on the landscape have been significant topics. Educational presentations have included 
research on soil health and wildlife populations. MBG is a science-based organization that strives to 
represent diverse perspectives and research topics at their science conference, even when some of 
the research presented may challenge attendees. For example, topics such as climate change or 
wildlife management may be polarizing towards different groups. When funding is available, MBG 
hosts ranching workshops for on-ranch learning opportunities focused on different agricultural 
practices and management strategies. 
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
The Malpai Borderlands (pictured here) is 
an ecologically significant region of the 
United States that supports rich 
biodiversity and provides habitat for 
several species of concern. Because of 
this, the region receives significant 
attention from governmental agencies and 
environmental groups, despite its rural and 
remote location. Malpai Borderlands 
Group promotes the stewardship that 
ranchers provide and the importance of 
this stewardship in maintaining habitat for 
species of concern. MBG distributes funds Source: Malpai Borderlands Group 
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to landowners to support projects that improve wildlife coexistence and wildlife habitat. Funded 
projects have included transitions to wildlife-friendly fencing, removal of invasive species, and 
improvements to water infrastructure. The group often funds projects that governmental agencies 
would not support, in order to meet a gap in funding availability.



 

40 
 

Case Study Group B: Agricultural Producer-Led Conservation Initiatives 
Maine Farmland Trust 
 
Introduction 
Maine Farmland Trust (MFT) is a 
non-profit land trust that protects 
agricultural land and supports 
farmers and farming operations in 
Maine. Maine has over 1.2 million acres of farmland, the most of any state in New England.1 The 
organization’s mission is to “protect Maine farmland and revitalize Maine’s rural landscape by 
keeping agricultural lands working and helping farmers and communities thrive.” MFT’s work 
exceeds that of most land trusts. Beyond conserving land, MFT works directly with farmers to 
improve agricultural viability and support ongoing agricultural production. 
 
History 
Founded in 1999 by a group of farmers, MFT is the only agricultural-focused land trust in Maine. The 
farmer-founders recognized how much agricultural land was being lost and wanted to ensure a 
viable future for agriculture in Maine. Since its founding, the land trust has continually evolved to 
provide relevant programming and to meet the needs of the farming community. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
MFT provides a variety of educational resources and business planning tools to farmers in order to 
support ongoing agricultural production and business viability. MFT provides farmers with one-on-
one assistance with marketing, risk management, recordkeeping, business and financial planning, 
accessing financing, production systems, personnel, succession planning, legal challenges, and 
taxes. 2  MFT is exceptional in that the organization’s work far exceeds the services traditionally 
offered by land trusts. While most land trusts are primarily concerned with conserving open land, 
that alone does not ensure that the land remains in agricultural production. By investing in farmer 
education and business viability, MFT ensures that easements maintain agricultural production, not 
just the land base necessary to support them. 
MFT is primarily interested in maintaining ongoing agriculture, rather than enhancing ecological or 
conservation values on agricultural land. The organization provides resources on soil health, 
ecological resilience, and PFAS mitigation to encourage good stewardship, but they do not dictate 
what agricultural practices a landowner may use. They believe that keeping land in agriculture 
retains many ecological benefits that would otherwise be lost if the land were to be developed. 
 

 
1 “Looking back at farmland protection in 2025.” Maine Farmland Trust, 
mainefarmlandtrust.org/blogs/looking-back-at-2025-through-farmland-protection. 
2 “Individual Farm Business Support.” Maine Farmland Trust, maine-farmland-
trust.webflow.io/farmers/grow-your-farm-business/individual-farm-business-support. 
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Specific Tools and Strategies 
Through their Farm Network program, MFT provides diverse tools to support a viable future for 
farmers and food production in Maine.3 MFT runs a Farming for the Long Haul program, a two-year 
educational business planning program that supports mid-career farmers in expanding their 
operations or making operational changes to improve efficiency and profitability. MFT has created a 
financial planning tool, called “FarmCalc,” that producers can use to better understand farm 
finances to increase profits.4 This can help farmers plan for the upcoming season, for changes in 
scale, and for necessary investments. MFT partners with Maine FarmLink, a state chapter of a 
national program that connects farm owners looking to sell or lease their properties with farm-
seekers looking to buy or lease farmland. 5  FarmLink is a valuable tool that supports the next 
generation of farmers in accessing land. MFT also provides resources on how farmers can adapt to 
a changing climate and improve climate resilience in their operation, including support for improving 
soil health. MFT’s Climate Impact Assessment Mapping tool shows what increased climate risks 
farmers’ properties may face.6  MFT’s Implementation Grant awards funds for infrastructure and 
investment projects that grow farm efficiency and profitability. The grant makes awards of up to 
$65,000. MFT advocates for farm-friendly policy that focuses on protecting farmland, increasing 
resources for farm businesses and climate-smart agriculture, and advancing access to farmland 
and resources. 7  MFT’s financial and technical resources focus on supporting the agricultural 
operation, rather than enhancing conservation values, such as biodiversity, on the land.  
 
In-person Gatherings 
MFT is a membership-based organization. MFT participates in agricultural and conservation 
community events, including the Maine Agricultural Trade Show. MFT provides resources to connect 
interested members of the general public with in-person agricultural-related activities, including 
farmers markets, farm tours, u-pick agricultural operations, and on-farm events such as yoga or 
cheesemaking classes. 8  Connecting consumers to experiences on farms and with farmers 
increases agricultural awareness and appreciation. While some people in the US are critical of 
production agriculture, a growing movement of farmers markets, agritourism, and “knowing your 
farmer” has exposed more people to agriculture and helped to lessen that mindset. 
 

 
3 “How We Help Farmers.” Maine Farmland Trust, mainefarmlandtrust.org/farmers. 
4 “FarmCalc.” Maine Farmland Trust, maine-farmland-trust.webflow.io/farmers/grow-your-farm-
business/farm-calc. 
5 “Maine FarmLink.” Maine Farmland Trust, farmlink.mainefarmlandtrust.org. 
6 “Climate Resilience.” Maine Farmland Trust, mainefarmlandtrust.org/farmers/climate-resilience. 
7 “Farm-Friendly Policy Change.” Maine Farmland Trust, mainefarmlandtrust.org/future/farm-friendly-policy-
change. 
8 “Farm Activities.” Maine Farmland Trust, mainefarmlandtrust.org/get-involved/farm-activities. 
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Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
MFT has been highly successful in 
keeping farmers on the land, keeping 
land in production, and supporting the 
next generation of farmers in Maine. 
MFT’s investment in farmers, not just 
farmland, ensures that agricultural 
easements meaningfully support 
conservation goals (by maintaining open 
space) and agricultural operations. 
Strategic, relevant, forward-looking 
programming ensures that agricultural 
landscapes, local food production, and 
rural economies continue in Maine. 

Source: Maine Farmland Trust 
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Case Study Group B: Agricultural Producer-Led Conservation Initiatives 
Partnership of Rangeland Trusts 
 
Introduction 
The Partnership of Rangeland Trusts (PORT) is an alliance of 
agricultural-focused land trusts dedicated to preserving America's 
working farms and ranches and conserving productive agricultural 
lands.1 While many land trusts in the USA were created to address 
environmental challenges in their communities, positioning 
ecological outcomes at the center of their missions, PORT’s member 
land trusts were created by agricultural producers for the primary 
purpose of protecting agricultural lands and maintaining robust 
agricultural operations and economies. PORT, made up of  nine land 
trusts from across the American West and Midwest, is guided by a 
mission to “advocate for the conservation of working lands and western 
heritage for the benefit and wellbeing of future generations.” To become 
a member of PORT, a land trust must be affiliated with a state livestock 
or farming organization. The membership criteria within the 
Partnership’s bylaws requires that a member have an association with 
a livestock industry organization in its state through: 1) a direct affiliation 
with where the majority of a land trust’s board of directors is appointed 
or endorsed by a statewide livestock association, 2) a cooperative agreement, or resolution of 
endorsement from a statewide livestock association, or 3) a majority of the land trust’s board of 
directors are agricultural producers or members of  statewide livestock association. While each land 
trust member of PORT interacts and collaborates in different ways with their statewide livestock 
association, the governance requirements to become a member of PORT keep the Partnership 
rooted in production agriculture. This close affiliation with agricultural producers has enabled PORT 
and its members to be responsive to the needs of farmers and ranchers and to advocate for shared 
priorities in agriculture and conservation at the federal level. A small but mighty organization, PORT 
has successfully advocated for federal conservation policies that benefit agricultural producers. 
Collectively, the members of PORT have conserved over 3 million acres of productive farm and ranch 
land.  
 
History 
Founded in 2004 by six members, PORT has since grown to an alliance of nine organizations working 
across twelve states: California Rangeland Trust, Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust, 
Montana Land Reliance, Nebraska Land Trust, Northwest Rangeland Trust, Rangeland Trust of 
Kansas, Texas Agricultural Land Trust, South Dakota Agricultural Land Trust, Wyoming Stockgrowers 
Land Trust. After an early emphasis on policy advocacy, the partnership has expanded its activities 

 
1 “What we do,” PORT, rangelandtrusts.org/what-we-do. 
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to include shared professional development opportunities and collective engagement on emerging 
trends and challenges. PORT members have collaborated to develop  ecosystem service market 
opportunities and succession planning resources that support intergenerational transfer of 
agricultural lands. Consistent with broader trends in the USA land trust community, PORT and its 
members have expanded their missions beyond a singular focus on land protection to a broader 
holistic approach that addresses the many threats to agricultural lands. While conservation 
easements secure land for agriculture in perpetuity, agricultural producers continue to face other 
operational and economic challenges as land stewards. The expansion of PORT member services 
seeks to meet this multitude of challenges that threaten the stewardship of working lands and the 
resilience of rural communities.  
 
Innovative Approaches 
PORT’s success is tied to a number of innovative approaches which differentiate it from similar 
conservation partnerships. Because each member is  affiliated with a state agricultural organization, 
the partnership maintains a clear and consistent connection to the needs of agricultural producers. 
Many of PORT’s members focus on the social impacts of their work, measuring their success by the 
number of agricultural families supported through conservation easement transactions, as well as 
the number of acres conserved. PORT has been effective in prioritizing people, agricultural families, 
and rural communities in its conservation efforts. PORT has maintained  a unique advocacy position, 
supporting policy that benefits agriculture, with conservation outcomes as an additional benefit. In 
practice, this approach to advocacy frequently focuses on the financial benefits of conservation to 
farmers, ranchers, and the larger agricultural industry, positioning conservation as an important 
economic driver for agricultural operations and rural communities. This strategy has allowed PORT 
to work with diverse partners to advance new conservation priorities while defending against 
criticisms that agriculture and conservation are at odds. At a time of great political division, PORT 
has placed itself in the “radical center,” seeking to bridge divisions between rural and urban 
communities and to secure a future for conservation and agriculture. 2  In the American West, 
conservation receives significant public support among voters of both major political parties. 3  
Recognizing conservation as a unifying force, PORT members will frequently describe the benefits of 
rural land conservation through the quantification of ecosystem services that are more relatable to 
an urban audience, such as gallons of water conserved. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
PORT’s advocacy efforts over the last twenty years led to significant improvements in the 
Conservation Title of the federal Farm Bill. These changes have reduced barriers to entry for farmers 
and ranchers and increased the efficiency of the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program 

 
2 Glenn, Erik and Richard Knight. “Bridging the Great Divide: Reconnecting Rural and Urban Communities by 
Building Democracy.” Salazar Center for North American Conservation, 
salazarcenter.colostate.edu/bridging-the-great-divide. 
3 “2026 Conservation in the West Poll.” Colorado College State of the Rockies Project, 
coloradocollege.edu/other/stateoftherockies/conservationinthewest/2026.html. 
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(ACEP), administered by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA). ACEP is the primary federal 
funding source for the protection of farms and ranches through voluntary perpetual conservation 
easements. Federal funding is awarded to land trusts and landowners for the acquisition of a 
conservation easement on private agricultural land which might otherwise be converted and 
developed for alternative uses. Working with a diverse coalition of members and supporters, PORT’s 
advocacy efforts have led to the conservation of significant additional working lands across the 
United States. 
Since its founding, PORT has grown its opportunities for convening partners and sharing educational 
opportunities. The Partnership’s Board of Directors meets remotely once a month, and the PORT 
annual meeting is a major gathering for those interested in working lands conservation. PORT has 
established subcommittees or working groups focused on pressing and emerging issues. Over the 
last two years, one PORT working group has regularly convened to share lessons learned around 
ecosystem service markets and carbon mitigation opportunities that align with grassland 
conservation. The growth of the carbon market has generated significant interest in carbon 
mitigation and sequestration opportunities in the agricultural sector. Specifically, PORT members 
are well positioned to collaborate with ranchers to establish Avoided Conversion of Grasslands 
projects, which utilize conservation easements to maintain land in grasslands for grazing purposes 
and compensate landowners for the carbon they retain in their soils which would have been released 
through a conversion to alternative land uses such as commodity crop farming or residential 
development. These shared learning efforts among PORT members are enabling land trusts and 
agricultural landowners to better navigate the emerging carbon market and  utilize new tools for the 
conservation of working lands.  
 
In-person Gatherings 
While PORT rarely convenes in-person gatherings for agricultural producers, its members often 
coordinate “ranch visit” events to engage new producers interested in conservation. These peer-to-
peer opportunities focus on conservation easements and other conservation opportunities help to 
socialize and promote conservation programs and related funding in rural communities.  
Agricultural producers are a critical component of PORT’s Board of Directors. The PORT board is 
made up of land trust staff members, as well as  landowner representatives from each land trust. 
This direct connection to agricultural production ensures that PORT stays engaged and maintains 
relevance to the issues that are impacting producers and the agricultural industry. Landowner board 
members are also integral to PORT’s advocacy efforts at the federal level.  
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
PORT’s nine members have collectively conserved over 3,178,856 acres through conservation 
easements, an area almost as large as the state of Connecticut.4 The membership has 265 active 
conservation easement projects which, if completed, will conserve an additional 600,165 acres from 
development and conversion away from agricultural use. In the period between 2017 and 2022, 

 
4 “Impact.” PORT, rangelandtrusts.org/impact. 
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8,804,056 acres of agricultural land have been lost to development across the states in which PORT 
operates. During the same period, 46,607 family farms and ranches in the region ceased operations. 
Without additional intervention, it is estimated that an additional 4,996,000 acres of agricultural 
lands in the 12 states will be lost to development by 2040. PORT’s ongoing partner convenings, 
collaboration, and effective advocacy will be critical to stem the loss of agricultural lands to 
development.
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Case Study Group C: Incentivizing Outcomes 
Audubon Bird-Friendly Certification 
 
Introduction 
The Audubon Bird-Friendly Certification is a market-based program 
that certifies ranches for upholding high standards of ecological 
stewardship. Specifically, the certification guarantees consumers 
that the beef was raised with practices that protect and enhance bird 
habitat. The certification is provided under the Audubon Conservation 
Ranching Initiative, which is a branch of the international non-profit 
Audubon Society.1  
 
History 
Nationwide, over 100 ranches and nearly 3 million acres are certified 
under the Audubon Bird-Friendly Certification.2 The program has been 
active in the Great Plains region since 2009. In that time, the certification has enrolled 23 ranches 
totaling over 140,000 acres in the Great Plains. 3  The Audubon Conservation Ranching Initiative 
started working in the Rockies region (Colorado, Utah, Wyoming) in 2023. It recently expanded to 
include Idaho.  
 
Innovative Approaches 
The Audubon Bird-Friendly Certification recognizes outstanding stewardship, provides support for 
improving stewardship, and creates incentives for ranchers to improve their stewardship. The 
program typically engages ranchers who already manage their land in ways that are consistent with 
the certification. Many practice rotational grazing and have a grazing management plan in place. 
From there, Audubon works with ranchers to implement other practices or infrastructure that 
improve bird habitat, such as adding wildlife ladders to stock water tanks. They also work with 
ranchers who are interested in conservation practices but have fewer implemented. In these cases, 
staff members work with ranchers to develop and implement grazing plans and to fund and install 
necessary infrastructure. Most ranchers they engage are already highly conservation-minded. 
Although Audubon cannot promise ranchers higher profits, they developed the certification as a 
market-based tool to create a premium for beef produced with conservation-minded stewardship 
practices. Audubon developed the program so that certified ranchers would be able to sell their beef 
for a higher price to consumers who saw value in the certification. If successful,  this would 
incentivize other ranchers to implement the same practices. Audubon-certified beef is often sold at 
specialty local food stores. Enrolled producers maintain control over the sale of their own product 

 
1 “About Us.” Audubon, audubon.org/about. 
2 “Audubon Certified Bird-Friendly Land.” Audubon, audubon.org/our-work/prairies-and-forests/ranching. 
3 “Conservation Ranching Initiative.” Audubon Great Plains, 
greatplains.audubon.org/conservation/landing/working-lands/audubon-conservation-ranching-initiative. 
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and Audubon is not involved in its distribution. Large-scale retailers do not stock Audubon-certified 
beef at this time. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
Audubon Rockies has previously provided funding for ranchers to attend relevant educational 
workshops on grazing management and ranch profitability, put on by Noble Research Institute and 
Holistic Management International.4,5 They have also provided funding and grant application support 
for on-ranch projects that enhance the conservation values. Projects have included stream 
restoration, weed management, water resources development, and revegetation. Staff also provide 
technical assistance when possible. Audubon has paid for ranchers to complete soil testing when 
relevant. 
Audubon does direct outreach via phone to ranchers who they think may be interested in the 
program. They also share information about the certification through agricultural trade groups and 
associations. 
 
In-person Gatherings 
Audubon Rockies has sponsored and supported grazing workshops hosted by partner organizations. 
Audubon is hesitant to take on a leading role when other organizations are better fit to and may be 
more palatable to ranchers. Audubon Rockies encourages certified ranchers to reach out to other 
community members and to facilitate peer-to-peer learning events. Audubon wants the information 
and educational message to come from ranchers, so that producers see what implementation and 
benefits of certification look like. Additionally, Audubon connects ranchers interested in the 
certification with those who are already enrolled. In this informal mentorship program, Audubon 
staff connect producers who may be a good fit.  
Audubon is sensitive in how they engage ranchers, talk about the program, and talk about benefits 
of the certification, and they strive to do so mindfully without overpromising the benefits. Audubon 
understands that ranchers have historically been distrustful and resentful of environmental 
organizations telling them how to manage their land, so Audubon strives to avoid those pitfalls. They 
do this by allowing partner organizations that are trusted in the ranching community to lead 
workshops and provide educational resources on grazing management. 
 

 
4 “Noble’s Educational Courses.” Noble Research Institute, noble.org/find-a-course.. 
5 “Programs.” Holistic Management International, holisticmanagement.org/programs. 
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Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
The Audubon Bird-Friendly 
Certification and the Audubon 
Conservation Ranching Initiative 
work to improve bird habitat and 
support bird populations on private 
working lands. The program has 
partnered with farmers and ranchers 
to support declining grassland bird 
populations because these birds 
primarily rely on habitat found on 
private land. While the program is 
focused on bird habitat, the 
certification connotes diverse other 
conservation values as well. Healthy bird habitat necessitates intact, functioning ecosystems with 
diverse vegetation and healthy soils. Certification requires three years of annual monitoring. After 
that point, monitoring is conducted every three years. Certification is based on the continuation of 
good stewardship and management practices, but it is not contingent upon any bird data that may 
be collected during monitoring. 

Source: National Audubon Society 
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Case Study Group C: Incentivizing Outcomes 
California Certified Organic Farmers 
 
Introduction 
California Certified Organic Farmers (CCOF) is a non-profit organization 
with a mission to “advance agriculture for a healthy world.” The 
organization does advocacy work, provides organic certifications, and 
provides technical and financial resources to transitioning and established 
organic producers. 1  The organization has three different branches that 
carry out the different elements of their work: CCOF, Inc., CCOF 
Certification Services, LLC, and the CCOF Foundation. 
 
History 
CCOF was founded in 1973 by 54 grower members who wanted to define 
organic standards and establish certifications for organic growers.2 The state of California legally 
defined organic practices under the California Organic Food Act (COFA) in 1979, but with no 
provisions for support or enforcement, infractions had to be taken up in the courts by organizations 
like CCOF. In 1990, following extensive advocacy work by CCOF, the state added funding for 
enforcement to the existing law. CCOF was the first entity in the United States to offer organic 
certification. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
CCOF’s theory of change and guiding mission is to support producers to go organic and to stay 
organic. CCOF provides producers with “wrap-around” support to help ease the financial and 
technical barriers to transitioning to organic. This includes grant funding, certification, advising, and 
mentorship. CCOF Foundation offers several grant programs to reduce barriers for transitioning and 
organic certified farmers. The Organic Transition Grant provides up to $30,000 over three years to 
California farmers transitioning to organic, and includes 1:1 technical assistance and mentorship. 
The Bricmont Hardship Assistance Fund provides emergency grants to producers facing financial or 
climate-related disasters. 3  The Future Organic Farmers program awards educational grants to 
students pursuing degrees or certificates in organic agriculture to support the next generation of 
organic professionals. The grants help cover tuition and educational expenses. 4  CCOF’s grant 
programs are funded through a mix of earned revenue (generated through organic certification fees), 
philanthropy, and public funding through state and federal grants. 
CCOF provides 1:1 technical assistance and advising in both English and Spanish. They facilitate 
mentorship by connecting transitioning producers to experienced organic producers. CCOF offers 
certifications for Organic operations, Grass-Fed Organic Livestock operations, and Regenerative 

 
1 “About Us.” CCOF, ccof.org/about. 
2 “History.” CCOF, ccof.org/about/history. 
3 “Hardship Assistance Fund,” CCOF, ccof.org/foundation/grants-education/hardship-assistance-fund. 
4 “Future Organic Farmers.” CCOF, ccof.org/foundation/grants-education/students-future-organic-farmers. 
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Organic operations.5 CCOF aims to make the certifications accessible to producers. They have a 
specialized team that supports those pursuing first-time certification to answer questions on the 
process, timeline, and cost of certification. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
In order to engage more producers, CCOF is providing more diverse options and avenues for 
communications. CCOF offers virtual educational resources and virtual 1:1 support for producers 
through weekly “Organic Office Hours.”6 CCOF has started using text messaging to connect directly 
with producers who may not sit down at a computer regularly. CCOF utilizes storytelling across 
different platforms, including social media. 
CCOF heavily relies on its partnerships with different agricultural and trade organizations to access 
more producers and disburse resources. Molly Nakahara, Education Manager at CCOF Foundation, 
said that being an active part of a collaborative network of farm-support organizations has been the 
most impactful way [CCOF engages] with producers. She said CCOF often receives referrals from 
other organizations and participates in collaborative events and initiatives. 
 
In-person Gatherings 
CCOF is a membership-based organization made 
up of local and regional chapters across the state. 
Local chapters may host “Buyer-Farmer Mixer” 
events to provide opportunities for buyers to 
connect with local producers, share seasonal 
needs, and explore new market opportunities. 7 
CCOF hosts in-person events for members and 
for grant recipients focused on mentorship and 
peer-to-peer learning. CCOF often hosts 
collaborative events with partner organizations, 
especially through the broader Transition to 
Organic Partnership Program (TOPP). TOPP is a 
US Department of Agriculture administered 
initiative to strengthen organic farming 
communities and to support transitioning producers with educational resources and mentorship.8 
 

 
5 “CCOF Certification Services, LLC.” CCOF, ccof.org/organic-certification-services. 
6 “Events.” CCOF, ccof.org/events. 
7 “2026 CAFF San Joaquin Valley Buyer-Farmer Mixer.” COFF, ccof.org/event/2026-caff-san-joaquin-valley-
buyer-farmer-mixer. 
8 “Let’s Grow American Agriculture.” Transition to Organic Partnership Program, organictransition.org. 

Source: California Certified Organic Farmers 
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Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
CCOF has been successful in bolstering organic policy, certification processes, and enforcement at 
the state and national level. Increased organic implementation conserves soil health and 
biodiversity, and reduces synthetic pesticide and agrochemical use.
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Case Study Group C: Incentivizing Outcomes 
Colorado Soil Health Program  
 
Introduction 
Colorado Soil Health Program was a statewide program led by the 
Colorado Department of Agriculture (CDA) that assisted farmers and 
ranchers with implementing new practices to improve soil health on their 
operation. The program utilized tools developed through the national soil 
health program Savings Tomorrow’s Agriculture Resources (STAR). 1 
STAR is a national non-profit that developed a framework for 
conservation practice evaluation, implementation, and valuation. STAR 
includes practices such as reduced till or 
no-till, strip tilling, cover cropping, crop 
rotating, and nutrient management. STAR 
created a national standardized approach 
for evaluating conservation practices and adoption to recognize producers for their commitment to 
more sustainable practices. STAR has been adopted in state-level programs similar to CSHP in 
several other states in the western and midwestern US. 
 
History 
The Biden Administration made significant investments in conservation, including in soil health and 
climate action. During this time, the US Department of Agriculture (USDA), ran the Partnership for 
Climate-Smart Commodities program, which allocated significant funds to projects across the 
nation that aimed to implement climate-smart practices on agricultural lands. The grant funded 
projects that would expand markets and revenue streams for over 60,000 operations and sequester 
60 million metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent over the lives of the projects.2 CDA received a 
$25 million grant to expand the STAR program in Colorado and to provide financial incentives to 
producers for implementing new soil health practices.3 

 
Innovative Approaches 
As a state agency program, CSHP partnered with trusted, on-the-ground organizations that have 
strong relationships with farmers and ranchers to increase adoption of soil health practices. These 
organizations, called “eligible entities,” worked directly with producers to administer the program 
under CDA. Under CSHP, CDA disbursed information and funding to eligible entities, and those 
organizations disbursed information and funding directly to producers. Eligible entities were largely 

 
1 “About Us.” STAR, starconservation.org/about-star. 
2 “Partnership for Climate-Smart Commodities Overview Brochure.” USDA, 
usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/partnerships-climate-smart-commodities-overview-brochure.pdf. 
3 “Partnerships for Climate-Smart Commodities Project Summaries.” USDA, usda.gov/partnerships-climate-
smart-commodities-project-summaries. 

https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/partnerships-climate-smart-commodities-overview-brochure.pdf
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local conservation districts, who were already experienced in supporting producers in implementing 
new practices, or land trusts, who had existing strong relationships with landowners. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
CSHP provided incentives and support for landowners in implementing diverse practices that would 
improve soil health and operational resilience. CSHP was not prescriptive in what practices 
producers should implement and, instead, producers chose what new practices would be best for 
their operation. CSHP provided a list of practices that would be eligible for participation. The 
producer would select a practice and develop a plan in coordination with the eligible entity, 
implement it over a given season, and track associated results and expenses. At the end of the 
season, the producer would submit documentation of the practice implemented and the associated 
expenses to the eligible entity they worked with. CDA would then provide “cost-share” by providing 
funds, through the eligible entity and then to the producer, that would reimburse half of the 
producers’ expenses, up to $5,000. The eligible entity would ensure that the practice was 
implemented through photos, invoices, and verbal reports. The implemented practice was tracked 
and confirmed, but the outcomes of that practice were not tracked. A soil moisture monitor was 
installed on each enrolled property and it collected the only tracked data. Producers completed soil 
testing if the new practice necessitated it. 
 
In-person Gatherings 
CSHP was primarily focused on cultivating relationships between producers and eligible entities. 
Eligible entities usually worked directly with their producers one-on-one. CDA staff conducted in-
person visits to enrolled farms and ranches to install soil moisture monitors and to confirm 
implementation of the new practices. CDA encouraged eligible entities to host in-person gatherings 
of farmers and ranchers, and some hosted site visits for other producers to learn about the practices 
one operation had implemented. Although farmers were highly interested in CSHP and demand for 
enrollment was high, CDA did not track the success of these gatherings.  
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
CSHP worked with eligible entities and producers across the state to implement soil health practices 
that included no-till and minimum-till, rotational grazing, cover cropping, and amendment 
application, including compost and biochar. The program partnered with 400 producers to improve 
carbon sequestration, operational resilience, and income diversification. 4  It was guided by six 

 
4 “Colorado Soil Health Program.” Colorado Department of Agriculture, ag.colorado.gov/soil-health. 
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principles: soil armor, 5  minimizing disturbance, plant 
diversity, continual live roots, livestock integration, 6  and 
relevant context. 
Under the Trump Administration, the Partnership for Climate-
Smart Commodities program was cancelled and 
restructured. Upon losing funding, the CSHP cost-share 
program was cancelled. While CDA is committed to 
promoting soil health and continuing the program with other 
funding sources, the funding program is currently on hold. 
CDA continues to provide landowners with resources and 
technical support for improving on-farm soil health.  

 
5 “Soil armor” refers to keeping the soil covered and protecting the soil surface with plant residue, cover 
crops, or mulch to reduce erosion, moderate soil temperature, retain moisture, and support a healthy soil 
ecosystem. 
6 “Livestock integration” refers to utilizing animals as partners in soil health through the thoughtful use of 
grazing animals in recycling nutrients, stimulating plant growth, and contributing to soil fertility and 
ecosystem balance. 

Source: Colorado Department of Agriculture 
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Case Study Group C: Incentivizing Outcomes 
Grassroots Carbon 
 
Introduction 
Grassroots Carbon (Grassroots) is a “regenerative 
land management and carbon removal company 
that partners with ranchers to restore soil health, 
strengthen ecosystems, and unlock new revenue 
streams through measurable, verified ecological 
outcomes.” 1  Grassroots operates at the nexus of regenerative livestock grazing and the carbon 
credit offset market. Regenerative grazing practices often include higher intensity rotational grazing 
which targets the grazing of grass species at certain times of year, followed by a rest period which 
allows for forage species to regenerate and sequester additional carbon than might occur with less 
targeted and structured grazing strategies. These practices are often enabled by the adoption of 
smaller pastures either through the use of moveable electric fencing or virtual fencing, allowing 
ranchers to manage grazing over smaller areas and with shorter periods of grazing pressure.  
Grassroots’ carbon program compensates ranchers for carbon sequestered from the atmosphere 
into the soil due to regenerative grazing practices, referred to as a “soil carbon removal.” These 
agreements last for a period of 30-40 years and require the rancher to avoid conversion of grasslands 
to farmlands for the period of the agreement, or return payments for previously sequestered carbon. 
Another carbon program in the USA, referred to as the Avoided Conversion of Grasslands (ACoG), 
compensates ranchers for permanently sequestering the carbon already stored in their grasslands 
rather than releasing it through tillage or conversion to farming. ACoG agreements extend for 150 
years and require the use of a conservation easement with conversion prohibitions to ensure the 
permanence of the soil carbon storage. Grassroots’ program is often more attractive to those 
ranchers interested in taking advantage of carbon market opportunities, but not prepared to 
perpetually conserve their ranch with a conservation easement as required by the ACoG program.  
Close relationships with and support for ranchers are at the core to Grassroots’ mission. By 
collaborating with ranchers to implement regenerative practices, grasslands under active 
agricultural production sequester additional carbon from the atmosphere. Grassroots then utilizes 
a rigorous protocol to monitor, report, and verify the amount of  carbon sequestered by implementing 
the regenerative practice. Through this rigorous protocol, carbon benefits are quantified and 
marketable carbon offset credits are generated. Carbon offset credits are sold through an active 
market to corporations interested in improving their sustainability. Under this model, Grassroots and 
the enrolled rancher share in the revenue of carbon offset credit sales. 
  
History 
Grassroots was founded in 2021 out of a desire to accelerate the adoption of regenerative agriculture. 
The initial vision centered not only on ecological and carbon-related outcomes, but also on a 

 
1 “About Us.” Grassroots Carbon, grassrootscarbon.com/about-us. 
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business model which would benefit individual agricultural operations and rural communities. 
Assembling finance, academic, and agricultural experts, the company set out to create a “science-
backed, rancher-first system that rewards ranchers for storing carbon in their soils.” In 2021, 
Grassroots had 200,000 acres enrolled and made $200,000 in annual payments to ranchers. Since 
then, the company has grown to 2 million acres enrolled and a total of $20 million disbursed to 
ranchers over the last five years. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
Grassroots has capitalized on the growing private sector interest in sustainability and carbon 
mitigation with a rancher-focused approach that allows agricultural producers of various sizes to 
benefit from the carbon market for their grassland stewardship. Grassroots’ growth has increased 
while the  carbon market has seen a greater interest in  high-quality carbon projects. Early carbon 
mitigation projects, frequently located in the Global South, were criticized about the validity of their 
credits and their impacts on local communities. Grassroots’ focus on rigorous monitoring, 
reporting, and verification of carbon accounting, has given the company a competitive advantage in 
the carbon market. Carbon credit buyers are also frequently attracted by the opportunity to invest 
in projects which reduce the carbon intensity of the USA’s food system, such as within the beef 
supply chain, refocusing carbon mitigation efforts domestically. 
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
Meeting Ranchers’ Needs: Grassroots treats ranchers as critical business partners and keeps 
ranchers’ concerns and motivations central in their business planning and marketing. Grassroots’ 
CEO Brad Tipper notes, “our rancher-first ideology has really been our core point of difference.”2 
While other carbon development companies have led with a focus on financial returns and 
environmental benefits, Grassroots frames their programs in the context of agricultural operations 
and the needs of producers. The company emphasizes the benefits of regenerative practices to 
“productivity and profitability” in their promotional materials for ranchers, focusing on the financial 
bottom line of agricultural operations rather than on other values which might be generated from 
regenerative grazing.3 Grassroots’ programs recognize the financial reality of ranching by providing 
ranchers with upfront payments to install infrastructure and implement practices that increase soil 
carbon. Grassroots recaptures this initial investment as carbon credits are generated from projects. 
By de-risking adoption and lowering barriers to entry, Grassroots is engaging not only large-scale 
ranching operations, but also smaller family ranches. With significant economic volatility in the 
ranching industry, the additional source of revenue from carbon programs is helping to keep family 
ranches in business.4 

 
2 “San Antonio startup leads U.S. in carbon removal.” Axios San Antonio, axios.com/local/san-
antonio/2026/02/03/grassroots-carbon-san-antonio-cattle-ranching. 
3 “Increase Productivity and Profitability.” Grassroots Carbon, grassrootscarbon.com/ranchers.  
4 Khan, Yusuf. “Ranchers Are Falling Into Debt and Selling Land. Carbon Credits Are a Way to Keep Farming.” 
The Wall Street Journal, wsj.com/articles/ranchers-are-falling-into-debt-and-selling-land-carbon-credits-
are-a-way-to-keep-farming-14b79728. 



 

58 
 

Meeting Corporations’ Needs: Grassroots has been adept at growing relationships in the corporate 
sector. Their corporate supporters include major global companies such as Microsoft and Nestle.5 
Grassroots has established itself as a trusted sustainability partner delivering carbon offsets by 
emphasizing their rigorous monitoring, reporting, and verification protocols and processes, and 
marketing the multiple benefits associated with a grassland carbon project, such as ecosystem 
health, water retention and quality benefits, and domestic food system resilience. The company 
delivers real and immediate carbon benefits using natural climate solutions, differentiating it from 
many other carbon offset options which promise future carbon benefits through methods that aren’t 
frequently socially or economically scalable. 
 
In-Person Gatherings 
Grassroots emphasizes education and community 
as additional benefits for ranchers who participate in 
their carbon program, offering opportunities to 
“learn from peers and experts through workshops 
and regenerative field events.” Grassroots hosts 
Field Days for ranchers to learn about their programs 
and other topics related to regenerative grazing. Field 
days are frequently coordinated with either local 
conservation organizations or local agricultural 
operations that are already enrolled in Grassroots’ 
program. By including ranchers already enrolled in 
Grassroots’ program, Field Day attendees learn from 
neighbors about Grassroots and hear directly from 
fellow ranchers about their experience with the 
company. Utilizing these local networks has enabled 
Grassroots to grow their footprint from operating 
solely in Texas to being active in 22 states.  
In addition to in-person gatherings, Grassroots has also produced a film series called Rooted in 
Change, which profiles ranchers and agricultural operations involved in their program. Each film 
follows a family ranch operation and focuses both on land stewardship and on the financial benefits 
of enrolling in Grassroots’ program. 
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
Since 2021, Grassroots has achieved a number of significant outcomes benefiting agriculture and 
conservation6: 

• 2M acres enrolled across 22 states. 
• Over 200 ranching operations enrolled in Grassroots’ program. 

 
5 “Where Business Meets Impact.” Grassroots Carbon, grassrootscarbon.com/corporates. 
6 “Impact At A Glance.” Grassroots Carbon, grassrootscarbon.com/corporates. 

Source: Grassroots Carbon 
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• $40 million has been paid directly to ranchers for the adoption of regenerative practices and 
the improvement of soil carbon.  

• The first U.S. company to deliver 1.9 million tons of carbon removals.7

 
7 “Grassroots Carbon Becomes First U.S. Company to Deliver 1.9 Million Tons of Carbon Removals Through 
Regenerative Ranching.” Grassroots Carbon, grassrootscarbon.com/news/grassroots-carbon-becomes-
first-u-s-company-to-deliver-1-9-million-tons-of-carbon-removals-through-regenerative-ranching. 
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Case Study Group C: Incentivizing Outcomes 
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) 
 
Introduction 
The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
is a federal agency of the United States Department of 
Agriculture (USDA). NRCS’s mission is to “deliver 
conservation solutions so agricultural producers can 
protect natural resources and feed a growing world.”1 
NRCS provides direct financial and technical 
assistance to farmers and ranchers across the USA 
with an office in each state. NRCS programs and services vary based on geography and regional 
agricultural systems. NRCS is funded by a package of federal legislation referred to as the “Farm Bill,” 
which has traditionally been passed with bipartisan support in Congress every five years. However, 
the last Farm Bill passed in 2018, and has required two legislative extensions. Designs for a new Farm 
Bill continue to be negotiated. NRCS is intimately intertwined with the USA’s agricultural production 
system, supporting producers in every state and operations ranging from small scale to commercial 
production. This geographic reach, coupled with significant funding dedicated to conservation 
through the Farm Bill, places NRCS as one of the most powerful forces for agricultural 
advancements and conservation adoption in the USA.  
 
History 
Originally created as the Soil Conservation Service in 1935, NRCS was born out of the 1930s Dust 
Bowl that devastated farmland in the American West and Midwest. Poor management, including 
excessive plowing, and subsequent drought in the Great Plains resulted in significant top soil loss 
and dust storms in major cities in the eastern USA such as Washington, DC and New York City. This 
spurred the creation of the agency and its focus on soil conservation. During the ensuing decades, 
the agency grew and expanded its focus to address current agricultural and conservation challenges. 
From the environmental movement of the 1960s to the “Farm Crisis” of the 1980s, NRCS has 
expanded its priorities based on economic and natural resource challenges, as well as shifting 
public opinion and sentiment. In 1994, the agency adopted the current title of the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service to reflect the expanded mission of the agency, which maintained a focus on 
soil health but included other natural resource concerns, such as water quality and wildlife habitat. 
NRCS’ focus on wildlife habitat has grown significantly during this period of expanding priorities for 
the agency. The agency’s Working Lands for Wildlife (WLFW) program provides financial and 
technical assistance for farmers and ranchers to improve and manage habitat for threatened or 
endangered species.2 This funding is often dedicated from NRCS’ Environmental Quality Incentives 

 
1 “About NRCS.” USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, nrcs.usda.gov/about. 
2 “Working Lands for Wildlife (WLFW).” USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
nrcs.usda.gov/programs-initiatives/working-lands-for-wildlife. 
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Program (further discussed in this case study) and the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program.  
The WLFW program also collaborates with the US Fish and Wildlife Service to ensure that farmers 
and ranchers who steward these rare species on private land are not negatively impacted by the 
presence of the species and the regulations associated with the USA’s Endangered Species Act 
(ESA). The WLFW program has positioned farmers and ranchers as key partners in solving declining 
wildlife habitat populations across the USA. The Sage Grouse initiative associated with WLFW has 
involved the participation of nearly 1,500 landowners in 11 western states, whose collective efforts 
have supported Greater Sage Grouse populations and avoided the need for the species to receive 
protections under the ESA.3 
During the Biden administration, NRCS significantly expanded its focus on climate change, 
delivering a “historic investment” in conservation with funding from the Inflation Reduction Act. 
While the Trump administration has pivoted to other priorities, funding for NRCS conservation 
programs was increased through the 2025 One Big Beautiful Act, reflecting that both major American 
political parties see the importance of federal investment in agricultural conservation programs. 
 
Innovative Approaches 
NRCS has adapted and grown over its 90-year history with a greater emphasis on innovation than 
many governmental agencies. NRCS largely delivers its conservation services through two avenues: 
financial assistance and technical assistance. These two services are often combined to directly 
support agricultural producers. Agency staff work with interested farmers and ranchers to establish 
conservation plans which include “tools and resources customized specifically for each customer, 
like a land use map, soils information, photos, inventory of resources, economic costs and benefits, 
schedule of recommended practices, maintenance schedules, and engineering notes — all based 
on the producer’s goals and the resource needs”.4 Building on the planning process, NRCS programs 
provide direct financial assistance for new practice adoption.  
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP): EQIP is “NRCS’ flagship conservation program 
that helps farmers, ranchers and forest landowners integrate conservation into working lands.”5 The 
program’s focus and funding areas vary by state based on local natural resource concerns. Federal 
cost share (the ratio of federal funding provided to an agricultural producer for the overall cost of 
implemented practice) varies by practice, and may be limited based on the income of the producer. 
Federal legislation requires that NRCS programs pay no more than 75% of the estimated cost of 
implementing a conservation practice. However, in instances where a conservation practice leads 
to foregone revenue for a producer (such as the construction of a wetland on land previously in 

 
3 “Sage Grouse Initiative.” USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, nrcs.usda.gov/programs-
initiatives/sage-grouse-initiative. 
4 “Conservation Planning.” USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, nrcs.usda.gov/getting-
assistance/conservation-technical-assistance/conservation-planning. 
5 “Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP).” USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
nrcs.usda.gov/programs-initiatives/environmental-quality-incentives-program. 
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agricultural production), NRCS may compensate the producer for up to 100% of the foregone 
revenue.6 Specific rates for conservation practices are established at a state level. EQIP will receive 
$2.655 billion in funding in FY2026, increasing to $3.255 billion in FY2031. 
Conservation Innovation Grant (CIG): The CIG program was established in the 2002 Farm Bill as a 
subprogram of EQIP to promote innovation and to increase the numbers of new agricultural and 
conservation practices be funded by EQIP. CIG projects “inspire creative problem-solving—boosting 
production on farms, ranches, and private forests through improvements in water quality, soil health, 
and wildlife habitat.”7 CIG projects have led to the creation of new funding-eligible conservation 
practices through NRCS, and have also stimulated private investment models for conservation 
practices on agricultural operations, such as investment in an operation’s organic transition, or the 
use of product labeling to identify pollinator-friendly agricultural products. 
Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP): CSP provides support for agricultural producers to build 
on or maintain established conservation practices on farms and ranches. The program is   “designed 
to compensate agricultural and forest producers who agree to increase their level of conservation 
by adopting additional conservation activities and maintaining their baseline level of conservation” 
and is focused on “producers who are passionate about conservation and environmental 
stewardship.”8 While EQIP funding is focused on short-term or one time investments in practice 
adoption, CSP is focused on maintaining practice adoption over a longer term. This structure 
compensates producers who have already achieved a baseline conservation plan on their property 
and are now interested in maintaining or expanding their efforts.  
 
In-Person Gatherings 
Local NRCS offices, located in different regions of every state in the United States, host diverse in-
person educational events. NRCS offices, in partnership with local conservation districts, host 
annual Local Working Group meetings to identify top landowner needs and priorities. The feedback 
collected informs the programming and resources the local NRCS office will provide. NRCS offices 
host workshops and educational trainings, often in partnership with other local agricultural 
associations.  
NRCS also produces a video series, Conservation at Work, which highlights the successful adoption 
of NRCS programs by profiling specific farming and ranching operations in the USA. While this 
information isn’t shared in-person, its focus on applied outcomes, benefits to agricultural producers, 
and successful collaboration between private landowners and the agency allows farmers and 

 
6 “§ 1466.23 Payment rates.” National Archives Code of Regulation, ecfr.gov/current/title-7/subtitle-
B/chapter-XIV/subchapter-B/part-1466/subpart-B/section-1466.23. 
7 “Conservation Innovation Grants.” USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
nrcs.usda.gov/sites/default/files/2024-06/NRCS-CIG_Factsheet.pdf. 
8 “Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP): Is CSP Right for Me?” USDA Natural Resources Conservation 
Service, nrcs.usda.gov/sites/default/files/2025-05/nrcs-csp-right-for-me-factsheet-012025.pdf. 
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ranchers to “learn about the benefits of conservation practices directly from the farmers, ranchers, 
and forestland owners applying them.”9  
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
NRCS is the primary federal governmental agency focused on agriculture and conservation in the 
USA. Born out of the environmental disaster of the Dust Bowl, NRCS has led to greater awareness of 
the shared interests between agriculture and conservation in American society. The agency’s focus 
on innovation and emerging challenges, coupled with the significant federal funding provided 
through the Farm Bill, positions NRCS as one of the most powerful forces for the integration of 
conservation into production agriculture in the USA. NRCS has been successful in working with 
farmers and ranchers in implementing improved conservation practices in every county in the United 
States.

 
9 “Conservation at Work.” USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
farmers.gov/conservation/conservation-at-work. 
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Case Study Group C: Incentivizing Outcomes 
Soil and Water Outcomes Fund 
 
Introduction 
The Soil and Water Outcomes Fund 
(SWOF) incentivizes the adoption of new 
conservation practices in commodity 
crop farming operations through 
payment for ecosystem service markets. The program pairs farmers interested in new conservation 
practices with public or private entities seeking to reduce or offset environmental impact in 
agricultural systems. As a subsidiary of the Iowa Soybean Association, the Fund leverages an 
extensive farmer network to deliver impactful conservation outcomes and deliver payments to 
producers for adopted practices.   
The Iowa Soybean Association (ISA) was founded in 1964 “by farmers to serve farmers.”1 Iowa is 
consistently ranked as one of the top producing states for soybeans in the USA with 595.6 million 
bushels produced in 2025. An annual crop which frequently exceeds $4.5 billion in value. The SWOF 
operates outside of Iowa as well, but the relationship with ISA is critical to producers’ trust in the 
program, as well as to the reach and impact of the program in production agriculture. This “unique 
relationship keeps farmer trust and support at the forefront of all Soil and Water Outcomes Fund 
efforts.”2 Joe Winchell, a field program lead with SWOF, notes “We’re the only organization in our 
field that’s associated with a commodity organization. That really sticks out to people — especially 
farmers — knowing that we’re here to specifically serve their needs.”3 
The SWOF is active across 21 states and has enrolled 1.7 million acres in its program since 2020.4 
Utilizing these markets and the growing interest in corporate sustainability in the agricultural sector, 
the fund connects agricultural producers interested in undertaking new conservation practices with 
corporations interested in offsetting environmental impacts related to carbon emissions and water 
quality. The SWOF distinguishes itself from other ecosystem service market opportunities as a 
farmer-led program able to “stack” different environmental outcomes which may be of interest to 
private or public entities interested in improving their overall sustainability.  
 
History 
The SWOF was originally founded in 2020 in Iowa to meet a number of growing challenges and 
opportunities in the agricultural, environmental, and corporate sectors. 5  Iowa was increasingly 
experiencing impaired water quality which presented challenges for water treatment, government 

 
1 “About the Iowa Soybean Association.” Iowa Soybean Association, iasoybeans.com/about. 
2 “About.” Soil and Water Outcomes Fund, theoutcomesfund.com/about.  
3 “SWOF grows through farmer-led efforts.” Iowa Soybean Association,  
iasoybeans.com/newsroom/article/isr-march-2024-swof-grows-through-farmer-led-efforts. 
4 “Our Impact.” Soil and Water Outcomes Fund, theoutcomesfund.com/. 
5 “Iowa Soil and Water Outcomes Fund.” Green Finance Institute, 
greenfinanceinstitute.com/casestudies/iowa-soil-and-water-outcomes-fund. 
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regulation, and economic activity. As one of the largest producers of soybeans and other commodity 
crops in the USA, Iowa’s agricultural sector utilizes significant inputs, such as fertilizer, during 
production. The SWOF, in direct collaboration with farmers, has significantly reduced the runoff of 
chemicals, such as nitrogen and phosphorus, which were impacting local waterways. In exchange 
for reducing inputs and adopting practices that mitigate the negative impacts of agricultural runoff, 
farmers are compensated by the SWOF for the specific outcomes achieved by their change in 
practices. In addition to a focus on water quality improvements through the reduction of nitrogen 
and phosphorus into local waterways, the SWOF has also been able to monitor, quantify, and market 
the carbon benefits associated with the adoption of agricultural practices such as cover-cropping or 
no-till farming. To verify the adoption of practices, SWOF staff visit all enrolled properties once a year, 
often in the spring. Depending on the outcomes associated with practice adoption, verification will 
include observations of field characteristics such as tillage, cover crop presence and height, residue 
percentages, and livestock grazing, along with supplemental data observations such as water 
quality testing in select fields.6 
As an intermediary, SWOF is able to verify and aggregate outcomes, and sell them to direct 
beneficiaries. This gives the buyer (or user) of the credit the assurance that they are paying for a 
tangible outcome. Downstream municipal water users who benefitted from reduced water 
treatment costs purchase nitrogen or phosphorous reduction outcomes. Large private corporations, 
such as Cargill, seeking to reduce the carbon intensity of their operations purchase carbon 
sequestration credits generated by farmers enrolled with SWOF. 7  This circular model of 
conservation finance benefits local communities by reducing water quality challenges, maintaining 
economic activity which might be otherwise curtailed due to regulation, and providing farmers with 
an additional source of diversified revenue. To launch this market-based approach, the SWOF 
received a $7.5 million low-interest loan from the Iowa Clean Water State Revolving Fund (CWSRF) 
to initiate farmer enrollment. This public investment was recognized by the US Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) in 2021, noting the SWOF is “self-sustaining, enabling not only the 
repayment of the CWSRF’s investment but a consistent source of funding that will perpetuate the 
program. This market driven approach will allow increasingly more acres to be enrolled each year 
with a corresponding improvement in water quality from the reduction in nutrient runoff.”8  
Since 2020, SWOF has expanded its work to new regions and to address new natural resource 
challenges. The SWOF now works with farmers in 21 states.  
 

 
6 “SWOF Original: How We Verify Outcomes.” Soil and Water Outcomes Fund,  theoutcomesfund.com/in-
the-news/how-we-verify-outcomes. 
7 “Cargill to pay Iowa soy farmers for carbon sequestration & water quality.” Ag Funder News,  
agfundernews.com/iowa-soy-cargill-to-pay-farmers-for-carbon-sequestration-water-quality. 
8 “George F. Ames PISCES 2021 Recognition Program.” Environmental Protection Agency, 
epa.gov/system/files/documents/2022-02/2021-pisces-compendium.pdf.  
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Innovative Approaches 
The SWOF is a cutting-edge conservation finance model delivering conservation outcomes that 
benefit local communities while empowering farmers to be a part of the solution, rather than 
framing agriculture as part of the problem.  
 
Specific Tools and Strategies 
Competitive Payments to Farmers: SWOF pays farmers to adopt practices at a per acre rate which 
exceeds similar “cost-share” rates offered by public funding sources. By pairing public and private 
entities that need to achieve environmental outcomes for regulatory or sustainability reasons with 
farmers who can deliver those outcomes, the market-based approach generates more returns to the 
landowner than government programs that incentivize similar practices.  
Stacking Outcomes and Payments: While the SWOF was originally designed to address water quality 
concerns, the Fund has expanded to include carbon benefits that can be generated through new 
agricultural practices. A farmer who implements a new practice, such as cover-cropping, can be 
compensated for both the water quality benefits and the carbon benefits a new practice generates. 
This “stacking” generates greater returns to the farmer and incentivizes diverse agricultural 
practices which may not be financially viable when assessed for a single ecosystem service. 
Farmer Focused: Under the leadership of the Iowa Soybean Association, the SWOF has maintained 
strong connections and trust in the farming community. With a mission to “build environmental and 
economic sustainability in agriculture,” the SWOF is governed by a board of farmers. In clear terms 
meant to resonate with their peers, the SWOF states: “We don’t sell a product, input, or service that 
farmers don’t need, can’t pay for, or isn’t proven.”9 In addition to the direct financial benefits of 
enrolling with SWOF, the Fund also promotes the benefits of conservation practice adoption to 
agricultural yield and crop health through improved soil structure, enhanced nutrient cycling, and 
greater crop resilience. 
While SWOF’s governance remains focused on farmer input and engagement, the SWOF is run by 
the professional staff of AgOutcomes, a subsidiary of the ISA, which completes the monitoring, 
reporting, and verification of outcomes as well as the marketing of outcomes to potential public and 
private buyers. 
 
In-Person Gatherings 
In-person gatherings are not a major focus of the SWOF. However, the Fund utilizes a number of 
approaches to broaden its reach in the agricultural community.  
Farmer Profiles: SWOF profiles farmers who are participating in their programs on the Fund’s 
website. These stories share the experience of farmers enrolled in SWOF’s program and include 
testimonials on the benefits of working with SWOF and SWOF’s ongoing commitment to supporting 
production agriculture. SWOF has also produced videos highlighting agricultural operations and 
their improved management practices.10 

 
9 “Key Points of Differentiation for Farmers.” Soil and Water Outcomes Fund, theoutcomesfund.com/#why-
work-with-us.  
10 “Soil and Water Outcomes Fund.” YouTube, youtube.com/@soilandwateroutcomesfund. 
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Industry Collaboration: The SWOF is closely aligned with the interests of and advocates for the 
agricultural industry. A number of major organizations focused on production agriculture are 
partners of the SWOF: Illinois Soybean Association, Indiana Corn Marketing Council, Indiana 
Soybean Alliance, the Iowa Soybean Association, the Missouri Soybean Association, and the Ohio 
Soybean Council. Each of these industry organizations represent sectors of production agriculture 
in their respective states and their membership consists largely of independent soybean and corn 
farmers. These partnerships lend the trust and reputation of each organization to the SWOF, 
furthering farmer involvement and enrollment. 
 
Agricultural and Conservation Outcomes 
Since 2020, the SWOF has achieved a number of significant outcomes benefiting agriculture and 
conservation: 

• 1.4M metric tons of greenhouse gases sequestered 
• 13.2M lbs. of nitrogen prevented from leaving enrolled fields 
• 888K lbs. of phosphorus prevented from leaving enrolled fields 
• $55M+ in payments made to farmers since 2020 
• 1.7M acres enrolled since 2020 


