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ECONOMICS OF SOIL HEALTHECONOMICS OF SOIL HEALTH

1  PURDUE EXTENSION

How do healthy soils benefit farmers and society?

INTRODUCTION

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has 
promoted soil conservation since 1935. That year 
Congress created the Soil Conservation Service, 
the predecessor of today’s Natural Resources Con-
servation Service (NRCS). Its original focus was 
to reduce soil loss due to erosion and to study the 
costs and benefits of soil conservation. 

Soil health builds on the tradition of soil conser-
vation by encouraging farmers to manage soil as 
a living ecosystem. As world population and food 
production demands rise, keeping our soil healthy 
and productive is more important than ever. 
Healthy soils are good for society (public benefits) 
and farmers (private benefits). 

Improving soil health is a slow process and must 
be part of long-term farm planning, because bene-
fits aren’t obvious in the short-term. This can be a 
challenge, particularly when short-term financial 
decisions conflict with long-term sustainability 
goals. Farmers are not as likely to use sustainable 
practices that don’t show immediate returns, 
especially when financial margins are small. 

The USDA offers incentives to farmers who adopt 
soil conservation practices that benefit both the 
farmers and society. Programs such as the Envi-
ronmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) 
and Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) 
help landowners achieve both financial and soil 
sustainability.

This activity will guide you to think about some 
of the economic issues associated with managing 
land to improve soil health.

TOOL KIT 
o An Economic Perspective on Soil Health,   
 attached and at www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves
 /2016/september/an-economic-perspective-
 on-soil-health/, USDA, downloaded June 2017.

     1. Read the USDA article, An   
      Economic Perspective on Soil  
      Health.

2. Answer the questions in the Economics of Soil  
 Health worksheet.

     Share What Happened: What  
     did you learn by reading the   
     assignment?

Apply: Why is an economic perspective on   
soil health important to farmers?

Generalize to Your Life: Name some methods, 
other than soil improvement, that farmers might 
use to increase their farms’ economic stability.

     DIG DEEPER     
	 	 	 	 	 •	 Plant	diversification	is	the	most		
      powerful tool that farmers can 
 use to reduce economic risk, disrupt pest cycles,
 and sustain soil quality, according to Craig 
 Sheaffer. Learn about plant diversification in 
 the North Central Region Sustainable Agricul- 
 ture Research and Education Field Notes, 
 Winter 2016, Issue 35. www.northcentralsare. 
 org/Educational-Resources/Newsletters/
 North-Central-SARE-Newsletter-Archives/ 
 Field-Notes-Winter-2016
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PURDUE EXTENSION 2

 

 

ECONOMICS OF SOIL HEALTH WORKSHEET

From: An Economic Perspective on Soil Health

1. List four reasons farmers may work to improve soil health.

 

 

 

 

2. List three benefits to society that improved soil health can provide.

  
 

 

3. Complete the following sentences.
	 •	 Another	factor	that	may	influence	a	farmer’s	decision	to	implement	soil-health	practices	is		
  the  required to achieve improvements in soil health. 
	 •	 The	costs	of	adopting	a	practice	happen	in	  (for example, buying  
  cover crop seed), whereas improvements in soil health build . 
	 •	 A	variety	of	purchased	inputs	such	as	fertilizer,	irrigation	water,	and	pesticides	are		 	
  .

4. List the four key principles NRCS has developed that farmers, ranchers, and land managers  
 can use to build soil health. 

 

 

 

 

5.	According	to	data	from	the	most	recent	(2012)	Census	of	Agriculture,	the	share	of	farms		 	
	 engaged	in	some	soil-health	practices	varies,	depending	on	the	practice.	The	total	acreage	in		
	 conservation	practices	in	2012	was:
	 •	 No-till:  of acres for which tillage practices are reported.
	 •	 Cover	crops:	  of farms with cropland and   
  of cropland acres, excluding idled (e.g., Conservation Reserve Program) acres.
	 •	 Other	types	of	conservation	tillage	(such	as	mulch	or	ridge	till):	  of  
  acres for which tillage practices are reported.

6.	No-till/strip-till	and	cover	cropping	are	used	more	frequently	in	the   
 and  regions of the United States.

7.	 No-till/strip-till	use	is	highest	on	 	acres	(between	40	and	45	percent		
	 of	soybean	acres	used	no-till	in	the	2006	and	2012	versions	of	the	survey)	when	compared	to		
  acreage.



3  PURDUE EXTENSION

ECONOMICS OF SOIL HEALTH WORKSHEET (continued)

  8. What factors may drive geographic differences in the adoption rates of practices that 
  promote soil health?

  

  

  

  9. What U.S. regions have the most acreage in cover crops?
  

10.	 What	U.S.	states	have	areas	with	at	least	15	percent	of	acres	in	cover	crops?	List			 	
  alphabetically. 

  

    
  

11.	 Two	of	the	main	programs	from	which	eligible	farmers	and	ranchers	can	receive	federal			
	 	 financial	assistance	for	implementing	soil-health	practices	on	working	lands	are	the	 	
   and . 

12.	 The	EQIP	/	CSP	(circle	one)	provides	financial	assistance	for	farmers	applying	approved			
  practices that address specific resource concerns. 

13.	 The	EQIP	/	CSP	(circle	one)	provides	financial	assistance	for	farmers	applying	conservation		
	 	 enhancements	that	build	on	and	leverage	the	performance	of	existing	NRCS-approved			
  conservation practices.

14.	 List	the	seven	most	popular	EQIP	soil-health-related	practices	farmers	receive	payments		
  for.
     
     
   

  

15.	 NRCS	dramatically	increased	annual	spending	on	cover	crops	through	EQIP	between	2005		
	 	 and	2013,	from	just	over	$	 	to	more	than	$	 .

16.	 The	number	of	acres	receiving	EQIP	payments	for	cover	cropping	more	than	doubled		 	
	 	 between	2009	and	2014,	from	  to . 

17.		 The	number	of	acres	receiving	payments	for	no-till	and	total	value	of	no-till	payments		 	
	 	 declined	between	2009	and	2014,	possibly	because	farmers	are	more	likely	to	adopt	no-till,		
  even without a payment, as advances in  have  
  made chemical weed control a substitute for tillage. 



PURDUE EXTENSION 4

ECONOMICS OF SOIL HEALTH WORKSHEET (continued)

18.	 Show	the	amount	of	money	(in	millions	of	dollars)	obligated	to	farmers	through	the	USDA’s		
	 	 Environmental	Quality	Incentives	Program	between	2005	and	2013	on	the	graph.	
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19. Many CSP practices and enhancements are directly or indirectly related to improving soil  
  health. List some of the most popular CSP practices.
  

  

  

  

20.	 The	number	of	acres	receiving	CSP	payments	for	at	least	one	soil-health	practice	or		 	
	 	 enhancement	grew	from	just	under	$	 	to	more	than	$	    
	 	 between	2010	and	2014.	



5  PURDUE EXTENSION

ECONOMICS OF SOIL HEALTH WORKSHEET (continued)

21. Complete the graphic to explain how farmers and ranchers can build and restore healthy  
  soils. 

 

 

Farmers and ranchers can build and restore healthy soils through 
decisions they make on the farm

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service
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 may help farmers identify  
  and address soil degradation sooner than monitoring for soil erosion.

23. Federal and state programs 	soil-health	practices,	which		
  contribute to public and private benefits. 

24.	 A	better	understanding	of	these	benefits	relative	to	the	costs	of	practice	    
  implementation, among other research questions, could improve the and help inform
  . 

25. Why is sustainability important?
  

  

  

  

22. Soil health monitoring and testing for 
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