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A Guide to Water Quality, Climate, Social, and Economic Outcomes Estimation Tools

Agenda

• Welcome, Poll (5 min)

• NRCS Cover Crops Economics Tool Presentation (35 

min)

• NRCS Cover Crops Economics Tool Demonstration 

(35 min)

• Q&A (15 min)

Michelle
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Zoom Webinar Reminders 

• Use Q&A Box - last 15 minutes (Vote up!)

• Use Zoom Direct Message feature to Kinzie if 
having technical difficulties

• Email with resources to follow each webinar

• Recordings posted on the webinar series site the 
following Monday

• Evaluation survey in the Chat Box

Aysha
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Time for 3 polls!

Aysha



A Guide to Water Quality, Climate, Social, and Economic Outcomes Estimation Tools

Michelle



NRCS Cover Crops Economic Tool 
Outcomes Estimation Tools Training Webinar Series             

American Farmland Trust – August 2, 2023 



Bryon Kirwan USDA/NRCS
Central National 
Agriculture Economist

• BS, MS, MBA

• Multi Agency Experience

• Married 40 years

• 4th Generation Farmer

• Happy Motorcyclist



Thank you, Lauren!

• Lauren Cartwright, co-
developer of the Cover 
Crop Decision Support 
Tool

• Provided great insights; 
Lauren’s background in 
environmental science

• Excel programmer 
extraordinaire!



An important note…



Snap Shot of Features Cover Crop Economics Tool

Scale & level of 
specificity

Farm level designed to measure the economic effect of cover crops on the 
individual farm and crop rotation.  Tool is not geo-specific. 

Outcomes Economic and Financial evaluations of adding cover crop(s) to an existing crop 
rotation, focusing on those attributes which can be measured and monetized 
($/ac costs and benefits).

Conservation 
practices 

Type of cover crop is only differentiated by cost of seed, planting type, 
termination type. Effects of cover crops on tillage, nutrient management, or 
herbicides can be evaluated. 

Land uses & 
production systems 

Land uses: Cropland & grazing land.
Production systems: All commodity row crops & grazing livestock; has 
applicability in vegetable crops.  

States & territories CONUS only:  Tool was extensively beta tested across the continental United 
States; Will beta-test it in AK, HI, and US territories. 

How much time, 
data, & skills needed 
to generate an 
outcome estimate 

Information needed on the common costs of production on an individual farm, 
the yields on the farm, utilization of livestock or not, and expected costs of cover 
crop seed, planting, & termination costs. Data runs are possible in 30 minutes or 
less with assembly of aforementioned data. 



Strengths, Limitations, & Trade Offs of NRCS Cover Crop 
Economic Tool – Is this the Right Tool for You? 

Strengths 
• Built for answering “what if 

scenarios” for economic analysis – 
Application is farm-scale 

• Could be used within a county or 
watershed-scale project to answer 
farmer questions about the costs & 
benefits of cover crops; which may 
get them to adopt

• User friendly interface – Download to 
excel is needed.

• Used by many including universities

• National coverage – Available in 
CONUS

Limitations 
• Does not provide a county or 

watershed-scale project-level 
economic evaluation

• Not geographically-site specific; a 
generalized tool

• Focuses only on benefits & costs that 
accrue to producer &/or landowner; 
does not consider positive & negative 
externalities

• Moderate data intensity – Producer 
can easily override pre-loaded 
datasets to fit their operation



Tool Background

• Began work in 2012

• First released in 2014 

• Has had 3 updates: v3.1; Last in 2018

• Emphasis on science and published 
literature for development

• Tool considers short run and long run 
effects

• Tool includes a literature and citations tab

• It all started to try and answer questions



Widely utilized
• Agency CC Economic Tool

• Used in work by several Land Grant 
Universities

• University of Illinois  

• Iowa State University

• University of Minnesota

• Served as the basis for the AFT 
Retrospective Soil Health Economic 
Calculator (R-SHEC) & Predictive-SHEC 
Tools

• Numerous presentations and 
demonstrations

• Unknown number of citations



Tool Overview



What the tool is
• Excel-based 

• Partial budget framework: “What changes?” 

• User input based on operation

• Tool assesses profitability and affordability 
(economic analysis and financial analysis)

• Designed to be easy to use & able to run 
“what if’s” for comparison

• Focus on the costs and benefits realized by 
the producer/owner

• Focus on the benefits that can be easily 
measured and monetized



Time Matters

Short Term = immediate impact of 
adding cover crops to rotation

Long Term = Continued long term 
utilization of cover crops may lead 
to additional economic benefits 
over 10, 20, 30 years



What the tool is not

• The tool does not focus on externalities (e.g., changes in soil health; 
tilth; water quality changes)

• The tool does not look at policy and taxes

• Caution for cover crop promotion is warranted if using in arid regions of 
the West due to moisture concerns



Thank you to Paul Mitchell, UWI



Structure of the tool

The tool is laid out in a logical order:

• Begin with costs

• Follow with benefits

• Look at results in short run

• Look at results over a long run



Costs



Establishment and Management Costs

Seeding Rate (lb/ac) * Seed Cost ($/lb) 

+ Planting Cost ($/ac) 

+ Termination Cost ($/ac) 

+ Increased Management Cost ($/ac)

Yield effects?
If negative, they are a cost; if positive a 
benefit filled in later
Any miscellaneous costs to include

Whether this this affordable/profitable 
depends on the benefits…



Benefits



One benefit of cover crops: Having 
a living, growing crop in the soil at 
all times results in reduced erosion

The value of reducing soil 
erosion on farm may be 
captured in the value of lost 
fertility and/or the value of 
erosion repair



Grazing and Bailing

• Grazing 
• Integrating grazing and crop 

production

• Interseeding cover crops into 
existing pasture to boost 
production 

• Extend grazing into winter

• An alternative to hay feeding 
over winter, or increasing 
stocker returns

• Baling - Potential for 

harvesting cover crop growth 
as haylage or baleage



Other potential benefits

• Yield Increase

• Reduced herbicide use

• Lower equipment costs 

• Other



Demo via powerpoint



Data Entry



Options in addition to crops



Pop out box for baling



Short Term Analysis

Comparing net effect of cover crop use on a 2-crop rotation



Timeframe importance

Determine lifespan of analysis



Results of Long-term Analysis



Graphical Results 

Expected response rate is likely somewhere in 
between the linear & step-function graphs



Sample long term financial analysis from the Tool:  Potential financial 
impact over a long horizon
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Take Home 
Messages…

• Assessing the costs 
and benefits of adding 
cover crops into a 
farming operation is 
an important part of 
the decision-making 
process

• Focus on what 
changes

• The costs and benefits 
are highly variable by 
operation and cover 
crops selected 
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Next steps in our outcomes estimation journey 

❑ Join September 6 for the FieldPrint Platform Tool

❑ Fill out the 6-question (2-min) online evaluation survey

❑ Schedule a free “coaching” session with us

❑ Email atappross@farmland.org, RE: Coaching Request

❑ Order a free print copy of the OET Guide

❑ Keyword: “AFT outcomes tools”

Please keep in touch:
outcomestools@farmland.org

Aysha

mailto:mperez@farmland.org
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