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Farmersõ Guides to Soil Health Economics
Soil Health Research For Everyone!
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Three Row Crop Farmersõ Guides

ÅDifferent info conveyed 

through each analysis

ÅSoil health practices:

ÅReduced tillage & NT

ÅNutrient management

ÅCover crops

ÅCrop rotation
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Budget Analyses

Locations Findings Source

IL, MO, & IA Cover crop adoption: -$22/ to +$19/ac change in net income

National Association of 

Conservation Districts 

& Datu (2017)

IA, IL, IN, MI, 

MN, NE, OH, SD 

& TN

+$52/ac corn, +$45/ac soybean income increase

 +$31/ac corn, +$29/ac soybean yield revenue increase
SHI (2021)

IA, IN, MN, MO, 

& WI

Higher  net returns under No -Till relative to conventional 

tillage ( $377/ vs. $324/ac corn; $251/ vs. $216/ac soybean)

Reduced  costs under conservation till vs. conventional 

tillage ( -$44/ac corn, -$94/ac soybean)

Bowman et al. (2021)

IA, KS, & OH

Cover crop and conservation till adoption: Net cost of 

production was down , driven by fuel, labor and 

equipment

Monast  et al. (2018)

Long-term 

investment

Incentives 

matter

Increased yield

Decreased costs
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Research Trials

Locations Findings Source

MO
up to 1.5 bu /ac corn yield increase, 18 bu /ac soybean 

yield increase
Cai et al. (2019)

ME (Maine
No till: >5 years to significantly improve soil quality 

in corn fields; reduced  production costs by $50/ac
Jemison et al. (2019)

NY
Shallower tillage increased profits by $75/ac (36 in 

vs. 18 in)
Cox et al. (2009)

IA

No till & strip till yields were competitive with 

conventional tillage in well drained soils; Corn 

tillage systems responded differently based on soil 

and climate.

Al -Kaisi  et al. (2015)

Location

matters

Economies of 

scale 

No immediate 

impact
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National Surveys

Findings Source

0.5% corn yield increase, 3.6% soybean yield increase, 4.2% 

wheat yield increase
SARE (2023) (n=745)

Cover cropping & incentives: 

72% never received incentives

29% of those receiving incentives did so for 3 -4 years

67.5% plan to continue cover cropping after incentives stop

SARE (2023) (n=745)

Yield & net revenue changes take time: 

Corn yield:        -$31 (Y1) Ą+$18 (Y5)

Soybean Yield:  -$23 (Y1)Ą+$10 (Y5)

Myers et al. (2019)

Combine 

practices

Experience 

matters

Long-term 

investment
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Farmersõ Guides to Grazing: 
Clarifying Terminology

Conventional 
(Continuous) 

Grazing

Simple 

Rotational 

Grazing

Adaptive Multi -

Paddock, Mob
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Category Outcomes

Expenses

Increased :

Labor cost nearly doubled

Fencing = 70-80% of total cost increase

Reduced  supplemental forage & feed costs

Net Returns

Increased : Long-term investment

Increased  Lbs of beef/acre

Less pronounced on smaller farms (economies of scale helps)

Cattle Weight Gain
Unchanged, maybe better :

Monitor stocking densities and rotation frequencies

Key Economic Outcomes

Increased short 

term cost

Economies of 

scale 
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Category Outcomes

Forage Availability
Increased  

Monitor stocking rates (reduce trampling)

Soil Organic Carbon

Increased

SE US: 20% and 13% reported 

Low evidence in semi -arid or arid regions

Soil Nitrogen

Increased

SE US: 9%

Improved soil nutrient levels

Key Forage and Soil Health Considerations

Results vary by 

region
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Category Outcomes

Soil Health

Patch -Burn Grazing : increased  nitrogen content 1-2 fold (short -

grass steppe); burned areas contained more crude protein (ND)

Bale Grazing : higher crude protein and phosphorus  (34% 

higher ); soil density 21% greater

Expenses

Patch -Burn Grazing : Increased +$2.40 /ac; 

reduced  supplemental feed by 40% Ądecreased  feeding costs by 

$20/head

Bale Grazing : reduced  feed cost by $0.37/head/day (21%)

Cattle Weight Gain
Patch -Burn Grazing : gain at least equal  

Bale Grazing : Higher .11  kg/day 

Seasonal Practice Considerations

Less 

consensus

Extended grazing 

season
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Soil Health Economic Case Studies
Individual Success Stories!

Å26 case studies featuring òsoil 

health successfuló farmers 

Å11 states: CA, ID, IL, KY, MD, 

NY, OH, OK, PA, VA, WI

ÅRow crops: corn, soybean, wheat, 

hay, canola, etc. 

ÅAlmonds

ÅCriteria: Growers have between 

4 & 15 years of positive 

experiences



$
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B&R Farms, PA Case Study
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B&R Farms, PA

ROI = 
42%

ÅSchuylkill County, PA

ÅFarm Size: 424 acres  

ÅStudy area: 360 acres (150 corn, 150 soybean, 60 hay)

ÅCrops Grown: corn, soybeans, hay, certified rye, U-pick strawberries, 
spring greenhouse

ÅSoil Health Practices included in case study: 
Å2008 ς No-till on all 360 acres
Å2018 ς Rye cover crop after soybeans
Å2019 ς Rye cover crop after corn

ÅConservation easement
ÅAll owned land (117 acres) is protected
ÅState, county, and federal (Farm and Ranch Lands Protection 

Program - FRPP) funding
ÅTo ensure next generation can make a living farming the land. Soil 

health practices ensure land will provide for the next generation


