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Our planet is at a crossroads. Experts predict global 
agricultural production must increase 60 percent by 2050 to 
meet the demands of 9 billion people, yet the land and water 
resources our farmers depend on to produce the world’s food, 
fuel and fiber are limited and increasingly threatened by a 
changing climate. 

How will we meet the demands of a hungry population while 
tackling the immediate threat of climate change and protecting 
our fragile oceans, waters and lands? 

At The Nature Conservancy (TNC), we believe the answer lies 
right beneath our feet—in the soil that has long breathed life to 
our planet.

WHY SOIL?

Soil is a fundamental part of life on Earth. Not only is it one of 
the most biologically diverse ecosystems, it also produces 95 
percent of our food, filters our drinking water and reduces the 
impact of climate change by capturing and storing significant 
amounts of carbon.

Is it possible to provide 
food for a growing 
population while 
protecting and restoring 
nature? 

SOIL HEALTH

But some farming practices in the United States have 
inadvertently degraded soil health, thereby damaging America’s 
waterways and limiting soil’s ability to support a healthy 
environment. Every year in the U.S., common farming practices 
that disturb soil, leave it bare after harvest or overuse nutrients 
lead to approximately $85 billion in societal and environmental 
costs through greenhouse gas emissions, reduced water quality 
and lost productivity. 

If implemented, soil health practices like reduced tillage, cover 
crops, crop rotation and efficient nutrient use can reverse 
some of those losses by reducing erosion and nutrient runoff, 
bolstering climate mitigation and adaptation efforts, increasing 
food production and improving farmers’ bottom lines. 

Science shows us that feeding a growing population doesn’t 
have to be at odds with solving the most pressing environmental 
problems of our time. 

We can feed the world and protect the planet.
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Building a Sustainable Future from the Ground Up

TNC is working to ensure 50 percent of 
row crop acres in the U.S. (corn, wheat, 
soybeans, rice and cotton) are farmed 

using soil health practices by 2025. 
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SOIL HEALTH IN ACTION

TNC advocates for the widespread adoption of a variety of 
farming practices that capture carbon and keep it locked in the 
ground and those that improve soil’s ability to store and recycle 
water and nutrients. Cover crops like ryegrass and clover can be 
planted after harvest of a primary crop to help slow soil erosion, 
enhance water availability and increase biodiversity. Reducing 
or eliminating tillage—the stirring and turning over of soil—and 
rotating crops between fields each season can keep soils fertile, 
biologically active and intact. In addition to supporting a healthy 
environment, these tactics and others can help increase yields 
and profits—a win for farmers and the planet.

OUR APPROACH

TNC is working across science, policy and industry to support 
America’s farmers with the tools and resources needed to improve 
soil health on their land. Only by convening a diverse group of 
stakeholders—including farmers, retailers, policymakers and other 
NGOs—can we truly change the system and normalize soil health 
practices in U.S. agriculture.

With our partners, we’re working to ensure 50 percent of row crop 
acres in the U.S. (corn, wheat, soybeans, rice and cotton) are farmed 
using soil health practices by 2025. To get there, we’re executing 
five independent strategies to drive transformative change across 
America’s croplands. 

1. TRANSFORM key industries throughout the agriculture 
supply chain. We developed the reThink Soil 
Roadmap, which outlines critical steps for achieving 
widespread adoption of soil health practices in the 
U.S and articulates the unprecedented economic 
and environmental benefits that will be realized. 
Companies like General Mills, McDonald’s, Walmart 
and Cargill have set goals that require the adoption of 
soil health practices, and we’re helping them turn these 
commitments into action. 

2. CHANGE public policy and INCREASE spending that 
supports sustainable agriculture practices. In 2018, 
TNC and our partners secured improved soil health and 
nutrient management policies in the Farm Bill, which 
directs over $4 billion annually to agricultural lands. We 
continue to leverage our local relationships and national 
influence to increase public funding for soil health and 
advocate for policies that expand these practices across 
the country.

3. PROVE the economic value and conservation benefits 
of soil health practices to farmers and communities. We 
co-founded the Ecosystem Services Market Consortium, 
which convenes nonprofits and corporations like Cargill, 

General Mills and McDonald’s to advance a market-
based approach for land stewardship. This market is 
designed to compensate farmers and ranchers who 
adopt soil health practices and measurably improve 
water quality and reduce water use and greenhouse gas 
emissions.

4. INCREASE adoption of soil health practices on rented 
land, which accounts for 62 percent of Midwest farmland. 
Through innovative projects—like partnering with the largest 
agriculture media firm to develop and share conservation 
resources—we’re encouraging farmers and landowners to 
adopt soil health practices that maximize the health and 
productivity of their land. 

5. EXPAND the number of trusted advisors and agriculture 
retailers that influence farmers to adopt sustainable farming 
practices. Through the 4R Nutrient Stewardship Certification 
Program, which TNC helped establish, we’re encouraging 
agricultural retailers, service providers and other certified 
professionals to adopt soil health best practices using the 
science-based “Right Source, Right Rate, Right Time and Right 
Place” framework. To date, nearly 80 agri-retail facilities have 
completed the 4R Certification Program.

Increase farm 
productivity

Mitigate  
climate change

SOIL HEALTH OUTCOMES

Restore 
clean water
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On average, the Gulf of Mexico’s “dead zone” covers more than 5,000 miles of ocean—about the size of 
Connecticut. It’s one of hundreds of hypoxic zones in the world’s oceans, which are areas of oxygen-
depleted water where little to no marine life exists. They result over time from an over-abundance 
of nutrients, like nitrogen and phosphorus, that allow algae to grow abnormally fast and choke out 
the water’s oxygen. Much of the nutrients responsible for the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico arrive 
downstream from America’s farmlands—an unintended consequence of growing the food, fuel and 
fiber we need to thrive. TNC is tackling this issue by working with farmers in the Mississippi River Basin 
and beyond to keep nutrients on fields and out of our waterways—so they don’t end up in places 
like the Gulf of Mexico. Through the 4R Certification program, floodplain restoration and soil health 
practices, we’re helping reduce nutrient runoff and restore our waterways.

PERSPECTIVE: The Downstream Benefits of Soil Health
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Samburu women collect water from a well built by Northern Rangelands Trust 
and TNC at the West Gate Conservancy in Northern Kenya © Ami Vitale

  JOIN US 
TNC is committed to delivering transformational change 
in the agriculture industry to support farmers and 
our environment. Already, we’ve established critical 
partnerships with other NGOs, leading companies in 
the agriculture sector and farmers on the ground; we’ve 
advocated for conservation agriculture policies and 
secured support for soil health and nutrient management 
practices in national legislation; and, most importantly, we 
have begun to change the conversation about soil’s role in 
feeding the world and protecting our planet.

But there is much more to be done. Private philanthropy 
and corporate support are critical to scaling our work even 
further and delivering the transformational, industry-wide 
change we need. By investing in science-based initiatives 
and convening diverse stakeholders from across the 
agricultural supply chain, we can rewrite the story of U.S. 
agriculture and build a sustainable future for all of us. You 
can help. Please join us.   

 

OUR COLLECTIVE IMPACT

Farming is critical to feeding, clothing and fueling the world, but 
it can come at a great cost to the planet. Agriculture is the single 
largest human use of land and water, using 60 percent of Earth’s 
arable land and 70 percent of its fresh water. The stakes will only 
get higher as our population grows and a changing climate adds 
further stress to limited land and water resources. 

TNC’s efforts to integrate soil health practices into the U.S. 
agriculture system will be an important part of creating a 
sustainable farming future and building a world where people and 
nature thrive together. By ensuring soil health practices are adopted 
on 50 percent of row crop acres in the U.S. by 2025 we can:

©
 Robert Clark

Reduce nitrogen and phosphorus runoff 
from croplands by 20 percent and 27 percent 
respectively, thereby improving the health of 
downstream water resources

Reduce CO2 emissions by 25 million metric  
tons per year, equivalent to taking 5 million 
passenger cars off the road for one year

�Increase the amount of carbon stored in soil 
by 25 million metric tons per year, one of the few 
tools we have to reduce carbon dioxide levels in 
the atmosphere;

Deliver up to $7.4 billion in water and climate 
benefits annually

Help farmers gain $37 million through 
increased profitability for every 1 percent of 
cropland that adopts soil health practices. That 
adds up to $1.2 billion annually across the U.S. 



SOIL HEALTH  |  A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE, FROM THE GROUND UP

THE NEED  
  
� To reach our 2025 goal, TNC must raise $4.5 million in philanthropic funding per year. 

OUTCOME BUDGET

TRANSFORM key industries throughout the agriculture supply chain $2,150,000

CHANGE public policy and INCREASE spending that supports sustainable 
agriculture  

$750,000

PROVE the economic value and conservation benefits of soil health practices $1,000,000

INCREASE adoption of soil health practices on rented land $500,000

EXPAND the number of advisors to influence adoption of sustainable farming 
practices

$100,000

TOTAL $4,500,000

 


