
SOIL HEALTH 
PARTNERSHIP

The Soil Health Partnership (SHP) is an initiative led by farmers to understand the living 
system of the soil. Through on-farm research, the partnership seeks to learn how soils 
can improve when conservation agriculture practices are implemented on farmland and 
encourage more farmers to adopt these practices on more acres.

HISTORY OF THE SHP
The founding partners of the SHP were interested in concretely 

defining soil health, regenerative agriculture and sustainable 
agriculture. In 2014, the partners began to work with farmers 
that were involved with the National Corn Growers Association 
(NCGA), to discuss what practices they had implemented 
within their own operations. They sought to provide structure in 
obtaining numbers and data to demonstrate quantitatively why 
soil health practices work. 

SHP does not only prove the facts, but also helps the farmers 
realize they could have these benefits and implement these 
practices, through networking and funding opportunities. They 
can be proactive and address conservation and public policy 
issues before they are regulated to do so. SHP also hopes to measure and quantify a 
farm’s ability to sequester carbon and reduce greenhouse gas emissions, demonstrating 
that a farmer who uses conservation agriculture and soil health practices is improving the 
environment rather than negatively impacting it. 

SHP celebrated their 5th 
anniversary. Over five years, 
SHP grew from 17 research 
sites to a network of 200+ 
research sites and 7,000 
acres represented.
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SHP Partners began to work 
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within their own operations.



RESULTS

RESEARCH

SHP conducts its on-farm research in 16 states on more than 200 farms. 40- to 80-acre 
fields are divided up into treatment and control sections. “Treatment” strips represent 
new practices the farmer is exploring, and the “control” section mirrors how the farm is 
currently managed. Treatments include cover crop schemes, tillage practices, fertility 
programs and grazing systems. For each of these practices, soil aggregate stability (the 
ability of the soil to resist degradation when it meets with forces such as wind and water 
erosion) and percent organic matter (the amount of soil that contains decomposing plant 
and animal tissue) are measured. SHP is also analyzing the transferability of the results 
from one farm to another. 

Through its research, SHP aims to quantify the benefits of conservation to help farmers 
implement practices with predictive results. Currently, the results of conservation practices 
are known qualitatively, but they aren’t as well known quantitatively. They are researching 
the following components of soil health:

Soil Aggregate Stability:

Cover Crops:

  HOW PLANTING AND TERMINATION EFFECT COMMODITY CROP’S YIELD

  HOW LONG BEFORE COVER CROPS AFFECT SOIL HEALTH

  HOW WEATHER AFFECTS COVER CROPS

SOIL 
IMPROVEMENTS

HOW DIFFERENT TILLAGE PRACTICES
AFFECT AGGREGATE STABILITY 

Direct Savings: 
■ Reduced Fuel Consumption from Less Tillage  
   and Reduced Herbicide Application
■ Reduced Herbicide Application, as  
   Cover Crops Help Prevent Weeds

Indirect Savings:
■ Increased Organic Matter

■ Better Water Holding Capacity

■ Less Drought and Flood Stress

Even though SHP has only conducted research for five years, they have been able to tell that 
there are cost reductions while using conservation practices. The cost savings are both direct 
and indirect. 

SEE THE RESULTS:
SOILHEALTHPARTNERSHIP.ORG/SHP-BUSINESS-CASES



STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT FARMERS  
AND CONSERVATION
While SHP is not currently making direct recommendations based on the data it’s collected 
so far, the organization provides demonstrations of practices that have worked on some 
farmland. Farmers then can apply what they want to their own operations. 

Farms today and in the future need to be able to sustain enough for  
three generations, due to farmers working late into their 70’s — and even 
later. One way that farms can complete this is by expanding their capacity 
to grazing livestock.

Grazing livestock is a way to improve soil more quickly than just using cover crops. 
Grazing cattle or sheep can control weeds and fertilize a field, as well as produce another 
revenue stream. Some of SHP’s research trials integrate livestock with crops. One of the 
challenges in implementing livestock grazing is that much of the livestock infrastructure, 
like fencing, has gone away. However, farmers don’t need to own livestock to reap their 
benefits — they can collaborate with neighboring livestock producers who are looking for 
space to feed their livestock on pasture. 

SHP works to lower barriers. The organization helps farmers understand the economics 
and return on investment of conservation practices, but farmers may face barriers such as 
resource allocation, unavailable equipment, etc. There may be a limited labor pool, with 
all the available workers harvesting the crop in the fall; no one is at hand to plant a cover 
crop before the ground freezes or the snow comes.

With it resulting in a cost savings, the research also shows that farmers can gain a 
deeper understanding of the best way to treat specific farms, geographies, soil types 
and slopes to improve their farmland. An individualized approach can work better than 
following a formula for applying nutrients and tilling that may not yield the best results 
for specific sites and crops. 

Also, water running off a field that has held cover crops that have been rolled down 
and burned with a herbicide is cleaner than water that is running off of fields that have 
been moldboard plowed and worked two or three times. However, a farmer may face 
increased costs for cover crop seed, the need for additional or modified equipment, and 
the time it takes to move through the learning curve for implementing practices.



Several organizations and companies collaborated to create 
the SHP. Its sustaining partners are the following:

■ National Corn Growers Association  ■ The Nature Conservancy

■ Bayer CropScience    ■ Environmental Defense Fund 

■ National Wheat Foundation

SHP also partners with other corporations, non-profits and government entities that 
are focused on food, security, agriculture, waterways, land management and offers 
technical guidance.

Other Partners of SHP:

■ Foundation for Food and Agriculture  ■ The Walton Family Foundation

■ The General Mills Foundation   ■ Soil Health Institute

■ U.S. Department of Agriculture’s and  ■ Indiana Corn Marketing Council 
    Natural Resources Conservation Services
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Funded through joint-partnership dollars and USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service matching funds.
USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.

LEARN MORE AT 
INAGNUTRIENTS.ORG 

Indiana Agriculture Nutrient Alliance (IANA) works extensively with SHP to promote 
nutrient management and soil health practices to keep Indiana’s farms viable with an 
ultimate goal of reducing nutrient loss to water.


