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Introduction

Purpose of the report	 On	October	4,	2011,	a	core	team	of	five	NRCS	professionals	
met	at	the	agency’s	East	National	Technical	Service	Center	to	
determine	the	feasibility	and	practicality	of	developing	a	soil	health	
stewardship	criteria/brand/label	and	–	if	indicated	–	developing	the	
associated	draft	criteria.	Concurrently,	the	team	was	charged	with	
identifying	and	researching	stakeholder	groups,	and	developing	
a	roadmap	to	integrate	any	proposed	criteria	into	the	burgeoning	
certification	labeling	market.

The focus	 During	its	initial,	three-day	work	session,	the	team	confirmed	
the	primary	thesis	that	any	effort	focusing	on	cropland soil 
health	could	lead	to	continental-scale,	systemic	improvements	in	
water,	air,	wildlife	–	all	while	enhancing	long-term	agricultural	
productivity	and	would	provide	the	best	“return	on	the	nation’s	
conservation	investment”	over	the	long	haul.	Further,	the	team	
confirmed	that	since	NRCS	is	a	leading	authority	in	soil	health	
and	conservation	practice	development	and	implementation	on	
working	agricultural	lands	–	it	should	establish	industry	criteria	for	
soil	health	–	rather	than	having	those	criteria	established	by	others.	
Since	soil	science	is	the	agency’s	core	brand	strength,	the	agency	
has	an	imperative	to	be	in	the	forefront	of	establishing	soil	health	
quality	criteria	for	the	nation.

Healthy, productive soils 
system criteria	 The	NRCS	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	System	Criteria	will	outline	

the	system	of	practices	necessary	to	enhance	both	crop	production	
and	soil	function,	as	well	as	improve	or	sustain	water	quality,	air	
quality,	energy	efficiency	and	wildlife	habitat.	Producers	who	fully	
implement	the	recommended	list	of	practices	for	their	operation	
will	meet	the	NRCS	standard	for	a	sustainable	soils	system.

	 The	framework	for	these	criteria	will	consist	of	a	checklist	of	
practices	which	land	managers	will	select	to	develop	a	system	
which	addresses	their	current	soil	limitations	and	resource	
concerns.	The	implementation	of	this	system	will	improve	the	
overall	capacity	of	their	soil,	enhance	production,	reduce	inputs,	
and	have	off-site	benefits.		

	 The	soil	health	practices	identified	for	cropland	will	be	based	on	
practices	currently	indentified	in	the	NRCS	Field	Office	Technical	
Guide	(FOTG).	Some	of	these	practices	will	require	additional	
criteria	in	order	to	achieve	a	higher	level	of	soil	health	quality.		
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Market/stakeholder 
research The	research	findings	in	this	report	reinforce	the	team’s	initial	

conclusions	and	provide	a	comprehensive	snap-shot	of	the	market	
forces	and	key	stakeholder	groups	involved	in	the	agricultural	
sustainability	effort.	The	purpose	of	the	research	is	three-fold:	 ;
1.	 To	provide	an	overview	of	the	sector’s	involvement	in	the	

sustainabiliyt	movement;
2.	 To	determine	to	what	extent	the	companies	and	organizations	

within	each	sector	are	using	sustainability	standards;	and
3.	 To	predict	(to	the	greatest	extent	possible),	the	level	of	support	

or	opposition	to	the	development	of	NRCS	healthy,	productive	
soils	system	criteria.

	 In	addition,	the	information	in	the	report	and	appendix	will	provide	
a	solid	foundation	for	any	subsequent	information	and	awareness	
campaigns	developed	for	the	purpose	of	increasing	awareness	
and	adoption	of	healthy,	productive	soils	systems.	Further,	the	
research	findings	will	be	invaluable	in	developing	the	strategic	
communications	plans	–	and	in	executing	the	prescribed	tactical	
communications	components	therein.

The core team	 The	core	team	charged	with	preparing	the	following	report	and	
developing	healthy,	productive	soils	system	criteria	are	as	follows:

	 Product	research	and	development	team
•	 Chris	Smith,	Soil	Survey	and	Resource	Assessment,	NHQ
•	 Hal	Weiser,	Soil	Quality	Specialist,	ND
•	 Barry	Fisher,	State	Agronomist,	IN

Marketing	and	partner	relations	team
•	 Ron	Nichols,	Regional	PAO	Coordinator,	Greensboro,	NC
•	 Sara	Magenheimer,	PAO,	Portland,	OR

The road forward	 After	developing	the	prototype	healthy,	productive	soils	system	
criteria	and	exploring	the	market	opportunities	and	potential	
stakeholder	benefits,	the	team	remains	convinced	that	the	NRCS	
criteria	would	provide	an	important	marketplace	vehicle	to	drive	
awareness	and	adoption	of	these	systems	throughout	the	country.	
By	establishing	healthy	productive	soils	system	criteria	–	and	by	
providing	technical	and	financial	assistance	to	help	producers	
implement	those	systems	–	NRCS	can	help	stakeholder	groups	
couple	marketplace	sustainability	goals	with	their	own,	and	do	so	in	
a	way	that	does	not	present	an	unnecessary	financial	burden	on	the	
producers.	
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	 No	other	organization	is	more	uniquely	qualified	to	establish	
healthy,	productive	soils	criteria	than	is	the	NRCS.	The	NRCS	
Field	Office	Technical	Guide	contains	the	practice	standards	that	
can	be	used	in	cropping	systems	to	achieve	healthy	soils	and	it’s	
well-established	technical	and	financial	assistance	capacity,	makes	
it	perfectly	positioned	to	help	agricultural	producers	become	aware	
of,	and	adopt	healthy,	productive	soils	systems	on	their	farms	and	
ranches.	By	establishing	healthy,	productive	soils	system	criteria,	
the	NRCS	can	provide	a	critical	benchmark	for	one	of	the	most	
important	sustainability	issues	facing	the	nation	and	the	world.	
And	in	so	doing,	it	can	provide	the	marketplace	with	a	trusted,	
objective	measure	with	unmatched	credibility	among	a	wide	range	
of	stakeholder	groups.

	 The	following	report	outlines	a	roadmap	for	the	NRCS	to	work	
with	landowners	and	stakeholders	to	treat	the	systemic	cause	of	
resource	degradation	on	the	vast	majority	of	America’s	cropland	–	
to	do	so	cost-effectively	–	in	a	way	that	increases	the	productivity	
of	our	nation’s	working	lands.	As	producers	adopt	and	implement	
these	systems	they	will	save	energy,	make	farms	more	sustainable	
(both	in	terms	of	production	and	economics)	and	help	meet	the	
needs	of	the	world’s	growing	population.	
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Section I:  Developing Healthy, Productive Soils System 
Criteria - A business case for the NRCS

Feeding the growing 
world – sustainably 	 The	Food	and	Agriculture	Organization	of	the	United	Nations	

forecasts	that	if	world	population	grows	as	estimated	to	9.1	billion	
by	2050,	world	food	production	will	need	to	rise	by	70	percent.		
Meanwhile,	the	ability	of	the	world	to	feed	itself	is	being	undercut	
by	expanding	natural	resource	management	and	land	use	conflicts.		
For	example,	significant	amounts	of	the	most	productive	cropland	
in	the	U.S.	is	being	lost	to	development	–	between	1982	and	2007,	
14	million	acres	of	prime	farm	land	(an	area	equivalent	in	size	
to	the	combined	land	areas	of	Hawaii,	Massachusetts,	and	New	
Jersey)	was	developed.		

	 The	United	Nations	recently	completed	the	first-ever	global	
assessment	of	the	state	of	the	planet’s	land	resources	and	found	
that	a	quarter	of	all	land	is	highly	degraded	and	warned	that	the	
trend	must	be	reversed	if	the	world’s	growing	population	is	to	be	
fed.	The	report	found	that	the	most	available	land	is	already	being	
farmed,	but	in	ways	that	often	decrease	its	productivity	through	
practices	that	lead	to	soil	erosion	and	wasting	of	water.	

	 How	the	world	meets	future	demand	for	food,	fiber,	and	renewable	
energy	without	irreparably	harming	the	natural	resource	base	and	
degrading	environmental	and	human	health	will	prove	to	be	one	of	
the	seminal	challenges	of	the	next	several	decades.	And	because	
the	U.S.	is	a	major	agricultural	exporter,	American	farmers	are	at	
the	forefront	of	the	productivity	challenge.	According	to	the	Global	
Harvest	Initiative,	“Meeting	global	crop	demand	in	a	sustainable	
way	is	critical	for	the	future.	An	alternative	to	61	million	hectares	
in	crop	area	growth	to	meet	global	demand	needs	is	to	increase	
global	crop	productivity.	On	average	across	all	global	crops,	yields	
must	grow	nearly	25	percent	faster	than	historic	levels	in	order	to	
keep	global	acreage	flat.”

The changing landscape 
of conservation 
assistance In	the	midst	of	these	challenges,	two	of	the	fundamental	pillars	

that	the	nation	has	relied	on	to	protect	and	maintain	natural	
resources	have	likely	reached	their	maximum	extent.		Education	
and	assistance	provided	by	all	levels	of	government	has	the	
potential	to	be	significantly	pared	back	in	the	face	of	budget	cuts,	
and	societal	support	for	expanded	regulation	also	appears	to	be	
waning.		Thus,	the	capacity	of	government	to	provide	support	for	
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both	environmental	and	agricultural	improvements	and	challenges	
may	be	may	be	diminished	and	unable	to	fully	deliver	the	support	
mechanisms	needed	to	implement	conservation	at	a	sufficient	scale.	

Market demands for 
sustainabilitymeasures 
and gains on the rise	 At	the	same	time	budget	restraints	are	limiting	the	ability	for	

government	at	all	levels	to	assist	producers	in	protecting	and	
improving	their	natural	resource	base,	a	wide	range	of	companies	
and	organizations	within	the	three	major	supply	chain	stakeholder	
groups	(food	processors,	food	retailers	and	producer	groups)	are	
adopting	and	publicizing	their	respective	sustainability	goals.

	 These	stakeholders	are	recognizing	opportunities	to	tap	consumer	
interest	in	agricultural	sustainability	including	funding	of	the	
Sustainability	Consortium,	the	Keystone	Alliance,	the	National	
Initiative	for	Sustainable	Agriculture	and	others	to	develop	
“transparent	methodologies,	tools,	and	strategies.”	Corporations	
are	investing	significantly	in	sustainability	measures	to	inform	
customers;	to	demonstrate	they	are	responsible;	and	to	generate	a	
premium	for	their	products.		

	 An	increasing	number	of	the	retailers	are	promoting	products	that	
have	completed	some	type	of	certification	process	including,	USDA	
Organic,	Rain	Forest	Certified,	and	Seafood	Certified.		In	order		to	
improve	the	environmental	performance	of	their	supply	chains,	food	
processors	and	retailers	are	increasingly	communicating	with	their	
suppliers,	developing	targeted	communications	programs,	setting	
standards,	auditing	performance	and	sharing	technical	expertise	
where	appropriate.	Some	have	taken	a	position	of	“encouraging	and	
supporting”	environmentally	sustainability	agricultural	practices,	
while	a	select	few	have	taken	this	level	of	support	farther	than	others,	
including	backing	programs	that	promote	sustainable	farming.		

	 Another	indication	of	the	growing	interest	in	sustainability	
throughout	the	corporate	world	is	in	the	area	of	executive	
compensation.	According	to	an	article	in	Forbes	Magazine	from	
Oct.	25,	2010,	“A	new	indicator	of	organizational	performance	
has	emerged	that	has	potentially	far-reaching	implications:	the	
achievement	of	sustainability	goals.	Corporations	are	responding	by	
tying	executive	compensation	to	the	success	or	failure	of	company-
wide	sustainability	initiatives.”	

	 In	response	to	both	consumer	and	corporate	demands,	it	is	
anticipated	that	more	companies	will	continue	to	adopt	and	publicize	
their	sustainability	goals.	Those	with	established	goals	are	likely	
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to	pursue	additional	sustainability	gains	on	the	supply	side	of	the	
product	lifecycle	–	especially	at	the	field	level	–	in	order	to	meet	
or	exceed	their	benchmarks.	Consequently,	supply	producers	may	
come	under	increasing	pressure	to	make	gains	in	sustainability	at	
the	field	level.

Product lifecycle 
sustainability gains with 
soil health regime 	 According	to	David	Schatsky,	Principal	Analyst	and	Founder	at	

Green	Research,	food	processors	and	other	manufacturers	are	
increasingly	using	analytical	tools	to	help	them	better	understand	
a	product’s	environmental	impacts	across	its	entire	life	cycle,	
from	the	extraction	of	raw	materials,	to	production,	through	to	
distribution,	use	and	disposal.	Life	cycle	assessment	can	help	
companies	pinpoint	which	life	cycle	stages	account	for	the	major	
environmental	impacts,	and	focus	their	efforts	on	improving	those.

	 “If	they	analyze	the	full	life	cycle	of	their	business,”	Schatsky	says,	
“companies	often	find	that	the	major	environmental	impacts	may	
be	occurring	upstream	with	their	suppliers,	or	downstream	with	
their	customers’	use	of	their	products,	rather	than	from	their	own	
internal	operations.”	

The role of stakeholder
groups	 The	following	section	examines	five	major	stakeholder	groups	

involved	in	the	agricultural	sustainability	movement.	The	purpose	
of	the	examination	is	three-fold:
1.	 To	provide	an	overview	of	the	sector’s	involvement	in	the	

sustainability	movement;
2.	 To	determine	to	what	extent	the	companies	and	organizations	

within	each	sector	are	using	sustainability	standards;	and
3.	 To	predict	(to	the	greatest	extent	possible),	the	level	of	support	

or	opposition	to	the	development	of	NRCS	healthy,	productive	
soils	system	criteria.

	 More	detailed	information,	including	a	“strengths,	weaknesses,	
opportunities	and	threats”	(SWOT)	analysis	for	each	of	the	
following	stakeholder	groups,	is	provided	in	Appendix A.

Food processing sector	 The	major	players	in	the	food	processing	industry	have	highly	
visible	corporate	sustainability	goals.	More	are	developing	and	
implementing	sustainability	goals	every	day.	However,	companies	
within	the	food	processing	sector	vary	greatly	regarding	supply-
chain	sustainability	requirements	–	ranging	from	simple	statements	
regarding	the	“support	of	sustainability	production	practices,”	to	
“codes	of	conduct,”	to	more	rigorous	“third-party	sustainability	
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certification	requirements.”	Not	surprisingly,	food	processors	have	
begun	using	analytical	tools	to	conduct	life	cycle	assessments	for	
their	products.	These	tools	help	reveal	a	product’s	environmental	
impact	across	its	entire	life	cycle,	from	the	extraction	of	raw	
materials,	to	production,	through	to	distribution,	use	and	disposal.

	 A	recent	benchmarking	survey	by	Green	Research,	a	New	York-
based	sustainability	research	firm,	found	that	87	percent	of	the	
sustainability	goals	of	the	major	food	processors	deal	with	their	
own	internal	operations	and	that	few	companies	have	announced	
quantitative	supply	chain	or	packaging	goals.	According	to	David	
Schatsky,	principal	analyst	for	the	firm,	“This	represents	an	
opportunity	for	companies	to	claim	leadership	as	research	suggests	
that	the	food	processing	supply	chain	accounts	for	a	significant	
share	of	the	potential	environmental	impact	of	this	industry.	The	
food	processing	companies	that	announce	aggressive	goals	for	the	
sustainability	of	their	supply	chains	will	stake	out	a	position	of	
leadership,”	according	to	Schatsky.

	 ConAgra	Foods,	one	of	the	nation’s	largest	food	processors,	
recently	announced	its	company’s	sustainability	goals	for	2015.	
Those	goals	include	reducing	greenhouse	gas	emissions	by	20	
percent	per	pound	of	product	produced	as	compared	to	2008	
emissions	and	encouraging	continuous	improvement	of	the	
supply	chain	in	the	areas	of	energy,	water,	materials	and	waste,	
by	working	with	growers	to	further	enhance	sustainable	farming	
practices	that	optimize	yield	while	improving	land	stewardship.	

	 Kraft	Foods	is	another	leading	food	processor	that	is	looking	
beyond	its	four	walls	for	sustainability	opportunities.	“Our	new	
goals	will	help	us	do	more,”	said	Steve	Yucknut,	vice	president,	
sustainability.	“For	example,	our	increased	focus	on	sustainable	
agriculture	will	further	boost	our	scale	to	help	accelerate	
long-range	development	in	more	communities	and	for	more	
commodities	than	ever	before,”	he	said.	(Food	Processing.com	
9/15/11)

Food retailers	 The	top	tier	retailers	working	on	sustainability	have	clearly	
outlined	corporate	sustainability	goals.	These	retailers	have	also	
identified	some	level	of	support	or	certification	for	the	products	
they	are	purchasing.		Most	of	these	retailers	are	relying	on	
certification	groups	to	enforce	the	level	of	product	sustainability	
they	are	marketing.		A	few	retailers	have	incorporated	ways	to	
support	producer	efforts	to	improve	or	maintain	the	sustainability	
of	farms,	ranches	and	seafood	harvest.		This	includes	programs	
promoting	the	use	of	sustainable	practices	worldwide	(particularly	
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in	regards	to	the	rainforest).		Some	have	also	devoted	funding	and	
grants	for	the	promotion	of	healthy	food	productions.		

	 Many	retail	food	companies	are	focusing	on	sustainability	as	it	
relates	to	how	they	operate	their	corporation	and	physical	plants.		
A	number	of	retailers	have	specific	goals	and	milestones	regarding	
their	efforts	to	decrease	their	water,	energy	and	waste.		Though	
few,	if	any,	retailers	are	looking	specifically	at	soil	health	and	
its	contribution	to	the	sustainable	and	future	production	of	the	
products	they	are	selling,	some	are	working	with	groups	like	the	
Sustainability	Consortium	to	help	develop	measurement	tools	to	
accurately	account	for	product	sustainability	at	all	levels	from	
production	to	the	shelf.				

Producer groups	 While	nearly	all	of	the	producer	groups	express	a	commitment	
to	environmental	stewardship,	most	have	not	publicly	published	
specific	sustainability	goals	or	standards.	Those	groups	who	
have	developed	sustainability	standards	seem	to	be	for	specialty	
crops	grown	in	fairly	similar	geographic	areas,	such	as	grapes	or	
cranberries.	One	of	the	major	challenges	for	these	producer	groups	
appears	to	be	developing	goals	or	standards	that	adequately	address	
crops	and	systems	grown	across	diverse	geographic	landscapes.	

	 Understandably,	many	of	the	groups	are	resisting	the	imposition	
of	a	sustainability	definition	by	other	organizations	–	and	are	
actively	participating	in	sustainability	consortia	that	they	believe	
fairly	represent	the	interests	of	their	members.	In	October	of	2010,	
more	than	50	commodity	and	farm	organizations	withdrew	from	
one	such	organization’s	sustainability	process.	In	its	news	release	
the	American	Soybean	Association	noted	that	there	were	“serious	
systemic	limitations	and	chronic	biases	that	are	inherent	in	the	
structure	the	Leonardo	Academy	has	set	up	for	this	initiative”	as	
the	principal	reason	for	withdrawing.		

	 A	growing	number	of	producer	groups	have	joined	together	and	
are	working	with	the	National	Initiative	for	Sustainable	Agriculture	
(NISA)	to	develop	a	roadmap	for	agricultural	sustainability.		
A	number	of	the	major	grower	organizations	also	continue	to	
participate	in	the	Keystone	Alliance’s	sustainability	process	
(specifically	the	“Field	to	Market”	program)	and	other	consortia.	

	 In	addition,	the	August	2011	issue	of	the	fruit	industry’s	The	
Packer	magazine	reports	that	Wal-Mart	in	particular	appears	to	be	
stepping	up	efforts	to	measure	sustainability	among	its	produce	
suppliers	and	is	using	some	tools	developed	by	the	Stewardship	
Index	for	Specialty	Crops	to	do	so.	“In	a	recent	presentation	
to	some	industry	members	at	the	2011	Sustainable	Food	Lab	
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Leadership	Summit	in	late	June	near	Portland,	Ore.,	officials	with	
Bentonville,	Ark.-based	Wal-Mart	said	it	is	looking	at	what	types	
of	data	to	collect	with	an	expanded	pilot	program	for	measuring	
produce	sustainability.		According	to	the	presentation,	the	company	
is	working	with	the	Sustainability	Consortium	to	adopt	produce	
category	assessments	to	speed	up	the	development	of	an	index	for	
fresh	produce,”	the	magazine	reports.

	 Overall,	the	development	of	specific	sustainability	goals	and	
objectives	are	less	robust	across	commodity	and	geographic	
areas	within	the	producer	group	community	than	in	other	entities	
involved	in	the	food	production	life	cycle.		However,	increasing	
demands	from	food	processors,	retailers	and	consumers	will	likely	
require	these	groups	to	respond	appropriately.	Clearly,	agricultural	
produce	and	commodity	buyers	are	increasingly	asserting	their	
purchasing	muscle	to	affect	their	own	sustainability	goals.

Ethanol industry	 The	ethanol	industry	is	singled	out	in	this	report	as	a	separate	
sector	because	of	the	90	million	acres	of	corn	grown	domestically,	
some	40	percent	is	grown	for	ethanol	production.	Should	the	
ethanol	industry	embrace	soil	health	systems	as	part	of	their	supply	
chain	sustainability	goals,	environmental	gains	could	be	massive.

	 While	few	ethanol	production	companies	and	organizations	have	
published	sustainability	goals	related	to	soil	health,	most	appear	
acutely	aware	of	criticisms	from	environmental	and	academic	
communities	regarding	the	overall	sustainability	of	ethanol	
production.	One	major	ethanol	player,	Poet,	has	included	in	its	
publicized	goals	that	it	“will	seek	to	produce	ethanol	with	the	
smallest	possible	environmental	footprint	in	balance	with	the	rest	
of	the	triple	bottom	line.”

	 In	addition	to	the	on-going	debate	relative	to	the	net	energy	gain	
from	ethanol	production,	some	of	the	industry’s	critics	have	
asserted	that	traditional	corn	tillage	and	cropping	practices	used	in	
the	production	of	ethanol	“accelerate	levels	of	topsoil	erosion,	soil	
carbon	and	nutrient	depletion,	soil	compaction,	water	retention,	
water	depletion,	water	pollution,	air	pollution,	eutrophication,	
destruction	of	fisheries,	siltation	of	dams	and	waterways,	
salinization,	loss	of	biodiversity,	and	damage	to	human	health”	
(Friedemann,	2007).	Cellulosic	biomass	harvest	is	touted	as	the	
source	of	the	next	generation	ethanol,	which	is	considered	to	be	
more	sustainable.	Biomass	harvest	could	be	a	benefit	or	detriment	
to	soil	sustainability.	Perennial	crops	could	provide	alternative	
solutions	to	resource	conservation	of	marginal	lands.	However,	
excessive	biomass	from	annual	crops	would	lead	to	the	same	
outcome	for	the	resource	as	stated	by	Friedemann.	As	a	result	of	
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this	criticism	and	others,	the	industry	is	spending	considerable	
effort	fending	off	non-sustainable	claims	from	its	detractors	
while	simultaneously	highlighting	its	own	areas	of	sustainability	
improvement	including	supply	chain	sustainability	gains	where	
applicable.

	 With	some	exceptions,	when	it	comes	to	encouraging	their	
suppliers	to	adopt	agricultural	sustainability	practices,	the	
ethanol	industry	appears	to	lag	behind	most	of	the	other	sectors	
examined.	However,	the	industry	as	a	whole	is	attempting	
to	improve	its	sustainability	image	through	a	wide	range	of	
communications	activities.	Clearly,	any	supply	chain	sustainability	
gains	would	be	seen	as	a	positive	for	the	industry,	particularly	if	
those	sustainability	improvements	can	be	paired	with	increased	
productivity	gains.		

Proliferation of standards, 
certifications, labels
and consortia	 For	the	majority	of	certifying	organizations,	agricultural	

sustainability	is	the	core	of	their	values	and	marketing	process.		
The	degree	to	which	they	are	interpreting	sustainability	varies	and	
is	reflected	in	the	certification	standards	they	have	developed.		A	
number	of	the	groups	are	looking	at	sustainability	as	a	whole,	
but	have	targeted	a	specific	outcome	with	their	standards.		For	
example,	Salmon	Safe	is	focusing	on	salmon	recovery,	Rainforest	
Certified	is	working	to	decrease	the	deforestation	of	tropical	
forests,	and	Protected	Harvest	is	focused	on	specific	crops	and	their	
impact	on	the	environment.

	 The	Food	Alliance	appears	to	be	the	most	inclusive	of	the	areas	
in	which	they	certify	as	well	as	the	most	comprehensive	in	their	
certifying	standards.		When	researching	the	market	use	of	these	
“brands,”	the	most	commonly	utilized	on	the	retail	side	appear	to	
be;	Rainforest	Certified,	Food	Alliance,	and	USDA	Organic.

	 Many	of	these	groups	receive	guidance	or	input	by	a	board	or	
council	which	includes	a	diverse	representation	of	members	from	
the	agriculture,	food	processing	and	environmental	community	
(Food	Alliance	example:		http://foodalliance.org/about/our-board-
and-stewardship-council).			This	helps	them	to	ensure	defensible	
and	practical	standards	as	well	as	continually	addressing	and	
adapting	to	changing	markets,	environments	and	scientific	
information.

	 All	of	these	organizations	rely	on	a	third	party	organization	to	
certify	the	farms	entering	into	their	programs.		Certification	
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inspections	are	conducted	by	independent	inspectors	using	detailed	
evaluation	criteria	and	inspection	tools	to	verify	on-farm	practices	
and	make	recommendations	for	awarding	certification.			Many	
inspections	are	administered	by	International	Certification	Services	
(ICS),	an	internationally	respected,	ISO-accredited	organization	
with	a	25-year	history	in	certification	across	North	America.		
Worldwide,	the	Sustainable	Farm	Certification	International	
provides	the	third	party	audit/certification	services	for	farmers	
and	agricultural	companies	in	their	respective	countries.		These	
inspection	groups	also	offer	their	knowledge	and	experience	
to	help	continually	refine	and	develop	sustainable	agriculture	
standards.

	 Due	to	the	proliferation	of	certification	organizations	and	labels,	
companies	are	facing	increasingly	difficult	decisions	regarding	
which	standards	to	use	as	part	of	their	sustainability	programs.	In	
addressing	the	certification	proliferation	issue,	one	food	processing	
company	noted	on	its	web	site	that	given	the	vast	number	of	
certification	options,	it	“selected	what	we	and	many	of	our	
stakeholders	consider	the	best-in-class	food	safety,	environmental	
and	social	standards	in	the	agriculture	industry.”	

Sustainability consortia		 Meanwhile,	other	sustainability	consortia	have	been	established	to	
develop	definitions,	standards	and	guidance	regarding	a	range	of	
issues	related	to	agricultural	sustainability.	Membership	makeup	
within	these	groups	varies	greatly,	but	nearly	all	seek	to	include	
representatives	from	environmental,	food	processing,	food	retailing	
and	food	supply	producers.	The	groups	examined	for	the	purpose	
of	this	report	include	the	National	Initiative	for	Sustainable	
Agriculture	(NISA),	the	Keystone	Alliance,	the	Sustainability	
Consortium,	the	Leonardo	Academy,	the	Food	Alliance	and	the	
Soil	Science	Society	of	America.	

	 NRCS	is	currently	serving	in	an	advisory	role	on	two	of	the	
consortia	groups	and	has	funded	the	efforts	of	others	through	its	
Conservation	Innovation	Grants.	While	these	groups	continue	to	
work	to	find	“common	sustainability	grounds,”	it’s	anticipated	
that	most	of	the	groups	will	welcome	NRCS-developed	healthy,	
productive	soils	system	criteria.	All	of	the	groups	will	be	valuable	
partners	in	the	development,	review	and	roll-out	of	NRCS	
soil	health	standards/criteria.	More	detailed	analysis	of	the	
sustainability	consortia	groups,	and	the	potential	use	of	NRCS	
healthy,	productive	soils	system	criteria	within	each,	can	be	found	
in	Appendix B.
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A case for developing 
criteria to ensure healthy, 
productive soils Soil	is	the	factory	of	our	food.	To	meet	the	projected	needs	of	the	

world’s	burgeoning	population	–	and	to	do	so	in	a	sustainable	way	–	
it	is	critical	that	we	focus	on	ensuring	the	health	and	productivity	of	
our	soil.		Focusing	on	improving	soil	health	could	lead	to	systemic,	
continental-scale	improvements	in	water,	air,	wildlife	–	all	while	
enhancing	long-term	agricultural	productivity	and	would	provide	the	
best	“return	on	the	nation’s	conservation	investment”	over	the	long	
haul.	

	 For	example,	between	1995	and	2005	the	U.S.	increased	its	fertilizer	
imports	by	more	than	148	percent	for	anhydrous	ammonia,	93	
percent	for	urea	(solid),	and	349	percent	of	other	nitrogen	fertilizers	
(USDA	ERS).	Healthy,	productive	soils	have	the	potential	to	
significantly	reduce	the	amount	of	petroleum-based	fertilizers	
required	to	sustain	or	improve	projected	agricultural	production	
levels.	Consequently,	healthy,	productive	soils	can	reduce	our	
nation’s	security	risk	by	reducing	dependence	on	unstable	foreign	
states’	increasingly	expensive	fertilizers.	A	healthy	soil	has	a	
balanced	biological	community	and	optimized	organic	matter	content	
with	the	capacity	to	retain	and	cycle	nitrogen	through	a	“living”	and	
functioning	ecosystem.		

 
	 There	are	a	plethora	of	environmental,	economic	and	societal	benefits	

that	will	be	reaped	from	improving	soil	health	across	the	nation	
including…
1.	 Improving	water	quality	by	reducing	water,	nutrient,	pesticide,	

and	sediment	runoff
2.	 Regulating	water	and	reducing	flooding
3.	 Cycling	organic	wastes	and	detoxifying	noxious	chemicals
4.	 Increasing	soil	carbon	affecting	the	above	and	removing	CO2	

from	the	atmosphere
5.	 Saving	energy	by	using	less	petroleum	based	products	for	tillage,	

pesticides,	and	fertilizer
6.	 Saving	water	and	increasing	drought	tolerance	by	increasing	

water	holding	capacity	as	soil	organic	matter	increases
7.	 Reducing	disease	and	pest	problems	thereby	reducing	herbicide	

and	insecticide	application
8.	 Improving	plant	health	and	increasing	nutrient-rich	food		

production
9.	 Improving	wildlife	habitat	by	increasing	continuous	cover	and		

soil	organism	populations
10.	Improving	income	sustainably	for	farming	operations	and	the	

economies	of	rural	communities
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	 In	addition,	a	focus	on	establishing	healthy,	productive	soils	

system	criteria	and/or	certification	will	provide	a	possible	path	to	
re-branding	American	agriculture	as	a	world	leader	in	productive,	
sustainable	and	safe	food	–	and	could	serve	to	rebuff	eco-trade	
barriers	–	potentially	expanding	U.S.	export	markets.	

The impact of soil health 
improvements at the 
watershed level  Through	increased	infiltration	and	water	holding	capacity,	

healthy	soil	landscapes	decrease	runoff	thereby	reducing	flooding	
potential.	Aquifer	recharge	is	increased	and	downstream	impacts	
of	flooding	are	reduced	affording	significant	reduction	in	disaster	
relief	and	public	hardship.	With	reductions	in	sediment,	nutrient,	
and	pesticides	delivery	to	surface	waters,	downstream	potential	for	
hypoxic	zone	formation	is	reduced	improving	habitat	and	estuarian	
and	marine	food	production	and	therefore	human	food	supplies	and	
coastal	economies.

	 In	a	Purdue	University	Study,	Dr.	Eileen	Kladivko	found	that	
nitrate	concentrations	in	tile	drainage	water	dropped	from	over	30	
milligrams	per	liter	to	under	10	milligrams	per	liter	when	a	system	
of nutrient management, no-till, crop rotation and cover crops 
was	implemented.			This	is	the	type	of	cropping	system	built	to	
achieve	high	soil	health.

 
	 In	the	Dakotas,	producers	practicing	soil	health	management	

have	succeeded	in	reducing	the	application	of	commercial	
fertilizer	and	herbicides.	With	a	mix	of	cover	crops	and	managed	
intensive	grazing,	Gabe	Brown	has	eliminated	commercial	
fertilizer	application	for	crop	production	and	has	reduced	pesticide	
application	by	half.	Infiltration	has	improved	moisture	use	
efficiency	dramatically	reducing	runoff.	Dan	Forgey	of	Cronin	
Farms	in	South	Dakota	has	through	a	SARE	grant	has	seen	18-20	
bushel	increase	in	corn	production	after	leguminous	cover	crops	
and	reduced	fertilizer	input.	

	 In	the	Palouse	Area	of	the	Pacific	Northwest	researchers	compared	
runoff	and	erosion	of	no-till	versus	conventional	tillage	at	a	
watershed	level	(Williams,	et.al,	2009).	They	saw	significant	
reduction	in	run-off	and	erosion	under	the	no-till	management	
system.	The	increased	moisture	savings	from	increased	infiltration	
allowed	intensifying	of	the	rotation	while	maintaining	yields	in	the	
wheat	year.
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Potential impact 
nationwide		 Corn,	soybeans,	wheat	and	cotton	represent	nearly	60	percent	of	the	

total	cropland	in	the	U.S.	By	focusing	on	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	
Systems	that	can	be	implemented	by	those	producers,	it	may	be	
possible	to	have	a	significant,	landscape-sized	sustainability	impact.	
Based	on	estimates	from	NRCS’	Conservation	Effects	Assessment	
Project	(CEAP),	less	than	9	percent	of	cropland	in	the	U.S.	would	
currently	meet	the	proposed	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	System	
Criteria.	However,	it’s	estimated	that	another	40	percent,	representing	
more	than	120	million	acres	of	cropland,	could	meet	the	criteria	with	
low	to	moderate	changes	in	farming	practices.	With	a	central	focus	
on	soil	health,	NRCS	can	provide	the	foundation	for	significant	
numbers	of	producers	to	embark	upon	the	road	to	healthy,	productive	
soils.	This	will	lead	to	remarkable	resource	improvements	nationwide	
and	could	significantly	reduce	fuel	and	fertilizer	use	as	well.			

Need for an accepted 
authority’s “benchmark” 
for soil health	 The	creation	of	a	wide	range	of	eco-labels	and	certifications	by	a	host	

of	organizations	throughout	the	country	is	a	reflection	of	the	response	
to	the	needs	of	the	market.	However,	even	within	the	criteria	
established	by	these	independent	labels,	there	exists	a	need	for	
trusted,	objective	standards	or	criteria	–	against	which,	the	various	
labels	and	certifications	can	be	judged.		Without	such	a	trusted	
benchmark	to	measure	against,	confusion	and	ambiguity	relative	to	
existing	and	future	eco-labels	and	certifications	is	bound	to	increase	–	
potentially	diminishing	the	value	of	any	of	these	products.	

	 Food	Alliance	has	the	most	comprehensive	sustainable	certification	
program	of	any	organization	examined	in	this	report.	Their	
certification	criteria	is	structured	as	lists	of	management	activities	
under	general	categories	and	given	numerical	scores.	Many	of	the	
management	activities	in	the	Food	Alliance	criteria	are	embedded	
in	the	NRCS	practice	standards.	The	Food	Alliance	certification	
uses	some	of	the	same	nomenclature	as	NRCS	practice	standards.	
However,	the	management	activities	are	not	defined.	The	NRCS	
practice	standards	(with	supporting	technical	notes	and	job	sheets),	in	
contrast,	provide	quantitative	criteria	which	serve	as	the	foundation	
to	define	soil	health.	A	comparison	of	the	Food	Alliance	soils	criteria	
were	compared	to	the	NRCS	Soil	Health	criteria	(Appendix C).	In	
summary,	the	NRCS	soil	health	criteria	provide	a	prescription	level	
of	management	needed	to	reach	certification.

	 Based	on	an	analysis	of	the	major	stakeholder	groups	within	the	
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field-to-consumer	supply	chain,	there	appears	to	be	significant	
need	and	opportunity	for	a	trusted,	science-based,	neutral,	third-
party	source	to	establish	credible,	specific	soil	health	sustainability	
criteria.	

Establishing criteria –
why NRCS should lead	 NRCS	is	a	leading	authority	in	soil	health,	conservation	practice	

development	and	conservation	implementation	on	working	
agricultural	lands	–	and	would	be	well	positioned	to	establish	
industry	criteria	for	soil	health.	Rather	than	having	those	criteria	
established	by	others,	NRCS	should	set	the	standard	by	which	all	
other	certification	organization	criteria/labels	can	compare.	Soil	
science	is	the	agency’s	core	brand	strength	and	the	agency	is	well-
positioned	to	be	in	the	forefront	of	establishing	soil	health	quality	
criteria	for	the	nation.	

	 NRCS	has	the	nation-wide	capacity	to	deliver	technical	and	
financial	assistance	and	incentives	to	producers	who	are	
interested	in	improving	the	health	and	productivity	of	their	soils.	
In	addition,	the	NRCS	Field	Office	Technical	Guide	contains	
the	broadly	accepted	practice	standards	that	are	integrated	into	
cropping	systems	to	achieve	healthy	soils.	NRCS,	therefore,	is	
well	positioned	to	create	healthy,	productive	soils	system	criteria	
which	will	allow	producers	(and	associated	grower	groups	and	
food	industry	sectors)	to	attain	healthy,	productive	soils	system	
certification	through	market-based,	conservation	incentives.

A prototype for healthy, 
productive soils system 
criteria – cropland	 The	proposed	NRCS	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	System	Criteria	

outlines	the	system	of	practices	necessary	to	enhance	both	crop	
production	and	soil	function,	as	well	as	improve	or	sustain	
water	quality,	air	quality,	energy	efficiency	and	wildlife	habitat.		
Producers	who	fully	implement	the	recommended	list	of	practices	
for	their	operation	will	be	recognized	as	meeting	the	NRCS	
standard	for	a	sustainable	soils	system.

	 The	framework	for	these	criteria	will	consist	of	a	checklist	of	
practices	which	land	managers	will	select	to	develop	a	system	
which	addresses	their	current	soil	limitations	and	resource	
concerns.		The	implementation	of	this	system	will	improve	the	
overall	capacity	of	their	soil,	enhance	production,	reduce	inputs,	
and	have	off-site	benefits.		

	 The	soil	health	practices	identified	for	cropland	will	be	based	on	
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practices	currently	indentified	in	the	NRCS	Field	Office	Technical	
Guide	(FOTG).		Some	of	these	practices	will	require	additional	
criteria	in	order	to	achieve	a	higher	level	of	soil	health	quality.		
This	concept	is	based	on	the	following	parameters:	
•	 Producer	participation	is	voluntary	
•	 Focused	on	working	cropland
•	 Nation-wide	applicability
•	 Utilizes	the	“best	accepted	technology	available”	regarding	soil	

health
•	 Transparent	and	publicly	available	criteria
•	 Third-party	certification	with	annual	reviews
•	 Single	standard	for	meeting	soil	health	and	productivity	on	

cropland
•	 An	“on-ramp”	function	to	allow	participants	to	begin	

implementing	practices	leading	to	soil	health	improvements	
and	sustainability

	 The	prototype	Healthy	Productive	Soils	System	Criteria	
spreadsheet,	outlining	the	practices	necessary	to	achieve	the	
proposed	system’s	goals,	is	provided	in	Appendix D.	

	 The	literature	review	and	associated	citations	are	provided	in	
Appendix E.	

 
	 A	comparative	analysis	of	the	proposed	prototype	with	other	

existing	soil	health	standards	established	by	others	is	provided	in	
Appendix C.	

	 As	NRCS	continues	to	work	towards	a	nationwide	improvement	of	
soil	health,	the	next	steps	will	include	the	development	of	Healthy,	
Productive	Soils	Systems	Criteria	for	other	land	uses,	including,	
orchards,	vineyards,	pastureland	and	rangeland.	

The system and the 
NRCS Field Office 
Technical Guide	 Irrespective	of	the	final	decisions	regarding	how	NRCS	should	

implement	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	System	Criteria	–	or	whether	
or	not	it	should	endeavor	to	manage	a	related	sustainability	label	
associated	with	soil	health	–	the	NRCS	should	establish	a	Soil	
Health	Management	System	within	its	highly	respected	Field	
Office	Technical	Guide.	Because	this	guide	is	the	“playbook”	for	
the	delivery	of	NRCS	programs	and	services,	the	inclusion	of	this	
system	will	be	necessary	for	delivering	any	technical	and	financial	
assistance	associated	with	a	healthy,	productive	soils	effort.
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	 To	implement	a	field	assessment	system	during	the	“field	resource	

inventory”	phase	of	conservation	planning,	a	soil	health	assessment	
module	needs	to	be	developed	for	use	with	the	“Mobile	Planner”	
currently	being	developed	under	CDSI.

	 It	is	recommended	that	the	agency	focus	first	on	a	Soil	Health	
Management	System	for	cropland,	with	the	goal	to	address	
other	land	uses	thereafter.	The	prototype	Healthy,	Productive	
Soils	System	Criteria	presented	within	this	report	will	serve	
as	a	foundation	and	outline	for	the	further	development	of	the	
recommended	Soil	Health	Management	System	for	the	NRCS	
Technical	Guide.

Quantification of healthy, 
productive soils and 
producer benefits 	 Since	healthy,	productive	soil	systems	significantly	reduce	

the	carbon	footprint	of	the	crops	they	produce,	producers	who	
implement	a	healthy,	productive	soils	system	will	be	well	
positioned	with	buyers	who	have	product	lifecycle	sustainability	
goals.		Irrespective	of	the	supply	chain	sustainability	gains,	
producers	who	implement	a	healthy,	productive	soil	system	will	
realize	a	number	of	economic	and	production	benefits	including…	
•	 Saving	energy	by	using	less	petroleum	based	products	for	

tillage,	pesticides,	and	fertilizer;
•	 Saving	water	and	increasing	drought	tolerance	by	increasing	

infiltration	and	water	holding	capacity	as	soil	organic	matter	
increases;

•	 Reducing	disease	and	pest	problems,	thereby	reducing	
herbicide	and	insecticide	application;

•	 Improving	income	sustainably	for	farming	and	ranching	
operations;	and

•	 Improving	plant	health	and	nutrient-rich	food	production.

 (The NRCS should consider developing or using existing models to 
substantiate input reductions as part of this effort, as applicable.)

	 At	the	2008	CTIC	“Conservation	in	Action	Tour”	Ken	and	Rodney	
Rulon	of	Rulon	Enterprises	Reported	a	$0.42/bu	reduction	in	
production	cost	for	their	Conservation	Cropping	System	while	
reporting	corn	yields	averaging	over	12	percent	higher	than	the	
county	average.	At	a	2011	field	day,	after	integrating	cover	crop	
mixes,	the	Rulons	have	reported	a	7-10	bushel	increase	in	soybean	
production.	

	 In	addition,	most	companies	serious	about	improving	the	
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environmental	footprint	of	their	supply	chain	put	programs	in	place	
to	communicate	with	suppliers	about	environmental	goals.	“They	
may	begin	to	request	detailed	information	about	their	suppliers’	
environmental	impacts	or	develop	a	scorecarding	system,	in	
which	suppliers	are	rated	on	the	basis	of	their	environmental	
(and	possibly	social)	performance,”	Green	Research	Analyst	
David	Schatsky,	says.	“Higher-performing	suppliers	may	receive	
preferential	treatment,	while	low-performing	suppliers	may	be	
culled.	Some	food	processors	have	worked	with	farmers	to	help	
them	implement	more	sustainable	agricultural	practices.	This	
benefits	both	parties	and	society	as	a	whole,”	Schatsky	says.	
Consequently,	producers	who	are	implementing	healthy	soils	
systems	will	be	positioned	to	reap	the	associated	on-farm	economic	
and	resource	benefits	as	well	as	the	marketplace	sustainability	
benefits.	

“On-ramping” producers 
onto the road to 
soil health To	help	producers	understand	and	begin	implementing	soil	health	

systems,	NRCS	can	target	or	emphasize	soil	health	systems	
through	its	existing	programs	and	services,	thereby	“on-ramping”	
producers	onto	the	“road	to	soil	health”	across	the	entire	nation.	
One	possible	vehicle	for	delivering	that	technical	and	financial	
assistance	is	the	agency’s	Environmental	Quality	Incentives	
Program	(EQIP).	

	 Through	EQIP,	the	agency	could	provide	financial	incentives	
to	producers	to	implement	soil	health	systems	by	establishing	a	
national	priority	ranking.	Producers	who	want	to	implement	entire	
soil	health	systems	could	be	given	higher	points	as	part	of	the	
ranking	process.	

	 While	the	full	effect	of	soil	health	systems	would	not	be	realized	
immediately,	resource	improvements	would	be	realized	as	soon	
as	producers	begin	implementing	them.	Each	year	the	system	is	
in	place	will	improve	soil	health	and	productivity	and	will	yield	
increasing	resource	benefits	–	providing	an	unparalleled	return	on	
the	nation’s	conservation	investment.

Decision points 
and options	 There	are	a	number	of	details	that	the	development	team	believes	

will	ultimately	need	to	be	decided	by	NRCS	leadership	before	
moving	forward	with	the	full	development	and	implementation	
of	a	national	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	System	Criteria	and/or	
certification	system.		Those	issues	include…
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1.	 How	to	set	the	criteria	benchmarks	and	at	what	point	producers	
would	be	considered	“NRCS	certified	sustainable	for	soil	
health.”	

2.	 Should	the	agency	own	and	manage	a	“NRCS	certified	
sustainable	for	soil	health”	label?	

	 The	specific	decision	points	and	options	identified	by	the	team	
appear	in	Appendix F.	The	team’s	recommendations	are	noted	in	the	
“Conclusions	and	recommendations”	section	of	this	report.

Limitations and possible 
exclusions	 Although	soil	health	systems	provide	significant	resource	and	

productivity	improvements,	it	is	anticipated	that	geographic	and/
or	cropping	limitations	may	preclude	some	agricultural	sectors	
from	participating.	For	example,	creating	a	workable	soil	health	
system	for	root	crops	may	prove	problematic	due	to	soil	disturbance	
during	harvest.	See	Appendix G	for	other	identified	limitations	and	
exclusions.	

	 However,	there	may	be	other	soil	health	practices	(such	as	the	use	
of	cover	crops)	that	can	be	used	to	mitigate	those	negative	impacts.	
Further,	nearly	all	operations	can	achieve	some	level	of	soil	health	
improvements	through	the	implementation	of	a	soil	health	system	
–	although	it’s	possible	that	some	producers	with	their	current	
cropping	systems	will	be	unable	to	achieve	the	level	necessary	to	
achieve	full	soil	health	certification.

 
	 Nonetheless,	the	vast	majority	of	cultivated	cropland	and	

a	corresponding	number	of	producers	could	benefit	from	
implementing	healthy,	productive	soils	systems.	As	noted	previously,	
based	on	estimates	from	NRCS’	Conservation	Effects	Assessment	
Project	(CEAP),	some	120	million	acres	of	cropland	may	be	able	to	
meet	the	proposed	healthy	soils	system	criteria	currently	-	or	with	
low	to	moderate	changes	in	farming	practices.	

Conclusion and 
recommendations	 As	noted	in	the	introduction,	NRCS	is	a	leading	authority	in	

soil	health,	conservation	practice	development	and	conservation	
implementation	on	working	agricultural	lands.	The	agency	would	be	
well	positioned	to	establish	industry	criteria	for	healthy,	productive	
soils	systems.	Through	its	established	technical	and	financial	
assistance	capacity,	no	organization	is	better	able	to	help	agricultural	
producers	become	aware	of,	and	adopt	healthy,	productive	soils	
systems	on	their	farms	and	ranches.	By	establishing	healthy,	
productive	soils	system	criteria,	the	NRCS	can	provide	a	critical	
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benchmark	for	one	of	the	most	important	sustainability	issues	facing	
the	country	and	the	world.	Because	of	its	unmatched	credibility	
among	a	wide	range	of	stakeholder	groups,	NRCS	would	provide	the	
marketplace	with	a	trusted,	objective	measure	of	healthy,	productive	
soils.

	 Regarding	the	decision	points	and	options	noted	in	Appendix F the 
team	recommends…
1.	 NRCS’	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	System	Criteria	be	set	at	

an	ideal	sustainability	level	but	with	on-ramping	option	for	
producers	seeking	the	“road	to	soil	health;”	and

2.	 NRCS	develops	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	System	Criteria	
without developing	a	certification	program	or	label	–	which,	
without	competing	with	existing	labels,	will	allow	other	others	to	
“meet	or	exceed”	the	NRCS	standard.

	 Further,	the	team	recommends	that	NRCS	should	make	the	
delivery	of	healthy,	productive	soils	systems	to	America’s	farmers	
and	ranchers	a	major	focus	of	its	activities	and	should	provide	
system	“on-ramping”	incentives	throughout	the	country	by	
establishing a national priority within the ranking criteria of 
the Environmental Quality Incentives Program.	In	so	doing,	the	
agency	would…
•	 Provide	technical	and	financial	assistance	to	producers	wanting	

to	improve	soil	health;
•	 Mitigate	potential	NRCS	criteria	development	opposition	from	

stakeholder	groups;
•	 Realize	continental-scale	resource	improvements	as	producers	

adopt	systems;	and
•	 Support	the	agency’s	re-focusing	to	provide	customer	

conservation	technical	assistance	related	to	soil	health.

	 By	establishing	Healthy,	Productive	Soils	System	Criteria	–	and	
by	providing	technical	and	financial	assistance	to	help	producers	
implement	those	systems	–	NRCS	can	help	stakeholder	groups	
couple	marketplace	sustainability	goals	with	their	own,	and	do	
so	in	a	way	that	does	not	present	unnecessary	financial	burden	on	
producers.	

	 In	establishing	this	criteria,	the	NRCS	should	not	be	deterred	because	
it	may	be	unable	to	help	all	agricultural	sectors	in	all	parts	of	the	
country.	This	effort	represents	an	opportunity	to	treat	the	systemic	
cause	of	resource	degradation	on	the	vast	majority	of	America’s	
cropland	–	to	do	so	cost-effectively	–	in	a	way	that	increases	the	
productivity	of	our	nation’s	working	lands.	And	in	so	doing,	help	
America’s	farmers	and	ranchers	save	energy,	address	climate	change,	
and	help	meet	the	needs	of	the	world’s	growing	population.
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Section II:  Additional planning considerations

	 Should	the	agency	further	pursue	a	healthy,	productive	soils	
effort,	it	is	recommended	that	additional	teams	comprised	of	the	
appropriate	local,	state	and	national	technical	experts	be	assembled	
to	help	the	agency	…

1.	 Prepare	and	align	its	workforce	to	meet	the	expectations	
and	needs	of	those	customers	wanting	to	implement	healthy,	
productive	soils	systems	and	develop	a	plan	outlining	how	this	
is	best	achieved.

	 a.		Estimated	time	to	develop	plan:	3	months
2.	 Finalize	and	test	the	criteria	and/or	certification	standards	with	

stakeholder	review.	
	 a.	Estimated	time	to	finalize	and	review	criteria:	6-9	months
3.	 Make	the	necessary	programmatic	changes	to	enable	“on-

ramping”	for	producers.	
	 a.		Estimated	time	to	make	program	changes:	3-6	months
4.	 Develop	a	full	workforce/CTA	impact	analysis	for	

implementation.	
	 a.		Estimated	time	to	develop	analysis:	3-6	months
5.	 Research,	plan	and	develop	a	healthy,	productive	soils	system	

information	and	awareness	campaign	targeting	producers	
and	producer	groups.	(See	DRAFT	Communications	Plan	in	
Appendix H.)	*

	 	 a.		Estimated	time	to	develop	plan:	2	months
	 	 b.		Estimated	time	to	begin	executing	the	plan	6	months
	 	 c.		Total	campaign	execution	time	2-3	years

	 *A	plan	targeting	additional	stakeholder	group	audiences	should	
also	be	developed	focusing	on	the		sustainability	benefits	of	
healthy,	productive	soils	(especially	related	to	product	life	cycle	
gains).	Specifically,	those	audiences	include…

	 	 a.		Sustainability	managers	for	agricultural	product	buyers
	 	 					and	processors;	
	 	 b.		Sustainability	managers	for	food	retailers;	and	(possibly)
	 	 c.		Targeted	food	processing/food	retailing	CEOs.	
	 	 	 i.		Estimated	time	to	develop	plan:	2	months
	 	 	 ii.		Estimated	time	to	begin	executing	plan	6	months

	 Most,	if	not	all,	of	these	efforts	can	begin	immediately	upon	
agency	leadership	approval	–	including	the	development	and	
execution	of	the	producer-targeted	information	and	awareness	
campaign	–	which	would	facilitate	the	start	of	full	agency	
implementation	before	January	2013.
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Section III:  Certified Soil Health and Sustainability Criteria 
and Management System

Definition of “the system”
(where applicable):	 A	Soil	Health	and	Sustainability	Management	System	sustains	

or	improves	water	and	air	quality,	energy	efficiency	and	wildlife	
habitat	quality	while	protecting	and	enhancing	crop	production,	
yield	stability	and	soil	ecosystem	function.		Soil	Health	is	defined	
as	the	continued	capacity	of	the	soil	to	function	as	a	vital	living	
system.		Healthy	soil	gives	us	clean	air	and	water,	bountiful	crops,	
diverse	wildlife,	and	beautiful	landscapes.	

	 The	term	“Soil	Health	and	Sustainability	Management	System	
(SHMS)”	aligns	with	the	format	of	the	term	“Resurce	Management	
System	(RMS)”,	a		long	standing	term	in	the	NRCS	Field	Office	
Technical	Guide	to	denote	an	acceptable	level	of	conservation	
treatment	delivered	through	a	suite	of	conservation	practices	
tailored	to	specific	resource	concerns	that	have	been	determined	
for	a	land	management	unit.		An	SHMS	is	focused	specifically	on	
maintaining	and	enhancing	soil	health	and	can	encompass	what	
would	be	required	for	an	RMS	–	but	would	generally	exceed	the	
requirements	of	an	RMS.	

	 Developing	certification	criteria	for	healthy,	productive	soils	
systems	is	critical	in	addressing	a	wide	range	of	resource	and	
production	issues.		In	particular,	healthy	soils	play	a	key	role	in:	
•	 Regulating	water	-	Soil	helps	control	where	rain,	snowmelt,	

and	irrigation	water	goes.	Water	and	dissolved	solutes	flow		
into	and	throughout	the	soil	to	provide	for	plants	and	recharge	
groundwater.	

•	 Sustaining	plant	and	animal	life	-	The	diversity	and	
productivity	of	living	things	depends	on	soil	and	healthy	soils	
have	few	diseases	and	pests.

•	 Filtering	and	degrading	potential	pollutants	-	The	minerals,	
organic	matter	and	microbes	in	soil	are	responsible	for	filtering,	
buffering,	degrading,	immobilizing,	and	detoxifying	organic	
and	inorganic	materials,	including	industrial	and	municipal	by-
products	and	atmospheric	deposits.	

•	 Cycling	nutrients	and	energy	-	Carbon,	nitrogen,	phosphorus,	
and	many	other	nutrients	are	stored,	transformed,	made	
available	for	plant	use,	and	cycled	in	the	soil.	

•	 Structural	stability	-		Stable	soils	stay	in	place,	they	do	not	
erode	and	can	support	plants.		In	addition,	farm	equipment	
needs	stable	soil	for	support	and	archeological	treasures	are	
protected	in	soils.	
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The criteria, indicators and 
components of a healthy, 
functioning soil	 For	the	purpose	of	the	proposed	criteria,	many	of	the	following	

healthy,	productive	soils	system	concepts	will	be	listed	as	“M-Must 
Do’s”	and	others	will	be	categorized	as	either,	“AA-As Applicable”	
or	“R-highly Recommended.”		Practice	Standards,	best	accepted	
technologies	and/or	models	are	provided	as	a	quick	reference	for	
methods	to	achieve,	monitor	or	evaluate	each	of	the	criteria.	(A	
spreadsheet	of	these	practices	and	the	supporting	literature	citations	
are	available	in	Appendix D and Appendix E,	respectively.)

•	 Land	has	Conservation	Plan:		M,	NRCS	FOTG
•	 Soil	organic	matter/	soil	organic	carbon	is	sustained	or	

increasing:		M,	APEX,	COMET-VR,	RUSLE2	SCI
•	 Erosion	is	minimized	(less	than	T	–	RUSLE2)	(“manage	for	C	

not	for	T”):		M,	RUSLE2,	WEPS,	APEX	
•	 Strive	for	continuous	living	cover	(crop	or	cover):		M,	enhance	

soil	carbon	and	biodiversity,	remove/utilize	C	and	N	from	the	
atmosphere

•	 Off-site	nutrient	loss	minimized-M-APEX(Soluble	and	labile	
(future	bioavailable	P)Inhibiters,	DWM,	CC’s	etc,	590

•	 Nutrient	cycling	maximized	using	biologic	processes	(cycling	
and/or	recycling):		M,	590,	340,	328.

•	 Reduce	excess	nutrients	in	the	soil:			AA,	590-precision,	328,	
512, 340

•	 Manure	managed	to	maximize	use	benefits	and	minimize	off-
site	loss	and	environmental	damage:		AA,	590,	633,	forage	and	
grazing	management-APEX

•	 Compaction	Management	(reduction/	avoidance):	M,		
controlled	traffic,	Crop	rotation,	Cover	Crops,	floatation	tires,	
deep	low	disturbance	tillage-	only	in	combination	with	CC	or	
living	cover	under	optimum	conditions,	assessment-	visual	and	
with	hand	tools

•	 Increased	aggregate	stability-	resistance	and	resilience:		M,	
intense	precip,	drought,	erosion,	compaction,	heat

•	 Increased	infiltration	(surface	cover,	aggregate	stability,	
porosity):	M,	slake	test,	visual	for	platey	structure,	surface	
pores,	continuous	pores,	crusting	and	bulk	density	(crop	
rotation,	No-till,	cover	crops,	controlled	traffic)

•	 Optimized	Available	Water	Holding	Capacity,	(organic	carbon,	
aggregate	stability,	porosity):			M,	slake	test,	visual	for	platey	
structure,	surface	pores,	continuous	pores	bulk	density	(crop	
rotation,	No-till,	cover	crops,	controlled	traffic)

•	 Increase	and	improve	biological	diversity:		M,	diverse	plant	
community	(now)	or	emerging	soil	testing	technology(future)	
(cover	crops,	crop	rotation)
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•	 Maximize	use	and	capture	of	solar	energy:		M,		cover	crops,	
crop	rotations,	forage	and	grazing	management

•	 Maximize	nutrient	cycling	and	carbon	accretion):		M,	30%	of	
crop	rotation,	340,	512,	328-FOTG,	must	follow	any	tillage	or	
disturbance	activity	(i.e.-potato	harvest)	with	living	cover

•	 Cover	crop	mixes	are	utilized	and	matched	to	address	resource	
concerns	(C,N):		S,	Resource	assessment	tools

•	 Crop	Cycling	for	bio-diversity,	pest	management/cycles,	
erosion	control,	WQ	(see	NRCS	standard):		M,	328,	FOTG

•	 Enhance	environment	for	microbial	activity,	improves	water	
cycle,	reduces	erosion,	moderates	temperature:		M,	329,	75%	
of	rotation

•	 Pesticide	off-site	loss	minimized	(passes	WinPST):			M,	595-
FOTG

•	 Reduced	risk	of	resistant	pests	and	pathogens-rotation	of	
chemicals/modes	of	action:		R,	University	Pubs

•	 Broad	community	of	living	organisms	below-ground:			M,	
acheived	by:

	 	 -		above-ground	plant	diversity
	 	 -		minimizing	disturbance
	 	 -		manure/compost

•	 Smart	drainage/nutrients	systems	to	allow	for	adequate	air	and	
water	movement	while	minimizing	off-site	losses:		AA,		DWM,	
590,	340,	606,	controlled	traffic

•	 Use	good	irrigation	water	management		for	optimized	water	
use	efficiency	and	energy	efficiency:		AA,	449

•	 Proper	pH:		AA,	590
•	 Salinity	within	crop	tolerance:		AA,	590
•	 High	water	use	efficiency:		AA,	irrigation	management
•	 Energy	efficiency:		M,	590,329,	449,	RUSLE2,	APEX,	NRCS	

Energy	tools
•	 Strive	for	zero	(minimum)	tillage	to	reduce	soil	disturbance,	

increase	soil	biodiversity,	maintain	soil	structure,	aggregate	
stability	and	increase	water	infiltration	and	water	holding	
capacity:		M,	329-	No-Till

•	 Adequately	buffer	or	protect	critical/sensitive	areas	
(concentrated	flow	areas,	streams,	wetlands	within/adjacent	to	
the	production	unit	are	adequately	buffered	or	protected):			AA,	
Buffer	Practices,	APEX,	RUSLE2

•	 SQ	continuing	education	for	producers:		M,		CCA	S&W	
CEU’s,	National	No-Till	Conference,	Soil	Health	Workshops	
and	Farmer	Networks	
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Practices needed to meet the
Cropland Soil Health and
Sustainability System The	following	items	will	be	listed	as	M-“Must Do’s”,  AA-“As 

Applicable” or R-“Recommended”.		In	order	to	be	certified,	the	
producer	must	have	All	M	(must	do)	practices	applied	plus	two	
additional	R	and/or	AA	practices.	The	System	can	be	certified	when	
the	Conservation	Cropping	Rotation	is	applied.

M:  Must Do’s
•	 Conservation	Cropping	Rotation-328:		Must	meet	FOTG	general	

plus	additional	criteria	to	improve	soil	quality.		This	practice	is	
applied	when	the	most	beneficial	crop	for	improving	soil	carbon	
is	planted.

•	 Residue	and	Tillage	Management-329	No-Till	or	Strip-Till-
minimum	of	75%,	345-maximum	of	25%	of	rotation	and	only	
for	crops	where	no-till	is	not	feasible	(i.e.-sugar	beets):		Must	
meet	the	FOTG	general	criteria	plus	additional	criteria	to	meet:	

	 -		Reduce	sheet	and	rill	erosion
	 -		Reduce	wind	erosion	(where	wind	erosion	resource
	 			concern	is	identified)
	 -		Improve	soil	organic	matter	content
	 -		Reduce	CO2	losses	from	the	soil
	 -		Increase	plant-available	moisture
•	 Cover	Crops-340	on	30%	of	crop	rotation	(species	and	mixes	are	

utilized	and	matched	to	address	resource	concerns):		Must	meet	
FOTG	general	criteria	plus	at	least	3	of	the	the	additional	criteria	
for:		

	 -		Reduce	erosion	from	wind	and	water	
	 -		Increase	soil	organic	matter	content
	 -		Capture	and	recycle	or	redistribute	nutrients	in	the	soil
	 			profile	
	 -		Promote	biological	nitrogen	fixation	and	reduce	energy	use
	 -		Increase	biodiversity	
	 -		Manage	soil	moisture	
	 -		Minimize	and	reduce	soil	compaction
•	 Nutrient	Management-590:		Must	meet	FOTG	general	criteria	

plus:	
	 -		To	maintain	or	improve	the	physical,	chemical	and
	 				biological	condition	of	soil.
	 -		To	properly	utilize	manure	or	organic	by-products	as	a
	 				plant	nutrient	source.
	 -		To	minimize	agricultural	nonpoint	source	pollution	of		 	
	 			surface	and	ground	water	resources.		
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•	 Integrated	Pest	Management-595:		Must	meet	FOTG	general	
criteria	plus	additional	criteria	for:

	 -		Prevent	or	mitigate	off-site	pesticide	risks	to	soil,	water,		 				
	 air,	plants,	animals	and	humans	from	drift	and	volatilization			
												losses.
	 -		Prevent	or	mitigate	cultural,	mechanical	and	biological		 	
	 pest	suppression	risks	to	soil,	water,	air,	plants,	animals	and		
	 humans.

AA:  AS APPLICAPLE
•	 Forage	and	Biomass	Planting-512:		Must	meet	FOTG	general	

criteria	plus	additional	criteria	for:
	 -		Provide	or	increase	forage	supply	during	periods	of	low
	 			forage	production
	 -		Reduce	soil	erosion
	 -		Improve	soil	and	water	quality
•	 Alley	cropping-311,	585
•	 Salinity	Management
•	 Composting
•	 Manure	utilization	and	management-633:		Must	meet	FOTG	

general	criteria	plus	additional	criteria	for:
	 -		Protect	water	quality
	 -		Provide	fertility	for	crop,	forage,	fiber	production	and		 	
	 			forest	products
	 -		Improve	or	maintain	soil	structure
•	 Conservation	Buffers:		Concentrated	flow	areas,	streams,	

wetlands	within/adjacent	to	the	production	unit	are	adequately	
buffered	or	protected

•	 Irrigation	conservation
•	 Deep	tillage:		only	as	a	means	to	treat	compaction,	salinity,	

surface	alluvial	deposits	or	surface	contamination.	Where	
practical,	use	“low	surface	disturbance”only	in	combination	
with	CC	or	living	cover	under	optimum	conditions

R:  RECOMMENDED
•	 Precision	application	of	nutrients	and	chemicals:		Utilize	

variable	rate	and	swath	control	technology	to	eliminate	over	
lap	and	over	application	and	address	deficient	nutrient	levels

•	 Seasonal	Residue	Management-344:		Must	meet	FOTG	general	
criteria.		Recommended	with	329,	345,	and	or	328	FOTG	
Standards

•	 Controlled	Traffic:	Limit	wheel/track	traffic	to	no	more	than	50	
percent	of	the	soil	surface.

•	 Strip-Cropping:		Must	meet	FOTG	general	criteria.		
Recommended	with	329,	345,	and	or	328	FOTG	Standards
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•	 Rotation	of	chemicals/modesof	action:		Follow	label	and	
University	Recommendations/Publicationss

•	 Floatation	tires:		Used	for	all	high	load	equipment	(tractor,	
combine,	grain	cart,	spreaders)

Barriers As	the	agency	further	develops	and	implements	Healthy,	
Productive	Soils	System	Criteria,	a	number	of	potential	adoption	
barriers	will	need	to	be	considered	and	addressed.	Following	is	
a	list	of	some	of	the	potential	barriers	–	many	of	of	which	are	
identified	and	addressed	in	the	DRAFT	communications	plan	in	
Appendix H.

•	 Soil	health	assistance	to	producers	(Will	NRCS	have	adequate	
Technical	Assistance	funding	to	support?)

•	 USDA	Programs:	Potential	RMA	practice	conflicts	(i.e.	cover	
“crops”	are	not	crops;	BCAP	paying	to	sell	biomass)

•	 Some	agronomists	do	not	recognize	soil	quality/health	as	valid	
science

•	 Producer	groups	may	push	back	against	government	imposition
•	 There	is	an	impression	that	yields	will	be	reduced	(conflicting	

data)
•	 Certified	Crop	Advisors	may	not	be	advocates	due	to		a	lack	of	

understanding	of	soil	health	principles
•	 Organic	operations	may	not	have	healthy,	sustainable	soils	
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USDA Non- Discrimination Statement
“The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all of its programs and activi-
ties on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex, marital status, 
familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, political beliefs, genetic information, reprisal, 
or because all or part of an individual’s income is derived from any public assistance program. (Not all 
prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for com-
munication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET 
Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).”

To file a complaint of discrimination, write to USDA, Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, Office of the 
Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Stop 9410, Washington, DC 
20250-9410, or call toll-free at (866) 632-9992 (English) or (800) 877-8339 (TDD) or (866) 377-8642 
(English Federal-relay) or (800) 845-6136 (Spanish Federal-relay). USDA is an equal opportunity pro-
vider and employer.
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Appendix A:  Stakeholder Group SWOT Analysis 
Soil health criteria for sustainability goals/certification 

Industry/sector:  Food processing 
 
General overview of current sustainability standards for industry/sector:  
Most of the food processing companies reviewed have measurable sustainability goals as part of their overall corporate goals. Many have also 
identified support for agricultural sustainability; although few have articulated (or published) what their specific goals are relative to agricultural 
sustainability. Additionally, corporations are increasingly tying executive compensation to the success or failure of company-wide 
sustainability initiatives. 
 
All of the companies reviewed have specifically identified “water” as a resource concern. A number of the companies specifically address soil 
conservation.  
 
Only one of the companies (Norpac) published or referenced specific certification requirements for their supply chain producers – though one 
national company’s web site referenced a “code of conduct” for its producers. Other companies with suppliers abroad cited international 
standards such as the Supplier Ethical Data Exchange, Global GAP and ISO 14001. Another company highlighted its use of grain grown from 
producers who use no-till (“Zero-till”). The Keystone Alliance’s “Fieldprint Calculator” was referenced by several companies as a tool used to help 
assess the life-cycle impact of their products from the field to the shelves. 

Market needs, gap summary 
The major players in the food processing industry have highly visible corporate sustainability goals. However, companies within that sector vary 
greatly regarding supply-chain sustainability requirements – ranging from simple statements regarding the “support of sustainability production 
practices,” to “codes of conduct,” to more rigorous “third-party sustainability certification requirements.” 
 
To improve the environmental performance of their supply chains, food processors note that they are communicating with their suppliers, 
developing targeted communications programs, setting standards, auditing performance and sharing technical expertise where appropriate. Not 
surprisingly, food processors are also using analytical tools to conduct a product’s life cycle assessment. These tools help reveal a product’s 
environmental impact across its entire life cycle, from the extraction of raw materials, to production, through to distribution, use and disposal. 
 
Due to the proliferation of certification organizations and labels, however, companies are facing increasingly difficult decisions regarding which 
standards to use as part of their sustainability programs. Addressing the certification proliferation issue, one company noted on its web site that 
they “have selected what we and many of our stakeholders consider the best-in-class food safety, environmental and social standards in the 
agriculture industry.”  



Opportunities summary 
There appears to be a significant opportunity for a trusted, science-based, neutral, third-party source to establish credible, specific agricultural 
sustainability criteria. A growing number of eco-labels and certifications have been created by a host of organizations throughout the country in 
an attempt to fill this developing market gap. However, even within the criteria established by these independent labels, there exists a need for 
trusted, objective standards – against which, the various labels and certifications can be judged.  Following is a Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, and Threat (SWOT) analysis of the food processing industry’s sustainability efforts – relative to the agency’s development of soil 
health sustainability criteria/standards. 
 
Companies/labels reviewed:   
Cargill, General Mills, Kellogg’s, Bunge, Pepsico, Archer Daniels Midland, Mars, Norpac, Del Monte 
 
SWOT analysis of current sustainability standards/criteria for FOOD PROCESSING sector:    

Strengths Weaknesses 
- Companies have highly visible sustainability goals 
- Consumer oriented 
- Most are life-cycle oriented 
- Support of agricultural sustainability  
- Support of agricultural producers 
- Support for and participation in sustainability consortia 
- Support for agricultural research and development 
- Resource issues identified generally include  soil and/or land 
conservation 
- Nearly all companies are focusing on water quality/quantity 
relative to their sustainability goals 
 

- Most agricultural sustainability goals lack specificity 
- Many agricultural sustainability efforts do not reference 
certification requirements or standards met 
- The lack of “standardized” certification requirements from 
neutral, objective sources may diminish the credibility of 
stewardship efforts 
- Few, if any companies, are addressing “soil health” 
specifically 

Opportunities Threats 
- Trusted, neutral, third-party source could establish credible, 
specific agricultural sustainability criteria 
-  Soil health criteria would help those companies with 
sustainability goals meet or exceed them through supply 
chain gains (see model below) 
http://www.sustainabilityconsortium.org/open-io/use-the-
model/  

- Organizations, less qualified to address specific resource 
issues, may fill the “criteria/standards gap” by establishing 
criteria 
- Businesses are having to choose from a wide range of 
certification organizations with varying expertise 
- Businesses could “shop” for certification 
organizations/labels offering standards they prefer 

http://www.sustainabilityconsortium.org/open-io/use-the-model/�
http://www.sustainabilityconsortium.org/open-io/use-the-model/�


- All companies recognize the need for additional productivity, 
WHILE addressing sustainability 
 

- Without credible, trusted criteria, the value of sustainability 
efforts may be reduced (especially relative to the consumers’ 
perspective 

 

Research/references 

Company Sustainability 
Goals Y/N 

Reference to 
specific 
certification? 

Reference 
to soil 
health? 

Notes 

Cargill Yes 
 
Supply Chain 
Worldwide 

No 
 
Uses Supplier 
Ethical Data 
Exchange 
(SEDEX) 
system 

No Cargill is supporting efforts to help farmers adopt sustainable 
agricultural management practices, improve land use, increase the 
quality and quantity of their crops, and promote safe and efficient 
working practices. 
http://www.cargill.com/corporate-responsibility/responsible-
supply-chains/sustainable-agricultural/index.jsp  

General 
Mills 

Yes 
 
Sustainable 
agriculture, 
(SAI member) 
irrigation, 
dairy, crop 
rotation 

No 
 
References 
Keystone’s 
fieldprint 
calculator 

No 
 
(But crop 
rotation 
leader) 

General Mills is working closely with the Keystone Center’s Field to 
Market Initiative to develop best-in-class agricultural practices. 
http://content.generalmills.com/en/Responsibility/Sustainability.a
spx  
Sustainable ag fact sheet: 
http://www.csr.generalmills.com/~/media/Files/CSR/GM_agricultu
re.ashx  

Kellogg’s Yes 
 
Sustainable 
agriculture 

No 
 
References 
Keystone’s 
fieldprint 
calculator 

No Kellogg’s is a member and funder of Field to Market: The Keystone 
Alliance for Sustainable Agriculture. In 2010, for example, in 
partnership with Keystone and Bunge (a global agribusiness and 
food company and a major Kellogg supplier), they engaged 
directly with corn growers in Nebraska who provide corn for the 
facility in that state. They met with growers from 22 farms, 
representing 40,000 acres of corn, to help them assess the 
sustainability of their agricultural practices. 
Member of the European and Australian chapters of the 
Sustainable Agriculture Initiative (SAI) Platform.  
 
http://www.kelloggcompany.com/corporateresponsibility.aspx  
 
Sustainable ag: 
http://www.kelloggcorporateresponsibility.com/environment/11.ht
ml  

http://www.cargill.com/corporate-responsibility/responsible-supply-chains/sustainable-agricultural/index.jsp�
http://www.cargill.com/corporate-responsibility/responsible-supply-chains/sustainable-agricultural/index.jsp�
http://content.generalmills.com/en/Responsibility/Sustainability.aspx�
http://content.generalmills.com/en/Responsibility/Sustainability.aspx�
http://www.csr.generalmills.com/~/media/Files/CSR/GM_agriculture.ashx�
http://www.csr.generalmills.com/~/media/Files/CSR/GM_agriculture.ashx�
http://www.kelloggcompany.com/corporateresponsibility.aspx�
http://www.kelloggcorporateresponsibility.com/environment/11.html�
http://www.kelloggcorporateresponsibility.com/environment/11.html�


Bunge Yes 
 
Sustainable 
agriculture 

No No In North America, Bunge is a member of Field to Market 
(www.fieldtomarket.org), an organization dedicated to improving 
the productivity and environmental quality of agriculture across 
the entire food production chain. This effort unites growers, 
government, conservation organizations, scholars and companies 
throughout the agricultural and food sector to advance 
sustainability in production agriculture.  

 
http://www.bunge.com/citizenship/sustainable.html  

Archer 
Daniels 
Midland 

Yes, but 
nothing 
specific to 
sustainable 
agriculture in 
the U.S. 

No No ADM is also a founding partner in the Global Harvest Initiative.  
Click here for more information. 

http://www.adm.com/en-
US/responsibility/2010CR/supply_chain/Pages/default.aspx  

Pepsico  Yes Yes, but 
Canada only 

Yes, but 
Canada 
only 

Oats provide excellent soil erosion control. In Canada, many areas 
of their supplies are planted with zero tillage, a way of growing 
crops from year to year without disturbing the soil through 
excessive use of cultivation practices. Advancements in machinery 
technology and weed control chemicals have made zero tillage a 
viable farmer practice that promotes soil, water and wind erosion 
reductions. 
Canada supp lies are planted with Zero 
http://www.pepsico.com/Download/PepsiCo_agri_0531_final.pdf  

Mars Yes No, but they 
have a “code 
of conduct” for 
producers. 

Sets globally 

consistent 

criteria for all 

sourcing 

partners. 

 

No They use techniques such as lifecycle analysis to identify where 
and how to make the biggest difference. Lifecycle analysis 
assesses environmental impacts at each stage of a product's life, 
from raw material extraction and processing, to manufacture, 
distribution, use, maintenance and disposal. 
 
“Our approach is to increase the availability of our raw materials 
through innovative agricultural science that decreases 
environmental impacts while working to, where necessary, 
improve living standards in communities that produce these 
materials. We work with governments, industry, academic and 
nongovernmental organizations to amplify the positive impacts of 
these initiatives.” 
 
 

http://www.fieldtomarket.org/�
http://www.bunge.com/citizenship/sustainable.html�
http://www.globalharvestinitiative.org/�
http://www.adm.com/en-US/responsibility/2010CR/supply_chain/Pages/default.aspx�
http://www.adm.com/en-US/responsibility/2010CR/supply_chain/Pages/default.aspx�
http://www.pepsico.com/Download/PepsiCo_agri_0531_final.pdf�
http://www.mars.com/global/about-mars/mars-pia/our-supply-chain/our-supply-chain-approach.aspx�


 
Supply chain: http://www.mars.com/global/about-mars/mars-
pia/our-supply-chain/our-supply-chain-approach.aspx  

Norpac 
(NW 
Regional) 

Yes Yes 
Food Alliance, 
third-party 
stewardship 
auditors 

 

Yes NORPAC supports sustainable agriculture by encouraging its 
farmer-owners to be certified in compliance with NORPAC 
agricultural stewardship guiding principles. Those principles honor 
the cooperative’s commitment to stewardship and sustainability by 
placing an emphasis on soil and water conservation, using 
integrated pest management, providing safe and fair working 
conditions for employees, and making efforts to conserve wildlife 
habitat. Certification is accomplished through a third-party auditor 
to verify compliance to the guidelines. Food Alliance, third-party 
stewardship auditors 

http://www.norpac.com/norpac-stewardship.php 
 

Del Monte Yes Supplier Ethical 
Data Exchange 
Global GAP 
ISO 14001 

No The company has established environmental and social policies and 
procedures as well as numerous programs that protect and sustain the 
environment, and promote the well being of employees and the communities 
where they operate. Their environmental and employee programs are 
regularly audited by internal and external auditors against internationally 
accepted environmental standards such as GlobalGAP, ISO 14001 and SA 
8000.  
http://www.freshdelmonte.com/sustainability-intro.aspx  

 
  

http://www.mars.com/global/about-mars/mars-pia/our-supply-chain/our-supply-chain-approach.aspx�
http://www.mars.com/global/about-mars/mars-pia/our-supply-chain/our-supply-chain-approach.aspx�
http://www.norpac.com/norpac-stewardship.php�
http://www.freshdelmonte.com/sustainability-intro.aspx�


SWOT Analysis 
Soil health criteria for sustainability goals/certification 

Industry/sector:  Food retailers 
 
General overview of current sustainability standards for industry/sector:  
Most of the food retail companies have identified measurable sustainability goals related to water, energy and waste.   Many of these 
companies are looking at their own sustainability efforts and are working to improve and monitor these efforts. Some have taken a position of 
“encouraging and supporting” environmentally sustainability agricultural practices. A select few have taken this level of support farther than 
others, including the development of programs that promote sustainable farming.   
 
A number of the retailers are promoting products that have completed some type of certification process including, USDA Organic, Rain Forest 
Certified, and Seafood Certified.   
 
Both WalMart and Safeway are working with the Sustainability Consortium.  This group works to design and implement credible, transparent 
and scalable science-based measurement and reporting systems accessible for all producers, retailers, and users of consumer products. 

Market needs, gap summary 
The top tier retailers working on sustainability have clearly outlined corporate sustainability goals. These retailers have also identified some level 
of support or certification for the products they are purchasing.  Most of these retailers are relying on certification groups to enforce the level of 
product sustainability they are marketing.  A few retailers have incorporated ways to support sustainable farms, ranches and seafood harvest.  
This includes programs promoting the use of sustainable practices worldwide (particularly in regards to the rainforest).  Some have also devoted 
funding and grants for the promotion of healthy food production.   
 
Most of the other retailers researched are focusing on sustainability as it relates to how they operate their corporations.  A number of these 
retailers have specific goals and milestones regarding their efforts to decrease their own use of water, energy and waste.   
 
None of the retailers are looking specifically at soil health and its contribution to the sustainable and future production of the products they are 
selling.  However, some are working with groups like the Sustainability Consortium to help develop measurement tools to accurately account for 
product sustainability at all levels from the field to the shelf.     
 
Opportunities summary 
There appears to be a significant opportunity for a trusted, science-based, neutral, third-party source to establish credible, specific agricultural 
sustainability criteria. At this point a number of the retailers rely on the USDA Organic standards as the standard that must be met for all their 



Organic products purchased worldwide.  Following is a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threat (SWOT) analysis of the food retailer’s 
sustainability efforts – relative to the agency’s development of soil health sustainability criteria/standards. 
 
Companies/labels reviewed:   
WalMart, Safeway, Albertson’s, Kroger’s, Whole Foods, Costco 
SWOT analysis of current sustainability standards/criteria for FOOD RETAILER sector:    

Strengths Weaknesses 
- Most companies have identified sustainability goals 
- All sustainability goals incorporate decreased energy use and 
the creation of less waste 
- Many are looking for ways to measure and create goals 
accounting for sustainability progress 
- Most encourage and support the use of environmentally 
sustainable agricultural practices 
-  Many are supporting Buy Local, increasing the connection 
between the retailer and producer 
-  Most companies support and promote the following 
certifications for their product lines; USDA Organic, Rain 
Forest Certified and Sea Food certifications 

- Retailers have not visibly identified specific goals regarding 
the purchase of organic or other sustainably grown products. 
- Only a few retailers are looking at sustainability beyond their 
own company 
- There is currently little guidance on how companies can 
measure and account for sustainability beyond products that 
are certified 
- No retailers, are addressing “soil health” specifically 

Opportunities Threats 
- Trusted, neutral, third-party source could establish credible, 
specific agricultural sustainability criteria 
- An established criteria will assist retailers in setting goals 
and outlining opportunities for purchase 
- A sustainable label will expand the marketing opportunities 
for safe and sustainable food  
- Retailers recognize the increasing consumer desire for 
sustainably grown, healthy food products. 
 

- Creating consumer value for a soil sustainability criteria 
- Retailers are already working with groups like the 
Sustainability Consortium to assist in the measurement of 
producer sustainability 
- Expanding the current focus on “self” sustainability to whole 
market sustainability 

 

 



Research/references 

Company Sustainability 
Goals Y/N 

Reference to 
specific 
certification? 

Reference 
to soil 
health? 

Notes 

WalMart Yes 
 
Supply Chain 
Worldwide 

No 
 
Working with 
the 
Sustainability 
Consortium 

No 
 
Overall 
Sustainability 
Focus 

WalMart environmental goals include the following: To be 

supplied 100 percent by renewable energy; To create zero 

waste; To sell products that sustain people and the 

environment.  Promote 3rd party certification of products. 

http://walmartstores.com/Sustainability/ 
 

Safeway Yes 
 
 

No 
 
Member of the 
Sustainability 
Consortium, 
utilize the Life 
Cycle 
Assessment 

No 
 
 

Safeway strives to offer customers a variety of choices, from 
organic produce to 100% natural meat and poultry, sustainable 
seafood, and earth-friendlier cleaning supplies. They apply 
rigorous systems and standards to help ensure the quality and 
safety of everything they sell. 
http://csrsite.safeway.com/ 
 

Albertson’s Yes 
 
 

No 
 
 

No Committed to sustainable operations and using resources more 
efficiently, reduce waste, offer solutions to their customers and 
build a culture of green in their stores and offices. 
http://www.albertsons.com/about/environmental-affairs.jsp 
 

Kroger No No No Identified broad Corporate Social Responsibility items and have 
developed a Sustainability document focusing primarily on 
internal sustainability efforts (i.e. recycling, energy and water 
savings). 
http://www.thekrogerco.com/documents/KrogerSustainability2
011.pdf 

No clearly outlined sustainability goals or standards. 
Whole 
Foods 

Yes 
 
United States 
and UK 

Yes 
 
USDA Organic 
Standards 

No 
Whole Foods supports organic farmers, growers and the 

environment through a commitment to sustainable agriculture 

and by expanding the market for organic products.  They 

promote organic agriculture and feel this practice builds 

http://walmartstores.com/Sustainability/�
http://csrsite.safeway.com/�
http://www.albertsons.com/about/environmental-affairs.jsp�
http://www.thekrogerco.com/documents/KrogerSustainability2011.pdf�
http://www.thekrogerco.com/documents/KrogerSustainability2011.pdf�


healthy, vital soil that's rich with microorganisms and nutrients 

to hold moisture, resists erosion and absorbs CO2 to help 

thwart global warming. 

http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/values/green-mission.php 
 
Every Whole Foods Market Private Label vendor is subject to 
strict quality assurance audits on site, wherever they are 
located. Quality Assurance International (QAI) is an example of 
an independent certifier of their Organic products.  No matter 
where a product originates, all organic products they carry 
must meet strict USDA organic certification, as well as their 
own Quality Standards. 

http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/products/sourcing.php 

Costco  Yes Yes 
 
Sustainable 
Sea Food, Rain 
Forest Certified 
products, 
USDA Organic 

No Costco has received numerous sustainability awards.  Stores 
are focusing on energy/carbon footprint reduction.  They have 
spent time and money to provide Sustainable Sea Food and 
Rain Forest Certified coffees and flowers. Also working to 
increase organic certified products. 
 

 
 
News release:  http://supermarketnews.com/news/green_rankings_1025/ 
 
  

http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/values/green-mission.php�
http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/products/sourcing.php�
http://supermarketnews.com/news/green_rankings_1025/�


SWOT Analysis 
Soil health criteria for sustainability goals/certification 

 
Industry/sector:  Producer groups 
 
General overview of current sustainability standards for industry/sector:    
While nearly all of the producer groups express a commitment to environmental stewardship, most have not publicly published specific 
sustainability goals or standards. Those groups who have developed sustainability standards seem to be for specialty crops grown in fairly similar 
geographic areas, such as grapes or cranberries. One of the major challenges for these producer groups appears to be developing goals or 
standards that adequately address crops and systems grown across diverse geographic landscapes.  
 
Understandably, many of the groups are resisting the imposition of a sustainability definition by other organizations – and are actively 
participating in sustainability consortia that they believe fairly represent the interests of their members. In October of 2010, more than 50 
commodity and farm organizations withdrew from one such organization’s sustainability process. In its news release the American Soybean 
Association noted that there were “serious systemic limitations and chronic biases that are inherent in the structure the Leonardo Academy has 
set up for this initiative" as the principal reason for withdrawing.   
 
A growing number of producer groups have joined together and are working with the National Initiative for Sustainable Agriculture (NISA) to 
develop a roadmap for agricultural sustainability.  A number of the major grower organizations also continue to participate in the Keystone 
Alliance’s sustainability process (specifically the “Field to Market” program) and other consortia.  
 
Companies/labels reviewed:   
National Corn Growers Association, National Association of Wheat Growers, USA Rice Federation, National Cotton Council, National Grain 
Sorghum Producers, American Cotton Growers, National Pork Producers Council, National Cattlemen’s Beef Association 

  



 
SWOT analysis of current sustainability standards/criteria for producer group sector:    

Strengths Weaknesses 
- Nearly all groups cite environmental stewardship 
as a general goal 
- Most are participating in one or more 
“sustainability processes” that appear fair to their 
members 
 
 

- Current stewardship activities are not 
measurable 
- Current stewardship activities cannot be 
compared to a standard or other criteria 
- Supply chain buyers’ and/or consumers’ desire to 
address sustainability issues are not addressed by 
existing goals and objectives 
 

Opportunities Threats 
- Any opportunity to highlight on-going 
environmental stewardship activities would likely 
be welcomed 
- Market forces are already creating sustainability 
indexes – these will eventually affect growers and 
producers, with or without the organizations’ 
participation in the process 
- Addressing sustainability AND productivity 
through soil health activities could pre-position 
these groups for certification opportunities 
- Many groups are looking for a sustainability 
standard that will work across the diverse 
geographic make-up of their membership  
 

- Efforts that appear to impose additional financial 
burdens on producers will likely be opposed 
- Efforts to quantify or qualify sustainability criteria 
may face resistance – since it may lead to the 
perception of additional requirements on 
producers by buyers or processors 
 

 
Market needs, gap and opportunity summary:    
Because commodity buyers, food processors and consumers are increasingly demanding sustainability standards or indexes relative to their 
supply chains, it is likely that agricultural producers (and producer groups) will come under increasing market pressure to adopt indexes and set 
sustainability goals. Like the American Cotton Growers SAFEDenim program, some commodity producer groups already have. While resisting 



additional environmental protection burdens, it is likely that producer groups would welcome an opportunity to highlight on-going, voluntary 
environmental stewardship activities of their members.  
 
Further, nearly all organizations involved throughout the agricultural supply chain are aware of the tremendous challenges of meeting the 
world’s burgeoning population within the context of sustainability. Therefore, any NRCS soil health criteria efforts that provide both 
sustainability and production benefits would be advantageous. 
 
Research/references 

Producer 
group 

Sustainability 
Goals Y/N 

Reference to 
specific 
certification? 

Reference 
to soil 
health? 

Notes 

     
National 
Corn 
Growers 

No specific 
goals found 

No No Part of the Keystone Alliance’s “Field to Market” consortium 
 
http://www.ncga.com/conservation/8-sustainability/  

National 
Association 
of Wheat 
Growers 

No specific 
goals found 

No No Part of the Keystone Alliance’s “Field to Market” consortium 
 
http://www.wheatworld.org/issues/sustainability/  

USA Rice 
Federation 

No specific 
goals found 

No No Part of the Keystone Alliance’s “Field to Market” consortium 
 
http://www.usarice.com/doclib/188/5339.pdf 

National 
Cotton 
Council 

No specific 
goals found 

No Reference to 
conservation 
tillage and its 
positive 
impacts in 
cotton 
production 

The U.S. cotton industry actively supports the three long-term 
goals of sustainability: environment, economics and quality of 
life. The U.S. cotton industry knows that to meet growing 
global demand for natural fiber, both now and in the future, 
cotton needs to be produced in a sustainable manner. 
 
http://www.cottonusasupplychain.com/sourcing-
information/sustainability 
 

American 
Cotton 
Growers 

While 
referenced on 
the web site, 
the link was 
not active 

Could not be 
found 

Could not be 
found 

SAFEDenim is now being made available to smaller boutique 
manufacturers that share our vision of cloth that is 
Sustainable, American, and Friendly to the Environment. 
 
http://www.safedenim.com/  

National 
Grain 

No specific 
goals found 

No No No reference to sustainability on web site could be found. 
 

http://www.ncga.com/conservation/8-sustainability/�
http://www.wheatworld.org/issues/sustainability/�
http://www.usarice.com/doclib/188/5339.pdf�
http://www.cottonusasupplychain.com/sourcing-information/sustainability�
http://www.cottonusasupplychain.com/sourcing-information/sustainability�
http://www.safedenim.com/t-what-is-safe-denim.aspx�
http://www.safedenim.com/t-what-is-safe-denim.aspx�
http://www.safedenim.com/�


Sorghum 
Producers 

http://www.sorghumgrowers.com/  

National 
Pork 
Producers 
Council 

No specific 
goals found 

No No “Pork producers are dedicated to protecting the land, water 
and air that they live on, drink and breathe; they share the 
concerns of all citizens for the nation’s natural resources.” 
 
http://www.nppc.org/Issues/EnvironmentEnergy.htm  

National 
Cattlemen’s 
Beef 
Association 

No specific 
goals found 

No No “Cattle producers take pride in serving as good stewards of 
the land and our nation’s natural resources while producing a 
safe, affordable and abundant food supply to feed a growing 
global population.” 
 
http://www.beefusa.org/naturalresourcesenvironment.aspx  

 
  

http://www.sorghumgrowers.com/�
http://www.nppc.org/Issues/EnvironmentEnergy.htm�
http://www.beefusa.org/naturalresourcesenvironment.aspx�


SWOT Analysis 
Soil health criteria for sustainability goals/certification 

 
Industry/sector:  Certification Organizations 
 
General overview of current sustainability standards for industry/sector:  
For the majority of certifying organizations agricultural sustainability is the core of their values and marketing process.  The degree in which they 
are interpreting sustainability varies and this is reflected in the certification standards they have developed.  A number of the groups are looking 
at sustainability as a whole, but have targeted a specific outcome with their standards.  For example, Salmon Safe is focusing on salmon 
recovery, Rainforest Certified is working to decrease the deforestation of tropical forests, and Protected Harvest is focused on specific crops and 
their impact on the environment. 
 
The Food Alliance appears to be the most inclusive of the areas in which they certify as well as the most comprehensive in their certifying 
standards.  When researching the market use of these “brands,” the most commonly utilized on the retail side appear to be; Rainforest Certified, 
Food Alliance, and USDA Organic. 
 
Many of these groups receive guidance or input by a board or council which includes a diverse representation of members from the agriculture, 
food processing and environmental community (Food Alliance example:  http://foodalliance.org/about/our-board-and-stewardship-council).   
This helps them to ensure defensible and practical standards as well as continually address and adapt to changing markets, environments and 
scientific information. 

All of these organizations rely on a third party organization to certify the farms entering into their program.  Certification inspections are 
conducted by independent inspectors using detailed evaluation criteria and inspection tools to verify on-farm practices and make 
recommendations for awarding certification.   Many inspections are administered by International Certification Services (ICS), an internationally 
respected, ISO-accredited organization with a 25-year history in certification across North America.  Worldwide, the Sustainable Farm 
Certification, International provides the third party audit/certification services for most farmers and agricultural companies in their respective 
countries.  These inspection groups also offer their knowledge and experience to help continually refine and develop Sustainable Agriculture 
standards. 

Market needs, gap summary 
These certification organizations are all based on the foundation of improving and certifying the sustainability of the environment and 
agriculture. They have worked to develop standards or criteria that have some level of market value.  There does not appear to be any 
consistency in their overall standards and for the most part these organizations have found a niche market or issue to focus their efforts on.   

http://foodalliance.org/about/our-board-and-stewardship-council�
http://www.ics-intl.com/�


 
None of these groups appear to be focusing on the long-term sustainability of healthy, productive soils and the resulting environmental 
improvement and increased food production. 
 
Opportunities summary 
There appears to be a significant opportunity for a trusted, science-based, neutral, third-party source to establish credible, specific agricultural 
sustainability criteria. The certifying organizations would have the opportunity to review the standard with their broader group of directors or 
councils, and determine if they fit into their current program.  Organizations can choose to incorporate these standards into their criteria or take 
them to a higher level.  Following is a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threat (SWOT) analysis of the sustainability efforts of these 
certification organization’s– relative to the agency’s development of soil health sustainability criteria/standards. 
 
Companies/labels reviewed:   
Food Alliance, Protected Harvest, Rainforest Alliance Certified, Salmon Safe, USDA Organic, Stewardship Index, European Initiative for 
Sustainable Development in Agriculture (EISA) 
 
SWOT analysis of current sustainability standards/criteria for CERTIFICATION ORGANIZATION sector:    

Strengths Weaknesses 
- These organizations are based on the core values of 
agricultural and environmental sustainability  
- They have developed a process and a direct connection that 
works for producers and the markets 
- Many are looking for ways to measure and create goals 
accounting for sustainability progress 
- Most have an open and inclusive process to adapt and 
further develop their standards/criteria 
-  They work with the producer the help them attain market 
value for the sustainable practices they implement on their 
operation 
-  Most retailers support these certifications for their product 
lines, the most widely used being, USDA Organic, Rain Forest 
Certified and Food Alliance 

- All organizations have varying standards in regards to soil 
health 
- Some organizations cover soil health only minimally in their 
standard/criteria 
- Most of the organizations are focused on specific issues, 
crops or areas and are not all inclusive 
- No organizations, are addressing “soil health” specifically 
- Most of the programs are not widely known or in some 
cases available nation-wide for a variety of producers 

Opportunities Threats 
- Trusted, neutral, third-party source could establish credible, - Standards are already been developed for these groups and 



specific agricultural sustainability criteria 
- An established criteria can assist the further enhancement 
of organizations standards  
- A sustainable label will expand the marketing opportunities 
for a broader more comprehensive group of agricultural 
producers, creating an increased level of environmental 
benefit 
- Have the ability to incorporate these standards into a well-
developed process with ready clients, furthering the 
implementation of soil health 
 

if developed they would need to determine how they 
addressed or did not address the USDA recommendation 
- The standards developed have, for the most part, already 
been accepted by the market and the producer 
- This standard may be viewed as a competitive 
label/standard 

 

Research/references 

Company Sustainability 
Goals Y/N 

Reference to 
specific 
certification? 

Reference to 
soil health? 

Notes 

Food Alliance Yes 
 
 

Yes Yes 
 
 

Currently, 320 Food Alliance Certified operations managing over six 
million acres throughout North America. 
 
Standards and criteria for farmers, ranchers, and food companies to 
demonstrate their commitment to sustainability in agricultural 
practices and facilities management. 
 
Every Food Alliance Certified producer meets their Whole Farm/Ranch 
evaluation criteria as well as a set of evaluation criteria for each crop or 
animal product that is certified. Food Alliance maintains inspection 
tools with evaluation criteria for over 30 livestock and cropping 
systems.  http://foodalliance.org/ 
Certification Standards:  
http://foodalliance.org/certification/producer/WholeFarm.pdf 
Certification Process:  
http://foodalliance.org/certification/producer/certification-process 

http://foodalliance.org/�
http://foodalliance.org/certification/producer/WholeFarm.pdf�
http://foodalliance.org/certification/producer/certification-process�


Salmon Safe Yes Yes Certification 
for Soil 
Erosion 
Prevention 
and 
Sediment 
Control 

Salmon Safe has worked with more than 300 West Coast farms to 
provide incentives for the adoption of ecologically sustainable farming 
practices that protect water quality and fish habitat.  Certified farms 
include both organic operations and growers using biologically based 
IPM.  More than 60,000 acres of farm and urban lands certified in 
Oregon, Washington, California, and British Columbia.  The Salmon-Safe 
retail campaign has been featured in 300 supermarkets and natural 
food stores, delivering important marketplace benefits to participating 
landowners.  http://salmonsafe.org/about 
 
Certification requires management practices that protect water quality 
and restore habitat. 
http://salmonsafe.org/sites/default/files/file/salmonsafe-farm-
standards-draft-16.pdf 
 

Rainforest 
Certified 

Yes Yes Yes, Soil 
Management 
and 
Conservation 

Rainforest Alliance certification encourages farmers to grow crops and 
manage ranchlands sustainably. The certification system is built on the 
three pillars of sustainability -- environmental protection, social equity 
and economic viability. http://rainforest-alliance.org/work/agriculture 
 
The certification program is utilized by 25 tropical countries around 
with over 247,000 small and large farms and cooperatives participating, 
covering over 2.7 million acres.  To earn certification, a farm must meet 
the standards of the Sustainable Agriculture Network.  

Standards:  
http://sanstandards.org/userfiles/file/SAN%20Sustainable%20Agricultu
re%20Standard%20July%202010.pdf 

Protected 
Harvest 

Yes Yes Yes Protected Harvest is a standards setting and third-party certifier of 
sustainably-grown food products.  Protected Harvest growers are 
assessed and audited on water, air, and soil quality, wildlife protection 
and social impacts on workers and the community.  
http://www.protectedharvest.org/ 

Sustainable production practices for certification reflect the particular 

http://salmonsafe.org/about�
http://salmonsafe.org/sites/default/files/file/salmonsafe-farm-standards-draft-16.pdf�
http://salmonsafe.org/sites/default/files/file/salmonsafe-farm-standards-draft-16.pdf�
http://rainforest-alliance.org/work/agriculture�
http://rainforest-alliance.org/agriculture/standards�
http://sanstandards.org/userfiles/file/SAN%20Sustainable%20Agriculture%20Standard%20July%202010.pdf�
http://sanstandards.org/userfiles/file/SAN%20Sustainable%20Agriculture%20Standard%20July%202010.pdf�
http://www.protectedharvest.org/�


growing requirements and environmental considerations of each crop 
and region. Specific certification standards have been developed for the 
following crops and regions: 

View Standards for Wisconsin Potatoes (PDF) 
View Standards for Lodi Winegrapes (PDF) 
View Standards for Stonefruit (PDF) 
View Standards for Citrus (PDF) 
View Standards for Mushrooms (PDF) 
View Standards for California Strawberries (PDF) 

USDA 
Organic  

Yes Yes 
 
 

Yes Standards:  http://ecfr.gpoaccess.gov/cgi/t/text/text-
idx?c=ecfr&sid=3f34f4c22f9aa8e6d9864cc2683cea02&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/
Title07/7cfr205_main_02.tpl 
 
 

European 
Initiative for 
Sustainable 
Development 
in Agriculture 
(EISA) 

Yes 
 
Only in for 
participating 
countries in the 
UK 

Yes 
 
 

Yes EISA is an alliance of national organizations of six European countries, 
France, Germany, Luxembourg, Sweden, United Kingdom and Austria.  

EISA was founded in May 2001 with the common aim of developing and 
promoting sustainable farming systems, which are an essential element 
of sustainable development.   

http://www.sustainable-
agriculture.org/about.php?0.46232100%201317233740&PHPSESSID=b
d6cdc06a8e265abe92abded9aed7ed1 

Framework for certification includes soil health:  
http://www.sustainable-agriculture.org/stuff/EISA-Framework-english-
040810.pdf?PHPSESSID=bd6cdc06a8e265abe92abded9aed7ed1 

 
Stewardship 
Index 

Yes 
 
 

No 
 
 

No 
 
 

The Stewardship Index is an initiative focused on specialty crops to 
develop a system for measuring sustainable performance through the 
specialty crop supply chain.  The project is working to develop a suite of 

http://protectedharvest.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/Healthy-Grown-Potato-Standard_01_09.pdf�
http://protectedharvest.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/Lodi-Rules-Farming-Standards-Version-R-LW-S-6132.pdf�
http://protectedharvest.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/Stonefruit-Standards-2009.pdf�
http://protectedharvest.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/Protected-Harvest-CA-Citrus-Standard-2009.pdf�
http://protectedharvest.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/Mushroom-Standards-2009.pdf�
http://protectedharvest.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/Strawberry-Standards1.approved_by_council.11_05.pdf�
http://ecfr.gpoaccess.gov/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=ecfr&sid=3f34f4c22f9aa8e6d9864cc2683cea02&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title07/7cfr205_main_02.tpl�
http://ecfr.gpoaccess.gov/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=ecfr&sid=3f34f4c22f9aa8e6d9864cc2683cea02&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title07/7cfr205_main_02.tpl�
http://ecfr.gpoaccess.gov/cgi/t/text/text-idx?c=ecfr&sid=3f34f4c22f9aa8e6d9864cc2683cea02&tpl=/ecfrbrowse/Title07/7cfr205_main_02.tpl�
http://www.sustainable-agriculture.org/about.php?0.46232100%201317233740&PHPSESSID=bd6cdc06a8e265abe92abded9aed7ed1�
http://www.sustainable-agriculture.org/about.php?0.46232100%201317233740&PHPSESSID=bd6cdc06a8e265abe92abded9aed7ed1�
http://www.sustainable-agriculture.org/about.php?0.46232100%201317233740&PHPSESSID=bd6cdc06a8e265abe92abded9aed7ed1�
http://www.sustainable-agriculture.org/stuff/EISA-Framework-english-040810.pdf?PHPSESSID=bd6cdc06a8e265abe92abded9aed7ed1�
http://www.sustainable-agriculture.org/stuff/EISA-Framework-english-040810.pdf?PHPSESSID=bd6cdc06a8e265abe92abded9aed7ed1�


outcomes-based metrics to enable operators at any point along the 
supply chain to benchmark, compare, and communicate their own 
performance.  http://www.stewardshipindex.org/ 

They are a recent CIG recipient:  $761,820 for grant period from 
October 2011- September 2013. 

Specialty crops for this effort include fruits, vegetables, nuts, and 
horticulture. 

http://www.stewardshipindex.org/about_faqs.php 
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SWOT Analysis 
Soil health criteria for sustainability goals/certification 

Industry/sector:  Ethanol 
 
General overview of current sustainability standards for industry/sector:  
While few ethanol production companies and organizations have published sustainability goals related to soil health, most appear very aware of 
criticisms from environmental and academic communities regarding ethanol’s sustainability. One major ethanol player, Poet, has included in its 
publicized goals that it “will seek to produce ethanol with the smallest possible environmental footprint in balance with the rest of the triple 
bottom line.” 

In addition to the on-going debate relative to the net energy gain from ethanol production, some of the industry’s critics have asserted that 
traditional corn tillage and cropping practices used in the production of ethanol “accelerate levels of topsoil erosion, soil carbon and nutrient 
depletion, soil compaction, water retention, water depletion, water pollution, air pollution, eutrophication, destruction of fisheries, siltation of 
dams and waterways, salination, loss of biodiversity, and damage to human health” (Friedemann, 2007).  
 
As a result of this criticism and others, the industry is spending considerable effort fending off non-sustainable claims from its detractors while 
simultaneously highlighting its own areas of sustainability improvement including supply chain sustainability gains where applicable. 
 
Market needs, gap summary 
With some exceptions, when it comes to encouraging their suppliers to adopt agricultural sustainability practices, the ethanol industry appears 
to lag behind most of the other sectors examined. However, the industry as a whole is attempting to improve its sustainability image through a 
wide range of communications activities. Clearly, any supply chain sustainability gains would be seen as a positive for the industry, particularly if 
those sustainability improvements can be paired with increased productivity gains.   
 
Opportunities summary 
Any system that can improve both productivity AND soil health would be a major benefit to the industry and its suppliers. Hence, there would 
appear to be a significant opportunity for an industry-supported NRCS healthy, productive soils effort – especially if the NRCS provides technical 
and financial assistance to help producers adopt and implement soil health systems. By highlighting sustainable productivity gains through soil 
health systems, it’s anticipated that industry resistance to the development of soil health criteria would be mitigated. Through the planting of 
cover crops, for example, it may even be possible for the industry to even purchase carbon credits from its own suppliers – adding additional 
benefits for the industry and its suppliers. Of the 90 million acres of corn grown domestically, some 40 percent is grown for ethanol production. 
Should the ethanol industry embrace soil health systems as part of their supply chain sustainability goals, environmental gains could be achieved 
on a continental scale. 



Following is a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threat (SWOT) analysis of the ethanol industry’s sustainability efforts – relative to the 
agency’s development of soil health sustainability criteria/standards. 
 
Companies/organizations reviewed:   
Poet, The Andersons Ethanol, American Coalition for Ethanol, Renewable Fuels Association 

SWOT analysis of current sustainability standards/criteria for FOOD PROCESSING sector:    

Strengths Weaknesses 
- Ethanol companies and industry organizations are motivated 
to highlight actions that improve sustainability for their 
industry 
- Criticism relative to ethanol’s sustainability will likely 
continue, forcing the industry to further highlight its 
sustainability attributes 

- Few companies or industry organizations have publicized 
sustainability goals or measures 
- Current supply chain emphasis is on production, not 
sustainability 
- There may be little awareness of the potential supply chain 
sustainability gains that could had through soil health systems 
 

Opportunities Threats 
- Any system that can improve both productivity AND soil 
health would be a major benefit to the industry 
- Implementation of soil health systems would allow 
significant environmental and sustainability gains to be 
realized on 10’s of millions acres 
- Soil health criteria would help those companies with 
sustainability goals meet or exceed them through supply 
chain gains 
- Ethanol companies and organizations can bolster their 
sustainability credentials if their growers adopt soil health 
systems 
 

- If not properly introduced, soil health systems may be 
perceived as limiting or reducing production 
 

 

  



Research/references 

Company Sustainability 
Goals Y/N 

Reference to 
specific 
certification? 

Reference 
to soil 
health? 

Notes 

     
Poet Yes No No From Poet’s web site: For more than two decades, POET has 

had a relentless focus on developing technologies that make 
ethanol production more efficient. Through Ingreenuity™, 
POET will build on that history and seek to further lessen the 
environmental impact of ethanol production. POET will seek 
to produce ethanol with the smallest possible environmental 
footprint in balance with the rest of the triple bottom Line. 
 
http://www.poet.com/innovation/sustainability/index.asp  

The Andersons 
Ethanol 

None found No No  
http://www.andersonsethanol.com/  

American 
Coalition for 
Ethanol 

None found No No  
 
http://www.ethanol.org/  

Renewable 
Fuels 
Association 

None found No No  
 
http://www.ethanolrfa.org/  

Growth Energy None found No No  
http://www.growthenergy.org/  
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Appendix B:  Sustainability Organization Summaries 
Soil health criteria for sustainability goals/certification 

 

National Initiative for Sustainable Agriculture (NISA) 
 
Goals/objectives 
NISA began in November 2010 when several national agriculture leaders met with University of 
Wisconsin researchers in Madison to discuss a vision for producer led programs aimed at improving the 
sustainability of American agriculture. The participants committed to establishing a process for 
developing sustainability initiatives that meet value chain expectations with regard to sustainable 
agricultural production, through producer leadership and participation. Expectations are that this 
process will be defined and implemented in model systems by November 2012. 

NISA’s mission is to develop a roadmap of farm management systems that will help producers to 
achieve verifiable sustainability outcomes, improve the environmental services and productivity of their 
farms, help their rural communities thrive, and satisfy performance expectations of the value chain. 
These efforts will operate at the farm level; incorporate a framework of tools and technical information 
from a wide base of expertise and programs; and, with the support of regional and national experts, 
communicate sustainability management systems that are valid across crops and regions. 

NISA seeks to provide producers with a suite of science-based, regionally-appropriate, and systems-
neutral tools that result in verifiable changes in ecosystem services and farm productivity. 

Group membership  
Group members are not listed. 
 
Established specific soil health criteria?  
NISA has established six categories of targeted outcomes for sustainability, including Land Use (erosion, 
habitat/biodiversity and soil quality). A sub-committee has been identified to work on this issue. 
 
Potential NRCS criteria market entry point 
This group appears to be in the very early stages of development.  They have clearly identified the need 
for a science-based foundation to guide decisions in agriculture towards optimized productivity that 
both maximizes return to the producer and enhances the ecosystem.  They are working towards, but 
have not yet established, a set of tools, models and data, knowledge and information assets, and 
continuing research to address information gaps and verify predicted outcomes.  
 
Since it appears as though no specific soil health quality criteria/standards have been developed to date, 
NRCS could establish its own without competing with this effort. It is also possible that NRCS’ soil health 
quality criteria/standards could be used to fulfill this portion of the group’s mission towards overall 
sustainability.  By providing its unquestionable experience in this subject area, NRCS would provide a 
highly credible benchmark. Once established, other organizations could ensure that their standards (if 
different than NRCS’) “meet or exceed” the NRCS criteria. 
 
 
 
 



Field to Market:  The Keystone Alliance for Sustainable 
Agriculture 
 
Goals/objectives 
The Keystone Alliance is working with a diverse group of stakeholders to champion solutions for 
tomorrow’s safe, accessible, and nutritious food, fiber and fuel in thriving ecosystems. They have 
recognized that in order to meet the needs of the estimated addition of 9 billion people by 2050, an 
economically viable and sustainable agricultural production system needs to be in place.  This would 
include: 

• Reducing pressure on habitat and other land use demands by increasing productivity of 
affordable, accessible, quality crops on available acres  

• Increasing the resource use efficiency of energy, water, fertilizer, soil, and other agricultural 
inputs  

• Enhancing water quality and other natural resources through thoughtful stewardship  
• Contributing to the economic vitality of agricultural communities, and  
• Protecting the health and safety of our workers and consumers  

The role of the Field to Market group is to work towards providing useful measurement tools and 
resources for growers and the supply chain that track and achieve continuous improvement against key 
outcomes. They have established a forum to engage in broad communication and collaboration with 
stakeholders and other efforts to ensure a coordinated and comprehensive approach to sustainable 
agriculture issues. 
 
Field to Market is a diverse alliance working to create opportunities across the agricultural supply chain 
for continuous improvements in productivity, environmental quality, and human well-being. The group 
provides collaborative leadership that is engaged in industry-wide dialogue, grounded in science, and 
open to the full range of technology choices. 
 
Group membership  
The Field to Market membership list is extensive and includes grower groups, conservation 
organizations, agribusinesses, food and retail companies and academia and research organizations.   

Organizations include: American Farm Bureau Federation, American Soybean Association, BASF, Bayer 
Crop Science, Bunge, Cargill, Conservation Technology Information Center, Cotton Incorporated, 
CropLife America, CropLife International, Darden Restaurants, Inc, DuPont, Environmental Defense 
Fund, Fleishman Hillard, General Mills, Grocery Manufacturers of America, Indiana Corn Growers 
Association, Indiana Soybean Alliance, Innovation Center for US Dairy, International Plant Nutrition 
Institute, John Deere, Kellogg Company, Land O'Lakes, Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences 
Mars, Incorporated, Monsanto Company, National Alfalfa & Forage Alliance, National Association of 
Conservation Districts, National Association of Wheat Growers, National Corn Growers Association, 
National Cotton Council of America, National Potato Council, Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS), Penton Media, The Coca-Cola Company, The Fertilizer Institute, The Nature Conservancy, 
Syngenta Corporation, United Soybean Board, University of Arkansas Division of Agriculture, University 
of Wisconsin-Madison College of Agricultural and Life Sciences, USA Rice Federation, World Resources 
Institute, and World Wildlife Fund – US. 
 



Established specific soil health criteria?  
Field to Market has developed an on-line tool for farmers to evaluate natural resource use on their 
operation compared to industry averages.  The goal is for these measures to help improve production 
efficiencies and profit potential.  The calculator is available at www.fieldtomarket.org.  The calculator 
illustrates the connection between resource and economic sustainability, so growers can see how their 
choices impact natural resources, production levels and the efficiency of their operation.   
 
The calculator evaluates soil use using NRCS resources, however, criteria for soil health does not seem 
to be established. 
 
Potential NRCS criteria market entry point 
NRCS is currently serving in an advisory role on the Farm to Market Keystone Alliance.  The group is 
invested in partnering with the scientific experts in order to develop defensible tools and solutions for 
producer groups.  This will likely be a valuable partner for the development, review and roll-out of NRCS 
soil health standards/criteria. 
 

 

The Sustainability Consortium 
 
Goals/objectives 
The Sustainability Consortium is an organization of global participants working to improve world 
sustainability through more sustainable products, services and consumption. The Consortium develops 
and promotes science and integrated tools so they can be used to make informed decisions for product 
sustainability throughout the entire product lifecycle and across all relevant consumer goods sectors. 

Through multi-stakeholder collaboration, their mission is to “design and implement credible, 
transparent and scalable science-based measurement and reporting systems accessible for all 
producers, retailers, and users of consumer products.” 

The Consortium is working to develop standards and tools to measure and report on the sustainability of 
products using the parameters below: 

• Developing and maintaining global standards for the measurement and reporting of product 
sustainability across the life cycle  

• Partnering with software and data sharing companies to create the tools to facilitate 
measurement and reporting of product sustainability  

• Partnering with auditing and certification firms to create assurance standards  

They are also working to enhance available science to better inform decision makers. 
• Generating new indicators and methodologies for understanding and evaluating product 

sustainability  
• Enhancing data availability and accuracy and identifying uncertainty  
• Conducting best practice and proxy reviews based on what is currently available  
• Exploring the use of product sustainability information for buyers and consumers  

Group membership  
Membership of this group is expansive and includes over 80 major companies, non-profits and NGO’s.  A 
sample of the membership is as follows: Walmart, Safeway, General Mills, Monsanto, Georgia Pacific, 

http://www.fieldtomarket.org/�


Kellog, Kroger, Tyson, Stoneyfield Organic, Coca-Cola, McDonalds, Environmental Defense Fund and 
EPA. 
 
Established specific soil health criteria?  
Though no specific soil health quality criteria or standards have been developed by the Sustainability 
Consortium, this organization has developed an on-line tool, called Open IO (Input-Output), which 
consists of a fully accessible, transparent economic input-output life cycle assessment database.  The 
input-output model encompasses 430 commodities and allows users to isolate impacts for each stage of 
the product´s life cycle from the production through the consumer stage.  Ecosystem Quality and Water 
Consumption are categories evaluated using the model.   The model can be accessed at:  
http://www.sustainabilityconsortium.org/open-io/ 
 
Potential NRCS criteria market entry point 
Since it appears as though no specific soil health quality criteria/standards have been developed to date, 
it is believed that NRCS could establish its own without competing with the efforts of this organization. 
Any soil health criteria established by the NRCS would allow the organization to utilize the standards and 
further fulfill several expressed organizational goals including “partnering with auditing and certification 
firms to create assurance standards; conducting best practice and proxy reviews based on what is 
currently available; and exploring the use of product sustainability information for buyers and 
consumers.” 
 

 

Leonardo Academy 
Goals/objectives 
The objective of the sustainable agriculture standard-setting initiative is to establish a comprehensive, 
continuous improvement framework and common set of economic, environmental and social metrics by 
which to determine whether an agricultural crop has been produced and handled in a sustainable 
manner. Leonardo Academy is an American National Standards Institute (ANSI) accredited standards 
developer.  This ANSI standard setting process is being administered by the Leonardo Academy, a non-
profit organization founded in 1997 with a vision of advancing sustainability and putting the competitive 
market to work on improving the environment.  

A national standard for sustainable agriculture has the potential to address a range of stakeholder 
needs, including supporting producer efforts to adopt sustainable production practices, establishing a 
framework for continuous improvement along the agricultural supply chain, providing a means of clear 
communication of sustainability achievements and harmonizing the myriad of sustainable agriculture 
standards that are currently in place or in development.  

Group membership (soil health, fertility and productivity committee) 
Ralph Crevoshay (AgSustain), Brandon Neuschafer (Bryan Cave LLP), Grace Gershuny (GAIA Services), 
Ted Miller (Here Comes The Sun), Tom Bruulsema (International Plant Nutrition Institute), Eric Landen 
(Landen Consulting), Mike Wanless (Lodi Winegrape Commission/Napa Sustainable Winegrowing 
Group), Patrick Bohlen (MacArthur Agro-ecology Research Station), Dana Gunders (Natural Resources 
Defense Council), Jonathan Kaplan (Natural Resources Defense Council), Michael Keyes (Scientific 
Certification Systems), Don Hodge (US EPA Region 9, Agriculture Program), AJ Bussan (University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, Dept. of Horticulture), Dennis Pate (Validus Services), Scott Titus (Windy Meadow 
Nursery/Center for Holistic Advanced Organic Studies) 

http://www.sustainabilityconsortium.org/open-io/�
http://www.ansi.org/�


*It is important to note that in October of 2010 that more than 50 commodity and farm organizations 
withdrew from the Leonardo Academy’s process. In its news release the American Soybean 
Association noted that there were “serious systemic limitations and chronic biases that are inherent in 
the structure the Leonardo Academy has set up for this initiative" as the principal reason for 
withdrawing. 
 
Established specific soil health criteria?  
While no specific soil health criteria has been developed, the group has agreed to the following 
principle:  Maintain and replenish long-term soil health, fertility and productivity. 
 

Sustainable agricultural producers manage their operations and resources to preserve and 
improve long-term soil health, fertility and productivity.  Healthy, productive soil has beneficial 
chemical, physical, and biological characteristics that support optimum yields of high quality 
crops; regulate water infiltration and runoff; store carbon and nutrients; and help filter, buffer 
and degrade pollutants.  

Desired outcomes include, but are not limited to: sustained or improved productivity, year after 
year; improved soil health and fertility; and operational planning that balances the goals of 
agricultural production and environmental protection.  

Potential NRCS criteria market entry point 
Since it appears as though no specific soil health quality criteria/standards have been developed to date, 
NRCS could establish its own without competing with this effort. Further, if NRCS’ soil health quality 
criteria/standards are established (and accepted by this group) it’s likely that those some or parts of 
those criteria would be included in the ANSI national standard for sustainable agriculture, though it 
possible that this organization (and others) would see their criteria/standard as being superior for any 
number of potential reasons. However, by providing its unquestionable experience in this subject area, 
NRCS would provide a highly credible benchmark. Once established, other organizations could ensure 
that their standards (if different than NRCS’) “meet or exceed” the NRCS criteria. 
 
 

Food Alliance 
Goals/objectives 
Food Alliance is a 10-year old national nonprofit that provides third-party certification of sustainable 
agricultural and food handling practices.  Food Alliance works with farmers, ranchers, food processors 
and distributors, verifying marketing claims so consumers can trust their food is grown and processed 
using sustainable practices. Food Alliance addresses a full range of concerns for labor, animal welfare, 
and the environment. As a sustainability standard, Food Alliance also requires continual improvement of 
practices over time. 
 
Group membership  
The Board of Directors and Stewardship Council represent a full spectrum of interests in the food 
system, including: farming, ranching, food processing and manufacturing, distribution, retail, university 
and agency scientists, and advocates for consumer affairs, labor, animal welfare, and the environment. 
The Board of Directors include Peter Bloome, Ph.D. (Chair) Emeritus Professor of Biological and 
Ecological Engineering, Oregon State University; Alison Dennis, Director, Center for Global Leadership in 
Sustainability, Portland State University; Anne Glazer, Stoel Rives, LLP; Tom Grace, Principal, New 

http://foodalliance.org/about/board#peter-bloome-ph-d�
http://foodalliance.org/about/board#maisie-greenawalt-vice-chair�
http://foodalliance.org/about/board#tom-grace�


Territories; Maisie Greenawalt (Vice-Chair) Vice President, Bon Appétit Management Company; Rick 
Jacobson, Retired President and CEO, NORPAC Foods, Inc.; Karen Karp President, Karp Resources; 
Jennifer Maxwell-Muir; Founder and President, Maxwell PR; Jeffrey J. Picarello (Treasurer) 
Senior Vice President, Edelman; Richard Pirog, Associate Director, C.S. Mott Group for Sustainable Food 
Systems at Michigan State University. 
 
Established specific soil health criteria?  
Yes, and while it’s believed that NRCS soil health criteria would be more comprehensive (and would 
possibly set a higher standard) Food Alliance’s process is more detailed than any other organization’s 
reviewed to date.  
 
Potential NRCS criteria market entry point 
For the Food Alliance, and other eco-labeling or standards-setting organizations, NRCS’ efforts would 
provide third-party, neutral and objective credibility to the process. NRCS quality criteria/certification 
would become the standard by which all others could be judged. Presumably other organizations could 
ensure that their standards (if different than NRCS’) would “meet or exceed” the NRCS criteria. 
 

 

Soil Science Society of America (SSSA) 
 
Goals/objectives 
SSSA has developed a report called the Grand Challenge.  The Grand Challenge is focused on “optimizing 
soil ecosystem service for greater food and energy security, water quality and adaptation to and 
migration of climate change.”   Their premise is that through the appropriate management of soils, 
solutions to each of these challenges can be achieved. They have also identified the need to promote 
soil health in order to minimize the continued problem of soil degradation. 
 
This report focuses on the additional scientific study needed in order to successful address the 
challenges above.  The following research item specifically addresses the issue of soil health and 
agriculture: 

• Sustainable agricultural systems that produce food, feed, fiber and fuel are needed to maximize 
nutrient uptake while minimizing environmental impacts.  The critical knowledge gap is site-
specific agronomic solutions need to be identified that maximize soil agro-ecosystem services, 
minimize soil disturbance, and concurrently increase soil carbon reserves and reduce the need 
for inputs.  This study would be completed in 5-10 years. 

 
https://www.soils.org/files/science-policy/sssa-grand-challenge-2011.pdf 
 
Established specific soil health criteria?  
It appears that this group has not developed any soil health criteria.  
 
Potential NRCS criteria market entry point 
It would be valuable to have this group endorse the final soil health product that NRCS develops.  It does 
appear that the SSSA is focused on extensive research and gathering scientific data prior to making any 
decisions or recommendations.  It is possible that they could utilize the standards NRCS develops when 
analyzing the “agricultural systems” identified for study over the next 5-10 years. 
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APPENDIX C: Comparison of NRCS Soil Health Criteria to Food Alliance Sustainability Certification

To become Food Alliance Certified and market products with Food Alliance’s
certification seal, an operation must:
1. Comply with all fixed criteria for Food Alliance Certified crops and livestock.
2. Score at or above a 3.0 average in each of the four following areas:
a. Reducing pesticide usage,
b. Soil and water conservation,
c. Safe and fair working conditions, and

d. Wildlife habitat conservation.

The four categories have subsections with management activity choice lists of which a minimum number must be selected in levels 3 and 4. 

A score is tabulated based on number of managmement activities choosen. 

Fixed (Mandatory) Management Activities in Food Alliance Certification are in bold print below. Most activities do not have a standard.

NRCS Soil Health Practices/ Activities
Food Alliance: Reducing Pesticide Usage and Soil and Water 
Conservation Evaluation; Level (1-4) of Critieria Certification

Practice 
Code Practice/Management Activity Quantifiable Subsection that includes a management activity with NRCS practice name Quantifiable

NRCS Must Do

328 Conservation Cropping Rotation yes Soil Erosion Prevention Level 3/4 yes
Nutrient Management Level 4

329 No-till or Strip-till yes Soil Erosion Prevention Level 3/4 - not mandatory/Mulch till acceptable no
Tillage Selection Practices and Soil Compaction Prevention  Level 4
Soil Organic Matter Level 3/4 (option of no-till or cover crops to achieve Level 3/4)

340 Cover Crops yes Soil Erosion Prevention  Level 3/4 yes
Tillage Selection Practices and Soil Compaction Prevention  Level 2
Nutrient Management Level 2 - Green Manure option
Soil Organic Matter Level 3/4 (option of no-till or cover crops to achieve Level 3/4)

590 Nutrient Management yes
Nutrient Management Level 4 - may not completely correlate  or meet NRCS 
standards but similar no
Buffer Strips-Level 3/4

595 Pest Management (Integrated) yes
IPM Planning Level 3/4- may not completely correlate or meet NRCS standards 
but similar no

NRCS As Applicable



512 Forage and Biomass Planting Soil Erosion Prevention Level 3/4 yes
yes Tillage Selection Practices and Soil Compaction Prevention  Level 2

345 Mulch-till-Maximum 25% of Rotationyes
NA-100% full width tillage applicable in Food Alliance Certification if used 
judiciously no

633 Manure Utilization and Managementyes Soil Erosion Prevention Level 3/4 no
Tillage Selection Practices and Soil Compaction Prevention  Level 3/4
Nutrient Management Level 2
Soil Organic Matter Level 2

393,332 Conservation Buffers(Filter Strip) yes Buffer Strips Level 3/4 yes

449 Irrigation Conservation (+agronomy ayes Irrigation Water Conservation Level 3/4 yes

311 Alley Cropping yes Not listed

317 Composting Facility (techniques/field yes Not listed-mentioned as soil amendment but not processing no

610 Salinity Management yes Not listed

Deep Tillage no Not listed as compaction alleviation

NRCS Recommended

Precision Application of Nutrients/Chyes Nutrient Management Level 3/4 yes

Controlled Traffic no Tillage Selection Practices and Soil Compaction Prevention  Level 2 no

Flotation Tires no Tillage Selection Practices and Soil Compaction Prevention  Level 2 no

585 Strip Cropping yes Soil Erosion Prevention  Level 2 no



Appendix E:  References for Soil Health Related Practices and Requirements  
 

• Soil organic matter/ soil organic carbon is sustained or increasing –M 
o APEX,COMET-VR, RUSLE2, SCI 

• Erosion is minimized (less than T – RUSLE2) (“manage for C not for T”)-M 
o RUSLE2, WEPS,APEX  

• Strive for continuous living cover (crop or cover) M-enhance soil carbon and 
biodiversity, remove and utilize C, N from atmosphere 

o Using Cover Crops to Convert to No-till – Ohio State Fact Sheet – AEX-540-09, 
2009 – discusses the use of continuous living cover (cover crops) with continuous 
long-term no-till to more closely mimic natural systems, protect soil from 
erosion, increase microbial diversity to reduce pests, and restore ecosystem 
functionality 

o Building soil fertility and tilth with cover crops – SARE – Marianne Sarrantonio, 
Managing Cover Crops Profitably, 3rd edition – states that one of the less 
appreciated soil benefits of cover crops is an increase in the total numbers and 
diversity of soil organisms, with diversity a key to a healthy, well-functioning soil, 
and living covers helping to supply year-round food for these organisms 

o Building Soils for Better Crops – Magdoff and Van Es, 2009 – states that living 
cover crop plants and their residues increase water infiltration into soil, thus 
compensating for the water that cover crops use, and the role of diversity is 
critical to maintaining a well functioning and stable agriculture; diversity of plant 
species can be promoted by using cover crops, intercropping, and crop rotations 

o Managing Soil Organic Matter: The Key to Air and Water Quality – NRCS 
technical note, 2003 (data being updated for 2007/2011) (several other NRCS 
soil quality technical notes are available) – promotes managing for soil carbon to 
improve soil, water and air resources (using cover crops, crop rotations, 
minimum disturbance); states that because organic matter enhances water and 
nutrient holding capacity and improves soil structure, managing for soil carbon 
can enhance productivity and environmental quality, and can reduce the severity 
and costs of natural phenomena, such as drought, flood, and disease; 
additionally states that increasing soil organic matter levels can reduce 
atmospheric CO2 levels that contribute to climate change 

o Soil Quality Indicators: Total Organic Carbon – NRCS information sheet, 2009 –  
states that practices that increase soil organic carbon include…use of summer 
and/or winter cover crops 

• Off-site nutrient loss minimized-M 
o APEX 

• Nutrient cycling maximized using biologic processes (cycling and/or recycling)-M- 590, 
340, 328. 

o Carbon to Nitrogen Ratios in Cropping Systems – NRCS fact sheet, 2010 – 
discusses C:N ratios and effect on crop residue decomposition, particularly 
residue cover on the soil and crop nutrient cycling, and importance of 
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understanding these ratios when planning crop rotations and the use of cover 
crops in agricultural systems 

o Soil Quality Indicators: Soil Enzymes, NRCS information sheet, 10/2011 – states 
soil enzymes play an important role in organic matter decomposition and 
nutrient cycling; crop rotation, cover crops, manure, minimum disturbance have 
been shown to enhance enzyme activity 

• Reduce excess nutrients in the soil- AA-590-precision,328, 512, 340 
o Agronomy TN 1 – NRCS edirectives, 2007 – discusses how to get started with 

precision agriculture, equipment, sampling, environmental outcomes, etc. 
o Agronomy TN 3 – NRCS Edirectives, 2010 – provides more in-depth nutrient 

management example 
o Adapt-N – a tool for adaptive nitrogen management in corn – online, Cornell 

University and others, CIG grant – information and tool for refining nitrogen 
applications based on locally variable precipitation and temperature data, soil 
type, organic matter content, previous crops, organic inputs, tillage, planting 
date, yield potential to reduce unnecessary inputs for economic, water quality 
and greenhouse gas emissions 

o Soil Quality for Environmental Health – Nutrient Management – J. Gaskin, UGA, 
2009 – discusses importance of soil quality for nutrient retention and 
management to reduce losses and protect water quality; includes use of nutrient 
management to maintain adequate, but not excessive nutrient concentrations 
for crop production and soil health  

• Manure managed to maximize use benefits and minimize off-site loss and 
environmental damage-AA-590?, 633,forage and grazing management-APEX 

• Compaction Management (reduction/ avoidance) M- (i.e. controlled traffic, Crop 
rotation, Cover Crops, flotation tires, Deep low disturbance tillage- only in combination 
with CC or living cover under optimum conditions)- M-assessment- visual with hand 
tools 

o The Biology of Soil Compaction – Ohio State Fact Sheet –AEX-543-09, 2009 – 
discusses the role that soil biology has in alleviating soil compaction resulting 
from excessive tillage through the use of continuous no-till systems and cover 
crops.  

o Soil Quality Indicators: Bulk Density – NRCS information sheet, 2008 – states bulk 
density is an indicator of compaction and reflects soil’s ability to function for 
water and solute movement, and soil aeration; on cropland, long-term solutions 
to bulk density problems revolve around decreasing soil disturbance and 
increasing soil organic matter; use cover crops, crop residues, perennial sod, 
reduced tillage 

o Soil Quality Indicators: Soil Enzymes, NRCS information sheet, 2011 – states soil 
enzymes involved with nutrient mineralization are affected by compaction due 
to decreased oxygen in the soil; crop rotation, cover crops, manure, minimum 
disturbance have been shown to enhance enzyme activity and nutrient cycling 
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• Increased infiltration, (Surface cover, aggregate stability, porosity) M-Slake test, visual 
for platey structure, surface pores, continuous pores, crusting and bulk density. List 
practices that improve 

o Soil Quality Indicators: Infiltration – NRCS information sheet, 2008 – states that 
infiltration is affected by crop and land management practices that affect surface 
crusting, compaction, and soil organic matter; indicator of water movement into 
the soil profile so that it can be stored; make improvement by increasing 
vegetative cover, residue management, increasing soil organic matter 

o Soil Quality Indicators: Slaking – NRCS information sheet, 2008 – states that 
slaking indicates the stability of soil aggregates, resistance to erosion and 
suggests how well soil can maintain its structure to provide water and air for 
plants and soil biota when it is rapidly wetted; avoid slaking by using practices 
that reduce soil disturbance and protect or build soil organic matter (crop 
rotations, cover crops, tillage management) 

o Soil Quality Indicators: Soil Crusts – NRCS information sheet, 2008 – states that 
crusts develop when a sealed-over soil surface dries out after rainfall or 
irrigation; management activities that deplete soil organic matter and leave soil 
bare, smooth and exposed to water droplets increase soil dispersion, surface 
sealing, runoff, erosion, and crusting; crusts indicate poor infiltration, problems 
with seedbeds, and reduced oxygen exchange; avoid by using practices that 
increase soil structure and organic matter and provide soil cover and limit 
disturbance 

o Soil Quality Indicators: Soil Structure and Macropores – NRCS information sheet, 
2008 – states that biological processes (earthworms, plant roots, fungal hyphae, 
organic glues) are important for development of large aggregates and 
macropores, and they are the primary factor for aggregation of sandy soils; make 
improvements by providing soil cover, protecting/accumulating soil organic 
matter, maintaining healthy plants and avoiding compaction 

o Soil Water Lesson Plan – NRCS soil quality fact sheet – 2010 – hands-on 
demonstration to show effects of management on infiltration and runoff 

o Soil Glue Lesson Plan – NRCS soil quality fact sheet – 2010 – hands-on 
demonstration to show effects of management on stability of soil aggregates; 
discussion of soil pores 

• Optimized Available Water Holding Capacity, (organic carbon, aggregate stability, 
porosity) M-Slake test, visual for platy structure, surface pores, continuous pores bulk 
density. List practices that improve-  

o Soil Quality Indicators: Available Water Capacity – NRCS information sheet, 2008 
– states that available water capacity is affected by organic matter, compaction 
and salt concentration in soil; soil serves as storage reservoir for water; make 
improvements by increasing organic matter by using crop rotation, cover crops, 
tillage management, and with salinity management 

• Increased aggregate stability- resistance and resilience M-(i.e.- intense precipitation, 
drought, erosion, compaction, heat) 
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o Soil Quality Indicators: Aggregate Stability – NRCS information sheet, 2008 – 
states that aggregate stability is dependent on organic matter and biological 
activity in soil; changes serve as early indicators of improvement or degradation; 
keep soil covered to protect it and build organic matter 

• Increase and improve biological diversity,-M-diverse plant community (now) or 
emerging soil testing technology(future) 

o Building Better Soils – popular press article from The Furrow cites work by Jill 
Clapperton (former lead of the Rhizosphere Ecology Research Group, Lethbridge 
Research Center, Alberta, Canada) and Dwayne Beck (director of Dakota Lakes 
Research Center, Pierre, SD) to promote practices that increase crop diversity, 
minimize disturbance, and increase biological activity in the soil for nutrient 
cycling and availability for subsequent crops 

o Diversity Index and Intensity Rating – Jon Stika, ND NRCS, NDSU Web site – excel 
spreadsheet automates the process outlined by Dwayne Beck’s “The Power 
Behind Crop Rotations: A Guide for Producers (Diversity Index and Intensity 
Rating” 

• Maximize use and capture of solar energy, M-(cover crops, crop rotations, forage and 
grazing management) 

o Cover Crops and Green Manures – online, University of VT Extension – states 
that a fundamental goal of cover cropping is to avoid bare soil, which not only 
protects soil but captures sunlight and produces biomass to enhance soil health 

o Strengthening the Soil Health Foundation with Cover Crop Combinations – Jay 
Fuhrer, ND NRCS – discusses increased sunlight/energy capture with early 
seeded cover crops and sunlight harvest not being terminated at cash crop 
harvest when cover crops are used and provide continuous living cover 

• Maximize nutrient cycling and carbon accretion)- M-30% of crop rotation-340, 512, 328-
FOTG, must follow any tillage or disturbance activity(i.e.-potato harvest)Mixes are 
utilized and matched to address resource concerns (C,N)-S-Resource assessment tools- 
Fisher 

o Glomalin is Key to Locking up Soil Carbon – Kris Nichols, ARS News, 2008 – states 
tilling and leaving land idle lower glomalin levels by destroying living hyphal 
fungal networks, which need live roots and do better in undisturbed soil  

o Glomalin: The Real Soil Builder – Sara Wright & Kris Nichols, ARS News 2003 – 
states that glomalin stores 27 percent of total soil carbon, provides nitrogen to 
soil, and gives it the structure needed to hold water and for proper aeration, 
movement of plant roots, and stability to resist erosion. 

• Crop Cycling, bio-diversity, pest management/cycles, erosion control, WQ (see NRCS 
standard)-M-328-FOTG 

o Cover crops and living mulches – Hartwig and Ammon, 2002, Weed Science 
(Penn State researcher, project in Switzerland) – provides overview of cover 
crops and living mulches including the traditional benefits 

o Soil fertility management and insect pests: harmonizing soil and plant health in 
agroecosystems – M.A. Altieri and C.I. Nicholls, 2003, Soil and Tillage Research – 
states that the ability of a crop plant to resist or tolerate insect pests and 
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diseases is tied to optimal physical, chemical and mainly biological properties of 
soils; concludes that soil fertility management can have several effects on plant 
quality, which in turn, can affect insect abundance and subsequent levels of 
herbivore damage; explores role of synthetic vs. organic fertilizer amendments 
on pest pressures  

o Enhance environment for microbial activity, improves water cycle, reduces 
erosion, moderates temperature)-M-329-75%?of rotation 

o Soil Quality Indicators: Soil Respiration – NRCS information sheet, 2009 – states 
that practices that increase soil organic matter (and soil respiration) also 
improve soil aggregation and porosity, and therefore, aeration and soil moisture 
content. 

• Pesticide off-site loss minimized (passes WinPST)-,WinPST- M-595-FOTG 
• Reduced risk of resistant pests and pathogens-rotation of chemicals/modes of action-R-

University Pubs 
o The Ecological role of Biodiversity in agroecosystems – M.A. Altieri, 1999 – 

discusses how soils with high fertility and high levels of organic matter enhance 
natural biocontrol of pathogens and other disease.  Organic additions increase 
the general level of microbial activity and the more microbes that are active, the 
greater the chances that some of them will be antagonistic to pathogens 

• Broad Community of Living organisms below-ground- M -Achieved by: 
o Farming in the 21st Century – Soil Health – NRCS fact sheet, 2010 – discusses 

impact that tillage has on destroying soil mircorganisms; disruption of the 
nutrient cycle and the importance of maintaining the relationship between 
plants and soil micorganisms to improve soil health 

o The Ecological Role of Biodiversity in Agroecosystems – M.A. Altieri, 1999 – 
discusses the impact of tillage as a physical soil disturbance; its role in 
determining soil biotic activity and species diversity; and the negative impact on 
nutrient cycling resulting from a  reduction of  the density and  diversity of soil 
microorganisms 

o above-ground plant diversity 
o minimizing disturbance 
o manure/compost 

• Smart drainage/nutrients systems to allow for adequate air and water movement while 
minimizing off-site losses -AA- DWM, 590, 340, controlled traffic 

o Agricultural Drainage Water Management Systems for Improving Water Quality 
and Increasing Crop Production – ADMS Task Force (NRCS, ARS), 2003 – this fact 
sheet identifies published materials describing agricultural drainage and provides 
some key considerations for planning and designing a surface, subsurface, or 
combination surface and subsurface ADMS 

o Soil Quality for Environmental Health – Controlled Traffic – online – discusses 
what controlled traffic is, why it should be done and the benefits to soil health by 
eliminating compaction 
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o The Biology of Soil Compaction – AEX-543-09, 2009 – discusses the role that soil 
biology has in alleviating soil compaction resulting from excessive tillage through 
the use of continuous No-till systems and cover crops 

• Proper pH,  (AA)-590 
o Soil Quality Indicators: Soil pH – NRCS information sheet, 2011 – discusses soil 

pH as an indicator of soil health, management effects, and methods for 
improvement 

• Salinity within crop tolerance- (AA)-590 
o Soil Quality Resource Concerns: Salinization – NRCS SQ technical note 8 - 

discusses what salinization is, causes and effects on soil and management 
methods to mitigate and improve soil health  

• High water use efficiency-AA-Irrigation management 
o The Power Behind Crop Rotations – Dakota Lakes Research Farm, online – 

discusses rotation intensity as the level of demand for water created by the 
rotation and how using rotations that have both high and low intensity segments 
or employing multiple rotations which vary in intensity helps to improve soil 
health and protect against variable weather conditions. 

• Energy efficiency-M-RUSLE2, APEX 
• Strive for zero (minimum) soil disturbance (tillage)- M-(i.e.-329- No-Till) 

o The Biology of Soil Compaction – AEX-543-09, 2009 – discusses the role that soil 
biology has in alleviating soil compaction resulting from excessive tillage through 
the use of continuous No-till systems and cover crops 

o Farming in the 21st Century – Soil Health – NRCS fact sheet, 2010 – discusses 
impact that tillage has on destroying soil microorganisms, disruption of the 
nutrient cycle, and the importance of maintaining the relationship between 
plants and soil microorganisms to improve soil health 

• Protect critical/sensitive areas AA-Concentrated flow areas, streams, wetlands 
within/adjacent to the production unit are adequately buffered or protected- Buffer 
Practices, APEX RUSLE2 

• SQ continuing education for producers-R- (i.e.- CCA S&W CEU’s, National No-Till 
Conference, Soil Health Workshops and Farmer Networks) 

o MRBI healthy soils webinars: ENTSC / Soil Health and Sustainability Team - series 
of eight webinars focused on healthy soils for water quality 
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Appendix F:  Decision points and options 
Criteria-setting  

 
Option 1 

 

 
Pros 

 
Cons 

 
Healthy, productive soils 
system criteria attainment 
set at ideal sustainability 
level, based on best 
science available. No 
"reduced option" or 
interim certification level 
available. 
 

- Provides maximum environmental and 
productivity benefits 

 
- Simple, single-level criteria 

 
- Sets the "gold standard" for soil health -
- by which other certification 
organization standards would be judged 

 
- Certification, if desired, can be verified 
by independent third-parties 

 
- Most defensible, based on best science 
available 

 
- Increases credibility among consumers 
and environmental groups 

 
- Simplifies program management 

 
- Requires little or no additional agency 
infrastructure support 
 

- Significantly limits the number of 
producers currently at criteria 
attainment level 

 
- Will likely increase producer/producer 
group opposition to NRCS criteria 
establishment 
 
- Provides no interim market incentives 
to producers wishing to move toward 
criteria attainment 

   
 

Option 2 
 

 
Pros 

 
Cons 

 
Healthy, productive soils 
system criteria allows for 
multiple levels of 
sustainability (bronze, 
silver and gold levels) – 
working toward optimum 
soil health.  
 

- Increases number of producers already 
at some degree of criteria attainment 
level 

 
- Allows more producers to be on-
ramped onto the "road to soil health" 

 
- Provides interim market/program 
incentives for producers not at criteria 
attainment level 

 
- Provides some environmental and 
productivity benefits at the lower levels; 
more at optimum level 

 
- Certification, if desired, can be verified 
by independent third-parties 

 

- Decreased  criteria standards at lower 
levels may lower credibility among 
consumers and environmental groups 

 
- Increases ambiguity among "buyers" 

 
- Complicates program management 
Requires additional agency 
programmatic and infrastructure 
support 



- Increased number of qualifying 
producers may increase acceptance by 
producers, producer groups 
 

   
 

Option 3 
 

 
Pros 

 
Cons 

 
Criteria set at ideal 
sustainability level but with 
on-ramping option for 
producers seeking "road to 
soil health."* 
 

- Provides single "gold standard" for soil 
health 

 
- On-ramp would provide an "in 
progress" qualifier for producers working 
toward soil health 

 
- Allows more producers onto the "road 
to soil health" through incentives 

 
- Provides both market-based and 
programmatic interim incentives 

 
- Certification, if desired, can be verified 
by independent third-parties 

 
- Provides some environmental and 
productivity benefits at the lower levels; 
more at optimum level 
 
- On-ramp option may increase 
acceptance by producers, producer 
groups 
 
- Less confusing than Option 2, but not as 
straightforward as Option 1 
 

- Less desirable than Option 2 for 
producers and producer groups 

 
- Increases ambiguity to consumers if 
bronze and silver levels are labeled or 
promoted in the marketplace  

 
- Would require additional education 
and communication to "buyers" 
 
- Requires additional agency 
programmatic and infrastructure 
support  

   
 

Option 4 
 

 
Pros 

 
Cons 

 
Do NOT establish NRCS 
criteria for healthy, 
productive soils 
 

- No additional political risks with 
stakeholder groups 
 
- No agency programmatic or operational 
changes required  
 

- To address market needs, other 
organizations will establish soil health 
criteria 

 
- World's preeminent soil science 
agency will cede leadership to less 
qualified entities 

 
- NRCS  foregoes opportunity to 
establish  roadmap for continental-scale 
resource improvements through soil 
health  

 



- NRCS misses the opportunity to 
provide a new method of incentivizing 
conservation in this period of declining 
programmatic monetary support 
 
- Risks heterogeneous approach to soil 
health system components across 
political boundaries 
 

 

  



Decision points and options 
Criteria v. Label 

 
Option 1 

 

 
Pros 

 
Cons 

 
NRCS develops Healthy, 
Productive Soils criteria 
without developing 
certification a certification 
program or label.* 
 

- Provides best-science benchmark for 
other organizations to measure against 

 
- NRCS criteria could add value to all 
other labels and certification efforts 
 
- Could drive more conservation traffic to 
NRCS offices  

 
- NRCS criteria would increase credibility 
among consumers and environmental 
groups 

 
- Allows for independent, third-party 
certification 

 
- Once established, few additional NRCS 
resources needed to maintain criteria 

 
- NRCS would not have to establish and 
manage a certification/labeling program 

 
- Requires little or no additional agency  
program management 

 
- Would support the agency’s re-focusing 
to provide customer conservation 
technical assistance related to soil health 
 

- Would cede soil health 
certification/labeling and market 
recognition to other groups 
 

   
 

Option 2 
 

 
Pros 

 
Cons 

 
NRCS develops Healthy, 
Productive Soils criteria 
and a certification program 
label. 
 

- NRCS would be a widely accepted, 
neutral certification organization as the 
"keeper of the soil health standard" 
- NRCS certification would have high trust 
among consumers and environmental 
groups 
 
- Would likely drive more conservation 
traffic to NRCS offices 
 

- Potentially competes with other eco-
labels and certification efforts 

 
- NRCS would have to establish and 
manage and monitor a 
certification/labeling program 
 
- Would require significant agency 
infrastructure support 

 



Appendix H:  DRAFT 
Marketing Communications Plan 

Healthy, Productive Soils Systems  
Producer awareness campaign 

 
Background 
Soil quality is the foundation upon which production agriculture is based. It is also the core natural resource that the 
Natural Resources Conservation Service’s mission was built. Yet, over the years, little effort has been made on a 
broad scale to help landowners and agricultural producers become more specifically aware of the importance of soil 
health – and more motivated to implement conservation activities which will lead to improved soil health. 
 
Research suggests that while farmers and ranchers are generally aware of soil health as an indicator of land 
stewardship, they place the desire for increased production over the desire to improve soil health on the land. 
Fortunately, these two objectives are mutually beneficial. 
 
Consequently, the “Healthy, Productive Soils System” campaign will seek to help landowners and operators… 

1. Become more aware of the overall importance of soil health; 
2. Recognize the value of soil health regarding production and land value; 
3. Evaluate the health of their own soil;  
4. Understand what production/conservation practices can improve soil health; 
5. On-ramp onto the road to soil health through NRCS’ programs and services; 
6. Adopt  systems that improve soil health; and 
7. Become “USDA-NRCS Healthy, Productive Soils System Certified”* 

 
Audiences 
The primary target audience for this awareness campaign is farm operators – those who manage the day-to-day 
farming operations and make the resulting resource management decisions on the land. The secondary target 
audience is landowners – those who lease their land to the aforementioned farm operators – and who rely on the 
lease agreements and production for income flow. 
 
Though the tactics for reaching the following audiences are not specifically outlined in this plan, it is recommended 
that integrated communications campaigns for the following stakeholder group audiences also be developed to 
message the sustainability (product life cycle) benefits of healthy, productive soils including... 
 

a. Sustainability managers for agricultural product buyers and processors;  
b. Sustainability managers for food retailers; and (possibly) 
c. Targeted food processing/food retailing CEOs. 

 

Research 
As noted above, farmers and ranchers are generally aware of soil health as an indicator of land stewardship. 
However, landowners and operators place the need for increased production over the desire to improve soil health. 
Specific research conducted for the campaign by the Soil and Water Conservation Society’s Iowa and Washington 
Chapters with more than 70 farmers indicated that… 
 

• 67 percent of respondents “strongly agreed” that that they would consider farming techniques that 
improved soil health. 
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• 80 percent of respondents “strongly agreed” that they would consider farming techniques that improved 
crop yields. 

 

Further, when asked to rate which was most important to them the two factors related to increased production 
(increased yields and increased sustainability) had a more than three-to-one advantage over the two factors related 
exclusively to soil health (improved organic matter and improved soil health). 

• Improved yields – 46 percent 

• Increased sustainability – 28 percent 

• Improved soil health – 15 percent 

• Improved organic matter – 10 percent 

In addition, many companies within the food processing production sector appear increasingly concerned about 
agriculture’s ability to meet the needs of the world’s growing population and are interested in promoting systems 
that can increase agricultural output. 
 
Conclusions/recommendations 
The totality of the research suggests that while, overall, farmers are open to learning more about soil health as its 
own topic, they are significantly more interested in learning more about increasing productivity, or productivity as a 
by-product of soil health. Linking increased productivity to soil health, therefore, should be at the center of the 
campaign’s strategic approach.   
 
Because there is a direct correlation between soil health AND increased productivity the campaign will leverage these 
mutual benefits in its overall strategic approach, as well as in its tactical messaging. The practices recommended in 
the campaign, therefore, can provide the ideal value proposition to the target audience, should increase the 
likelihood of practice adoption. 

Further research regarding the level of soil health awareness and attitudes as related to land value will be conducted 
with “absentee” landowners (land leasers) who comprise the secondary target audience. While these landowners do 
not typically get involved in day-to-day decision making on the farm, they wield enormous influence regarding the 
philosophical approach to farming – and determine to whom they lease their land. Consequently, this audience can 
play a key role in influencing conservation practice implementation and will be targeted through the campaign.  

Because of their inherent interest in preservation of income and preservation of land value, we believe this audience 
is likely to be concerned with the long-term sustainability, profitability and value of their leased and may prove to be 
a strong advocate for soil health improving conservation practices as well. 

Research with this group will be designed to evaluate the accuracy of these assumptions and will be concluded by 
May 15, 2012.  

Planning 
In addition to defining the development of several key outreach products, the following planning component outlines 
the campaign’s goals and objectives, as well as key messages, copy points and linkages that should be leveraged to 
maximize efficacy. The overall goal of the campaign is to increase the awareness of the importance of soil health as 
related to improved production and to increase the likelihood that the target audience will adopt conservation 
practices that improve soil health. 
 
Key messages   
The campaign and its associated tactics will focus on three simple messages,  

1. Healthy soils are high-performing, productive soils 
2. Healthy soils save money and improve land values 
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3. NRCS can help you adopt practices that improve soil health 
4. Growers can now be “USDA-NRCS Healthy, Productive Soils System Certified”* 

 
Goals and objectives 
To reach the campaign’s strategic goal it will be first necessary to achieve the following strategic objectives among 
the two major target audiences: 

• Increase awareness among farm operators regarding the overall importance of soil health related to  
o Input (i.e. fertilizer, fuel) costs 
o Crop yields 
o Cropping flexibility 
o Off site impacts 

• Increase awareness of how soil health affects land value 
• Increase participation in the evaluation of soil health conditions on their land 
• Increase awareness and adoption of production/conservation practices to improve soil health 
• Number of producers “on-ramped” to the road to Healthy, Productive Soils Systems 
• Number of producers attaining “USDA-NRCS Healthy, Productive Soils System Certification”* 

 
(*Contingent upon final Healthy, Productive Soils System Criteria proposal decisions.) 
 
Awareness messaging will be linked with two “calls to action.” The first critical step in the process of changing 
conservation practice behavior is to motivate the target audience to “touch and feel” their soil in different areas of 
their fields. One potential way to get producers to take that first step is to develop an on-line, “Soil Health Evaluator” 
(see Execution regarding the development of the on-line “Soil Health Evaluator”). 

 

Execution 
Scope of Work 
To maintain message frequency and maximize reach for a period of two to three years, the campaign proposes to – 

• Develop creative “center piece” brochure and trade show exhibits, banners and other outreach materials. 

• Target through FSA county databases (on a state-by-state basis), both landowners and operators for direct 
mail. 

• Develop a “Healthy Soils” web page and on-line “Soil Health Evaluator” and drive traffic to this site. 

• Develop interactive web graphics to be integrated into other communications vehicles. 

• Develop creative radio public service announcements that will be both entertaining and informative and 
package CDs in an equally creative and interesting manner. 

• Develop series of feature stories related to soil health and place in Conservation District; FSA and producer 
group newsletters. 

• Develop point-of-purchase and exhibit products for office promotion and selected venue promotion. 

• Target key producer groups for distribution of e-blast promos with links to “Soil Health Evaluator.” 
 
Product development/budget  
To achieve the campaign objectives, the following outreach/marketing materials will be developed. Graphic design, 
photography and copy writing will be produced in-house. 
 

• “Is it good under the hood” brochure   $  
• 2 Banner stands @ $750 ea.     $  
• Tabletop display     $   
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• Radio PSA production     $   
• PSA duplication/packaging    $   
• POP displays or posters     $  
• Blogs, Tweets and Facebook page development  $ In-house 
• VNRs/YouTube videos      $ In-house 
• Healthy Soils newsletter features   $ In-house 
• e-blasts promoting “Soil Health Evaluator”  $ In-house 
• Web site featuring resource materials    $ In-house 

      
*Estimated total      $  

 
Campaign coordination & management: 

1. In-house detail; develop campaign support materials, manage distribution and packaging  
Total estimated FTE:   
 

2. Development of supporting technical materials 
Total estimated FTE:   

 

Evaluation 
At semi-annual intervals, the campaign’s tactics will be evaluated to determine their effectiveness. This will be done 
through the monitoring of our website and compiling all Web-Trends data, Vocus analytics and Google analytics. A 
final report evaluating landowner and producer requests for soil health assistance will be prepared at the conclusion 
of the first year and second year of the campaign to provide a cost-benefit analysis to the management team.  
 

Possible themes 
While other possible themes and/or tag lines for the campaign should be considered and focus tested, two possible 
options come to the forefront – based principally on the target demo research conducted in Iowa and Washington. 
Those themes are: 
 
Is it good under the hood?  (See spec brochure using possible creative treatment on following page) and 
 
Unlock your potential: The secret’s in the soil. 
 
Both themes would be used creatively to begin increasing healthy, productive soils system benefit awareness among 
the producer (and landowner) audience – focusing especially on the benefits of increased production. 
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