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Fact Sheet: 
SOIL HEALTH IN IOWA

Iowa’s current and future agricultural productivity 
relies on healthy soils. Agricultural practices have  
already resulted in losses of one-half to one-third  
of our topsoil and soil carbon.1

Encouraging grazing 
and perennial cover
Incentives for working lands and pastures at the state 
level have declined and are repeatedly under threat 
in the federal farm bill. Encouraging perennial cover 
through extended rotations, grazing, and forage has 
proven soil health benefits. Expanding support for 
grazing and working lands in Iowa can improve soil 
health and support livestock producers.

Healthy soils act like a sponge, providing reserves 
when precipitation is low and means to soak up 
excess when precipitation is high. 

Healthy soils have more microbes living in them 
which can better provide the nutritional needs of 
crops naturally.

1	 Machmuller, Megan B., Marc G. Kramer, Taylor K. Cyle, Nick Hill, Dennis Hancock, and Aaron Thompson. “Emerging land use practices 
rapidly increase soil organic matter.” Nature Communications, April 5, 2015, nature.com/articles/ncomms7995. Accessed October 2018.

Iowa’s Nutrient Reduction Strategy 
aims to reduce nitrogen and 
phosphorus statewide by 
45 percent.

Promoting soil health
Healthy soils retain more water, lessening run-
off during heavy rains and helping crops survive 
drought. Promoting living cover on the landscape 
reduces soil erosion protecting our soils for future 
generations.

By focusing on building soil health, the state can 
provide positive incentives rather than penalties 
to farmers taking steps to improve water quality.

The potential for promoting carbon sequestration 
through soil health practices could be a huge 
opportunity for farmers.

On-farm practices could lessen agricultural  
pollution and improve soil health, such as:

New policies enacting new basic standards  
for assessing soil health and the regeneration 
of topsoil.

Increased efforts to promote continuous  
roots on the ground through cover crops, 
extended rotations, grazing of cool season 
grasses, and new markets for small grains 
and perennial crops.

A 1 percent increase in organic 
matter in the top 6 inches  
on 1 acre can allow the  
land to hold an additional 
27,000 gallons of water.
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Creating value through healthy soils
Protecting soil through agricultural conservation 
practices can also produce financial benefits to 
farmers by reducing costs of production and  
increasing yields. Transitioning to these practices 
includes costs and risks. To overcome these barri-
ers, farmers need support and incentives.

Practices that build soil health can be  
more profitable.

A side-by-side comparison of farm  
practices showed that a combination of  
practices – including no-till, cover crops, 
nutrient optimization, and crop rotation –  
led to a cost savings throughout the farm 
budget that outweighed the costs.2

Conservation benefits, including improvements 
in soil health, often go unrecognized and unre-
warded.

Conservation practices can lower insurance 
claims by making crop yields more resilient 
to harsh weather such as droughts and  
excess rainfall.3

Crop insurance was the second most volatile 
insurance category, following federal flood 
insurance, from 2012 to 2016.4

One series of case studies  
documented cost savings of  
$100 per acre for farmers  
in the Upper Mississippi  
River Basin thanks to reduced  
fertilizer and pesticides, less wear 
and tear on machinery, and a yield 
boost – especially for soybeans.

2	 Monast, Maggie, Laura Sands, and Alan Grafton. “Farm and finance conservation: How stewardship generates value for farmers, 
lenders, insurers, and landowners.” Environmental Defense Fund, September 2018, edf.org/sites/default/files/documents/farm- 
finance-report.pdf. Accessed October 2018.
3	 “Case Studies Show Big Economic Benefits of Soil Health Practices.” National Association of Conservation Districts, 2017, nacdnet.
org/soil-health-research/. Accessed October 2018. 
4	 “2016 Market Share Reports for Property/Casualty Groups and Companies by State and Countrywide.” National Association of  
Insurance Commissioners, 2017, naic.org/prod_serv/MSR-PB-17.pdf. Accessed October 2018.
5	 “USDA Releases Standard Indicators and Laboratory Procedures to Assess Soil Health for Public Comment.” U.S. Department of  
Agriculuture, Natural Resources Conservation Service, Sept. 18, 2018, nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/newsroom/releases/ 
?cid=NRCSEPRD1420430. Accessed October 2018.

NRCS has agreed upon 
six common soil  
health indicators: 
1.  Organic matter recycling and  
    carbon sequestration
2. Soil structure stability
3. General microbial activity
4. Carbon food source
5. Bioavailable nitrogen
6. Microbial community diversity

Supporting research
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
is focusing on defining common metrics for soil 
health.5

Eight states have passed common  
language defining soil health: California,  
Hawaii, Maryland, Massachusetts, New York, 
Oklahoma, Utah, and Vermont. Soil health is 
defined as “the continued capacity of surface 
and subsurface water ecosystem to function  
as a vital living ecosystem that sustains plants, 
animals, and humans.”

Having this common language, combined 
with common metrics, will make advancing 
policy possible.


