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Part 1 of 3: Market Drivers Overview  
This whitepaper provides an overview of various potential market drivers that could be leveraged in 

Illinois to advance the implementation of the Illinois Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy (NLRS). These 

range from existing initiatives to new approaches that have not yet been implemented at a large 

scale or in the agricultural sector. 

 

This document is one part of a series of three documents created by Delta Institute to illuminate 

opportunities for various stakeholders to support NLRS implementation.  
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The 5 STAR (Saving Tomorrow’s Agricultural Resources) program, created by the Champaign Soil 

and Water Conservation District (CSWCD) in Illinois, aims to work with all producers and landowners 

in Champaign County to assess agronomic practices on all tillable parcels. The landowner or 

producer will complete a survey regarding crop rotation, tillage practices, nutrient application 

practices, and best management practices that are currently implemented on their farm. Staff from 

the CSWCD will then assign a star rating to that particular farm based on the survey results. After a 

star rating has been assigned, staff will conduct an on-farm visit to assess and offer 

recommendations on best management practices for improved environmental outcomes.   

 

Another example of a certification program that incentivizes conservation in response to consumer 

pressure is one developed by Louisiana State University. The Master Rice Grower Program provides 

incentives to qualified farmers for following sustainable production practices. There are four levels 

of participation in the program (bronze, silver, gold and platinum), all requiring different levels of 

participation ranging from attending educational workshops to implementing conservation plans. 

The farmer will also receive a financial incentive per barrel, depending on their current level.31 

 

Similar efforts driving conservation cropping techniques could be implemented in Illinois to create 

the demand that will drive the establishment of market efficiencies within the value chain. A statute 

enacted by the Illinois General Assembly in 2000, called the Illinois Rivers-Friendly Farmer Program, 

was created to promote farming practices that benefit rivers while maintaining farm profitability and 

to inform the public about farmers' contributions to cleaning up the rivers of Illinois.32 A farmer 

seeking the designation may submit a written application to the Department of Agriculture or any 

agency designated by the department. To receive the designation, farmers need to satisfy the 

following criteria: soil loss on cropland is at or below the tolerable soil loss level, an approved 

conservation plan is on file, and vegetative filter strips are implemented.32 While the Illinois Rivers-

Friendly Farmer program has been inactive since 2005 due to lack of staffing and resources, it can be 

amended in the future to include more aggressive standards coupled with financial incentives for 

implementation of conservation practices and advancing the NLRS.  
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the northeast area of the state. Facilities in the Des 
Plaines watershed receive approximately half of the 
total assistance from WPCLP. The remaining 9 priority 
watersheds combined only received up to 15% of the 
assistance. The remainder went to 40 other watersheds 
in the state.

With the approval of the loan rules outlined in Title 35 
Section 365 of the Illinois Administrative Code (IAC), 
FY18 WPCLP will expand the list of project eligibility 
criteria for the WPCLP ǧnancing signiǧcantly, including 
private entities such as agricultural producers (35 IAC 
365.130).

more information about Iowa's program), selected 
a suite of engineered structural practices as eligible 
practices. Similarly, Illinois' WPCLP guidance can begin 
by encouraging applications looking to implement 
structural conservation practices, in particular those 

and wetlands. County conservation Districts can work 

facilitate the application process to Illinois EPA.

with WPCLP will be to provide funding to stormwater 

activities, including development and implementation 

As outlined in section 35 IAC 365.210(d), Illinois will 
oǥer an Environmental Impact Discount (EID) on the 
loan agreement interest rate. The EID would apply 

nutrient removal/reduction activities. The applicant, 
in turn, receives a 0.2% discount on the interest rate of 
their loan. 

part 35 IAC 366
also currently underway. These rules were last updated 

impact, water quality, organic load, assessment of the 
existing facility, and operational excellence of the facility. 
The current prioritization rules, when evaluating 
water quality, elevate projects in waterways that are 
already high quality, resulting in shifting resources 
away from streams and lakes that are impaired.

Figure 2. WPCLP assistance provided to facilities in Illinois for years 2011-2016. Assistance to NLRS priority  
watersheds is highlighted.
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should also be elevated in the ranking. 

These watersheds and conservation practices are 
outlined in 
Whitepaper. As IEPA develops the rules package, 

engage in the process to provide feedback and ensure 
that NLRS priorities are included in the WPCLP rankings.

Result: Dedicated ƀnancial support for NLRS 
implementation projects will be available, especially for 
projects in areas of most need.

The IEPA should evaluate the historical distribution 
of their loans and identify barriers to program access.  
It is important to understand the historical funding 

some communities across the state. Once the analysis 

and economically disadvantaged communities, of which 
there are many in high priority watersheds.

Result: Funds will be more equitably distributed to areas of 
need throughout the state.

6

CONNECTION TO OTHER MARKET 
DRIVERS

WCPLP uses State Match Bonds and additional 
bonds to generate revenue for the fund – the state 
could incorporate green bonds to direct funding to 

The pay-for-performance approach (discussed 
in more detail in 
Overview Whitepaper and in the accompanying 
brief is intended to link conservation practices to 
environmental outcomes. The WPCLP serves as 
a funding pool in a pay-for-performance program 
that involves partnerships between point sources 
(typical recipients of SRF assistance) and agricultural 
producers. Alternatively, rather in payments for 

in expenses for demonstrating performance. 
For example, reduced loan interest rates – see 
discussion in the Recommended Actions section.

EXAMPLES

Livestock Water Quality Program and 
Local Water Protection Program direct dollars 
to agricultural conservation practices provide 
in the range of $5 to $12 million per year. These 
programs are administered by the Department 
of Agriculture and rely on partnerships with local 
Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs) 
to work with landowners and select eligible 

programs also identify a short list of practices 

practices for implementation. Iowa also has a 

of the interest repayment amount is invested into 

a pay-for-performance fund for implementation of 

ABOUT DELTA INSTITUTE 

For more information on how you can work with us, visit 
us online at www.delta-institute.org or contact Olga 
Lyandres, olyandres@delta-institute.org, 312-651-
4349.
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To engage investors and others with the ability to finance land, farm operations, and supply chain 

businesses, a stronger business case, in conjunction with a pipeline of investable opportunities, 

needs to be developed. Several projects led by nonprofit and supply chain partners are actively 

working to build this business case.15 Early data has shown that potential exists for generating 

returns across several types of agricultural operations, practices, and geographies. Additional work 

is needed to evaluate potential effectiveness of emerging mechanisms that offer market 

premiums to producers whose practices result in environmental benefits and to identify where it 

is most appropriate to engage investors interested in generating market-rate returns. 

Furthermore, there is a need to clarify where other sources of capital, such as government grants 

or philanthropic programs, may be more appropriate.   

 

As work is ongoing to develop comprehensive and sustainable funding frameworks for regenerative 

agricultural systems, numerous opportunities for investment have emerged. Drawing from the 

analysis in Table 1, to encourage the adoption of practices such as cover cropping, crop rotations, 

and nutrient management (specifically the replacement of synthetic N fertilizer with soil 

amendments), as strategies with both nutrient and carbon benefits, significant investments will be 

needed to finance the supporting infrastructure. This includes expanding the capacity of: grain 

elevators to accept and process a wider variety of crops; supply chains to grow, collect, process, 

and distribute cover crop seeds; and the facilities and distribution networks to produce soil 

amendments from pre-consumer or post-consumer agricultural or food waste. While 

investments are not the only barrier to broader adoption of soil health improving practices on the 

agricultural landscape, there is also a role for policy to encourage widespread adoption and provide 

supporting resources.  
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Develop novel investment mechanisms and finance 

infrastructure  
Shifting the agricultural paradigm in Illinois, and across the United States, toward conservation will 

take investment not only in physical infrastructure, but in the tools, markets, and social capital 

needed for systemic change. There are also clear gaps in existing infrastructure that further 

investment can help address to facilitate changes in cropping systems.  

 

Actions:  

¶ Integrate data from farmers (especially the early adopters) that demonstrate the 

costs and benefits of implementing suites of practices into existing farm 

management databases and planning tools;  

¶ Evaluate potential effectiveness of emerging mechanisms that offer market 

premiums to producers whose practices result in environmental benefits;  

¶ Build and expand the capacity of production, collection and distribution 

infrastructure needed for implementation of new practices.  

 

Implement policy  
As states launch programs and advance legislation focused on rebuilding healthy soils through 

regenerative agriculture and carbon sequestration, Illinois, where agriculture is a prominent part of 

the physical, economic, and cultural landscape, should also be pursuing similar initiatives. Given the 

significant loss of carbon from soils, the scale of agriculture, and positive environmental outcomes, 

Illinois is poised to reap the benefits of integrated approach to carbon sequestration and nutrient 

loss reduction. 

 

Actions:   

¶ Develop a legislative strategy that includes establishing a taskforce, authorizing a 

healthy soils program, or expanding the Partners for Conservation Program to 

promote carbon farming. 
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http://www.epa.illinois.gov/topics/water-quality/watershed-management/excess-nutrients/nutrient-loss-reduction-strategy/index
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/soils/health/mgnt/
https://newfoodeconomy.org/how-carbon-farming-could-halt-climate-change/
http://www.pnas.org/content/114/36/9575
http://www.farmlandinfo.org/conservation-cropping-systems-impactful-long-term-strategy-achieving-illinois-nutrient-loss
http://www.farmlandinfo.org/conservation-cropping-systems-impactful-long-term-strategy-achieving-illinois-nutrient-loss
http://comet-planner.nrel.colostate.edu/
http://fs-unep-centre.org/sites/default/files/publications/globaltrendsinrenewableenergyinvestment2017.pdf
http://fs-unep-centre.org/sites/default/files/publications/globaltrendsinrenewableenergyinvestment2017.pdf
http://fs-unep-centre.org/sites/default/files/publications/globaltrendsinrenewableenergyinvestment2017.pdf
http://encouragecapital.com/publications/
http://www.daturesearch.com/upper-mississippi-river-basin/
http://sustainablefoodtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/The-Future-of-Food-and-Agriculture-web.pdf
http://sustainablefoodtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/The-Future-of-Food-and-Agriculture-web.pdf
http://bit.ly/delta2017nlrspolicybriefs
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Crop Rotation-Doubling the 
amount of extended rotation 
acreage (removing from CS 
and CC proportionally) 

12,281,000 (4) 3 0.01 2 3 0.0005 0.21 0.01 2,579,010 $4.75/ac 

Strip Crops-Strip cropping 
applied on 231,000 acres in the 
upper Midwest 

100,000 (13) NA NA 2 23 1 0.11 0.13 11,000 $1.33/ac 

Practices recognized by 
NRCS COMET-Planner       

 

            

Nutrient Management 2,236,100 (6)     5     1.8 0 4,024,980 $1000/ac 

Riparian Forest Buffer 217,212 (1)     5     2.2 0.28 477,866 $694.18/ac 

Tree/Shrub Establishment - 
Farm Woodlot 1,100,000 (11)     1     2 0.28 2,200,000 $664.00/ac 

Windbreak/Shelterbelt 
Establishment 122,810 (14)     1     1.8 0.28 221,058 $0.66/ft 

Hedgerow Planting 970,600 (12)     2     1.4 0.28 1,358,840 $0.81/ft 

Alley Cropping 970,600 (12)     3     1.7 0.03 1,650,020 $4.91/ea 

Multi-story Cropping 970,600 (12)     1     1.7 0.03 1,650,020 NA 

Conservation Cover - Retiring 
Marginal Soils 122,810 (14)     4     0.98 0.28 120,354 $454.13/ac 

Herbaceous Wind Barriers 122,810 (14)     1     0.98 0.28 120,354 $0.07/ft 

Vegetative Barriers 122,810 (14)     2     0.98 0.28 120,354 NA 

Contour Buffer Strip 122,810 (14)     2     0.98 0.28 120,354 $402.65/ac 

Filter Strip 122,810 (14)     5     0.98 0.28 120,354 $125.32/ac 

Grassed Waterway 122,810 (14)     2     0.98 0.28 120,354 $3513.65/ac 

Field Border 122,810 (14)     2     0.98 0.28 120,354 $111.88/ac 

Silvopasture Establishment on 
grazed grassland 1,800,000 (2)     5     1.3 0 2,340,000 $4.91/ea 

Range Planting 1,800,000 (2)     1     0.5 0 900,000 $165.37/ac 

Windbreak/Shelterbelt 
Renovation 122,810 (14)     1     0.4 0 49,124 $0.30/ft 

Mulching 1,100,000 (11)     2     0.32 0 352,000 $243.55/ac 

Conventional Tillage to No Till 1,800,000 (2)     2     0.42 -0.11 756,000 $15.21/ac 

Prescribed Grazing 1,800,000 (2)     1     0.26 0 468,000 $51.68/ac 

Forage and Biomass Plantings - 
Partial Conversion 1,800,000 (2)     1     0.21  0.01 378,000 $134.17/ac 

Forage and Biomass Plantings - 
Full Conversion 1,800,000 (2)     1     0.27  0.1 486,000 $327.54/ac 

 

 

 



https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/PA_NRCSConsumption/download?cid=nrcseprd1327812&ext=pdf


http://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session2017/bills/GM1133_.PDF
http://legislation.nysenate.gov/pdf/bills/2017/A3281
http://studiohill.farm/2017s-vermont-regenerative-soils-program/
http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/webmga/frmMain.aspx?pid=billpage&stab=01&id=HB1063&tab=subject3&ys=2017RS
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/190/HD3966


https://www.cdfa.ca.gov/oefi/healthysoils/
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