MOSH strategies discussion webpage: z.umn.edu/SHstrategies

Session #1 Summary Report

Topic for April 10, 2025: Farmer networking — What is the current state of farmer learning
networks in Minnesota? What is working well? What could be strengthened?

Introduction

40 people participated, representing:

6 farmers (4 of whom are also included in other categories)
10 farmer organizations

3 food/ag industry (including 2 local agronomists)

5 environment or food advocacy organizations

13 government (2 NRCS, 5 state, 6 SWCD)

7 university and Extension

The goals of the meetings are to:

develop strategies to support soil health in Minnesota,
identify the role of various sectors in those strategies, and
promote dialogue across sectors.

Presentations

Doug Bos (Rock County SWCD) described a small farmer-led Soil Health Team that he supports
in Rock County, and a farmer mentor program covering 11 counties in southwest Minnesota.
Mark Gutierrez (MN Soil Health Coalition) described the SHC mentor program and participation
in SHC member activities.

The current state of farmer networks

Perceptions of current opportunities varies widely. We asked participants to agree or disagree
with this statement: “Farmers who want to learn more about soil health management systems
currently have plenty of opportunities to network with other farmers.” Most people responded in
the middle of the agree-disagree scale with only a few agreeing and a few disagreeing. Farmers
were represented among those agreeing and disagreeing.
Opportunities need to be local to be accessible to people who are less invested.
Different types of operations have different agronomic/business needs that need to be addressed,
but still they can partner and learn together (e.g. manure transfers).
Many different organizations work to support farmer networks.
- Several organizations host or facilitate farmer peer learning opportunities include:
SWCDs, SHC, MFU, SFA, LSP
- Other supporters include Pheasants Forever, Ducks Unlimited, UMN Extension, NRCS,
MN Corn, MN Soybean, PFI (supporting farmer-led research), and more.
- Further information about organizations:
- Lisa Kushner, TNC, offered to share the information they’ve been collecting on
different farmer networks.


https://z.umn.edu/SHstrategies

- See appendix at the end of this doc with a list of soil health interest groups
identified by MOSH.

- Many entities at the University of Minnesota are working on soil health topics.
MOSH communicates with all of these:

- U of M Extension specialists and educators working on crops, livestock,
manure, drainage, soil fertility, forage, Center for Farm Financial
Management, and more. Extension delivers a variety of relevant
programs such as the Ag Professionals Field School, Nitrogen Smart,
Soil Management Summit, and Minnesota Irrigator Program.

- Water Resource Center, which is the home of MOSH and conducted the
recent farmer soil management survey

- Department of Soil, Water, and Climate, which is home of many of the
Extension specialists, including Anna Cates the State Soil Health
Specialist;

- Forever Green Initiative, which leads development of crops and markets
that lengthen the time that farmland is covered with growing crops.

- Other academic departments, including Bioproducts and Biosystems
Engineering, Food Science, Forest Resources, and more.

- Other research and education institutions such as MSU-Mankato,
Minnesota Centers for Agricultural Excellence

Farmer-led research
- Strip trials haven’t been very popular in Rock County
- Examples from other states include PFI, Nebraska On-Farm Research, Precision
conservation management team out of U of IL
Impacts of farmer networks
- Several participants noted that participation in farmer-led networks is associated with
practice adoption and retention.
- Farmer-led groups have a snowball effect of seeing someone nearby do something new.

Actions to improve peer learning opportunities

Cross-promote. The clearest need identified was for all organizations to promote others’ events.
We owe it to our clients/members to cross-promote. While a true one-stop-shop is not feasible,
the SHC calendar is perhaps the most comprehensive list of soil health activities. Raising
awareness may also include sharing summaries after events.

Stay local. To stay accessible and meaningful, farmers need local opportunities. As organizers, it

is up to us to stay abreast of the diverse work being done by other organizations and to share
those opportunities with our members and local farmers.

Focus on de-risking. Information and discussions should emphasize mechanisms for reducing
risk, ensuring profitability of alternative soil management practices, and addressing regulatory
risk. Risk tolerance varies wildly and is a key constraint on change.

Show collaborations. E.g. how do the different players at the U interact?


https://www.mnsoilhealth.org/events/

Next steps for this group

Keep talking about farmer networks, and start a discussion about “middle adopters”
Participants were asked for their top three priorities for the next discussion:

Priorities for next discussion

Needs of middle adopters || NN
Private sector skills | NN
Farmer networks || NN
Markets (Green Acres) || NENENENID
Livestock | NN
Research ||NNEGN
Markets (other) [

mist m2nd © 3rd

Regarding “needs of middle adopters” participants wanted to discuss how their communication
styles, motivations, and needs differ from early adopters, and how to prioritize profit as a
motivator.

Other topics of interest are to strengthen the work of agronomists who support soil health
practices, and address the impact of NOLOs.

MOSH is communicating with TNC about similar discussions they are hosting, to ensure we are
not duplicating efforts.

Links shared

MOSH Strategies Discussions: z.umn.edu/SHstrategies
MOSH soil management survey results about farmer networks: Session #1 slides
- Further results will be at z.umn.edu/SHsurvey

SARE project in Wisconsin showing the importance of peer support:
https://www.sare.org/publications/case-studies-of-sare-grant-impacts/building-sustainable-
relationships-around-the-use-of-grazing-cover-crops-on-dairy-and-livestock-in-southern-

wisconsin/
Soil Health Matrix Tool https://soilhealthnexus.org/soil-health-matrix-tool/ — to evaluate impacts
of new practices.
UW Soil health decision tool with financial costs:
https://jhadachek.shinyapps.io/CoverCropDecisionTool/
- blog post on how to use the tool: https://www.soilhealthalliance.net/post/soil-health-
decision-tool-helps-farmers-make-conservation-choices
On-farm research tools:
- https://soilhealthnexus.org/resources/on-farm-research-toolbox/
Replicated Comparisons vs Side by Side Comparisons NC ANR.pdf
- how-to-conduct-research-on-your-farm-or-ranch.pdf
- Setting up an On Farm Research Trial NC ANR.pdf
- What Do You Mean 5 Bushels an Acre is Not Significant NC ANR.pdf
- Farmers-Guide-to-Conducting-On-Farm-Research.pdf



https://z.umn.edu/SHstrategies
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1n-3KeXI1OCPBY0p0YzuauelsswJf8YSn--LWFDlmgZI/edit?slide=id.p5#slide=id.p5
https://z.umn.edu/SHsurvey
https://www.sare.org/publications/case-studies-of-sare-grant-impacts/building-sustainable-relationships-around-the-use-of-grazing-cover-crops-on-dairy-and-livestock-in-southern-wisconsin/
https://www.sare.org/publications/case-studies-of-sare-grant-impacts/building-sustainable-relationships-around-the-use-of-grazing-cover-crops-on-dairy-and-livestock-in-southern-wisconsin/
https://www.sare.org/publications/case-studies-of-sare-grant-impacts/building-sustainable-relationships-around-the-use-of-grazing-cover-crops-on-dairy-and-livestock-in-southern-wisconsin/
https://soilhealthnexus.org/soil-health-matrix-tool/
https://jhadachek.shinyapps.io/CoverCropDecisionTool/
https://www.soilhealthalliance.net/post/soil-health-decision-tool-helps-farmers-make-conservation-choices
https://www.soilhealthalliance.net/post/soil-health-decision-tool-helps-farmers-make-conservation-choices
https://soilhealthnexus.org/resources/on-farm-research-toolbox/

Attachment: Organizations interested in soil health

The following are organizations identified by the UMN Minnesota Office for Soil Health as having an
interest in protecting the health of the state’s soil. Representatives of these have been invited to the
strategy discussions. Many have participated in MOSH Forums and development of the State Soil Health
Action Framework.

Ag industry

Agri-Growth Council
American Crystal Sugar
SMBSC

Field to Market

General Mills

Land O' Lakes TruTerra

MN Crop Production Retailers
MN Certified Crop Advisors Board
Mosiac

Syngenta

Cargill

MBOLD

Houston Engineering

EOR

Ag industry - finance
Ag industry - local

AgPartners

CentraSota

Centrol Consulting

Soil RX

Saddle Butte Ag

Striptill For you

Agassiz Seed

Millborn Seeds

Environmental Tillage Systems

Farmers

Numerous individuals
Soil Health Teams

Environment and consumer advocacy
organizations

Sand County Foundation
Freshwater

Friends of the Mississippi River
Minnesota Rural Water Association
The Nature Conservancy
Environmental Working Group
Environmental Initiative
Pheasants Forever

Climate Land Leaders
Sustainable Food Lab
McKnight Foundation

Waxwing Consulting LLC

Government - federal

NRCS - MN
NRCS - ND
FSA

Government — state

Legislative Water Commission
Legislators

Clean Water Council

BWSR

MDA

MDNR

MPCA

MDH

Government — local

Minnesota Association of Soil and Water
Conservation Districts (MASWCD)
SWCDs

Minnesota Watersheds and watershed
districts

Red River Watershed Management Board
Red River Retention Authority

Red River Basin Commission

NACD Soil Health Champion

Producer organizations

Minnesota Farm Bureau Federation
Minnesota Farmers Union

Land Stewardship Project

Minnesota Corn

Minnesota Agricultural Water Resource
Center

Minnesota State Cattlemen's Association
Minnesota Milk

Minnesota Pork

Minnesota Soybean

Sustainable Farming Association

MN Soil Health Coalition

Young Farmers Coalition

Research and education

AgCentric FBM North

Central Lakes College

Minnesota State Southern Agricultural Center
of Excellence

SWMFBMA

MSU-Mankato

White Earth Tribal Technical College

Green Lands, Blue Waters

Minnesota Institute for Sustainable
Agriculture (MISA)

Forever Green Initiative

University of Minnesota (CFANS, Extension,
ROCs, SWAC, WRC, BBE, FS, Horticulture)
USDA Agricultural Research Service


https://z.umn.edu/SHaction
https://z.umn.edu/SHaction
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