Session #3 Summary Report

August 12, 2025
Topic: Private sector skills — What are the gaps in soil health knowledge among retailers and
private-sector ag advisors? What would support them in building skills and capacity?

Introduction
27 people joined on zoom, representing:
2 farmers
2 farmer organizations (SFA, Milk)
3 retailers/agronomists (including MCPR)
6 ag/environment/food advocacy organizations (TNC, LSP, FMR)
8 government (5 state/federal, 3 SWCD/RRBC)
6 University, research, Extension

Who is the “private sector” we are talking about?

Independent crop advisors

Retail agronomists (we had frank discussion about their potential conflicts of interest, on
the one hand, and the value of their expertise and commitment to farmer success, on the
other hand.)

Conservation agronomists. (They advise farmers and train other co-op agronomists.)
Conservation program advisors (e.g., Pheasants Forever)

Some discussion centered on the variation in individuals’ soil health skills and attitudes, while
other discussion focused on systemic influences on how private advisors work.

What are the priority actions in the next year to expand the capacity of private ag
advisors to support farmers adopting soil health management systems?

(1) Expand access to government incentives for both retail and independent agronomists.
(a) Advocate for legislative changes such as
(i) allowing co-ops to access MDA equipment grants, since co-ops could serve a
lot more acres than other recipients;
(i)  using 4R certification as a way for co-ops to access funding; directing CWF
dollars to the system of private agronomists.
(iii)  (Note the legislative day in August hosted by Centra Sota, MN Irrigators, and
MCPR.)
(b) Explore and develop new incentive mechanisms for private sector technical assistance
that helps agronomists manage their soil health business risk.
(c) Include incentives for crop advisors to help farmers participate in programs.



(2) Build resources for agronomists and retailers

(a) Support existing training opportunities for CCAs in Minnesota. (MCPR and others are
working on this.)

(b) Explore new training targeted at agronomists, modeled after the Advanced Soil Health
Training for Ag Professionals in lllinois or TAP in North Dakota.

(c) Build information networks and resources for retailers, e.g. a list of funding programs
so agronomists can more effectively help their clients access incentives. (MDA and
SWCDs could help provide conservation program information to agronomists.)

(d) Develop and promote business models for soil health services. (TNC is working on
finding value in a business model centered on soil health services, and especially
working with senior level management to implement new models.)

(3) Determine how much technical assistance capacity is needed and how the public and
private sectors might contribute. (TNC is working on assessing needs. UMN is promoting

joint training/capacity building for public and private sectors.)

(4) Expand implementation of the conservation agronomist model so every co-op has a local

expert on soil health and funding opportunities.

(5) While building the private sector skills and capacity, don’t lose sight of other legs of the stool

that hold up soil health. Such as, farmers sharing experiences is a critical learning
environment; and we need to keep working to get the information right (e.g. when and how

do cover crops make economic sense).

Next session: Nov 19, 2025 1:00-2:15 CT

Market development — What was learned from setting up the Green Acres oat milling facility?
What should be the next focus to expand markets?
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