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Chapter 1

Working Lands Program Description
The Natural Land Institute (NLI) has a mission to
protect natural landscapes and remnant natural
areas. In order to accomplish this mission, NLI
understands that a systems-focused approach —
promoting connectivity between landscapes and
forming large ecological complexes on a landscape
scale is necessary to maximize the ecological value
of these natural areas.
The landscape of Northern Illinois is a mosaic of
urban and suburban expansion, working lands
(agricultural land), and natural areas. Much of the
remaining open space in this landscape is
agricultural land. NLI’s system approach to
protecting natural landscapes incorporates working
lands as essential places to protect natural
resources. When best management practices are
implemented on working lands, these landscapes
and open spaces can provide ecosystem services to
a region including habitat, healthy soils, and
protecting water quality.
Including working lands into conservation,
restoration and ecological networks greatly increase
the potential for regional environmental integrity.
Working lands cover 40% of the Earth’s surface,
and in Northern Illinois, like much of the Upper
Midwest, that percentage can be up to 95% of the
land use, and includes 26.6 million acres of
farmland in Illinois. The Working Lands Program's
goal is to demonstrate how to incorporate
agricultural (working) lands into these ecological
complexes.
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Working Lands Program Description

NLI is responsible for the ecological integrity of
each conservation area it owns. Actively managing
these lands to prevent the degradation of the
natural resources on working land's holdings is
crucial for our stewardship activities. Working farms
also produce cash flow for NLI’s ongoing
stewardship responsibilities and allow farm
operators the opportunity to continue farming
these lands sustainably while allowing the tracts to
contribute to the local agricultural economy and
property tax base.

HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT
This document outlines the program procedures for
the Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands
Program. The guidance presented here establishes
objectives to assist NLI to achieve its Working Lands
Program goals. The following chapters outline a
management framework for the program and clear
direction for implementation. Tools and resources
for implementation have been noted and included
in the appendix or inserted where applicable.
Implementation steps can be found at each
chapter's end.
As NLI evolves its strategy to include the Working
Lands Program, this document will guide the longterm management of working lands from
acquisition by achieving stewardship goals and/or
sustainable revenue generation. This working
document is intended to be updated as policy,
regulations, resources and opportunities evolve.

GOALS FOR WORKING LANDS
The NLI Guiding Principles and NLI Working Lands
Policies have provided the base to develop this
manual. The following goals and objectives for the
Working Lands Program will be achieved using the
procedures outlined in this manual.

GOAL 1: NLI will implement the most
appropriate land use and management
strategy for its working landholdings.
Objectives:
Develop a site-specific conservation plan for each
site to determine the most appropriate land use.
• Promote alternatives to the current cropping
system on the site where the current cropping
system conflicts with NLI's mission or stewardship
goals.
• Encourage transition towards the most
regenerative practices and cropping system that
are appropriate for the site.
• Reduce or terminate agricultural acreage
of working lands where ecosystem restoration is
critical or indicated by the site's conservation
plan.
•

•

Identify the most appropriate tenant for the site.

Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands Program 5

Working Lands Program Description

GOAL 2: NLI will adopt farmland
management standards that protect
and conserve the natural resources on
working lands, including soil and water
resources, habitat, flora, fauna, and
cultural resources, and promote the
long-term ecological health of NLI sites.

GOAL 3: NLI will build
equitable partnerships with
the farm tenant.
Objectives:
•
•

Objectives:
•
•

•
•

•

•

•

66

Create clear management standards for
agricultural lands.
Develop a Conservation Plan for each specific
farm to identify the natural and cultural resources
of priority on each site and create a site-specific
plan for implementing NLI farmland management
standards.(See Chapter 5 for further guidance on
Conservation Plans)
Specify management standards for natural areas
on farms in the site Conservation Plan.
Develop monitoring procedures for adherence to
NLI agricultural land management standards.(See
Chapter 5)
Develop a monitoring and evaluation framework
for assessing program outcomes, complete with
evaluation metrics and benchmarks for progress.
(See Chapter 6)
Delineate roles and responsibilities between NLI
and the tenant for maintenance of each farm,
including the farm infrastructure, transitional areas,
and natural areas on each site.
Achieve a mutual understanding of agricultural
land management standards with tenants.

•
•
•

•

•

Maintain relationships with existing tenants when
possible.
Use both short and long-term leases to support
tenants and achieve conservation goals on and
adjacent to working lands.
Establish clear program procedures for leasing
agricultural land.
Write lease arrangements that are beneficial to
the tenant in addition to NLI’s stewardship goals.
Investigate the use of lease variations to
encourage tenants to plan and implement
conservation practices, and reduce economic
risk.
Facilitate access to resources providing technical
and financial assistance for conservation and
sustainable farming practices that align with NLI’s
mission and stewardship goals.
Risk reduction and sharing are the goals of the
management procedures outlined in this manual.
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GOAL 4: NLI will use farmland
lease revenue to support
conservation stewardship and
restoration activities.
Objectives:
• Provide funding for planning for restoration
activities by depositing a portion of lease
revenue into a designated fund for restoration
and stewardship of agricultural properties after
they are retired from the working lands
program.
• Allocate a portion of lease revenue to
reinvesting in the management of working
lands.
• Use the lease income to support stewardship
staff across all NLI preserves in addition to
working lands.
• Investigate unique market or revenue
opportunities on NLI Working Lands.
• Develop business plans for additional income/
revenue generation models for working lands.

GOAL 5: Grow NLI’s Working Lands
program to include more acreage/
additional sites to support NLI’s
mission of protecting natural
landscapes by creating connectivity
within ecological complexes and
creating buffers around existing
natural areas or preserves.
Objectives:
•

•

•

Create and implement a marketing campaign
directed towards landowners to encourage the
donation of working lands to NLI.
Expand and revise acquisition criteria to include
working lands, including financial implications,
and creating ecological connectivity within the
landscape.
Develop materials that communicate the benefits
to tenants (based on Goal 2 objectives) of
participating in lease arrangements with land
trusts and conservancies.

Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands Program
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Chapter 2

Responsibilities
This section outlines responsibilities for executing this management program for NLI’s
working lands.

NATURAL LAND INSTITUTE
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•

NLI has formed and delegated the Working Lands Sub-Committee (WLSC) to assume responsibility
for all aspects of the working lands. It is the responsibility of the WLSC to clear all agreements and
obligations of all aspects of managing working lands. The WLSC will name the contact person for the
tenant of working lands. The WLSC may have other agencies, consultants or staff that will be named
and take responsibility for differentiated activities necessary for successful execution of the farm
activities. The responsibility to administer the lease and monitor all provisions in the lease resides
with the WLSC, however, they may designate a staff person or agency to assist as needed. It is the
responsibility of the WLSC to provide information to the board of directors for oversight and garner
all necessary approvals from the BOD as needed to carry out these functions.

•

WLSC will designate a monitoring and evaluation timetable and protocol based
on the individual farm and needs. This may include performing random or targeted field assessments
periodically to monitor compliance with the lease, conservation and nutrient management plans.
Monitoring may consist of surface residue surveys, field checks, and review of receipts.

•

All documentation, records, maps and report will reside at the main office of NLI.

•

WLSC will set rates, provisions and approve all leases, including acquisitions and agreements for
rental rate reduction for conservation efforts.
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Responsibilities
LANDOWNER
•

•

•

WLSC will provide the Lessee with information
regarding NRCS technical assistance programs
that will foster Lessee's compliance with the
Conservation Plan.
WLSC will encourage communication among
the Lessee, Lessor, and staff at the Natural
Resource Conservation Service, Soil and Water
Conservation District, and/or other agronomic
service provider.
NLI shall be responsible for all real estate taxes
assessed against the leased property during the
term of the Farm Lease Agreement.

TENANT(S)
•

•

•

Perform crop production and animal
husbandry as provided in the written lease and
the spirit of the lease agreement. The lease is
the written agreed upon understanding
between NLI and the tenants.
Report required information to WLSC
as agreed to by all parties, including the
conservation and nutrient plans and progress.
Update all documentation as changes occur.

Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands Program
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Chapter 3

Working Lands Program
Eligibility
TENANT
Agriculture has been practiced for more than
10,000 years. Diversity of culture, technique and
approaches are deep and wide, still, the common
thread of success is providing for societal needs
while preserving the health and productivity of
the natural resources that includes the tillable soil
that we refer to as working lands. Our ideal tenant
should have the knowledge and resources to
achieve these broad outcomes.

10
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Working Lands Program Eligibility

Although not required, these are some of the
tenant characteristics that tend to lead to favorable
outcomes on our working lands:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Five years of farming experience
Business and marketing experience
Willingness to participate in USDA farm
programs
Willingness to incorporate biological
approaches to nutrient and pest management.
Understands market needs and demands and
response to the opportunities
Cooperative spirit and business approach
Understands the land steward’s responsibility
to soil health and the watershed

Currently, NLI oversees the borders, buffers, tree
and fence lines, streams, wooded areas that are
part of the farm but are not included in the lease
with the tenant of the working land. Because of the
integration of working land and the natural areas,
the separation of responsibility requires a
cooperative working relationship between the
tenant and the management of the natural areas. It
is the goal of our management of the natural areas
to diversify our revenue streams when possible to
capture values as opportunities are presented.

LAND
Some of these tracts may remain in agricultural
production indefinitely, and some may be
candidates for restoration. The WLSC shall
periodically review staff recommendations
and build consensus if each leased property

should a) remain in the working lands program, b) be
terminated from the program, or c) be reduced in
acreage so that it is partially terminated from the
program. NLI may terminate a leased property from
the program or reduce the acreage of a leased
property a) because of implementation plans for site
habitat restoration, or b) for any other reason related
to the management and operation of NLI’s properties
and affairs. In advance of the reduction or termination
of agricultural activities, if the land is to be restored,
NLI shall prepare a restoration plan and budget.
Allocated project funds from the farm lease for
restoration shall be reserved, unless otherwise
directed by the Board of Trustees.

LAND ACQUISITION
Land typically comes to NLI as a donation of title.
Seldom does the donor establish an endowment for
the restoration, preservation or ongoing maintenance
of the farm or infrastructure. The assumption of this
management manual is that either from donor
intentions or the need to generate revenue, we will
maximize agricultural use of the farm in a manner
that does not compromise the integrity of the
resource while providing monetary benefit. Our
revenue generation is from creating value from
ecological services and the productivity of land while
maintaining sound land stewardship.
We are not in the business of buying and selling land
to capture appreciation of land value.

Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands Program
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Chapter 4

Leases
The lease is the formal vehicle for all agreements and expectations of both parties. No agreement
should be left out and no agreements should exist outside the written, signed lease agreement.
The lease signing process should evoke in-depth conversations from both parties. This
"honeymoon" phase allows open expression on all issues and nothing should be implied. If the
tenant feels that conservation practices reduces his or her profitability, they should state their
concerns and have them address. The concept that conservation pays is often met with bias and
resistance. However, there is no alternative. Producers are resourceful and they can innovate to our
requirements if we clearly articulate those needs.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES:
All farm leases will:
•
•
•
•

be written, agreed upon by all parties and with the intent of favorable outcomes for all parties.
create and adhere to standard procedures for negotiation of lease extensions, farmland retirement,
and acreage reductions.
provide a consistent, fair, and efficient course of action for the acreage reduction, and/or
termination of leased properties from the program.
provide a clear course of action for all parties.

VVALUES EMBODIED IN THE LEASE
•
•
•
•
•
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Restore and protect soil health as a natural resource
Protect water quality (watershed and groundwater)
Create an ecologically diverse and resilient site; do no harm to surrounding ecological landscape
and communities
Do no harm to human communities nearby
(air and water quality)
Minimize operator’s long-term risk
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TENANT SELECTION
The equitable and efficient assignment of farm
leases to farmers shall require standard
procedures for the transfer of leases on new land
acquisitions, for negotiated lease extensions, or,
when negotiations fail, a public bid process, or
for farm lease retirements or acreage reductions.

For RFP Template See Appendix 1

LEASE TERMS
The Lessee may only use the property for
farming in NLI Farm Lease Agreement. In
addition to signing the Farm Lease Agreement,
the Lessee shall provide the following
documentation to NLI:
A. a list of all persons that will work on the
leased property,
B. proof of insurance naming NLI as additional
insured as required by the Farm Lease
Agreement, and
C. up to date contact information
D. copies of any special permits for crop
production such as hemp.
NLI will use both short and long-term
leases, determined by the natural resource
management goals for the site. Where
appropriate, the use of longer-term leases allow
lessees adequate time to recoup the cost of
required conservation practices and provides for
extended planning. Payback on conservation
practices generally require multiple years.

LAND MANAGEMENT STANDARDS
FOR NLI FARMS
A. The Illinois Erosion and Sediment Control law,
often referred to as the T by 2000 program,
became effective in April 1980. T represents the
tolerable soil loss for any specific soil. The term
signifies the point at which new soil is naturally
produced in greater or equal amounts to that
which is lost to erosion. Our goal is to reduce
erosion to the level that soil can regenerate. NRCS
can calculate the farm's soil loss by inputting
cropping practices into the Revised Universal Soil
Loss Equation. Many factors are involved in the
calculation, but the goal is no net loss of soil.
B. A nutrient management plan, complying with
NRCS practice 590 standards, is required for
operation of leased NLI farms.
C. A prescribed grazing plan (complying with NRCS
practice code 528 standards, will be required of
enterprises planning to pasture livestock.
D. Adequate soil cover (defined as 85%
vegetative cover by the knot test) will be
maintained for at least 75% (9 months) out of
the year.
E. The tenant will seek the least soil-disturbing
method of tillage possible for each crop.
F. A minimum buffer area of 35 feet will be
maintained around perennial streams, water
bodies and restoration areas.

Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands Program
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Leases

OTHER LEASE PROVISIONS

LEASE RENEWALS

Many other agreements, such as the example in
Appendix 10, may be agreed upon as a part of the
lease. As farmers diversify their income base, more
agreements will be necessary in the lease
agreement.

Lease renewals are provisions in the lease
on a case by case basis. Our goal is to make
longterm commitments to the Lessee providing the
incentives for long-term planning. Our goal is to
provide confidence that the land will remain in the
operator’s control as long as we continue to share
the vision for the farm.

LEASE RATE
Lease rates are determined by the WLSC using fair
market value based on average county corn yields,
compared to like properties and other methods that
ensure fairness. Lease rates will be fixed and not
flexed with the production year. Reductions of lease
rate or payment schedule will be considered for
incentives for conservation practices.

LEASE APPROVAL
The Lessee and NLI will execute a Farm Lease
Agreement in a form approved by the WLSC using
all considerations outlined in this guide.

LEASE-HOLD IMPROVEMENTS
As investments are made to improve the farm longterm, a written agreement will be added to the
lease to formalize the expectation of the tenant and
the WLSC (See Appendix 3). This provides for
clarification of the investment, depreciation and
compensation if the lease is terminated before the
end of the depreciation period. Unspoken
assumptions are a leading cause for disputes when
leases end. Generally, a value is assigned to labor as
a part of the investment if the tenant is providing
labor as a long-term capital improvement. The
application of lime and compost can also be set up
on a declining balance depreciation schedule.
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TERMINATION
NLI may reduce the acreage of or terminate
agricultural leases due to site habitat restoration, or
for any other reason related
to activities of the NLI. The Working Lands Program
staff should periodically review staff
recommendations and determine whether each
leased property should a) remain in the program,
b) be terminated from the program, or c) be
reduced in acreage.
In advance of the reduction or termination of
agricultural leases, if the land is to be restored, NLI
should prepare a restoration plan and budget, and
allocate project funds for restoration into which
farm lease fees shall be deposited.
NLIs should provide a consistent, fair, and efficient
course of action for the acreage reduction and/or
termination of leased properties from the program.
A termination clause should be included in the
lease agreement and notice should be provided to
tenants in writing at a specific number of months in
advance.
Lease may also be terminated in the case
of non-compliance or non-payment.
See Compliance and Payments sections,
respectively.
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Leases
PAYMENTS

COMPLIANCE

Annual rent payments shall be specified in each
lease agreement. Rent reduction or flexible
payment terms, or a combination there of, will be
considered for implementation of effective
conservation practices.

Tenants in violation of the standards, provisions
and agreed intent of the written lease will be
given notice in accordance with lease policy to
amend the situation. The burden of proof is on
the tenant to certify adherence with these
standards.

A Lessee’s failure to timely pay lease rents as
agreed may terminate its Farm Lease Agreement.

For Sample Lease, See Appendix 2
For Lease Hold improvement, See Appendix 3

Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands Program
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Chapter 5

Land Management Practices
and Policies

OVERVIEW
This chapter first describes the standards for
management of all farmland within NLI’s Working
Lands Program, and the principles and goals that
inform those standards. The chapter then
provides guidance for creating a plan for land
management in accordance with NLI standards
and interpreting these standards for application
on each unique site.
NLI’s goal for setting land management standards
is to achieve regenerative management of all land
in the Working Lands Program. In this document,
Regenerative Agriculture management is used to
describe agricultural practices that increase soil
health instead of depleting it, protect and improve
water quality instead of degrading it, increase
biological diversity and resilience, and provide
ecosystem services by working with the natural
landscape instead of fighting it to produce food,
fiber, fuel, etc.

For Delta Factsheet on Regenerative
Agriculture, See Appendix 4
NLI’s land management model will focus on
moving along the spectrum from a system of
agriculture which depletes natural resources to
one that regenerates the land, not simply
mandating a specific set of practices.
This chapter will outline a framework for
determining management priorities, practices and
goals for each site within the parameters of the
Working Lands Program standards. Natural
resource concerns, opportunities, challenges will
vary by site as will the end result. This chapter
provides a framework to make those decisions. .
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Soil Health Gap

Because of wide variations in soil formation, glacial
till and other factors, a site-specific method to
evaluate soil is called the Soil Health Gap. A native
sample of representative soil is located on the farm
or a nearby adjacent farm. The sample is then
evaluated for multiple soil health factors such as soil
carbon, life forms and mineral content.
These results are compared to a representative
sample from the working lands portion of the farm.
The difference is referred to as the Soil Health Gap.
By establishing this benchmark, better decisions can
be made for cropping practices, soil amendments
and restoration possibilities. Although this method
can be somewhat subjective, it can bring all parties
together to agree on the current state of the farm's
soil and realistic expectations for improvements. A
predominately sandy soil will never be 5% organic
matter soil. Our intent is to use this method in both
writing the lease and tenant agreements as well as a
monitoring consideration.
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NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
PRIORITIES

MANAGEMENT PRINCIPLES
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

Emphasize working lands as part of ecological
complexes, and consider management with an
ecosystem-scale perspective
Promote the long-term ecological health of
the working lands
Respond to the unique features and needs of
individual sites.
Improve management along a progressive
continuum as outlined in the BMP Index.
Encourage innovation of the tenants with both
conservation requirements and rewards.
Respect the land and strengthen the
connections between people, the land, and
agricultural production. (Biodynamic,
organic, polyculture and other regenerative
philosophies)
Provide and leverage ecosystem services Hunters, fishermen and outdoor enthusiast
that can connect with the farm and farmer

The list below highlights the highest priority natural
resources on NLI’s working lands. Land
management policies and procedures seek to
protect and conserve these qualities. Our intent is
to first halt practices with negative effects then
transition to practices that produce positive effects.
Farm quality improvement continuum
•
•

•

•

Soil health and soil loss: soil loss → no soil loss
→ soil building
Water quality (including groundwater) harming
water quality, runoff → reduction/elimination of
harm → actively protecting or contributing to the
health of the watershed
Biological diversity depleting biological diversity,
reducing species present on property/conditions
for the plant, animal, microbial species →
constant biological diversity → actively increasing
in-field, the edge of the field and natural area
diversity
Habitat/landscape/ecosystem function depleting
ecosystem function/ harming the region →
neutral/average for the region → providing
greater ecosystem services, net positive for the
region

FARMLAND MANAGEMENT PRACTICES
NLI will adopt farmland management standards that protect and conserve the natural resources on working
lands, including soil and water resources, habitat, flora, fauna, and cultural resources and promote the longterm ecological health of NLI sites.
Criteria for operation on NLI Farms will be for a continuum of improvement. See Chapter 4 on Leasing for
more details about this policy and process.

Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands Program
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Land Management Practices and Policy
In accordance with Goal 2 of the program,
practices to be incorporated into each site’s
management plan and required in the lease
agreement are as follows:
1. Regular soil testing on all fields by an agent of
NLI, not the farmer, and on 5 year intervals
(farmer can do this more regularly for his NPK
requirements)
2. Reduced tillage/minimum necessary
3. A written nutrient management plan
4. Application records of all inputs
5. Grass waterways will be installed or maintained
in an condition where gully erosion occurs in
fields
6. Winter cover is required (cover crops or through
typical rotation)
7. Minimum filter strip of 35 feet along all bodies
of water
8. BMPs used for all nutrient applications
9. IPM plan for the farm
10. Habitat and biological diversity improvement

TAILORING STANDARDS TO THE SITE
Each site has unique management (natural resource)
concerns, limitations, opportunities, and tenants. Site
assessments and farm management plans will tailor
NLI’s management policy and philosophy to the
site’s needs.
Site Assessment
Each new acquisition will be assessed, and an
accompanying report will be created to document
the natural resources, condition of the working
lands, other resource challenges, infrastructure,
neighboring lands/landscapes/ecology to lay the
groundwork for a Farm Management Plan.
Appendix 7 is a news release describing the process
of a Environmental Site Assessment, Phase 1, that is
a template for evaluation.
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At the same time baseline data will be collected for
monitoring purposes. A site assessment guideline
and checklist can be found in the Instructions
section. Site assessment should include, but not be
limited to;
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Infrastructure
Natural resources
Topographical features
Inventory and assessment of farmland condition
Inventory and assessment of natural area(s)
condition
Neighboring properties
Gathering baseline monitoring data
Easements, restrictions to the deed, other land
use considerations

Farm Management Plan
A Farm Management Plan (FMP) will be prepared
by NLI staff for each site in the Working Lands
Program. These plans will outline long-term
management for the entire site, including
farmland and natural areas. The plan will identify
the management priorities on-site, provide
implementation strategies including timelines. The
FMP will determine the most appropriate use for
the land (in accordance with Goal 1 for the
Working Lands Program). The FMP will determine
short and long term goals for land use,
conservation, restoration, stewardship. The FMP
should be compatible with the NRCS conservation
plan and the tenant’s nutrient management plan.
NRCS Conservation Plan
One of the duties of the NRCS County
Conservationist is to conduct a site visit, interview
farm operator and write a NRCS Conservation
Plan for the specific farm, watershed and intended
cropping practices of the farmer. These plans
typically have a range of components from cover
crops and crop rotation suggestions.strategies.
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Nutrient Management Plan

NRCS Conservation Plan (con't)

Engineered water management structures,
hedgerows and wildlife habitat are also considered.
Counties have annual priorities base on regional
needs and funding available. Most suggested
practices have rental or entitlement payments or
cost-share reimbursement available. Farmers must
own or have a lease for the property for at least the
duration of the practice. This opportunity is typically
under-utilized and is often viewed by the farmer to
be in conflict with maximizing profitability in rowcrop production. However, carefully crafted NRCS
Conservation Plans can provide long-term benefit
for the farm operation, reduce risk and provide
restorative benefits to the farm ecology.
Cropping Plan
Cropping plans and marketing plans are the
responsibility of the farmer and does not invite
collaboration with the landowner in a cash lease
outside of meeting the written terms and restriction
of the lease as described in other parts of this guide.
However, cropping and marketing plans can
integrate with conservation plans to seek additional
value for crops in the market with discriminating
buyers. Many private companies have joined with
NRCS and other agencies to establish standards and
guidelines for messaging to consumers on their
influence in supporting conservation and restoration
of natural resources. Technology has provided many
pathways for data collection and sharing of
production methods, impacts and the back story of
the producers. This is increasingly differentiating
farmers and farm products and will lead to higher
farm-gate income for better farmers.

The NRCS defines the nutrient management plan
(Practice Code 590) as: “Managing the amount
(rate), source, placement (method of
application), and timing of plant nutrients and
soil amendments.”
The need for a nutrient plan is to:
Budget, supply and conserve nutrients for plant
production
• Minimize agricultural nonpoint source pollution
of surface and groundwater resources.
• Properly utilize manure, municipal and industrial
biosolids, and other organic byproducts as plant
nutrient sources
• Protect air quality by reducing odors, nitrogen
emissions (ammonia, oxides of nitrogen), and
the formation of atmospheric particulates
• Maintain or improve the physical, chemical, and
biological condition of soil
NRCS clearly states that a nutrient management plan
is needed for “all lands where plant nutrients and soil
amendments are applied.”
•

FARMLAND MANAGEMENT PROCEDURES
For NLI Best Management Practice Index , See
Appendix 5
This index has been developed in collaboration
with the Delta Institute to provide a process-flow
for implementing BMP’s with associated incentives
from the landowner in a fair and transparent
manner. As noted, the NRCS has many financial
incentives in place for implementing conservation
practices. This NLI BMP guideline index provides a
separate layer of incentives while being fairhanded as a landowner seeking the best tenants.

Natural Land Institute’s Working Lands Program
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Guidelines for the use of the NLI BMP Index:
1. It can be applied by field. Field results can be
aggregated to evaluate the site.
2. Categories can be weighted based on concerns
or goals at the site.
3. Provide incentive structure needed to encourage
and reward increases in scores.
4. Technical assistance can come from a broadbase of resources. WLSC can provide a current
list of appropriate resources depending on
availability.
5. Our evaluation form is Appendix 6.
6. BMP Index will be implemented through an
annual review by WLSC.
7. Practices may become more difficult to measure
as score increases. The score or goal is a certain
approach to agriculture rather than specific
practices. Understanding and scoring will rely on
interviews with the tenant and the discretion of
the WLSC.
8. Truly regenerative agriculture requires systemic
shifts, this index does not attempt to score
innovation.
Other Management Considerations
As conditions and opportunities change, our
terms of lease will change from time to time to
allow or restrict activities as needed. It is
important to embed all provisions in the lease
agreement and to be understood that all
agreements are within the lease.

20
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Chapter 6

Monitoring and Evaluation
Management Data Structure and Collection
As previously mentioned, technology is providing
seamless, integrated and endless data collection in
agriculture. Relevant to our conservation goals,
data collection, analytics, clustering and mining are
helping correlate agriculture land management
techniques with changes in weather to provide realtime information on impact and outcomes. The big
data field has become crowded and competitive.
John Deere provides an extensive data collection/
analytical service that challenges our imagination.
Microsoft, IBM and others have rapidly moved into
the space because of the world-wide market
implications.
Today, farmers are pulled in many directions to
allow others and, more often, devices to collect
data. Ownership of farm level data has already
made it into the courts to determine rights of the
farmer. Appendix 11 is just one example of an online data form being solicited in the name of
agriculture conservation. Numerous efforts abound
to collect data on phosphorus and nitrogen usage
at the farm level while both usage and ownership
of that same data is being challenged.
For our purposes, we have included an annual
review with a suggested manual form to be filled in
and filed with the WLSC at the NLI offices. Our
need for this information is to fairly administer our
farm leases while measuring progress towards our
conservation and restoration goals.

The temptation is to utilize the latest services and
technology to gather the data, but our need for
farm level information is basic and need not intrude
on the relationship with our tenant. We will review
this policy from time to time for adjustment.
Indicators for Stewardship Goals
The NLI Best Management Practices Index can be
used to measure stewardship indicators at the
annual review.
Determine Soil Testing Protocol and Lab
Today’s soil labs use well-established testing and
reporting protocol. Technique in sampling
can result in errors and the person taking the soil
samples should have adequate training in soil
testing. We are cautious of who is taking the soil
samples and for what purpose. Free soil testing from
the company selling the fertilizer comes with a risk
of moral hazard. These are always concerns and
when examining soil tests, who, how and why must
be considered when examining the results.
Verify and Collect Management Data
WLSC will determine the extent of testing, reporting
and observation needed on a farm by farm
determination as farms with extensive
environmentally sensitive areas may need different
expertise.
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Chapter 7

Information and
Outreach
Land Trusts nationally manage a significant amount of working lands. NLI
strives to collect and disseminate useful, accurate information about the
progress and success of all aspects contained in this manual leveraging
working lands and the operators for successful outcomes for conservation
and restoration of our environment. Consistent and accurate forms and
records will be filed with this goal in mind. Collection and dissemination of
this information is to support broad efforts to integrate working lands into
conservation programs and restoration efforts.

Chapter 8

Fund
Allocations
PROGRAM REVENUE
NLI strives to balance lease rates on working lands to both incent good
stewardship practices of the farm and to provide operation funding
to carry out our targeted work. We strive to preserve the working
land supporting community farmers and ag-related businesses while
stewarding the natural areas as a focus that is outside the purview of working
lands farmers.

PRODUCTS AND SERVICES
Our background and area of competency is the management and restoration
of the natural areas. Our goal is to synergize with competent farmers that will
perform conservation stewardship on the working lands.
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Chapter 9

Standard Business
Terms

Insurance: NLI requires each tenant to maintain adequate insurance
coverage, naming the organization as an additional insured, and all
parties that work on the farmed parcel.
Taxes: NLI is responsible for all real estate taxes assessed against
the leased property during the term of the Farm Lease Agreement.

Chapter 10

Program
Implementation
CHECKLIST FOR EACH FARM:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Site assessment
Lease specific to farm
Tenant installation
Conservation plan
Nutrient management plan
Baseline data established
Monitoring/reporting protocol in place
Conservation/stewardship/restoration
for natural areas action plan in place
Annual review, hard copy records filed.

AFTERWORD
Every attempt has been made to align the management practices with the philosophies and
function of the Institute. Revisions need to be made when intent and actual practices no longer
align. Appendices follow:
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APPENDIXAppendix
1
3

AVAILABLE FARMLAND REQUEST FOR
PROPOSALS

Please read and complete all portions of this application.
Solutions in the Land (SITL) would like to announce farm leases available for 5 and 50 acres in multiple
counties in Northern IL and Southern WI. Applications are currently being accepted for initial 12-24 month leases
(Rolling deadline).
A limited number of acres are certified organic, and some of the remaining are in transition. Organic
farming is not a requirement for tenancy, but a stewardship plan for building soil fertility and sustainable
management will be included in a lease.

RESOURCES AT MOST FARM LOCATIONS
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prime farmland with productive soils.
Light farm equipment available.
Shared infrastructure, including barn. Landowner willing to invest in additional infrastructure, including
enterprise-specific needs with approved long-term business plan.
Production and marketing assistance.
An evolving farm business cluster.
Housing on or near the farm.
Contacts with understanding ag lenders.

SUBMITTING PROPOSALS
Proposals can be submitted by email or through the Solutions in the Land website. Proposals can be
submitted to info@solutionsintheland.com.
Questions about the submission process? Email info@solutionsintheland.com.

PROPOSAL GUIDELINES
Please include the following in your proposal:
1. Cover letter describing your farm concept and experience.
2. Please provide full identification and contact information of the person(s) responsible for the proposal
submitted:
• Name(s)
• Address(es)
• Telephone number(s)
• E-mail address(es)
• If applicable, provide a list of licenses or certifications pertaining to this proposal.
3. Resume.
4. Lease acreage required. (5-50 acres)
5. Business Plan. Please visit our website (solutionsintheland.com) to download a template and
requirements for submission of a business plan.
6. Include any other information that you believe is relevant to your proposal for tenancy.

A P P L I C A N T Q U A L I F I C AT I O N S :
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

5 years farming experience preferred.
Business and marketing experience preferred.
Willingness to participate in USDA farm programs.
Willingness to incorporate biological approaches to nutrient and pest
management.
Understands producing for a market verses marketing production.
Cooperative spirit and business approach.
Understands the land stewards responsibility to soil heath and the watershed.

20506 Beaverton Road
Poplar Grove, IL 61065
815-742-3450
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APPENDIX 2
Cash Farm Lease

NCFMEC-01A

For additonal information see NCFMEC–01 (Fixed and Flexible Cash Rental Arrangements For Your Farm).
7KLVIRUPFDQSURYLGHWKHODQGRZQHUDQGRSHUDWRUZLWKDJXLGHIRUGHYHORSLQJDQDJUHHPHQWWRÀWWKHLU
individual situation. This form is not intended to take the place of legal advice pertaining to contractual
relationships between the two parties. Because of the possibility that an operating agreement may be
legally considered a partnership under certain conditions, seeking proper legal advice is recommended when
developing such an agreement.
This lease entered into this

day of

, 20

, between

, owner, of
Address
, spouse, of

Appendix 4

Address

hereafter known as “the owner,” and
, operator, of
Address
, spouse, of
Address
hereafter known as “the operator.”

I. Property Description
The landowner hereby leases to the operator, to occupy and use for agriculture and related purposes, the
following described property:

consisting of approximately

acres situated in

County (Counties),

(State)

II. General Terms of Lease
A. Time period covered. The provisions of this agreement shall be in effect for
year(s), commencing
on the
day of
, 20 . This lease shall continue in effect from year to year
thereafter unless written notice of termination is given by either party to the other at least days prior to
expiration of this lease or the end of any year of continuation.
B. Review of lease. A written request is required for general review of the lease or for consideration of
proposed changes by either party, at least
GD\VSULRUWRWKHÀQDOGDWHIRUJLYLQJQRWLFHWRWHUPLQDWHWKH
OHDVHDVVSHFLÀHGLQ,,$
C. Amendments and alterations. Amendments and alterations to this lease shall be in writing and shall be
signed by both the owner and operator.
D. No partnership intended. It is particularly understood and agreed that this lease shall not be deemed to be,
nor intended to give rise to, a partnership relation.
i
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E. Transfer of property. If the owner should sell or otherwise transfer title to the farm, such action will be
done subject to the provisions of this lease.
F. Right of entry. The owner, as well as agents and employees of the owner, reserve the right to enter the farm
at any reasonable time to a) consult with the operator; b) make repairs, improvements, and inspections; and
c) (after notice of termination of the lease is given) do tilling, seeding, fertilizing, and any other customary
seasonal work, none of which is to interfere with the operator in carrying out regular operations.
G. No right to sublease. The owner does not convey to the operator the right to lease or sublet any part of the
farm or to assign the lease to any person or persons whomsoever, including for purposes of hunting, trapping
or other recreational uses.
H. Binding on heirs. The provisions of this lease shall be binding upon the heirs, executors, administrators,
and successors of both owner and operator in like manner as upon the original parties, except as provided by
mutual written agreement.
Additional agreements regarding terms of lease:

III. Land Use
A. General provisions. The land described in Section I will be used in approximately the following manner. If
it is impractical in any year to follow such a land-use plan, appropriate adjustments will be made by mutual
written agreement between the parties.
1. Cropland
a) Row crops

Acres

b) Small grains

Acres

c) Hay

Acres

d) Rotation pasture

Acres

3HUPDQHQWSDVWXUH
3. Other:





Acres
Acres
Acres

TOTAL ACRES

Acres

B. *RYHUQPHQW3URJUDPV7KHH[WHQWRI SDUWLFLSDWLRQ
in federal, state or county government programs
$PRXQWRI &DVK5HQW 3DUW,9$
for purposes of commodity support, conservation
Kind of Land or
Rate per
enhancement or other objectives will be discussed
Improvements
Acres
Acre
Amount
and decided on an annual basis or when the original
Row crops
$
$
contract expires. The course of action agreed upon
Small grains
$
$
should be placed in writing and be signed by both
parties. A copy of the course of action so agreed upon Hay
$
$
shall be made available to each party.
3HUPDQHQWSDVWXUH
$
$
Timber
$
$
IV. Amount and Payment of Rent
Waste
$
$
,I DÁH[LEOHFDVKUHQWDODUUDQJHPHQWLVGHVLUHGGHVFULEHLW
Farm buildings
$
$
RQWKHODVWSDJHRI WKLVIRUPDQGRPLWVHFWLRQ$EHORZ
Dwelling
$
$
A. Cash rental rates. The operator agrees to pay as
Other
$
$
cash rent the amount as calculated in the “Amount of
Cash Rent” table for each kind of land; or, one total
Entire Farm
$
$
may be entered for Entire Farm unit.
ii
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B. Rental payment. The annual cash rent shall be paid as follows:
$

on or before

day of

(Month)

$

on or before

day of

(Month)

$

on or before

day of

(Month)

$

on or before

day of

(Month)

If rent is not paid when due, the operator agrees to pay interest on the amount of unpaid rent at the rate of
percent per annum from the due date until paid.
C. Payee information. The rental payments shall be sent to the address of the owner as shown on page 1 of
this lease, or to the following address:
D. Liens.7KHRSHUDWRUDFNQRZOHGJHVDQGDJUHHVWKDWWKHRZQHUPD\ÀOHDQGSHUIHFWDOLHQXSRQWKHFURSV
grown under this lease to secure the payment of rents or any other amounts due under this lease, and that the
operator may execute the same against such crops in accordance with state law.

V. Operation and Maintenance of Farm
,QRUGHUWRRSHUDWHWKLVIDUPHIÀFLHQWO\DQGWRPDLQWDLQLWLQDKLJKVWDWHRI SURGXFWLYLW\WKHSDUWLHVDJUHHDV
follows:
A. The operator agrees:
1. General maintenance: To provide the labor necessary to maintain the farm and its improvements
during the rental period in as good condition as it was at the beginning. Normal wear and depreciation and
damage from causes beyond the operator’s control are excepted.
2. Noxious weeds. To use diligence to prevent noxious weeds from going to seed on the farm. Treatment of
the noxious weed infestation and cost thereof shall be handled as follows:
3. Conservation. Control soil erosion according to an approved conservation plan; keep in good repair all
terraces, open ditches, inlets and outlets of tile drains, and ponds; preserve all established watercourses or
GLWFKHVLQFOXGLQJJUDVVHGZDWHUZD\VDQGÀHOGERUGHUVDQGUHIUDLQIURPDQ\RSHUDWLRQRUSUDFWLFHWKDWZLOO
injure such structures.
4. Damage. Upon termination of the lease agreement, to pay the owner reasonable compensation for any
damages to the farm for which the operator is responsible. Any decrease in value due to ordinary wear and
depreciation or damages outside the control of the operator are excepted.
5. Costs of operation.7RSD\DOOFRVWVRI RSHUDWLRQH[FHSWWKRVHVSHFLÀFDOO\UHIHUUHGWRLQ6HFWLRQV9$
DQG9%
6. Repairs. Not to buy materials for maintenance and repairs in an amount in excess of $
single year without written consent of the owner.

within a

7. Documentation. To provide the owner with yield or production information for harvested crops
VXIÀFLHQWWRPHHWUHTXLUHPHQWVIRUFURSLQVXUDQFHGRFXPHQWDWLRQDQGSDUWLFLSDWLRQLQ86'$FRPPRGLW\
programs.
B. The owner agrees:
1. Loss replacement. To replace or repair as promptly as possible the dwelling or any other building or
HTXLSPHQWUHJXODUO\XVHGE\WKHRSHUDWRUWKDWPD\EHGHVWUR\HGRUGDPDJHGE\ÀUHÁRRGRURWKHUFDXVH
beyond the control of the operator or to make rental adjustments in lieu of replacements.
2. Materials for repair. To furnish all material needed for normal maintenance and repairs.
3. Skilled labor. To furnish or pay for any skilled labor tasks that the operator is unable to perform
satisfactorily. Additional agreements regarding materials and labor are:
iii
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4. Reimbursement. To pay for materials purchased by the operator for purposes of repair and maintenance
in an amount not to exceed $
in any one year, except as otherwise agreed upon. Reimbursement
shall be made within
days after the operator submits the bill.
5. Removable improvements. Let the operator make minor improvements of a temporary of removable
nature, which do not mar the condition or appearance of the farm, at the operator’s expense. The owner
IXUWKHUDJUHHVWROHWWKHRSHUDWRUUHPRYHVXFKLPSURYHPHQWVHYHQWKRXJKWKH\DUHOHJDOO\À[WXUHVDWDQ\
time this lease is in effect or within
days thereafter, provided the operator leaves in good condition
that part of the farm from which such improvements are removed. The operator shall have no right to
compensation for improvements that are not removed except as mutually agreed.
6. Compensation for crop expenses. 7RUHLPEXUVHWKHRSHUDWRUDWWKHWHUPLQDWLRQRI WKLVOHDVHIRUÀHOGZRUN
done and for other crop costs incurred for crops to be harvested during the following year. Unless otherwise
agreed, current custom rates for the operations involved and actual costs for materials applied will be used
as a basis of settlement.
C. Both agree:
1. Not to obligate other party. Neither party hereto shall pledge the credit of the other party hereto for any
purpose whatsoever without the consent of the other party. Neither party shall be responsible for debts or
liabilities incurred, or for damages caused by the other party.
2. Capital improvements. Costs of establishing hay or pasture seedings, new conservation structures,
LPSURYHPHQWV H[FHSWDVSURYLGHGLQ6HFWLRQ9% RURI DSSO\LQJOLPHDQGRWKHUORQJOLYHGIHUWLOL]HUV
shall be divided between owner and operator as set forth in the following table. The operator will be
reimbursed by the owner either when the improvement is completed, or the operator will be compensated
for the share of the depreciated cost of the operator’s contribution when the lease ends based on the
value of the operator’s initial contribution and depreciation rate shown in the “Compensation for
Improvements” table. (Cross out the portion of the preceding sentence which does not apply.) Rates
for labor, power and machinery contributed by the operator shall be agreed upon before construction is
started.
3. Mineral rights and wind/solar development. The landowner shall have the right to enter into agreements
for the development of petroleum, wind, solar, or other resources on the property, and may also authorize
third parties to enter the property to survey, construct, and/or operate the facilities reasonably necessary
to develop those resources. The landowner agrees to reimburse the tenant for any actual damage suffered
for crops destroyed by these activities and to release the tenant from obligation to continue farming this
property when and if development of such resources interferes materially with the tenant’s opportunity to
make a satisfactory return.
4. Environmental issues. The operator shall conduct all operations on the property in a manner consistent
with all applicable local, state, and federal environmental codes, regulations, and statutes and shall
bear sole responsibility for any violations thereof. The operator shall be solely responsible for securing
any permits or approvals necessary for his or her activities on the property. In the event of any legallyprohibited release of materials to the environment, the operator will indemnify the landowner for any
FRVWVRI HQYLURQPHQWDOFOHDQXSDQGUHVWRUDWLRQDVZHOODVDQ\SHQDOWLHVÀQHVMXGJPHQWVRURWKHUDPRXQWV
incurred by landowner as a result of such release.
5. Arbitration of differences. Any differences between the parties as to their several rights or obligations
under this lease that are not settled by mutual agreement after thorough discussion, shall be submitted
for arbitration to a committee of three disinterested persons, one selected by each party hereto and to the
third by the two thus selected. The committee’s decision shall be accepted by both parties.

iv
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VI. Amount of Rent to be paid when Cropland is rented on a Flexible Basis
Flexible cropland rent. 8VH0HWKRG,,,RU,,,
1. Basic information to be used in Methods I and II

Crop(s)

Base Cash
Rent
(per acre)
$
$
$

Base Yield
(bushel or
ton per acre)

%DVH3ULFH
(per bushel
or ton)
$
$
$

Base Input
Costs
(per acre)
$
$
$

Minimum
Cash Rent
(per acre)

Maximum
Cash Rent
(per acre)

$
$
$

$
$
$

2. 7KHFXUUHQWSULFHIRUWKHFXUUHQW\HDUVKDOOEH$YHUDJH3ULFHDWFORVHRI GD\EDVHGRQWKHIROORZLQJWLPH
periods(s) and location(s).
&URS V  




Day
Day
Day









Month through
Month through
Month through


Day
Day
Day



 3ULFH6RXUFH
Month at
Month at
Month at

3. Base Year Input Costs
Crop(s)

Seed

Fertilizer

$
$
$

3HVWLFLGHV
$
$
$

$
$
$

Fuel

Total

$
$
$

$
$
$

For each year of this lease, the Base Cash Rent per acre for each crop shall be adjusted at the close of the
cropping season by one of the following methods:

Method I - Flexing for Price Only
Crop(s)

Base
×
Rent
×
×
×

&XUUHQW3ULFH
=
¸%DVH3ULFH
=
=
=

5HQW3HU
×
Acre†
×
×
×

Acres
=
Grown
=
=
=

Adjusted Rent
for the Year

Method II - Flexing for Price and Yield
Crop(s)

Base
×
Rent
×
×
×

&XUUHQW3ULFH
×
¸%DVH3ULFH
×
×
×

(Current Yield
=
÷ Base Yield)‡
=
=
=

5HQW3HU
×
Acre†
×
×
×

Acres
Grown

=

Adjusted Rent
for the Year

=
=
=

Method III - Flexing for Price, Yield and Input Costs
Crop(s)

Base
&XUUHQW3ULFH
×
Rent
¸%DVH3ULFH
×
×
×

×
×
×
×

(Current Yield
(Base Costs ÷
×
÷ Base Yield)‡
Current Costs)
×
×
×

×
×
×
×

Acres
=
Grown
=
=
=

Flexible
Rent

†
,I FDOFXODWHGÀJXUHLVOHVVWKDQ´PLQLPXPFDVKUHQWµLQ3DUWXVHWKHVHWPLQLPXP,I FDOFXODWHGÀJXUHLVPRUHWKDQ´0D[LPXP&DVK5HQWµLQ
3DUWXVHWKHVHWPD[LPXP
‡
The current yield shall be the “farm” yield for the current lease year.

v
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Method IV - Work Out and Record Procedure To Be Used

([HFXWHGLQGXSOLFDWHRQWKHGDWHÀUVWDERYHZULWWHQ
Operator

Owner

Operator’s spouse

Owner’s spouse

State of
County of
On this
day of
, A.D. 20
, before me, the undersigned, a Notary
3XEOLFLQVDLG6WDWHSHUVRQDOO\DSSHDUHG
,
,
,
and
to me known to be the identical persons named in and who executed the
foregoing instrument, and acknowledged that they executed the same as their voluntary act and deed.


















1RWDU\3XEOLF

© 2011, North Central Farm Management Extension Committee
For more information about this and other leases, visit http://AgLease101.org
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Appendix

Lease Supplement for Investing Ag Decision Maker
in Improvements on a Rented Farm
File C2-07

T

he purpose of this lease supplement is to
encourage cooperation between tenants
and landowners who wish to obtain
needed improvements, facilities, and buildings
on a rented farm. Often rented farms are in
need of additional buildings, facilities, major
repairs, or soil improvements. Many of the
additions and improvements that are needed
on a rented farm will not be made unless
the tenant pays for part or all of the cost.
But tenants are not likely to make important
contributions toward farm improvements
unless they are sure of repayment for any
unexhausted value of their investments in case
they have to discontinue farming the property.

Procedure
First step: Agree on the improvements to be
made: what each party will furnish, rate of
depreciation, and estimated value of tenant’s
investment in each major improvement or
addition.
Second step: Record and sign the agreements
on the lease supplement. Fill out one copy
each for landowner and tenant.

Suggested Rates of Depreciation
The initial cost of each improvement should be
depreciated over a reasonable length of time.
Straight-line depreciation is suggested because
it is simple and it is commonly used for
accounting purposes. For major improvements
such as a livestock building, machine shed,
or livestock production facility, a depreciation
period of 15 to 25 years is suggested. For
minor improvements such as fences or corrals,
a shorter depreciation period may be used.
However, the two parties may use any rate

of depreciation they can agree upon. Farm
income tax depreciation schedules are not
particularly useful, though, because they often
allow assets to be depreciated more rapidly
than their actual market value decreases.

Spreading Limestone
The rate of depreciation and value of limestone
varies with the type of soil, cropping system,
the amount of limestone applied, and other
factors. Under average conditions, the value of
limestone may be assumed to last three to five
years.

Commercial Fertilizers
The residual value beyond the year of
application of fertilizers depends on a number
of factors, including nutrients applied, rate of
application, soil, crops to which applied, and
seasonal weather conditions. The level of these
nutrients in the soil at the time of the fertilizer
application should also be considered. On
farms where the rate is designed to maintain
the present level of fertility, no allowance
is usually made for fertilizer residual. On
farms where the fertility level is low and the
application rates are high relative to anticipated
annual use, it may be desirable to specify a
carry-over value of fertilizers.

Farm Structures and Repairs
A tenant on a cash or crop-share lease
sometimes wants special improvements
beyond what the landowner will furnish for
machinery storage, grain storage, or livestock
production. The landowner may receive little,
if any, direct return from such an investment.
If the landowner will not provide such a
structure, then the tenant may offer to make
FM 1780 Revised August 2013
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Page 2

Lease Supplement for Investing in Improvements on a Rented Farm

the improvement provided the landowner
will guarantee payment for any unused value
in case the tenant has to move before fully
realizing the value of the investment. If it is
a structure that fits in with the landowner’s
improvement plan, the landowner may provide
a portion of the investment and safeguard the
tenant for a period of years on the part the
tenant provides.

Farm Drainage and Terraces
Farm drainage and terraces usually are the

entire responsibility of the landowner. If the
tenant bears all or part of the expense of
tiling or ditching for drainage or constructing
terraces, a suitable depreciation period for the
tenant’s investment should be used. In some
cases, the tenant may provide labor and/or
machinery for making such improvements.
The Iowa Farm Custom Rate Survey (AgDM
File A3-10) can be used to value the tenant’s
contribution in such a case. More information
about tiling can be found in AgDM Information
File C2-90, Understanding the Economics of
Tile Drainage.

Suggestion depreciation rates

Years

Livestock production facilities

10-20

5-10%

Machinery storage, grain bins

15-20

5-7%

Tile lines

10-15

7-10%

Terraces

10-15

7-10%

Fences

15-20

Lime

3-5

Annual Rate

5-7%
20-33%

… and justice for all
Iowa State University Extension programs are available to all without regard to
race, color, age, religion, national origin, sexual orientation, gender identity, genetic
information, sex, marital status, disability, or status as a U.S. veteran. Inquiries can be
directed to the Director of Equal Opportunity and Compliance, 3280 Beardshear Hall,
(515) 294-7612.
Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 30,
1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Cathann A. Kress,
director, Cooperative Extension Service, Iowa State University of Science and Technology, Ames, Iowa.
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Prepared by William Edwards,
emeritus economics professor
wedwards@iastate.edu
www.extension.iastate.edu/agdm
store.extension.iastate.edu

Lease Supplement for Investing in Improvements on a Rented Farm
Description of Farm: County ______________________ Township _________________ Section (s) _______________ Acres _________
1. In consideration of the agreements herein contained, the signers agree that
the improvements listed in Section A (below) have been completed on the
above-described farm.
2. It is agreed that the signers will share contributions and costs necessary to
the completion of these improvements as set forth in Section B.
3. It is agreed that the estimated value or cost of the tenant’s contributions will
be listed in Section C.

5. If for any reason the tenant leaves the farm before the tenant’s estimated
value or cost (Section C) is fully recovered through annual use and
deprecation (Section D), then the landowner will pay the tenant for the
remaining undepreciated value of the tenant’s investment.
6. It is agreed that each item as set forth opposite the signatures of the
landowner and tenant will be viewed as a separate contract supplemental to
the lease. New items may be agreed upon at any time during the term of the
lease and recorded in the spaces below.

4. It is further agreed that the estimated value or cost of the tenant’s
contributions will be depreciated at the uniform annual percentage rate listed
in Section D. The year of ﬁrst depreciation is to be listed in Section E.

Section A
Type and location of
improvement

Section B
Cost of contributions
by landowner (L) or by tenant (T)
Materials
L

T

Labor
L

Machinery
T

L

Section C
Total cost
of tenant’s
contribution

Section D
Annual rate of
depreciation
(percent)

Section E
Lease year
when
depreciation
begins

Section F
Date signed

Section G – Signatures
I hereby accept my indicated
share of the responsibility for the
improvements recorded in
Section A, which I have approved.

T

L.
T.
L.
T.
L.
T.
L.
T.
L.
T.
L.
T.
L.
T.
L.
T.
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APPENDIX 4

WHY REGENERATIVE AGRICULTURE?
Public agencies that own farmland, often find it
challenging to align agricultural land management with
their conservation missions. Adopting regenerative
agriculture principles and practices allows public
agencies to manage their farmland in a way that closely
mimics a natural system, while also producing food for
people, and providing other valuable natural amenities.
This approach can keep the operation profitable, build
natural capital, and generate financial returns due to
increased resilience and decreased use of inputs such
as fertilizer and pesticides.

34

To use regenerative agriculture as a system to manage
farmland, it is important to ensure that land managers
and decision makers understand the key principles of
regenerative agriculture. Though several definitions
have been developed, they are all based on the idea
that soil is a living, functioning system. Managing land
for soil health is a critical component of regenerative
agriculture. Basic principles of regenerative agriculture
are outlined in the factsheet in the following pages
of the report. The factsheet can be utilized to build a
shared understanding and broad support for adopting
regenerative agriculture principles.
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FACTSHEET: REGENERATIVE AGRICULTURE
Resources for Illinois Public Agencies
Across Illinois, most of our farmland is losing invaluable topsoil and contributing to nutrient pollution in
our waterways. Public agencies, such as forest preserve districts and conservation districts, can improve
soil health of their farmland holdings through land stewardship practices. Though these agencies exist to
protect and restore natural lands, their conservation efforts are primarily focused on habitat management
but not farmland practices. For those tasked with farmland management within public agencies, this
document provides a brief overview of an approach to farmland management through regenerative
agriculture.
Strategy for Soil Health
Public agencies can use regenerative agriculture to improve stewardship of their land. Regenerative
agriculture represents a way of thinking about soil improvement that benefits both the farmer and the
environment. This farming system includes the integration of the following practices and principles, which
can be implemented in a phased approach over time to maximize soil health, water quality, habitat benefits
and minimize risk:

1

Minimizing soil disturbance by practicing no-till or reduced tillage can reduce erosion and
mitigate extreme weather. Reducing disturbance allows microbial communities and fungi to grow
untouched, thereby improving soil aggregation and water holding capacity.

2

Keeping soil covered using cover crops to keep soil covered for as much of the year as possible.
Soil cover can decrease erosion and fertilizer needs by improving residue retention and adding soil
organic carbon and nutrients to the soil.

3
4

Diversifying rotations by adding additional crops to rotation can reduce costs for pest control,
mitigate extreme weather and has the added benefit of diversifying income. Increasing diversity
avoids depleting soils of nutrients while improving resistance to pests and diseases.
Integrating livestock in order to graze cover crops and perennial crops in the rotation, restore
on-farm nutrient cycles, and further diversify income.

STARTING THE TRANSITION
Public agencies can facilitate the gradual transition to regenerative agriculture through building partnerships
with agricultural stakeholders and adopting farmland management policies and programs that align with their
conservation goals. While public agencies seek to improve soil health, their tenants will need time and financial
stability to determine how best to change their practices and implement them. Informing farmers about the
benefits of regenerative agriculture other farmers have experienced will further support the transition.
More resources on regenerative agriculture and improving soil health are available here.
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APPENDIX 5

NLI BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES INDEX
Based on Delta Institute’s Agricultural Conservation Index

Soil Loss

Soil Health

Priority

Practices

0 [1]

1 [2]

3 [4]

4 [5]
All management and soil health
decisions informed by soil testing

Primarily no tillage rotation or
permanent perennial cover [6]

Soil Testing

No Soil Tests

Sporadic soil
testing

Annual/regular NPK
soil testing on all fields

Some management
based on regular soil
testing, inclusion of soil
health testing

Soil
Disturbance

Deep tillage, frequent
soil disruption (more
than once a year)

Reduced tillage
depth, passes, or
frequency

Shallow or vertical
tillage; tillage within a
specified time period of
planting?

No till after some crops
in rotation

Nutrient
Management

No written nutrient
management plan, and
no application records

Application
records

Written nutrient
management plan,
application records

Grass
Waterway

No waterway, gully
erosion

Waterway, poor
shape, some
gully erosion

Waterway, acceptable
condition, may be
minor erosion or nonnative species

Waterway, good
condition

Perennial, native species, buffers/
waterways

Soil Cover

No winter cover, fall
tillage

No tillage over
winter, leave
residue

winter cover crops,
annual rotation

winter cover crops,
include perennials in
rotation

Permanent perennial cover or full no-till
rotation

Tillage

Water Quality

2 [3]

Reduced inputs and on-farm nutrient
cycling, decisions made based on testing

See Soil Disturbance

Filter Strips

Direct tillage to
waterway edge

Small buffer,
less than NRCS
recommended
20 ft

NRCS recommended
filter strip, 36+ ft

Wide buffer, diverse
species

Wide buffer, functional riparian area

Nutrient
Application

Flat rate application,
and/or fall application
N and/or winter
application of manure,
and/or surface apply
P with no runoff
prevention

Applicaton rates
based on soil
testing, BMP’s
for one input

BMPs for all nutrient
applications

Variable rate
application, following
4R principles/ BMPs for
all nutrient applications

Variable rate application and BMPs for
all nutrient applicaton and reduced
applicaiton/inputs or on-farm nutrient
cycling (or in-neighborhood?)

See Soil Loss Practices

Biological Diversity

See Nutrient Management Plan

Pest
Management

spraying w/o
scouting?, only relying
on chemical controls,
not following BMPs
for product applicaton

spraying/
application
based on
scouting,
following BMP’s
for applicaiton?

IPM Plan, incorporating
cultural techniques,
biological or other
controls?

Organic system? IPM
plan and creating
cropping system
resilient against pest
pressures?

IPM Plan where primary pest
management reliance on prevention/
resilience through biological and
structural BMPs

Crop
Rotation

one crop rotation

two crop
rotation

3 crop rotation or 2
crop + cover crops

4 or more, (or 3 crop +
cover crops) includes
soil cover at all times
of year?

Includes perennial in rotation or other
“rest”/regeneration period?

Species
Diversity

In field monoculture,
no edge of field
habitat

in field
monoculture,
edge of field
habitat

In field rotation
diversity, in field
practices like strips

In field rotation
diversity, or smaller
fields? Edge of field
diversity

In field species diversity, edge of field
diversity

No habitat on site

Some edge of
field habitat

High quality edge of
field habitat, some in
field habitat?

High quality edge of
field habitat and high
quality in field habitat
(strips, etc).

Permanent whole field habitat?

Habitat

No habitat on site

non native or
single species
filter, buffers

native species strips/
buffers

habitat, native species
in hedgerows, strips, in
rotation?

Entire field habitat or site provides
regionally important habitat

Water
Infiltration [7]

Poor infiltration, lots of
surface runoff

Water
Retention [9]

uncontrolled tile
drainage and/or direct
surface runoff into
waterway

Ecosystem Function

Habitat

Permanent perennial cover or no till
rotation, restored wetlands where
applicable, functional riparian areas
where applicable [8]
Controlled tile drainage
and standard buffer for
surface runoff

#2 plus soil cover for
___ % of the year?

Restored wetlands if applicable,
functional riparian areas, functional
floodplain if applicable, maximum soil
water holding capacity

[1] "Worst case scenario", actively depleting resources, harming ecosystems [2] Some conservation of resources, reduction in depletion. "First steps"
conservation? [3] Conservation farming [4] Sustainable farming, not depleting resources but not actively regenerating land. Restoration of some
ecosystem services and function? [5] Active regeneration of land, improving condition, improvement of ecosystem function and services [6] No-till
rotation should probably allow for some exceptions if necessary or if other solutions to an issue have a greater negative impact. [7] Relative to soil
type [8] Check effects of long-term no-till on infiltration [9] Consider soil type, slope, natural hydrology
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APPENDIX 6
FOR USE OF THE WLSC

Annual Farm Conservation Monitoring Report
Farmers Name___________________________Parcel
Name____________________________
Tract:___________________Crop
Planted____________Acres_______Yield________________
Farmer will provide data for 1-4.

1. Pesticide/Fungicide Use: Include Treated Seed
Chemical used______________________________
Rate______________Date______________
Chemical used______________________________
Rate______________Date______________
Chemical used______________________________
Rate______________Date______________
2. Fertilizer Use and Rate
_______________________________________________Date___________________
________
_______________________________________________Date___________________
________
3. Cover Crop
Include all Species ___________________Acres Seeded_________Date
Seeded_____________
4. Field Border & Filter Strip/Grassy Waterways
Field Border
Measurement_____________________________Date_______________________
Filter Strip
Measurement_____________________________Date________________________
Management_______________________________________Date________________
________
NLI will Measure 5-11.
date_____________

Photo documentation

5. Residual Cover ________________________Date: June 1,_______
6. Filter Strip Width______________________ Date: June 1,_______
7. Field Border Width_____________________Date: June 1,_______
8. Grass Waterway Width_________________ Date: June 1,_______
9. Field Worm Test ______________________ Date: June 1,________
10. High Quality Adjacent Y/N________ Invasive Species Adjacent
_______________________
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11. Soil Compaction measurement____________Date: June 1,________
12. Other__________________________________________________
NLI will take Samples & Soil Laboratory will Analyze Items 13-17

13. Soil Organic
Matter_________________________________Date:___________________
14. Phosphorus
Level___________________________________Date:___________________
15. Potassium
Level____________________________________Date:___________________
16. Nitrogen
Level_____________________________________Date:___________________
17. Soil Health
Test____________________________________Date:___________________
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APPENDIX 7

EPA Approves Use of Updated ASTM Phase I
Standard for Forestland, Rural Property
January 17, 2018
ASTM International on Jan. 3, 2017, updated its Phase I environmental site assessment standard for assessing large rural and
forestland properties. This Standard Practice for Environmental Site Assessments: Phase I Environmental Site Assessment
Process for Forestland or Rural Property, E 2247-16 (2016 rural property standard), replaces a 2008 version, numbered E224708. Purchasers of real property who intend to use the rural property standard for a closing on or after March 14, 2018, must use
the 2016 standard.
Proposed purchasers seeking to establish the innocent purchaser, bona fide prospective purchaser or contiguous property owner
defenses under the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act must comply with the
Environmental Protection Agency’s All Appropriate Inquiries (AAI) standard at 40 C.F.R. pt. 312 prior to the purchase of the
property. While purchasers may follow the AAI criteria set forth in the regulations, most purchasers follow either the E1527-13
Phase I standard (defined below) or the 2008 rural property standard when performing pre-purchase Phase I environmental site
assessments, as both standards are specifically identified in the regulation as satisfying AAI.
Effective March 14, 2018, the 2016 rural property standard replaces the 2008 standard for use in meeting AAI under EPA’s
regulation. (Purchasers of real property who intend to use the rural property standard for a closing before March 14, 2018,
however, may still use the 2008 standard.) This change is of particular importance to solar and wind projects proposed for large
tracts of rural and farmland property, as it allows for less rigorous onsite assessment than the site visit requirements used for
assessing commercial and industrial properties, Standard Practice for Environmental Site Assessments: Phase I Environmental
Site Assessment Process, E 1527-13 standard.
Since Phase I environmental site assessments originated in 1986, the review of large rural and forestland properties has been
difficult and time-consuming due to the site reconnaissance requirements alone. The 2008 rural property standard alleviated some
of the difficulties in the site reconnaissance requirements for assessing large rural tracts of property, as more particularly
described in an earlier summary.
The 2016 rural property standard adds updated terminology that is used in the companion E1527-13 standard, but more
importantly, changes some language that limited the more widespread use of the 2008 version. First and foremost, the 2016 rural
property standard eliminates the somewhat arbitrary 120-acres-or-more size requirement for use of the standard and simply
requires the property to be “forestland” or “rural property.” The standard includes a much broader definition of rural property,
allows some alternative sourcing for agency records, and designates a specific time limit of 20 calendar days for receipt of
materials requested by the consultant for review in completing Phase I. The 20 calendar days requirement offers the benefit of an
outside time limit, but also ensures that a Phase I environmental site assessment will take at least 20 days to complete if requested
documentation is not received earlier. The 2016 rural property standard also relaxes some of the site visit criteria.
For more information, please contact Jim Thornhill at +1 804 775 1163 or jthornhill@mcguirewoods.com.
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APPENDIX 9
Land Stewardship Project Fact Sheet #27

Appendix 12

Including Stewardship in Lease Agreements

Updated:
June 2016

Developing farm rental agreements that reflect your land ethic starts with
putting them in writing. Here are a few examples of practices and the words to
describe them that can change the way your land looks and behaves.*

www.landstewardshipproject.org

➔ Tillage

• Fields shall be tilled on the contour as agreed
by all parties.
• Soybean ground will not be fall tilled.
• No-till will be used on these fields: (list fields).
• Permanent pasture will be tilled only as agreed
by all parties.
• The full breadth and length of grassy waterways will be preserved and maintained by (in
part) picking up tillage implements when crossing.
• Moldboard plowing is not an option.
• We seek the least soil-disturbing methods of
tillage: no-till, reduced chisel, (other).
• Existing terraces/strips will be fully maintained (list fields, exceptions).
• Tillage must not be done when the soil is too
wet and risks compaction as a result.

➔ Rotations

• Crop rotations will be planted and maintained
as follows: (list field and crop).
• X% of all fields will be covered with a living
plant or residue at all times of the year: (list
field/year, cover crop species, timing, planting
method, termination timing and method, and
grazing plan if appropriate).
• At least X species of cover crops will be
planted per field according to this plan: (list
fields, species, timing, planting method,
termination timing and method, and grazing
plan if appropriate).
• Corn harvested for silage will be followed
expeditiously by the following cover crop(s):
(list crops)

➔ Residue

• All soybean straw shall remain in place in the
field.
• Corn stover shall be baled once, with
remaining stover left over winter.
• Corn stover will be baled once, followed by
managed grazing. If weather and soil conditions
prevent grazing (name options).

➔ Chemicals

• Chemicals must be agreed upon before
application by all parties.
• The following chemicals are prohibited on all
acres, tillable and otherwise: (list).
• In order to protect organic certification, only
these fertilizers are permitted: (list).
• Anhydrous ammonia will only be applied in
the spring, never in the fall.

➔ Sensitive Areas

• A vegetative buffer will be planted and
maintained around the following sites: (list field,
sink hole location, stream, highly eroded sloped
area, etc.).

➔ Erosion

• Farm ponds will be ringed by a minimum
X-foot-wide buffer of permanent vegetation.
• A 50-foot vegetative buffer will be maintained
on both sides of the stream. The buffer will be
planted and maintained as follows: (list options).
• Erosion control structures will be fully
maintained and improved (list sites, practices).
Continued on reverse page…

* Adapted in part from the Fillmore County Soil and Water Conservation District’s “Sample Checklist of Conservation Practices for Farm
Land Rental Agreements” and Iowa State University Extension Ag Decision Maker’s “Lease Supplement for Obtaining Conservation Practices and Controlling Soil Loss.” Both resources are available on the Land Stewardship Project’s Conservation Leases web page
(www.landstewardshipproject.org/conservationleases), or by contacting Caroline van Schaik in LSP's Lewiston, Minn., office at 507523-3366, caroline@landstewardshipproject.org.
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Continued from reverse page…

• The following erosion control structures will be
put in place according to this schedule: (list site,
practice, when, who will do, who will pay, who
will maintain).

➔ Miscellaneous

• The following hay field(s) will not be cut until
Aug. 1 to allow ground-nesting birds to fledge:
(list).

• Hay will be cut high and for maximum quality,
not quantity, as best as conditions permit.

• Whether hay ground is cut more than once this
season will be determined jointly by X and Y,
based on rainfall and forage growth.
• Manure application will follow setback requirements.
• A manure management plan will be actively in
place, per county assistance.
• A catch-all statement about cover crops: for
example when a field is planted to cover crops, at
least X number of species shall be planted together
as soon as possible. The (who) shall pay for seed,
(who) shall plant. Outline grazing and termination
plan for the cover crops.
• Waterways removed or damaged by tillage,

u

www.landstewardshipproject.org/conservationleases

chemicals, or other means shall be repaired/
replaced at the tenant’s expense.
• The following expenses will be covered
by X: (list). The following expenses will
be covered by Y: (list). This is a good place
to share the expenses of practices that are
new, might pose a financial or social risk to
the tenant, could encourage the tenant to be
a better sport about something new, or to
stretch everyone’s experience (for example,
that third cover crop species or poly wire to
manage a grazing situation more intensely).

• (Landowner) shall cover the financial difference between the full cost and what Y
(tenant) receives through the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) or
other cost share program for putting in the
following permanent practices: (list — for
example, livestock fencing and watering system, ponds, pollinator strips, buffers, cover
crops).
• The windbreak (state location) shall be
protected from equipment and chemical
damage. Damages shall be at the tenant’s
expense.
• Manure application, haying and anything
else involving vehicles and machinery on
fields must not take place if there is risk of
soil compaction.

√ A Stewardship Values Checklist √
Use this list to finish the following statement: What is most important about my land, to me...
p Healthy, biologically active soil
p Conservation of soil
p Year-round vegetative cover
p No synthetic fertilizer
p No chemicals
p Little to no soil loss
p Clean water
p Pastured (grazed) livestock
p Trees
p Useful for human food production
p Pretty, aesthetic
p Sets a good example of sustainability
p Supports birds and other wildlife
p Something to pass on

p Permanently protected natural resources
p Permanently protected as a farm
p Source of recreation
p Public access – open to others
p Certified organic or other
sustainable method
p Managed for the long-term
p Build biodiversity
p People actively living on the farm
p People actively farming the land for
clean water and healthy soil
p Legacy of stewardship
NOTE: Of course, modify these and add
others to best express your priorities.

This fact sheet is brought to you by the members and staff of the Land Stewardship Project, a nonprofit organization devoted to fostering an
ethic of stewardship for farmland and to seeing more successful farmers on the land raising crops and livestock. For more information, call
612-722-6377 or visit www.landstewardshipproject.org.
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Appendix 13
Innovating a diverse suite of agricultural practices that are both revenue
generating and ecologically restorative

APPENDIX 10

Landowner Lease Worksheet
Landowner – operator relationships can be complicated. Understanding the rental
agreement is the first step for a landowner desiring a productive relationship with their
tenants. Keeping track of leases may seem a daunting task, especially to a landowner who
was not previously involved with management of the property.
For any landowner wishing to assess their understanding of their lease(s), we have
assembled the following worksheet. The questions below are the elements essential to
understand about any lease:

What is the time period of the lease?
Start date: __________________
End date: __________________
Automatic Renewal: Yes / No
Name of the operator: ______________________________________________________________
Description of the property being rented:
Acreage: ____________________
Identification:
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Identify the type of lease arrangement:
Fixed Cash Rent / Flexible Cash Rent / Crop-Share / Pasture
Rent amount: $__________________________ per _________________________________ (unit)
Or
Total sum: ____________________________
When and how is the amount paid?
Number of payments: _______________________
Page | 1
(815) 742-3450

20506 Beaverton Road Poplar Grove, IL 61065
solutionsintheland.com
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Date(s): ______________________________________
Does the landowner carry any liability for on farm operations? Yes / No
Are there any environmental conditions, requirements or limitations included in the
lease agreement? Or special contracts on the land/farm? Includes desired or
prohibited farming practices, cropping limitations, and soil conservation.
Description:
________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
Are there provisions in the lease for leasehold improvements? Yes / No
What are the landowner responsibilities, if any, on the property for the duration of
the lease?
Description:
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
Who participates in government (farm, conservation and commodity) programs?
Landowner / Operator / Both
Does the lease agreement establish procedures for termination of the lease?
Yes / No
Is there a written record of the lease agreement? Yes / No

If the above questions can be answered, the landowner has a sufficient working knowledge
of their lease. For a complete recommendation of items to include in a lease, Solutions in
the Land can provide a lease checklist from North Central Farm Management Committee
and a sample lease.

End of Document
Page | 2
(815)Land
742-3450
Natural
Institute’s Working Lands Program
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