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2020—what’s there to say?  As a full-time farmer, the routine of 
planting and raising the 2020 crop offered welcome moments of 
normality. With so much seeming out of our own control this past year, 
I became more aware and grateful of things within my own sphere of 
control.

Management practices, how a farmer raises their crops, are one of 
the few things a farmer can control. As farmers and ranchers seek to 
balance production goals with each of our state’s resource concerns, 
Saving Tomorrow’s Agriculture Resources (STAR) provides a clear 
roadmap for suggested practice changes. As I work to increase the 
STAR Ratings on my farm, I am confident we’re on the right track.

Despite all the unknowns and curveballs thrown our way, the STAR 
initiative continued to grow in 2020. Beyond increased adoption 
across Illinois, STAR leadership fielded multiple inquiries from 
conservation leaders across the US, from the Eastern seaboard to 
the Rockies, wanting to see how STAR could be utilized for their own 
resource concerns. STAR’s framework focuses on finding the alignment 
between local resource concerns, trusted science, and practical 
farming methods. It’s clear the need for local solutions to nationwide 
conservation issues resonates with many others.

On behalf of the STAR steering committee, we’re excited to bring you 
the annual report for STAR’s 2020 Crop Year (beginning after harvest in 
2019 and running through harvest of 2020). Join us as we look back on 
the initiative’s growth and impact over the past year. 

It’s a great time to be in conservation!

   

     Steve Stierwalt,
     STAR Steering Committee   
     Chairman    
     Sadorus, Illinois
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Year in Review

2020 was a year of historic challenges. While the world slowed to a crawl, fields still needed to be tended, 
seeds sown, and crops harvested. The agricultural community adapted to these trying times and so 
did STAR. STAR continued to accelerate its growth increasing both its internal capabilities and farmer 
participation, doubling the number of acres, fields, and participants in the 2020 Crop Year.  
With a generous grant from the Walton Family Foundation, STAR partnered 
with the Association of Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts to hire 
their first full-time STAR Coordinator. Coming over from Iowa with a 
conservation-ag background, Nick Longbucco started remotely last fall. 
Now fully relocated, Nick is engaging with partners and licensees to further 
establish STAR throughout Illinois. 

Also this past year, STAR partnered with American Farmland Trust to launch
its first Pilot Incentive Program, which offered participants an incentive 
payment for increasing their STAR Rating from year to year. Nearly 40 
participants signed up and over $66,000 were allocated to assist farmers 
in continuing their conservation journey through STAR. 

Lastly, STAR completed its first full verification process, working with a dedicated group of volunteers 
to document practices of randomly selected fields. By establishing a reliable verification process, STAR 
establishes itself as a credible, farmer-led initiative that can evaluate the stewardship of fields at scale.    
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Nick Longbucco
STAR Coordinator



Program Overview

In 2016, the Soil and Water Conservation District (SWCD) in Champaign County began to explore ways to 
encourage farmers in Champaign County, IL to adopt conservation practices identified in research to reduce 
nutrient losses into waterways in support of the Illinois Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy (NLRS). 

This led to the development of STAR, an initiative that educates and encourages farmers, ranchers, and 
landowners to employ conservation management practices that improve water quality and soil health. 
STAR evaluates an individual field for a given crop year that includes practices such as cover crops, nutrient 
management, and tillage. 

The expertise of the Science Advisory Committee, including university researchers and other experts, 
ensures that STAR accurately captures nutrient loss reductions and impacts on agriculture resources. Fields 
are then ranked on the 5-STAR scale, and participants can receive a sign for their fields to identify their STAR 
designation. Roughly 10% of fields undergo a verification process to validate their field evaluation. 

The initiative has been recognized nationally and adopted by SWCDs in Illinois, Iowa, Colorado, Missouri, 
and Indiana. STAR is organized into committees of governmental, nongovernmental, and nonprofit partner 
organizations and farmers to implement and expand the initiative. These conservation-minded partners 
make up the following committees to ensure STAR is efficient and effective in its goals to improve water 
quality in the state:

• Steering Committee
• Science Advisory Committee
• Outcomes and Alignment Subcommittee of the 

Science Advisory Committee

• Communications Committee
• Market Development Committee
• Training and Education Committee
• Evaluation and Verification Committee

We’d like to thank the following partners who serve on committees for their support and work developing, 
promoting, and implementing STAR: 

• American Farmland Trust
• Archer Daniels Midland      

Company
• Association of Illinois SWCDs
• Certified Crop Advisors
• Champaign Co. SWCD
• Centrec Consulting Group
• Champaign Co. Farmers
• CHS, Inc
• Coles Co. SWCD
• Crawford Co. Farmer
• Crawford Co. SWCD  

Director 
• DC Analysis, LLC

• DIGS Associates
• Illinois Corn Growers  

Association 
• Illinois Department of  

Agriculture
• Illinois Fertilizer and  

Chemical Association
• Illinois Nutrient Research and 

Education Council
• Illinois Soybean  

Association
• Kankakee Co. SWCD  

Director

• McHenry Co. SWCD
• Natural Resources  

Conservation Service 
Illinois

• Piatt Co. SWCD Director
• Precision Conservation       

Management 
• The Nature Conservancy
• The Strategic  

Collaboration Group, Inc.
• University of Illinois
• University of Illinois  

Extension
• Wabash Valley FS
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Program Overview

2020 IL Program Totals

For the 2020 Crop Year, 385 participants utilized the STAR tool on 155,605 acres over 2,276 Fields. Acres 
enrolled in IL STAR  more than doubled between CY 2019 and CY 2020, signifying a substantial increase in 
utilization of the STAR tool. 
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Program Overview
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Program Expansion
2020 was an important year for STAR’s expansion, both inside and outside of Illinois. Iowa STAR 
finalized its field evaluation form with support of its Science Committee, and is currently available on the 
Conservation Districts of Iowa website. In January 2020, the Colorado Department of Agriculture executed 
an memorandum of understanding to bring STAR west, complementing their Soil Health Program that will 
launch in summer 2021. STAR’s journey expanding to other states has been nothing but exciting, and shows 
an adaptability, simplicity, and benefit it brings to conservation organizations, farmers, and ranchers across 
the nation. 

Expansion continued within Illinois as well. Although farmers can utilize the program anywhere in a state, 
entities within a particular county can sign up to be a STAR Licensee to administer the program locally and 
provide technical assistance to the growers in their county. For the 2020 Crop Year, 8 additional SWCDs 
signed Licensee Agreements, making STAR locally available in 74 counties across Illinois and Indiana.

The Illinois Department of Agriculture also saw the value of STAR as a means to better track the practices 
and outcomes of their Partners for Conservation (PFC) program, requiring 2020 PFC cost-share contract 
holders to fill out a STAR Field Form. Participants filled out 124 STAR Field Forms through the PFC program.



Program Overview
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Activities
Education and outreach is a vital component of the STAR. This year’s outreach looked vastly different than 
last year due to COVID-19. Nonetheless, outreach was conducted for farmers, conservation staff, larger com-
munity working on water quality, and agriculture supply chain partners. Even more important than education 
around STAR itself, many of our presentations focused on soil health management systems. Education on 
the practices known to provide the highest nutrient loss reductions for the state, while adding resilience for 
farmers, is requisite to the long-term benefit of STAR.

Numerous players in the agriculture community assist growers daily with their conservation goals. The STAR 
Steering Committee was happy to recognize three stakeholders that went above and beyond to promote 
STAR in 2020 to their peers, customers, and larger community. 

2020 STAR Awards

Sarah works specifically in the Upper 
Macoupin Watershed to drive adoption of 
conservation practices. Sarah utilized the 
STAR Initiative to complement her own 
messaging, sending out postcard mailings, 
and even putting up STAR billboards across 
the countryside. 

Pictured left to right: Derek, Jeff, and Doug 
Martin. Since 2018, the Martin family have 
utilized the STAR field signs to promote 
STAR and demonstrate their commitment to 
stewardship in their local community. One of 
their neighbors used STAR for the first time 
in 2020 because of that promotion!

Pictured left to right: Dean Johnson and Jeff 
Woodyatt. STAR Licensee DeKalb County 
SWCD had the largest increase in STAR.
SWCD staff Dean and Jeff went above and 
beyond to promote STAR, guide producers 
through the process, and deliver field signs 
for those wanting to promote the initiative. 

Partner of the Year: 
Sarah Blount,  

American Farmland Trust

Farmer of the Year: 
Derek Martin, Logan County

Licensee of the Year: 
DeKalb County SWCD
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2019 STAR Awards
During 2020, we also recognized 2019’s STAR Award winners. STAR Chairman Steve Stierwalt met the 
awardees safely outside to deliver the unique awards, donated by the Kellogg Company, a longtime 
supporter of STAR. 

Illinois STAR rolled out a new competition late in Crop Year 2020 for licensees. This served as a great mo-
tivation for a final push in STAR enrollment right before the end of the crop year in early 2021. The county 
licensee with the most sign-ups received a gift basket from STAR supporters across the state. Donations 
from Riggs Brewing, Whiskey Acres, Practical Farmers of Iowa, and STAR itself were included. 

2020 STAR WARZ Winner

Thanks to all our donors who 
contributed to the STAR WARZ gift 
bag.

STAR Coordinator Nick Longbucco 
(left) awards Megan Cosgriff (right)  
with the STAR WARZ gift bag 
goodies.

Licensee of the Year: 
Vermilion County SWCD

Farmer of the Year: 
Tom Beyers, Marion County

Partner of the Year: 
Clay Bess, Precision Conservation 

Managment



The following statistics provide a breakdown of a majority of the 2020 Crop Year practices included in the 
Field Form. Reported metrics have been calculated on a per practice basis and are meant to provide an        
estimate of practice level performance. Values presented are not additive. All methods employed to quantify  
environmental outcomes, including equations and Illinois data sources, can be found in the appendix.

Practices
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Practices Cont.

Looking to the Future
Aside from keeping valuable topsoil in its place, avoided nutrient, sediment and carbon losses translate to 
on-farm benefits by way of increased productivity. We look forward to working with more farmers to improve 
their soil health and overall profitability in 2021. Visit www.starfreetool.com to get STARted today!
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