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A lettA letter frer from the S.om the S.TT.A.R. St.A.R. Steeringeering  
CCommittommitte Chairmane Chairman

Readers,

As a full time farmer myself, reflecting on the 2019 crop year is not a 
favorite pastime. 2019 brought delays and record numbers of prevent 
plant acres, followed by an equally long and frustrating harvest season. 
For better or worse, these extreme weather bookends to the season 
brought into clear focus the need for a crop management system that 
builds resilience in each field,no matter its location. 

Thankfully, we have the technology and tools today to produce a crop 
while building soil structure, limiting erosion, and increasing water in-
filtration. These same practices also reduce nutrient loss to our water-
ways. It’s this simple win-win that drives my enthusiasm for the S.T.A.R. 
Initiative. S.T.A.R. doubly serves as an evaluation tool and a motivator 
by using responses from easy-to-answer management questions  
informed by the most up-to-date science to provide a simple 1-to-5 Star 
Rating for each field. As farmers seek to raise their rating, S.T.A.R.  
provides a clear roadmap for practice changes. I, and the rest of the 
200+ farmers that used S.T.A.R. last year, can feel confident we’re on 
the right track as we work to increase the Star Ratings on our farms.

The demand for conservation is only rising. There are generations 
growing up now that expect their food, fiber, and fuel to be grown while 
not harming, even improving, water quality and the larger environment. 
S.T.A.R. assists farmers in measuring their progress, clearly showing 
neighbors, consumers, and the agriculture industry how they’re making 
conservation work.

On behalf of the S.T.A.R. steering committee, we’re excited to bring you 
the annual report for S.T.A.R.’s 2019 Crop Year (beginning after harvest 
in 2018 and running through harvest of 2019). Join us as we look back 
on the initiative’s growth and impact on Illinois and beyond over the 
past year.  

Now more than ever, it’s a great time to be in conservation!
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Year in Review

2019 was a year of unprecedented growth in participation and capacity with more farmers utilizing S.T.A.R. 
to evaluate their crop management systems and more entities signing up to serve as local licensees of the 
program. The S.T.A.R. Science Advisory Committee suggested several revisions to the field form including 
moving to one statewide form for Illinois and aligning points with the practices acknowledged by the Illinois 
Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy to provide water quality benefits. Revisions were made to retain 
consistency across ratings and assign more points to practices with higher nutrient and sediment reduction 
efficiencies than practices with lower or unknown efficiencies. Where applicable, decisions as to why 
practices were encouraged are provided in the updated FAQ document in the Appendix. Also new for 2019, 
we have provided a summary of individual practices reported from S.T.A.R. fields and translated this data into 
environmental impacts. Read on for more information on 2019 Outcomes! 
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Program Overview

In 2016, the Champaign County Soil and Water Conservation District (CCSWCD) 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 Saving Tomorrow’s Agriculture Resources (S.T.A.R.), an initiative that educates and 
encourages farmers, ranchers, and landowners to employ conservation management practices that 
improve water quality and soil health. 

S.T.A.R. uses a Field Form for an individual field for a given crop year that includes practices such as cover 
crops, nutrient management, and tillage. Expertise of the Science Advisory Committee of university  
researchers and other experts ensures the Field Form accurately represents nutrient loss reduction and 
impacts on natural resources of Illinois. Fields are then ranked on the 5-S.T.A.R. scale, and participants can 
receive a sign for their fields to identify their S.T.A.R. designation. Roughly 10% of fields undergo a  
verification process to validate field forms. The initiative has been recognized nationally and adopted by 
SWCDs in Illinois, Iowa, Missouri, and Indiana.

S.T.A.R. 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 S.T.A.R. is efficient and effective in its goals to improve water 
quality in the state:

• S.T.A.R. 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 S.T.A.R.: 

• American Farmland Trust
• Archer Daniels Midland Com-

pany
• 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 Man-

agement
• The Nature Conservancy
• The Strategic

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

Extension
• Wabash Valley FS
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Program Overview

S.T.A.R. Farmers
70% have participated in federal or state cost-share programs
38% have attended a soil health or nutrient field day
21% participated in S.T.A.R. in 2018  
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5 S.T.A.R. fields 
were under 

no-till or strip till 
management 

5 S.T.A.R. fields 
planted a  

winter hardy cover 
crop

5 S.T.A.R. fields  applied 
P and K 

based on soil samples 
or removal rates 

5 S.T.A.R. fields used 
variable  

rate technology 

Most Common 5-S.T.A.R. Practices

What Does a Top-
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DISTRIBUTION OF 2019 S.T.A.R. RATINGS 

1-Star 2-Stars 3-Stars 4-Stars 5-Stars

Corn 
48%

Wheat 
4%

Other
2%

Soybean
46%

2019 S.T.A.R. FIELDS BY CROP TYPE 

2019 Program Totals
At a Glance
For the 2019 Crop Year, 214 participants utilized the S.T.A.R. tool on 83,592 acres over 1,175 Fields. Of the 
1,175 Fields, there was a clear ‘bell curve’ noticed in distribution of S.T.A.R. Ratings. This is a good sign, as 
it shows our tool is being utilized by a large variety of producers. 



Program Overview

Expansion continued within Illinois as well. Although all farmers can utilize the program anywhere in 
Illinois, entities within a particular county can sign up to be a S.T.A.R. Licensee to administer the program 
and provide technical assistance to the growers in their county. For the 2019 Crop Year, 36 additional 
SWCDs signed Licensee Agreements, making S.T.A.R. available in 70 Illinois counties.
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Program Expansion
2019 represented the biggest year (yet!) for S.T.A.R. expansion within and beyond Illinois. Early in the year,  
the steering committee developed a Memorandum of Understanding for individual states to bring the  
program to their own farmers. This allows states to administer S.T.A.R. locally, develop committees, and 
develop their own Science Advisory Committee, changing the Field Form as necessary to reflect local  
resource concerns. In 2019, both Conservation Districts of Iowa and Missouri Association of Soil & Water 
Conservation Districts finalized MOUs to bring S.T.A.R. to their states. As another sign of support from 
conservation districts, the National Association of Conservation Districts officially endorsed S.T.A.R. at 
their February 2020 Annual Meeting in Las Vegas. Committee members continue to engage with NACD 
staff on further ways to educate SWCD staff and directors across the nation on the benefits of S.T.A.R. 



Program Overview
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Activities
With S.T.A.R. still being a new initiative, education and outreach is a vital component of the Steering  
Committee’s work. Outreach was conducted for farmers, conservation staff, the larger community working 
on water quality in the state, and agriculture supply chain partners. Even more important than education 
around S.T.A.R. 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 vital to the long-term benefit of S.T.A.R.



Program Overview

Advisor of the Year: 
Scott Lagger- CHS, Inc.

Scott Lagger, CCA and Agronomist with CHS, Inc, Elburn, devoted 
hours of time to S.T.A.R.’s Verification Committee, giving insight 
and advice on how to structure quality control, making sure it will 
be accepted by the larger ag community. Scott also championed the 
S.T.A.R. tool with the IL Certified Crop Advisors.

Licensee of the Year: 
Moultrie & Douglas County SWCDs

Moultrie & Douglas County SWCDs actively engaged with  
supply chain partners in their area to promote and utilize the S.T.A.R. 
tool. The staff, including Brad Elliot, Devon McCumber, and Tammy 
Clayton, provided the enthusiasm and face of the program to their 
farmers, ultimately increasing interest and use of the tool.

Farmer of the Year: 
Steve Fulling (Crawford County) 

Farmer of the Year: 
Jeff O’Connor (Kankakee County)

And finally, where would we be without the growers themselves? Steve and Jeff not only utilized S.T.A.R. themselves but went above and 
beyond to influence other growers to participate. They fielded questions, set up meetings, and were seen as advocates for the program. This 
shows the commitment our farmers have to finding practical, feasible solutions to IL’s water quality issues. 
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2019 S.T.A.R. Awards
Numerous players in the agriculture community assist growers daily with their conservation goals. The 
S.T.A.R.  Steering Committee was happy to recognize three vital stakeholders that went above and beyond to  
promote S.T.A.R. in 2019 to their peers, customers, and larger community. The Kellogg Company sponsored 
the awards, and Mary Gallagher (Sr. Manager, North America Responsible Sourcing for Kellogg) was on hand 
at the Illinois Sustainable Ag Partnership’s Risk Management Conference in June to assist Chairman Steve 
Stierwalt in presenting the awards.



The following statistics provide a breakdown of a majority of the practices included in the Field Form. All 
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 data sources, can be found in the appendix.

Practices
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Phosphorus Management

of phosphorus 
loss avoided from 

applying at or 
below removal 

rates

46% of total fields apply P &
K at or below removal 

rates

29% of total fields applied
MAP or DAP  

before December 1

25% of total fields have a  
nutrient management 

plan

1,465 lbs

P

Soil Sampling

88% of total fields were 
 soil sampled using 

GPS technology

45% of total fields were 
soil sampled in the 
spring or summer
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Practices Cont.

Timing of N Application

of nitrate loss 
avoided 

  from in-season N 
application

81%
of corn fields did not  

receive any fall  
N applications*

75%
of fields applying N  

applied > 75% of the 
total N program 

in spring* 

62%
of fields applying N applied  

> 25% of the total N
program as a side or

top-dress application*

N

78,514 lbs

Nitrogen Management

of nitrate loss 
avoided from 
applying at or 

below suggested 
MRTN rate

27,195 lbs

N51% of fields applying N used 
a rate at or below the 
MRTN suggested rate

35%
of fields applying fall N applied 

less than 50% of the total 
N Program as NH₃ with an 

inhibitor when the 
4" soil temp. was below 50°F

24% of total fields have a  
nutrient management 

plan

*The unseasonably wet fall of 2018 may have
made this higher than normal
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Practices Cont.

Tillage

76% of total fields did not 
perform any fall 

tillage*

33% of soy fields are under
no-tillage or strip till 

management

76% of corn fields are under
no-tillage or strip till  

management

The use of no-till & strip-till by S.T.A.R. farmers 
accounted for...

 
of phosphorus kept 

in the field

OVER 15,000 lbs
 

of sediment kept 
out of waterways

3,374 TRUCKLOADS

The carbon dioxide 
equivalent of removing

6,730 PASSENGER 
CARS 

from the road for a 
full year

*The unseasonably wet fall of 2018 may have
made this higher than normal



S.T.A.R Report  Page 12

While the reported practices and associated metrics are impressive, if all fields enrolled in S.T.A.R. in 2019 
planted cover crops, the carbon dioxide equivalent of removing an additional 5,911 passenger cars from the 
road could have been avoided and over 163,000 tons of sediment, 1 M lbs of NO3-N and 58,000 lbs of 
phosphorus could have been kept in the field. Aside from keeping valuable topsoil in it’s place, avoided 
nutrient, sediment and carbon losses translate to on-farm benefits by way of increased fertility and soil 
productivity. We look forward to working with more farmers across Illinois to improve their soil health and 
overall profitability and strive to see more S.T.A.R.s in 2020! Farmers can use the S.T.A.R. tool for the 2020 
Crop Year beginning July 1. Start your journey at www.freestartool.com!

Cover Crops

35% of total fields planted 
 a cover crop

29% of total fields planted
a winter hardy cover 

crop

24% of fields planting covers  
planted “green”

Practices Cont.

Looking to the Future

The use of cover crops by S.T.A.R. farmers accounted 
for...  

of phosphorus kept
in the field

OVER 4,000 lbs
 

of sediment kept 
out of waterways

1,168 TRUCKLOADS

The carbon dioxide 
equivalent of removing

1,175 PASSENGER 
CARS 

from the road for a 
full year

OVER 
73,000 lbs 

of Nitrate-Nitrogen
kept in the field

www.freestartool.com
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Methodology
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Appendix

Methodology Cont.
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Appendix

Methodology Cont.



Appendix

2019 Field Form
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Appendix

2019 FAQ
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Appendix

2019 FAQ Cont.

S.T.A.R Report  Page 18



Appendix

2019 FAQ( Cont’d)
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Appendix

S.T.A.R. Structure
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