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A NOTE FROM GUIDELIGHT STRATEGIES

In what now feels like a lifetime ago, around the summer of 2019, I embarked on a journey, to better
understand the barriers and challenges that US farmers and ranchers are facing daily and how we might
best support them to reimagine a new system. In many ways, the journey has felt like both an endless rabbit
hole of challenges and roadblocks and an inspirational rocket of solutions and opportunities that are just
waiting for someone to push the “go” button. As I sat and ate strawberries on the porches of berry farmers
in central California, walked across vast acres of GMO corn fields on what used to be native prairies, and
sat around the dinner table with ranchers on snowy Montana nights, there is one thing, above all else, that
I took away from this journey: We don’t need to invent our way out of our current extractive agriculture
system. The solutions are all around us. They are literally at our fingertips. In the soil. In the hearts of our
farmers and ranchers. And in our hearts. If we could only stop to notice them.

But we'’ve stopped noticing.

For too long, we've been fed the narrative and story that this industrial agricultural system is the only way
we can feed people efficiently. And if something in the system seems broken or is failing? Well, we just
simply need to extract a little bit more out of the land and out of our farmers and ranchers and feed the
system a few more inputs and chemicals. If we can increase yield and efliciency at all costs, the system will
work. We've been sold the idea that the cheaper the food, the better. The faster it is made and gets to us, the
better. The more we centralize the system, the more efficient it will be at feeding everyone.

By and large, we've bought into this narrative and story. We want our food to be cheap. We want to eat
whatever we want, whenever we want it. We've disconnected from the earth and the soil. We don’t really
care where our food comes from or how it was produced, as long as it shows up on our plates when we
want it.

To believe all of this, though, does require suspending some disbelief. It requires us to stop noticing our
deep connection to the landscape. To disconnect ourselves from the larger natural systems around us. To
turn a blind eye to the family farmer or farm worker who are scraping by on barely a living wage, who are
one disaster away from losing it all. To be comfortable with the idea that 98% of US land is white owned
and operated. To look away from the food insecurity of indigenous communities and the many other food
insecure communities in what is supposed to be one of the wealthiest countries in the world. To think

it totally adequate to feed our children cheap, pre-packaged, nutrient deficient food at schools. To not
question the idea of feeding ourselves that same food.

Every day, it requires us to choose not to notice.

As Steve Charter, whose family has been ranching their land since 1950, shared with me as we walked
across his land in central Montana, “The reason our food is not healthy is because we have lost the
connection to what is deep in our earth and soil, and, subsequently, deep within ourselves. We are not
going to figure this out with our brains alone. If we can get this connection back, we can change our brains.
We can change the system.”

At the outset of this work, I could have never imagined what the future months would hold. I certainly
could have never imagined this current moment of COVID-19 and the structural inequities and supply
chain failures that it has laid bare. But now that we are here, and I am on the tailend of this year of work, it
feels more important than ever that we take a pause to re-examine our food and agricultural system and its
failings, including having hard conversations about our agricultural history.



Across the news these past few months, we've seen farmers leaving their crops in the ground as they have
lost their wholesale markets and dairy producers dumping their milk as the demand diminished from
institutional markets. All while we've also seen grocery shelves being emptied and communities facing
increasingly severe food shortages. We've seen our farmworkers, processors, and other essential food workers
put themselves and their families at risk to continue to feed us all, with little to no protection or support.
From migrant workers not being able to enter the U.S. to work, to people being too scared or too sick to
work, to untold closed businesses, there are countless potential upcoming shocks to our food system.

Our food system was not broken by the pandemic and it was not broken by independent family farmers or
ranchers. It was not broken by animals/grazers on the landscape, who are now, too often, the scapegoat. It
was broken by large, multinational corporations and the industry who, because of their buying power and
size, have undue influence over the marketplace and over public policy. Multinational corporations have
concentrated our food system to its breaking point, having extracted profits from farmers, workers, and
consumers for too long.

The virus has stripped away the veneer, shining a bright light on these longstanding abuses.

Lately, I've been hearing experts and friends talk about the need to “fix our broken system.” But I disagree.
Our food and agricultural system is not broken. It is working exactly as it was designed to work—for the
benefit of a few corporate companies and their coffers at the expense of everyone else and the land. What
we need is an entirely new system. A system that is rooted in justice and equity and puts the land and all
people before profits. It’s unfortunate that it might take a pandemic for us to realize a new way forward, but
I have hope that this moment is the wake up call that we needed.

As Leah Penniman of Soul Fire Farms states, “If you don’t have any control over your food system, it
essentially puts you at the whim of a racist, capitalist food system in terms of your basic survival needs.”

If there is one thing that I would like you to take away from this report, it’s this: Our farmers and
ranchers are heroes. We don’t need to invent some kind of new solution to save us. And we don’t
need false solutions like highly processed lab foods that are rooted in the same extractive models and
backed by the current industry. Our farmers and ranchers, which must include the leadership of our
BIPOC agriculturalists, can save our system and our future if we start re-valuing and re-investing in
them and into a more localized food system and infrastructure.

When I sat with the elders of a Navajo tribe late last year, one of the elders left me with this thought

as we reflected on our current systems and those that control it: “They are always trying to invent

new technologies or innovations to correct the problems that their last inventions laid the bricks for.”
Through all these months, this comment has stuck with me more than most. All around me, I am seeing
local producers make profound shifts to the way their food gets to customers, adjusting on the fly and
responding to the moment. They are innovating daily to make sure they keep our communities fed, our soil
nourished, and our neighbors healthy. Yet, when I look around at much of the funding strategies, language,
and opportunities, I see a sector that is heavily focused on finding the next “game changer,” the next
“visionary” who is going to give us the new silver bullet to all the problems. I see investors and funders still
acting as though applying capitalism and market rate returns to a system that is meant to sustain all life, a
system that is fundamental for all survival, is somehow possible. What I don’t see is enough of this growing
interest in food and ag systems transformation, or much of the funding and investment for that matter,
going to local producers, activists on the frontlines, local community organizers, local food businesses, and
the technical service providers that support them daily.



What I would like to leave you with is...there are no silver bullets. There are thousands of people who

are, everyday, working our landscapes, growing our food, picking and processing our food, and providing
critical support to our producers. People and organizations, such as the ones listed in this report, who are
drastically under-funded and under-resourced, but have a million ideas and solutions that they are helping,
against all odds, to take root.

They are the diamonds in the rough.

They are the seed savers. They are the protectors of indigenous knowledge and indigenous food sovereignty.
They are the activists who have fought for decades in the shadows for equitable land access. They are the
small local food hub workers, working through the night to aggregate food from their local farms and get

it to people’s doorsteps. They are the small nonprofits fighting for organic and regenerative school and
institutional food. They are the advocacy group bringing their constituents together to demand more from
their legislators. They are the small food businesses, taking the time to know their local producers and
partner directly with them. They are the black farmers in the south fighting to stay on the land and make
sure other farmers of color can steward and own the land that is rightfully theirs. They are the women
ranchers, gathering together to build solidarity amongst themselves and transform the mindsets in their
communities. They are entrepreneurs helping farmers use practical technological advances to streamline and
manage their businesses. They are 10th generation conventional corn farmers risking it all to try something
different. They are the young farmers trying to get back on the land despite the odds against them. They are
the small family farmers packing and delivering your CSA box.

These are the “game-changers.”

In our constant search, as a culture and as funders, for the next shiny new objects, we've left many of the
true, unwavering leaders and solutions to scrape the bottom of the barrel for leftover change. It’s time
we focus our attention on getting them the resources they need to build a new regenerative agriculture
system. The solutions are at our fingertips. Sometimes it’s as simple as noticing them and, perhaps most
importantly, funding them without the illusion of “market rate returns.” If you've paid even a little
attention during this current crisis, maybe you've seen the truth—that this current system, as well as the
capital structures we've built around it, doesn't work. Not for the majority of us. Not for our landscapes.
And if we keep going on this way, for no one.

Maybe, just maybe, we will see this moment in time as a portal, a gateway between our past world into the
new, better future. As one of my favorite authors, Arundahti Roy, recently wrote, “We can choose to walk
through it, dragging the carcasses of our prejudices and hatred, our greed and avarice, our data banks and
dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can walk through lightly, with little luggage,
ready to imagine another world. And ready to fight for it.”

I hope we fight for it. I hope we fight for the organizations and leaders in this report and the countless
others that aren’t mentioned here. Let’s not let this moment pass us by.

Jennifer O’Connor
Guidelight Strategies



A BRIEF READERS GUIDE
Goal of This Analysis

he goal of this analysis is to highlight the key barriers our farmers and ranchers are facing in moving
towards a healthy, resilient, and regenerative food and ag system and illuminate critical pathways
to support the breaking down of these barriers. It is our hope that this report will help bring to light
the interconnectivity of the challenges across the system and, by doing so, fuel a more systems-oriented,
collaborative, and equitable approach to funding and investment across the sector.

As the sector constantly evolves and shifts, so too will this analysis continue to provide a snapshot of

best possible pathways and opportunities to support our farmers and ranchers, with the goal of putting
nature back in the heart of our working landscapes. While we attempted to capture many of the notable
organizations and projects doing critical work to transform our food and agricultural system, there are
many more organizations, leaders, and activists, especially at the regional level, that are not mentioned here
or that are continuing to emerge, which makes them no less noteworthy and critical.

Intended Audiences

Primary Audience: Funders

This report was written with funders, particularly philanthropic funders, in mind as the main audience.
The report provides funders a multitude of opportunities and strategic pathways to engage in supporting
farmers and ranchers, as well as the communities and organizations that support them, on their path to a
regenerative agricultural transition. Investors will also find a variety of potential investment strategies and
opportunities highlighted throughout the report, especially in the “Financial Capital and Incentives” and
“Regenerative Supply Chain” sections.

Secondary Audience: Policy-Makers

The report provides policymakers with a high level snapshot of the issues that farmers, ranchers, the
landscape, and consumers are facing at both the local and national level. The report also identifies many
examples of and opportunities for successful policy, especially in the “Policy Reform” section, to support
the transition towards an agricultural system that is climate-smart, resilient, healthy, and equitable.

Tertiary Audience: Farmers, Ranchers and Non-Profit Leaders

Farmers, ranchers, and the non-profit leaders and activists working across the sector were the main
contributors to this report and, as such, much of what is highlighted here reflects their daily lived
experiences and understanding. However, we do hope the report can be a useful resource for these
stakeholders to continue to advocate for their work, as well as get a snapshot of other organizations, leaders,
and activists working on similar, related, or complimentary issues.

Overview Of Barrier Sections

The main barriers we have identified for the purposes of this report are outlined in the graphic on the
following page.

Within each barrier section we will:

* Highlight and provide an overview of the key levers by which funders and stakeholders could
attempt to approach the barrier.

* Highlight and provide an overview of current and emerging opportunities within each lever.
These are organizations, businesses, or projects working towards a regenerative agricultural
transition that need our continued and increased support.



A matrix of organizations mentioned throughout the report, and the suite of levers their work touches, can

be found in Appendix A.

Icon Key

Each barrier section will contain a corresponding icon, as referenced here, that you will find in the lower
left corner of each page within that section. There is a lot of material to cover, so use these icons to never
lose track of what section you are reading.

BEHAVIOR AND CULTURAL CHANGE LAND ACCESS

TRUSTED TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE FINANCIAL CAPITAL AND INCENTIVES

REGENERATIVE SUPPLY CHAINS STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS

RESEARCH AND SCIENCE POLICY REFORM

Guidelight Strategies 10



REGENERATIVE AGRICULTURE,
REGENERATING OUR LAND AND OUR
COMMUNITIES

DRAWDOWN SOLUTIONS ARE NEEDED TO
TACKLE CLIMATE CHANGE

Even if we were able to totally eliminate anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) releases to the
atmosphere, concentrations of heat-trapping gases (primarily carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide, and
methane) would remain at or above current levels. Therefore, the only way to return to safe concentrations
is to also remove excess heat-trapping gases, most importantly carbon dioxide (CO?), from the atmosphere.
Efforts to remove CO? and retain the recovered carbon in terrestrial reservoirs (e.g. underground

storage, minerals, soils, root systems, living biomass, and the built environment) are often highlighted

as key solutions to “drawdown.” Climate drawdown is defined as the point at which greenhouse gas
concentrations in the atmosphere level off and begin to decline on a year-to-year basis.

A recent analysis by Project Drawdown of the top 100 strategies for climate drawdown, placed 8
agriculture-based strategies in the top 20. As stated in the book Drawdown, “it is estimated that at least
50 percent of the carbon in the earth’s soils has been released into the atmosphere over the past centuries.
Bringing that carbon back home through regenerative agriculture is one of the greatest opportunities to
address human and climate health, along with the financial well-being of farmers.” In the recent IPCC
Special Report SR15, agriculture and food was again identified as both a significant contributor to and
potential mitigation strategy for climate change. The report highlighted that it is vital that we develop
removal solutions, in addition to reduction strategies, because all 1.5°C emissions pathways rely upon
carbon removal to some extent. Regenerative agriculture production methods is one of the best known
removal solutions we have currently.

A study published recently in Scientific Reports and conducted by an international group of scientists from
the Chinese Academy of Science, The Nature Conservancy (TNC), and International Center for Tropical
Agriculture (CIAT) says that increasing soil carbon in croplands through improved soil management and
agricultural practices could contribute to annual carbon emissions reductions of up to 1.85 billion tons per
year, equivalent to removing up to 400 million cars from the roads.! Project Drawdown puts the soil carbon
sequestration mitigation potential closer to 4.8-8.7 billion tons per year.?

While the exact soil carbon sequestration potential is varied in many reports, according to IPCC, we
have 12 years to radically shift agricultural systems worldwide and what is increasingly clear is that food
and agriculture absolutely have to be part of that conversation around climate change. If you look at
projections moving forward 10-20 years, unless we're making some radical shifts, the impact of the food
and agricultural sector is going to move us towards a point of total ecological collapse. We must act now
and with increased urgency.



Our Current Ag System: Driven by Fossil Fuels and Fueling Climate
Change and the Demise of Rural America

By the Numbers:
According to the EPA’s latest report on U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions | \VIVEE Ve =i te felark
and Sinks, agricultural activities were responsible for emissions of 542.1 [ EgPEin S iis SEa
MMT CO2 Egq., or 8.4% of total U.S. GHG emissions. Agricultural
soils are also the largest anthropogenic source of N2O emissions

in the United States, accounting for approximately 73.9% of N20O N2O = Nitrous Oxide
emissions and 4.1% of total emissions. Emissions from agriculture are
increasing rapidly and are expected to continue to increase over the next decades. The largest sources of
GHG emissions in agriculture are agricultural soils and enteric fermentation. With the advent of synthetic
fertilizers, nitrogen applications are the largest source of N2O emissions, a GHG with 298 times the
warming potential of CO2. Historically, we have also lost an estimated 133 gigatons of carbon from our
lands and many of these degraded areas are prime targets for restoration and changed practices.’?

GHG = Greenhouse Gas

America has an estimated 60  Losing Our Soit
In addition to being a source of greenhouse gases, our current
years of harvests left. agriculture system is facilitating the loss of up to 3 billion

tons of topsoil from cropland every year, which is windswept
and washed away 10 to 40 times faster than it is replenished. Generating three centimeters of top soil takes
1,000 years and, if current rates of degradation continue, officials at the Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (FAO) have stated that all of the world’s top soil could be gone within the next 60
years.* At this rate, America has an estimated 60 years of harvests left.” Industrial farming methods have
left soil vulnerable to erosion and severely taxed the fertility of what is left, making it ever more challenging
for farmers to keep up. With no topsoil, American farmers, the economy, and our food security are at risk.
Billions of dollars in lost revenue, millions of lost jobs, and all domestic food production are on the line.

In our current conventional ag system, a system of farming we have been implementing only over the
course of the last 100 years or so, we have treated soil fertility as a matter of chemistry: a balance of
nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium (NPK) that could be achieved with the correct application of
fertilizer. Among the reasons this strategy is not working is that soil fertility is also a matter of biology. Soil
is alive. Or at least it used to be. By now, industrial agriculture has systematically killed off much of the
diverse community of microorganisms in the living fraction of the soil, soil organic matter, which is just as
essential, if not more so, than N, P, or K.

And where do all these inputs come from? It is fossil fuels that make the fertilizers, fossil fuels that

make the herbicides, and oil that powers the tractor. The inputs our farmers have been forced to rely

on, all fossil- fuel based chemicals, are causing serious problems for human health and the environment,
including ground-water pollution, marine dead zones, obesity, alarmingly high rates of cancer and much
more. Essentially, wealthy individuals who sit at the helm of our chemical-intensive agriculture system
are profiting from death and destruction. And, as
100 years ago, our farms produced 14 many of the experts we spoke with pointed out,
calories of food for every 1 calorie of the roots of this extractive agribusiness approach
fossil fuels used to grow the food; now lie in a system of slavery and the expropriation of
it is almost reversed - about 10 calories land from Native peoples.

of fossil fuels used for every 1 calorie of

food we produce.?!
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Destroying Rural Communities:

The median farm income in 2019 ) ,
On top of all the climate, ecosystem, and equity

was -$1 383, a Slight increase from consequences of our current system, financially,

-$1,735in 2018. These incomes are it is no longer penciling out. The economics of

expected to decline to -$1,840 in modern agribusiness depend on massive scales of
I

production, which seems to be the only way to
2020. afford the expensive package of machinery and
chemicals necessary to grow the high-yielding and mono-cropped commodity crops that our farmers are
expected to produce. Basically, it has been a “get big or get out” approach since the 1970’s, at great peril to
our rural communities and our land.

The result? Farmers are among the most likely to die by suicide, compared with any other occupation,
according to a January 2020 study by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention. The study also found
that suicide rates overall had increased by 40% in less than two decades.

Most farmers operate at a loss, especially if you
remove the aid of government subsidies, and are
trapped in a system that loads them up with debe,
machinery and inputs while they barely get by.
According to the USDA Economic Research Service,
the average farm income was $1.3 million in debt
in 2017 and, since 2013, farmers’ net income has
fallen by 50%. The median farm income in 2019
was -$1,383, a slight increase from -$1,735 in 2018.
These incomes are expected to decline to -$1,840
in 2020.° In recent years, roughly half of farm
households have had negative farm income each year
and, as a result, many of these households rely on
off-farm income to make ends meet. Black farmers
fare even worse, with median household incomes less than half of their white farm counterparts.

In 2019, Chapter 12 bankruptcies totaled 580 filings and were up 24% from the previous 12 months and
these levels are expected to continue to rise according to the USDA. Although they have not yet reached
the level of the farm crisis of the 1980s, experts pointed out that this is likely due to relief from trade
assistance, farm bill programs, crop insurance, and disaster aid.

Facing this income reality, our producers have no room to take on any risk and are increasingly reliant on
crop insurance and other forms of extractive loans or capital that are keeping them in a cycle of more and
more debt. At this rate, it's unclear how long farming and ranching will continue to be a viable business.
If we continue to push our systems and our producers to these limits, then the question quickly becomes,
“What are we going to eat?”

Fueling a Health Cirisis:

Consumers have faired equally as bad. In Reimagining our food and fiber systems will
the United States, obesity and diet-related also result in serious benefits to human health,
chronic disease rates are escalating, while the including addressing the cost of healthcare
public’s health is further threatened by rising where 20- 40% of all US healthcare spending

antibiotic resistance; chemicals and pathogens is devoted to the metabolic diseases caused
contaminating our food, air, soil and water; by diet. 9
depletion of natural resources; and climate

13
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change. These threats have enormous human, social, and economic costs that are growing, cumulative,
and unequally distributed. The impact of obesity alone on the U.S. economy has eclipsed $1.7 trillion, an
amount equivalent to 9.3% of the nation’s gross domestic product.” Agricultural production goals focused
mainly on maximizing crop yields have also led to a significant decline in nutrient concentrations over the
last 50-70 years. An assessment of the nutritional concentrations of 43 crops, mostly fruits and vegetables,
revealed a decline in most nutrients. “Six key nutrients—protein, Ca, B, Fe, riboflavin, and vitamin C—
significantly declined between 6% to 38%.”® The same study also revealed higher water and carbohydrate
concentrations in our food.

While grain yields have more than doubled in this time period, grain protein concentrations have declined
significantly—“wheat, rice and barley as much as 30%, 18% and 50% respectively.” This suggests a
“dilution effect, an inverse relationship between yields and a measured nutrient. Such an effect is reason for
concern, as more than half of the world population suffers from undernourishment of nutrients critical for
maintaining proper health, and grain products constitute a significant portion of many diets.”®

When it comes to farm animals, antibiotics and heavy metals are routinely used to promote growth in
food animals in feedlot systems. More than 70% of all US
The European Union recently antibiotics are estimated to be fed to hogs, poultry, and beef
phased out all routine use cattle for such non-therapeutic reasons. Although evidence
of antibiotics as animal feed suggests no financial benefit, this practice may compensate
additives, an example we must for heightened disease risks and other problems from

aim to follow. concentrating animals under confinement and for feeding
them grains rather than on pasture or grass, including
contributing to the epidemic of antimicrobial-resistant infections afflicting humans. Feed additives can also
pass through animals into manure that is land applied, therefore contaminating soil and potentially air and
groundwater as well.

As a direct result of our chemical driven cropping systems, the USDA has estimated that 50 million people
in the United States obtain their drinking water from groundwater that is potentially contaminated by
pesticides and other agricultural chemicals. The US Geological Survey found 70% of domestic and public
drinking water well samples to be contaminated with at least 1 volatile organic compound, pesticide, or
nitrate from human sources; 12% of wells exceeded environmental or human health criteria for at least 1
sample.® Two studies examining the external and economic costs of agricultural production in the United
States in the International Journal of Agricultural

In 2005, the US Department of Sustainability calculated US public health costs
Agriculture reported finding of pesticide use at about $1.1 billion per year

detectable pesticide residues in 73% F)ased only on acute poisonings plus assoc1at'ed
illnesses and cancer. Further human and social

of fresh fruit and veg etable Samp|eS costs come from pesticide effects on the neurologic,

and 61% of processed fruit and respiratory, and reproductive systems. In 2005, the
vegetable samples. US Department of Agriculture reported finding

detectable pesticide residues in 73% of fresh fruit
and vegetable samples and 61% of processed fruit and vegetable samples. Organically produced foods have
fewer pesticide residues. One 2006 study found that, “organic diets significantly lower children’s dietary
exposure to organophosphorus pesticides.” In another report published in the Environ Health Perspect,
they found that when children switched to organic diets, their urine pesticide levels dropped “immediately
and precipitously.””® Exposures are also especially high for farm workers and those living near farms.
Long-term pesticide health effects include some cancers and rising problems in the reproductive, immune,
endocrine, and nervous system function.
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Food As a Human Right:

While these are just some of the health issues at the heart of our current food and ag system, it is important
to note that the right to food is a fundamental human right whose pillars we are failing to meet. In 2004,
the United States signed on to United Nations Voluntary Guidelines that build on the Rome Declaration
on World Food Security, Plan of Action statement:

"Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical and economic
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food
preferences for an active and healthy life. The four pillars of food security are
availability, stability of supply, access and utilization. A broad range of issues are
involved in ensuring this right, including protecting nutritional quality, ensuring

food safety and freedom from adverse substances, providing adequate livelihood

to enable purchasing food, and avoiding abrogating the rights of others including
farmers and other workers. The right to food is to be fulfilled progressively through
ongoing efforts of the signatory nations, including the United States.”

Within our current system, The United States has eroded the pillars of food security. This is a critical
moment in time for the movement to come together to advocate for and help restore the pillars and ensure
that our food system is sustainable for all people and the planet.

ITIS BECOMING IMPOSSIBLE TO IGNORE THESE
REALITIES

Energy-intensive, external-input farming cannot be sustained in the
future

Continuing to exploit natural resources, rather than regenerating them
for ecological health and valuing them for more than just profit, cannot
continue

Climate change is making farming more difficult with extreme weather;
the agricultural sector needs to become more resilient

Simply maintaining soil fertility by inserting NPK inputs does not bode
well for the future of farming since soil is also a matter of biology

Chemical inputs damage soil biology. Supporting soil biology is an
essential part of regenerative agriculture

Healthy soil is ‘living’ soil which supports a diversity of plant, animal and
crop life and is resilient to the extremes of climate change
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* The current system is built on the exploitation of black, Native, and
immigrant communities; the system cannot truly be reformed without

addressing these inequities

Farmers and ranchers are squeezed from both ends of the food system:
by increased costs for seeds and other inputs and lower prices for their
products

Regenerative Agriculture as a Mitigation, Adaptation and Resiliency
Solution

griculture is clearly part of the problem—multiple problems—including climate change. Greenhouse

gas emissions from agriculture need to drop, along with emissions from every other sector of the
economy, to address the climate crisis. But agriculture also has the potential to be a significant and positive
part of the solution. As noted in the report “Soil Wealth”, based on an analysis of Project Drawdown’s
published data, projected out to 2050,“implementing climate-friendly agricultural practices could mitigate
nearly 170 GtCO?Ze, while generating a nearly $10 trillion net financial return” (GtCO?Z2e = gigatonnes
of equivalent carbon dioxide)."" The recent report “Healthy Soils To Cool the Planet” also noted the
role agriculture has in climate mitigation, “changes to agricultural land management, combined with
conservation and restoration of forests, wetlands, and grasslands, can provide over 1/3 of the cost-
effective climate mitigation needed to stabilize global warming below 2 degrees C.”'> Much of the
GHG mitigation potential in agriculture comes from soil carbon sequestration, particularly through
cropland management, grazing land management, restoration of cultivated organic soils and degraded
lands. It is also widely accepted that a 1% increase in soil organic matter can hold up to 20x its weight in
water on land. That’s around 27,000 gallons of water per acre in the top six inches of soil.**

Perhaps more importantly beyond climate mitigation, regenerative agriculture facilitates increased system
resiliency and adaptation. By restoring and enhancing natural ecosystem processes like water and nutrient
cycling, pest predation, and weed competition, regenerative agriculture improves ecosystem function

and builds resilience over time. While there continues to be argument about the soil carbon mitigation
potential, there is no doubt that we need to develop a system that is much more resilient and adaptive

in the face of a changing climate and new crises. Highlighting this sentiment, the farmers, ranchers, and
advocates we spoke with across the country attached much broader meanings to the term “regenerative
agriculture” to include the host of ecosystem, landscape, and community benefits. Understanding these
perspectives is critical in order to take a systems approach to overcoming barriers to adoption, realize the
full potential of regenerative agricultural systems, and address the equity and justice issues that are at the
heart of the current extractive system.

What Does Regenerative Agriculture Mean in Practice

\ x Thile regenerative agriculture looks different in our highly varied agricultural communities and soil &
climate zones, a few key principles apply:

®* minimizing chemical inputs
® increasing diversity, both crop and animal

* reducing disturbance of the soil

* keeping the soil covered
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Regenerative agriculture, an alternative form of food and fiber production, is a system of agriculture that
enhances and restores resilient ecological systems supported by healthy soils that are rich in organic matter
and capable of producing a full suite of ecosystem benefits. Among the most important are soil carbon
sequestration, or taking carbon out of the atmosphere and storing it in the soil, and improved soil water
retention. Integrating the principles of organic farming, agroecology, traditional indigenous knowledge,
and holistic management, regenerative agriculture serves to counter the decline in biodiversity, rise in
atmospheric carbon dioxide, destruction of rural livelihoods, loss of topsoil, and increased water pollution
caused by our current industrial farming practices. In practice, this means growing more perennial crops,
reducing tillage, reducing external chemical inputs such as synthetic fertilizers, diversifying crop rotations,
integrating livestock grazing with cropping systems, and improving or establishing functional natural areas.

Author David Montgomery, in his latest book, Growing a Revolution, writes that soil health/regenerative
agriculture offers “a triple harvest of societal benefits, along with better farm profitability. It simultaneously
builds soil fertility to help feed the world and improve food quality, stores carbon to slow climate change
and boost agricultural resilience to it, and conserves biodiversity on agricultural land. As a bonus, taxpayers
could save money through reduced subsidies.”!

Regeneration is a both a new and very old paradigm, built upon centuries old indigenous wisdom that has
been married with our current scientific understanding and innovations. For thousands of years, farmers
have provided humanity with sustenance and nutrition, developing creative and progressive techniques that
work with nature, not against it. Yet our society consistently overlooks and undervalues them in favor of a
food system developed and promoted by corporations, not farmers.

Soil Health:

One of the most talked about aspects of regenerative agriculture is soil health. Healthy soils increase

plant growth, reduce erosion, prevent against pest and disease out-break, and can serve as a carbon sink.
Physically, healthy soils have high aggregate stability, low bulk density, and high available water capacity.
Chemically, healthy soils have neutral to slightly acidic pH, abundant and stable levels of phosphorus

and potassium, adequate levels of micronutrients, and low salinity. Biologically, healthy soils have large
amounts of organic matter, high levels of active carbon, adequate and stable levels of mineralizable nitrogen
(having too-high levels of nitrates can decrease soil health), and a thriving microbial ecosystem.

As described in Andrew Stevens’ 2015 report, one can “categorize the various benefits of soil health into
several distinct groups: in one dimension, ecological/environmental benefits vs. agronomic benefits, and in
another dimension, private benefits

vs. external benefits. Ecological/

environmental benefits are those

that contribute to the resiliency of

the area without directly increasing

agricultural yield, while agronomic

benefits are those that manifest

specifically in increased yield. Private

benefits are those that are realized by

a farmer, while external benefits are

realized by others. The table below

illustrates these distinctions."

Original Source: The Economics of Soil Health, Andrew Stevens 2015



Water:

Regenerative farming practices—specifically perennial pasture, crop rotation, planting cover crops, and
avoiding synthetic pesticides and fertilizers—increase the biodiversity and organic matter content of our
soils. Functionally, this creates channels for air and water movement, resists compaction, and allows for soil
organisms to breakdown potential water contaminants in runoff. By maintaining surface residues, roots,

and soil structure with better aggregation
“Regenerative is definitely common and pores, soil organic matter reduces

nomenclature in ag right now. Everybody's nutrient runoffand CI'OSiOI'l, ﬁltCI'S and

. . tor ter well and rel it slowl
talking about it, but there’s a lot of ;:tvii:lar;n“:n dairrigztfjflezve;gw Y
confusion around what that means. Carbon

is definitely the prettiest girl at the dance By setting up our farming system to have

. high t tenti d infiltrati
right now, but there’s so much more to tgher water retention and infiftration -
rates, we decrease the amount of irrigation

consider in terms of biodiversity, water, water required as compared to unhealthy

ecosystem services and rural livelihoods.”  or conventionally managed soils. Lower
irrigation requirements reduce the need

to pump water out of rivers and aquifers, both lowering operational costs and leaving more for others.

And the water we leave for others is made clean by healthy soils that have been weaned of highly soluble

fertilizers and pesticides that often pollute local and downstream water sources. Each 1% increase in soil

organic matter helps soil hold 20,000 gallons more water per acre.> And heightened water holding capacity

also means crops are more resilient through times of drought or heavy rain.

Putting Community at the Heart of “Regeneration”

In interviews with farmers, farm advocates, and activists of color across the country, nearly all interviewees
expressed a sense that intentional community-building must be a part of a truly regenerative approach.

A university-trained researcher echoed this understanding, stating that “a lot of definitions fail if they are
overemphasizing soil and not focused on livelihood of farmers and rural communities who rely on those
systems. You could divorce the two, but there’s a real danger to do that.” A California rancher added to

this perspective, describing the hollowing out of his rural town and noting that this was an aspect of what
he called the “degenerative” current system, adding, “the social aspects of regenerative agriculture are
key—they’re not spoken of very much—not only are we poisoning our water and soil, we're killing the
communities where our food comes from.”

Producers and advocates also expressed wariness about the term “regenerative agriculture” that is important
to heed. Some in the field described regenerative as the “newest word that is in vogue right now” and one
where “especially a lot of corporations have attached themselves to it.” One Midwest grazier contrasted
regenerative to the set definition of “Certified Organic” and the murkier one for “sustainable,” noting,
“regenerative is a lot like sustainable in that
we picture something much more holistic...

and I have a similar concern that it will be "We Unde."Stand that for a ot of !oeople it
co-opted or greenwashed over time, because means S_O'l health and graSSfed livestock

it doesn’t have a set definition.” A CA rancher PrOduFt'on- But Y"e'd expand it to say that
highlighted the importance of a shared holistic [ also mglgdes vibrant communities—the ‘
understanding, stating, “Regenerative is communities where the farmers actuall‘y live.
definitely common nomenclature in ag right Because in order for it to be regenerative, you

now. Everybody’s talking about it, but there’s actually need to grow the next generation!”

a lot of confusion around what that means.
Carbon is definitely the prettiest girl at the dance right now, but there’s so much more to consider in terms
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of biodiversity, water, ecosystem services and rural livelihoods.” He concluded that we need to “really see
how the interconnectivity of all of these things is building the resilience of the whole system.”

Equity, Justice, and Regenerative Agriculture

( :ritically, activists of color and those representing indigenous communities had even stronger views on
the meaning of regenerative agriculture.

Activist Karen Washington of Black Urban Growers and Black Farmer Fund put it most starkly when asked
how she defines the term regenerative agriculture: “I'm not going to hold back. Why do white people take
things and make things sound like they’re new? These are indigenous practices! These practices have been
done for centuries. How do you talk about regenerative farming without lifting up and giving credence to
the indigenous people?”

Other activists of color echoed this perspective, noting the importance of “understanding that even within
our movement for sustainable or regenerative or whatever, we still often end up whitewashing the story of
who has access and who’s losing.”

As a result, she and other activists of color advocated strongly for an approach to regenerative agriculture
that prioritizes farmers of color, indigenous, and immigrant farmers and includes “a restorative framework
based on reparations—that is about relationship to land.”

Addressing and righting these historical inequities is not only just, but critical for building a movement
strong enough to resist corporate influence and the co-opting of the term “regenerative” to serve entrenched
interests, without meaningful climate or community benefits. Reflecting back on the early years of the
“sustainable” agriculture and food movement, one activist of color shared the realization that “In terms of
mainstream media [at the time], it became more about knowing where your food comes from, connection
to farmers, local food. So there wasn’t a dominant conversation about power, understanding the big ag
industry as just as toxic as big oil, big pharma.” And he reflected on a “heavy element of racial politics and
dynamics that plays into all of this . . . and this lack of racial equity analysis was a key omission in those
early years. Organizations and movements broke up over that.” Currently, he added, “We have cohorts

of youth of color who are picking up their work on ‘Big Food’—but the conversation about corporate
consolidation gets coded white, so we have to talk about it in a way that’s applicable for communities of
color.”

Activists of color are not the only ones expressing the importance of an equity focus in expanding the
adoption of truly regenerative practices. A white-led Midwest organization noted, “Our policies are
ultimately rife with racial inequities. So, as we're continuing this work in networks, our organization,
which fundamentally is a white farmer-led organization, is focusing on racial equity and looking to thought
leaders outside of our immediate circle. We look to our partners and allies in Native communities. They

are leading on this work, and they need to be

supported extensively because we're all in this “Yes, we know that all farmers are suffering

together.” under the corporate system - but everything
that is happening right now is within the

As funders consider the most effective historical framework of exploitation and

opportunities to engage as a strategic grantmaker [ =haiElarlely
in this space, it’s critical to acknowledge the
importance of naming and addressing the racial inequities at the heart of the current extractive food
system, and those perpetuated in the early years of the sustainable and organic food movement. Without
this intentional focus on equity and justice, regenerative agriculture risks being undermined by the lack
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of a strong multi-racial movement that takes an

intersectional approach to changing the current "We still have trauma in our veins and
extractive system. until we talk about that, we negate all our

efforts and you just go forward with tunnel
With this foundation in place, activists called vision.” ~Karen Washington

for prioritizing intentional work with farmers of
color, Native and immigrant farmers, and the organizations that advocate for them. Karen Washington
described walking in to a recent conference held by a major national agricultural organization, where she
was to give the keynote: “I walked
"l walked into a sea of whiteness.” She added, into a sea of whiteness.” She added,
“there were no black, Mexican, Native farmers ' there were no black, Mexican, Native
i th di d Ik ab . farmers in the audience. How do you
in the audience. How do you talk about equity ;i .bout equity and diversity? You
and diversity? You talk about diversity when it  talk about diversity when it comes to
comes to milking cows, or the next crop, but ~ milking cows, or the next crop, but
talk about di it | you never talk about diversity among
you never talk about diversity among people. . 1y eonle came and they had
The people came and they had so much so much information, but the people
information, but the people who needed to who needed to hear that info were
. . not in the room. You speak amongst
hear that info were not in the room. You speak
yourselves and you speak amongst your
amongst yourselves and you speak amongst  rganizations. But you don't speak to
your organizations. But you don’t speak to the  the people and the farmers who need to

people and the farmers who need to hear it.” hear it.” Other activists concurred with
’ the need to prioritize working with

black, immigrant, and indigenous farmers and how “they need to be prioritized in terms of access to land,
loans, credit.”

When considering financial incentive programs for regenerative ag, one interviewee provided the important
feedback that such programs need to be structured to directly meet the needs of all people, like women and
women of color producers.

“Don’t just say ‘there’s one fund and we'll get everybody’ - it doesn’t
end up working that way. If they are competing in the milieu with
other mainstream or mostly white male farmers, they won’t do as
well. This also holds true between white women and women of
color.”

Defining Regenerative Agriculture

While definitions and narratives around regenerative agriculture

are varied depending on who you ask, we have come to define
regenerative agriculture as a system of land stewardship, rooted in
centuries old indigenous wisdom, that provides healthy, nutrient rich
food for all people, while continuously restoring and nourishing the
ecological, social, and cultural systems unique to every place.
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ile the ecological benefits of farming with nature are becoming increasingly apparent, as described
above, just as important are the social and cultural benefits. Divorcing the ecological impacts of
agriculture from the social and cultural aspects of agriculture is a tactic of the current “degenerative”
system. To build a truly regenerative system, we must also build resilient, economically viable, and
equitable systems for farmers and for everyone who depends on them.

We Must Act Now

As these definitions and reflections highlight, regenerative agriculture has the potential to be a resilient
approach that will sequester carbon, reduce input costs, promote farm viability, bolster food security,
support local and rural economies, improve water retention and ecosystem resilience, and increase
biodiversity all while, at the same time, mitigating climate change. It allows producers to spend their days
fostering life instead of “waking up thinking about what to kill next.”

Building soils and supporting regenerative agriculture offer immense benefits and will enhance resilience.
Few investment pathways are more urgent or important. All civilization rests on agriculture, and so it
follows that the real revolution begins in the soil and the real revolutionaries are our farmers and ranchers.
We must begin to better understand why their work is so vital to all of us and support them in their
endeavors to feed all of us and the earth. If we continue to not heed nature’s warnings, history is filled with
examples of flourishing civilizations that failed due to the loss of soil health.

Most landowners have a strong interest in managing their land to support these diverse values, yet they face
many challenges in doing so. It takes more than just desire and vision to keep land healthy, productive and
intact: it takes community, skilled labor, science, equitable access to land, knowledge of what practices will
work best where, the right kinds of capital, strategic communications, supportive public policies, and so
much more.

“Most people see sustainable agriculture as just ‘less bad’ than
conventional ag - | want to promote a positive role for agriculture,
through regenerative practices” ~ farmer from Massachusetts
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Farmer Feature

ACOMA TRIBAL LANDS, NEW MEXICO

Ancestral Lands has been operating a program
called Farm Corps since 2012 as a space to
revitalize the traditional knowledge, practices, seed,
and food production of Acoma Pueblo. We work
with High School to college age young adults by
immersing them in the practice of growing food for
our Acoma community. We typically cultivate 1.5
acres through flood irrigation and 1 acre of dryland
as well as a 30x96 ft. passive solar cold frame. All
food stays within the community and is shared
three ways; to the members of the program, Senior
Center elders, and seed for our Ancestral Lands

Seed Bank.

Revitalizing Traditional Practices
and Seeds

Personally, farming came
out of the need to
revitalize a piece of Acoma
cultural practices that are on
the verge of disappearing.
There are less than 12
individuals, mostly over age
40, that consistently farm in
Acoma, which is historically
a farming community. This

Farm/Ranch Name: Acoma Tribal Lands
Farmer/Rancher Name: Aaron Lowden
Location of Farm: Acoma Pueblo, New
Mexico

Years Farming this land: 8

Crop or Animal Specialties: Heirloom
corn, beans, squash, melons, chile,
tobacco, and amaranth.

is a huge indication that Acoma’s knowledge,
practices, and seeds are endangered. Acoma
tradition teaches that everything has a life and
that we treat our crops with the care of a parent.
Teaching this cultural perspective grounds our
youth members in the practice and has also been
the motivation for me to pass it on to the next
generation. Our heirloom seed is also dependent
on continual planting and propagating which as
mentioned is not happening. It has been a personal
mission of mine to save viable seed and disperse to
the community, as well as rematriate the seed that
was taken outside of Acoma lands.

Acoma Pueblo’s agricultural practices have faced
waves of issues that have deterred many from taking
up the practices of our ancestors. The number of
farmers and the practical and traditional knowledge
is being lost as we lose our elders to time. This
transition of knowledge has created a gap so wide
that most of our young people aren’t aware that we
were a farming community.

Regenerative Practices are Rooted
in Traditional
Practices

Aﬂ the practices we

ave are traditions

that are already inherently
regenerative and sustainable
with examples of minimal

or no-tilling, biodiversity,
companion planting to name
a few. Time, space, and



funding resources to teach and pass on these traditions are some of our biggest barriers in the work we are
currently doing. In my opinion, commercial farming and soils are what funders have been trending towards
in recent years. This leaves little attention and support for those that are training the next generation of
farmers. I personally would like to see more funding towards indigenous peoples that have been historically
and systemically displaced from their lands, waters and traditional knowledge.

“I would also love to see a resurgence of small-scale people of color community-based farms. The food
apartheid is a glaring reality for those of us with little access to basic communal needs like grocery stores
or running water. Prioritizing funding towards those communities will give them the agency to create the
solutions to their problems and help offset the historic and current inequities in this country.”

FARM CORPS

We aim to spur a movement to restore
our local food systems through
agriculture, seed, and traditional
knowledge.

Based in Acoma we recruit young people from
Acoma ages 17 to 25 years old in aimmersive
holistic approach to revitalizing Acoma Food
Systems. Members serve 6 month terms through
the growing and are P ted witha
weehly living stipend and education award.
Members learn though practice everything from
field design to seed saving.

As of2019 there are less then 10 farmers in Acoma
consistently practicing irrigated farming
and“nibama” or dryland farming is nearly extinct.
Since 2011 we have been working to revive our
agricultural knowledge, practices, seed, and
cultural perspective through our young people. All
our practices are inherently sustainable and are
based on stewardship and conservation.



BARRIERS AND KEY LEVERS

he main barriers we have identified are listed below and, while they are presented separately here, it is
y are p p y
important to note that most of these strategies work best in alignment with others. Within each barrier
we expand on “Key Levers” and “Current and Emerging Opportunities”.

e BEHAVIOR AND CULTURAL CHANGE

e LAND ACCESS

e TRUSTED TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

* FINANCIAL CAPITAL AND INCENTIVES
e REGENERATIVE SUPPLY CHAINS

e STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS

e RESEARCH AND SCIENCE

e POLICY REFORM
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BEHAVIOR AND CULTURAL
CHANGE

he transformative potential of regenerative agriculture has

seen growing attention, but few studies and organizations
have explored and focused on the processes by which farmers
enter into, navigate, and, importantly, sustain the required
paradigm shift in their approach to managing their properties,
farm businesses, and personal lives. Transitioning to regenerative agriculture involves more than a suite of
‘climate-smart’ mitigation and adaptation practices supported by technical innovation, policy, education,
and outreach. Rather, it involves subjective, nonmaterial factors associated with culture, values, ethics,
identity, and emotion that operate at individual, household, and community scales and interact with
regional, national and global processes.

A lack of awareness, knowledge, or willingness to change on the part of farmers and ranchers was named
as a barrier by most interviewees—one stated that “the six inches between the ears is a barrier”—but
importantly, this was always in the context of the larger system barriers described in detail in this analysis.
A combination of the lack of trust and clear, accessible entry points was at the root of this barrier in many
cases. As one farm advocate noted, “Farmers learn from each other first and can smell BS from a mile
away.” Another added, “By and large in all the producers I've worked with, there’s a reticence to fully trust
the information that’s coming from anyone but other farmers.”

The sobering barrier of farmer mental health stresses was emphasized by several interviewees and must be
considered in conjunction with behavior change. As one Midwest farmer and advocate explained, “that
mental stress of not being able to access capital or implement new ideas degrades one’s sense of self and
potential. You can’t think creatively, and you can only see the barriers.” Recent coverage of the increase in
farmer suicides underscores the fact that the willingness to adopt new practices, or lack thereof, may be
driven by a sense of desperation.

The recent study conducted by Hannah Gosnell, Associate Professor of Geography in the College of Earth,
Ocean, and Atmospheric Sciences at Oregon State University, dove deeply into this topic. Their findings
“suggest:

Transformational adaptation on the farm can be triggered by crisis, epiphany,
and exposure to alternative pathways

That decisions to transition to regenerative farming involve important non-
material subjective factors associated with feelings, emotions, virtues, drives,
and motivations

That sustained adoption is influenced by a range of environmental, economic,
social/cultural, and personal/psychological factors

That certain types of traction can support self-amplifying feedback loops that
involve ongoing experiential social learning and increasing consciousness which
plays out on the landscape and in surrounding communities.”??
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Many organizations that support on-farm demonstrations, farmer and rancher networks, uplifting and
supporting women in the field, and peer-to-peer learning efforts are working to address this barrier.
Through our research, many have also recommended a tiered approach. The first tier would have an
implementation focus, targeting farmers most likely to adopt, and the second tier would continue to
increase individual capacity and awareness by using networks and targeted, regionally appropriate language
and outreach to inform other farmers about the benefits of adoption.

KEY LEVERS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Producer Networks and Convenings

eat rows of high-yielding commodity crops are about more than just economics. A farmer’s reputation

for tidy fields and sound decisions has been hard-won, earned with decades of toeing the line and
hard labor. The prospect of losing that community respect by trying something different, stepping outside
of the status quo, can be almost as distressing as losing the farm. Sparsely populated plains and rural
farming communities are lonely enough as it is, and for the unconventional farmer, skipping the trip to the
fertilizer dealer means losing a friend. Thus, in most rural farming communities, it often doesn’t make sense
to step too far out of line.

Facing the double isolation of rural life and an unorthodox approach, sustainable producers can find moral
support, community, and new ideas at gatherings and convenings without ever having to be explicit about
it. As with most things, transformation is rooted in diverse and strong relationships among key stakeholders
in a system and, as such, we need to build and support highly adaptive networks built on deep relationships
that can navigate the transformation we need. In this way, networks, gatherings, and convenings are a
critical entry point for further adoption and can be paired well with additional technical assistance and
support providers as a farmer or rancher moves through the process of transition.

Advocates for women in agriculture and leaders of color interviewed both emphasized a particular need
for networks and convenings that provide separate learning spaces. One leader of color saw a barrier to
adoption of regenerative agriculture in the “very real relationships that need to be built between folks, and
there are not a lot of spaces to do that are not white and male dominant.”

CURRENT & EMERGING OPPORTUNITIES

Many of the current and emerging projects and organizations listed here, for both
Networks and Convenings and On Farm Learning, are providing key technical
assistance to farmers and ranchers who are interested in transitioning towards
regenerative agriculture. As such, some of these projects and others are highlighted

under the “Trusted Technical Assistance” barriers section below. With that in mind,
we felt it was important to also mention a few convenings here that many farmers
and ranchers noted as the turning point for them or the “ah ha” moment that
changed their mindset about their practices and the ag system more broadly.

No Till on the Plains
No-till on the Plains is an educational organization whose mission is to provide
education and networking on agricultural production systems that model nature.
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They provide information for producers to adopt high-quality continuous no-

till systems, and to further develop those systems. Each year No-till on the Plains
presents educational events such as the world-renowned Winter Conference,
Agriculture’s Innovative Minds (AIM) Symposium, Whirlwind Expo field days,
International tours, and regional bus tours, allowing attendees to get practical
and relevant production and management information from fellow producers and
preeminent scientists, all of whom are setting the reference standard in no-tillage
systems.

Ranching For Profit School A majority of farmers and

This school, run by Ranch Management ranchers we spoke with in
Consultants, empowers ranchers to transform their the inner mountain west and
ranches and farms into sustainable businesses. northern plains cited Ranching
Founded in 1981, the organization, with over For Profit as the organization
7,000 alumni worldwide, has improved the quality that got them started down

of rancher’s lives, the health of their land and the path towards regenerative
the profitability of their businesses. They offer farming and ranching

online courses and one week in-person courses
throughout the year, where farmers and ranchers
learn to increase profit while also improving their management practices and
improving the health and productivity of their land and animals. Upon completion of
the course, Ranching for Profit School offers an on-going coaching program referred
to as Executive Link (EL). In EL, alumni are formed into peer advisory boards and
discuss business decisions and consult with each other on business related tactics.

RegeNErate Nebraska

RegeNErate Nebraska is a network of farmers and ranchers, tribes, urban farmers,
supporting businesses, organizations, food consumers, and communities who
are committed to a shift away from extractive industrial food production in favor
of an ethical and regenerative food system. RegeNErate Nebraska is focused

on developing new regenerative food pipelines that connect rural and urban
communities, and break down the problems that lead to lack of nutritional food
access.

Soul Fire Farm

Through their BIPOC FIRE program (Black-Indigenous-People of Color Farming in
Relationship with Earth) they annually train over 100 adults to take leadership as
farmers and food justice organizers in their communities and 300+ youth to heal their
relationship with earth and imagine new futures.
Using land as a tool to heal from racial trauma, they FESISIF| RSN = N e RS T
work to reverse the dangerously low percentage organization to Black Farmer
of farms being owned and operated by people Fund

of color and increase the leadership of people of
color in the food justice movement. Their graduates receive ongoing mentorship to
access resources, land, and training and are invited to join their speakers collective
so they can amplify their voice in the food system.
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The Southeastern African American Farmers’ Organic Network (SAAFON)
SAAFON is the first regional network for Black farmers committed to using
ecologically sustainable practices to manage their land and the natural systems on it
in order to grow food and raise livestock that are healthy for people and the planet.
The SAAFON network allows their members to connect with like-minded farmers, to
build collective power in order to achieve our visions of land-based success, and to
model alternative ways of living in the 21st century.

Dakota Rural Action Farmer Network

Dakota Rural Action is structured and operates as a grassroots, membership
organization of family farmers, ranchers, workers, educators, and small business
people who are dedicated to social and economic justice for South Dakota people.
The Farmer Network is a networking group of Dakota Rural Action members

that connects beginning and established farmers and ranchers to farm-related
opportunities through resource-sharing and education. The Farmer Network hosts at
least 6 farm tours or skills sessions each year and presents multiple winter workshops
on farm-related topics such as production, financials/record-keeping, and enterprise
profitability.

Intertribal Agricultural Council

IAC was founded in 1987 to pursue and promote the conservation, development
and use of our agricultural resources for the betterment of American Indian people.
IAC's Annual Conference is one of the largest gatherings of Indian producers and
other tribal members focused on agriculture, with over 600 attendees at its recent
December 2019 gathering. IAC’s programs include a technical assistance program
and a recently-launched CDFI, called Akiptan, which will focus on investing in Native
agriculture.

On Farm Learning

F

ield days are a great way for early adopters to share innovative ideas and practices with fellow farmers
and ranchers and have served as an entry point into regenerative agriculture for many of the farmers

and ranchers we interviewed. Hosting a field day also gives these producers a rewarding opportunity to
showcase their hard work and achievements—the best practices for sustainability they have learned, in-
field experiments, conservation efforts, ways to increase yields and profits, and more. Farmer-to-farmer
education may be one of the best uses of time to increase the sustainability of the whole community.

Producers’ most preferred ways of learning new methods and practices are through hands-on activities and

on-

farm demonstrations. A field day encourages peer-to-peer learning and highlights real-world practices

that are successful. As farmer in the Northeast noted: “we need spaces for peers to learn from each other
about locally adapted practices.”

CURRENT & EMERGING OPPORTUNITIES

Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES)

MOSES promotes organic and sustainable agriculture by providing the education,
resources and expertise farmers need to succeed. Their Organic Field Days program
educates farmers about specific organic practices that are unique to their farm and
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region. These on-farm events give farmers the chance to see firsthand how successful
organic farmers manage their operation and opens their eyes to new ideas and
innovations.”

Practical Farmers of lowa

From field days, farminars and workshops to their annual conference, Practical
Farmers hosts many events throughout the year to help farmers connect with and
learn from each other. Planning events and learning opportunities in response to
members’ needs and desires is a core way in which Practical Farmers fosters farmer-
to-farmer learning and information sharing. Some events - such as their field day
series, annual conference and Cooperators’ Meeting - are foundational events that
have defined Practical Farmers since the beginning.

Alternative Energy Resources Organization (AERO) On Farm Improvement Clubs
AERO is a statewide, grassroots membership organization dedicated to building

a resilient Montana since 1974. AERO empowers neighbors and communities to
build sustainable food, energy and community systems for all Montanans, right
where they live. They support networks of Montana farmers and ranchers to employ
the principles and practices of sustainable agriculture by building community and
sharing their experiences and findings at the community level. They are also building
a new generation of farm improvement clubs across their region, which are re-
granting funds and other resources to producer groups that are advancing on farm
research and shared-problem solving in their communities.

Women in Farming/Ranching

Women are increasingly emerging as the leading voices in regenerative agriculture. Women make

up more than half the US population, and own an increasing number of farms. Surveys by The
Women’s Food & Agriculture Network show that women own or co-own nearly half the farmland in the
Midwest, for example. Many of these women have a strong conservation ethic and are deeply committed
to healthy farmland, farm families, and farm communities. Yet, women face gender-related barriers to
managing their land for long-term sustainability. And while women increasingly are the primary decision-
makers on farms and inclined towards conservation, they are underrepresented in USDA conservation
programs and on the boards of policy-making entities and face numerous barriers when accessing
information from agencies and institutions.

Working-lands women are increasingly seeking ways to connect with one another, to promote leadership
and inspire creative solutions for how best to support a growing resource of female leaders. As our
colleagues at Women In Ranching state, “We can support them by organizing around simple yet powerful
principles: provide opportunities for working-lands women to convene away from home, work and family;
focus on personal, professional and network development; and foster increased agency.

CURRENT & EMERGING OPPORTUNITIES

Women In Ranching (WiR)
WIiR emerged in direct response to an expressed need: working-lands women
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throughout the West were seeking ways to connect with one another, to promote
leadership and inspire creative solutions for how best to support a growing resource
of female leaders. Their gatherings foster progress in ranching by building a network
of social capital that is centered around empowering and supporting women'’s work
on the land, holding space for women to explore roadblocks, and finding strength in
their unique voices.

Women's Food & Agriculture Network (WFAN)

WFAN exists so that women can give each other the information, connections, and
encouragement they need to be effective practitioners and supporters of sustainable
agriculture and healthy localized food systems. They are engaging women in
building an ecological and just food and agricultural system through individual and
community power. WFAN members come from all across the US and several other
countries, from diverse ages (ranging from teens to eighties) and backgrounds.

They support women who are farmers, urban gardeners, environmental educators,
community activists, academics, and others who care about food and our
environment.

American Farmland Trust - Women for the Land Initiative

The goal of AFT's Women for the Land initiative is to engage women who own and
manage farmland and ranchland in the mission to protect farmland, promote sound
farming practices and keep farmers on the land. This national initiative combines
three complementary strategies: (1) research into the barriers women landowners
face, (2) learning circles to engage women landowners in conservation, and (3)
technical assistance and policy reforms to better serve women landowners.

Guidelight Strategies
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Farmer Feature

SPRINGS RANCH AND THE JEFFERSON CENTER
FOR HOLISTIC MANAGEMENT, CALIFORNIA

prings Ranch is 1,800 acres of aspen groves,

natural springs and upland areas on the Warner
Mountains, irrigated meadows that reach the
Upper Alkali Lake in Surprise Valley and dryland
pastures. It sits on the western edge of the Great
Basin.The Springs Ranch is located on the Northern
Lahontan Watershed and is owned by Steve and
Pati Smith, who purchased it in the 1990s, and
operated by Abbey, Spencer, Samuel and Maezy
Smith. It is part of the Columbia Plateau Level I1I
Ecoregion (according to The Nature Conservancy
ecoregion classification). Its ecological diversity
makes it an ideal location for demonstrating the
application of Holistic Management to dryland
pasture, rangeland, and irrigated pastures. The
ranch is currently managed for beef cattle and is
also home to herds of elk, deer, and other wildlife.
The Jefferson Center for Holistic Management is
based on the Springs Ranch. Several trainings and
workshops are hosted at Springs Ranch as well as
the ranch work study program.

Finding an Alternative to
Commercial Cattle Ranching

grew up on commercial cattle ranches in
Northern California. It was a beautiful childhood

Farm/Ranch Name: Springs Ranch
and the Jefferson Center for Holistic
Management

Farmer/Rancher Name: Abbey Smith
Location of Farm: Fort Bidwell,
California

Years Farming this land: 6

Crop or Animal Specialties: Grassfed
beef, perennial grasses (contract

grazing)

of summers at the river, moving cattle on
horseback with my parents and brother,
exploring the mountain valley fields with my
brother while our mother herded sheep. I felt
a tension between the beautiful life I knew on
the ranch and the public perception of ranching. In
the 1990s, cattle were sources of land degradation,
especially public lands, and red meat was perceived
to cause cancer. I couldn’t make sense of it. How
did I move forward with purpose and meaning? I
didn’t love industrial agriculture, but it was taught
as the way forward as I grew up in the “get big or
get out” era of American agriculture. When I met
Allan Savory at Cal Poly, while I worked toward
an animal science degree, I knew that Holistic
Management was the way forward for me. I had to
learn more about it. I traveled to South Africa after
college to live on cattle farms. Later, my husband
and I returned to his family’s ranch (we both grew
up on commercial cattle ranches) in Surprise Valley,
California to raise our children, as it is deeply
important to us to share our work and lifestyle
with our children. We started the Jefferson Center
for Holistic Management in 2014 to “empower
communities through ecological regeneration.”

The Slow Work of Unwinding
From Toxic and Extractive Systems
've learned an important lesson in our work. The

way things grow together and intertwine can be
healthy or toxic. With good planning and design



each whole within another whole is thriving—interrelated but also independent. Without good planning
and design, without a sense of true mutualism in relationships (business or otherwise), growth is more

like a tumor or cancer—a deep cost to one for the benefit of the other. Unwinding people from toxic and
extractive systems (of business, of industry, of agriculture) is not simple. It takes a scalpel, not a hammer. It
takes time, which requires patience and plain hard work. The point is this: even if people want to change
practices to be regenerative, they are literally stuck in an extractive system and it takes intentional, on-going
support and work to create and execute the plan to slowly, slowly leave that system and create a new way of
doing business and living life.

Rebuilding and Reinvesting in a New System

n our region, we lack local supply chain infrastructure such as processing plants and slaughterhouses.
This is just one example of the “get big or get out” era in agriculture’s impact on local communities and
economies. The reality is: it all must be reinvested in and rebuilt.

Wherever this form of industrial agriculture is practiced in the world we find: depressed rural economies,
dying communities, youth leaving for urban centers, and degraded land. There is so much opportunity to
rebuild resilient, local systems. Regenerative agriculture holds so much promise for bringing life back to all
involved.



Farmer Feature

WINNETT ACES, MONTANA

aura Nowlin is the Land Coordinator of

Winnett ACES, which began as a group
of Winnett area producers joining together to
address the most important issues facing their
community. The group began exploring proactive,
positive solutions to address strengthening the
existing community through education, outreach,
conservation, and civic projects. ACES projects
revolve around informing a wider audience about
how beef is produced and how ranchers in central
Montana steward their grasslands while also
working to benefit the local community through
workshops, access to business opportunities, and
facilitating community building.

Leaving the Land Better Than You
Found It
<« R:generative” should be understood to be

art of the definition of agriculture
already. My dad has said for as long as
I can remember that, “We always try
to leave the land better than we found
it"—that’s a pretty good definition of
regenerative

Cost to Transition Is High
he cost of changing practices and the
apprehension about the unknown is

one of the biggest barriers.

We recently ran numbers for the cost to

Farm/Ranch Name: Winnett

ACES (Agricultural Community
Enhancement and Sustainability)
Farmer/Rancher Name: Laura
Nowlin, Land Coordinator

Location of Farm: Musselshell Plains
of Montana (Petroleum, Musselshell,
Fergus, Garfield Counties)

Crop or Animal Specialties: Mostly
Angus cow/calf operators

change from an annual cropping system
to a grazing system. If the costs of this change
are paid solely by the landowner, it would take
approximately 20 years to start seeing a return on
that investment. Costs are high and return is low
in agriculture and changing management practices
affect both people’s jobs and people’s lives, and so
most are cautious about making changes.

Farmers and Ranchers as Rural
Community Leaders

n our community, as I suspect is the case in

most rural communities across America, the
farmers and ranchers are the business leaders
and community leaders, because our businesses
are intertwined with the community and the
community and ranches are interdependent. The
person as a rancher is hard to distinguish from the
person as a community leader.



LAND ACCESS

he USDA estimates that 70% of U.S. farmland will change

hands in the next 20 years, as many family operations do not
have a next generation skilled in or willing to continue farming.
For each American farmer younger than 25, five are over 75 years

The USDA estimates old. As land increases in value
that 70% of U.S and current farmers consider
a o OT U.JS.

retirement, they often find themselves selling their greatest asset—their
farmland will change  farmland—to the highest bidder, rather than to a future generation of
hands in the next 20 farmers. This means, where development pressure is high, more land

is converted into non-farm uses, forever removing it from production
agriculture. Even more common is farm consolidation or conversion
of grasslands to cropland and, subsequently, the loss of small, diversified farms to industrial production
systems such as GMO soy and corn.

years

The cost of farmland is high—so high that it is often impossible for new farmers and ranchers to get started
in farming without a family connection. As we look to a new generation of producers who are open to

the principles of regenerative agriculture, we need to address their ability to access land either through
ownership or long-term leases. It is critical to ensure that land is conserved in ways that ensure equitable
land access and financing for new, young, women, indigenous, and historically disadvantaged farmers. If we
don’t conserve farmland and rangeland from development, we will all lose.

Additionally, more than half of farmers are operating on rented land, and are not the decision-makers for
how that land is stewarded long-term. With high lease payments and often one-to-three year leases, they
have no incentive to take risks or invest in long term soil health improvements. The gap between producers
and non-farming landowners is also one piece of the land access barrier.

Opverall, land access issues — which should include issues of land transfer and conservation, equitable and
just land ownership and reparations, land tenure, and viable land ownership models that can support new
and BIPOC farmers on the landscape— are emerging as an extremely critical and time-sensitive focus area
in an effort to ensure that we are not only protecting farmland, but also creating land ownership models
that prioritize and ensure regenerative and equitable land stewardship in perpetuity.

KEY LEVERS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Non- Farming Landowner Engagement

Non—farming land owners, NFLOs, currently own a large percentage of the farmland in the US and, as
a result, the operators are not the decision-makers on this land. Non-operating landowners control
41% of U.S. farmland, 62% of Midwest farmland and, in certain counties, non-operating landownership
accounts for over 80% of county farmland acres.'®

Changing the mindset of NFLOs and empowering “Farmers tell me all the time, they

them to make changes with their tenants and land would put cover crops on their owned
managers is a complex and challenging process. Recent acres, but not on rented acres because

research by American Farmland Trust reveals that if the landlord doesn’t want them to or
farmers and landowners start talking and are provided doesn’t know any better.”

with the right resources, NFLOs are willing to support
the implementation of conservation practices on rented lands. Targeting NFLOs with educational materials
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can improve their awareness of and willingness to support conservation and partnership with farmers to
meet larger goals for their land and its legacy.1¢

Recognition of the need to better understand and work with NFLOs has been increasing in recent years,
yet they remain an understudied stakeholder group. While engaging this group of key stakeholders in
regenerative agricultural practices is critical to realizing transformation, currently there are very few
organized and comprehensive projects to convene and engage NFLOs. We see this as a critical emerging
opportunity for the sector.

Strategies for reaching NFLOs include: direct outreach and education, reaching them through financial
advisors or real estate agents, networks of peers, and policy incentives.

CURRENT & EMERGING OPPORTUNITIES

The Nature Conservancy (TNC)

TNC has been working with Purdue to conduct a year long study with NFLOs. Their
report represents a suite of work to better understand non-operating landowners
and the barriers they and their farmers face in aligning management objectives,

as well as potential opportunities to improve soil health outcomes on rented
farmland. This work included a series of state-focused workshops with advisors

to non-operating landowners, a demographic and motives survey, a conservation
messaging and recruitment trial project, tax analysis, and a legal analysis of trust
ownership. Some of the outcomes and opportunities identified include:

e TNC developed a workshop session called “Talking to Your Landower” that
could be expanded upon

e They also identified Tax reforms as a potential opportunity to reward and
incentivize NFLOs to support soil health, which are outlined in their report

e NFLO-Specific Resources: A one-stop shop for conser