
Clean water in Iowa’s streams, 
rivers and lakes is a win-win 
for Iowans. It means nutrients 
and soil stay on the land, saving 
farmers’ money and enabling 
them to keep growing food to 
feed the world now and in the 
future. It helps the environment 
by keeping excess soil and 
pollution out of our water. And it 
helps preserve Iowa’s ability to 
enjoy the outdoors, be it fishing, 
boating, hunting or kayaking in 
our clean and safe waterways. 

Background. Nutrient pollution comes 
from both point- and non-point-
sources. Point-sources include waste 
water treatment plants and other 
industrial facilities, but in Iowa the main 
focus is on non-point-sources — farms.

Nutrients applied to the soil as fertilizer 
include nitrogen, phosphorus and 
potassium — either commercial grade 
or in organic manure. When it rains, 
sediment and nutrients can reach 
nearby waterways by leaching out, 
running off the surface or traveling 
through drainage tiles.

Farmers lose a valuable resource when 
soil and nutrients leave the landscape, 
and those nutrients become harmful 
to swimmers, drinking water sources, 
small businesses dependent on water-
related recreation and property values.

Defining the Problem. Nutrient 
pollution is first and foremost an Iowa 
problem with Iowa consequences:

•	 Public Health — Nutrient pollution 
leads to toxic blue-green algae and 
cyanobacteria in lakes that can harm 
swimmers; nitrates and disinfection 
byproducts in drinking water can 
harm everyone.

•	 Economic Health — Polluted 
waterways cause property values to 
drop; small businesses that rely on 
boating, fishing and open beaches to 
suffer; and water treatment costs to  
skyrocket.

•	 Environmental Health — Nutrient 
pollution leads to fish kills, declining 
fish and waterfowl populations and 
deteriorating aquatic health.

The U.S. EPA asked all states to outline 
a proposal for dealing with nutrient 
pollution. As a result, the Iowa Nutrient 
Reduction Strategy was prepared by 
the state in collaboration with Iowa 

State University over the last two years. 
The proposal is a framework for both 
assessing and designing strategies to 
reduce levels of nutrient pollution in 
Iowa’s waterways.

Accountability & Transparency. The 
Nutrient Strategy relies too heavily 
on education and a purely voluntary 
approach to agricultural nutrient 
pollution with no transparency, 
timetable, accountability or funding. 
This approach will not change the 
serious nutrient pollution problem 
facing Iowans. An effective strategy 
must include:

•	 Benchmarks to monitor

•	 Deadlines to meet

•	 Administrators to hold accountable

•	 Adequate funding to support the 
strategy
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Filling In the Gaps: Farm Stewardship Plans
There is no “one size fits all” approach to solving Iowa’s 
nutrient pollution problems. To make meaningful progress on 
agricultural nutrient pollution, each ag operation must create 
a tailored Farm Stewardship Plan including baseline goals 
focusing on practices proven to conserve soil, improve soil 
health and maintain fertility, keep nutrients where they are 
needed, and reduce nutrient pollution runoff. These baseline 
practices are already being implemented by responsible 
farmers throughout Iowa.
Farm Stewardship Plans should:

•	 Identify stewardship practices that could be implemented 
effectively to: (a) conserve soil and minimize soil 
movement, (b) improve soil health and fertility, (c) keep 
nutrients where needed, and (d) reduce nutrient pollution.

•	 Include a baseline or minimum set of best practices 
tailored to individual agricultural operations that 
could include these proven techniques: (a) buffers, (b) 
grassed waterways, (c) conservation tillage, (d) livestock 
exclusions, and (e) timely applications of manure.

•	 Use the science assessment and other research to identify 
additional practices — including but not limited to (a) 
bioreactors, (b) wetlands, and (c) cover crops — to reduce 
nutrient runoff sufficient to help meet watershed goals or 
numeric criteria.

•	 Include systemic accountability, such as in the form of 
technical assistance from the Nutrient Strategy’s proposed 
“certified crop advisers,” who could help design and certify 

the plan.

•	 Implement first on farms located in priority watersheds.

In many instances, a Farm Stewardship Plan would not be 
much different than the process responsible farmers now 
use to make business decisions every year. Further, the Farm 
Stewardship approach addresses one of the most common 
concerns from the agricultural community about regulatory 
approaches and requirements – that they are “one size fits 
all.” Farm stewardship plans recognize that every agricultural 
operation is different and assess each operation to find the 
combination of practices that will achieve results effectively 
and efficiently for that particular operation.

Neighboring farms in Breda, IA, weathered the Summer 2012 drought differently. The corn on the right is clearly more ‘green’ than the dry, brittle corn on the left. 
The farmer with the greener-looking corn believes his crop was better able to cope with extreme weather because the same “conservation techniques” — such as 
injecting phosphorus several inches deep instead of spraying on the surface and “strip tilling” that prevents soil erosion and keeps moisture in the ground — that 
keep soil and pollution out of waterways also keep nutrients on the land and create stronger, healthier crops.
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This implement is used to inject nutrients in the soil. This “conservation farming 
technique” keeps nutrients on the land where they are needed and out of 
waterways where they can harm swimmers and drinking water supplies.


