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As California’s farmers and ranchers continue to experience worsening impacts of climate change, there is an 
urgent need to deliver on California’s goal of scaling up healthy soils practices to increase climate resilience, 
sequester carbon, and provide a suite of co-benefits. 

The California Department of Agriculture’s (CDFA) Healthy Soils Program (HSP) Demonstration Projects work to 
catalyze the wider adoption of healthy soils practices. Since 2017, the HSP has funded 78 demonstration projects 
to bring together farmers, technical assistance providers, and researchers to showcase healthy soils practices 
and engage in on-farm research and outreach. With the first round of projects now complete, we took this 
opportunity to review the program and identify successes and opportunities for growth. We analyzed program 
data from 2017-2021, and conducted interviews and surveys with farmers, technical assistance providers, and 
researchers from December 2021 through February 2022.

Our findings and recommendations provide an overview of the program and describe how the program can 
better support the widespread implementation of healthy soils practices.

CALIFORNIA’S HEALTHY SOILS PROGRAM 
DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS:  A Progress Report

DEMONSTRATION PROJECTS AT A GLANCE

5123

farmers and ranchers  
reached across 
28 counties

25 

healthy soils practices 
demonstrated

78 

projects funded,  
totalling 
$11.1M
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Number of Projects

“The project opportunities 
and funding resources 
are great to introduce 
soil health practices to 
growers who have not 
adopted them, but the 
reporting requirements 

and lack of flexibility when 
project parameters have to 
change based on weather 

or grower decisions is 
cumbersome.” 

– TA provider

Figure 1: Number of Demonstration Projects 
by Land Use Type, 2017-2021.

Figure 2: Number of Demonstration Projects 
Implementing Each Practice, 2017-2021.

Demonstration projects may implement more than one practice, 
so graph totals exceed the total number of projects.

There are two types of demonstration projects, Type A and Type B. Both types of demonstration projects 
have two primary components: demonstration of healthy soils practices and outreach. Type A projects have 
one additional component: research on the carbon sequestration effects of healthy soils practices.

FINDINGS

1. Program design must be participant-centered. Program 
participants emphasized the importance of transparent, 
accountable processes for incorporating feedback.

2. Program rules need additional flexibility and clarity. 
Commercial farms are dependent on factors outside of 
their control, such as market conditions, weather, and labor 
availability. To successfully implement healthy soils practices, 
farmers must be able to make management decisions that 
reflect these external factors and local conditions.

3. Current reporting requirements create administrative 
burden. A majority of program participants we interviewed 
and surveyed had experienced administrative burdens, 
including compliance costs and stress associated with 
program implementation, reporting, and verification 
requirements.
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“The farmers we are 
working with are 

amazing. We learned a 
lot about the challenges 

and nuances of 
implementing healthy 

soil practices.”

– TA provider

4. Program research has generated meaningful soil 
science insights. Participants felt that HSP Demonstration 
Projects contributed meaningful research insights, such as 
understanding the yield and soil carbon impacts of specific 
healthy soils practices.

5. Demonstration projects foster new connections and 
learning. The HSP Demonstration Projects have created 
opportunities for growers, TA providers, agricultural 
professionals, and researchers to learn together and from 
each other. Program participants consistently said that 
building relationships was a highlight of the program. 

6. Demonstration projects would benefit from a broader 
research agenda and longer research timelines. Economic, 
co-benefit, and ecosystem service research (currently 
optional) is needed to spur practice adoption. Most projects 
did not include these components due to funding constraints 
and need for additional expertise. Additionally, a longer 
research period of 5 – 10 years is needed to accurately 
measure changes in soil carbon and perform economic and 
ecosystem service analysis.

7. Outreach requirements should reflect local conditions 
and prioritize quality. The program currently requires 
each project to reach 120 unique farmers and ranchers 
during the three-year project. Participants shared that 
this requirement is challenging to meet in some areas 
and crop types, and raised concerns about the narrow 
definition of farmers that does not explicitly include all 
key farm decision-makers such as farmworkers, and farm/
land managers, Pest Control Advisors, and Certified Crop 
Advisors.

8. Demonstration projects support meaningful outreach, 
but follow-up is needed to understand practice 
adoption. Interviewees felt they created meaningful 
outreach events, and cited a need to better understand 
the impacts of these projects on practice adoption.

“The program has 
given me a lot of 

opportunities - it’s 
brought money into 

my county, and helped 
me demonstrate these 

practices to growers 
and other natural 
resource partners. 

That’s really important 
for the longevity of 
the work. [...] They 

just need to cut 
out the paperwork 

requirements and make 
it easier for people.” 

– TA provider
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The California Climate and Agriculture Network (CalCAN) is a statewide coalition of 
sustainable farmers and ranchers and allied organizations, agricultural professionals, 
scientists, and advocates that advances state and federal policy to realize the 
powerful climate solutions offered by sustainable and organic agriculture. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Develop processes to regularly solicit, 
discuss, and incorporate stakeholder 
feedback into the HSP demonstration 
application, program guidance, and  
reporting requirements.

2. Support on-the-ground innovation and 
experimentation through program flexibility.

3. Reduce reporting requirements and focus  
on achievement of project goals.

4. Refocus research on questions central to 
farmer adoption of healthy soils practices, 
such as benefits to farmers and economic 
analysis.

5. For future greenhouse gas (GHG) emission 
research, provide data collection guidelines 
for field measurements of GHG emissions.

6. Extend program length for Type A projects 
to 5 to 10 years to accurately measure costs 
and benefits and/or soil carbon changes.

We recommend CDFA take the following actions:

To see the full report findings and 
recommendations, please view the 
complete California Healthy Soils Program 
Demonstration Projects: A Progress 
Report, at calclimateag.org/publications. 

7. Allow participants to propose outreach plans 
that reflect their crop and region and include 
the full spectrum of farm decision-makers.

8. Encourage Type A projects led by university 
researchers to partner with an organization 
that will focus on outreach and education.

9. Work with partner organizations to conduct 
outreach in underrepresented regions.

10. After implementing the recommendations 
described above, conduct a program 
evaluation to understand program 
effectiveness and identify opportunities  
for improvement.

Front page photo credits: top left to right: USDA NRCS   |   CalCAN staff   
bottom left to right: Steven Cardoza   |    Heinrich, Pexels   |    Zen-Chung, Pexels

Page 3 photo credits: left to right: USDA   |   CalCAN staff

Back page photo credits: left to right: Javier Zamora   |   CalCAN staff   |    Lance Cheung


