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Farmers are getting financially squeezed from multiple 
angles. Commodity prices are at an all-time low,119  debt 
is near record highs, and downstream communities are 
pointing-fingers at agricultural land for polluting their water. 
Innovative approaches to conservation financing can provide 
a scalable opportunity to address these challenges through 
agricultural practices that improve water quality, while 
providing diversified income to farmers and ranchers. 

Several conservation funding and finance approaches 
for water quality improvements have developed in recent 
years, including:

•	 public funding to pay farmers for compliance outcomes 
and to overcome early hurdles in developing new water 
quality programs.

•	 voluntary pledges by corporations and nonprofits.

•	 raising tax revenues for conservation and applying tax 
incentives to scale up water quality outcomes.

•	 creative structures such as environmental impact bonds 
and revolving loan funds.

New opportunities that hold the greatest near-term potential 
for scaling up conservation finance for water quality include:

•	 expansion of water quality focused investment funds 
that can increase returns by focusing on companies that 
generate conservation practices on farms. 

•	 reduction in premium costs for insurance products that 
increase resiliency and decrease risks for both farmers 
and downstream communities.

•	 linking of water quality projects to corporate GHG 
reduction goals. Improving fertilizer use efficiency 
reduces GHG emissions while improving water quality.

•	 advancements in conservation technology, especially when 
that technology can help investors measure outcomes.

Financing the implementation of conservation is not a one-
sized-fits-all prescription. A combination of these approaches 
integrated regionally at the right time and engaging the 
appropriate collaborators can help solve the nation’s water 
quality crisis one watershed at a time, while supporting a 
financially viable agricultural production system.

119 https://www.agriculture.com/markets/newswire/commodity-prices-
remain-at-multi-year-lows
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