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DATA FROM STRIPS PLOTS �rst established in 2007 has 
provided a sort of ground �oor for the initial phase of the study. 
Results were unprecedented and de�nitive. Between 2007 and 
2012, strategically placed prairie strips covering 10% of a �eld 
were able to reduce soil sediment runo� by 95%, phosphorus by 
90% and total nitrogen by 84%, when runo� was compared to 
that from a �eld of no-till row crops with no remediation. Even 
in the �rst season a�er planting, prairie strips have proved to 
be e�ective, although maximum bene�t comes with maturity, 
usually in the third season. 

To get that maximum bene�t, the STRIPS team has shown 
10% of acreage should be planted in prairie strips, which are 
placed at the foot slope of a �eld, along waterways, in areas that 
are wet in spring and in areas that are potentially less productive. 
Also, prairie strips should be placed mid-�eld along a contour 
to slow water runo� as a terrace would, yet without the expense 
of earthwork. 

Youngquist explains, “�e sti� upright stems [of prairie plants] 
take so much energy out of the water as it is �owing down the 
hill, as it boomerangs around between the strips. Some of the 
sediment drops out in the in-�eld strips, and by the time it is to 
the edge of the �eld, hopefully it is walking and not running. It 
isn’t going to be cu�ing the deep trenches.” 

Tim Smith, who grows corn and soybeans on his 800-acre 
family farm, is a newcomer to STRIPS. Yet, in an e�ort to 
minimize runo� of nutrients and soil, he has worked for several 
years with traditional grass �lter strips, cover crops and strip tillage. 
He even gave presentations on what he was doing to other farmers, 
where in a few instances he shared the podium with a farmer who 
had implemented STRIPS. 

What Smith heard made sense. STRIPS o�ered the potential 
to be even more e�ective than other techniques he’s been using, 
in part because the program calls for a multi-species planting of 
deep-rooted�and therefore more e�ective�native grasses and 
forbs, which can replace contour bu�er strips, riparian bu�ers 
and �lter strips that are planted in monocultures of grasses such 

as brome, fescue or rye. So 
this season, Smith will begin 
testing the concept on his farm, 
planting 30 species of prairie 
plants seeded on 14 acres of 
areas previously cropped, as 
well as areas that were formerly 
monoculture �lter strips. 

ADDRESSING THE COST of a prairie strips program, Schulte 
Moore says, “If you look at it over 15 years, it is comparable or 
cheaper than cover crops, and it’s a lot cheaper than terraces. 
And with terraces you are really only treating the soil erosion and 
phosphorous piece. You are not addressing the nitrogen piece at 
all [because it does not bind to soil], and you’re not providing the 
same wildlife bene�ts.” With STRIPS, she says, “you get multiple 
bene�ts with one practice.”

Indeed, some farmers are hoping to o�set the cost of 
establishment and the loss of cropland by using their prairie strips 
in other ways. For instance, prairie strips create potential habitat, 
which brings wildlife. Wildlife, in turn, brings hunters, and hunters 
bring revenue. Others have mowed the strips for animal bedding, 
and there’s the possibility of using the biomass as fuel. 

Youngquist observes, “�e prairie strips are still so new. Maybe 
some of these things are worth money, but the value chain hasn’t 
been forged yet. So it is going to be up to the entrepreneurial savvy 
of some of these farmers who are adopting it now to do their own 
thing and see how they can pro�t from them.”

Looking ahead, Schulte Moore says, “We are collaborating 
with an agricultural decision company called AgSolver. �ey 
are providing so�ware to help farmers improve their sub�eld 
scale decision-making. �ey are looking at not only yield and 
nutrient information, but they are running �nancial models 
on top of all this…. If you look at it on the scale of all of Iowa, 
the initial analysis suggests that there is 10% of Iowa that is in 
row crop production that hasn’t been pro�table even between 
2010 and 2013.

“So,” she continues, “let’s farm the best and leave the rest. 
Wouldn’t it be cool if we put a lot of prairie on the rest?”

“Prairie strips are not a silver bullet; they are not for 
everybody,” adds Youngquist. “Talking to farmers about taking 
areas out of production is not always the most comfortable 
conversation to have. Some people just would not be interested. 
But if you can couple prairie strips with some contour farming 
and some cover crops, or just some other practice, it becomes one 
more tool that farmers can add to their toolbox to help be be�er 
stewards of the land.”   

 � For more information on prairie strips, including tips 

on determining seed mix for and planting of STRIPS, visit 

myFarmLife.com/strips.
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