
Conservation Innovation Grants 
Conservation Innovation for Virginia’s Working Lands

Virginia grain producer John Shepherd is participating in a 
2021 project to demonstrate and assess improvements to  
his existing Controlled Traffic Farming (CTF) system using  
two companion practices. 

Investments in Innovation
The Conservation Innovation Grants (CIG) Program 
supports market-based solutions to resource 
challenges, and the tools, technologies and strategies  
for next-generation conservation activities on America’s 
working lands.

Virginia NRCS has used CIG to address a wide variety 
of topics and resource concerns over the years. 
Between 2010 and 2021, Virginia NRCS has provided 
more than $1.7 million in funding to support 41 CIG 
projects to evaluate and accelerate adoption of new 
approaches to natural resource protection. 

Soil Health Initiative
The state-level CIG program has been a pillar of our  
soil health promotion strategy, funding numerous  
demonstration projects. These grant funds already have 
helped support more than 26 in-state projects with Virginia 
Soil Health Coalition partners, and we’re still going strong.  
Virginia NRCS has also contributed more than $720,000 
since 2010 for 14 projects that address other natural 
resource concerns. The table below illustrates how CIGs 
allow us to leverage partner resources to double the  
investment with cash or in-kind resources from partners. 

In 2021, NRCS teamed up with Sustainable 
Chesapeake to explore an integrated approach for 
building soil health and productivity while minimizing 
soil compaction and weed concerns in Virginia grain 
farming systems. This most recent collaboration will 
explore the benefits of CTF for reducing negative 
impacts of increasingly large farm equipment on soil 
compaction and crop performance. 

Rarely used in Virginia, this form of precision 
agriculture involves strictly following a pre-planned 
traffic pattern and modifying equipment as needed 
to optimize alignment of operating widths, wheel 
spacings and tire widths. The project will demonstrate 
the effectiveness of pairing this strategy with two 
companion practices to further improve soil health, 
reduce herbicide-resistant weed pressure and increase 
overall yields.

Dr. Michael Flessner from Virginia Tech is one of four 
Virginia Tech staff members working on the CTF study. 
Flessner is also researching the benefits of using cover 
crops for weed control in his project, High Residue 
Cover Crops for Weed Suppression and Impact on 
Cash Crop Performance). 

Category # of 
Projects

Matching 
Contributions

Minimum 
Total Value

Water quality 1 $64,010 $128,020

Small farm 
conservation 2 $150,000 $300,000

Livestock 
mortality mgmt. 3 $97,923 $195,846

Forestry 3 $224,923 $449,846

Enhanced 
Nutrient Mgmt. 5 $183,154 $366,308

Soil health on 
grasslands 6 $413,029 $826,058

Soil health on 
cropland 21 $1,613,861 $3,227,722

Total 41 $2,446,900 $5,493,800
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Goals for this initiative include evaluation 
and demonstration of innovative: 

•	 Weed suppression with high-
residue cover crops, including 
suppression of herbicide-resistant 
horseweed and summer annual 
weeds through competition by fall-
seeded cover crops.

•	 Opportunities for increased use 
of cover crops in cotton and other 
southeastern Virginia cropping 
systems, including precision 
planting of forage radish as a 
substitute for under-row subsoiling 
and use of crimson clover as a 
nitrogen source for cotton.

Grazing Management
Farm demonstrations have also helped 
spread the word about the importance 
of reducing the amount of toxic fescue 
cattle, sheep, and horses consume. Toxic 
fescue is an animal health issue due 
to heat stress and reduces net profits 
through reductions in weight gain and 
reproductive performance.  

Dr. John Fike led Virginia Tech’s 2016 
project, Demonstrating Conversion 
of Wildtype to Novel Endophyte 
Fescue Pastures for Greater Livestock 
Performance and Better Environmental 
Environmental Outcomes, focused on 
two key objectives: 

•	 Documenting endophyte infection rate 
and ergot alkaloid levels.

•	 Demonstrating the process of 
converting toxic tall fescue pastures  
to nontoxic Novel Endophyte tall 
fescue pastures.

Large Animal Mortality
Virginia Cooperative Extension Agent 
Bobby Clark has led three Virginia Tech 
CIG projects that addressed large animal 
mortality resource concerns. 

The following projects debuted in 2017:

•	 Screening and Beneficial  
Re-Use of Large Animal Mortality 
Compost: Producers can rent  
an Allu Bucket Grinder to  
sift the big, uncomposted bones from 
their large animal mortality compost 
piles so they can then apply this 
valuable resource to the land.

•	 Aboveground Burial for Managing 
Catastrophic Loss of Livestock: 
Demonstrates the use of aboveground 
burial as a technique for disposal of 
catastrophic Large Animal Mortality.

New Horizons in Conservation
Virginia CIG Projects have also focused 
on the following topics: 

•	 Manure Injection
•	 Drone Use to Map Invasive  

Plant Species
•	 Slug Management in Corn  

and Soybeans
•	 Silvopasture
•	 High Tunnel Production Technologies
•	 Containerized Longleaf  

Pine Production
•	 Agroforestry Riparian Forest Buffers
•	 Evaluation of the Edge Effect  

in Grain Cropping Systems
•	 Precision Agriculture and Strategically 

Reducing Phosphorus Excretions in 
Grazing Beef Cattle
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While composting is the preferred disposal 
method, many farmers will not spread this 
material on their farmland because they do 
not have a practical way to remove the bones.


