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Mission: To develop indicators of the condition of agricultural lands within an ecological framework,
and to monitor and evaluate this condition on a regional basis.

AGRICULTURAL LANDS

People place va

must be addressed if monitoring is to be relevant.

Sustainable agriculture nas veen discussed,

defined, and dissected in countless papers.
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&Y\ Zte toremost goal for agricultural lands is to produce

Definitions tend to be broad and encompass ecological, economic, T N
food and fiber for human vses.

social, and even policy dimensions. Although these dimensions
are intertwined, cach may be examined independently.
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Other desired ovtcomes can be considered goals for the
larger landscape and sometimes function as constraints on
production. These include clean air and water, wildlife

1In our efforts, we sought melhods to examine only the
ecological aspects of sustainability:

Social

Ecological

Indicators were selected to reflect crop

The ecological condition of agricultural land
8! e productivity and land stewardship.

is defined by its productivity and the degree to which
valued biotic and abiotic resources are conserved and

protected In making an assessment, condition is reported for each

indicator. An overall condition may also be reported, but
1 fand in good is productive and e/ Land depends critically on the relative weighting of the goals
does not jse vatved. nabiliyy is for agricultural lands.

v Stewardship

the ability to maintain good conditfen over time.

For sustainability, one can examine trends in crop
productivity and stewardship practices.

Potential Indicators for Annually Harvested Herbaceous Cropland

As astarting point, we chose to concentrate our efforts on developing indicators for
aanually harvested herbaceous cropland — land planted with crops that are
Lharvested every year whether the plants are annual or perennial. Common
examples are corn, wheat, soybeans, alfalfa hay, and strawberries.

We also endeavored to supp rather than duplicate, existing efforts. Our
conceptual framework is flexible enough to incorporate indicators based on data from
other monitoring efforts. For example, an erosion indicator could be developed using

the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service's Natural Resource Inventory data.

Crap Rovation Indexes
ﬁ&op rotation minimizes the

risk of future pest and discase

outbreaks.
Crap Diversity [ndexes
Held fadex telis us if crop A more diverse agricultural
yields are meeting expectation - landscape may be less vulneral
based on soil, climate, weather, to stresses, including pest and
and management. disease outbreaks.
\ Crop Exteat of IPM
Integrated Pest Management

ma‘op Vegeration Diversiyy
Non-crop ve getation supports
wildlife that might otherwise perish

applies ecological knowledge
to reduce pesticide use.
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"Atmosphere

< .
& Nitragen Use Efficiency in an agricultural landscape.
Ant Communiy Index ] Nitrogen is a crop nutrient that
reflects the diversity of insects costs energy to produce and apply.
in an agroecosystem and may Escess N can become a pollutaat.
serve as an early prediotor L eachabilivy lndex

of changing environmental

conditions. ) Application of leachable pesticides

X7/ to leachable soils poses a threat
to water quality.

Vegetation Buffer Index gy
Buffer strips of non-crop

Vegetation can protect rivers \/}
and Iakes from agricultural rung

Soil Report Card
Evaluates physical, chemical, and
biological ability of soil to provide

the air, water, and nutrients plants
need to grow.

Field Size Distribution

Atrend of increasing field size
signals loss of non-crop vegetation
and associated wildlife habitat,

and may predispose soil to increased
crosion by wind and water.

Ce 2y lndex’
may reflect the ability of soil
organisms to cycle nutrients.
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Fields are for crops . . .

... but landscapes are for all of us.
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