
ILLINOIS’ SOIL AND WATER 
CONSERVATION DISTRICTS:         

STRENGTHS, GAPS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES 

 

  

By Prairie Rivers Network 

Supported by a grant from the Walton Family Foundation 



1 | P a g e  
 

Illinois’ Soil and Water Conservation District: Strengths, Gaps and Opportunities 

Executive Summary 

Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts are the only local entity changed with 

protecting Illinois’ most precious natural assets—soil productivity and water quality. The 

value they bring in preventive conservation to both landowners and to water quality is 

substantial, providing a large return on investment for the people of Illinois. Illinois 97 local Soil 

and Water Conservation Districts help landowners meet priority conservation objectives across 

the state by leveraging federal and other investments and stimulating local economies. Seen in 

this way, SWCD’s are not a cost to the state but an important strategic investment.  

A first of its kind survey of Illinois’ Soil and Water Conservation District directors and employees 

conducted in February 2017 by Prairie Rivers Network provides insights into the district 

perceptions of conservation needs across the state and in their local districts, the extent to 

which current funding gaps are limiting their ability to address these conservation priorities, and 

opportunities for strengthening Districts’ leadership and collaboration with partners to broaden 

support for and expand conservation services.  

Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts are facing a funding crisis, which is 

threatening their ability to carry out their conservation mission.  Decreasing District 

funding will in the short run decrease the monetary cost to Illinois, but at the expense of 

severely decreasing their impact. Illinois will in effect be getting less bang for their buck.  Instead 

of trying to get the same amount of conservation benefit while providing fewer resources, 

helping districts reach their full potential as leaders in the broader agricultural community can 

maximize their impact.  

Districts play a unique role in the conservation community. Many districts are farmer led 

and therefore having a close understanding of the specific conservation needs of their 

communities.  As trusted advisors in their community, they are best positioned to work with 

local farmers, especially those who are opinion leaders in the agriculture community to 

encourage adoption of needed practices to build soil health, reduce nutrient loss and improve 

water quality. In this way they are building familiarity with conservation practices and values in 

the broader agricultural community that will become more accepted by mainstream agriculture.   

Key recommendations are:  

 The Soil and Water Conservation System in Illinois should lead a focused 

campaign on key priorities that most impact soil and water conservation concerns 

across the state and at the district level in order to focus system resources for 

greatest impact and to build public support for soil and water conservation across 

the state and for the SWCD system. The survey of SWCD directors and staff suggests 

a focus on three statewide priorities:  

 

o soil erosion and water quality  

o source water protection  

o habitat expansion 

 

 It is critical for Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCD’s) to increase their 

leadership and visibility both in the community and across the state as a key to 



2 | P a g e  
 

expanding critical conservation services on the ground. Further erosions to funding 

support to the Soil and Water Conservation system in Illinois will result in limited 

advances in adoption of practices that are important to advancing the state’s goals for 

reducing loss of nutrients to waters and ensuring communities are protecting source 

water from erosion and other pollutants. 

 The Illinois Department of Agriculture can support Districts’ leadership role by 

setting specific goals and expectations that can be incorporated into a long-range 

plan and annual plan of work, rather than just areas to work.  

 NRCS can support SWCDs’ leadership role by involving them more in their 

planning process, looking to local districts to set priorities for technical 

assistance and for assessing progress. Coordinating the two agencies’ programs can 

help them both be more effective.  

 Local governments can support SWCD’s conservation leadership by involving 

them more in activities and decisions that involve soil and water in the county, 

including flooding prevention. Increasing District knowledge of county government 

needs will strengthen their relationship and help them better address local needs.   

 Districts can best help the conservation community by expanding and leveraging 

their community connections to bring new people into the conversation and 

broaden support for the value of conservation services locally and across the 

state.  
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Background 

 

Following a severe and sustained drought in the Great Plains in the early 1930s, the region’s 
soil began to erode and blow away, creating huge black dust storms that blotted out the sun and 
swallowed the countryside, creating an unparalleled ecological disaster. Thousands of “dust 
refugees” left the black fog to seek better lives. The dust blew across the nation, even darkening 
the skies of Washington D.C.  As a result Congress unanimously passed legislation declaring 
soil and water conservation a national policy and priority.  

Since about three-fourths of the continental United States is privately owned, Congress realized 
that only active, voluntary support from landowners would guarantee the success of 
conservation work on private land. 

In 1937, President Roosevelt wrote the governors of all the states recommending legislation that 
would allow local landowners to form soil conservation districts based on a common template. 
Soil and Water Conservation Districts share a single mission: to coordinate assistance from all 
available sources — public and private, local, state and federal — in an effort to develop locally 
driven solutions to natural resource concerns. 

In 1936, the USDA sent out a template for how states could create SWCDs called, “A Standard 
State Soil and Water Conservation District Law”.  The Illinois Department of Agriculture, farm 
organizations, and the University of Illinois Extension Service studied and modified the 
document to better address Illinois’ needs.  The Illinois General Assembly passed this into law 
on July 9, 1937.  The Illinois Soil and Water Conservation District Act provides “(a) for the 
conservation of the soil, soil resources, water and water resources of this State, (b) for the 
control and prevention of soil erosion, (c) for the prevention of air and water pollution, and (d) for 
the prevention of erosion, floodwater and sediment damages, and thereby to conserve natural 
resources, control floods, prevent impairment of dams and reservoirs, assist in maintaining the 
navigability of rivers and harbors, conserve wild life and forests, protect the tax base, protect 
public lands, and protect and promote the health, safety and general welfare of the people of 
this State.” (70 ILCS 405/) Soil and Water Conservation District Act. 

Illinois’ Soil and Water Conservation System 

Illinois system of Soil and Water Conservation Districts are part of a national network of more 
than 15,000 volunteers who serve in elected or appointed positions on conservation districts’ 
governing boards across the nation. They work directly with more than 2.3 million cooperating 
land managers nationwide, and their efforts touch more than 778 million acres of private land. 
Today, conservation districts across the country continually adapt to newly emerging 
challenges. 

Currently there are 97 active Soil and Water Conservation Districts across Illinois, which serve 
Illinois’ 102 counties, with several districts serving a multi-county area. The districts are each 
governed by a locally elected board of five volunteer Directors. Together the Directors work to 
ensure the financial resources and solvency of their district. Most districts now employ staff who 
work with local land owners, local, state and federal agencies, and other stakeholders to identify 
local resource concerns that impact soil erosion and water quality and coordinate efforts to 
support their conservation.   

In 1948 the districts formed the Association of Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts 
(AISWCD) to represent and empower Illinois’ Soil and Water Conservation Districts. The Board 
members of the AISWCD are representatives from local SWCD Boards. For coordination 
purposes, Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts are organized into 16 Land Use 
Councils (LUC) and hold regular meetings of representatives from each district. Each LUC 
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elects one Director to the voting body of the AISWCD Board of Directors. The Illinois Soil and 
Water Conservation District Directors hold an annual meeting where they consider and adopt 
policies that are then implemented by the Association.  

While legislatively organized as a unit of local government, Soil and Water Conservation 
Districts have extremely limited authority to raise local operating revenue and thus effectively 
depend on grants, contracts, fees for services, sales and donations for their operating revenue.  
 
Until recently Districts have generally relied on support from the State of Illinois and the USDA’s 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) to fulfill their mission across the state. The 
State of Illinois funds The Partners For Conservation Program, a long-term, state-supported 
initiative to protect natural resources and enhance outdoor recreational opportunities in Illinois. 
The Program implements strategies for maintaining the viability of Illinois' soil and water 
resources. Several state agencies share responsibility for administering The Partners For 
Conservation Program funds. The Illinois Department of Agriculture oversees the program's 
agriculture-related components, which provides funding for the sustainable agriculture grant 
program, the conservation practices cost-share program, the stream bank stabilization and 
restoration program, and the soil and water conservation district grants program. This program 
funds conservation practices, such as terraces, filter strips and grass waterways, that are aimed 
at reducing soil loss on Illinois cropland to tolerable levels. The IL Department of Agriculture 
distributes funding for the cost-share program to Illinois' soil and water conservation districts, 
which prioritize and select projects that are appropriate to meet locally determined needs, while 
construction costs are divided between the state and landowners. State funds have also helped 
Districts support costs of employee healthcare benefits, providing District employees with 
access to state negotiated healthcare benefits.  
 
The federally funded NRCS looks to local conservation districts in each state to help identify 
local conservation resource concerns and help set NRCS conservation priorities in each state. 
NRCS looks to each District in Illinois to convene a local committee to prioritize resource district 
level resource concerns that can guide NRCS provided technical assistance and program 
priorities. In recognition of the important and guiding role the SWCD‘s hold In the conservation 
system, the Illinois NRCS provides districts with in kind co-location of office space and 
expenses related to operating an office in each District in exchange for SWCD staff support 
related to enrollment of participants in NRCS Conservation Programs, including Environmental 
Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) and the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). This is a 
significant value and savings to the state.   
 
In 2015, the Rauner Administration under the leadership of the Lieutenant Governor 
Sanguenetti conducted a review of Illinois’ laws and local government units to identify 
recommendations for local government and school district consolidation, redundancy, and 
accountability in order to reduce local property tax rates. The review included special districts 
including local Soil and Water Conservation Districts. One of the recommendations from the 
review encourages “state agencies – when allocating discretional state and federal funds to 
local governments – to encourage regional sharing of public equipment, facilities, training, 
resources, and administrative functions. (Considered on November 19, 2015; Proposal Passed: 
16-0-0). Local units of government can achieve significant savings through the consolidation 
and sharing of services, assets, personnel and function. State agencies should be empowered 
to incentivize good government, intergovernmental cooperation.” Illinois’ Soil and Water 
Conservation Districts are in fact a model for this recommendation, as they have an ongoing 
cost sharing arrangement for office space, overhead, and equipment with the Federal NRCS 
throughout Illinois.  
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On the heels of this review, began the state’s budget stalemate between the Governor’s 
administration and the General Assembly. Like many state funded programs and government 
units, including schools districts and universities, the Soil and Water Conservation Districts saw 
a dramatic reduction in State funding for programmatic as well as their operating grants and 
coverage for state funded employee health insurance. Districts whose budgets relied largely on 
these funds have since found their operations in dire straits and have over the past two years of 
reduced state funding laid off staff and reduced operations, programs, services and technical 
assistance in their districts.  
 
Charting a New Strategic Course 
 
In response to these challenges, in 2017 the AISWCD embarked on the development of a new 
strategic plan to help the Districts across the state chart a strategic path toward sustaining their 
mission. An element of the planning process is the consideration of statewide conservation 
needs and opportunities, Districts’ current priorities, strengths and gaps in the capacities 
needed to address them. With funding support from the Walton Family Foundation, Prairie 
Rivers Network conducted an independent survey of directors and employees of the Soil and 
Water Conservation Districts in February 2017 to ascertain perspectives of Districts regarding 
conservation priorities and their capacity to address them to help inform strategic planning 
priorities.  

 
Prairie Rivers Network developed a survey that included both open ended and closed ended 
responses in order to provide opportunities for respondents to explain their responses. The 
survey was provided to both directors and employees of the 97 Soil and Water Conservation 
Districts who were invited to respond to the either electronically or by paper survey. 189 
respondents representing 
76 districts participated in 
the survey; 50% of 
respondents identified as 
current SWCD Directors, 
7% described themselves 
as Associate Directors, 
and 43% as district 
employees. Respondents 
reported that they had 
been affiliated with the 
SWCD from 46 years to 
less than 1 year. 
 
 
Survey respondents from 76 districts represented a total of 84 counties from across the state. 
The respondents’ districts also incorporate a diverse mix of development patterns. While 79% of 
those participating in the survey represent rural or a mix of rural and suburban areas, around 
20% represent areas that are urban or include urban areas in their districts.  
 

 

 

43%

50%

7%

Survey Responses by SWCD Role

Employee

Director

Associate Director
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Most Valuable Services Soil and Water Conservation Districts Provide 
 
Respondents were asked their perceptions of the two most valuable services the Soil and 
Water Conservation Districts contribute to the conservation of soil and water resources in 
Illinois. The most frequent responses were:  
 

Programs that get conservation practices on the ground (87%)   
Education and outreach opportunities for adults and youth (79%)  
Their knowledge of local community needs (21%)   

 
The local Soil and Water Conservation District offices are a local place for farmers and 
landowners to go for technical information and education about conservation. SWCD staff are 
known for getting ‘conservation on the ground’ and being a trusted source of program and 
technical information for their communities.  They provide these services through many different 
programs and projects through the state or by partnering with other agencies such as NRCS, 
IEPA or local municipalities. Districts reach out to and educate members of their communities 
on value of conservation and how it can be incorporated into individuals’ farms. The 
effectiveness of both conservation programs and outreach activities depend on District staff’ 
being known as knowledgeable and trustworthy in the local agricultural community. 
 
 
Perceived Benefits of Soil and Water Conservation District Services 
 
Respondents were asked their perceptions of the three key benefits or impacts resulting from 
the Soil and Water Conservation Districts’ delivery of soil and water conservation services in 
Illinois. The most frequently offered benefits respondents offered were:  
 

Increased soil and water conservation and decreased nutrient loss (59%)  
Increased knowledge of conservation in the District (37%) 
Districts represent local concerns because of their connection to the community 
(18%) and the trust in them from local landowners (17%) 

 
These benefits are a direct result of the services that Soil and Water Conservation staff provide 
to their districts. Respondents pointed to the role that Districts serve to directly impact how 
many conservation projects are accomplished in their districts. Districts are places that assist 
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farmers and landowners, through education and direct technical assistance, to adopt and 
implement conservation Best Management Practices, which protect soil and water resources as 
well as promote the long-term productivity of the land. The relationship established between the 
Districts and their community serves them well to be trusted conduits of support and guidance. 

 
Statewide Conservation Priorities 
 
Survey respondents were asked to rate various conservation issues on a scale of 1 to 4, 
indicating the importance of each issue for future resource conservation in Illinois, with 4 being 
very important (a priority that must be addressed) and 1 being not important. (The full list of 
issues rated as very important or important is presented in Appendix A.)  
 
The issues rated by 75% of respondents as important or very important priorities for future 
resource conservation in Illinois are listed in the following chart. Eleven issues were identified as 
important or very important by over 75% of participants.  
 

 
 
Another seven issues presented in the next chart were rated as either important or very 
important by 50-75% of respondents.  
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Taken as a whole, the respondents’ prioritized conservation issues can be categorized into 4 
major priorities:  
 

Conservation Leadership  
Soil Erosion and Water Quality  
Source Water Protection 
Habitat Expansion 

 

Conservation Leadership 
District staff and directors are in a position to provide key leadership on conservation issues in 
their communities. SWCDs can adapt their programs to meet local needs. Conservation 
leadership includes educating youth and adults about the value and practical application of 
conservation as well as the health impacts of environmental quality, watershed planning, and 
addressing urban development impacts. Many respondents indicated in their open-ended 
responses that while a lack of funding may be limiting their capacity to accomplish their 
technical conservation goals they are still able to provide conservation outreach and education 
to their communities.  
 
Soil Erosion and Water Quality 
Soil and water conservation are at the heart of Soil and Water Conservation Districts’ mission.  
This includes erosion and sediment control, nutrient management planning, and improving soil 
health. Expanding the use of edge of field practices, including buffer strips and wetlands, and 
in- field practices, such as conservation tillage and cover crops, are effective strategies for 
addressing these reducing erosion and improving water quality.  

 

Source Water Protection 
Protecting the quantity and quality of drinking water sources is a top priority in many Illinois 
communities. Lakes and aquifers that communities rely on for clean drinking water are very 
vulnerable to pollution. Once they are contaminated, it is either impossible or very expensive 
to reverse the damage. Lakes that have reached the threshold for contaminants such as 
nitrogen must undergo an expensive process to remove the contaminant. Rural areas tend to 
have old wells that are no longer maintained. These can offer pollutants a direct route into an 
aquifer if they are not sealed. It is therefore crucial to focus on protecting drinking water 
sources before they are contaminated. 46% of respondents said their District was not 

37%
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Very Important - needs to be a required focus of time and resource support



9 | P a g e  
 

currently able to address source water well protection and 42% of respondents reported that 
their districts cannot effectively address water quantity protection issues. 

 

Habitat Expansion 
Most of Illinois’ rural areas are devoted to agriculture, particularly corn and soybean 
production, leaving increasingly inadequate habitat for wildlife. Wildlife need adequate acres 
of a much more diverse environments to thrive and sometimes just to survive. Pollinator 
species, which much of our fruit and vegetable production depend on, need a constant source 
of food from spring through fall.  Monocultures of corn or beans provide an abundance of 
nectar, but only for a short window. Wildlife habitat also provides the necessary shelter and 
nesting sites for wild bee populations to survive and reproduce. The recent addition of the 
pollinator practice to the Conservation Program has significantly increase districts ability to 
add large numbers of acres of habitat to their counties.   

 
 
Barriers to Delivery of Soil and Conservation Services  
 
Respondents were asked overall 
how they would rate Illinois’ 
general approach to soil and 
water conservation service 
delivery across the state. Nearly 
two thirds of the respondents 
rated the state’s approach as fair 
(48.4%) or poor (13.7%), while 
just over a third rated the 
approach as good (35.3%). 
Notably less than 5% of 
respondents rated the approach 
as very good (4.2%).  
 
 
Respondents were asked what 
they believed are the three primary roadblocks or barriers they encounter in delivering soil and 
water conservation in Illinois. The three most frequently reported roadblocks or barriers 
encountered that slow down or deter their ability to deliver services were:  

 
Lack of operations and cost share funding (79%) 
Insufficient staffing or lack of technical staff (35%) 
Low compensation for employees and high employee turnover (19%)  

 
While funding is always an issue across public service entities, respondents reported that the 
level and inconsistency of the funding leads to high employee turnover and inconsistent 
conservation programs. Conservation projects benefit from multi-year timelines, however it is 
difficult to plan that far ahead when funding levels fluctuate. Unpredictable funding also prevents 
the hiring and retention of qualified staff by the Districts. Respondents reported high levels of 
employee turnover in recent years, especially among technical staff that have the education and 
training to get jobs at other government and non-government agencies. Due to training delays it 
can take up to two years for new employees to be fully trained, but it takes even longer for 
employees to build experience and gain the trust of the community. This diminishes both the 
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effectiveness of SWCDs and their reputation with their communities as a trusted source of 
information. 
Capacity to Meet Local Conservation Issues  
 
Survey respondents were asked which conservation issues are needs in their communities that 
they are currently able to meet with the resources they have and which are needs that they are 
not currently able to meet.  
 
Table 1 provides the percentages of respondents that indicated that a priority conservation 
issue--color coded by the four statewide priority conservation issues previously discussed--is a 
need in their district that they currently have the capacity to meet. Well over 50% of respondents 
indicated that they are able to meet the primary mission of the Soil and Water Conservation 
District of reducing erosion and protecting water quality in their district, a key capacity needed 
across the state.  
 
Table 1 Statewide Conservation Priorities Currently Addressed by Local Districts 

Issues Rated as Very important/ 
Important Focus by 75% or More of 
Respondents 

% who said they ARE 
MEETING this need in 
their District   

Issues Rated as Very 
Important/Important by  
50-75% of Respondents 

% who said they ARE 
MEETING this need in 
their District 

Conservation tillage 77%   
Expanding wetlands for 
nutrient loss control 30% 

Expanding use of cover crops 77%   
Livestock waste 
management planning 30% 

Erosion and sediment control 75%   

Public education about the 
health impacts of 
environmental quality 44% 

Improving soil health 68%   
Source water well 
protection 44% 

Expanding use of buffer strips and 
other edge of field BMPS 67%   Water quantity protection 40% 

Nutrient management planning 54%   Expanding pollinator habitat 59% 

Outreach and education to youth 76%   
Expanding habitat for other 
wildlife 52% 

Providing conservation leadership 70%       

Outreach and education to adults 69%       

Watershed planning 50%       

Addressing urban development 
impacts 13%       

 
Table 2 provides the percentages of respondents that indicated that a priority conservation 
issue—again color coded by the four statewide priority conservation issues previously 
discussed--is a need in their district that they do not currently have the capacity to meet.  
 

Of the issues related to the erosion control and water quality, 18% to 56% of survey 

respondents indicated that they do not currently have the capacity to meet this priority 
conservation need in their district. A third of respondents indicated that their District is not able 

to address issues related to source water protection, habitat expansion and have limited 

capacity to provide conservation leadership.  
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Table 2 Statewide Conservation Priorities that Districts Are Not Currently Able to 
Address 

Issues Rated as Very important/ 
Important Focus by 75% or More of 
Respondents 

% who said it is an 
UNMET NEED in their 
District   

Issues Rated as Very 
Important/Important by               
50-75% of Respondents 

% who said it is an 
UNMET in their 
District 

Nutrient management planning 44%   
Expanding wetlands for nutrient 
loss control 56% 

Improving soil health 30%   
livestock waste management 
planning 51% 

Expanding use of buffer strips and 
other edge of field BMPS 30%   

public education about the health 
impacts of environmental quality 43% 

Erosion and sediment control 23%   Source water well protection 46% 

Expanding use of cover crops 21%   Water quantity protection 43% 

Conservation tillage 18%   
Expanding habitat for other 
wildlife 37% 

Watershed planning 43%   Expanding pollinator habitat 33% 

Addressing urban development 
impacts 33%       

Providing conservation leadership 30%       

Outreach and education to adults 28%       

Outreach and education to youth 22%       

 

 
Funding for Soil and Water Conservation Districts 
 
Historically, the State of Illinois has been a major source of stable funding for Illinois Soil and 
Water Conservation Districts (SWCD). However, state budget difficulties have decreased, and 
sometimes eliminated the availability of these funds in recent years. Many survey respondents 
reported having to decrease staff and conservation programming as a consequence of 
inadequate or inconsistent funding. Some SWCDs reported that this had caused them to no 
longer be able to meet many of their mission-driven goals.   
 
Therefore, many Districts have had to respond by developing or expanding alternative funding 
sources. The survey asked respondents about the diversity of the previous fiscal year funding 
portfolio for their district. These sources of funding can be broadly categorized as coming from 
federal, state, local government, non-government, services and sales. However, not all Districts 
have access to or capacity to access the same funding opportunities. The following charts show 
the frequency with which participants named each funding source and its percentage 
contribution to their overall budget.   
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The USDA’s National Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) has a long-standing 
Memorandum of Understanding with the Soil and Water Conservation Districts in Illinois to 
provide outreach, enrollment and administrative support to the NRCS staff in exchange for the 
co-location of service offices and operational and administrative expenses associated with the 
facilities. These facility expenses are therefore not a cost for the SWCD or for the State of 
Illinois. In addition to this benefit, 62% of respondents across the state reported that their district 
receives some financial resources from the USDA’s National Resource Conservation Service 
(NRCS). Only about 5% of respondents report that they also receive other federal grants to 
support their conservation work.  
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The majority of the respondents reported that they currently do not receive funding from the 

State of Illinois through the Illinois Department of Agriculture (IDOA), Illinois Department of 

Natural Resources (IDNR) or the Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA).  However, a 

little more than 1 out 10 respondents reported that they do rely on state sources for over half of 

their funding. With 1 out of 20 respondents reporting that they rely almost exclusively on IDOA 

funding sources.  

The unreliability of state funding has led many districts to turn to other sources of funding to fill 

financial gaps where possible. These include local government sources.  
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While county governments have traditionally supported SWCD, many respondents indicated 

that these offices are facing financial difficulties. This prevents these local governments from 

providing as much support as the Soil and Water Conservation Districts need to meet their 

current obligations. Nearly half (45%) of all survey respondents reported that their district 

receives some funding from their county government.  For these SWCD’s their county 

governments are a major source of funding. These funds are reported by 7% of the respondents 

to provide 30-75% of their total budget. The financial support from other local taxing and 

municipal districts supports 10% of the efforts of all the SWCD respondents.  
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A significant majority of respondents indicated that their SWCD is not receiving funding from 

non-government grants or partnerships. 12% of respondents receive funding from non-

government partnerships.  Another 4% of respondents reported that their District receive non-

government grants.  While this would seem to be an as yet untapped funding opportunity for 

Districts, it is important to remember that grants seeking takes both significant time and 

experience to result in success and partnerships take time to develop and to sustain for 

effective relationships. Too often Districts are asked to provide staff time as an in kind 

contribution to a partnership or overhead expenses are not an allowable expense in certain 

grants.  

Many of the Soil and Water Conservation Districts have used sales and contracted services as 

both a source of funding and a way to bring their products and presence to their communities. 

Both plant sales and other community services and sales were found to be employed by a 

majority of the respondents, however the resources these provide cover only 5% to 30% of the 

respondents’ budgets. Three percent of respondents indicated, however, that each of these 

categories were a major (30-75%) source of funding in their districts.   
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The large percent of respondents who’s districts rely heavily on plant sales and other 

community services and sales maybe an indication that these SWCDs have very successful 

sales programs or that they may simply not have had the opportunity to access some of the 

other funding sources as compared to other districts.  

About a quarter (23%) of respondents reported that their District has a Seed Sale Partnership.  

Seed sale partnerships generally give a district 10-11% of the value of seed sold.  Districts that 

have put in a large number of new Pollinator projects may receive significant amounts of funds 

from seed sales because pollinator seed is very expensive.   

21% of respondents reported that they receive funds for contracted services. Opportunities for 

contract services may be more widely available to Districts with urbanized areas.  

The generally high need and demand for conservation services across the state, services has 
led to many opportunities for supplementary funding so that the State only pays a portion of 
SWCD staff and program resources. However, in many cases this is not enough to fully fund 
Districts and decreasing state funds for SWCDs is now limiting the availability of alternative 
funding sources, creating a downward spiral of further capacity erosions. 
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Figure 1: Spiral of District Capacity Erosion 
 

 

 

Not only does this downward spiral cost Soil and Water Conservation Districts capacity and their 

communities critical conservation services that the districts provide, but the loss of local district 

leadership also has broader economic consequences. Governmental and non-governmental 

agencies depend on District assistance for their own programs. This leads to a broader decline 

in conservation services available, beyond just those provided by SWCDs. For example, this 

could lead to job-losses in conservation related fields, such as contractors, custom-seeding 

operations, seed dealers and equipment dealers. It also impairs Illinois’ ability to reach their 

NLRS program enrollment goals, which could result in new regulations that would cost the state 

to enforce. Individual communities will end up bearing the cost of removing nutrients and 

sediments from their drinking water sources without these conservation efforts. 

Opportunities for Strengthening the Soil and Water Conservation Delivery System 

Respondents were asked to offer two changes that could improve the current system of soil and 
water conservation service delivery in Illinois. The most frequently suggested changes were: 
 

Increased funding for operations and staff (67%) 
Increased funding for programs and cost-share projects (66%) 

 
The key for the respondents is that they can no longer do more with fewer resources; in fact, 
many are having a difficult time doing the expected with the level of resources they at present 
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receive. Increased and consistent funding would improve their service delivery by allowing 
Districts to recruit and maintain high quality staff and get conservation projects on the ground in 
their Districts.  Having their own conservation programs, separate from their partners’ is an 
important tool for SWCDs to address conservation priorities that are specific to their community.  
Their work on partner’s programs is not as targeted to their communities’ individual situation. 
 
Respondents were asked to provide two recommendations for ways the Illinois Department of 
Agriculture could better support the delivery of Soil and Water Conservation Districts’ services 
and activities. The most frequently suggested recommendations noted were:  
 

Funding and advocacy for funding of the Districts (35%) 
Increased leadership and guidance (29%)  

 
Districts benefit from both support and direction from the Department of Agriculture. Many 
survey respondents shared that they look to the IDOA to support them by conveying their value 
to the Governor’s office. District employees and directors see the impact they are having on the 
ground and in their communities and believe that if the Governor’s office better understood 
these benefits, they may be more supportive. Respondents also mentioned a desire to receive 
more leadership and guidance about the specific conservation goals the IDOA has for 
Conservation Districts. This could help Districts prioritize among multiple local conservation 
needs. Some priorities, such as the state Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy, could also benefit 
from greater coordination across the state. Maximizing Districts' value to the IDOA would help 
the agency better communicate the value and importance of conservation services to the 
Governor’s office, rather than simply the costs related to district operations.  
 
Respondents were asked to give two recommendations for ways other State of Illinois 
government agencies could better support the delivery of services and activities provided by the 
Soil and Water Conservation Districts.  The most frequent recommendations offered by 
respondents were:  
 

Increase the collaborative nature of their partnership (48%) 
Promote the purpose, impact and value of the Districts (25%)   

 
After receiving reduced funding from the Department of Agriculture, many districts are looking to 
replace these funds by creating partnerships with other agencies that could use their highly 
trained staff and may be facing similar understaffing issues. This is modeled after their 
successful relationship with NRCS. Respondents mentioned the potential of working more with 
the Illinois Department of Transportation (IDOT), the Illinois Department for Natural Resources 
(IDNR), the Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA), the Illinois Extension Office and 
the Illinois Department of Agriculture (IDOA). Some of the areas of collaboration suggested 
included shared staff, projects, and outreach and education opportunities, which may provide 
more funding for the Districts and more staffing resources for these partnering agencies. This 
increased collaboration would also increase the ability of these agencies to promote the Districts 
to others, based on the first-hand knowledge and experience of each agency with the Districts. 
 
Respondents were asked to provide two recommendations for ways the USDA Natural 
Resources Conservation Service could better support the delivery of services and activities 
provided by the Soil and Water Conservation Districts. The most frequent responses offered by 
respondents were: 
  

 



19 | P a g e  
 

Increase the collaborative nature of their partnership (17%) 
Increase the frequency, quality and depth of training offered (11%) 

 
The partnership between USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service and the Districts is 
vibrant in many areas of the state, and many respondents reported that NRCS is very 
supportive of SWCDs (26%). Respondents highlighted how instrumental the MOU and NRCS 
contribution agreement funds have been for keeping their District’s doors open. However, as 
with all partnerships the expectations need to evolve. Survey respondents expressed an interest 
in evolving the partnerships into a more collaborative effort that would include shared strategic 
planning, programmatic planning efforts, and equipment sharing in addition to the current model 
of contracting work out to SWCDs.  
 
Respondents were asked to give two recommendations for ways local government could better 
support the delivery of services and activities provided by the Soil and Water Conservation 
Districts. The most frequent recommendations offered were:  
 

Provide or expand financial support for the work (22%) 
Increase partnerships and opportunities for collaborative projects and programming 
(12%)   

 
While many respondents indicated that their local government already provides a lot of support 
to their district, not all counties are facing the same situation. Several respondents indicated that 
their county government could not help more because of their own financial problems. Many 
participants also offered suggestions regarding how local government could do more to 
strengthen and expand the impact of the Districts. Some respondents suggested that they direct 
some of the tax revenue received by local governments to Districts; this could be, if not cash, 
through sponsorship of local conservation efforts. Others were looking for local governments to 
recognize that the District is a source of local expertise and use the services Districts can 
provide in zoning, land use decisions, natural resource projects, water retention and floodplain 
projects, some of which provide compensation.  
 

Summary 

Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts are facing a funding crisis, which is 

threatening their ability to carry out their conservation mission.  Districts are proactively 

looking for additional ways to fund their work, mostly by doing contracted work for other 

agencies and asking partner agencies to advocate for them with the state.  While this may 

alleviate their financial instability, it can also lessen their conservation leadership role in their 

community.  Many districts already feel that they are spending too much time on paperwork for 

conservation contracts rather getting out into the field and advising farmers and landowners on 

the application of conservation practices.  Expanding contracted work to other agencies could 

continue this trend.  

Districts provide a large return on investment for Illinois, helping landowners meet 

priority conservation objectives across the state by leveraging federal and other 

investments and stimulating local economies. The value they bring in preventive 

conservation to both landowners and to water quality is substantial. Seen in this way, SWCD’s 

are not a cost to the state but an important strategic investment. Decreasing District funding will 

decrease the monetary cost to Illinois, but at the expense of severely decreasing their impact. 
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Illinois will in effect be getting less bang for their buck.  Instead of trying to get the same amount 

of conservation benefit while providing fewer resources, helping districts reach their full potential 

as leaders in the broader agricultural community can maximize their impact.  

Districts play a unique role in the conservation community. Many districts are farmer led 

and therefore having a close understanding of the specific conservation needs of their 

communities.  This relationship is one of the reasons other agencies wish to partner with them. 

USDA’s NRCS, for one, looks to them to provide local insights needed to prioritize federal 

programs and funding across the state. Their connection to the community puts them in a prime 

position to be a leader not only among conservation groups, but in the broader agricultural 

community.  Bringing conservation to the broader agricultural community will help Districts 

spread conservation values to new audiences and teach conservation to the next generation. As 

trusted advisors in their community, they are best positioned to work with local farmers, 

especially those who are opinion leaders in the agriculture community to encourage adoption of 

needed practices to build soil health, reduce nutrient loss and improve water quality. In this way 

they are building familiarity with conservation practices and values in the broader agricultural 

community that will become more accepted by mainstream agriculture.  Expanding SWCDs’ 

leadership role will also help them regain their individual voice in the community and make them 

more visible to agencies and individuals outside of the conservation community, including to 

funders. 

Based on the analysis of the responses to this survey, the following recommendations could 

help the Soil and Water Conservation Districts build leadership and expand their capacity so 

that they can effectively carry out the mission they are charged with:  

 

 The Soil and Water Conservation System in Illinois should lead a focused 
campaign on key priorities that most impact soil and water conservation concerns 
across the state and at the district level in order to focus system resources for 
greatest impact and build public support. The three areas that Soil and Water 
Conservation district directors and staff recommend prioritizing across the state are: soil 
erosion and water quality, source water protection and habitat expansion. Some 
districts will need additional resources to effectively address these needs at the district 
level. Some capacity could be gained from resource sharing across districts. 
 

 It is critical that for Soil and Water Conservation Districts to increase their 

leadership and visibility both in their community and across the state as a key to 

expanding critical conservation services on the ground. Further erosions to funding 

support to the Soil and Water Conservation system in Illinois will result in limited 

advances in adoption of practices that are important to advancing the state’s goals for 

reducing loss of nutrients to waters and ensuring communities are protecting source 

water from erosion and other pollutants. 

 

 The Illinois Department of Agriculture can support Districts’ leadership role by 

setting specific goals and expectations that can be incorporated into a long-range 

plan and annual plan of work, rather than just areas to work. Including the 

development of a strategic conservation committee or annual meeting focused on these 

goals would assist Districts in promoting their accomplishments and getting broader 

input for their projects.  IDOA could also help Districts coordinate certain efforts across 
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county boundaries, such as sharing costs, expertise, and broader implementation 

objectives in watersheds and bioregions.  

 

 NRCS can support SWCDs’ leadership role by involving them more in their 

planning process, looking to local districts to set priorities for technical 

assistance and for assessing progress. This would give Districts more legitimacy as 

an agency and improve the collaborative nature of their relationship.  NRCS image 

benefits from being seen to take in local input into their programs.  NRCS can create a 

framework for districts to communicate local needs to NRCS leadership.  Coordinating 

the two agencies’ programs can help them both be more effective.  

 

 Local government can support SWCD conservation leadership by involving them 

more in activities and decisions that involve soil and water in the county, 

including flooding prevention. Increasing District knowledge of county government 

needs will strengthen their relationship and help them better address local needs.  Soil 

and water have a large impact on zoning and development projects.  Relying on SWCDs 

to offer expertise on these issues will help counties avoid future problems and also help 

incorporate conservation planning into the decision making process and elevate the 

awareness of these issues among the general public.  This would again increase 

SWCD’s connection to and leadership role in broader community.   

 

 Districts can best help the conservation community by expanding and leveraging 

their community connections to bring new people into the conversation and 

broaden support for the value of conservation services locally and across the 

state. Expanding their leadership role maximizes their value to partnering agencies.  

While their technical assistance skills are always useful support for other agencies, 

serving as an important linkage and voice for conservation can result in greater impacts 

than when partners are working in silos.  

 

  



Appendix A: Respondent Prioritization of Future Resource Conservation Opportunities in Illinois 
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