
Building 4R Nutrient Stewardship Partnerships: 
Survey of Agricultural Retailers and Conservation Districts 
BACKGROUND 
To enhance the stewardship of fertilizer inputs on the 
farm through increased use of fertilizer management 
practices, The Fertilizer Institute (TFI) is working 
collaboratively with the International Plant Nutrition 
Institute (IPNI), the Canadian Fertilizer Institute 
(CFI), and the International Fertilizer Industry 
Association to advance the 4R Nutrient Stewardship 
Initiative. 
 
4R nutrient stewardship is an innovative, science-based 
approach that can enhance environmental protection, 
increase crop production, increase farmer profitability, 
and improve sustainability. The 4R approach to 
nutrient stewardship uses the Right fertilizer source, 
at the Right rate, at the Right time, with the Right 
placement. 
 
As part of the 4R Nutrient Stewardship Initiative, 
the National Council of Farmer Cooperatives, the 
Agricultural Retailers Association, the National 
Association of Conservation Districts, the American 
Society of Agronomy-Certified Crop Advisors, and The 
Fertilizer Institute conducted a survey of Agricultural 
Retailers and Soil and Water Conservation Districts.  
Primary goals of the survey were to:  1) identify the 
strengths and weaknesses of the Agricultural Retailer-
Conservation District working relationship, 2) solicit 
strategies for these groups to work more closely 
together in order to help farmers accelerate their 
adoption of 4R Stewardship practices, and 3) identify 
opportunities for and barriers to 4R implementation.  

SURVEY PROCESS 
In late February 2013, the 4R Survey sponsors sent an 
invitation to participate in an online survey to about 

2,600 field-level Agricultural Retailer employees and 
about 2,600 Conservation District employees.  The 
response rate for Agricultural Retailers was 15.2% (396 
respondents) and for Conservation Districts was 18.5% 
(481 respondents). 

RESPONDENT PROFILE
The customers for both groups were similar.  Ninety-
six percent of the Agricultural Retailer customers 
grew corn, 85% grew soybeans and 65 % grew wheat.  
Seventy-nine percent of the Conservation District 
customers grew corn, 65% grew soybeans, and 
58% grew wheat.  Fifty-five percent of Agricultural 
retailers are Certified Crop Advisors (CCA), but, 
not unexpectedly, only 5% of Conservation District 
employees are CCAs.  The respondents for both groups 
were largely from the Great Plains, the Midwest, 
and the Delta regions.  The Conservation District 
respondents were more broadly distributed and also 
included responses from the Mid-Atlantic area. 

4R AWARENESS AND WORKING RELATIONSHIPS
The Agricultural Retailers had a high awareness of 
the 4R Nutrient Stewardship initiative and only 2% 
first learned about the 4Rs through this survey.  There 
was a significantly lower awareness level with the 
Conservation District employees with 37% reporting 
that this survey was the first that they had heard of the 
4R initiative.  When asked to rate from 1 to 10 (with 10 
being the highest level of awareness) their awareness 
of the 4Rs, the Agricultural Retailer average rating was 
7.2 while the Conservation District employee rating 
was 4.6.

Awareness of each other is low.  On a scale from 1 
to 10, with 10 being the highest level of awareness, 
Agricultural Retailers rated awareness of Conservation 



District activities at 5.4 and Conservation Districts 
rated awareness of Agricultural Retailer activities at 
3.3.  The Agricultural Retailer awareness of NRCS 
technical assistance (4.6) and NRCS financial 
assistance (4.9) is low.  As would be expected 
because of their long partnership with NRCS, 
Conservation District awareness of technical 
assistance (8.9) and financial assistance (8.9) was 
very high.

Both groups rated “having a positive environmental 
impact” very high.  Agricultural Retailers rated it at 
9.1 and Conservation Districts rated it at 9.4.
The groups are currently working with different 
partners.  The Agricultural Retailers top two 
partners are Certified Crop Advisors with a 
mean rating of 7.7 (“closeness” of the working 
relationship was rated from 1 to 10, with 10 being 
the closest) and Other Agricultural Retailers (6.2).  
The Conservation Districts top two partners are 
NRCS (9.3) and state agricultural or environmental 
agencies (7.3).  

BARRIERS TO IMPROVING THE WORKING 
RELATIONSHIP
Both groups agreed that the “different objectives” 
of the organizations are a major barrier.  However, 
this may not be a significant concern since the skills 
of the groups are complementary and there is a 
common interest in environmental improvement.  
A high number of Agricultural Retailers listed the 
following barriers:  “Lack of outreach from their 
organization” and “Lack of understanding of the 
role of conservationists.”  Conservation Districts 
rated “lack of time” as their second most significant 
barrier.  Forty-one percent of Agricultural Retailers 

and 43% of Conservationists receive no information 
from the other group.  

OPPORTUNITIES
Eighty-two percent of Agricultural Retailers 
agree that they would like more information from 
Conservation Districts about cost share programs, 
federal conservation program operations, and 
new products.  Sixty-two percent of Conservation 
District employees would like more information 
from Agricultural Retailers such as details about the 
4Rs.  There is agreement between the groups on how 
to overcome barriers to developing a better working 
relationship. Both groups would like to improve 
professional relationships, share information, hold 
regular meetings, and undertake joint training.  The 
biggest challenge, based on the survey and general 
confidentiality concerns, is related to sharing farmer 
data. 

PRACTICE RECOMMENDATIONS
The two groups recommend somewhat different 
conservation practices:  Agricultural Retailers 
recommend nutrient-based practices while 
Conservation Districts recommend a broader array 
of practices.  The only common practice in both 
groups’ top seven nutrient stewardship practices is 
testing soil fertility. 

The survey asked about economic net returns 
and environmental benefits for 11 approaches or 
practices that address nutrient management issues.  
With respect to economic net returns, Agricultural 
Retailers rated variable rate application, water 
management, split applications, and crop rotations 
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highest.  Conservation Districts rated crop rotations, 
conservation tillage, cover crops, and variable rate 
application highest.  Both groups ranked crop rotations 
equally high and variable rate application received 
a higher rating from Agricultural Retailers than 
Conservationists.

BARRIERS FACED BY FARMERS 
When asked to select the major barriers that prevent 
customers from adopting additional nutrient 
stewardship practices, Agricultural Retailers and 
Conservation District employees agreed on the top 
three.  Two are based on economics and the third is 
related to risks associated with change. 

TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT NEEDS
Both groups wanted development of in-field sensors 
that could be used to estimate soil and plant nutrient 
levels, yields, soil moisture, and other information 
that would be used by tablet or smart phone apps to 
provide recommendations to farmers.

KEY FINDINGS 
Similar Values and Perceptions Serve as a Solid 
Foundation for Collaboration – The survey 
found that both groups rated having a “positive 
environmental impact” and “customer loyalty” very 
highly.  The groups also agreed that perceived cost and 
farming traditions are major barriers to producers 
adopting nutrient stewardship practices.  These 
findings should serve as an excellent foundation for 
collaboration on helping farmers adopt 4R nutrient 
stewardship practices. 

Differences Should Not be a Barrier to 
Collaboration – Although there are many differences 
between the two groups, these differences should not 
be a significant obstacle to improved collaboration 
with farmers to improve nutrient stewardship.  
Since each group has distinct, yet complementary, 
strengths—derived from their differing objectives—
there is great potential for collaboration.  The groups 
evaluated the economic and environmental benefits of 
practices differently, perhaps because of the differences 
in their missions.

Information Sharing is Limited – Opportunities 
exist to improve collaboration between the two 
groups through increased information exchange, 
but vehicles to accomplish this must be created.  The 
biggest challenge, driven most likely by confidentiality 
concerns, is associated with sharing farmer data.

Agreement on How to Improve the Working 
Relationship – Agricultural Retailers and 
Conservation Districts agree on methods to improve 
their working relationship: sharing information and 
regular meetings.  Both groups gave their highest 
ratings for communicating with producers to on-farm 
demonstration or field days and generally rated media 
methods similarly. 



4R nutrient stewardship provides a framework to 
achieve cropping system goals, such as increased 
production, increased farmer profitability, enhanced 
environmental protection and improved sustainability.

Properly managed fertilizers support cropping systems 
that provide economic, social and environmental 
benefits. On the other hand, poorly managed nutrient 
applications can decrease profitability and increase 
nutrient losses, potentially degrading water and air.

4R nutrient stewardship requires the implementation 
of best management practices (BMPs) that optimize 
the efficiency of fertilizer use. The goal of fertilizer 
BMPs is to match nutrient supply with crop 
requirements and to minimize nutrient losses from 
fields. Selection of BMPs varies by location, and those 
chosen for a given farm are dependent on local soil 
and climatic conditions, crop, management conditions 
and other site specific factors. 

Other agronomic and conservation practices, such 
as no-till farming and the use of cover crops, play a 
valuable role in supporting 4R nutrient stewardship. 
As a result, fertilizer BMPs are most effective when 
applied with other agronomic and conservation 
practices.

To achieve cropping system goals, 
the 4R concept incorporates the:
•	Right fertilizer source at the
•	Right rate, at the
•	Right time and in the
•	Right place

www.nutrientstewardship.org

Follow us and subscribe 
for the latest news and 
updates on nutrient 
stewardship!

@4Rnutrients

 
youtube.com/user/1fertilizer


