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KEY S.T.A.R. CONCEPTS

• S.T.A.R is a means to EVALUATE.

• S.T.A.R. provides a means to VERIFY.

• S.T.A.R. provides a means to RECOGNIZE. 

• S.T.A.R. provides a means to engage CONSERVATION DRIVERS.



WHAT IS S.T.A.R.?

S.T.A.R is a FREE tool to assist farm operators and landowners to evaluate their 
nutrient and soil loss management practices on individual fields and to promote 
“conservation management practices”.

WHY WAS S.T.A.R. CREATED?
S.T.A.R. was created by two central Illinois farmers involved with soil and water 
conservation to support the state of Illinois’ Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy 
(NLRS). The strategy guides state efforts to improve water quality at home and 
downstream by reducing nitrogen and phosphorus levels in our lakes, streams, and 
rivers. The strategy lays out a comprehensive suite of best management practices 
for reducing nutrient loads from wastewater treatment plants and urban and 
agricultural runoff. 

S.T.A.R. conservation practices are a voluntary solution to natural resource 
concerns! 



GULF HYPOXIC ZONE



HOW DOES S.T.A.R. WORK?

The program utilizes a field form that requests information from a farmer or non-
operator landowner concerning individual fields for a given crop year. 

The S.T.A.R. evaluation program assigns points for each cropping, tillage, nutrient 
application, and soil conservation activity on individual fields in addition to other 
“best management practices” as established by the United States Department of 
Agriculture's Natural Resource Conservation Service (USDA-NRCS). 

S.T.A.R. relies on the expertise of a science committee, made up of university 
researchers and other experts, to model ranking systems and ensure the field form is 
reflective of the specific and varying resource factors in the state. 

Once the field form is completed by a participant, the information is entered into a 
spreadsheet that assigns various points for the different practices used on that field. 
The summary of those points is then compared to a scale of points to give that field 
a “Star Rating” of one to five stars. Farm operators and landowners start by 
completing a field form. 



S.T.A.R. EVALUATION SYSTEM





POTENTIAL S.T.A.R. BENEFITS

• Increased net farm income

• Promotes a positive image of farmers and agriculture in the community

• Inspires other farmers and landowners to act in helping to meet nutrient loss 
reduction goals

• Decreases nutrient loss 

• Promotes producers for new farmland leases

• Assists producers in securing local conservation cost share

• Assists producers in obtaining future market incentives for crops grown using 
conservation cropping practices.

• Assists producers in obtaining documentation in support of water quality issues



HOW DO YOU GET 
STARTED? 

Farm operators and landowners start by 
completing a field form. 

Field forms can be accessed online by 
visiting STARFREETOOL.COM, or by 
visiting one of more than 40+ county-based 
Illinois Soil and Water Conservation 
Districts to complete a field form in person.



SAMPLE S.T.A.R. 
FIELD FORM

The S.T.A.R. field form scores points to 
assign a field’s star rating.

Total Points:   

40+        =    5 Stars
32 - 39   =    4 Stars
23 - 31   =    3 Stars
16 - 22   =    2 Stars
0 - 15     =    1 Star



LOCATED AT STARFREETOOL.COM



S.T.A.R STEERING COMMITTEE

• Megan Baskerville, Upper Sangamon River Watershed Manager Illinois | The Nature Conservancy 

• Megan Dwyer, CCA, Nutrient Loss Reduction Manager | Illinois Corn Growers Association

• Kris Reynolds, Midwest Deputy Director | American Farmland Trust

• Dr. Emily Bruner, Midwest Conservation and Stewardship Program Manager | American Farmland Trust

• Elliott Lagacy, Regional Representative | Bureau of Land and Water Resources, Illinois Department of Agriculture 

• Dr. Carol Hays, President | The Strategic Collaboration Group, Inc.

• Ivan Dozier, Illinois State Conservationist | Natural Resources Conservation Service

• Mike Wilson, Incoming Board Chair | Illinois Certified Crop Advisor Program

• Steve Steirwalt, President | Association of Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts

• Joe Rothermel, Chair and Farmer | Champaign County Soil and Water Conservation District

• Erin Bush, Resource Conservationist | Champaign County Soil and Water Conservation District

• Grant Hammer | Executive Director | Association of Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts



S.T.A.R SCIENCE ADVISORY COMMITTEE

• Dan Schaefer, Director of Nutrient Stewardship | Illinois Fertilizer and Chemical Association

• Lowell Gentry, Principal Research Specialist in Agriculture | University of Illinois Natural Resources and Sciences

• Doug Gucker, Extension Educator, Local Food Systems and Small Farms | University of Illinois Extension

• Dr. Emily Bruner, Midwest Conservation and Stewardship Program Manager | American Farmland Trust

• Eric Miller | Piatt County farmer and SWCD Board Member

• Dr. Emerson Nafziger, Professor Emeritus | College of ACES, University of Illinois

• Brett Roberts, State Conservation Agronomist | Illinois Natural Resources Conservation Service 

• Erin Bush, Resource Conservationist | Champaign County Soil and Water Conservation District 

• Joe Rothermel, Chair and Farmer | Champaign County Soil and Water Conservation District



IL S.T.A.R. SUPPORTERS

• Illinois Department of Agriculture 
• Illinois Environmental Protection Agency
• Association of Illinois Soil and Water Conservation Districts 
• Soil and Water Conservation Districts
• The Nature Conservancy American Farmland Trust 
• Illinois Sustainable Ag Partnership 
• Precision Conservation Management 
• Soil Health Partnership
• Various watershed project groups
• Illinois Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy Committee
• Illinois Fertilizer and Chemical Association
• ADM
• Kellog’s
• Illinois Corn Growers
• Interested crop production retailers
• Interested county Farm Bureaus

BE-NCI13
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BE-NCI13 Kellogg's too?
Bush, Erin - NRCS, Champaign, IL, 9/19/2019



S.T.A.R. 
2018 RESULTS







CONNECT:

@STARfreetool 217-778-0272

StarFreeTool.com

Star@ccswcd.com /STARfreetool



THANK YOU.

BE-NCI17
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BE-NCI17 Not sure if I missed it, but might be worth mentioning the categories of practices that we use (crop rotation, 

cover crops, nutrient management, tillage, etc.)
Bush, Erin - NRCS, Champaign, IL, 9/19/2019


