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-- Tree & vine crops:

10- to 20 yr replant

-- Hay or forage

crops: 2- to 15-yr 

replant

-- Perennial grains:

5- to 10-yr replant

-- Annual grains: 

cereals, beans, oilseeds

-- Other annuals: veg,

tobacco, cotton
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Summary of the Possible 
Protecting our soil with perennials: national acreage goals 

Half a century of concerted investment in research, education and incentives to 

conserve soil with deep-rooted, long-lived perennial crops could increase the 

protected acreage from 20 to 80 percent. 

 

Pastures and perennial forage crops area already available either in permanent stands 

or in rotations. We propose incentives which would maintain the present perennial 

acreage and increase perennials in rotations. When perennial grains become available, 

they will require no financial subsidy, since they would represent a compelling 

alternative. 

 
Summary of the Possible 

Protecting our soils with perennials 

The chart above projects what is possible if we assume that the following are 

achieved in the 5-year periods shown above. 

 

A, 2009 Hay or grazing operations will continue as they exist. Preparations for 

subsidy changes begin. 

B, 2014 Subsidies become incentive to substitute perennial grass in rotations for feed 

grain in meat, egg and milk production. 

C, 2019 The first perennial grain, Kernza™ (a wheat) will be farmer-ready for 

limited acreage. 

D, 2029 Educate farmers and consumers about new perennial grain crops. 

E, 2044 New perennial grain varieties will be ready for expanded geographical 

range. Also potential for grazing and hay. 

F, 2054 High-value annual crops are mainly grown on the least erodible fields as 

short rotations between perennial crops. 

0 

50 

100 

150 

200 

250 

300 

350 

2009 2019 2029 2039 2049 

Ten 5-year farm bills adding larger goals 

to existing programs 

U
.S

. 
C

ro
p

la
n

d
 (

m
il
li
o

n
s 

o
f 

a
c
re

s)
 

  

80% annuals 

20% annuals 

80% perennials 

20% perennials 

C 
D 

E  

F 

Tree & vine crops:  
10- to 20-yr replant 

Hay or forage  
crops:  2- to 15-yr  
replant 

Perennial grains:     
5- to 10-yr replant 

Annual grains:  
cereals, beans, oilseeds 
Other annuals:  veg,  
tobacco, cotton 

A B 

2017          2027         2037         2047         2057       2067     

Pathways to perennials at scale
RESEARCH SCALE-UP NEEDED 

AT THIS TIME POINT



Existing conservation and forestry programs
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Estimates—changing over time as annual grains are replaced by perennial crops--of the remaining productive life of U.S. 

agriculture shown on the left-hand axis.  Colored areas and captions in italics refer to  change in USDA priorities (right-hand 

axis) as the result of new policies reflected in the next 10 farm bills.

Changes in USDA program priorities

to increase the productive lifespan of US cropland



Long-term changes in U.S. agriculture 
 

 
 

 

Components of agricultural sustainability 
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Dennis Lingohr, American Prairie Reserve

“If I have any lasting worth, it will 
be because I have tried to make 
people remember what the earth is 
meant to look like.”

- Mary Oliver (1935-2019)
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Looking down 
the long furrow 
of our history…



The Last Furrow, Winslow Homer (1878, USA)



www.landinstitute.org


