
Spring has come to Montana and private 
agriculture carbon markets are flowering 
nationwide. The table below, published in 
a recent  provides a 
momentary snapshot of what is to come. 
Are these markets a new source of revenue 
that organic farmers and ranchers need to 
investigate? 

My comments and dare I say advice are as 
follows:
 

These markets reward those that 
undertake new or additional activities 
that lead ideally to permanent 
improvement in soil carbon 
sequestration.  Fortunately, and 
unfortunately, those doing great 
conservation efforts as most organic 
farmers and ranchers are already doing, 
will not be eligible to gain from these 
schemes.  The buyers of soil carbon 
want new additional soil carbon and 
will not pay for those practices that 
have been on-going.  For example, 
cover cropping, an essential practice 
of all organic farmers, cannot be newly 
“adopted” to add soil carbon and thus 
those already doing the practice largely 
are not eligible for support. Thus, those 
with poor practices benefit, those who 
are good stewards do not.
 

These mechanisms for encouraging 
climate-friendly systems are not free 
markets. The conditions of a free 
market are that they be economically 
competitive, facilitate easy entry and 
exit, and that all participants have 
perfect knowledge of what they are 
buying and selling. The buyer and 
sellers must have the ability (power) to 
impact price, can easily enter or leave 
the market and that the buyer and 
seller mutually know exactly what they 

are buying and selling. Looking at the 
chart of carbon markets below it is not 
even clear that the product being bought 
and sold is soil carbon. For example, the 
Bayer program pays per acre for no-
till practice that is merely assumed to 
increase carbon in the soil. In addition, 
the terms of contractual obligations are 
highly variable but largely restrictive in 
most cases, meaning entry and exit from 
the market is not simple or easy. Finally, 
and perhaps most importantly, it appears 
that the buyers (farmers and ranchers) 
have little competitive power over the 
price of carbon. Indeed, three of these so-
called markets have already set prices.

Though the chart does not provide all the 
detail, many of these schemes be careful 
as to what you are committing to and 
what payment you are likely to receive.
 

Paying farmers and ranchers for 
sequestering soil carbon narrowly views 
soil carbon as the singular or only value of 
importance to good stewardship of their 
land. Organic farming not only a system 
of production that is inherently climate-
friendly it also provides a flow of benefits 
such as water quality, biodiversity, soil 
conservation, soil health, and resilience. 

What is also surprising to me is that these 
schemes are largely unnecessary if we 
reformed and better funded the existing 
working lands programs offered by the 
NRCS. 

An ATTRA publication can help 
understand how to better access these 
programs at https://attra.ncat.org/
product/federal-conservation-resources-
for-sustainable-farming-and-ranching/ 

Charts on pages 10 - 11.
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AMERICA’S CONSERVATION AG MOVEMENT

BAYER ESMC FARMERS BUSINESS NETWORK

Market  

Launch Date?
2020 Fall of 2022 September 2020

Acreage Enrollment 

Minimum
10 acres No minimum

Various, but generally  

at least 200 acres

Per-Acre Cash  

Payment  

to Farmers?

$10 (producers 

will be paid by the 

acre, not by the 

amount of carbon 

sequestered).

Not specified. Producers will be paid 

annually for the amount of increased 

soil carbon sequestered, reduced 

GHG emissions, pounds of phospho-

rus and nitrogen and tons of sediment 

prevented from release into the 

watershed, and annual water savings 

from reduced irrigation (based on 

ESMC quantification, verification and 

third-party certification).

Payments are market and 

buyer dependent. Producers 

can receive anywhere from 

30¢ per acre for research  

programs to more than  

15¢ per bushel for identity 

preserved premium programs. 

What Do Your  

Contracts Require  

Farmers to Do? 

 What Are  

the Terms?

Bayer’s carbon 

initiative pays 

producers for 

adopting  

climate-smart 

practices such as 

no-till, strip-till 

and the planting 

of cover crops.  

Producers are 

required to plant 

corn or soybeans, 

have an active 

FieldView Plus 

account and 

agree to share the 

data needed for 

the program.

 The contract period is 10 years and 

includes cropland or rangeland. 

 There is no contractual volume 

for producers; the producers’ 

outcomes are calculated annually 

over the course of a 10-year  

crediting period, which can be  

renewed to a maximum of 20 years.

 Producers must register and enter 

required information for asset 

or credit generation, and certify 

information entered is accurate.

 Producers must show ownership 

of the assets to be generated to 

sell them into the market. 

 No enrollment fee or requirement 

to purchase ag products.

 Implementing conservation could 

have associated costs. Producers 

might be responsible for practice 

implementation costs and expenses 

such as soil carbon testing.

Producers share information 

with Gradable on their  

crop production practices 

(including planting, fertilizer  

applications, tillage and 

harvest),  which is processed 

with artificial intelligence 

that leverages 240 million 

acre-events of farm data from 

FBN. Gradable validates and 

distills the practices into a 

single farm-level score, which 

allows farms to be rewarded 

for practices without having  

to share detailed practice 

information with buyers.

More Information BayerCarbon.com EcosystemServicesMarket.org Gradable.com

HOW SOME LEADING CARBON MARKETS COMPARE
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INDIGO AG NORI NUTRIEN

June 2019 September 2019 2021

150 acres (a minimum of one field) 1,000+ acres
Target: 500 to 10,000 acres 

per producer.

$15 per carbon credit, with a guaranteed price 

floor of $10 for growers who enrolled in the 

program beginning in 2020.

$15 to date, which is based 

on current prices for produc-

ers generating and selling 

Nori Carbon Removal Tonnes 

(NRTs). Producers set the 

floor selling price for NRTs, 

which sell when buyers are 

willing to pay that floor price 

plus Nori's transaction fee.

Not specified. Carbon pricing 

is under development but 

is expected to be at a level 

to support the adoption of 

targeted agronomic practices 

by growers.

 Producers dictate their own participation in 

Indigo Carbon and may choose to pilot on a 

handful or all of their fields in the first year. 

Growers can continue to enroll more eligible 

fields in subsequent years if they qualify.

 To be eligible for the program, a grower must 

contract at least one eligible crop field, hold 

exclusive operating rights to their land, have 

not cleared the land in the past 10 years and 

not receive payments for the land through 

another carbon credit program.  

 Producers must commit to making at least 

one practice change on each enrolled field. 

There is no cap on the number of acres  

growers can enroll.

 Producers must submit three to five years of 

historical data depending on crop rotation as 

well as current season details about plant-

ing and harvest dates, tillage and fertilizer 

applications. When applicable, farmers must 

provide information on cover crops, organic 

amendments, irrigation and grazing.

 The individual (producer)  

who signs the contract is 

signing a 10-year contract 

to make their best effort to 

retain carbon and report on 

data annually. 

 To qualify, third-party 

verification costs are paid 

by the participating farmer. 

Verification must occur once 

every three years.

 The producer must receive  

assignment of authority 

from any landowners of 

farms they plan on enrolling 

in the Nori marketplace.

 Anyone who receives cash 

from credits sold must pay 

taxes on that income (taxes 

determined by the state in 

which the farmer lives).

The program, which is  

activating through Nutrien Ag 

Solutions, is voluntary and 

will involve a producer pro-

gram participation agreement, 

which requires producers to 

fulfill sustainable farming 

practice obligations to receive 

grower payments. Producers 

participating in the program 

will agree to start provid-

ing data and implementing 

practice changes shortly 

after signing up. Details of 

the program are still under 

development, including terms 

and conditions.

IndigoAg.com/for-growers/indigo-carbon Nori.com/for-growers Nutrien.com

To learn more about the tools, incentives and points of differentiation each of these carbon markets offer to farmers, visit:

AgWeb.com/carbon-markets
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