Understanding integrated crop and livestock
farming systems: farmer survey results
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In 2023 through April of 2024, the Match Made in

Heaven project (MMIH) surveyed 553 farmers primarily Demographics

in the 6 Midwestern states of Illinois, Indiana, Iowa,
Minnesota, Missouri, and Wisconsin. The majority of
respondents (457) currently have an integrated system
with both annual crops and livestock. Another 50
respondents had raised livestock within the last three
years. The goal of the survey was to understand the
benefits associated with integration of livestock into
annual cropping systems as well as the barriers to doing
so. This fact sheet provides a snapshot of what we learned. (range: 0 to 3500)

What do integrated farms look like?

Crop production. Because these respondents are
raising livestock, their cropping mix skews toward
forage crops and pasture. These farmers also raise a
variety of common crops and many use cover crops
and annual forages in their rotations.

Hay

Perennial pasture
Small grains

Corn for grain
Soybeans

Annual forages
Corn silage
Vegetables or fruit
Other
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Livestock types
Our respondents raise a wide range of livestock
types, but a majority raise beef animals.

Beef cow-calf pairs

Beef or dairy finish animals

Beef or dairy feeders, backgrounders
Sheep and goats

Poultry

Hogs

Dairy heifers

Dairy cows, lactating and dry

Other livestock
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457 survey responses

25 states represented
Average age: 49

Average years farming: 24
Average acres owned: 284
(range: 0 to 3000)
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years: 507 respondents

Economics of integrated farms

A majority of respondents reported that livestock
was their primary source of income from farming,
with the second largest category being grain crops
(see pie chart).

Primary source of farm
income

m Livestock Grain Crops

m Forage Crops m Other Crops



Motivation for choosing integrated systems
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Respondents were asked how
closely several approaches
matched their own motivations for
making farming decisions. Many
of the respondents were strongly

motivated by soil health and

reducing soil erosion, more so
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Livestock integration and soil health practices used
Survey respondents use a variety of livestock grazing practices, but a majority do managed rotational grazing.
Smaller majorities graze crop residues and cover crops.

Livestock grazing practices

Managed rotational grazing
Graze crop residues

Graze cover crops

Bale graze

Graze summer annual crops
Graze winter annual crops

Feed green-chop
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Soil health practices
Respondents were asked a variety of questions regarding their soil management practices. This chart shows
some of the most common soil health practices that are being used on Midwestern farms.

Apply manure to fields

Soil testing for NPK, lime

Leave all crop residue on fields

Soil health testing

No-till

Returned cover crops to soil for fertility
Single-species cover crops
Multi-species cover crops

Winter cover crop and roller crimper
Cover crop tissue testing
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Integration benefits

Respondents were asked about what they perceived as the most beneficial aspects of integrated crop and
livestock systems. The graph below shows the percent of respondents valuing potential livestock integration
benefits 'quite a bit' or 'a great deal'.

Using manure as fertilizer

Improved soil health

Improved conservation outcomes
Reduction of feed costs for livestock
Diversification of income streams
Increased manure spreading options
Breaking crop pest or weed cycles
Reduced financial risk

Improved seasonal labor distribution
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Integration challenges

Farmers with integrated crop and livestock systems were asked how challenging various aspects of integration
were for them. We also asked crops only farmers what they perceived as challenges associated with adding
livestock to their operations. The chart compares percentages of respondents who view each item as “very” or
“extremely” challenging. Several topics were considered significantly more challenging by crops only farmers
than they actually are for farmers with integrated systems. There were also a few topics that integrated farms
found were more challenging than crops only farmers thought they might be.

Find adequate local processing
Obtain a premium for your products
Install and maintain fencing

Find or maintain labor

Provide livestock housing

Provide watering facilities

Manage time

Generate enough income

Find adequate land

Afford the cost of additional equipment
Access markets

Find financing

Access veterinary services Crops only

Find information M Livestock and crops
Manage nutrients
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Incentives for integrating livestock into cropping operations

A large proportion of respondents reported NOT participating in programs that encourage adoption of soil
health and conservation practices. The graph below shows that the most commonly used program is federal
crop insurance, followed by other federal subsidy programs.

Percent of respondents who have used the following programs

Federal crop insurance

Federal crop subsidies such as PLC or ARC

The Environmental Quality Incentives Program, EQIP
A local or county conservation program

A state conservation program

The Conservation Stewardship Program, CSP

The Conservation Reserve Program, CRP

A program funded by a non-governmental organization

A program funded by private sector
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Opportunities to help crops-only farmers add livestock to their operations

Crops-only farmers were asked what kinds of assistance would help them overcome the barriers to adding a
livestock enterprise to their farming operations and were offered a series of potential support options. The
graph below shows that a majority of respondents expressed interest in incentive payments equivalent to
supports provided for commodity crop production. Cost sharing for fencing and watering systems was also
desired by nearly half of respondents.

Annual incentive payments equivalent to crop insurance
and commodity support payments

Cost-sharing for infrastructure development

Help finding a livestock producer you could partner with
One-on-one technical assistance

Education on the economic aspects of the system

Education on the production aspects of the system

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Background information

Authors: Laura Paine, Jane Jewett, Amy Fenn, Gigi DiGiacomo, and Erin Meier.

“Match Made In Heaven: Livestock + Crops” is a 3-year, 6-state grant project led by Green Lands Blue Waters that creates
opportunities for farmers to share their interests, challenges, and needs, and for the crop and livestock organizations that they engage
with to hear from their members and meet their needs with their programming and resources. The project is a collaboration between
50+ groups including crop and livestock associations, universities, public agencies, and soil/water groups. In addition to the survey,
project elements include case studies of 8 farmers with integrated systems, highlighting their unique systems and innovations, a series
of field days being conducted in 2024 and a resource library of materials on crop and livestock integration. Learn more at https://
greenlandsbluewaters.org/match-made-in-heaven-livestock-crops/

This material is based upon work that is supported by the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture,
under agreement number 2021-38640-34714 Am 3 through the North Central Region SARE program under project number LNC21-
453. USDA is an equal opportunity employer and service provider. Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed
in this publication are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the view of the U.S. Department of Agriculture
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