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WHAT IS WILDING?

Wilding is an ecological framework built around
the strategic integration of perennial cover—na-
tive prairies, silvopasture systems, perennial
crops, and riparian buffers—into working ag-
ricultural landscapes to reconstruct habitat
connectivity and build a functionally connected,
multi-use habitat network capable of delivering
ecosystem services, supporting species move-
ment, and maintaining biodiversity across water-
shed and regional scales. Sustaining that network
requires financial structures and commercial op-
portunities that make coordinated stewardship
economically viable for the farmers and landown-
ers doing the work.

Wildingis not rewilding. Rewilding aims to
restore landscapes toward pre-human condi-
tions—removing human management, reintroduc-
ing apex predators, letting succession proceed
without intervention. That framing assumes
prior ecological states are clearly definable and
recoverable, and that human presence must be re-
moved or diminished. Wilding instead starts from
the premise that human presence in agricultural
landscapes is unavoidable. Thus, recovering prior
ecological states in agricultural landscapes is not
fully possible and would limit the possibility of
using perennial cover for agricultural production
while also meeting ecological goals.

Full rewilding of agricultural landscapes would
also be economically and logistically untenable
at the scale required. The United States current-
ly produces food, feed, and fiber for hundreds of
millions of people on more than 300 million acres
of cropland. Removing human management from
any substantial portion of that land would re-
quire either dramatic intensification elsewhere,
with its own ecological costs, or significant reduc-
tions in agricultural output. Wilding sidesteps
that tradeoff entirely. By targeting marginal,
sub-profitable acres rather than productive farm-
land, it asks farmers to convert ground that is al-
ready underperforming economically, not ground
that is feeding anyone reliably.

Rewilding, as defined by Carver et al. (2021),
aims to rebuild ecosystems toward a state that
would have existed had human disturbance

not occurred, reducing human control until the
system becomes self-sustaining. This framing
has genuine merit in landscapes where human
presence has receded or where large-scale pred-
ator reintroduction is feasible. Wilding does not
argue against it. Wilding is complementary: a
framework suited to working agricultural lands
where human presence is permanent and the
economic and social structure of rural commu-

nities depends on continued land use. In those
landscapes, ecological recovery is not achieved by
removing human management but by reorienting
it. Some of those landscapes were actively shaped
by Indigenous land stewardship for millenia, a
history of ecological practice and displacement
this paper acknowledges but does not address in
full. What Wilding is working to rebuild is not a
system without us, but one in which human land
management is oriented toward enhancing eco-
logical function rather than diminishing it.
Wilding also differs structurally from the ex-
isting conservation toolkit. Programs like the
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), Environ-
mental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), and
conservation easements are built to operate at
the parcel level—enrolling individual farms, con-
tracting with individual landowners, verifying in-
dividual compliance. CRP pays farmers to remove
environmentally sensitive land from production
and establish permanent vegetative cover. EQIP
provides cost-share funding for conservation
practices including filter strips, cover crops, and
nutrient management. Conservation easements
permanently restrict development on ecologically
valuable parcels.

Each program is well designed to incentivize
individual landowners to make conservation
improvements on their own land, and they pro-
vide critical resources to farmers (explore this
topic further in our Cultivating Conservation
resource). But, connectivity is not a parcel-level
outcome. A watershed can have substantial CRP
enrollment and still present a fully fragmented
landscape to species that require linked habitat
to persist. These programs have no mechanism
for optimizing the spatial arrangement of habi-
tat across property boundaries, for coordinating
plantings so they function as a system rather
than a collection of individual parcels, or for sus-
taining that coordination across the timescales
that ecological function requires. It requires more
intentional design and coordination to create
that connectivity and sustain it into the future,
and the approach to design and coordination nec-
essarily changes as the work scales.

Wilding is less a set of practices than a frame-
work for building ecological infrastructure from
the ground up, beginning at the parcel level and
scaling toward the watershed and beyond.

WHAT IS THE WILD GRID?

Mad Agriculture’s long-horizon commitment is to
work with farmers and a broad coalition of stake-
holders to establish 65 million acres of function-
ally connected, multi-use corridors through U.S.

MAD! -3



agricultural landscapes over a fifty-year period.
That figure represents roughly 20% of total U.S.
cropland, the threshold that the current ecolog-
ical literature suggests is necessary to maintain
essential ecosystem services, including pollina-
tion, pest control, water filtration, and soil erosion
control (Garibaldi et al.,, 2021; Mohamed et al.,
2024). While that literature addresses semi-nat-
ural habitat cover broadly rather than connected
corridors specifically, the spatial arrangement
ofthat 20% matters as much as the total amount.
A fragmented 20% delivers diminished ecologi-
cal function relative to a connected one: isolated
patches cannot support viable wildlife popula-
tions, cannot facilitate species movement across
the landscape, and are more vulnerable to local
extinction. The connectivity dimension of the
Wild Grid is designed to ensure that the same
20% threshold delivers the ecosystem services,
biodiversity outcomes, and landscape-scale

resilience that the literature suggests it should.
Critically, native habitat reconstruction requires
active, ongoing management. Wilding is built on
the premise that this management could create
economic opportunity through grazing, peren-
nial crops, silvopasture, and ecosystem service
markets, which can make stewardship financially
viable for the farmers and landowners doing the
work. The result is a mosaic in which ecological
function and agricultural enterprise are nested
within the same landscape, not competing for it.
The Wild Grid is our vision for a continent-span-
ning network of functionally connected, multi-use
habitat operating as ecological infrastructure
across working agricultural lands.

The 65 million acre figure describes the total ex-
tent of the network, not the volume of new plant-
ing required to build it. Existing semi-natural
habitat, remnant grassland, riparian corridors,

Perennial cover in majority cropland watersheds (>50% cropland, HUC12)
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_Perennial vegetation cover across majority cropland watersheds in the contiguous United
States. Each polygon represents a HUCI12 subwatershed with more than 50% ofits area in cultivated
crops. Color indicates the percentage of the watershed in perennial cover. Ofthe 12,412 majority-cropland
watersheds, 8,729 (70%) hauve less than 20% perennial cover, encompassing approximately 151 million
acres of cropland across roughly 195 million acres of watershed area. Land cover data from the USDA/
USGS National Land Cover Database (NLCD 2024), watershed boundaries from the USGS National Wa-
tershed Boundary Dataset (WBD), HUCI12 subwatershed level.
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and conservation lands already contribute to

the 20% threshold in some watersheds. To un-
derstand how much new ground would need to
come into perennial cover, we analyzed the 12,412
sub-watersheds in the U.S. with majority cropland
cover (Kane, 2026). Of those, 70.3%—representing
195 million acres—currently fall below the 20%
perennial cover threshold. Bringing those sub-wa-
tersheds up to threshold would require establish-
ing perennial cover on an estimated 22.9 million
new acres. That is the planting gap Wilding is
designed to close, situated within a larger net-
work that incorporates and connects habitat that
already exists.

The 65 million acre target is not a goal Mad Ag-
riculture will accomplish alone, nor is the path-
way fully mapped. It is a design orientation large
enough to matter ecologically and ambitious
enough to require new institutions, new financial
instruments, and sustained commitment across
multiple generations of practitioners and land-
OwWners.

WHY DO WE NEED WILDING?

Millions of acres of habitat and perennial cov-

er have been converted to croplands in the U.S.
over the past two centuries. This conversion has
resulted in measurable ecological losses, includ-
ing species declines and diminished ecosystem
services. It has also resulted in extensive habitat
fragmentation, which can potentially amplify
the effects of habitat loss on different species and
reduce the effectiveness of isolated restoration
efforts. Field-scale evidence indicates that stra-

tegically sited native perennial plantings can
mitigate the ecological impacts of agriculture
and provide crucial habitat resources. These out-
comes are achievable on ground that is already
underperforming agronomically and the econom-
ic case for continued row cropping is weak.

CROPLAND CONVERSION IMPACTS

The expansion of agriculture in the United States
over the past four centuries since European
colonization has been extensive. Historical re-
constructions of land use in the United States
indicate that the total area in cropland was neg-
ligible prior to colonization but rapidly expanded
between 1850 and 1920, increasing by more than
270 million acres as settlers pushed west (Lii et
al., 2023; Meiyappan and Jain, 2012; Ramankutty
and Foley, 1999). The primary sources of that new
cropland were forest in the East and grassland in
the Midwest and Plains.

According to USDA data, total cropland area
peaked in 1949 at 478 million acres before con-
tracting over the latter half of the 20th centu-

ry to 338 million acres in 2017 (USDA NRCS,
2025). This decrease was largely attributable to
the abandonment of cropland in coastal areas,
urbanization, and the expansion of the USDA’s
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). But start-
ing around 2007, rising commodity prices and
biofuel mandates spurred many farmers to put
CRP acreage and other grasslands into cropland
production in the Midwest and Northern Plains.
Between 2008 and 2016 alone, nearly 5 million
acres of grassland were converted to crop produc-

Male Bob-
olink (Dolichonyx
oryzivorus), an ob-
ligate grassland
nester whose North
American population
has declined by an
estimated 65% since
1966. Conversion of
grassland to row-
crop agricultureis
a primary driver.
Restoring native
perennial cover on
subprofitable acres
directly addresses
the structural cause
of'the decline. Pho-
to: Paul Danese, via
Wikimedia Commons,
CC BY-SA4.0.
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tion across twelve Midwestern states (Zhang et
al., 2021). In the Northern Plains, roughly 770,000
acres of rangeland were converted to cultivated
crops in just a decade (Claassen et al., 2011). That
expansion occurred largely in grasslands or wet-
lands coming out of CRP contracts (Morefield et
al.,, 2016) and on marginal agricultural acreage
that provides only minimal gains in yield (Lark et
al, 2020).

This massive and ongoing land use change has
had enormous ecological impacts, including
declines in animal populations, habitat frag-
mentation, degradation of water quality, and

the emission of carbon dioxide from terrestri-

al carbon sinks such as soils. North American
bird populations have declined by an estimated
three billion individuals since 1970 with losses
spanning biomes and extending to once-common
species (Rosenberget al., 2019). That figure is ap-
proximately 29% of 1970 total abundance, which
is likely well below historical abundance figures
giving shifting baselines and historical habitat
loss. More than 22% of native pollinator species
in North America face elevated extinction risk,
including over a third of native bee species, and
habitat loss due to agriculture is the primary
driver (Cornelisse et al., 2025).

Habitat fragmentation shapes population per-
sistence through mechanisms that habitat
amount alone does not capture. In fragmented
landscapes, the spatial arrangement of patch-

es and the permeability of the matrix between
them influence gene flow, dispersal behavior, and
access to habitat resources (Collinge, 1996; Don-
ald and Evans, 2006; Fahrig and Merriam, 1994).
Local extinctions in small patches are common,
and regional persistence depends on whether
dispersers can move between them (Niebuhr et
al.,, 201b). Habitat area and fragmentation in the
surrounding landscape also shape population
resilience to climatic extremes such as drought
(Oliver et al., 2013). Fragmentation can disrupt
the biological processes that agriculture depends
on. Landscape structure can suppress natural
predator populations more than the pest spe-
cies they regulate, weakening the pest control
services that intact, connected habitats provide
(Wen et al., 2024). Conditions at patch edges,
where habitat meets cropland or other disturbed
land, can reduce plant reproductive output, with
downstream consequences for the pollinators
and seed dispersers that depend on those plants
(Hulting et al., 2025).

Agriculture is the leading source of nutrient and
sediment loading to U.S. surface waters. Conver-
sion of perennial cover to row crops accelerates
both, as it eliminates the infiltration, uptake, and

physical filtration functions that perennial cover
provides. These impacts are enhanced when
cover is removed at field edges or slopes where
flow accumulates. The five million acres of grass-
land converted across twelve Midwestern states
between 2008 and 2016 increased annual soil
erosion by nearly 8%, nitrogen loss by 3.7%, and
soil organic carbon loss by 5.6% relative to exist-
ing cropland—disproportionate impacts from a
2.5% increase in total cropland area (Zhang et al.,
2021). Downstream, the consequences are mea-
surable: agricultural land use is a primary driver
of degraded biological integrity in U.S. streams,
and nutrient loading from row-cropped water-
sheds remains a principal cause of hypoxic zones
in receiving waters, such as the Gulf of Mexico
(Risengetal, 2011; US EPA, 2017).

The conversion of perennial cover to annual row
crops has also been responsible for substantial
carbon dioxide emissions to the atmosphere
through the decomposition of soil organic matter.
After conversion, roots shift from deep and per-
sistent to shallow and annual, reducing the below-
ground inputs that build stable organic matter
over time, and tillage breaks open soil aggregates,
exposing previously protected carbon to micro-
bial decomposition (Crews and Rumsey, 2017).
Estimates based on global soil inventories, digital
soil mapping, and historical land-use reconstruc-
tion suggest that land use conversion to agricul-
ture has been responsible for the loss 0f 133 Pg of
carbon from soils globally, equivalent to 488 Gt
of carbon dioxide emissions (Sanderman et al.,
2017). That's a little more than the U.S’s estimat-
ed historical emissions (435 Gt CO2) since 1751
(Ritchie and Roser, 2020).

PRAIRIE PLANTINGS:
A CORNERSTONE PRACTICE

Native perennial plantings are among the more
promising field-scale approaches to addressing
the ecological impacts described above. While
Wilding will grow to include a range of ecologi-
cally appropriate restoration and reconstruction
strategies, prairie plantings are the cornerstone
practice the program is built on for two reasons.
First, they were historically the dominant vege-
tation type across the agricultural landscapes of
the Midwest and Great Plains where Wilding is
initially focused. Second, field evidence consis-
tently identifies them as among the most cost-ef-
fective conservation practices available, deliv-
ering measurable improvements across water
quality, biodiversity, and soil function (Schulte et
al., 2017).
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A prairie planting adjacent to a crop field in Grundy County, IA (photo credit: Omar de

Kok-Mercado, Mad Agriculture, Courtesy of lowa State University). Native perennial prairie plantings
restore structural and floristic diversity to working landscapes, providing nesting and foraging habitat
for grassland-dependent species, supporting pollinator communities, and intercepting sediment and

nutrients before they reach surface waters.

Much of the field evidence on prairie plantings
comes from the STRIPS program, a coalition led
by Iowa State University of researchers from sev-
eral universities, USDA scientists, conservation
agencies, and participating farmers who have run
trials across the Upper Midwest for several years.

In small experimental watersheds in central
Iowa, prairie plantings covering 10% of the con-
tributing area, sited at footslope and contour po-
sitions, reduced annual nitrate-N loss in surface
runoff by 67%, total nitrogen by 84%, total phos-
phorus by 90%, and overland flow by 37% (Zhou et
al., 2014). Sediment trapping efficiencies in the
same trials reached 96.8% (Helmers et al., 2012).
At plot and field scales, prairie strips have been
shown to reduce nitrate leaching through the soil
profile by 23% (Dutter et al., 2023, 2025; Nelson,
2022). Whether these field-scale outcomes aggre-
gate proportionally as plantings extend across
larger watersheds is an open empirical question,
and one the Wild Grid is designed in part to an-
SwWer.

In another trial, prairie plantings doubled bird
species richness and increased pollinator abun-
dance up to 3.5-fold compared to fields without
plantings (Schulte et al.,, 2017). Butterfly diversity
increased as well (Kemmerling et al., 2023), and
field-level bird community composition measur-
ably shifted toward grassland-dependent species
(Giese et al., 2024).

Field borders that have never been converted to
cropland consistently show higher soil organic
carbon than adjacent crop fields (Chiartas et al,,
2022; Drexler et al., 2024). A similar pattern has

been documented in Conservation Reserve Pro-
gram (CRP) lands. Early work by Gebhart et al.
(1994) found that conversion from cropland to
perennial grass cover under the CRP increased
soil organic carbon across a range of Great Plains
sites, and subsequent work in semi-arid CRP
grasslands has confirmed measurable seques-
tration potential, though rates vary considerably
by soil type and prior land use (i et al., 2017).
But the picture is more complicated in practice.
Effects are not consistently detectable in the first
several years of establishment, and surface car-
bon gains may be partially offset by losses deeper
in the soil profile (Rutkoski and Evans, 2025;
Yanget al, 2022). Nonetheless, perennial cover
compares favorably to continued cropland use. In
a long-term trial in WI, perennial grassland sys-
tems maintained soil carbon stocks over decades
when annual row crop systems did not (Dietz et
al., 2024). Analyses using biogeochemical pro-
cess-based models suggest that perennial field
borders are among the more promising long-term
pathways to increasing soil carbon in cropland
areas, with per-hectare removal rates that are
relatively high even where applicable land area is
constrained (Pett-Ridge et al., 2023).

THE LIMITS OF
PARCEL-LEVEL CONSERVATION

The field-scale evidence reviewed above estab-
lishes that strategically sited native perennial
plantings can substantially reduce sediment

and nutrient loss, support biodiversity, and build
soil carbon on the acres they occupy. What that
evidence does not establish is whether those bene-
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fits compound when plantings are coordinated
across farms so as to reduce habitat fragmenta-
tion. As detailed above the spatial arrangement of
habitat, not just the total amount, may be critical
to determining its ecological function (Fahrig
and Merriam, 1994; Niebuhr et al., 2015). A core
hypothesis of Wilding is that those benefits do
indeed compound and are worth pursuing, and
that the degree of coordination required can-

not be supported through existing conservation
programs alone. Mad Agriculture will test this
hypothesis through the work.

Programs like CRP and EQIP are built around
the creation and execution of contracts at the
parcel or farm level, enrolling individual farms,
contracting with individual landowners, verify-
ingindividual compliance. These programs have
no policy support or mandate to encourage the
USDA, farmers, or technical service providers

to implement them in a coordinated manner to
reduce fragmentation. More recent initiatives,
including USDA’s Regional Conservation Part-
nership Program and Working Lands for Wildlife,
have begun to address landscape-scale coordi-
nation, but participation remains voluntary and
spatially uncoordinated at the scale required for
functional corridor development. A watershed
can have substantial CRP enrollment and still
present a fully fragmented landscape to species
that require linked habitat to persist. No existing
program provides a mechanism for optimizing
that arrangement across property boundaries at
watershed scale or beyond.

Durability compounds the problem. CRP con-
tracts run 10 to 15 years, and EQIP contracts
typically run three to five years depending on
practice. The timescales on which ecological ben-
efits accrue are considerably longer. A long-term
chronosequence at Cedar Creek found that even
91 years after agricultural abandonment, former-
ly ploughed grasslands had recovered only about
three-quarters of the plant diversity and halfthe
productivity of never-ploughed reference sites,
and at observed rates of recovery, reaching 80% of
reference diversity would take more than two cen-
turies (Isbell et al., 2019). Belowground recovery
of soil structure, microbial composition, and root
biomass tracks similarly decadal chronosequenc-
es (Baer et al,, 2015). Post-contract outcomes com-
pound the problem. In the southern Great Plains,
more than half of surveyed landowners with
expired CRP contracts reported being unable to
re-enroll when they tried, and cropland reversion
became more likely ass time since contract expira-
tion increased (Barnes et al., 2020). The contract
structure that makes enrollment tractable at the
parcel level creates a durability problem at the
landscape level.

The evidence base for native perennial plantings
at the field scale is strong, but evidence for ifand
how those benefits compound when plantings are
connected across farms and watersheds is weak-
er. Landscape-scale connectivity effects on biodi-
versity and ecosystem services are documented
in modeling and observational studies, but con-
trolled restoration experiments at watershed
scale remain limited. Wilding is designed to oper-
ate in that gap—applying the field-scale evidence
at larger scales while generating the data needed
to evaluate whether the connectivity hypothesis
holds in practice.

HOW DO WE BUILD
THE WILD GRID?

In the previous sections we discussed what Wild-
ing and the Wild Grid are, the evidence base for
prairie plantings as a cornerstone practice of
ecological reconstruction in agricultural land-
scapes, and how the existing conservation tool-
kit alone may not be well-suited to the goal of
functionally connected multi-use corridors in
agricultural landscapes. This section addresses
the operational and finance questions that follow
from that evidence base: how do individual plant-
ings become a coordinated network, and what
financial and governance structures are needed
to create a network that’s durable over time? The
analogy to physical infrastructure is useful here.
A road to nowhere has no network value; its value
derives from what it connects to. The same logic
can apply to habitat. Building toward connectivi-
ty requires a design approach that changes as the
work scales.

At the field scale (tens to hundreds of acres), the
challenge is identifying where to plant and mak-
ing the financial case for Wilding. At the com-
munity scale (thousands to tens of thousands of
acres), it is coordinating plantings across proper-
ty boundaries and creating the shared financial
structures that make that coordination durable.
At the regional scale (hundreds of thousands to

a few million acres) and continental scale (tens
of millions of acres), it is aligning those commu-
nity-level efforts with the larger landscape fea-
tures—river systems, rights-of-way, public conser-
vation lands—that can carry connectivity across
jurisdictions.

FIELD SCALE

The Wild Grid does not begin with the most
productive farmland. It begins on the acres that
consistently underperform—the poorly drained
corners that delay planting, the steep slopes
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where erosion outpaces yield, the sandy knolls
that exhaust early in a dry summer. These acres
require the same inputs as the rest of the field
but return less, often falling below breakeven in
average or low-price years. Targeting them for
conversion to perennial cover is both ecologically
and economically sound. The goal is to find the
places where the case for continued row cropping
is already weak, and where native vegetation can
take over without asking farmers to sacrifice re-
liable income and without meaningfully reducing
the supply of agricultural products to the market.

IDENTIFYING MARGINAL ACRES

Research analyzing digital yield maps from com-
bine harvester data across hundreds of Midwest
fields has shown that within-field yield variability
follows a consistent spatial pattern (Maestrini
and Basso, 2018). Portions of fields with low topo-
graphic wetness index (i.e., exposed, drier posi-
tions) tend to produce yields that are consistently
lower than the field average. Areas with very high
wetness index (i.e., depressions and swales prone
to waterlogging) tend to produce unstable yields,
low in wet years when emergence is poor, higher
in dry years when stored moisture matters. All
other areas tend to be reliably productive zones.

When Basso et al. (2019) scaled this analysis to 8
million corn fields across 30 million hectares in
ten Midwest states, those within-field yield vari-
ability patterns held. Roughly 26% of that total

IMAGERY

Geospa-
tial layers used
to identify sub-
profitable acres
on a parcelinthe
Driftless Region,
Wisconsin. Clock-
wise from top left:
aerial imagery
(USDA National
Agricultural Im-
agery Program),
crop productivity
index, landform
classification (de-
rived from Topo-
graphic Position
Index, 50-556m
annulus) ele-
vation, aspect,
and slope (USGS
3DEP I-meter
DEM).

area was consistently low yielding, and another
28% were low-performing with inconsistent yields
(i.e. sufficient yield in favorable conditions, low
yield in poor conditions). Nitrogen use efficien-

cy in stable low-yield areas averaged only 48 to
57%, compared to 76% in high-yield areas. That
gap has a dollar value. The same study estimated
that over-fertilizing chronically underperform-
ing ground costs Midwest farmers roughly $485
million per year in unused inputs lost to the
environment. The authors noted that these stable
low-yield areas “may be better planted to conser-
vation strips.”

This research clearly indicates that factors such
as soil type and topography are what determine
which acres are marginal for crop production
and that continuing to cultivate these areas
represents a substantial financial liability on
individual farmers and, in turn, the agricultural
supply chain. Targeting such areas for perenni-
al plantings can reduce this liability while also
achieving other ecological outcomes, and a lay-
ered mapping workflow can help to identify these
areas with readily available analytical tools and
data. The foundation is multi-year yield mapping.
Yield monitor data collected from GPS-equipped
combine harvesters across three or more seasons
can be classified into stable high-yield, stable low-
yield, and unstable zones at 30-meter subfield res-
olution using satellite-derived vegetation indices
(e.g, Normalized Differential Vegetation Index)
as a proxy where combine data are unavailable
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(Basso et al,, 2019). Stable low-yield zones are
structurally constrained—they occur in areas of
shallow soils, compacted subsurface layers, and
steep slopes. Unstable zones cluster in topograph-
ic depressions with high water flow accumulation,
where performance swings with precipitation
(Fowler et al., 2024; Maestrini and Basso, 2018).

These yield stability maps are then overlaid with
publicly available spatial data to build a compos-
ite picture of marginality. Topographic wetness
index and slope, derived from digital elevation
models, identify the positions in the landscape
where water accumulates or drains rapidly.
USDA soil survey data add erodibility ratings,
drainage class, and depth to restrictive layers.
The USDA Cropland Data Layer time series
flags fields with a history of frequent transitions
between crop and non-crop cover—a land-use-
change signature that independently identifies
economically marginal land at national scale
(Jiangetal., 2021; Khanna et al., 2021). Marginal
acres are the areas where these layers converge.
Those acres are the starting point for Wilding
siting decisions.

THE FINANCIAL CASE

The financial logic for converting marginal acres
isbased on the fact that farmers spend money
per acre but earn money per bushel. The average
cost to produce an acre of corn in the US in 2025
is $897, including seed, fertilizer, fuel, equipment,
and land opportunity cost (Swanson, 2025). That
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cost isincurred regardless of whether the acre
yields 40 bushels or 200. At the three-year aver-
age price for conventional feed corn from 2020-
2024 of $5.50 per bushel (USDA NASS, 2026),
breaking even requires roughly 163 bushels per
acre. In more local contexts, those numbers

can quickly change. For example, in Wisconsin
in 2025, conventional corn averaged $4.22 per
bushel (USDA Risk Management Agency, 2026),
raising the breakeven yield to approximately 213
bushels per acre, which is considerably higher
than the state average of ~176 bushels per acre
(USDA NASS, 2024). Stable low-yield subfield
zones, by definition, fall well short of breakeven
thresholds every year, while unstable subfield
zones are only profitable in favorable years. In
other words, some parts of a field consistently
lose money, and other parts only pay off in good
years.

These examples play out in the real world at the
landscape as well. Brandes et al. (2016) analyzed
subfield profitability across Iowa corn and soy-
bean operations and found that as crop prices de-
clined in 2015, up to 27% of Iowa acreage became
outright subprofitable, losing money on a per-acre
basis even before accounting for land costs. That
number shifts with markets: in high-price years,
more acres are carried along. But in average or
low-price years, a meaningful share of every farm
isrunning at a loss. Farmers may keep these
acres in production anyway, as a hedge against
the chance of a good year.

The curve
marks the minimum
corn price required
to recover a produc-
tion cost of $897/
acre, the national
average at a giv-
enyield. Any acre
above and to the
right of the curve
turns a profit. At
the national three-
year average price
($5.50/bu), breaking
even requires rough-
ly 163 bushels per
acre. At Wisconsin's
average 2025 price
($4.22/bw), that
threshold rises to
~2183 bu/ac, a yield
few marginal sub-
field zones reliably
achieve.

Profit

W1 2025: $4.22/bu
breakeven ~213 bu/ac
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The financial case for conversion to perennial
cover depends on identifying alternative reve-
nue streams from perennial plantings that can
reliably outperform that hedge—not just in good
years, but consistently enough to make it a ra-
tional choice. The most accessible entry point is
existing USDA conservation programs such as
EQIP, CSP,and CRP, which can cover installation
and maintenance costs on a per-farm basis. But
these programs have payment limits, are often
oversubscribed, and may place limitations on ag-
ricultural land uses that reduce the opportunity
to generate commercial revenue while maintain-
ing perennial cover. Opportunity cost models that
integrate yield stability data, marginality maps,
local commodity prices, and land values can help
identify the acres where the conversion argu-
ment is already strong and quantify how much
additional revenue is needed to close the gap on
the rest. Research confirms that when opportu-
nity costs fall, farmer willingness rises: Luther

et al. (2022) found that farmers are significantly
more willing to convert lower-productivity areas
to prairie plantings precisely because they are
not being asked to sacrifice reliable income. The
adoption barrier is not primarily attitudinal. It is
economic, and addressing it requires making the
per-acre financial case clearly and farm by farm.

Marginal acres are the right place to start, but
they are likely not sufficient on their own to meet
our full ambition for the Wild Grid. Jiang et al.
(2021) estimated that approximately 25 million
acres of cropland in the US could be confident-

ly characterized as marginal. The 65 million

acre Wild Grid target is well above that figure.
Reaching it will require making inroads beyond
the most obviously subprofitable ground while
avoiding the displacement of food production into
other areas, resulting in no net conservation gain.
Marginal acres establish proof of concept and de-
liver the clearest early returns. The broader goal
requires the financial and institutional logic to
extend further into the working landscape.

COMMUNITY SCALE

A well-sited prairie planting on one farm inter-
cepts runoff and supports local biodiversity.
Those benefits are real but bounded by the parcel.
Coordinating plantings across neighboring farms
has the potential to produce outcomes that differ
from single-parcel conservation in both magni-
tude and kind. Habitat patches that individually
cannot support viable wildlife populations may
do so when connected, and water quality inter-
ventions sited at critical points in a shared wa-
tershed can reduce nutrient loading at a scale no
single farm can achieve alone. The community
scale is where field-level ecological benefits begin

to accumulate into landscape-level function.

That transition does not happen automatically. It
requires two things that parcel-level conservation
programs are not designed to provide: a shared
spatial logic for where plantings should go to
maximize their combined effect, and a financial
structure that makes coordinated stewardship
worth it for each participating landowner. The
subsections below address each in turn.

IDENTIFYING PRIORITY AREAS AT
THE COMMUNITY SCALE

Agricultural impact on water quality is a non-
point source pollution problem. Pollutants enter
waterways in small amounts from several areas
across the landscape, making it very difficult to
address the pollution at the source. Instead, the
focusis on intercepting that pollution at down-
stream points where water and, thus, pollutants
accumulate. Such areas are often termed critical
source areas. They are the portions of a water-
shed where topography, soil type, and land use
combine to generate disproportionate shares of
runoff and nutrient export. They can be identi-
fied using mapping approaches that combine soil
survey data, topographic wetness index, and flow
accumulation modeling to map where surface
runoff and shallow groundwater flows are most
likely to reach streams (Qiu, 2009; Tomer et al.,
2009). These maps allow practitioners to prior-
itize planting placement by both hydrological
sensitivity and pollutant source intensity, and to
compare placement scenarios for cost-effective-
ness (Tomer et al.,, 2013). Spatially explicit water
quality models can then simulate how converting
those areas from cropland to perennial cover
affects nutrient and sediment loads at the water-
shed outlet.

Research illustrates the potential of optimal
placement at the field scale. In small experi-
mental watersheds in central Iowa (0.5-3.2 ha),
prairie plantings on 10% of the contributing area,
sited at footslope and contour positions, reduced
annual nitrate-N loss by 67% and total phospho-
rus by 90% (Helmers et al., 2012; Zhou et al., 2014).
Whether comparable reductions are achievable
when these placement principles are applied
across larger watersheds, where subsurface flow,
stream-channel processes, and concentrated flow
paths come into play, is one of the open questions
Wilding is designed to test.

Spatial analysis is also useful for targeting plant-
ings to improve habitat connectivity for biodiver-
sity outcomes. The underlying framework draws
on metapopulation theory. Larger patches of
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semi-natural habitat anchor local populations
in the landscape, while the surrounding matrix
determines how easily individuals can move
between patches. That movement affects genetic
exchange, recolonization after local extinction,
and long-term population persistence (Fahrig
and Merriam, 1994; Niebuhr et al., 2015). The
planning task is to identify where existing habi-
tat patches are, how well connected they are, and
where new plantings would do the most to reduce
isolation.

Identifying anchor habitats—the larger patches
of semi-natural habitat that support source pop-
ulations and anchor metapopulation dynamics
in the landscape—is the starting point. Land use
and land cover data, including the National Land
Cover Database (USGS, 2020) and the Protect-
ed Areas Database (USGS, 2022), can be used to
map existing semi-natural habitat, conservation
easements, field edges, and remnant patches that
currently support target species or guilds (i.e., a
group of species that use the same resources or
occupy similar ecological roles in a community

. The specific habitat requirements of the target
species or guild determine which land cover types
qualify. Grassland obligates, woodland-depen-
dent species, and generalist species all respond
differently to the same landscape.

The surrounding land use and land cover matrix
is then characterized using resistance surfaces.
Resistance surfaces are maps that represent the
relative cost of movement across different land-
scape elements for a given species, constructed
by weighting land cover type, road density, water-
ways, and topography according to the movement
ecology of the target species (Dutta et al., 2022;
Wade et al., 2015). Matrix composition matters
considerably. Even landscapes with adequate
total habitat area can present effective isolation
to species whose movement is constrained by the
intervening land cover (Ricketts, 2001). A white-
tailed deer moves readily across crop fields and
roads. A grassland obligate like Henslow’s Spar-
row requires more continuously connected inte-
rior grassland to facilitate movement between
patches.

Resistance surfaces can be combined with patch
maps using network analysis tools such as Cir-
cuitscape (McRae et al., 2008) to identify existing
movement corridors, pinpoint gaps where con-
nectivity is lowest, and model where new plant-
ings would most effectively reduce landscape
resistance (Dutta et al., 2022). In fragmented
grassland landscapes of the north-central U.S,,
network analysis using this approach identified
a small number of keystone patches whose loss
would have disproportionately large effects on

overall connectivity, as well as stepping stone
corridors linking major habitat concentrations
(Wimberly et al., 2018).

Overlaying the water quality and connectivity
analyses produces a composite siting framework.
Acres that rank highly on both, falling in critical
source areas and key connectivity gaps simul-
taneously, are the highest-priority candidates
for Wilding and the Wild Grid, delivering water
quality and biodiversity benefits from the same
planting.

COORDINATION NEEDS FINANCIAL
STRUCTURE

Research on conservation practice adoption in
the United States has consistently found that eco-
nomic factors and perceived risk, not attitudes or
environmental awareness, are the primary deter-
minants of farmer behavior (Prokopy et al., 2019;
Ranjan et al., 2019). The decision to participate is
not just about whether a farmer values wildlife or
water quality, it is about whether joining a coordi-
nated effort with neighbors is worth it financially
and operationally. Siting plantings on marginal
acres gets us partway there. Creating financial
structures that sustain coordinated stewardship
over time is the remaining challenge.

Habitat restoration generates benefits with real
financial value for identifiable parties beyond

the farmer. For example, municipalities draw-

ing drinking water from affected watersheds

may have lower water treatment costs, and food
companies with supply chain exposure may have
reduced climate-related or biodiversity-relat-

ed risk exposure. Mechanisms exist to channel
payments from these parties to the farmers and
conservation practitioners who generate those
benefits. Water quality trading programs allow
point-source dischargers to purchase nutrient re-
duction credits from agricultural producers, and
voluntary biodiversity and carbon markets create
tradeable credits for verified ecological outcomes.

To be cost-effective, these mechanisms require

a threshold of accumulated impact before they
become financially viable. A single farm generat-
ing a modest water quality improvement is rarely
enough to interest a municipal buyer or justify
verification costs. But a connected corridor gen-
erating measurable, landscape-scale outcomes
across a watershed is more likely to meet that
threshold.

The structural barrier most of these mechanisms
share is a timing mismatch. Restoration work
requires upfront capital, while the ecological
benefits that justify beneficiary payments take

MAD! - 12



The Forest Re-
silience Bond structure.
Upfront private and phil-
anthropic capital funds
restoration work, down-
stream beneficiaries repay
investors over time as
ecological benefits accrue.
The structure closes the
timing gap between when
restoration capital is re-
quired and when benefits
can be verified and paid for.
Adapted from Blue Forest
Conseruvation.

=) Outbound Cash Flow

years to materialize and even longer to verify. The
Forest Resilience Bond (FRB), developed by Blue
Forest Conservation, offers one proven approach
to closing that gap. By combining concessional
philanthropic capital with commercial invest-
ment and pre-committed beneficiary repayment
agreements, the FRB provides practitioners with
working capital upfront while repayment flows
from downstream beneficiaries over time as the
work is completed. The first deployment, which
raised $4 million to treat 15,000 acres in Califor-
nia’s North Yuba River Watershed, was complet-
ed in 2023 with full repayment to investors. A
second raised $25 million in the same watershed,
with follow-on instruments now being implement-
ed across multiple western forests (Blue Forest
Conservation, 2020).

Beyond ecosystem service markets, coordinated
plantings in corridors present new commercial
opportunities for farmers. Cooperative grazing
is the most immediate economic entry point.
When prairie strips and riparian corridors con-
nect across neighboring farms, they accumulate
enough continuous acreage to support a rotation-
al grazing circuit—a small herd moving through
connected ground from late spring through fall,
generating lease revenue for each participating
landowner while keeping vegetation in an active-
ly managed state.

Grazing corridors may also function as a gateway
to the adoption of additional beneficial practic-

es in cropland acres. When perennial cover on
marginal acres begins generating reliable lease
revenue, it could change the economics for what
occurs in the interior of the farm. Cover crops
that might otherwise be planted solely for soil
health gain additional value as supplemental for-
age for the grazing network. Synthetic input costs

d

=» Restoration
Activities

Forest ‘ ‘ ‘

Resilience
Bond

g X &

Multiple Benefits

=) Resources Flow

may decline as managed grazing closes nutrient
loops through manure deposition. The corridor,
in this model, is a potential reorganizing force
for the production system as a whole, creating
economic conditions under which in-field diversi-
fication becomes financially rational rather than
purely aspirational.

Beyond individual revenue mechanisms, commu-
nity-scale Wilding may require an institutional
hub capable of aggregating and distributing value
across participating farms. Regional grain pro-
cessing infrastructure represents one candidate
for that role. A mill that already sits at the center
of a farmer network is positioned to extend that
function to ecological value as well, bundling
grazing leases, ecosystem service payments, and
conservation program revenues across a net-
work of participating landowners. We call this

a millshed model, analogous to a watershed but
organized around a processing hub rather than a
drainage network. Wherever regional processing
infrastructure exists within agricultural land-
scapes, it represents a potential organizational
anchor for community-scale Wild Grid implemen-
tation.

SOCIAL BARRIERS TO
COORDINATION

Financial barriers are the primary leverage
point for farmer adoption, but not the only ones.
Research on conservation practice adoption has
documented a consistent set of non-economic
barriers that operate alongside and independent-
ly of opportunity cost (Prokopy et al., 2019; Ran-
jan et al., 2019). Social norms around productive
land use—the expectation that a well-managed
field is planted fence row to fence row—create
resistance to taking acres out of row crops re-
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gardless of their economic performance. Many
farmers identify themselves as “producers” first,
and the adoption of conservation practices can
conflict with that identity (Reimer et al., 2014).
But peer influence can also cut both ways. In
communities where early adopters are visible
and trusted, adoption tends to accelerate. Where
they are absent, the social proofneeded to reduce
perceived risk is missing.

Land tenure adds an additional structural con-
straint. A significant share of Midwest farmland
is operated by tenants rather than owners. Ten-
ants typically lack both the authority to make
long-term conservation commitments and the
financial incentive to invest in land they do not
own. Non-operating landowners are often absen-
tee and difficult to engage, and the power dynam-
ics of the landlord-renter relationship compli-
cate conservation decision-making in ways that
neither party fully controls (Barnett et al., 2020).
Addressing these barriers requires sustained
investment in relationship-building, peer-to-peer
learning, and landowner engagement. This is
work that financial instruments can support but
not substitute for.

Watershed-scale conservation initiatives offer
clear examples of how to work through these
barriers. Leach and Pelkey (2001), in a review of
watershed partnerships across the US, identified
trust, skilled facilitation, and sustained funding
for coordination as the most consistent predic-
tors of durable outcomes. Partnerships that
relied on voluntary alignment alone rarely per-
sisted beyond the tenure of their founding partic-
ipants. Those that embedded facilitation capacity
and dedicated funding into their structure held
together across leadership transitions and shift-
ing political conditions.

The Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy provides
a recent and well-documented case. Upadhaya
and Arbuckle (2021) surveyed 6,006 Iowa farmers
and found that engagement in watershed man-
agement was predicted by access to public and
private information sources, awareness of nutri-
ent loss reduction strategies, farm contiguity to
water bodies, and availability of cost-share and
technical assistance. Reliance on press outlets
primarily focused on agriculture as a primary in-
formation source, greater farmer age, and higher
farm sales predicted lower engagement.

Community scale conservation succeeds when
three elements are present: shared outcomes
within a defined area, facilitation capacity that
outlasts individual leaders, and accessible tech-
nical and financial support—including sustained
revenue streams that outlast program con-

tracts—that lowers the cost of participation over
time. Without them, the non-economic barriers
described above reassert themselves.

REGIONAL AND
CONTINENTAL SCALE

At regional and continental scales, the challenges
ofbuilding the Wild Grid resemble those at the
community scale: coordinating dispersed efforts
and sustaining them through shared financial
structure and governance. What changes is the
set of landscape features that come into view.
River systems trace drainage networks across
entire regions. Utility rights-of-way cross county
and state lines. Public conservation lands anchor
large blocks of habitat that community-scale
projects can connect to but rarely encompass.
The planning logic shifts from identifying where
to create connections toward activating and
enhancing connective features that already exist
across the landscape.

At the regional scale, restoration and recon-
struction efforts also begin to encompass a wider
set of stakeholders with different positions and
objectives in the agricultural landscape. The
institutional challenge shifts accordingly from
coordinating neighboring landowners around

a shared watershed to aligning this wider set of
stakeholders around a shared spatial framework
that extends across jurisdictions and objectives.
Likewise, the most instructive examples of suc-
cessful efforts at the continental scale operate at
regional and continental scales simultaneously,
nesting regional efforts within a broader conti-
nental scale goal.

WORKING WITH WHAT EXISTS

River systems are among the most ecologically
significant regional connectors. Riparian cor-
ridors possess unusually high species diversity
relative to surrounding uplands, driven by vari-
able flood regimes, geomorphic processes, and
cross-ecosystem subsidies of water, nutrients,
and organic material that support plant and
animal communities (Naiman et al.,1993; Xiang
et al, 2016). This ecological distinctiveness also
makes them effective conduits for the movement
of animals and dispersal of plants. In multi-spe-
cies connectivity modeling, stream-associated
riparian vegetation consistently produces path-
ways with higher ecological potential and greater
feasibility for restoration than other landscape
features (Liu et al,, 2018). Major river corridors
and their tributaries trace the drainage network
of a region, providing a natural framework by
which community-scale projects can be linked
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into a continuous corridor.

Utility rights-of-way offer a complementary
opportunity. Powerline easements in the United
States cover a substantial area, and if managed
for native low-growing vegetation rather than
periodic mowing, they represent approximately
five million acres of potential pollinator habitat
(Russell et al., 2005). Where that management
shift has occurred, the ecological response is mea-
surable. A study along an 87-mile transmission
corridor from Connecticut to New Hampshire
found ten times the abundance and twice the spe-
cies richness of wild bees in corridor plots com-
pared to adjacent forest, with nearly half of all bee
species known from New England present in the
corridor (Wagner et al.,, 2019). Managed rights-of-
way in New York, Massachusetts, and Maine had
high bird species counts, particularly from guilds
that utilize early successional habitat and are in
decline elsewhere in the landscape (Confer and
Pascoe, 2003). In fragmented landscapes, power-
line clearings develop over time into novel open
habitats with higher plant richness and greater
representation of semi-natural grassland species
than adjacent forests, with effects strongest at
productive sites managed frequently (Eldegard et
al., 2017).

,\?\Q R ;
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Regional connectivity requires aligning com-
munity scale projects with features that already
cross the landscape and enhancing their man-
agement to maximize plant diversity, and in turn,
animal diversity. The physical pieces are present.
What has been missingis the institutional archi-
tecture to align them around a shared goal.

REGIONAL GOVERNANCE

The governance challenge at regional scale is
distinct from the community level in two im-
portant ways. First, the number and diversity

of stakeholders expands dramatically. State
agencies, utilities, conservation districts, tribes,
municipalities, and food companies may all have
a legitimate stake in regional corridor function
and how it intersects with food systems, water
management, and land use planning. Second,

the time horizon lengthens. The conditions that
make coordination possible at community scale—
shared geography, interpersonal trust, a common
problem—become harder to maintain as the net-
work grows. At a regional scale, corridors must
persist through land tenure change across dozens
of properties, through shifts in state and federal
policy, and through political administrations that
may be indifferent or hostile to conservation pri-
orities. Regional coordination requires more than
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economic coherence. It requires institutions that
can hold continuity through the inevitable turbu-
lence that larger scales and longer time horizons
introduce.

Precedents for this kind of governance exist,
though none maps cleanly onto the Wild Grid’s
working-land context.

The North American Waterfowl Management
Plan (NAWMP), signed in 1986 by the United
States and Canada with Mexico joining in 1994,
is the closest analogin ecological scope and
governance structure (Anderson and Padding,
2015; Patterson, 1995). By 2024, more than 6,200
partners had contributed $3.75 billion in match-
ing funds against $1.83 billion in federal NAWCA
grants, conserving more than 30 million acres of
wetlands and associated habitats across Canada,
the U.S,, and Mexico NAWMP, 2024). What made
the NAWMP effective was a quantified ecological
target, a dedicated funding base built on NAWCA
grants, federal Duck Stamp revenues, hunting
license fees, and partner matching, and a gover-
nance structure that nested local implementa-
tion within regional joint ventures within a conti-
nental framework (Williams et al.,1999). Rather
than centralizing management, NAWMP built a
shared map, shared goals, and a mechanism that
aligned federal appropriations with private and
state funding to guide and enable these joint ven-
tures. Critically for the Wilding context, NAW-
MP’s reach into private working lands depended
on programs explicitly designed around landown-
er needs and co-benefits that extended beyond
wildlife habitat. Experience in NAWMP suggests
that financial incentives are necessary but in-
sufficient, and that programs generating returns
for landowners beyond conservation payments
tend to achieve greater durability (Brasher et al,,
2019).

The Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initia-
tive (Y2Y) offers a second model. Spanning five
U.S. states, two Canadian provinces, and more
than 75 Indigenous territories, Y2Y has support-
ed grizzly bear range expansion and population
recovery (Hilty et al., 2024). A spatiotemporal
counterfactual analysis found that the rate of
protected area growth in the Y2Y region in-
creased 90% following the initiative’s foundingin
1993, while growth in adjacent regions remained
constant or declined, and by 2018, protected ar-
easin the Y2Y region had grown by 26.5 million
acres (Hebblewhite et al., 2022). At the field level,
connectivity gains have been advanced through
small, strategically placed private land acqui-
sitions in key pinch points (.ocke and Francis,
2012). Y2Y operates without regulatory author-
ity or land ownership and is sustained through a
network of more than 700 partner organizations
held together by a small backbone organization
that maintains a shared spatial framework and
scientific foundation (Chester, 2015).

These examples demonstrate that coordination
at regional to continental scale is achievable.
Each also clarifies the distance between what has
been demonstrated and what the Wild Grid would
require. NAWMP operates primarily on wetlands
with a well-defined hunting constituency that
provides dedicated funding. Y2Y operatesin a
landscape anchored by large public land units
with charismatic focal species that generate
broad public support. The model for regional hab-
itat corridors in agricultural lands does not yet
fully exist. What these precedents suggest is what
its components would need to be—sustained and
diversified funding, skilled facilitation, a shared
spatial framework, and a backbone organization
capable of maintaining continuity, and financial
incentives that generate returns for landowners
beyond conservation payments alone.

A prairie planting adjacent to a crop field in Iowa (photo credit:

& Omar de Kok-Mercado, Mad Agriculture, Courtesy of Iowa State University).




BOX 1: WILDING PILOT PROJECT IN
THE WISCONSIN DRIFTLESS

Mad Agriculture’s first implementation of the
Wilding framework is a three-year, 1,000-acre pi-
lot in the Driftless Area of southwest Wisconsin,
anchored in and around the Lowery Creek Wa-
tershed and the Military Ridge Prairie Heritage
Area. Whole Foods Market and twenty additional
corporate partners have committed $1.03 million

to fund prairie planting across the pilot footprint.

The pilot is deliberately sited within one of the
most ecologically significant grassland land-
scapes in the Midwest. The Military Ridge Prai-
rie Heritage Area spans more than 95,000 acres
across Dane and Iowa counties and has been
identified by The Nature Conservancy and the
Wisconsin DNR as the state’s highest priority for
landscape-scale grassland protection. The region

Protected
Areas

Rivers

Figure 9. Wilding Pilot primary area of interest,
southwestern Wisconsin: 568,553 acres across
four contiguous HUC-12 sub-watersheds (Low-
ery Creek, Meudt Creek—Mill Creek, Ridgeway
Branch, and Williams—-Barneveld Creek—FE.
Branch Pecatonica River) extending from the
Wisconsin River to Military Ridge. Yellow poly-
gons indicate existing protected areas, including
TINC’s Barneveld Prairie and The Prairie Enthu-
siasts’ Mounds View within the Military Ridge
Prairie Heritage Area. Imagery from NAIP; hill-
shade from USGS SDEP; rivers from NHDPIlus.

supports 14 rare and declining grassland bird species
and contains the highest concentration of native prai-
rie remnants in the Midwest, providing an ecologically
meaningful context for testing whether field-scale
prairie plantings can begin to function as corridor
infrastructure at community scale.

The pilot operationalizes the framework laid out in
this paper at the field and community scales, with an
eye toward learning what regional-scale deployment
will eventually require. At the field scale, Mad Agricul-
ture and implementation partners identify marginal
acres using yield stability and marginality mapping
workflows, then co-design plantings with landowners.
The region’s steep slopes, thin ridgelines, and flood-
prone lowlands produce persistent subfield yield
variation that makes the financial case for conversion
to perennial cover tractable on a meaningful share of
the pilot footprint.

At the community scale, we will focus on cluster-

ing parcels in the Lowery Creek area and adjacent
sub-watersheds. These sit in between the Wisconsin
River to the north and two key prairie habitat pre-
serves to the south and east—Barneveld Prairie and
Mounds View grasslands, and represent key source
water areas for downstream communities. This com-
bination makes them an excellent potential testing
ground for financial models similar to Blue Forest’s
Forest Resilience Bond that integrate ecosystem
service payment schemes. Likewise, several efforts are
alive in the region to stand up alternative commercial
markets and production models for farmers, such as
Grasslands 2.0 and Savanna Institute.

The regional scale is out of scope for a three-year,
1,000-acre pilot, but the work is deliberately situated
to learn what regional deployment will require. The
pilot sits between two of the continent’s major river
corridors—the Wisconsin River to the north and the
Mississippi River to the west—positioning it within
migratory flyways and hydrologic systems that ex-
tend well beyond the pilot footprint. It also sits within
an active network of conservation and agricultural
institutions. The Nature Conservancy has designated
the Driftless a priority landscape for resilience and
climate action. The Driftless Area Land Conservancy,
The Prairie Enthusiasts, and the Southern Driftless
Grasslands Partnership maintain active stewardship
networks. Wisconsin’'s Water Quality Trading Clear-
inghouse provides a state-facilitated marketplace

for testing nutrient credit generation from prairie
plantings. Each represents a piece of the coordination,
governance, and finance infrastructure that region-
al-scale Wilding will require. The pilot is designed to
surface how these pieces fit together, which gaps re-
main, and what tools, partnerships, and institutional
forms Mad Agriculture will need to facilitate building
or convene to scale beyond the pilot footprint.
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