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Conservation Hub for Economic Empowerment of Rural Stakeholders-CHEERS 
Farmers and Ranchers at the Center 

 Introduction 
Conservation Hub for Economic Empowerment of Rural Stakeholders-CHEERS is a five-
year, sustainable agriculture systems project funded by USDA/NIFA. The long-term goal of 
CHEERS is to scale up the adoption of winter cropping systems in the region and enable 
the transitioning of the prevailing agricultural economy to a profitable, smart, circular 
bioeconomy.  

At the center of this project are farmers and ranchers who will “co-create”, with an 
interdisciplinary team of researchers, extension educators and value chain stakeholder 
partners, the design, implementation and assessment components of the five-year 
project. This will involve a nontraditional, cross boundary and transdisciplinary approach 
to problem solving and the adoption of interwoven systems and practices that concurrently 
deliver multiple ecosystem services.  

Background 
Row crops are a major agricultural system in Southeast U.S., covering 4 million acres in 
Florida (FL), Georgia (GA), and Alabama (AL). However, most of this area (95%) is fallow in 
the winter after harvesting the summer row crops (e.g., cotton, peanut, maize, soybean), 
leading to soil erosion, nutrient leaching, and a cycle of unsustainable consequences due to 
soil characteristics and weather events.   
 

These productive lands could be used for winter cropping systems, including integrated 
crop-livestock systems, oilseed crops, and grain crops. The tri-state area including the FL 
Panhandle, GA, and AL have unique climatic conditions offering among the best conditions 
to grow winter crops in the U.S., with a planting window broader than any other region in 
the country.  
 
These winter cropping systems have potential to promote economic development, foster 
partnerships among farmers, and provide opportunities for the younger generation in 
farming. Maintaining living roots in the ground year-round helps to build soil health and 
reduces nitrate leaching, protecting water resources and the environment. In addition, 
winter cropping systems can help maintain or increase populations of many types of 
organisms inhabiting agroecosystems that provide pollination services, predation and 
parasitism by insect pests, and reductions in pathogen populations.  
 

The Problem we are seeking to solve 
Farmers are expected to readily shift management practices and adopt new smart 
agriculture system approaches without those advocating change fully understanding or 
acknowledging the numerous large and small barriers to adding winter cropping systems 
to their farm operations. These issues, among others, include: i.) unreliable availability of 
regionally adapted seed, ii.) lack of infrastructure for integration of cattle grazing with row 
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crops, iii.) lack of decision support systems that are crucial for dynamic climate-based 
decision making in the winter, iv.) updated knowledge on trade-offs for stakeholders along 
the value-chain for better decision-making, v.) potentially dated policies related to 
conservation agriculture incentives, vi.) inequitable leveraging of markets and 
opportunities.  
 
Implementing smart agriculture practices that entail farm diversification often results in 
the need to learn new skills, adjust time and labor management practices, obtain access 
to different equipment, obtain financial resources and manage numerous other upfront 
operational costs. To help farmers manage the challenges associated with adding new 
crops to their production system, project researchers and educators and collaborating 
farmers will experiment with ways to scale up managerially and economically to test the 
viability of a variety of winter cropping systems in the region. They will also identify 

approaches to overcome barriers and capitalize on opportunities related to winter cropping 

systems. 

 
This project will form a hub of diverse stakeholder groups including farmers, Extension 
professionals, industry, and academia from Southeast US institutions to address the 
following project objectives:  
 

1. Identify long-term adaptive management patterns related to Winter Systems among 
producers 

2. Analyze farm level economic, managerial and environmental complementarities 
and trade-offs between current product systems and Winter cropping Systems  

3. Equip multiple stakeholders with decision support platforms to assess farm and 
regional scale economic, managerial and environmental complementarities and 
trade-offs between current and Winter Cropping Systems 

4. Co-develop and deliver actionable science of value to SE US producers 
5. Inspire and instruct the next generation. This project will enhance economic and 

social outcomes for rural stakeholders, reduce entry barriers for beginning farmers, 
sustainably intensify agricultural production, and create equitable pathways for the 
next generation of agricultural professionals to play a vital role in the climate-smart 
bioeconomy.      

 
Farmer Co-Creation 

• At the project level, a Farmer Leadership Team (FLT) composed of 9 farmers and 
ranchers from participating states (FL, GA and AL) will co-design, with the Project 
Leadership Team (PLT), research, field trials and extension knowledge sharing 
work, including the establishment of the CHEERS hub. All major project decisions 
will be made jointly. This will include: 
- Collaboratively refining key research questions, approaches and treatments 
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- Collaboratively designing and guiding approaches to fill knowledge gaps and 
disseminate findings to broader and more diverse audiences via stakeholder-to-
stakeholder learning.  

- Defining focus topics and priorities. 

The FLT will be composed of farmers and ranchers who can benefit from the wide 
scale adoption of winter cover crops. FLT members will also serve as ambassadors 
sharing findings and recommendations on winter cropping systems with their peers.  

The FLT will meet virtually with the PLT quarterly to review progress and guide the 
next steps in the project.  In addition, the FLT and PLT will hold an annual in-person 
stakeholder engagement meeting to review progress and enhance cross-boundary 
communication and collaboration between project managers and project 
stakeholders including grower groups, input and service providers, bioeconomy 
value chain partners, commodity marketers, agricultural retailers, conservation 
districts, environmental groups, government agencies and other partners.  

• At the state level, State Level Farmer Guiding Groups (SFGG) will be established in 
each state to help design and guide research, field trials and extension knowledge 
sharing work. Each State Farmer Guiding Group will be composed of 6-10 farmers 
and ranchers. The SFGC will collaborate directly with the state research and 
extension leads on decision-making regarding on-farm research and farmer to 
farmer knowledge sharing. The SFGG will help identify and recruit 3-5 farmers in 2 or 
3 nodes in each state who will participate in on-farm research trials and will support 
innovative knowledge sharing methods such as node meetings, field days and the 
use of social media. 
SFGG members will: 
- Host research, technical demos, and/or workforce development activities on 

their farms; 
- Provide ongoing feedback to refine methods, products, and tools to maximize 

their utility on farm; 
- Serving as ambassadors to expand CHEERS’ reach by championing our work in 

their communities. 
 

• Farmer Recognition 
In recognition of the time, experiences and expertise our farmer leaders are 
contributing to CHEERS, FLT and SFGG members will receive travel cost 
reimbursement and a possible annual or per meeting honorarium. A final decision 
on honorarium payments will be made after we consult with our farmer leaders. The 
project will be able to help farmers offset some of their costs of experimenting with 
winter cropping systems on their farms. 
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• Attributes of CHEERS Farmer Team members 
 
- has experimented with and/or willing to experiment with winter crops  
- active in the community and highly networked with other farmers and ranchers 
- embraces the CHEERS farmer-scientist-educator “co-creation” model 

and excited to participate in the co-development of alternative cropping systems  
- willing to participate in four CHEERS meetings per year (three virtual; one in-

person)  
- willing to serve as a CHEERS ambassador to farm and community organizations 
- others……..  

Collaborating instructions in the project include: 

- University of Florida/Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences 
- Florida A&M University 
- University of Georgia 
- Fort Valley State University 
- Auburn University 
- Tuskegee University 
- USDA 
- Solutions from the Land 


