January 12, 2021
To: House Economic Matters Committee
From: Dr. Sara Via, Professor and Climate Extension Specialist,
University of Maryland College Park
Re: Testimony in support of HB 8
Increasing soil health helps not just farmers, but all Marylanders through a combination of
environmental and economic benefits. Practices that boost soil health allow farmers to produce
healthy crops using fewer inputs, reduce the flow of nutrients and agricultural chemicals to
Chesapeake Bay, slow soil erosion and the sedimentation of our waterways, and increase the
profitability of Maryland agriculture. They also help to slow climate change by storing some of the
carbon that plants remove from the atmosphere in the soil of Maryland farms.
The landmark legislation that created the Healthy Soils Program in 2017 (HB1063) made Maryland
one of the very first states in the nation to formalize a strategy to improve soil health that also
prioritizes carbon sequestration. Maryland became a national leader in the use of healthy soils
practices by encouraging the use of agricultural practices that increase water quality and reduce the
pollution of Chesapeake Bay. Now, Maryland is cementing that leadership position by recognizing that
these and other agricultural practices will also slow climate change.
The passage of HB 8 will launch the next phase of Maryland’s Healthy Soils Program by providing an
ongoing source of base funding to develop a joint incentive program to increase adoption of farming
practices that will not only improve soil health and boost water quality, but will also help slow climate
change and help Maryland reach its greenhouse gas reduction goals.
Unfortunately, the legislation establishing the Healthy Soils Program did not include the funding
required to accomplish its goals. Despite this lack of funding, the Maryland Department of Agriculture
(MDA) has made significant progress in developing a strong evidence-based program to increase the
use of farming practices that boost soil health and sequester carbon. The funding provided by HB 8 will
allow MDA to finalize development of this important program
Sequestering carbon in the soil is a key “natural climate solution” that complements and extends
Maryland’s efforts to reduce GHG emissions. Scientists now realize that reducing emissions will not be
enough to hold global warming to 2oC. It is also necessary to draw CO2 from the atmosphere.
Although there are various technological methods for removing atmospheric CO2, none are ready to
be used on a large scale in any cost-effective way. In contrast, effective strategies for sequestering

carbon in soils and woody plants are available now and extremely cost-effective, with many of the key
practices coming in at less than $100/Mt CO2e.1 Passage of HB8 will benefit all Marylanders by
providing an effective and economical way to reach our goals for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
From 2017–2020, I worked with MDA to evaluate the scientific basis of practices that sequester
carbon in agricultural soils. As one of the few scientists in MDA’s Healthy Soils Consortium, I took on
the task of performing a detailed review of the scientific literature on this topic to evaluate the efficacy
of a wide range of carbon-sequestering agricultural practices.
As a result of this work, I developed a menu of recommended evidence-based agricultural practices
that will effectively sequester carbon in Maryland’s agricultural soils (attached as Appendix 1). This list
of recommended practices includes expected GHG reductions per acre per year for each practice,
calculated using the current method of choice, COMET-Planner (developed by Colorado State
University, USDA and NRCS).2
I cannot stress strongly enough how important it is to require that policy be grounded in solid scientific
evidence. This is true in general, but it is particularly important in the area of carbon sequestration.
Many poorly supported claims have been made about “carbon farming” in the popular press and lowlevel non-peer reviewed scientific outlets.
The evidence-based of recommended carbon-sequestering practices attached to this testimony
provides the scientific basis for the new incentive programs being developed at MDA to improve soil
health and sequester carbon. As part of MDA’s planned contributions to greenhouse gas reductions
in Maryland, this menu of recommended practices was entered by MDA as Appendix K in the 2019
Greenhouse Gas Reduction Plan.
I am confident that the funding provided to the program by HB8 can be leveraged in the coming years
to obtain significant ongoing funding from both federal and private sources. This will make the new
incentive program for carbon sequestration every bit as successful as our ground-breaking program to
incentivize the use of cover crops.
In sum, I recommend a positive report for HB 8. It will allow MDA and the Healthy Soils Program to
increase the adoption of evidence-based methods to improve soil health and sequester carbon. This
program is an important part of Maryland’s GHG reduction efforts and it will have significant
environmental and economic co-benefits for all Marylanders.
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