
BIODIVERSITY

What It Is
How to Increase It 

on Your Farm

Biodiversity (or biological diversity) 
is the variety of life.

From bacteria and fungi to grasses, ferns, trees, insects, and mammals, biodiversity encompasses 
all life forms. More than that, it covers the full range of  processes, such as nutrient cycling, 
carbon and nitrogen fixation, pollination, and beneficial predation. 

What does this have to do with your farm? Conserving biodiversity can benefit your farm and 
the larger landscape. Agriculture that provides natural habitat, combined with similar efforts 
across the land, can meet the needs of  multiple species, support pollination and pest control, 
protect water quality, and make a meaningful contribution to wild Nature. On most farms, op-
portunities  exist to accommodate the needs of  local species with only minor changes to farming 
practices. Many farmers are already contributing to biodiversity by some of  their activities.

To conserve biodiversity is to maintain and enhance
the capacity of the land to sustain a variety of native species

and functioning ecosystems 
that support farms and wild communities.
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Picture your property in a larger context of the surrounding landscape. 
Think of the way water flows through your land, the routes wildlife 
take, and the connections to your neighbors’ properties and wildlands 
beyond. Learn about what conditions local species are adapted to, and 
what ecosystems historically occupied the farm. Habitat conservation 
can ensure clean water leaves your land, and can provide a stopover for 
migratory birds and movement corridors for wildlife. After all, water, 
species and habitats do not follow property lines.

Work with Supportive Organizations 

•   Wild Farm Alliance www.wildfarmalliance.org
•   Community Alliance with Family Farmers www.caff.org
•   Audubon California. Land Stewardship Program 
               http://ca.audubon.org/lsp/
•   Defenders of  Wildlife www.biodiversitypartners.org
•   National Center for Appropriate Technology www.ncat.org
•   Natural Resources Conservation Service www.nrcs.usda.gov
•   Resource Conservation Districts 
               www.nacdnet.org/about/districts/locate/
•  U.C. Davis Agricultural Sustainability Institute
               http://asi.ucdavis.edu/
•   U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service www.fws.gov
•   The Xerces Society www.xerces.org

Work with your neighbors to make your efforts more effective. 
Individual farms and ranches are an important part of fish and wildlife 
habitat. However, when managed at a watershed or regional scale, the 
farm becomes more accessible for fish, wildlife and pollinators, and the 
regional ecosystems become naturally complex, stable, and resilient. By 
collaborating with neighboring farmers, private organizations and public 
agencies, you can achieve even broader conservation goals. 

Cover Page - Barn owl: Bert Kersey, barnowls.com; Stream: Ellen Isaacs, eurekaphotos.com; Hedgerow: Sam Earnshaw; Bumblebee: David Cappaert, 
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A Farm Is Not an Island

 • View aerial photos and topo maps of your property and others that surround it. 
     http://earth.google.com or http://terraserver-usa.com
• Wild Farm Alliance Briefing Paper: Making the Connections for Nature. 
    www.wildfarmalliance.org/resources/wfaconnectbrief.pdf

Funding for this project has been provided in full or in part through an 
agreement with the State Water Resources Control Board. The contents of  this 
document do not necessarily reflect the views and policies of  the State Water 
Resources Control Board, nor does mention of  trade names or commercial 
products constitute endorsement or recommendation for use. (Gov. Code, § 
7550, 40 CRF § 31.20). Funding also provided in part by California Certified 
Organic Farmers: www.ccof.org.



Installing Native Grasses 
& Hedgerows

Start increasing biodiversity by planting native 
plants in those odd-shaped pieces of  land or 
along ditches, fences and roads that harbor 
weeds and are problem erosion sites. Native 
trees, grasses and shrubs support pollinator and 
predatory insects and other wildlife beneficial to 
the farm. This perennial vegetation is also good 
at filtering runoff, stabilizing soils, modifying 
wind, and controlling dust.
 • Community Alliance with Family Farmers. Hedgerows for California Agriculture. 
    www.caff.org/programs/farmscaping/hedgerowin.shtml
• Yolo County Resource Conservation District. Bring Farm Edges Back to Life. 
    www.yolorcd.org/

Protecting Existing 
Habitat 

Protect sensitive habitats from degradation, and 
conserve existing native habitat on your land rather 
than converting to agricultural production. In any 
region, farms should aid in protecting enough native 
habitat to maintain self-sustaining populations 
of  native plants and animals. You can help by 
identifying high-priority existing habitats, including 
grasslands, scrublands, forests, oak woodlands, and 
wetlands; by eliminating non-native invasive species; and by encouraging the re-establishment of  
native vegetation. 
•  Biodiversity Partnership/Defenders of  Wildlife. Learn how your farm can be part of  a 

conservation network. www.biodiversitypartners.org
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Caring for the Land

Consider how habitat can contribute economically to your farm, and how your farming 
practices can benefit wildlife and the landscape. Use pesticides sparingly, and time sprays 
to have least impact on sensitive species such as 
native bees and fish. Provide habitat by cover-
cropping, planting a diversity of  crops, leaving 
food/cover in the fields, and managing fields 
for native pollinators, predatory birds and 
four-footed rodent-eating wildlife. Increasing 
and maintaining biodiversity on farms can be 
compatible with food safety practices. Habitat 
attracts wildlife with minimal risk of  harboring 
species that carry human pathogens.
• Wild Farm Alliance. Farmer’s Guide to Biodiversity. 
www.wildfarmalliance.org/resources/organic_BD.htm

Restoring Native Habitat in Wilder Margins

Restore degraded habitat on your property based on native species and ecosystems present on 
the land before it was turned over to agriculture. Nearby intact ecosystems can be useful models. 
Revegetate riparian areas and wetlands, which have 
the ability to breakdown nitrogen and toxins, and 
which recharge groundwater and protect against 
flooding. Restore and maintain other wild margins 
using a high diversity of  native plants that then will 
support a diverse array of  wildlife. 
 • California Native Plant Society. www.cnps.org
• NCAT/ATTRA. Protecting riparian areas.              

www.attra.org/attra-pub/riparian.html
• Society for Ecological Restoration. www.ser.org
•  CAFF. Conservation and Restoration Manual.            

www.caff.org/programs/WSP/wsp.shtml



Using Incentive Programs
 
You can receive assistance from different agencies 
and organizations to help with your conservation 
efforts. Cost-share programs help defray costs of  
creating riparian buffers around streams or restoring 
wetland, grassland, or woodland areas. Long-
term easements can help protect priority habitat 
from damage or development. Extension services, 
resource conservation districts, and other local 
groups can offer technical assistance to get you 
started and help you along the way.

• USDA NRCS. Farm Bill conservation programs. www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs
• The Nature Conservancy. www.nature.org/aboutus/howwework/conservationmethods
•  WFA Briefing Paper. Farming with the Wild Forever. www.wildfarmalliance.org/resources/briefing.htm
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Learning About At-Risk Species & Habitats 

Endangered plants and animals are those in danger of  becoming extinct within the 
foreseeable future. Maintaining these species is a very high priority for the conservation of  
biological diversity. Learn about and protect 
these species on your property. By providing 
habitat and wildlife corridors for these species, 
your farm can make a major contribution to their 
survival.
 • NatureServe. Rare species in U.S. watersheds.
    www.natureserve.org/explorer
• California Natural Diversity DataBase. 

Rare species in USGS quad maps.                  
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata. 
For detailed instructions on accessing 
information on the above websites, go to:                      
www.wildfarmalliance.org/resources/bd_help.pdf

Controlling & Removing Invasive Species 

The spread of  non-native or exotic plants, animals, and diseases poses a major threat to 
biodiversity, pushing some at-risk species to the edge of  extinction. Invasive introduced species 

out-compete native plants and animals for space, 
food, and water. Some may also fundamentally 
alter ecological processes, making it difficult or 
impossible for native species to survive. It is critical 
to control populations of  established invasives on 
your property and to aggressively prevent the spread 
of  invasive species, especially those that threaten 
natural areas.
•  CA Invasive Plant Council. www.cal-ipc.org
•  National Invasive Species Information Center. 

www.invasivespeciesinfo.gov/
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After

BeforePlanning & 
Monitoring 

Develop a plan with specific 
conservation goals for your property 
and determine if  the farm and 
surrounding area have benefited from 
your efforts. Review and revise the 
plan based on your results. Ways to 

on regional conservation goals, at-risk species and sensitive habitats, 
problem areas, and value to the farming operation.

•  Use before and after photographs, water quality analysis, and plant 


