
B-1

Appendix B

P u blic perc eptions of c o n s e rvation policies
F a rmers, ranchers, suburban homeowners, urban residents, communities and

other private landowners are the stewards of the nation’s basic natural

re s o u rces: soil, water and air. It is they who determine, through their actions,

whether we will have healthy soil, pure water and breathable air. Their atti-

tudes and opinions re g a rding the success of existing programs and the changes

and modifications that need to be made in the future are important inputs in

the development of conservation policy. These opinions are expressed thro u g h

individual actions and the collective actions of agricultural, environmental and

commodity groups. They provide a significant source of information for the

development of the 2002 Farm Bill.  

This appendix provides an overview of those attitudes, gleaned from surveys,

C o n g ressional testimony, listening sessions and publications. A review of this

i n f o rmation indicates a number of common themes running through many of

the reports and publications. The appendix describes these common themes

and provides more detailed information on recommended actions and policy

decisions that they suggest.

◆ Extension and modification of existing programs with
i n c reased funding and expanded eligibility.
Among all of the opinions sampled, there was nearly unanimous agre e m e n t

that none of the existing conservation programs should be eliminated, but all of

them should be expanded and funded to include more land and more

landowners. In a number of listening sessions sponsored by the Soil and Wa t e r

Conservation Society, there was nearly unanimous agreement that "expanding

the reach of existing USDA conservation programs should be the most impor-

tant conservation objective of the next farm bill.” Participants recommended a

combination of increased funding and programmatic re f o rm, but agreed that

m o re funding is by far the most important factor (Soil and Water Conservation

Society 2001). The American Farm Bureau testified before the House

Agricultural Committee in the spring of 2001 that the Environmental Quality

Incentives Program should be increased nearly tenfold from previous fiscal year

levels (U.S. House of Representatives 2001).

The report of the Commission on 21st Century Production Agriculture also

recommends the continuation of both the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)

and the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), with modifications

in CRP to target buffer strips, filter strips, wetlands, grass waterways and partial

field enrollments. The report also recommends sufficient modifications in these

p rograms so that underfunded groups such as minority and limited re s o u rc e

f a rmers are not excluded (Commission on 21st Century Production Agriculture

2 0 0 1 ) .

Several organizations, including the Soil and Water Conservation Society,

noted the current bias toward land re t i rement as a means to conserve

re s o u rces. They cited the need for a better balance between financial assistance
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for land treatment and land re t i rement so that farmers can keep on farming in a

manner that enhances the environment, rather than having to leave farming to

conserve re s o u rces (American Farmland Trust 2001a, Cox 2001, Defenders of

Wildlife 2000, Commission on 21st Century Production Agriculture 2001). Some

comments noted a variety of constraints to program participation that should be

a d d ressed in the upcoming Farm Bill. These include the complexity of applica-

tions, inconsistency of programs and the “one size fits all” approach. Several

g roups called for the provision of more flexibility for small and limited re s o u rc e

f a rmers, as well as a greater variety of management practices and economic

incentives for the landowner to choose fro m .

T h e re is some sentiment for NRCS to expand its programs and activities in

urban and rapidly growing areas, particularly with farmers on the urban fringe.

The USDA Policy Advisory Committee on Farmland Protection and Land Use

has recommended that USDA “ensure that its programs and policies are flexible

enough to meet the needs of each community’s unique set of re s o u rces and

p roblems” (U.S. Department of Agriculture 2000a).

◆ E s t ablishment of n ew progra m s, and modification of ex i s t i n g
p rograms to enable fa rm e rs and ra n ch e rs to increase fa rm
income while conserving nat u ral re s o u rces (for ex a m p l e,
“ green pay m e n t s ” ) .

The concept of “green payments” has been a topic of interest for several

years. Green payments are a “subset of agri-environmental payment pro g r a m s

that have both environmental and farm income objectives” (Claassen et al.

2001). According to the Economic Research Service (ERS), “Green payments are

f requently discussed as an alternative for, or supplement to, current farm

income and environmental programs.” Such a program must be designed care-

fully, according to ERS, to avoid unintended consequences and to assure the

g reatest environmental benefit. The American Farm Bureau, National Corn

G rowers Association, National Farmer’s Union, National Grain Sorg h u m

P roducers, American Soybean Association and U.S. Rice Producers Association

have all supported a voluntary environmental incentives program that pays pro-

ducers for conservation practices already in place or to be applied (U.S. House

of Representatives 2001).

Defenders of Wildlife support the concept of green payments in their re c e n t

policy paper. They refer to the objectives of the proposed Conservation Security

Act (CSA), which allow for green payments to producers in exchange for pro-

viding environmental and ecological benefits on their land. Not surprisingly,

they are interested in green payments because they would allow agricultural

p roducers to be compensated for the “environment amenities they provide on

private lands, including the restoration and conservation of native wildlife habi-

tat” (Defenders of Wildlife 2000).

The Agricultural Conservation Innovation Center (ACIC) of the American

F a rmland Trust has proposed “creating an agricultural wetlands trust that
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i n c reases farm income and environmental values” (American Farmland Tr u s t

2001a). Because the high cost of existing mitigation systems precludes most

f a rmers and ranchers from participating, the ACIC proposes a wetland mitiga-

tion trust that is environmentally sound, and aff o rdable for the farmer by using

a “trust” model rather than a “bank” model.

In its report “How Much is Enough for 2002?” (Wildlife Management Institute

2001), the Wildlife Management Institute recommends the establishment of a

conservation security program that would reimburse landowners for pro v i d i n g

key conservation practices on their land. A system of “conservation cre d i t s ”

would assure that the landowner would receive higher payments for more con-

servation. Support for an easement program to retain native grassland has also

g a t h e red widespread support (U.S. House of Representatives 2001).

◆ S t ewa rdship-based agr i c u l t u ral conservation policy that
rewa rds landow n e rs for re s o u rce conservation pra c t i c e s.

The Soil and Water Conservation Society has challenged policymakers to

make natural re s o u rce stewardship one of the most important components of

the new farm policy. They recommend re w a rding good actors “who have been

investing in and implementing conservation systems, often without any govern-

mental assistance or financial compensation” (Cox 2001).

Participants in the SWCS listening sessions felt strongly that current conserva-

tion programs often penalize farmers and ranchers who are already good con-

servationists, as well as penalizing early adopters of new conservation systems

and practices (Soil and Water Conservation Society 2001). They want to see a

conservation policy that re w a rds good actors and helps to keep farmers on the

lands through conservation.

The Commission on 21st Century Production Agriculture also supports this

a p p roach by recommending the establishment of “an incentive-based conserva-

tion program (that provides) conservation payments and technical assistance to

further encourage the application of locally appropriate conservation practices

and technologies that are consistent with crop and livestock activities...”

(Commission on 21st Century Production Agriculture 2001). Enviro n m e n t a l

Defense recommended incentive payments as a means of augmenting farm and

ranch income (National Association of Conservation Districts 2001b).

As a panelist at the Leopold Center commented, “Achieving sustainability in

a g r i c u l t u re re q u i res more than just changing farm practices. It also includes sus-

taining those who care for the land” (Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture

1 9 9 9 ) .

◆ G re ater awa reness of the re l at i o n s h i p s, and possible contra-
d i c t o ry intera c t i o n s, b e t ween production programs and con-
s e rvation progra m s.

A commonly held attitude is the belief that unintended conflicts and contra-

dictions among various agricultural and conservation policies has resulted in
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negative impacts on the ability of landowners to practice conservation.

Defenders of Wildlife’s report, for example, notes that “the issue of consistency

between the Title III conservation objectives of the Farm Bill and the objectives

of other Titles (for example, commodity and risk management programs) is

important in determining how effective re s o u rce conservation incentives can

be. In some circumstances, other farm legislation may provide disincentives for

p roducers to practice re s o u rce conservation” (Defenders of Wildlife 2000).

As a result of a nationwide survey in 1997, the American Farmland Trust re c-

ommends a policy audit to identify and eliminate policies and programs that

work at cross purposes to good land stewardship (American Farmland Tr u s t

Undated). Participants in Soil and Water Conservation workshops also agre e d

that “agricultural commodity and risk management programs should not exacer-

bate conservation and environmental problems by encouraging production on

e n v i ronmentally sensitive or fragile land or intensifying agricultural pro d u c t i o n

systems (Soil and Water Conservation Society 2001).

Finally, the Wildlife Management Institute, in its recommendations for the

2002 Farm Bill, proposes linking agricultural support payments to conservation

compliance. The Institute maintains that “public monies spent via farm bill pro-

grams should be based on comprehensive land stewardship, including wildlife,

rather than on commodity production” (Wildlife Management Institute 2001).

◆ I n c reased capacity for Nat u ral Re s o u rces Conservat i o n
S e rvice conservation technical assistance in the field.

All of the policy proposals and program comments reviewed emphasized the

need for additional technical support from NRCS, including training and addi-

tional staff. To fill this need, they unanimously recommended increased funding

for NRCS conservation technical assistance.

The National Drought Policy Commission strongly recommended, “Congre s s

should fund existing drought pre p a redness programs such as the U.S.

Department of Agriculture’s Conservation Technical Assistance Program (Public

Law 46) and Environmental Quality Incentives Program (16 U.S.C. 3839)....”

They also recommended modernization, expansion and coordination of obser-

vation technologies such as the Soil Climate Analysis (SCAN) and Snowpack

Telemetry (SNOTEL; National Drought Policy Commission 2000).

One of seven recommendations Defenders of Wildlife has proposed for the

USDA Conservation Program states that “Federal funding for conservation tech-

nical and administrative assistance, agricultural re s e a rch, and extension should

be substantially increased to assist private landowners to meet mandated envi-

ronmental and ecological standards (Defenders of Wildlife 2000). A similar re c-

ommendation can be found in the report of the Wildlife Management Institute

( Wildlife Management Institute 2001).

F a rmers and ranchers engaged in operations where animal waste is pro d u c e d

a re concerned about the availability of NRCS technical specialists to assist in the

p reparation of Comprehensive Nutrient Management Plans and the availability
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of funding support for animal waste structures (National Milk Pro d u c e r s

Federation 2000).

◆ P rogram elements that provide a “safe harbor” to pro d u c e rs,
with a balance of reg u l at o ry and vo l u n t a ry ap p ro a ch e s.

Defenders of Wildlife addresses the concept of “safe harbor” in their re c e n t

policy paper. The group suggests that agricultural producers could be aff o rd e d

a certain level of regulatory security if they integrate a safe harbor program into

a re s o u rce conservation agreement (Defenders of Wildlife 2000).

Several groups commented on the balance between voluntary and re g u l a t o r y

p rograms and policies. Based on a survey of farm, ranch and forestland own-

ers, the American Farmland Trust recommends that environmental and land use

policies should offer a “fair, effective combination of regulations and incentives,

including a dramatic increase in conservation funding and elimination of coun-

t e r p roductive subsidies” (American Farmland Trust Undated).

◆ Re c ognition of the secondary benefits or public goods of
agr i c u l t u ral re s o u rce conservat i o n .

A final theme in the reports, meetings and papers was the concept of agricul-

t u re as a source of societal benefits other than food and fiber as well as the fact

that conservation policy often fails to recognize these benefits. Several authors

and speakers have pointed out the “multifunctionality” of farming; that is,

“ f a rmland that provides environmental, landscape and rural viability benefits in

addition to producing food and fiber” (Center for the Study of Rural America

2000). As one author writes, “the farm is still the one link in the agrifood chain

accounting for the largest share of agriculture’s public goods, including half the

world’s jobs, many of its most vital communities, and many of its most diverse

landscapes” (Kirschenmann 2000). Another notes that “other public goods fro m

a g r i c u l t u re might be clean air, reduced global warning, and biodiversity as well

as food and feedstuffs (Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture 1999).

The Commission on 21st Century Production Agriculture has acknowledged

the importance of agriculture in carbon sequestration by recommending the

p rovision of “appropriate incentives and technical assistance to establish and

compensate producers for on-farm carbon sequestration...” (Commission on

21st Century Production Agriculture 2001). Their question is: If agriculture con-

tributes so much to society in general, shouldn’t farmers and ranchers benefit


