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Congressional leaders writing the 2018 Farm Bill clear-
ly recognized the value of healthy soil for farmers,
ranchers, and our natural resources. The term “soil
health” occurs dozens of times in the Conference Report
on the legislation as enacted.'

It is not the purpose of this publication to catalog the
provisions of the 2018 Farm Bill that impact soil health
— that has been done. The Soil Health Institute and Na-
tional Sustainable Agriculture Coalition produced a re-
port, Impact of 2018 Farm Bill Provisions on Soil
Health® that captures and describes nearly five dozen
provisions of the 2018 Farm Bill that impact soil health.
Those are scattered throughout the conservation, crop
insurance, research, and other titles of the Farm Bill.

This is also not a guide for farmers looking for help to
develop or implement soil health plans. Your local con-
servation district or Natural Resources Conservation
Service office is a good place to start, and there are
some independent soil health advisors who are terrific.

What we hope to do in this publication is to highlight
for state and local agencies, non-governmental organiza-
tions, and others the soil health opportunities we see in
the new Farm Bill — the levers they might use to pro-
mote more widespread adoption of soil health systems.

Those soil health opportunities can be especially helpful
in addressing the water quality challenges that plague
our nation. Nearly 50 years after passage of the Clean
Water Act, more than half of America’s rivers and wet-
lands, and more than 70% of our lakes and reservoirs,
are too polluted to meet basic water quality standards.’
The primary culprit is polluted runoff.

Healthy Soil, Healthy Water

Leveraging the 2018 Farm Bill to
Restore America’s Soil and Water

We see opportunities in the new Farm Bill to better fo-
cus the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) Conservation Stewardship Program and Envi-
ronmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) to ad-
dress soil health at the state and local level. The EQIP
Conservation Innovation Grant program was expanded,
including a carve-out for on-farm soil health trials.

The Regional Conservation Partnership Program pro-
vides a great opportunity for agencies and organizations
to target USDA dollars for soil health planning, testing,
and practice incentives.

Agencies and organizations without a lot of resources
can still leverage USDA’s Continuous Signup Conser-
vation Reserve Program to restore grass on degraded
cropland as part of a long-term soil health strategy. For
agencies with dedicated funding, the Conservation Re-
serve Enhancement Program offers a similar opportuni-
ty with some built-in advantages.

Agencies and universities may be interested in the soil
health research opportunities included in the new Farm
Bill, and at least two states are using federal crop insur-
ance as a platform to promote soil health practices.

We hope this publication will stimulate conservation
agencies and organizations to think creatively about
ways to promote more widespread adoption of the soil
health systems that provide so many benefits.

You can also find examples of innovative state and lo-
cal soil health initiatives from around the USA in our
companion report, State and Local Soil Health Strate-
gies: Building Soil Health Policy from the Ground Up.?
Find it and others at www.iwla.org/agriculture.
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Why Soil Health?

Soil health is a frequent topic of con-
servation in agricultural circles — and
with good reason. Healthy soils pro-

vide economic and operational bene-
fits for farmers and ranchers.’

America has lost more than 50% of
its topsoil to erosion,’ and the con-
tinuing erosion of topsoil puts our
food system at risk. By increasing
aggregation, healthy soils reduce erosion from water
or wind.” Healthy soils help defend plants from pests
and disease, reducing the need for pesticides.® With
higher organic matter, healthy soils provide addi-
tional nutrients to crops, allowing farmers to reduce
their application of fertilizer.’

Healthy soils infiltrate water in wet times and hold
that water for dry times, letting farmers get into
fields earlier and providing more consistent yields
and better resilience to changes in weather and cli-
mate.'* Healthy soils grow healthier plants, which
can mean healthier, nutrient dense food."'

Restoring America’'s Waters

More than half of America’s streams and wetlands,
and more than 70% of our lakes and reservoirs, are
too polluted to meet water quality standards.” Agri-
cultural runoff and development are the leading
sources of the pathogens, sediment, nutrients, and
pesticides polluting our rivers. The Gulf of Mexico,
Chesapeake Bay, Great Lakes and other estuaries
suffer when the pollutants arrive from upstream.

Healthy soil absorbs water like a sponge, reducing
polluted runoff from farmland into streams, lakes,
and wetlands, and improving water quality. Accord-
ing to the USDA, increasing soil organic matter by
just 1% can allow the soil to hold another 25,000
gallons of water per acre.'?

Better water quality can reduce the cost of water
treatment to downstream communities. Better water
quality in rivers and lakes improves habitat for fish.
By holding water in the soil, healthy soils can reduce
the volume of floodwaters downstream.

Rebuilding soil health can also take large amounts of

Peggy Greb, USDA ARS ‘

carbon from the air and store it in
the soil as organic matter." Soil
health practices like planting winter
cover crops and rotational grazing
provide wildlife benefits as well.
When farmers reduce their costs and
add resilience to their operations,
more of their income stays local,
benefitting rural communities.

“Healthy soil” means soil that is biologically active;
it has large amounts and the right balance of benefi-
cial bacteria and mycorrhizal fungi to support
healthy plants. Beneficial bacteria, fungi, other mi-
crobes, and soil-dwellers like worms and nematodes
break down dead plant material, fix nitrogen from
the air into the soil, and help plants access nutrients
and water and fight off pests and disease.

Maintaining healthy microbes requires a food sup-
ply: Organic matter in the soil and exudates from
living plants -- carbohydrates, amino acids, and oth-
er compounds that plants release into the soil to at-
tract and feed beneficial microbes.'* Farming prac-
tices like intensive tillage, heavy use of chemical
fertilizers and pesticides, and over-grazing can re-
duce organic matter and harm soil health.

The levels of organic matter in our soil — the com-
bination of dead plant material, bacteria, fungi,
and critters — has fallen by half or more since
Colonial times."

The United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA), academic experts, and non-governmental
organizations have identified key farming practices
that can restore and maintain soil health. Combining
practices like reducing or eliminating tillage, plant-
ing cover crops, diversifying crop rotations, reduc-
ing the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides,
managed rotational grazing, and integrating live-
stock onto cropland can protect and feed the diverse
population of microbes and soil-dwelling critters
needed for healthy soil.'®

By restoring the health of our soils, we can restore
and protect the health of our rivers, lakes, and wet-
lands.

Healthy Soil, Healthy Water




Working Lands: EQIP and CSP

Through the Environmental Quality Incentives Program and
Conservation Stewardship Program NRCS provides financial
help and advice to farmers and ranchers to help them adopt
conservation practices and systems. Together, they provide
over $3 billion per year for farm and ranch conservation.
Farmers apply for contracts, which are awarded through
NRCS state offices to the highest ranking applications.

The Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) typi-
cally provides a share of the cost needed to help a farmer
adopt conservation practices on a field or part of an operation.
The Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) provides funds
to help farmers adopt and maintain conservation systems, and
CSP contracts cover an entire farm.

With respect to the Conservation Stewardship Program, Con-
gress was explicit: “To the maximum extent feasible, the Sec-
retary shall manage the program to enhance soil health.”"”
Unfortunately the interim final rules issued by USDA to im-
plement the 2018 Farm Bill largely ignored this provision.
The new Farm Bill specifically allows EQIP funds to be used
for soil health testing, soil health planning, and practices (like
soil health) that help adapt to increasing weather volatility.'®

Each NRCS State Conservationist determines state-level pri-
orities for the programs, with advice from a State Technical
Committee made up of representatives from state, federal, and
local agencies; farm, ranch, and conservation organizations;
academic institutions and others. By volunteering to serve on
the NRCS State Technical Committee, an agency or or-
ganization can gain an opportunity to provide advice to
the USDA on ways to better leverage the programs to im-
prove soil health, including:

o Soil Health Planning. The new Farm Bill allows CSP
and EQIP funds to be used for soil health planning. At the
state level NRCS can make soil health planning a top priority
for the use of CSP and EQIP funds. NRCS has increased its
soil health training for employees, and CSP and EQIP funds

Jeremy Singer, USDA ARS )

could supplement NRCS staff by paying for private technical
service providers to develop soil health plans for farmers and
ranchers where NRCS planning staff is unavailable.

e Prioritizing Soil Health. In implementing CSP and
EQIP, USDA selects priority natural resource concerns at the
national level, and state NRCS offices identify priority re-
source concerns at the state
and local level. State Con- [T}
servationists could desig-
nate ‘soil quality limita-
tion’ as a state-wide priori
ty resource concern, giving f
additional points in scoring f
applications for both CSP K
and EQIP to farmers ap-
plying for funds to imple-
ment soil health systems.

o Soil Health Testing.
NRCS state offices could
make soil health testing a
standard part of every
CSP, EQIP, or Regional
Conservation Partnership
Program contract that in-
cludes a soil health prac- B —— -

tice. NRCS would pay a share of the cost of annual soil health
testing, with results reported to the farmer and NRCS. Farm-
ers need the data to understand the impacts of soil health
practices on their fields, and USDA needs the data to under-
stand the impact of combinations of soil health practices on
soil health in different soils, climates, and farming systems.

® 90% Cost-Share. The 2018 Farm Bill allows each State
Conservationist to identify up to ten high priority conserva-
tion practices, and to reward farmers and ranchers who adopt
them up to 90% cost-share for those practices (versus the
50% to 75% cost-share typical for most EQIP practices)."’
NRCS could use the authority to provide higher cost-share
payments for combinations of soil health practices applicable
in each state. Paying higher cost-share to some farmers will
mean less money for other contracts, so we suggest this au-
thority be reserved for high-value practices that farmers have
been reluctant to try for financial reasons.

John Kelley, USDA NRCS
Y

e Grazing Management. The 2018 Farm Bill earmarks
50% of EQIP funds for livestock practices. In allocating
EQIP funds at the state level, NRCS could focus more of the
livestock funding for restoring cropland to grassland and
management intensive rotational grazing that will boost soil
health on grazing lands, rather than on expensive manure
lagoons and other structures that support feedlots and large
livestock barns but have little impact on soil health.

Izaak Walton League of America




State & Regional Partnerships: RCPP

The Regional Conservation Partnership Program
(RCPP) was created in the 2014 Farm Bill to consolidate
several regional programs that had funded United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA) work in the Chesa-
peake Bay, Great Lakes, and other regions.

Under the program, funded at $300 million per year by
the 2018 Farm Bill, USDA ear-marks funds through
partnership agreements to pay farmers for implementing
designated practices that will address a priority natural
resource concern in a region or watershed.

Congress made changes to the RCPP in the 2018 Farm
Bill in an effort to streamline the program for USDA,
partners, and participants. USDA issued an Interim Final
Rule® in February, 2020, and USDA could make further
changes when it issues a final rule. The legislative
changes should make the RCPP a more useful tool and
one that should be more widely used at the regional,
state, and local levels to address soil health and other
natural resource problems.

RCPP agreements are generally not structured to pro-
vide direct funding for staff or other costs to conserva-
tion organizations or agencies, although they can help
partners deliver advice to farmers. They are designed to
help organizations achieve their conservation goals by
funneling USDA funds to farmers to achieve conserva-
tion purposes in a targeted area. The RCPP can provide
opportunities for organizations and agencies to leverage
other private or public funds to address a critical natural
resource problem in a watershed or area.

"~ Ron Nichols, NRCS

The multiple benefits
that soil health systems
provide in improving
water quality, reducing
soil erosion, storing
carbon in the soil, re-
ducing chemical input
costs for farmers, and
providing better habitat |
for fish and wildlife
should make projects
focused on soil health a
great fit for RCPP
funding.

USDA says it values
innovation in RCPP
projects. RCPP pro-
jects could address that by focusing on helping farmers
put in place (and test) bundles of soil health practices
that can accelerate the restoration of soil health (e.g.,
combining better tillage, cover crops, diverse crop rota-
tions, and livestock practices).
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Including soil health testing in every RCPP contract that
involves soil health could provide data on the success of
different combinations of practices, meeting the USDA
priority for outcome-based RCPP proposals. By demon-
strating success in increasing soil health, this approach
could also help ensure farmers continue the practices
long after the RCPP contracts expire.

Providing soil health education and incentives for soil
health planning, with a priority for reaching historically
underserved farmers, could address another RCPP na-
tional priority.

Half of the RCPP funds are awarded to applications that
address conservation priorities in eight national Critical
Conservation Areas (see map). However, to be eligible,
RCPP projects for Critical Conservation Areas must
address at least one of the designated “priority resource
concerns” identified for the target region. Soil health
solutions can address a wide variety of natural resource
problems, but only one of the eight national Critical
Conservation Areas (CCAs) includes “soil quality deg-
radation” as a designated resource concern — the Colo-
rado River Basin because of excess salts and other
chemical concentrations. Every other CCA includes at
least one priority resource concern that can be addressed
by soil health practices, such as water quality degrada-

Healthy Soil, Healthy Water
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tion or insufficient water, but agency or organizational
applicants will need to explain how soil health practices
will address those resource concerns.

The other half of RCPP funds are awarded for applica-
tions that focus within a state or a small number of
states. At the state level, RCPP applications should en-
sure they are addressing at least one natural resource
priority concern in the watershed or area. Partners may
also want to consult a state’s soil health plan, if there is
one, or the NRCS soil health strategy for the state.

Where to Start

Start with a visit to the designated Regional Conserva-
tion Partnership Program coordinator at the USDA
NRCS office in your state.”' That person can fill you in
on state priorities, the application process, past award-
ees, and perhaps even potential partners. Local conser-
vation districts should be consulted as well, for input, a
better understanding of locally important natural re-
source concerns, and as potential partners. Our Appen-
dix has more information on the RCPP.

Rodale Institute

Conservation
Innovation

The 2002 Farm Bill authorized the Conservation Inno-
vation Grants (CIG) program, which was launched in
2004. Funding comes from the Environmental Quality
Incentives Program. Congress gave USDA discretion to
decide how much of its EQIP funding it would use for
CIG. Historically, CIG has been used to develop prom-
ising new conservation approaches and technologies,
and funding was rarely provided directly to farmers.
Dubbed ‘CIG Classic’ by USDA, these grants are still
offered at the national level, but some state NRCS offic-
es use EQIP funds to award state-level CIG grants.
USDA changes the conservation priorities for funding
each year.

Congress expanded CIG in the 2018 Farm Bill, ear-
marking $25 million per year for new on-farm innova-
tion trials, which include soil health management sys-
tems.*> $37.5 million was also earmarked annually for
the development of innovative technologies that address
state air quality issues. In 2020 USDA put out requests
for proposals for up to $15 million for national CIG
Classic grants, and $25 million for CIG on-farm trials
including up to $10 million for soil health demonstra-
tion trials, all to be awarded at the national level.

Unlike CIG Classic, the on-farm trials are to fund the
implementation and evaluation of innovative approach-
es and systems that we already know provide a conser-
vation benefit. Funding can be used to provide technical
assistance, carry out evaluation, and provide incentives
directly to producers to offset the risk of implementing
the innovative approach. USDA awards 3-5 year grants
through a national competitive process to businesses,
non-profit organizations, non-federal government agen-
cies, and public and private colleges and universities to
carry out the on-farm trials.

State agencies or their partners can apply for a Conser-
vation Innovation Grant to develop promising soil
health approaches and technologies. Where soil health
approaches and systems have proven to have a conser-
vation benefit, states or partners can apply for an on-
farm trial grant to test and evaluate the environmental
and economic results of the approach or system.
USDA’s Conservation Innovation Grant web site has
information and grant announcements.”

Izaak Walton League of America




Continuous CRP

!
The Conservation Reserve Program was created in 1985 f\
to pay farmers to take vulnerable land out of crop pro-

duction and plant grasses, shrubs, or trees to conserve
soil, protect water quality, and provide wildlife habitat.

The 2018 Farm Bill places in statute USDA’s
‘continuous signup’ approach to the Conservation Re-
serve Program (CRP), under which landowners wishing
to enroll eligible land in high value conservation practic-
es like grass waterways, riparian buffers, windbreaks,
and wetland restoration can enroll automatically at any
time without waiting for a CRP General signup. The

new law also instructs USDA to grow the enrollment of

Continuous CRP to at least 8.6 million acres by 2023,
and it reserves at least 40% of Continuous CRP acres for
practices that address water quality (the CRP Clean
Lakes, Estuaries, and Rivers initiative, or CLEAR).

USDA currently does not cap the number of acres it will
enroll in Continuous CRP contracts in a state or locality.
That gives agencies and organizations a great opportuni-
ty to promote the program to farmers and other land-
owners, helping them enroll in 10-15 year CRP con-
tracts that the federal government will pay for.

State agencies, local conservation districts, and wildlife
organizations have led successful outreach campaigns to
enroll landowners in targeted areas in Continuous CRP,
boosting the acres of wildlife habitat, protecting water
quality in local streams and lakes, and restoring the
health of soils by planting grassland mixes on often de-
graded or highly erodible soil.

These outreach efforts can be even more successful
where the agencies or organizations can offer additional
incentives for landowners to enroll. That could include
payments for landowners to open their land to walk-in
hunting, fishing, hiking or bird-watching, or to offset
more of the cost of planting and establishing the vegeta-
tion than USDA will cover.

The payments could be linked to conser-
vation objectives, like the use of a di-
verse seed mix that includes pollinator-
friendly plants or mid-contract mowing
or burning that will maintain grassland
free of shrubs or trees.

Unfortunately, Congress and USDA
capped the rental payments offered to
landowners for Continuous CRP con-

tracts at 90% of county average rental &
Dot Paul, USDA NRCS

Gary Wilson, NRCS

rates for the soil type, and USDA has taken other actions
that further reduce the overall payments offered to land-
owners.”” USDA will still pay a signup bonus of 32.5%
of the first year’s rental payment to farmers who enroll,
as well as half of the upfront cost of planting the vegeta-
tion.

Despite the changes that have reduced overall payment
offers to most farmers, the Continuous CRP remains an
attractive option for potential partners. Agencies or or-
ganizations can focus limited staff and volunteer re-
sources on outreach efforts, can increase or decrease
their commitment to the initiative at will, and can care-
fully target efforts to a particular watershed or even par-
ticular lands needed to achieve conservation objectives.
They can also add additional incentives as the need aris-
es or funds become available.

The 10-15 year duration of CRP contracts makes this a
long-term soil health strategy, but one that comes with
substantial water quality, wildlife, and carbon storage co
-benefits. When the Continuous CRP contract expires,
landowners may be able to re-enroll in a new CRP con-
tract. They could instead convert the land into a man-
agement intensive rotational grazing system, use the
area to provide forage to supplement livestock gleaning
of adjoining croplands, or place the
land back in crop production using
methods that protect the restored soil.

Continuous CRP offers important ad-
vantages, but where state and local
agencies or organizations have a stable
source of matching funds and the abil-
ity to make longer term commitments,
they should consider the Conservation
Reserve Enhancement Program.

Healthy Soil, Healthy Water




Capitalize on CREP

The Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program
(CREP) began in 1998 as a USDA initiative to combine
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) contracts with
state and local funding to address conservation prob-
lems in targeted areas.

The program has been especially effective at helping
landowners to install filter strips and buffer strips along
streams and restore and protect wetlands, to address
water quality problems in watersheds polluted by agri-
cultural runoff. It has also helped restore grassland and
other wildlife habitat in targeted landscapes.

CREP projects improve soil health, because they typi-
cally take cropland out of production and plant a combi-
nation of perennial grasses, forbs, shrubs, and/or trees.
Eliminating tillage, eliminating most chemical fertilizer
and pesticide applications, and establishing perennial
vegetation should result in an increase in soil organic
matter and the improvement of soil health. CREP pro-
jects often focus on locations and lands with highly
erodible soil, like hillsides or riparian areas, which are
vulnerable to erosion.

History of Success

For more than 20 years, Conservation Reserve Enhance-
ment Program agreements have been a way for states to
multiply the impact of state, local, and private funds to
accomplish conservation objectives. Under CREP
agreements between the USDA Farm Service Agency
and states, USDA committed to fund a certain number
of acres of Continuous Conservation Reserve Program
contracts, which include
annual rental payments for
10 to 15 years plus a share
of the cost of establishing
vegetative cover.

CONSERVATION BUF
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In return, the states and
partners agreed to fund a
portion of the overall pro-
ject costs. That can include
staff time to provide out-
reach and planning assis-
tance to farmers, additional

incentive payments, in- USDA

creased cost-share payments to landowners for particu-
lar seed mixes, payments to extend the contracts for
additional years, conservation easements to prohibit the
land from being converted back to cropland when the

CRP contract expires, and associated costs like monitor-
ing easements long-term.

CREP agreements are limited to a particular watershed
or area, designated conservation practices that address a
resource problem (or problems), a set number of acres,
and a number of years.

Successful CREP partnerships have helped clean up riv-
ers like the Michigan, Minnesota, James (South Dako-
ta), lllinois, and Ohio. CREP projects helped restore
stream flows in rivers like the Upper Arkansas (Kansas),
Platte (Nebraska) and Republican (Colorado), and
helped protect trout streams from Washington state to
West Virginia. CREP agreements have worked to re-
duce polluted farm runoff into the Chesapeake Bay,
Florida Everglades, and Lake Erie.

The 2018 Farm Bill put many of the CREP provisions in
statute for the first time.”® Congress added some re-
quirements for new CREP agreements, while allowing
existing CREP agreements to continue as is. The new
law provides more flexibility for USDA to provide high-
er payments under a CREP agreement — including rent-
al payments higher than the 90% of average soil rental
rate cap that applies to other Continuous CRP contracts.

CREP and Soil Health

The Conservation Reserve Program was designed to
address three co-equal resource concerns: soil conserva-
tion, water quality, and wildlife habitat. Past CREP
agreements have generally focused on providing water
quality or wildlife benefits (or both); soil conservation
benefits came primarily as a co-benefit.

Izaak Walton League of America




In the future,
CREP agree-
ments could be
focused on soil
health, helping
restore organic
matter and soil
health in seri-
ously degraded
soils.

EP

Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program

For example,
the loss of top-
soil has been a
longtime prob-
lem in the Pied-
mont region of
the Southeast, where some fields have lost virtually all
of the 6” to 12” of their historic topsoil. Planted with a
mix of grassland vegetation and properly managed for
10-15 years, a significant part of the organic matter and
soil biology that was lost might be restored.

At the end of the CREP contract, the grassland could be
placed in a well-managed rotational grazing system to
protect and further improve the soil. The landowner
could install the fencing and water systems needed for
the system before or during the CREP contract. That
would allow low-volume grazing as a management tool
during the contract, and would facilitate transition to
grazing after the contract expires. Under the 2018 Farm
Bill, USDA could even help pay to install the fencing
and water systems under an Environmental Quality In-
centives Program or Conservation Stew-
ardship Program contract during the last
year of the CRP contract.?’

As an alternative, at contract’s end the
land could be converted back to cropland
using a combination of soil health prac-
tices like no till, cover crops, conserva-
tion crop rotations, and organic or low
chemical pest and nutrient management
to maintain soil health.

Transition to organic would be also an
attractive option for soil that is not high- |
ly erodible. The landowner could avoid

using non-organic chemicals on the land
for the last three years of the CREP con-
tract, allowing the operation to be certi-

fied organic from the start of production.

See the appendix for more on CREP and
soil health.

CRP Transition

When 10-15 year Conservation Reserve Program con-
tracts expire, landowners must decide what to do with
their land. In the past their decision has too often been
to kill the grass and put the land back into conventional
row crop production. The result is loss of many of the
soil conservation, wildlife habitat, and water quality
benefits that came from having perennial grasses.

As a result of the 2018 Farm Bill, there are now new
options for landowners, and some of the old options
have changed.

For landowners, agencies and organizations concerned
about soil health, those changes are important. Agencies
and organizations can educate landowners with expiring
CRP contracts about the various options they have, and
can help them develop conservation plans and apply for
appropriate conservation programs. They might even be
able to offer additional incentives to landowners willing
to enroll in these programs.

Re-enrolling in another CRP contract may be an option
for some. The 2018 Farm Bill requires that USDA hold
a General CRP and Grassland CRP signup at least once
a year, giving landowners with expiring CRP contracts
an opportunity to apply for a new contract.® However,
the statute now limits General CRP rental rates on re-
enrollments to 85% of county average soil rental rates,”
and an applicant may have to offer to accept an even
lower rental rate to get a contract.

Bob Nichols, NRCS
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Duane Hovorka, IWLA

A CRP Continuous Signup contract may also be an al-
ternative, although most Continuous Signup practices
will only cover part of a field, like a buffer strip along a
stream, filter strip, windbreak, or wetland restoration.

A landowner with an expiring CRP contract has priority
for enrolling in a Grassland CRP contract, and would
get additional priority points if they have land at risk of
conversion or development and/or land of ecological
significance.” Grassland CRP contracts allow a land-
owner to hay or graze the land under an approved con-
servation plan, while getting an annual payment from
USDA of up to 75% of the grazing value of the land
plus up to 50% share of the cost of new practices like
cross-fencing or planting pollinator-friendly species.’'

Landowners who plan to use the land for grazing may
be able to get financial help from USDA to pay for in-
vestments needed in fencing and water. Congress gave
landowners the option to apply for a Conservation
Stewardship Program or Environmental Quality Incen-
tives Program contract in the last year of a CRP con-
tract. That could be used to install fencing and water for
a managed rotational grazing system on the land that is
ready to go when the CRP contract expires.

The CRP Transition Incentive Program is designed for
CRP contract holders who want to sell or rent the land
to a beginning farmer or rancher or a socially disadvan-
taged farmer or rancher. The landowner can get two
additional years of CRP rental payments, and the new
owners or renters must put the land back into produc-
tion using sustainable grazing or farming methods
which should protect soil health. For a retiring farmer or
a non-operating landowner, the program can be a way to
ensure the land will be managed in a way that protects
soil health.”

SHIPP

The Soil Health and Income Protection Program
(SHIPP) was included in the 2018 Farm Bill to give
farmers an opportunity to take land out of crop produc-
tion for 3-5 years and plant perennial vegetation to help
restore soil health. The program is limited to 50,000
acres and to five states: lowa, Minnesota, Montana,
North Dakota and South Dakota.™

Most farmers would receive an annual rental payment
of half of what they would get through the general Con-
servation Reserve Program. Farmers must pay the full
cost of the seed and planting, but they can use a low-
cost perennial seed. A farmer can enroll no more than
15% of their land in the program. USDA opened the
program for signup in March, 2020, and extended the
enrollment deadline to November 20, 2020. The statute
requires that SHIPP enrollment be completed by De-
cember 31, 2020.

Because of its limited size and scope, SHIPP represents
a modest opportunity for state and local agencies and
organizations to promote SHIPP contracts among land-
owners in the five Prairie Pothole states where it is
available. The program allows haying or grazing outside
of the nesting season, and farmers could use the pro-
gram to help restore areas of degraded soil on their
farm.

Should Congress extend the program and expand it to
other states, SHIPP could provide more opportunity in
the future. SHIPP is administered by the USDA Farm
Service Agency, which runs the Conservation Reserve
Program, so that agency would have information on the
current status.

Lynn Betts, NRCS
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Soil Health
Research

The 2018 Farm Bill added soil health as a priority for
the Agriculture and Food Research Initiative, the Na-
tional Institute of Food and Agriculture’s flagship com-
petitive grants program.** The initiative was funded at
$425 million for FY 2020, and provides grants to colleg-
es and universities for research, education, and/or exten-
sion work related to agriculture. Soil health was includ-
ed under AFRI’s bioenergy, natural resources, and envi-
ronment area, one of six legislated priority subject areas.

The new law also added soil health as a priority for the
research, education, and extension activities funded un-
der the Organic Agriculture Research and Extension
Initiative.*® The initiative awards grant funds to colleg-
es, universities, government agencies, non-profit re-
search organizations and others for integrated research,
education, and extension activities that address critical
problems in organic agriculture. The Farm Bill also in-
creased annual funding for the initiative to $50 million
by 2023 from $20 million in 2019.

These programs were already addressing soil health, at
least indirectly, because of the impacts healthy soils
have on both agricultural production and natural re-
sources. However, the specific inclusion of soil health
language in the authorizing legislation, and the increase
in funding for both of these grant programs should pro-
vide increased opportunities for colleges, universities,
and other research scientists to leverage state and other
funding to obtain federal research, education, and exten-
sion funds.

SOYN vAsN ‘S|oYdIN uoy

Crop Insurance

Most crop insurance sold in the United States is federal-
ly subsidized. Taxpayers pay for over 60% of the cost
of insurance that pays a farmer when drought, flooding,
or other natural disasters cause a substantial crop loss.
The insurance can also cover the risk of a substantial
drop in crop prices between planting and harvest. The
policies are sold and serviced by private insurance com-
panies, but they must meet strict federal standards to
receive federal subsidies.

Soil health practices can provide more resilient yields,
reducing the risk of a substantial crop loss. Unfortunate-
ly, federal crop insurance rules don’t recognize the val-
ue of healthy soils, so farmers with healthy soils that
lower the risk of a crop loss pay the same insurance pre-
miums as farmers with unhealthy soils and higher risk
of crop loss.

Only USDA or Congress could fix that — a recommen-
dation we have made to both USDA and Congress -- but
states can use the crop insurance system to reward farm-
ers who adopt soil health practices that also deliver con-
siderable public benefits. Towa pioneered a $5 per acre
discount on crop insurance to reward farmers who plant
cover crops.*® The state pays for the discount which
shows up on a separate line of the farmer’s annual crop
insurance bill. Illinois put in place its own version of the
$5 per acre discount for farmers planting cover crops in
the fall of 2019.”

The discount provides an easy way for states to reward
farmers who adopt soil health practices like cover crops.
Most row crop farmers T | '
buy crop insurance, and
having the ‘cover crop
discount’ line on every
annual crop insurance in-
voice has also resulted in
many more lowa and Illi-
nois farmers taking an
interest in the practice.

The discount is managed
through a pilot program
with the USDA Risk Man- |
agement Agency, which
regulates federally subsi-
dized crop insurance and
sets the rules for coverage
and prices.

NRCS
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Water Quality Impacts

The impact of the nation-
wide loss of soil organic
matter on water quality
and flooding is largely
unrecognized. A drop in
soil organic matter from
4% to 2% in typical Mid-
west cropland soil means
instead of having capacity
to absorb a 3” rain, the soil
could only absorb a 1.5”
rain before becoming satu-
rated. Once saturated, ad-
ditional rainfall or snow-
melt would run off, carry-
ing fertilizer, soil, manure,
and pesticides into nearby
streams.

In a watershed the size of a
typical lowa county, that reduction in water-holding
capacity of the soil could increase runoff by 38,000
acre feet of water, contributing to flooding of creeks
and rivers.

Soil health practices like no till, cover crops, and
rotational grazing generally improve water quality
by reducing polluted runoff, even before considering
the impacts of improving soil health and increasing
soil organic matter over time.

The answer to how much reduction in polluted run-
off can be achieved by a particular practice on a
farm or field is always ‘it depends’. It depends on
the soils, climate, farming system, how the practice
is implemented, the weather, and even the method of
measurement.

However, a review of the science by lowa State Uni-
versity researchers provided benchmark numbers for
the long-term reductions in nitrogen and phosphorus
that could be expected from implementing the soil
health practices discussed in this report on lowa
soils (chart at right).

Many states are struggling to reduce polluted runoff
from agricultural land to meet water quality goals

for rivers contributing
pollution to the Gulf of
Mexico, Chesapeake Bay,
Great Lakes and other

~ waters.

- Individually, and espe-
cially in combination, soil
s health practices can
sharply reduce the pollut-
ed runoff from agricultur-
al lands.

In combination, soil
health practices can re-
generate healthy topsoil,
providing long-term bene-
fits in reducing polluted
runoff and reducing flood
flows. Healthy soils can
also reduce input costs for
farmers and ranchers, providing economic benefits
that will help farmers maintain soil health systems
well into the future.

By restoring the health of our soils, we can restore
and protect the health of our rivers, lakes, and wet-
lands.

Estimated Reductions in Nitrogen
and Phosphorus Runoff*®

Practice N Reduction P Reduction
Reduced Tillage 3% 33%
No Till 10% 90%
Cover Crops 30% 29%
Diverse Rotation 42% ?
Buffers (no tile) 90% 58%
Pasture or CRP 85% 60-75%

Izaak Walton League of America
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Regional Conservation Partnership Program
New Opportunities for Targeted Conservation

The Regional Conservation
Partnership Program (RCPP)
was created in the 2014 Farm
Bill to consolidate several re-
gional programs that had fund-
ed United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) work in
the Chesapeake Bay, Great
Lakes, and other regions.

Under the program, USDA ear-
marks funds through partner-
ship agreements to pay farmers
for implementing designated
practices designed to address a
priority natural resource con-
cern in a region or watershed.

The program proved successful
in some regions and states, but
an unwieldy administrative
structure reduced its effective-
ness.

Congress made changes to the
RCPP in the 2018 Farm Bill in
an effort to address some of the

In Summary:

In the 2018 Farm Bill, Congress:

e Expanded the purpose of the program,
and the list of eligible practices.

e Provided dedicated funding for RCPP
projects, and increased the share awarded
by NRCS at the state level.

o Streamlined RCPP administration.

e Provided a new RCPP alternative fund-
ing/grant option that can expand the pro-
gram’s ability to fund infrastructure in-
vestments benefitting multiple farmers.

Taken together, the changes should make
the RCPP a more useful tool to address soil
health and other targeted natural resource
problems at the regional scale and within
states. It should also allow for expanded
use of the program at the state level.

problems. USDA issued an Interim Final Rule in Feb-

land rental contracts to short-
term contracts to replace income
lost during a transition to a new
production system, rather than
10— or 15—year contracts typical
for CRP contracts.

Other legislative changes ensure
that acequias, conservation dis-
tricts, land trusts, foundations,
and other non-profit organiza-
tions continue to be eligible to
be partners in an RCPP project,
along with the state and local
agencies, Indian tribes, farm or-
ganizations, cooperatives, col-
leges, and other entities named
in the 2014 legislation.

In its Interim Final Rule, USDA
included as eligible certain pub-
licly owned agricultural land,
which could allow RCPP pro-
jects to assist farmers who rent
school trust land, wildlife man-
agement areas, or other publicly
owned agricultural land.

ruary, 2020 to implement the changes made by Con-
gress, and USDA could make further changes if it is-
sues a final rule. The legislative changes should make
the RCPP a more useful tool and one which should be
more widely used at the regional, state, and local levels.

Expanded Purpose, Practices, Partners

The 2018 Farm Bill makes modest changes to the over-
all purposes of the program, including aligning RCPP
projects with other national, state, and local programs,
and adding protection of drinking water sources and
groundwater. The new law also adds authority for
RCPP projects to use practices authorized under the
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and Watershed
Protection and Flood Prevention Act (PL 566), to the
programs already included — the Agricultural Conserva-
tion Easement Program (ACEP), Environmental Quali-
ty Incentives Program (EQIP), Conservation Steward-
ship Program (CSP), and Healthy Forests Reserve Pro-
gram (HFRP).

However, in explaining its Interim Final Rule, USDA
suggested it would limit its use of CRP authority for
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USDA rules provide for various easement options
(from an easement held by USDA to one held by a part-
ner entity), different kinds of land (wetlands, grassland,
farmland, and other ag land), and different levels of
funding paid by USDA depending on the holder and
type of easement.




Ron Nichols, NRCS

Dedicated Funding

The 2018 Farm Bill provides $300 million per year for
the RCPP for FY 2019 through FY 2023. That repre-
sents an increase over the resources spent under the
2014 Farm Bill.

Congress also changed the way RCPP funds are allo-
cated. Congress increased to 50% (from 35%) the share
of funds for Critical Conservation Area (CCA) projects,
awarded at the national level for regional conservation
initiatives.

USDA recently adjusted the CCA boundaries, main-
taining the Chesapeake Bay, Great Lakes, Mississippi
River Basin, Longleaf Pine, Prairie Grasslands, and
Colorado River Basin CCAs. USDA combined the Co-
lumbia River Basin and California Bay Delta areas into
an expanded Western Waters CCA, and added a North-
cast Forests and Waters CCA (see map at right).

Congress allocated the other half of the funds for state
and multi-state initiatives. Congress eliminated a na-
tional/multi-state funding pool which had received 40%
of the funding. But instead of allocating RCPP funds to
each state for state conservationists to award, USDA
decided the national office would award state initiative
funds, so some states may get no RCPP funds. Alaska,
Hawaii, and New Jersey are now the only three states
with no land in any of the Critical Conservation Areas.

Streamlined Administration

The new Farm Bill should streamline administration of
the program for USDA, farmers, and partner organiza-
tions.

Under the former RCPP, a farmer could end up with
different contracts covering his or her easement (ACEP
or HFRP), conservation practice (EQIP), or whole-farm
. conservation
system (CSP).
+ Congress en-
| sured the pro-
& gram will now
i operate with
RCPP contracts
¥ so a single con-
tract could cover
the range of ap-
proved activities
on a farm.
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The new law instructs the Secretary of Agriculture to
develop a “simplified competitive process” and
“simplified application” for awarding RCPP partner-
ship agreements. Most RCPP projects are for 5 years,
and USDA can now renew a successful partner agree-
ment for up to 5 more years using an expedited non-
competitive process.

lzaak Walton League of America Fact Sheet: Regional Conservation Partnership Program Updated!

- Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP):
B Critical Conservation Areas

Partner Agreements

Although the 2018 Farm Bill does not specify a mini-
mum contribution by partners, USDA has said it hopes
to get at least a dollar-for-dollar match of RCPP dol-
lars, and applications are judged in part on how much
match they include. Other federal program dollars can
be used as part of the match as long as they directly
relate to the objective, but other USDA funds cannot be
used as part of the match. The new law clarifies that
partner organization contributions can be in the form of
cash or in-kind support like staffing. It also requires
USDA to announce how much of the funds awarded to
an RCPP project will be used by USDA to provide
technical assistance to farmers.

The 2018 Farm Bill does not allow RCPP funds to be
used for the administrative expenses of partner organi-
zations, including under alternative funding arrange-
ment or grant agreements, although administrative ex-
penses can count as partner match.

The 2018 Farm Bill requires USDA to provide semi-
annual reports to project partners on contracts it has
awarded to farmers, and an annual report on how
USDA has used funds reserved by USDA to provide
technical assistance (both have been issues in past
RCPP projects).

For any RCPP project, the most USDA will provide (in
financial and technical assistance) is $10 million, and
the minimum is $250,000. At least 70% of the USDA
funds must be for financial assistance to producers, and
no more than 30% can be for USDA and partner tech-
nical assistance. Where a partner will spend part of the
technical assistance, a supplemental agreement with
USDA will be created to govern those expenditures.

Alternative Funding Agreements

Under most RCPP projects, project partners don’t re-
ceive or hold RCCP funds. The partners provide out-
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outreach, financial and technical assistance, including
helping farmers apply for contracts. RCPP contracts
are generally between USDA and farmers, and pay-
ments from USDA go directly to farmers.

However, the 2018 Farm Bill allows USDA to award
up to 15 “alternative funding arrangement or grant”
partnership agreements per year, which allow RCPP
funds to be paid to partners rather than farmers. These
new agreements could allow partner agencies or organi-
zations to carry out
Assessing Watersheds | infrastructure invest-
ments like irrigation
projects that benefit
multiple farmers, pro-
vide performance-
based payments to
farmers, or implement

The [zaak Walton League
of America’s Save Our
Streams program trains
volunteers to monitor and
assess the health of local
streams. The program watershed plans.

could help RCPP project The first funding an-
partners assess the impacts | nouncement under this
of water quality initiatives | option was issued in

at a watershed scale. Con- | March, 2020. USDA
tact the League’s Save Our | said it would consider
Streams staff in our proposals for infra-
Gaithersburg headquarters | structure investments
for more information. that serve multiple
landowners, watershed
or habitat restoration
plans, or pay-for-performance or environmental market
projects. USDA officials say they are looking for pro-
jects that cannot be effectively done through the regular
(’classic’) RCPP.

Conservation Outcomes

The legislation requires that partners identify the con-
servation benefits of a project, designate a timeline and
interim milestones, and assess the conservation benefits
and other outcomes achieved. That should require part-
ners to assess and report on how the RCPP project ad-
dresses the resource concerns targeted, not just report
on the number of contracts and acres. The new law re-
quires that USDA provide guidance to partners in how
to carry out those assessments,

The new law lets USDA prioritize projects that deliver
a high percentage of applied conservation, and that im-
plement projects consistent with existing watershed,
habitat, or other area restoration plans — for example,
state wildlife plans or watershed management plans.

Selection Criteria

In selecting RCPP projects, USDA s August, 2020 an-
nouncement says it will look at projects that tell a com-
pelling story of impact on the targeted resource (25% of
criteria). USDA is looking at the level of partner contri-

butions, and for contributions that are value-added and
amplify USDA funding (25%).

Innovation is important, including why the project
could not already be done through other programs like
CRP or EQIP (20%). Partnerships will need to show
they have the capacity to manage the project and assess
and report natural resource outcomes (30%). Each an-
nual funding announcement includes specific criteria
for awarding agreements.

Opportunities for State & Local Partners

The 2018 Farm Bill streamlined the Regional Conserva-
tion Partnership Program, provides dedicated funding,
and provides that more of the funds will be targeted at
state priorities and for eight regional initiatives. The
changes should result in a program that is easier for
partner organizations to apply for and use.

RCPP agreements are generally not structured to pro-
vide direct funding for staff or other costs to conserva-
tion organizations or agencies, although they can help
partners deliver advice to farmers. They are designed to
help organizations achieve their conservation goals by
funneling USDA funds to farmers to achieve conserva-
tion purposes in a targeted area. The RCPP can provide
opportunities for organizations and agencies to leverage
other private or public funds to address a critical natural
resource problem in a watershed or area.

Partner organizations that are approved Technical Ser-
vice Providers may also be able to obtain USDA fund-
ing to provide, for example, conservation planning to
farmers. The farmer would contract with the organiza-
tion to provide the planning or other service, and USDA
would reimburse the farmer for his or her payment for
the service.

Soil Health & the RCPP

The multiple benefits that soil health systems provide in
improving water quality, reducing soil erosion, storing
carbon in the soil, reducing chemical inputs, reducing
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input costs for farmers, and providing better habitat for
fish and wildlife should make projects focused on soil
health a great fit for RCPP funding.

USDA says it values innovation in RCPP projects.
RCPP projects could address that by focusing on help-
ing farmers put in place (and test) bundles of soil health
practices that can accelerate the restoration of soil
health (e.g., combining better tillage, cover crops, di-
verse crop rotations, and livestock practices).

Including soil health testing in every RCPP contract
could provide data on the success of different combina-
tions of practices, meeting the priority for outcome-
based RCPP proposals. By demonstrating success in
increasing soil health, this approach could also help
ensure farmers continue the practices long after the
RCPP contracts expire.

Providing soil health education and incentives for soil
health planning, with a priority for reaching historically
underserved farmers, could address another RCPP pri-
ority.

However, to be eligible, RCPP projects for the eight
Critical Conservation Areas must address at least one
of the designated “priority resource concerns” identi-
fied for the target area. Soil health solutions can ad-
dress a wide variety of natural resource problems, but
only one of the eight national Critical Conservation
Areas (CCAs) includes “soil quality degradation” as a
designated resource concern — the Colorado River Ba-
sin because of excess salts and other chemical concen-
trations. Every other CCA includes at least one priority
resource concern that can be addressed by soil health
practices, but applicants will need to explain how soil
health practices will address those resource concerns.

At the state level, RCPP applications will need to en-
sure they are addressing at least one nnatural resource
priority concern in the watershed or area. Partners may

Gary Wilson, NRCS

want to consult a state’s soil health plan, if there is one,
or the NRCS soil health strategy for the state.

Where to Start

Start with a visit to the designated Regional Conserva-
tion Partnership Program coordinator at the USDA
NRCS office in your state. That person can fill you in
on state priorities, the application process, past award-
ees, and perhaps even potential partners. Local conser-
vation districts should be consulted as well, for input, a
better understanding of locally important natural re-
source concerns, and as potential partners.

Start early. Applications must be submitted through the
RCPP online portal system, and it will take time to ob-
tain access to the system. RCPP projects often include
multiple partners obtaining commitments for funding
from various sources, which can take time.

USDA has helpful online guides which provide more
details on the application process, scoring criteria, and
other requirements. Visit www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/

portal/nres/main/national/programs/financial/rcpp/

Izaak Walton League of America

The Izaak Walton League of America, chartered in
1922 by 54 anglers, is a national organization dedicated
to the protection of America’s streams, lakes, and wet-
lands so future generations can enjoy the bounty of our
waters. The League has over 200 local Chapters and
40,000 members.

The League’s Agriculture Program works to support
and improve federal Farm Bill conservation programs
that help farmers and ranchers adopt conservation sys-
tems. We work to leverage those programs at the state
and local level to deliver conservation benefits where
they will do the most good.

We engage business owners, outdoor enthusiasts, and
League members to support state and local efforts to
restore and protect rivers, lakes, and wetlands.

Follow our work and make a difference in your
community by signing up for our Soil Matters email
updates, available free at
www.iwla.org/agriculture.

Izaak Walton League of America
707 Conservation Lane, Suite 222
Gaithersburg, MD 20878
Agriculture @ iwla.org

(301) 548-0150
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Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program
Powerful Tool for Soil, Water, and Wildlife

The Conservation Reserve En-
hancement Program (CREP)
began in 1998 as a US Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA)
initiative to leverage the Con-
servation Reserve Program
with state and local funding to
address conservation problems
in targeted areas.

The program has been especial-
ly effective at (1) installing
buffer strips along streams and
restoring and protecting wet-
lands to address water quality
problems in watersheds pollut-
ed by agricultural runoff, and
(2) restoring grassland and oth-
er wildlife habitat in targeted
landscapes.

CREP projects also improve
soil health, because they typi-
cally take cropland out of pro-
duction and plant a combina-
tion of perennial grasses, forbs,
shrubs, and/or trees. Eliminat-
ing tillage, eliminating most
chemical fertilizer and pesti-

In Summary:
In the 2018 Farm Bill, Congress:

o Placed the Conservation Reserve
Enhancement Program in Statute.

e Required new CREP agreements to
provide quantifiable environmental goals.

o Put limits on the payments USDA could
provide to landowners under Conserva-
tion Reserve Program contracts, but gave
USDA flexibility to waive some of those
limits under CREP agreements.

e Gave more flexibility for haying and
grazing under most CRP contracts.

The Conservation Reserve Enhancement
Program remains an important, if under-
utilized tool for states and other partners to
leverage the benefits of the Conservation
Reserve Program to achieve conservation
goals. It could also serve as a new tool to
restore the health of degraded soils.

farmers, additional incentive
payments, increased cost-share
payments to landowners for par-
ticular seed mixes, payments to
extend the contracts for addition-
al years, conservation easements
to prohibit the land from being
converted back to cropland when
the CRP contract expires, and
associated costs like monitoring
the easements long-term. CREP
agreements are limited to a par-
ticular watershed or area, desig-
nated conservation practices that
address a resource problem (or
problems), a set number of acres,
and a number of years.

Successful CREP partnerships
have helped clean up rivers like
the Michigan, Minnesota, James
(South Dakota), Illinois, and
Ohio rivers. CREP projects have
helped restore stream flows in
rivers like the Upper Arkansas
(Kansas), Platte (Nebraska) and
Republican (Colorado) rivers,
and helped protect trout streams

cide applications, and establishing perennial vegetation
should result in an increase in soil organic matter and
the improvement of soil health. CREP projects often
focus on locations with highly erodible soil, like
hillsides or riparian areas, which are vulnerable to ero-
sion.

History of Success

For more than 20 years, Conservation Reserve En-
hancement Program agreements have been a way for
states to multiply the impact of state, local, and private
funds to accomplish conservation objectives. Under
CREP agreements between the USDA Farm Service
Agency and states, USDA committed to fund a certain
number of acres of Conservation Reserve Program con-
tracts, which include annual rental payments for up to
15 years plus a share of the cost of establishing vegeta-
tive cover.

In return, the states and partners agreed to fund a por-
tion of the overall project costs. That can include staff
time to provide outreach and planning assistance to

from Washington state to West Virginia. CREP agree-
ments have worked to reduce polluted farm runoff into
the Chesapeake Bay, Florida Everglades, and Lake
Erie.




Izaak Walton League of America Fact Sheet: Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program

In May, 2020, there were 927,140 acres of CREP con-
tracts in 32 states. That represented just over 4% of all
CRP acres, and just under 12% of the 7.8 million acres
of CRP enrolled through USDA’s ‘continuous signup’
process at the time.

CREDP has been particularly helpful in enrolling land in
states with relatively higher land rental rates like Penn-
sylvania, Ohio, and Kentucky that have had fewer acres
accepted into General CRP contracts. CREP agree-
ments have also provided flexibility, al-
lowing states to identify practices that
will address local conservation goals and
to craft incentives that fit the state’s abil-
ity to provide cash or in-kind help.

L

Benefits for Landowners
Under a CREP agreement, farmers and ‘
other landowners don’t have to wait for
the annual CRP general signup, ‘bid’ for
a contract, and then wait to see if they
are selected — the process to obtain a
general Conservation Reserve Program
(CRP) contract. Instead, under CREP
agreements farmers and other landown-
ers with eligible land can enroll and be automatically
accepted. CREP contracts are enrolled under USDA’s
continuous signup CRP process.

Under current CREP agreements, landowners can also
receive higher federal rental payments, a Signup Incen-
tive Payment (SIP), a Practice Incentive Payment (PIP),
and sometimes higher cost-share payments than under a
standard CRP contract. Under current CREP agree-
ments, federal rental payments are typically 120% to
140% of county average soil rental rates for the pre-
dominant type of soil on the land. USDA also typically
pays 50% of the cost of the planting or installation, a
one-time PIP of up to 40% of the installation cost, a
SIP of $75-$150 per acre, and sometimes a payment for
management activities like mowing or burning taken

Lynn Betts, NRCS
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partway through the contract to manage vegetation.

Under CREP, landowners may also be eligible for state
-funded payments which vary between CREP agree-
ments. They can include a sign-up bonus, additional
cost-share funds, additional annual rental payment, or
payments for allowing walk-in hunting. States and part-
ners have also offered contract extensions to continue
rental payments after the federal CREP contract ex-
pires. In other locations, the state has offered to pay for
a conservation ease-
ment to ensure the
land is not converted
back to cropland and
never developed.

The payments offset

i lost income and ex-

& penses for landowners
who participate, but
they are not overly
generous. CREP con-
tracts average less
than 25 acres per
farm, and just $4,124
in rent per farm per
year. The 2018 Farm Bill substantially reduced the pay-
ments USDA can make for Conservation Reserve Pro-
gram contracts (see below). Landowners are also
locked into the same annual rental payment for 10 to 15
years, much longer than a typical farmland lease.

Leveraging CREP for Soil Health

The Conservation Reserve Program was designed to
address three co-equal resource concerns: soil conser-
vation, water quality, and wildlife habitat. Past CREP
agreements have generally focused on providing water
quality or wildlife benefits (or both); soil conservation
benefits came primarily as a co-benefit.

In the future, CREP agreements could be focused on
soil health, helping restore organic matter and soil
health in seriously degraded soils. For example, the loss
of topsoil has been a longtime problem in the Piedmont
region of the Southeast, where some farms have lost all
of the 6” to 12” of their historic topsoil. Planted with a
mix of grassland vegetation and properly managed for
10-15 years, a significant part of the organic matter and
soil biology that was lost could be restored.

At the end of the CREP contract, the grassland could be
placed in a well-managed rotational grazing system to
protect and further improve the soil. The landowner
could install the fencing and water systems needed be-
fore or during the CREP contract. That would allow
low-volume grazing as a management tool during the
contract, and would facilitate transition to grazing after
the contract expires. Under the 2018 Farm Bill, USDA
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could even pay cost-share to install the fencing and wa-
ter systems under an Environmental Quality Incentives
Program or Conservation Stewardship Program con-
tract during the last year of the CRP contract.

As an alternative, at contract’s end the land could be
converted to back to cropland using a combination of
soil health practices like no till,
cover crops, conservation crop
rotations, and organic or low
chemical pest and nutrient man-
agement to maintain soil health.
Transition to organic would be
an attractive option for soil that
is not highly erodible, because
the landowner could avoid using
non-organic chemicals on the
land for the last three years of the
CREP contract, allowing the op-
eration to be certified organic
from the start of production.

The 2018 Farm Bill

The 2018 Farm Bill placed sub-
stantial parts of the Conservation
Reserve Enhancement Program
in statute for the first time. The
new law protects existing CREP
agreements, but allows USDA
and the CREP partners to agree
to modify those existing agree-
ments. New CREP agreements will be required to pro-
vide quantifiable environmental goals, identify appro-
priate conservation practices, include the payments to
be offered landowners, and meet other new require-
ments.

The new law provides that state and local governments,
Indian tribes, and non-governmental organizations can

all be CREP partners.
Assessing Watersheds Where the majority of
partner funds come
The Izaak Walton League from non-

of America’s Save Our
Streams program trains
volunteers to monitor and
assess the health of local
streams. The program
could help CREP project
partners assess the impacts
of CREP initiatives at a
watershed scale. Contact
the League’s Save Our
Streams staff in our
Gaithersburg headquarters
for more information.

governmental organi-
zations, partners in
new CREP agreements
will need to provide at
least 30% of total pro-
ject costs. Where a
state, tribe, or local
government provides a
majority of the partner
funds, the level of
match will be negotiat-
ed between USDA and
the partners. For exist-
ing CREP agreements,

partners are typically providing 20% to 40% of the total
project costs. Matching funds can come from cash, in-
kind contributions, or technical assistance.

The 2018 Farm Bill put in place caps on CRP rental
payments, including a cap of 85-90% of the county av-
erage soil rental rate for the predominant soil type on
the land (calculated by the Na-
tional Agricultural Statistics Ser-
vice). The 90% cap applies to
continuous signup CRP con-
tracts, although Congress gave

: USDA authority to waive the cap
under CREP agreements. Con-

| gress also allowed for an adjust-
ment of the cap, including for the
productivity of the land. Howev-
er, in a 2018 administrative deci-
sion, USDA announced it would
only adjust rental rates down-
ward based on a soil productivity
factor, and would no longer ad-
just them upwards.

The new statute allows USDA to
adjust the rental rates for specific
practices, for contracts in well-
head protection areas, and based
on soil productivity, and those
adjustments could presumably be
included in any new or revised
CREP agreement. However,
USDA has announced it will no longer provide higher
rental rates for high-value conservation practices like
buffer strips and windbreaks under its continuous sig-
nup CRP, and it isn’t yet clear whether that policy will
apply to new CREP agreements.

Wisconsin DNR

The 2018 Farm Bill limits one-time Practice Incentive
Payments (PIPs) to 50% of the cost of installing a par-
ticular practice, although in implementing the program
USDA has said it intends to limit PIPs to just 5%. The
new Farm Bill specifies that Signup Incentive Payments
will be paid based on 32.5% of the first annual rental
payment, which USDA is offering.

USDA has said it will generally not pay any cost-share
for mid-contract management activities like burning
grasslands or managing unwanted shrubs or trees, alt-
hough under the 2018 Farm Bill USDA is required to
make cost-share payments to encourage the manage-
ment of riparian buffers for contracts that fall under
CREP agreements.

The new statute also gives USDA more flexibility to
allow haying and grazing on CRP lands, where it is
done outside the primary bird nesting season.
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FSA

Overall, the changes made by Congress and the deci-
sions made by USDA could substantially reduce the
overall payments farmers and other landowners can
expect to receive under a new CREP agreement. The
CREP process provides some flexibility for states or
other partners to negotiate better deals for landowners
who apply, but that flexibility has limits.

Where to Start

First, a word of caution. Since September, 2016, the
acres enrolled in CREP contracts nationwide has de-
clined by more than 20%. The Conference Report from
the 2018 Farm Bill seemed clear: “The Manages en-
courage USDA to continue the enrollment of acres in
CRERP in all regions of the country. The Managers in-
centivize more enrollment of riparian buffers, including
forested riparian buffers....” But USDA does not appear
to be making CREP a priority.

In 2017, Kentucky asked USDA to extend its CREP
agreement. USDA turned the request down and notified
landowners that they would not have an opportunity to
renew their contracts as they expired. USDA had asked
Kentucky to increase the share of project costs coming
from the state. Illinois has been trying for over two
years to re-open enrollment in a CREP project that was
put on hold when state funds became unavailable. Offi-
cials from several other states have expressed frustra-

\7///;0);?

Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program
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CRERP buffers protect Virginia streams from grazing cattle.

tion with an inability to get approval for extensions or
minor changes to CREP agreements.

We suggest you start by contacting your USDA Farm
Service Agency state executive director, who can fill
you in on the process for establishing a Conservation
Reserve Enhancement Program and the potential for
one in your state. You can see a list of CREPs active in
26 states and get more information on the Farm Service
Agency web site under Conservation Reserve Program.

The Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program has
tremendous potential to leverage state, local, and other
funds to rebuild soil health, restore water quality, and
provide habitat for wildlife. Capitalizing on that poten-
tial and focusing it to improve soil health will require
creative thinking, one or more sources of state or local
matching funds, and a commitment from the US De-
partment of Agriculture to make CREP agreements a

priority.

Izaak Walton League of America

The Izaak Walton League of America, chartered in
1922 by 54 anglers, is a national organization dedicated
to the protection of America’s streams, lakes, and wet-
lands so future generations can enjoy the bounty of our
waters. The League has over 200 local Chapters and
40,000 members.

The League’s Agriculture Program works to support
and improve federal Farm Bill conservation programs
that help farmers and ranchers adopt conservation sys-
tems. We work to leverage those programs at the state
and local level to deliver conservation benefits where
they will do the most good.

We engage business owners, outdoor enthusiasts, and
League members to support state and local efforts to
restore and protect rivers, lakes, and wetlands.

Follow our work and make a difference in your
community by signing up for our Soil Matters email
updates, available free at www.iwla.org/agriculture.

[zaak Walton League of America
707 Conservation Lane, Suite 222
Gaithersburg, MD 20878
Agriculture @ iwla.org

(301) 548-0150
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