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Perched on the precipice of another federal government shutdown, Congress struggles with its most
basic functions because of anther political partisan hostage situation precipitated by a small faction inside
the House Republican caucus (Bade, September 21, 2023; Tully-McManus and Cancryn, September 20,
2023; Ferris and Beavers, September 20, 2023; Berg, September 20, 2023; Klahr, September 19, 2023;
on faction, see e.g.: Hamilton, The Federalist No. 9; Madison, The Federalist No. 10; farmdoc daily,
November 11, 2022). Not surprisingly, the potential for reauthorizing a farm bill by September 30" fades
quickly in the ruckus; December has become the new deadline (Abbott, September 19, 2023; Douglas,
September 19, 2023). Alas, analysis continues unabated; this week’s installment on the farm bill reviews
the Conservation Reserve Program and builds upon previous work (farmdoc daily, March 24, 2022; May
4,2017).

Background

This article continues the series exploring the major mandatory titles, policies, and programs in the Farm
Bill, as well as providing updates on development of the Policy Design Lab, a web-based resource in
which to explore and analyze policies (see, farmdoc daily, April 13, 2023; May 11, 2023; June 8, 2023;
August 24, 2023; September 7, 2023). The goal of the Policy Design Lab is to incorporate and apply
research, publicly available data, and computational resources for analysis and visualization of federal
agricultural policies, guided by statutory provisions or legislative options to produce comparative analysis.
For each of the major mandatory farm bill programs, the starting point is visualizing the status quo with
maps and charts of the distribution of benefits and payments by state.

In historical context, it would be difficult to overstate the place of the Conservation Reserve Program
(CRP) in American farm policy. The modern CRP was enacted as a key part of the landmark Food
Security Act of 1985 (P.L. 99-198). The policy of renting acres out of production because those acres are
highly erodible or otherwise of concern from a natural resource perspective dates to the Dust Bowl of the
1930s when Congress enacted the Soil Conservation and Domestic Allotment Act of 1936 (P.L. 74-461).

We request all readers, electronic media and others follow our citation guidelines when re-posting articles
from farmdoc daily. Guidelines are available here. The farmdoc daily website falls under University of
lllinois copyright and intellectual property rights. For a detailed statement, please see the University of
lllinois Copyright Information and Policies here.
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The first version of the conservation reserve, however, was included as part of the Soil Bank in the
Agricultural Act of 1956 (P.L. 84-540); proposed by President Dwight Eisenhower, success required his
veto of the first version of the farm bill to overcome resistance in Congress (farmdoc daily, January 9,
2020; January 24, 2020; February 20, 2020). Congress permitted the 1956 version of the conservation
reserve to expire in 1960. Twin farm crises in the 1980s—an economic crisis and a crisis of soil erosion—
provided the catalyst for Congress to recreate the policy in the modern CRP in addition to creating
conservation compliance. As political achievement, conservation compliance and CRP earned their
monumental status: with farmers struggling in an economic crisis second only to the Great Depression,
there was almost no opposition to conditioning farm program payments and crop insurance on
compliance with highly erodible lands and wetlands requirements; the persistent budget cutting pressures
from the Reagan Administration did not prevent Congress from adding CRP to the Farm Bill with an
enrollment cap at 45 million acres, double the current acreage cap.

Discussion

Seemingly self-evident, the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) is a land-based or acreage-based
conservation program. Landowners offer to enroll whole fields or portions of fields. The acres accepted
are taken out of production and placed into conserving cover (e.g., grasses and/or trees). The policy is
designed around these acres of eligible lands that will be switched from production to conservation. In
return, the landowner receives an annual rental payment for those acres placed under conservation. CRP
is a land or acreage reserve, compared to a policy like the Environmental Quality Incentives Program
(EQIP), which pays a portion of the estimated cost to implement specific conservation practices. Figures
la and 1b present excerpts from the statutory compilation of CRP from the Senate Committee on
Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry, highlighting the lands eligible for enroliment (Senate ANF,
Compilations: Food Security Act of 1985, Title XII). These excerpts emphasize not just the types of land
eligible for enrollment, but also the policy and conservation goals: highly erodible cropland; marginal
pasture land; grasslands; such lands upon which conservation will improve water quality; and
environmentally sensitive cropland that will contribute to water, soil or air quality degradation if it remains
in production or poses some threat to soil, water, and air quality (16 U.S.C. §3831).

(b) ELIGIBLE LAND.—The Secretary may include in the pro-
gram established under this subchapter—

(1) highly erodible cropland that—

(A)(i) if permitted to remain untreated could substan-
tially reduce the agricultural production capability for fu-
ture generations; or

(1i) cannot be farmed in accordance with a plan that
complies with the requirements of subtitle B; and

(B) the Secretary determines had a cropping history or
was considered to be planted for 4 of the 6 years preceding
the date of enactment of the Agriculture Improvement Act
of 20188, on the condition that the Secretary shall consider
to be planted cropland enrolled in the conservation reserve
program,;

(2) marginal pasture land to be devoted to appropriate
vegetation, including trees, in or near riparian areas, or de-
voted to similar water quality purposes (including marginal
pastureland converted to wetland or established as wildlife
habitat);

(3) grasslands that—

(A) contain forbs or shrubland (including improved
rangeland and pastureland) for which grazing is the pre-
dominant use;

(B) are located in an area historically dominated by
grasslands; and

(C) could provide habitat for animal and plant popu-
lations of significant ecological value if the land is retained
in its current use or restored to a natural condition;
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CHAPTER 1—COMPREHENSIVE CONSERVATION
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(4) cropland, marginal pasture land, and grasslands that
will have a positive impact on water quality and will be de-
voted to—

(A) a grass sod waterway;

(B) a contour grass sod strip;

(C) a prairie strip;

(D) a filterstrip;

(E) a riparian buffer;

(F) a wetland or a wetland buffer;

(G) a saturated buffer;

(H) a bioreactor; or

(I) another similar water quality practice, as deter-
mined by the Secretary;

(5) cropland that is otherwise ineligible if the Secretary de-
termines that—

(A) if permitted to remain in agricultural production,
the land would—
(i) contribute to the degradation of soil, water, or
air quality; or

(ii) pose an on-site or off-site environmental threat
to soil, water, or air quality;

(B) the land is a—

(i) newly-created, permanent grass sod waterway;
or

(ii) a contour grass sod strip established and
maintained as part of an approved conservation plan;

(C) the land will be devoted to newly established living
snow fences, permanent wildlife habitat, windbreaks,
shelterbelts, salt tolerant vegetation, field borders, or prac-
tices to benefit State or federally identified wellhead pro-
tection areas;

(D) the land poses an off-farm environmental threat,
or a threat of continued degradation of productivity due to
soil salinity, if permitted to remain in production; or

(E) enrollment of the land would facilitate a net sav-
ings in groundwater or surface water resources of the agri-
cultural operation of the producer;

The 2018 Farm Bill increased the CRP acreage cap from 24 million acres in fiscal year (FY) 2019 to the
current cap of 27 million acres (FY2023) (P.L. 115-334). Figure 2 highlights the acreage enrollment limit
as currently authorized, as well as the state enrollment allocations. The acreage enroliment cap also
differentiates CRP from EQIP and the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) which operate under
fixed funding caps. The acreage cap allows USDA to enroll acres that qualify for the program at rental

rates at least relatively relevant to local cash rents.

(d) ENROLLMENT.—

and

(1) MAXIMUM ACREAGE ENROLLED.—The Secretary may
maintain in the conservation reserve at any one time during—
(A) fiscal year 2019, not more than 24,000,000 acres;

(B) fiscal year 2020, not more than 24,500,000 acres;

(C) fiscal year 2021, not more than 25,000,000 acres;

(D) fiscal year 2022, not more than 25,500,000 acres;

(E) fiscal year 2023, not more than 27,000,000 acres.

(4) STATE ENROLLMENT RATES.—At the beginning of each of
fiscal years 2019 through 2023, to the maximum extent prac-
ticable, the Secretary shall allocate to the States proportion-
ately 60 percent of the available number of acres each year for
enrollment in the conservation reserve, in accordance with his-
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torical State enrollment rates, taking into consideration—

(A) the average number of acres of all land enrolled in
the conservation reserve in each State during each of fiscal
years 2007 through 2016;

(B) the average number of acres of all land enrolled in
the conservation reserve nationally during each of fiscal
years 2007 through 2016; and

(C) the acres available for enrollment during each of
fiscal years 2019 through 2023, excluding acres described
i h (2 D
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Figure 3 contains the interactive map and additional data visualizations produced by the Policy Design
Lab project (https://policydesignlab.ncsa.illinois.edu/crp). Total CRP rental payments or benefits from
FY2018 to FY2022 are presented by State. Users can also select among the three sub-programs of CRP:
general sign-up, the traditional whole field enrollment; total continuous sign-up, partial field enroliments;
and grasslands. The total continuous sub-program has three categories as well: Conservation Reserve
Enhancement Program (CREP), which operates through agreements with states or other entities (16
U.S.C. 83831a); continuous non-CREP; and farmable wetlands (16 U.S.C. §3831b). Below the map is
further information including the total CRP payments in these fiscal years ($8.95 billion), and that nearly
37% of the payments are for the general enrollment acres, 61% for continuous enrollment, and just over 1%
in grasslands. Below the graphic is an interactive table presenting the data for CRP, including number of
contracts, farms, and Acres as of September 2022.

Figure 3. Total CRP Benefits from 2018-2022
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As discussed previously, CRP has evolved significantly from its original design as a whole-field reserve
program as continuous and grasslands enrollments have grown (farmdoc daily, July 10, 2023; February
17, 2022). These changes have important implications, permitting the program to grow and adapt to
changing circumstances in the farm economy, as well as adjusting to changing policy priorities and goals.
Continuous enrollments, as well as farmable wetlands, allow CRP to operate more as a working lands
conservation program because those acres not enrolled remain in production and the CRP acres help
preserve soils, water, and other natural resources. Similarly, grasslands enrolled acres permit grazing. In
addition, Congress has experimented with different design features through pilot programs (16 U.S.C.
§3831c). The pilot programs demonstrate the potential flexibility and fundamental adjustability of the
program: one provides for 30-year enrollments; another provides for shorter term enrollments (3, 4, or 5
years) to improve soil health. The basic design—providing annual rental payments in return for adapting
conservation practices on the land—allows for this flexibility and adjustability.

The subprogram designs also allow CRP to maintain an important presence throughout the country and
within the most productive regions or States. For example, the top two states in terms of total CRP
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benefits are lowa ($1.9 billion; 21.7% of the national total) and Illinois ($841 million; 9.4% of the national
total) are not the largest in terms of total acres enrolled (Texas, 13 million acres and Kansas, 9 million
acres). Clicking through the table, both lowa and lllinois receive over 80% of their total CRP benefits from
continuous enroliments, while Texas receives 86% of its total benefits through general enrollments and
Kanas receives 75% of its total benefits from general enrollments.

Concluding Thoughts

Approaching its 40t birthday, the Conservation Reserve Program remains the largest conservation
program in Title Il of the Farm Bill. The Congressional Budget Office projects over $25 hillion in total
outlays for CRP in the ten-year (FY 2024-2033) baseline. CRP was first authorized in the landmark Food
Security Act of 1985, but the policy was rooted in the acreage policies of the Dust Bowl era and the Soil
Bank of 1956. The modern CRP has built upon those traditional conservation policies, evolving and
expanding to include partial field enrollments that compliment working lands and protect soil, water, or
other natural resources in conjunction with farming. Congress has also experimented with new designs
and policy goals through pilot programs.

Reviewing CRP demonstrates further how the words of the statute put policies into action. The design of
a program determines the operation of policies and the distribution of benefits. For CRP, acres are at the
core of the policy. Congress establishes a fixed level of acres that USDA is permitted to enroll and
provides multiple pathways for landowners to offer acres for enrollment. With general sign-up, whole
fields that are considered environmentally sensitive or of concern can be placed under conservation for
10 or 15 years. With continuous sign-up, landowners have multiple options to enroll a portion of the acres
in a field and combine natural resource conservation with farm production. As the 2023 federal fiscal year
closes out, USDA’s Farm Service Agency (FSA), which operates CRP, recently reported a total of
22,987,863 acres on 395,868 farms enrolled in the program (USDA-FSA, CRP Contract Summary and
Statistics, July 2023). These are acres that will spend at least 10 years under conservation cover and
practices, protecting and rehabilitating the soil as well as waterways and other natural resources—a
substantial commitment by American society to conserve that which helps sustain the production from
which we nourish ourselves.
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