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A shutdown of the government of the United States of America is upon us. It is an outcome that almost no
one seems to want—including all but a very small minority of those elected by the people to govern—and
yet the leadership of the House of Representatives cannot muster the political will to avoid it. The federal
fiscal year ends at midnight on Saturday, September 30" (Carney and Beavers, September 27, 2023;
Everett, September 27, 2023; Bogage and Sotomayor, September 27, 2023; Alfaro et al., September 26,
2023; Everett et al., September 26, 2023). The pointless spectacle of a government shutdown presents a
vast array of problems and consequences, as well as costs. It exemplifies a tyranny of the minority, but it
is not the only example (Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2023). Among the consequences are further delays in, or
roadblocks to, reauthorization of a farm bill. If there is a silver lining for the farm bill, it may be that the
pause could allow for further reflection on the state of negotiations and a chance to reset or recalibrate.
To that end, a recent news release from USDA provided a catalyst for the discussion that follows.
Recently, USDA provided an update on the conservation spending provided by Congress in the Inflation
Reduction Act of 2022 (USDA, September 19, 2023). Arguably most notable in this release was the
substantial demand for conservation assistance and Inflation Reduction Act funding from farmers: for all
four programs, demand exceeded the funding available. This is an all-too-common issue for conservation
programs and funding, and is explored further in this article.

Background

Begin with an admission: as used here, bardo is a borrowed term used for illustrative purposes. The term
comes from Tibetan or Buddhist concepts about a transitional purgatory realm or state, such as between
rebirths or between life and death. It is, in other words, a state of limbo where one can become stuck or
trapped. Maybe the most prominent example of recent usage was in the 2017 novel Lincoln in the Bardo
by George Saunders. The bardo, then, may best be understood as “[sJomewhere between life and death,
it is a transitory place where those who cannot move on to the afterlife dwell” (Hiltrop and Polak, 2022;
see also, Saunders, March 4, 2017; Whitehead, February 9, 2017). With no disrespect intended, the
concept of the bardo is borrowed here to illustrate a significant problem for conservation policies and
programs. The conservation bardo exists for farmers that become stuck in the process: they have applied
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for conservation assistance; their application has been approved by USDA’s Natural Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS); but they are unable to receive the conservation assistance because the
funds are not available. This is the conservation bardo, which is also known as the NRCS backlog.

The conservation bardo is largely the result of a specific design applicable only to these programs.
Congress has placed either a cap or limit on the funding available, or Congress has limited the acres that
may be enrolled. The Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) is the primary example of the
former: in the statute, Congress has provided up to $2.025 billion each fiscal year (FY) for the program
spending (16 U.S.C. 83841). The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) is an example of the latter: in the
statute Congress has limited the total acres that can be enrolled to 27 million acres in FY 2023 (16 U.S.C.
83831). The Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) provides an important example of both. In the
2002, 2008, and 2014 Farm Bills the program was based on acres enrolled; the 2014 Farm Bill, for
example, required USDA to enroll an additional 10 million acres each fiscal year (P.L. 113-79). Notably,
this was a reduction from the requirement for enroliment of an additional 12.769 million acres each FY
required by the 2008 Farm Bill (P.L. 110-246). The 2018 Farm Bill changed the program from an acreage-
based program to a fixed funding allocation that increased to $1 billion per FY (P.L. 115-334).

The discussion below will focus on EQIP, but CSP is worth a further quick look. Figure 1 compares each
Congressional Budget Office (CBO) baseline projection for CSP back to the 2009 baseline after the 2008
Farm Bill. The baselines for CSP from the 2008 Farm Bill are in dark green, those for the 2014 Farm Bill
are in light green, and those for the 2018 Farm Bill are split between the 2014 version of CSP which fades
out (light pink) and the 2018 version of CSP (dark pink). From Figure 1, the shift in spending expectations
for CSP when it was based on acres to spending expectations for CSP at a fixed amount of funding are
substantial.

Figure 1. Comparison of Congressional Budget Office Baseline
Projections, Conservation Stewardship Program
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It is also notable (but not illustrated in Figure 1) that the 2018 version of CSP not only has much lower
projections than both acreage versions of the program, but the CBO data consistently projects outlays
below the budget authority provided by Congress in the statute. For example, in the May 2023 baseline,
CBO reports actual outlays of $324 million on budget authority of $800 million (40.5% of available funds)
and the projections for outlays do not equal the total amounts made available by Congress until FY2028.
The Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 provided additional funding for CSP, as well as for EQIP, but as
USDA reported the demand continues to outpace available funds by a significant amount. This raises
substantial questions about the impact of fixed funding amounts on the operation of these programs, as
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discussed below for EQIP, but this initial look at CSP more than begs for further analysis for that program
as well.

Discussion

What does the conservation bardo look like for farmers who apply to EQIP? Figure 2 provides a national
overview for all states. Figure 2 has been compiled from the data reported to Congress by USDA’s Office
of Budget and Program Analysis (OBPA) in the annual explanatory notes for the Congressional
justifications to the President’s budget (USDA-OBPA, Congressional Justifications: Explanatory Notes).
Overall, NRCS received an average of 120,606 applications each year reviewed here (2017 to 2022). Of
those applications received, NRCS averaged 36,620 that were funded each year (31%) and 37,110 that
were valid but unfunded each year. This also leaves about 46,876 applications per year that were
received but neither funded nor considered valid (average 2017-2022). This latter group of applications
are presumed invalid or otherwise not acceptable and are not considered further in this discussion.

Figure 2. National Overview of Environmental Quality Incentives
Program Performance (USDA)

160000 ——MF ——————————————————————————————————— 100.00%

0,
140,000 90.00%

80.00%
120,000
70.00%

100,000 60.00%

80,000 ] - 50.00%
0,

60,000 40.00%

30.00%

o
o
c
©
e
2
§
A
(<]
e
"
c
2
et
©
L
=
[y
<

40,000
20.00%

20,000 10.00%

0.00%
2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Total Demand (Applications Received) Total Funded
Total Valid but Unfunded (the bardo) == Share Funded (of total received)

Combining the applications funded and those valid but not funded provides a total set of applications and
farmers that applied for EQIP funding to implement conservation on their farms and were approved. On
average, NRCS received 73,730 valid applications from 2017 to 2022 and funded an average 36,620
each year from 2017 to 2022 (51%). From this, the 37,110 applications (average 2017 to 2022) that were
considered valid but not funded are those in the conservation bardo. On average, 49% of the valid
applications end up in this category each year. Figure 3 compares the share of valid EQIP applications
that were funded and not funded in each year.
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Figure 3. Conservation Bardo: Share of Valid EQIP Applications
Funded and Not Funded (USDA)
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Figure 4 brings the USDA data together in an interactive map of the EQIP conservation bardo. The map
displays each State’s average percent of unfunded valid EQIP applications from 2017 to 2022. Hovering
over a state presents the annual estimated amount for the unfunded but valid EQIP applications and the
total unfunded valid applications for each year.

Figure 4. The EQIP Conservation Bardo: Average Percent of Unfunded
Valid Applications (2017 to 2022)
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The data in Figure 4 can also be compared to the total amount in EQIP funding in each state as reported
earlier (see, https://policydesignlab.ncsa.illinois.edu/eqip; or farmdoc daily, April 13, 2023). This provides
further perspective but is limited in important ways. The data presented in this discussion is limited
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because USDA has not reported the valid unfunded applications or estimated amounts by conservation
practice or category of practices. Such data would provide a more complete picture of the farmers in the
EQIP conservation bardo, as well as the conservation practices for which those farmers applied for
assistance but did not receive the assistance. It would be particularly informative to know the differences
in unfunded valid applications for livestock practices and crop practices in each state.

Concluding Thoughts

The fundamental problem for conservation policy is funding. Congress caps the funds available (i.e.,
EQIP is limited to $2.025 billion per fiscal year; CSP, $1 billion per fiscal year) or the acres permitted for
enrollment (i.e., CRP is capped at 27 million acres). These caps or limits are not based on demand for the
program, or the need for assistance, by farmers. In fact, there could be on average twice as many farmers
seeking EQIP funding than Congress has made available. These are arbitrary, political decisions by
Congress in the Farm Bill. If that point doesn’t register, try a thought experiment: imagine the outcry, the
uproar, and even the outrage if half of all farmers enrolled in ARC and PLC were denied payments
because Congress limited the funding; better yet, imagine the reaction if half of all farmers who paid for
crop insurance were denied indemnities for losses because the funding was limited.

Congress treats conservation differently and the consequences are born out on the ground. For example,
research has found that a farmer could spend from 6 hours to 15 hours on the conservation application
process (Espinosa Diaz et al., 2023; McCann and Claassen, 2016; McCann and Claassen, 2014). To
invest that time on paperwork and not receive the funding, even though it was valid, would be frustrating
(at the least). The conservation bardo also costs agency resources, as well as agency employee time; for
conservation, moreover, it could also cost the time of technical service providers. Finally, unfunded valid
applications for assisting the adoption of conservation practices likely results in those farmers not
implementing or adopting the conservation practices on their farms and in their fields. The consequences
of the conservation bardo extend to lost opportunities at reducing soil erosion, the degradation of water
quality, and other natural resource concerns.

This treatment of conservation investments by Congress possesses a long history and begs many
questions; among them, why public funds for policies that have a more direct benefit to the public funding
them (i.e., conservation) are limited when public funds for policies that generally only directly benefit the
farmers receiving them (i.e., Title | farm payments) are not. A more focused point for the current farm bill
negotiations involves the search for offsets to cover the projected costs of increasing farm program
payments (see e.g., farmdoc daily, September 14, 2023). While much attention is paid to the demand for
higher price triggers, it would seem only reasonable to give more consideration to the farmers in the
conservation bardo and to questions about which should be the priority. It is possible that raising
reference prices will benefit some farmers at some point in the future, but it is certain that cutting
conservation funding to cover the CBO projections will put more farmers in the conservation bardo and
reduce investments in practices that could benefit everyone. Doing so would seem not only deficient in
justification but also rather far removed from the realm of reason.
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