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February 7"" marked the 10 anniversary of the Agriculture Adjustment Act of 2014 (P.L. 113-79). Among
other things, the 2014 Farm Bill initiated the ARC/PLC era of farm policy in which the choice between the
two programs replaced the annual direct payments that had been a feature of farm policy since the 1996
Farm Bill. Roughly coinciding with the 2014 Farm Bill were key milestones in the Mississippi River/Gulf of
Mexico Hypoxia Task Force efforts by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, including the framework
memo in 2011 and the Harmful Algal Bloom and Hypoxia Research and Control Amendments Act of 2014
(EPA, History of the Hypoxia Task Force, updated August 29, 2023; P.L. 113-124).

lllinois initiated its Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy (NLRS) in 2015 and released its latest biannual
report in December 2023 (INLRS, 2023 Biennial Report; Illinois Department of Agriculture and
Environmental Protection Agency, December 1, 2023). The latest report delivered unwelcome news: the
levels of nitrogen and phosphorus exported from lllinois increased by 5% and 35% (respectively) as
compared to the baseline (Jones, December 11, 2023; Haynes, January 5, 2024; Atkins, January 28,
2024). Also notable in the biannual report, the river flow or water yield was 23% higher than the baseline;
when it rains, it pours, with consequences for nutrient losses (farmdoc daily, December 1, 2023; January
4, 2024; January 15, 2024). Farmers cannot control the weather or precipitation, but they can influence
nutrient losses based on farm practices; similarly, farmers cannot control federal farm policy but can
influence the priorities and outcomes in a farm bill. This article seeks to measure the conservation side of
farm policy with perspectives from the efforts to reduce nutrient losses in lllinois.

Background

A significant portion of nutrients lost to waterways are attributed to agricultural production; therefore,
items of agricultural production can provide at least some form of measure for public policy investments in
conservation assistance to farmers. Part 1 of this series opened by measuring payments in relation to
cash receipts (farmdoc daily, February 1, 2024). Given that conservation assistance is designed for more
than mere income support, the discussion below will expand upon the items used for measurement. In
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addition, USDA’s Economic Research Service (ERS) recently released updated Wealth and Income data,
which is used in this discussion (USDA-ERS, Farm Income and Wealth Statistics, February 7, 2024). The
discussion also builds upon the work of the Policy Design Lab which will be periodically updated as new

data is released and can be incorporated (https://policydesignlab.ncsa.illinois.edu/).

According to USDA data, lllinois has more than 27 million acres of farmland; on average from 2014 to
2022, farmers planted 22.7 million acres to field crops and 22.2 million acres to the program crops
supported by Title | of the Farm Bill (NASS, Quickstats). lllinois thus accounts for just over 7% of the total
acres planted to all field crops and over 8% of the total acres planted to program crops in those years.
Table 1 summarizes lllinois production and acreage data.

Table 1. Overview of lllinois Agriculture (Average 2014 to 2023)
ltem Amount Share of National Rank
Planted to field crops 22.7 million 7.21% Al
Planted to program crops 22.2 million 8.19% 3
Acres insured, all crops 19.5 million 8.24% 3
Acres insured, program crops 19.4 million 8.56% 3
Acres planted to corn 11.1 million 12.37% 2
Bushels of corn 2.4 billion 15.14% 2nd
Acres planted to soybeans 10.3 million 12.16% st
Bushels of soybeans 672 million 14.6% st

Based on its acreage footprint, it is reasonable to expect lllinois to rank high nationally in terms of cash
receipts from farming and, to the extent that farm policies are to be relevant to farm realities, Illinois
should also rank high in program benefits. Table 2 summarizes lllinois farm income statistics from the
recent ERS release (note that state level data are only through 2022).

Table 2. Overview of lllinois Income Statistics (Total, 2014-2022)

Item Amount Share of National Rank
Cash receipts, all $166.2b 4.61% G
Cash receipts, program commaodities $138.8b 9.39% 2
Government payments, all $9.6b 5.7% Al
Farm program payments $2.1b 5.72% 74
Ad hoc and supplemental payments $5.7b 5.9% 4th
Agriculture Risk Coverage (ARC) $1.8b 10.05% 3
Price Loss Coverage (PLC) $280.3m 1.63% 17t
Conservation, all $1.8b 5.52% 4th
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The lllinois data help anchor the analysis in the discussion, which will expand to all states. It will also
extend beyond the ERS data to specific program level data reported by USDA’s Farm Service Agency
(FSA) and Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS).

Discussion

To put it simply, achieving nutrient loss reduction requires some level of investment in conservation
programs that assist farmers with the adoption of practices that are expected to reduce nutrient losses.
Arguably, the most prominent—and likely one of the most effective—practices that a farmer can adopt is
that of cover cropping, which establishes plants like cereal rye in the field after the commercial crop is
harvested and are terminated for producing the next commercial crop. Measuring farm conservation
policy could inform outcomes for addressing natural resource concerns such as nutrient losses from farm
production.

Figure 1 illustrates the spending priorities from 2014 to 2022 as reported by ERS with nearly 60% of the
funds spent on payments to farmers coming from ad hoc, supplemental, or similar emergency assistance.
Only about 20% of the spending on payments to farmers was considered for conservation. And while crop
insurance premium subsidies are not paid directly to farmers, they are a further measure of spending and
priorities. From 2014 to 2023, USDA’s Risk Management Agency reported $62.5 billion in premium
subsidies. If added to the total, it would constitute 27% of the total and conservation’s share would drop to
14.6% of the total. If ad hoc, supplemental, etc. payments are removed conservation’s share of the total
increases to 25%, followed by 28% for farm program payments, and 46.7% for crop insurance premium
subsidy.

L

ogra d e O ervatio

Three conservation programs account for the bulk of spending on farm conservation assistance:
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP); Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP); and Environmental
Quality Incentives Program (EQIP). Figure 2 illustrates the total spent on payments or financial assistance
to farmers from these three programs each year (USDA-NRCS, farmers.gov; USDA-FSA, CRP Program
Statistics). In total, from 2014 to 2023, nearly 51% of all payments came from CRP, 29% from EQIP, and
20% from CSP. Concerns about CSP were discussed previously. Only 31% of the CSP total has been
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since the changes in the program enacted by Congress in the 2018 Farm Bill and the program has shrunk
substantially, both in terms of spending and potential to help farmers (farmdoc daily, October 12, 2023;
November 10, 2023).

Figure 2. Conservation Program Payments by Program (USDA)
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Figure 3 provides an initial measurement of farm conservation policy for these three programs by state. In
the first column, each state’s share of the national total average acres planted to the program crops is
used for ranking the states. The second column provides each State’s share of the national total for all
three conservation programs reviewed (CRP, CSP, and EQIP), followed by a column for each State’s
share of the national total for each program. Excluding Texas, note that the ten states with the highest
shares of acres planted to the program crops generally receive larger shares from conservation programs
that are acreage-based (CRP and CSP before it was revised in 2018). Texas (8.28%) and California
(8.08%) lead all states in shares of the national total funding for EQIP, followed by Arkansas (4.24%).
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Figure 3. Measuring Farm Policy: Conservation Program Spending (2014-2023)
State Share of National Total Acres Planted to the Program Crops Compared to State Share for Conservation Programs

M Acres Planted-Program Crops  [l] Total [icre [llcsp [l EQiP

Acres Planted-Pragram Crops Total CRP csP
Texas EZ 2o
Kansas | ERIES 5.02% | - o3
North Dakota I : 75 [ ER
Minnesata 5625 | 7.14%
Nebraska B 30 3.84%

s Dt ECN
Indiana B 2o 215% | REE3
Missouri 5.84% | [EAE
Ohio 202 e JJ 0%
Arkansas | B [ 0.06%
Oklahoma I 205% Rk B 20
Montana 25+ B 223% I e
Wisconsin | AR | R Wz
Michigan | RRG:3 [ 005w 105
Georgia I 235 o=
Colorado B s I 365 | R
Mississippi I 75 I 255+
North Carolina J os5% | 0.28% J o655
Kentucky | R 7 z02% JJ 0%
Tennessee | RE: Jlo70% | B3
Louisiana 100 [ REEY e
Washington B 295 B 5 | EAGS
Pennsylvania B  009% JJ 093%
California | | 0.16% J oss%
Idaho | REES [ 163% o=
Alabama | BRI fosix | REL3
New York Josm | 0.15% J o63%
Virginia | EE | 0.16% oo
Soutn Carolina ] 0.54% J 1.00% [017% | RBLE
Maryland J o502 J 060 Jo62n [ 0125
Oregon | 0.32% B 2o | REZ B 2o
New Mexico | 0.24% B J os5% Bz
Florida | o8 J os9% 0.08% J o455
Arizona |oa7s |om= 0.00% | 0.30%
Delaware |oas% | 0:23% 0.03% |0a3%
Wyoming | 0.12% J o59% | 0.28% J o.aax

Utah | 0.09% oo | 0:30% J o7

New Jersey | 0.08% [ 0.12% 0% | 0.04%
Vermont 0.03% | 0.26% 0.02% | 0.0s%

Maine 0.02% | 032 0.02% | 0.06%

West Virginia ~ 0.02% | 0.35% 0.03% | 036%
Connecticut 0.01% [011% 0.00% | 0.03%
Massachusetts  0.01% [o11% 0.00% | 0.04%
Nevada 0.01% | 020 0.00% | 0.06%

New Hampshire 0.01% [012% 0.00% | 0.06%
Alaska 0.00% | 0.22% 0.02% | 0.06%
Hawaii 0.00% [ 0.19% 0.00% | 0.05%
RhodeIsland  0.00% |0.07% 0.00% | 0.03%

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP); Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP); Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP)
Chart: Jonathan Coopess + Source: USDA - Created with Datawrapoer

farmdocpairy

As measured by state shares of the national totals for payments compared to acres planted, the recent
historical experiences for farm conservation policy raise questions and concerns. Figure 4 provides a
further measure of farm conservation policy by measuring the working lands conservation programs,
EQIP and CSP against cash receipts for all commodities. The map in Figure 4 measures the difference
between each state’s share of the total spent for both programs from the state’s share of total cash
receipts for all commodities. States with positive numbers have a higher share of the EQIP and CSP
payments than the State’s share of cash receipts, and vice versa.
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Figure 4. Measuring Farm Policy: Working Lands Conservation Assistance
Measured as the difference between state share of EQIP and CSP payments and of cash receipts, all commodities.
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By this measure, lllinois farmers may not be receiving a proportionate or fair share of the total assistance
from EQIP and CSP (-2.1), because the combined 2.5% share of EQIP and CSP is much less than the
4.6% share of the national total cash receipts. Of the two programs, EQIP stands out: 1.32% of the
national total for a state ranked 3 in terms of the total acres planted to program crops (8.2%); lllinois
ranks 34" in total EQIP spending from 2014 to 2023. As measured by the soil health practices that USDA
qualified for 2023 IRA funding, Illinois ranks 26" in the Nation with slightly less than 1.6% of the national
total. Nationally, those practices accounted for 12.7% of total EQIP spending. As measured by assistance
for adopting cover crops, lllinois again ranks 26 in the nation with 1.2% of the total funds spent on cover
crops from 2014 to 2023 (just over $900 million, or about 9% of total EQIP). llinois does better under CSP,
ranking 11" and bringing in about 4.2% of the national total. Of course, CSP assistance has shrunk
substantially since the 2018 Farm Bill. The IRA funding for CSP in FY2023 did little to improve the
situation for lllinois. Illinois farmers received only 2.8% of the total funds obligated and 2.4% of funded
applications but made up 5.6% of the applications in the conservation bardo (approved but not funded)
(see, farmdoc daily, September 28, 2023; Happ, January 29, 2024).

Concluding Thoughts

Measuring public policy provides insights on priorities for public funds, as well as feedback on program
operation for the policymaking processes. No matter how it is measured, assistance to farmers for
conservation purposes has been the lowest priority for federal farm policy. For example, conservation
programs are designed with caps—Iimits on the total funds available EQIP and CSP) or limits on the
number of acres that can be enrolled (CRP)—that have no equal in farm payment programs. Moreover,
conservation assistance must be allocated among dozens of different practices and is available to all
farming operations. How those limited funds or acres are allocated may prompt political questions but,
more importantly, the allocations have significant consequences on the ground. For farmers, limits on
conservation lead to application backlogs and the conservation bardo, while also complicating the
investments in farms and the natural resources vital to farming. For the public funding the policies, these
outcomes drastically limit the benefits society receives. The nutrient loss reduction challenge is a primary
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example. Nutrient losses are a challenge for working lands, largely the result of fertilizers applied to row
crops, but, as measured in this article, these limited public investments are further diminished by
disparities in allocations. Unfortunately, Illinois has been an exemplar.
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