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The renowned psychologist Abraham Maslow observed in his 1966 book that “if the only tool you have is
a hammer,” then the temptation is to “treat everything as if it were a nail” (Maslow, 1966, at 15; Esposito,
2015; McDonald, 2022). Known as “Maslow’s Hammer” (or the law of the instrument), it was inevitable
that it would hit agricultural policy and of little surprise that the additional investments by Congress in the
Inflation Reduction Act would among the first (Huffstutter and Douglas, February 8, 2025; Wu, Gupta, and
Kaur, February 10, 2025; Hanrahan, February 10, 2025; Baethge, February 11, 2025; Held, February 11,
2025; Schwartz, February 10, 2025; Clayton, February 10, 2025; Miller and Edmondson, February 12,
2025). By comparison, the House and Senate Budget Committees have also initiated the budget and
reconciliation process with initial resolutions calling for reductions by the Agriculture Committees of
between $230 billion (House) and $1 billion (Senate) over the ten fiscal years 2025 to 2034 (House
Budget Committee, February 12, 2025; Senate Budget Committee, February 7, 2025). On a
Constitutional basis, the different approaches are critical and the manner in which the hammer is swung
matters. For agricultural policy there are many additional questions, among them questions about
conservation policy and the quandaries that afflict it. This article opens a series exploring the
conservation quandaries seeking to extract lessons for policy design and beyond.

Background

It has been 11 years since the Agricultural Act of 2014 was signed into law, making significant changes to
farm policy. Reviewing the most recent ten years, USDA data reports a total of $236.7 billion paid out to
farmers through the Farm Bill (farm programs, conservation, and crop insurance) and ad hoc,
supplemental or other assistance (USDA-RMA, USDA FSA, “ARC and PLC Data” and “Conservation
Reserve Program (CRP) Statistics”, USDA-NRCS, USDA-ERS). Note that this amount does not include
the $31 billion appropriated at the end of the lame duck 118" Congress (farmdoc daily, January 7, 2025).
Figure la illustrates the share of this total assistance by program or Farm Bill title category and Figure 1b
illustrates the share of the conservation spending (18% of the total) by program, including the Inflation
Reduction Act spending for Agriculture Conservation Easement Program (ACEP), Conservation
Stewardship Program (CSP), Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), and Regional
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Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP). The total reported IRA conservation spending for FY2023
and FY2024 ($2.1 billion) is about 5% of total conservation spending and less than 1% of total spending
on farmers in these years.

Figure 1a. Policy Category Share of Total Ten-Year Spending
(2015-2024)

m Farm Programs mCrop Insurance mConservation  Ad Hoc, Supplemental, etc.
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Figure 1b. Conservation Program Share of Total Ten-Year
Conservation Spending (2015-2024)

m Conservation Reserve Program = Conservation Stewardship Program
= Environmental Quality Incentives Program ® Agricultural Conservation Easement Program
Regional Conservation Partnership Program
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The discussion below builds on previous efforts to analyze policy design with a focus on one of the
primary issues for conservation: programs are limited in ways other policies are not, by either funding
(EQIP, CSP, ACEP, and RCPP) or acreage (Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)) caps (see e.g.,
farmdoc daily, January 30, 2025; November 7, 2024; October 10, 2024; August 15, 2024; August 1, 2024;
November 10, 2023; October 12, 2023). These caps or limits work to limit the policies’ effectiveness
which, in turn, impacts their political support and strength. In a system of policymaking designed for
competition, this weakening has real consequences (see e.g., farmdoc daily, January 5, 2023; January 26,
2023).

Discussion

It may come as little surprise that the IRA conservation funding is being targeted, but how it is undertaken
matters profoundly; the difference between a Congressional process that deliberates on these matters in
a public effort as intended in the Constitution, versus unilateral efforts lacking that imprimatur. Within that
larger matter are the differences between changes to policies and funding going forward, versus the
breaking of contracts and promises already made.

For conservation policy, IRA funds were focused on improving soil health and reducing nutrient losses, as
well as addressing greenhouse gas emissions (see e.g., farmdoc daily, August 29, 2024). After two fiscal
years of reported data on financial assistance allocated from the IRA appropriations, there is clear
evidence of what is arguably the primary quandary for conservation policy: too few funds chasing too
many practices; or, trying to do too much with too little. Digging into the reported data produces a dizzying
array of different conservation practices that receive at least some funding—some as little as a few
hundred dollars. In the Farm Bill, EQIP funds are divided among 254 different practices, while the IRA
funds were divided among 120 different practices. CSP divides its smaller share of funding among more
practices, 407 different practices (but including bundles, enhancements, etc. of practices) compared to
174 receiving some IRA funding. Table 1 provides a breakdown of the EQIP and CSP funding allocations
using categories of practices based on the primary purposes of the practice. Many practices, it should be
noted, have overlapping purposes or provide conservation benefits that would fit in multiple categories.

Table 1. Funding Breakdown; Categories of Practices Funded
Practices Share of Practices Share of
Total Funds Included Funds Total Funds Included Funds
_ EQIP Farm Bill (FY2014-2023) EQIP IRA (FY2023-2024)
Livestock & related $5,698,698,744 35 31.39% $272,414,910 27 21.84%
Irrigation & related $3,354,703,672 21 18.48% $90,161,749 14 7.23%
Working lands/in-field & related | $2,653,637,535 19 14.62% $553,348,363 21 44 .37%
Forestry & related $2,903,556,611 20 16.00% $231,025,427 14 18.53%
Other land related $1,001,248,862 36 5.52% $16,862,200 27 1.35%
Wildlife & all other $2,540,808,045 123 14.00% $83,249,412 17 6.68%
Totals | $18,152,653,469 254 100.00% | $1,247,062,061 120 100.00%
CSP Farm Bill (FY2014-2023) CSP IRA (FY2023-2024)
2014-land based $9,866,450,032 12 75.38% $277,473,471 3 57.93%
Working lands/in-field & related | $2,002,234,141 147 15.30% $120,620,151 69 25.18%
Irrigation & related $196,849,345 29 1.50% $581,374 5 0.12%
Livestock & related $437,877,183 82 3.35% $43,027,512 34 8.98%
Forestry & related $117,931,080 41 0.90% $23,529,774 32 4.91%
Wildlife & all other $467,085,823 96 3.57% $13,758,912 31 2.87%
Totals | $13,088,427,604 407 100.00% $478,991,194 174 100.00%

farmdocpaiLy
The IRA presented an opportunity to help alleviate some conservation challenges, such as backlogs and
the bardo for farmers (see e.g., farmdoc daily, September 28, 2023; Happ, April 2, 2024; Happ,
September 9, 2021). It added more (but also limited) funding to oversubscribed and underfunded
conservation programs ($18 billion) and it instructed USDA to limit the practices that could receive those
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funds. In operation, however, it has provided further proof of this primary quandary; the IRA funds were
also allocated among many different practices, albeit fewer than Farm Bill funds. In general, there was

little change in which practices received the most funding (farmdoc daily, October 10, 2024). EQIP and
CSP funds, moreover, were allocated among the States little different than the Farm Bill (farmdoc daily,
January 30, 2025).

Now that the IRA funding is under attack from both the Administration and Congress, an additional
challenge is understanding critical differences in the ways those attacks are undertaken. In either
outcome, conservation is likely to lose; more importantly, those farmers seeking the financial assistance
to help their farms are likely to lose out on that assistance at a particularly difficult economic time. It is
tempting, therefore, to wonder how much farmers and states could lose. Projections at this point, loaded
with uncertainty, may miss the larger and more important issues, however.

The total funds appropriated for conservation in the IRA ($18 billion) were less than half what Congress
appropriated for ad hoc and emergency supplemental assistance ($31 billion) in the lame duck session in
December (farmdoc daily, January 7, 2025). The $10 billion of that package for assistance calculated
based estimated economic losses for just the 2024 crop year is more than was appropriated to any single
conservation program in the IRA over multiple fiscal years. This adds to a long history in which funding for
conservation has been a much lower priority, or is quickly and too-easily sacrificed to other purposes
(Coppess, 2024). For conservation policy, moreover, this lack of priority is compounded by the quandary
highlighted in this discussion—Ilimited conservation funds are expected to accomplish too much with too
little, spread among too many practices to be effective. This, in turn, limits political support for the policy
among farmers even as it maintains strong support among the general public (farmdoc daily, January 16,
2025). And, of course, taking money away from conservation does nothing to remedy these problems nor
the challenges these policies were created to address.

Concluding Thoughts

Strange as it may seem, conservation’s quandaries hold lessons far beyond their purview. Policies that
are tasked with doing too much with too little can become ineffective and weakened in the political
competition. As a result, they are often the first to be hit by Maslow’s Hammer. It is a well-worn tactic to
first attack that which is deemed weak or less important, accumulating power that can be expended upon
the stronger and more powerful.

Fixating on what might be lost with the funds misses critical points and the differences are most important.
The logical end of the Administration’s position on spending is to convert the Article | and Article IlI
branches of the federal system into an advisory role to an all-powerful Executive; Congressional hearings
and judicial rulings become little more than suggestions or pleas that can be easily ignored (see e.g.,
House Agriculture Committee, February 11, 2025; District of Rhode Island, February 10, 2025 and
January 31, 2025; U.S. District Court, District of Columbia, February 3, 2025). It is a radical view, aspects
of which are not new. David Stockman, President Reagan’s Director of the Office of Management and
Budget (OMB) once wrote that Congress “would have to be reduced to the status of a ministerial arm of
the White House” (Stockman, 1986, at 159 and 200). These are all views that are far from any logical
reading of the Constitution, such as in the powerful opinion of former Supreme Court Justice Robert H.
Jackson in 1952:

“When the President takes measures incompatible with the expressed or implied will of Congress, his
power is at its lowest ebb, for then he can rely only upon his own constitutional powers minus any
constitutional powers of Congress over the matter. Courts can sustain exclusive presidential control in
such a case only by disabling the Congress from acting upon the subject. Presidential claim to a power at
once so conclusive and preclusive must be scrutinized with caution, for what is at stake is the equilibrium
established by our constitutional system” (Youngstown Sheet & Tube Co. v. Sawyer, 343 U.S. 579, 637-
38 (1952)).

Considering this a Constitutional crisis also seems quaint; the Administration’s attack on spending
presents a power play that threatens to eviscerate the Constitutional system entirely—the power of the
purse is explicitly vested in Congress and is effectively the primary power (see e.g., Stith, 1988; White
and Wildavsky, 1989; Wildavsky, 1988). The Administration, moreover, is operating under a vast and
untested grant of Executive immunity (Trump v. U.S., 2024) and through an unelected and unappointed
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individual simply designated as a special government employee (see, Lipton and Grind, February 11,
2025; Lipton, February 5, 2025; Swan et al., February 4, 2025; Sanger, February 8, 2025). Consider, for
example, that under the theory currently being tested this method of operation also means that the $10
billion ad hoc economic assistance appropriated by the previous Congress could be suspended, frozen,
or eliminated, as could any other mandatory program in the Farm Bill.

In all of this there is both irony and portent. The acronyms of agencies or policies are beside the point.
Fighting to save bits and pieces of one policy or the other—defending one interest’s funds over others—
risks making profound mistakes. When ineffectiveness becomes ineffectual, hollow proclamations do little
good. It is to focus on individual nails but miss the power that swings Maslow’s Hammer.
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