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I am pl eased to be asked to suggest what role natural resource stewardship should
play in future farmpolicy. | think it would be useful at the outset to reflect on
the historic role resource stewardship has played in farmpolicy and on the role
natural resource stewardship is playing today before we consider what the future
role for stewardship m ght be.

Hi storic Role of Resource Stewardship

Nat ural resource stewardship first entered farmpolicy in the 1930s. At the tine,
there were crises on the farmand on the land. The role of stewardship then was
largely to serve agriculture by devel oping and managi ng soil and water resources as
a neans of enhancing agricultural production and rural devel opnent.
Conservationi sts and sone policynakers, of course, recognized the |arger socia
benefits of conservation % flood prevention, pollution prevention, and habitat
enhancenent % at the outset of what becane the conservation novenent of the 1930s.
But those benefits were considered ancillary to enhancing and sustaini ng

agricul tural production.

Soi | and water conservation proved spectacularly successful in fulfilling its
historic role. Consider that in the 1930s, two national assessnents reported that:
Soi |l erosion had permanently destroyed nearly 60 nillion acres %% an area
equivalent to 16 percent of current cropland.
Anot her 255 million acres % an area equivalent to 68 percent of current

cropland % had lost nore than 75 percent of its topsoil

Only 160 million acres — about 42 percent of land we are currently cropping ¥%
was consi dered capabl e of being safely cropped given conservation and farn ng
know- how of the day.

Yet, in 1997 the National Resources Inventory reported that about 270 million acres
¥, 72 percent of cropland % was being safely cultivated with no harmto
productivity. Soil erosion of the magnitude that was causi ng the severe damage
reported in the 1930s was occurring on |less than 15 percent of cropland in 1997.

Application of conservation practices thus has close to doubl ed the area of
cropland that can be farnmed without damage to its productivity. Natural resource
stewardship has contributed in a major way to the devel opnment of the highly
productive agricultural enterprise we now enjoy. Moreover, conservation has

sustai ned that enterprise without the w despread and persistent wastage and
degradation of soil and water resources that were common historically and that now
threaten many areas around the worl d.

| think it is safe to say that we sinply could not have achi eved the mracles
nodern agricul ture has wought, if conservation had not progressed hand-in-hand
with agricultural technol ogy.

That historic agricultural and environnmental achi evenent was acconplished through a
uni que federal-local initiative that nmade science-based technical services and
financial aid avail able to producers, communities, and units of governnment in
nearly every county in this country. This victory over w despread waste and
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degradati on of soil and water resources is anong the nost significant, although now
| argely overl ooked, acconmplishnments of nodern conservation. |In the process, we
created a scientific and technical services infrastructure for conservation that
quite literally is the envy of npbst nations.

Advent of Environnentalism

The environnental novenent began in the late 1960s in the U S., but
environnentalismdid not really enter farmpolicy and politics until 1985. The
Food Security Act of 1985 contained three najor innovations in the relationship
bet ween natural resource stewardship and farm policy:

Conservati on Conpl i ance/ Sodbust er.
Swanpbust er.
Conservati on Reserve Program

In the case of Conservation Conpliance/ Sodbuster and the Conservati on Reserve
Program (CRP) the eneny was the sane % soil erosion and | and degradation. The
reason to fight the eneny was different, however. In 1985, we worried nore about
sedi ment in our streanms than about soil productivity. The off-site environnenta
cost of erosion rather than the on-site damage to agricultural production was our
rati onale for action.

Swanpbuster was the clearest indication of the changing role of natural resource
stewardship in farmpolicy. Farm subsidies were now denied for doing what we had
once used conservation prograns to encourage. Five years later, in the 1990 farm
bill, we would authorize a programto begin restoring wetl ands.

Today: Policy Better But The Reach of That Policy Is Limted.

Today, we are still working within the basic framework established in the Food
Security Act of 1985. Conservation has not experienced the same dramatic policy
change experienced in other areas of farmpolicy. Instead, the evolution of

conservation’s role in agricultural policy continued in small but inportant ways.

The novenent away from natural resource devel opnent toward environnent protection
proceeded unchecked 3% synbolized by the transition fromthe Agricultura
Conservation Program to the Water Quality Incentives Programto, finally, the
Environnmental Quality Incentives Program

The nunber and conplexity of stewardship prograns has nmultiplied. Wtland
restoration, water quality, air quality, wildlife habitat, endangered species, and
farm and preservation have been added to the conservationist’s traditional concerns
about soil and water conservation. The nunber of conservation progranms authorized
by Congress has |likewise nultiplied, along with natural resource and environnent al

i ssues. In 1996, seven new conservation programs were authorized at the same tine
that a concerted effort was nmade consolidate four existing prograns into the
Environnental Quality Incentives Program (EQ P).

Unfortunately, conservation funding has not kept pace with the nultiplication of

probl ems or programs. Conservation funding doubled (in constant dollars) after the
Food Security Act of 1985, but nearly all of that increase occurred in one program
% the CRP. Conservation funding since 1990 has been essentially flat % grow ng at

| ess than one percent per year %% even as the nunber of new prograns multiplied.

Fi nanci al assistance to hel p producers manage | and produci ng crops and |ivestock
actually has declined by 38 percent in real terns since 1985. Most troubling is
di sinvestnent in scientific and technical services % the foundation of natural
resource stewardship and conservation efforts. Funding has been flat, at best, in
real terms, while scientists and technical staff devoted to conservation have



declined by 16 percent in the Natural Resource Conservation Service and 6 percent
in the Agricultural Research Service

Conservation policy has inproved, but the ability of that policy to reach farners,

ranchers, and our agricultural |land has shrunk. Ironically, nost of our
conservation financial assistance dollars are now spent to stop farm ng, rather
than to facilitate farmng in environnentally sound ways. |n 1985, this country

spent 97 cents of every conservation financial assistance dollar to enhance the
managenment of |ands producing crops and |ivestock. Today, only 15 cents of every
conservation financial assistance dollar is spent for that purpose. The renaining
85 percent is spent to take |and out of production. W are in danger of confirmng

what our harshest critics say % the only way to nake farm ng environnentally sound
is to stop farm ng.

Conservation in Future Farm Policy

It seens to nme we nust ask ourselves two questions about what role natural resource
st ewar dshi p and conservation should play in future farm policy.

VWhat do we want from conservation?
VWhat do we want from agricul ture?

I"d |like to discuss each question separately, although they are closely connected.

What do we want from conservati on?

It seens to ne what we want, at a mnimum fromconservation in farmpolicy is what
we have al ways wanted 3 to facilitate if not enhance the growth and devel opnent of

the agricultural enterprise. But conservation will play that role in a very
different way than it has historically. |Instead of devel oping soil and water
resources as inputs to agricultural production, the primry challenge will be to

devel op agricultural production and conservation systens that protect the
envi ronnment .

Environnental performance will beconme a key determ nant of comrercial viability for

agricultural producers. For producers operating aninmal feeding operations or

irrigating cropland or pasture, that day is already here. Consider the foll ow ng:
More than half of all the land in the U S. is nmanaged as cropl and, pasture,
or rangel and.

Nearly 90 percent of all precipitation that falls in the U S. falls on
privately owned agricultural or forestland before it runs into our streans,
| akes, or underground water

More than 60 percent of agricultural production, by value, is produced in
metropol i tan counties or counties adjacent to netropolitan counties, which
suggests to ne that that day is coming for nost of agriculture.

It should not surprise us that the environnental agenda |oons |large in
agriculture’s future. In nost of the U.S., agriculture is the environnent, and
that environnent is increasingly shared with nei ghbors who care nore about their
quality of life than their supply of food or even the price of their food.
Agriculture cannot escape the consequences of its environnental effects anynore
than agriculture could escape the effects of soil and | and degradation in the
1930s. We faced the first challenge and won. There is no reason why we can’'t face
the environnmental challenge in the sane way.

Fortunately, we have nost of tools 3 both policy and prograns 3% in place that wll
al  ow conservation to enhance the environnental, and therefore, the comercia
viability of agriculture. But we cannot sinply abandon conservation’s nore
traditional function to take on this new challenge. Erosion is still a problem on
108 million acres or 29 percent of our cropland and 50 nmillion of those acres are



not consi dered highly erodible cropland. Progress on controlling erosion has
stalled since 1995, an indication of the shrinking reach of conservation. W have
to maintain the gains we have made since the 1930s while we devote energy and
resources to the environnment. 1[It can be done, but only if we: (1) dramatically
expand the reach of our existing conservation progranms and policy, (2) ensure
commodity and ri sk managenent prograns do not exacerbate environnental problens,
and (3) elevate the inportance of conservation and environnent in agricultura
policy and in the U S. Departnment of Agriculture.

The Soil and Water Conservation Society recently held a series of regiona
wor kshops at which we asked participants fromthe agricultural, water resource, and
fish and wildlife conmunities to devel op reconmendati ons for reform of USDA
conservation policy and progranms. Participants recommended expandi ng the reach of
exi sting USDA conservation progranms through a conbination of increased funding and
programmatic reform wth increased funding being far and away the nost inportant
concern. Specifically, our workshop participants recommended:
Fundi ng conservation technical services and financial assistance prograns at
about $ 5 billion annually % about double current spending.

Enhancing the quality and quantity of technical services avail able from both
public and private sectors.

Maki ng sure conservation progranms work for all producers, in all regions of
the country, by elimnating the current bias toward producers of row crops
and by providing nore flexibility at the state level to tailor prograns to
state and | ocal needs.

Striking a better bal ance between | and managenent and | and retirenment by

i ncreasi ng technical and financial support for managi ng | ands produci ng crops
and livestock in environnentally sound ways.

Sinplifying the application and conservation planning process for
participating in USDA conservati on prograns.

Provi di ng regul atory assurance for USDA conservati on program partici pants by
uni fying planning and techni cal standards anong | ocal, state, and federa
agenci es; providing one-stop shopping for | andowners and | and managers; and
creating “safe harbor” options for producers.

Partici pants also wanted to nmake sure that the structure of farmconmmodity and risk
managenment prograns di d not exacerbate conservation and environnental problens by
encouragi ng producers to break out fragile |and, keep risky land in production, or
i ntensify production of subsidized crops that are particularly risky for the
environnent. Participants disagreed about the extent to which commodity and risk
managenent progranms currently encourage producers to use and manage |land in
environnental ly risky ways, and therefore di sagreed over the need to reform such
prograns. There was general agreenent, however, that current conservation
conpl i ance and swanpbuster provisions should be nmintained, and extended to al

farm support prograns, including crop insurance. There was also strong support for
expandi ng the soil conservation provisions to all cropland, not just highly
erodi bl e cropl and.

All of these neasures could be taken within the context of existing progranms and
within the framework of the conservation title of the farmbill. The funding

i ncrease recommended i s about the sane as that experienced follow ng the Food
Security Act of 1985. Policy change of this scope, in other words, appears quite
doabl e but only if conservation and the environnent is accorded a nuch higher
priority within farmpolicy and only if USDA both recogni zes and exercises its role
as the prem er federal agency for the conservation and environnmental managenent of
75 percent of the U S. |andscape.



VWhat do we want from farm policy?

The nmore difficult and fundamental question is to decide what we want from farm
policy itself. In ny view, what we want from farm policy should be based on what
we as a nation want from agricul ture.

To date, it seens, we have wanted agriculture, first and forenobst, to produce
cheap, abundant, and safe supplies of food and fiber. And, it seens we have

| argely gotten what we have asked for. The productivity of the nodern agricultura
enterprise is a marvel. |In fact, the productive capacity of American agriculture
is so great that alnost 70 percent of the value of agricultural production is

produced by 8 percent of producers 3% about 175,000 farnmers % operating 32 percent
of farmacres (1999 Agricultural Resources Managenent Study, USDA-ERS). |If all we
want fromagriculture in the future is cheap, abundant, and safe supplies of food
and fiber, then it appears we can do with fewer producers and far fewer acres in
producti on.

The inplications of these figures and such a conclusion for farmpolicy are
staggering. They clearly call into question the purposes, nmechani sns, and
priorities of farmpolicy. The policy turnpil we are experiencing is exacerbated
by the reality of both the reach and effect of current farm subsidy programs. Even

as governnment subsidies have tripled since 1997 3 reaching $28 billion |l ast year ¥
we have | earned that:
Only 36 percent of all farns received government paynents according to the
1997 Census of Agriculture (USDA-ERS Agricultural Qutl ook, OCctober 2000).
The major field crops that receive nearly 100 percent of those governnent
subsi di es accounted for only 20 percent of total cash receipts farmfarm ng
in 2000 (USDA-ERS Agricultural Qutlook, October 2000).

Only 37 percent of farm subsidies paynents went to farmers in counties where
those paynents woul d be expected to play a significant role in the |oca
econony (USDA-ERS Agricul tural CQutl ook, October 2000).

G ven these facts, it is not surprising that current and historic approaches to
farm policy are in question.

If, in fact, it is tinme for a fundanental rethinking of farmpolicy, then | suggest
that natural resource stewardship should be anpng the npbst inportant conponents of
a new farm policy.

Farmers and ranchers control how nost of our land is used and managed. They al so
control who has access to that land. They are, literally, the nost inportant soil
water, fish, wildlife, and recreati onal managers in the U S. That to nme is what
makes farm ng and ranching truly unique — and truly deserving of special attention
in federal policy. | would argue that it is time to make conservati on and natura
resource stewardship a centerpiece of farmpolicy rather than an afterthought. |
woul d argue that conservation and stewardship, as a centerpiece of farm policy, has
uni que advantages for both the public and producers.

For the public, such a policy change would create the opportunity to go beyond
pol I uti on prevention and damage control to w despread enhancement of our
environnent. \What if we were to harness the managenent skills of America s farnmers
and ranchers to becone primary agents of enhancing the environnment? Just as the

| and use and managenent deci si ons made by producers can inpair the environment,
those decisions can create fish and wildlife habitat, produce clean and abundant
suppl i es of water, protect against the risks of climte change, and create
recreational opportunities. Conservation at the center of farmpolicy would take us
beyond sinply helping (or requiring) farners and ranchers to prevent environnenta

danmage to rewarding farners and ranchers for enhancing the environment 3% for using
their | abor and capital to provide environmental goods and services.



For agriculture, such a policy change would create the opportunity to use
conservation to hel p keep people on the land and to escape sonme of the
contradictions created by current farmpolicy. The land and its nanagenent drive
conservation rather than the anmount or kind of commodities produced. That means
all farners and ranchers, producing all kinds of combdities, in all regions of the
country could participate in environnental enhancenent. Conservation could and
shoul d reach those 92 percent of farns operating 68 percent of the acres, but
produci ng only 31 percent of the value of food and fiber. Though not big players
in the coomodity market or in international trade, those producers are, or could
be, very big players in the conservation market. Producers in Canada, Mexico,
Argentina, Brazil, and France can conpete in corn, soybean, wheat, and beef

mar kets; they cannot conpete with our farnmers in producing clean water or fish and
wildlife habitat. The environment is a niche market, but one in which every farner
and rancher has a niche.

Per haps nost inportantly, bringing conservation to the center of farm policy would
take us a long way toward creating an agricultural policy out of what increasingly
appears to be a limted and contradictory farmpolicy. It would provide nore
options for policy makers and producers, instead of attenpting to fit an

i ncreasingly diverse agricultural sector into a one-size-fits-all subsidy program
We could diversify agricultural policy to reflect the needs and uni que
circunstances of different farm ng and ranchi ng operations. W could design a
policy that works for those handful of producers who dom nate comvodity markets and
trade, and we could design a policy that works for all those other producers in
whose hands we entrust the nanagenent and care of nobst of our |and, water, and
wildlife. W could, create an agricultural policy that is truly open to all of
agriculture and built on a solid foundation 3 the unique status and responsibility
of farmers and ranchers as the caretakers of our land, water, and wildlife.

To achi eve those objectives, we would have to step outside the current franmework of
conservation and farm policy and create sonmething new. On the conservation side,
we woul d have to create the capacity to deliver technical services and financia
aid to producers on a scale not seen in this country since the 1930s. At our
wor kshops, participants wanted to create a broad-based stewardship programthat
woul d:
Reward good actors ¥ producers who have been investing in and inplenmenting
conservation systens often wi thout any governnental assistance or financia
conpensati on.
Provi de technical services and financial aid to maintain existing
conservation systens and habitat as well as to inplenent new systenms or to
restore habitat.
Scal e financial rewards to reflect the | evel of conservation effort and
envi ronnental goods and services produced.
Make all agricultural land and all agricultural producers eligible.
Enphasi ze keepi ng people on the land by fitting conservation into working
farnms and ranches rather than by restricting the use of agricultural |and.
Addr ess conservation opportunities comprehensively on farns and ranches.
Create one-stop-shoppi ng through a single conservation planning process, a
single application and adninistrative process, and regul atory assurance.

Making this vision real will require major investnments in our technical services
infrastructure % public and private % and creating within farmpolicy a
stewardshi p programthat is funded generously enough that it is truly open to al
agricultural producers who want to make conservati on and resource stewardship and
fundamental part of their operations. It will require noving conservation to the
center of farmpolicy with funding and attention equivalent to that provided
commodity and ri sk managenent policy.



