


rates as incentives for idling land for year-long periods.
Also, Flex Fallow would take marginal land out of
production. The program receives a low rating,
however, because it prescribes very few conservation
requirements for the land put in set-aside. But even
though the contracts are short, they should result in
some short-term reduction in soil erosion, chemical
runoff, and sedimentation.

In addition, Flex Fallow receives the lowest rating
for wildlife benefits. The benefits would be less than that
achieved by CSP because contracts are shorter but could
result in some increased wildlife habitat because some
wetlands will be set aside,

Effectiveness in increasing income: Because land
can remain in production, farmers might be more
inclined to sign up for Flex Fallow contracts than some
of the other programs. The flexibility of the program
provides a high level of income support and therefore
provides a surer income safety net than CRP. A recent
Food and Agriculture Policy Resources Institute
(FAPRI) study shows that for the agricultural sector as
a whole, total farm income increases with Flex Fallow.
Between 2000 and 2008, net farm income is projected
to average 51.7 billion dollars with Flex Fallow as
compared to 46.9 billion dollars under the baseline
scenario (FAPRI, 1999). The benefits may accrue evenly
between different sized farms but the program may not
be attractive in Farm Belt states because of higher land
values there. ‘

Links between income and conservation: Flex
Fallow demands nominal requirements for receiving
payments. Farmers must take land out of production
to receive the program’s better loan rates. At the same
time, few long-term requirements exist because land can
be put back into production the following year. Few
conservationists consider this program to be very
effective in achieving environmental goals because
contracts are established only on an annual basis. Also,
farmers cannot receive the better loan rates on the other
70 percent of their land even if it is also put into set-
asides.

Feasibility: The bulk of support for Flex Fallow
comes from farmers, not conservationists, because of
the flexibility of the program. Instead, conservationists
prefer CSP because it prescribes more requirements for
the participating farms. The sponsor of Flex Fallow feels
that it is complementary to CSP and that the two
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programs could be combined. The agriculture industry
prefers the shorter contracts offered by Flex Fallow
which allow farmers to farm 100 percent of their land
in years that are deemed financially beneficial. Little
support for Flex Fallow is evident outside of the
commodity interests in the agriculture industry, possibly
due to the low visibility of the program.

Conservation Easements

Conservation easements are the acquisition of rights
and interest to a property to protect environmentally
sensitive lands or to reduce land and water degradation.
Since the mid-1970s, conservation easements have
protected nearly 420,000 acres of farmland in 15 states,
primarily in the Northeast (Congressional Research
Service, 1997). The goals of a new conservation
easement program would be to protect targeted wildlife,
water quality, and open space while providing for
continued economic use by the owners who must
implement a conservation management plan.

The 1996 Farm Bill deleted an environmental
easement program that had been authorized in 1990
but not implemented. It was designed to work in a
similar manner to the Wetlands Reserve Program but
with broader protections and increased emphasis on
allowing compatible uses of the land; a new easement
program would follow this type of outline. Proposed
grassland and rangeland easement programs currently
have broad support among wildlife, ranching and other
conservation interests as part of the conservation title
of the farm bill. This is a liberal alternative focused on
achieving environmental goals.

Effectiveness in conservation: - The environmental
benefits of easements are highest compared to all other
options because the land is left undisturbed for several
consecutive years. Easements rank the highest for
protecting wildlife and habitat because the land is
required to be managed solely for conservation and
wildlife benefits. Wildlife benefits take years to accrue
on land leftidle, and these long-term easements provide
the necessary amount of time for such benefits to
develop.

Effectiveness in increasing income: The flexibility
of the program would provide a moderate amount of
income. Farmers nearing retirement age see this as a
favorable option because it provides an income without
having to actively farm the land. Possible tax advantages
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provide other sources of income; owners may qualify
for a charitable deduction for federal and state income
taxes or may reduce their federal inheritance and estate
taxes.

Links between income and conservation: The link
between income and conservation is strong but as with
CRP, acreage and funding is capped so farmers may get
turned away from the program. Easements received a
medium to high rank for this criterion because everyone
who applies may not be accepted.

Feasibility: Political feasibility for easements is low
because easements are the most restrictive land use
option. Aneasement program has support among some
wildlife, ranching, and other conservation interests.
Inclusion of other environmentally sensitive areas would
provide for a broader base of support. The requirements
prescribed by the program, however, lose the support
of some producer and agribusiness groups that oppose
taking land out of production because of the resulting
loss of agricultural business in the local economy.
Instead, these groups prefer to leave land in production
so that local businesses dependent on agricultural
production can receive greater economic support from
the farming community.

Administrative feasibility for easements is high
because a low level of new bureaucracy would be
required. This program would also serve as a
complement to any other new or existing conservation
program.

Conservation Security Program Is
the Best Option

Based on this analysis, CSP appears to be the best
option for supporting conservation and farmer income
in the farm bill. CSP meets the needs of current
agricultural policy, especially ensuring conservation.
CSP is a compromise approach that focuses on
conservation on productive agriculture lands.

Effectiveness in conservation: CSP scores a medium
for both water and soil conservation and wildlife habitat.
CRP and conservation easements have higher estimated
environmental benefits but they do not seem to be
politically feasible alternatives as stand-alone items.
Cumulative benefits are expected from the unlimited
number of farmers that can enroll in CSP. The resulting
environmental benefits will rival other conservation

programs with enrollment limitations. Because land
enrolled in CSP can remain in production, many more
farmers will be eligible for CSP than for programs that
require the land to be taken out of production.

Effectiveness in increasing income: CSP scores high
for supporting farmer income. Because land in CSP
stays in agricultural production, many farmers will be
eligible and will therefore benefit from the income
support. Flex Fallow scored the same on this criterion
but it has fewer environmental benefits and therefore is
not recommended.

Strength of conservation requirements: CSP scores
high on the strength of the link between income
payments and conservation practices. Conservation
casements also scored well but easements are not
considered politically feasible,

Feasibility: CSP ranks high for political feasibility.
Because of the close split between political parties in
Congress, the political climate is moderate. Asaresult,
the majority of support is coalescing around CSP. One
challenge is that CSP will most likely create a new level
of bureaucracy but this is a surmountable problem.

Some organizations may not be satisfied with the
compromise approach adopted by CSP. In particular,
some environmental groups may be concerned that this
program does not meet their goals for environmental
protection. Supporting feasible policies is the best option
for the environment. CSP does not rank the highest on
the conservation criteria but of the feasible policies it
scores highest for conservation goals.

Successful Implementation and
Evaluation of the New Policy

USDA must be funded and staffed adequately to
accomplish the goals and objectives of any new or
existing conservation programs. Qualified personnel
are necessary to deliver the programs and funding must
be ensured for the conservation programs to succeed.

If CSP were implemented, agencies should establish
evaluation protocols to monitor conservation practices
and programmatic goals. In the past, money has not
been appropriated and allocated to the extent needed
to perform effective program evaluation for many
conservation programs.
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Moving Down the New Path

Environmental concerns and the long-term integrity
of the nation’s cropland make conservation a priority
for the farm bill. Likewise, concern over inadequate farm
income necessitates an approach to programs that will
support a sustainable source of income. These two
concerns are not mutually exclusive. In fact,
conservation and sustainable income can be highly
complementary. Options exist for providing adequate
income for farmers by requiring them to practice
environmentally beneficial agriculture techniques.

CSP in particular appears to effectively blend
conservation and income support by focusing upon
conservation on productive agriculture lands.
Conservation on working lands is an approach that
Congress has funded less than conservation for lands in
retirement.

In the future, a combination approach that capitalizes
on the desired elements of several different programs
may be preferable; in the end it may take more than
one program to achieve the desired conservation and
income results. Income-focused programs like Flex
Fallow could be combined with environmental
programs such as conservation easements and CRP into
a larger bill based on a program like CSP. These types
of programs are all compatible and complementary.

The political future will always be uncertain; this
uncertainty is not unique to this policy analysis. In light
of this uncertainty, many feasible options exist for
securing income and conservation in a farm bill. The
Conservation Security Program is one of these policies
that would provide a compromise approach. Ultimately,
CSP would complement several other programs that
together could comprise a comprehensive farm bill
conservation title,
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