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Questions and Answers from the NRCS in Indiana

The emphasis on conservation in the new Farm Bill, the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002, has been applauded by both farm and non-farm groups. Conservation in this Farm Bill builds on previous farm bill conservation programs, but increases the funding on most programs and adds new ones.  Information below answers some common questions related to the Farm Bill the President signed May 13, 2002. 

What is different for conservation in this Farm Bill?

This Farm Bill provides the single largest commitment of resources in conservation on private lands in our Nation’s history.  The Bill places a strong emphasis on the conservation of “working land,” ensuring that the land remains both healthy and productive.

   To help the private landowner accomplish his conservation goals, this Farm Bill provides greater resources than ever before.  For example, this year’s Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) cost-share funds nearly double, and increases of up to five times the current funding are slated for subsequent years of the Bill.  It also authorizes a new, two million acre Grassland Reserve Program.  

   With efficiency in mind, legislators have made it easier for landowners to apply for and meet the requirements of the Bill’s conservation programs and assistance.  This improved policy and streamlining of paperwork will enable landowners to get conservation on the land in a timely manner.

What is the same?

Many of the current conservation programs will be continued, but expanded in acreage. The Wetlands Reserve Program’s (WRP) one million acre cap will be doubled, the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) ceiling is raised by about 10 percent to add new acreage, Farmland Protection Program (FPP) funds are increased, and the Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP) gets a major funding increase of more than 6 times current levels.  Conservation compliance and wetlands conservation provisions remain in effect.

What does it mean for Indiana farmers?

With the streamlined policies and increased funding for conservation in this Farm Bill, NRCS will be able to address the backlog of landowners waiting for conservation cost-share funds. Landowners will have expanded opportunities to get cost-share and technical assistance to deal with the environmental and conservation concerns on their farms.  Also, the Farm Bill provides increased emphasis on helping livestock producers address environmental problems. 

Will there still be priority lists to decide where the funds will be used, like the current EQIP, WRP, WHIP and FIP programs?

Congress still asks that the conservation funds be used wisely to treat our nation’s most serious conservation problems for the fewest federal dollars. Local conservation districts are in the process of getting local input to decide priorities. They will still be trying to maximize benefits off the farm to improve water quality. The difference is, with increased funding, the money for conservation will go farther and reach more people.

What should a landowner interested in more conservation do?

Landowners should make commitments now toward conservation on their land.  NRCS encourages landowners to visit their NRCS office to discuss their conservation needs.  With a conservation plan of action, landowners will be ready to tie conservation programs to the plan, complete contracts, and take advantage of the additional conservation funds in this Farm Bill.

What is a conservation plan?

A conservation plan is a plan prepared for a landowner that documents the decisions he or she has made to care for the soil, water, animals, plants, and air that are resource concerns on a tract of land. The plan outlines what practices will be used in each field and when they will be applied.  Practices must meet NRCS standards and specifications for resource sustainability. 

When will the funds be available?

Increased funding will be available this year for EQIP, WRP, WHIP, and FPP.  Larger increases will come in subsequent years.  

How will the NRCS be affected?

The EQIP workload alone will be more than the present NRCS and local soil and water conservation district staff will be able to handle. NRCS is planning to use technical assistance funds that will come with the cost-share programs to hire more conservationists in the field.  The Farm Bill also calls for third-party vendors to assist with conservation program implementation.  NRCS will set proficiency levels for employees and third-party vendors to certify them to do specific jobs related to conservation.

________________________________________________________________________ 

Jane Hardisty, NRCS State Conservationist

6013 Lakeside Boulevard, Indianapolis, IN  46278

Phone:  317/290-3200

Visit www.in.nrcs.usda.gov for Farm Bill materials and other information concerning conservation on private lands.
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