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USDA Announces Sign-up for New Grassland Reserve Program

INDIANAPOLIS, July 14, 2003--The first sign-up for the Grassland Reserve Program (GRP) began nationwide on June 30, 2003.  “We have just learned that we have $475,000 to offer farmers in GRP money this year,” said Jane Hardisty, State Conservationist, of the Natural Resources Conservation Service.

“Grasslands provide important ecological benefits and play a key role in environmental quality, as well as contributing to the economies of many rural parts of Indiana,” said Hardisty.  “This voluntary program will help to keep valuable grasslands from being converted to other land uses, and that helps to ensure this important resource continues to be available to future generations.”

Grasslands make up the largest land cover on America's private lands.  Privately owned grasslands cover about 2.5 million acres in Indiana.  For the first time, the U.S. Department of Agriculture is directing financial resources and technical expertise to help landowners protect and restore these lands.

The Natural Resources Conservation Service, Farm Service Agency and Forest Service are working together to implement the GRP, which helps landowners restore and protect grassland and provides assistance for rehabilitating grasslands. The program will keep vulnerable grasslands from being converted to cropland or other uses, and will conserve valuable grasslands by helping maintain viable grazing operations.

Grasslands in Indiana include pastureland and hay land. Properly managed grasslands can result in cleaner water supplies, healthier riparian areas, and reduced sediment loads in streams and other bodies of water. These lands are vital for producing forage for livestock, and they even provide forage and habitat for wildlife populations. Grasslands also improve the aesthetic character of the landscape by providing scenic vistas and open space.  They provide for recreational activities, and they protect the soil from both water and wind erosion.

Applications to participate are being accepted now continuously at local USDA Service Centers. “Applications that we receive by August 8 will be considered for this year’s GRP money.  When this funding is exhausted we’ll hold eligible applications on file until more funding is available,” said Hardisty.  “Producers will not need to re-apply.”

GRP gives producers options for enrolling land in the program.   Easement purchases (permanent and 30-year) and agreements for rental payments (10, 15, 20 or 30-year duration) are available for enrollment.  Restoration agreements are made, on land that is enrolled, to help with the costs of restoring grasslands to healthy conditions.  USDA pays up to 90 percent of the restoration costs on grassland that has never been cultivated and not more than 75 percent on restored grassland (land that once was cultivated).  Restoration agreements are made in conjunction with either an easement or rental agreement.  To participate in GRP, tracts must be private land that includes 40 contiguous acres or more (this program stipulation may be reduced).

For more information producers should contact the local USDA Service Center.  Information is also available on line through the Indiana NRCS Farm Bill web site at www.in.nrcs.usda.gov.
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Contact:

  Dwayne Howard, Asst. State Conservationist (Programs), (317) 290-3200, ext. 386  

  Michael McGovern, Public Affairs Specialist, (317) 290-3200, ext. 324

