Earth Man

Norm Berg has been on a 60-year crusade

to veese awareness about sotl conservation.
By Valeria Berton

EARLY IN HIS GAREERR, Norm Berg spent much of his dme
talking seil at farmhouse kitchen tables across the
American heartland. Farmers and their wives wonld pour
endless cups of colfie, wateh as Berg rolled out his aerial
maps and surveys, and Hsten as he explained how they
could save their eroding land.
 Beng would suggest what improvements they could
m&]iﬂ f'lﬁifl b} ﬁeld dlgﬂlng e water-relention diteh-
e.q" lewlmﬁ stuep grades, retaining crop residue each
winter, and rotating crops.
Iarmers in the late 1940 and 19508 were trying

'_i:} recover from devastating, Dust Bowl-like con-
;di_tigf-n_s,_aﬁd Berp’s counsel proved invaluable.
~ “Most farmers were not prepared to go all the
wa:j, ﬂ'_l'é:-"-ﬁl‘ﬂ_i- ti_l_f_r.te:. it was a very p:'ﬂgﬁ:ﬁnix-::




When Berg, who lurned 30 (s vear,
takes stock of his six decades of work—at
the U5, Sl Conservation Service atl
sucly vrganizations as AF1 and the Soil
and Water Comsorvatiom Soctety—he sums
it up this wiv: Although e lias dedicared
luis Ll 1o mproving W soil, be savs help-
ing the people who depend en thae soil—
farmers, government officials and the pub-
lie an large  has been his most significant
contributinn.

e of Berg's most prized aechday pre-
senly this vear was o new Lite tooadd w his
impresaive collection of awards and honors,
He was named chief emeritus of the 115,
Department ol Agriculture’s Nataral e
seurees Conaervation Seriee, the ageney
he headed when it was called the Sail
Cunservalion Service, The agency also gove
him an office seross from the one he filled
during the Ketnedy acminisiation,

Lueslions about the Fres and cere-
monies marking bis S0th year make the nor-
mally lnquacions Berg a hit sheepish. Sitting
in g weell-tencled Severna Pk, Marvland,
home, he'd maseh rather talk about bow Gar
the country has come in conserving the
lareel, sunnel Juowe bar it still hias vo go,

He onlby need glanee at anether vored
bittheav present—a rave family poroeait
showeasing his four daunghrers and 10
wrandehildren—w runinate on U Dulaee,

“Can we leave our grandehildren’s gen-
eration options for how to use the land and
water wo have?™ he asks, “What will condi-
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tions be like as our population continues w
e People need oo free the fact chat laned
is an impartant fBotor, and how it has heen
treated is wrillen clearly on the landscape’

Clertainly ic i with these young ones in
mined that he still commates an hour and a
badl into Washioglon, 10C. neady wvery
dhaw, that he still attends and testifies at fid-
eral conservation policy hearings, and thae
b still remmains a vital plaver oo e racion-
al conservacion policy scenc,

#There are very Few ather public palicy
areas where one person has remained in
the center of i working for as Long as

Abowe: Berg confers
with Agriculture
Secretary Dan (Elicl-
man last Fehruary.
Right: Berg and his
wife, Ruth, in 1840.
Oppesite top right: In
1971, Berg (center),
then a Sail Consarv-
ation Service associate
administrator, worked
on land use isgues for
Agriculture Becretary
Clifford Hardin {fay
rigght). Bottom right:
In June 1970, Berg
{left) spoke at & water-
shad projact dedica-
tion ot Lake Lakota in
South Dakota.
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Norm has savs Jeffrev Zinne a natol
resource. policy analvst for the Congres
sl Rescarch Seevice, “Conservatiorn
reully henefits from Nora's presence.”

Bere's direct nvalvement remaing as
nporant as ever, says Max Schinepll eoor
dinator of NRCE National Conservation
Bufber [nitiative,

Moo bas bad an enormous indluene
an policymaking, inorerms of the relation.
ships he's cultnaced in the eoviromment o
nonprofit sector and on [Gapitel] Hill?
Subimepl says, “He knows a loc ofkey legisla
tors well ennngh to ralk raothen reguludy,
andl o lot of what vou're able 1o get done
depends vn persenal relationships”

AFT has henelited feom Berg's prescnee
as an elder statesman o oan Lhe vrganiz:
Livar®s policy division van turn te for sa
advice. *Norm has heen instrumental in
A5 success over the past 15 vears,”™ says
AFT President Balph Grossi, “His expor-
enoe amd connsel on conservation polics
and government velations, ane his unigue
abilily w work with ndividouls aeross s
Lienad political specornm have made him an

Try MARE SFERSE OF why Berg, at 8, con-
ties o carre the torch lor conservation
while his conlemporarics are relaxing in
retirement, vou lave toogo hack to the soil.
e grew up with a strong conneclion Lo
Lhe Lannel,

I 1924, when Berg was i, his family
menved from Burlington, Lowa, toa faro
Pine County, Minncsota, halfaay beovesn
Minncapolis and Tlohath. Bot saon atter
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the family established the farm, where they
ruisedd dairy cows, ehickens, hogs, alfalfa,
corn and oats, the Depression hil, YWhen
the Berus shipped their hogs to market in
Su Paul in the mid-19530s, the price they
fetched did not cover the trucking bill, O
all their products, only the creumn they sold
tu Ll €F Lakes bronghe a small peafir.

The tamily scraped by through a feat of
migenuily, Berg's Galler, AL knowing chuac
children in the remion had difficulee getting
1 their schoal several miles away, built a
school bus oo e bed ol an old piekop
Lruhs Al Beryg became a sehonl hus driver,
and hanled 3% children to and from schoaol.

The family had o electicity, welephone
or deor plumbing, Berg, however, never
thenght of himiself as poor,

“When we could et the Latlery charped.
we'd Jear vver the radie about peaple in
the: Twin Cliries standing in lne for faod *
he recalls, “We never went hungr.”

Burg was an avid student, excelling in
seadle achnnl and gaing on to high school
when many of his peers retrned (o Jull-
e farmn work in cheir teens, There, he
fmne a mentor in his high school prine-
pal, who helpec hine weather the deads of
s Father from a perraced uleer when
Herg was 16

Berg, the eldest son, devided W learn
e aboul wericuliure, and began accend-
ing @ vocarional class i the evening. [t
opened his eyves. *For the fis) e, [ s
Dok vn Tavmy Improvements,” he says. ©
was fascinated by the Fact that [agreulaar-
al] education existed ™

He enrolled oo winter agriculmre
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course at the University of Minnesora, bt
the registrar encouraged him to take a lull
academic load, Berg seraped wpether the
B8 e for che fall quarter, intending ta et
his nndergraduate degree and then relum
tor the Fanily Lern, T the meantime, hosys
vver, his mother snld the property and
moved o nearby Pine Cey.

After a series ol sunumer jobs and o sdnt
s an agriculture acher in novthern Min-
nesnta, Berg took the cwvil service exam [or
the new Soil Conservalion Serviee (SCS).
The agemey hired him, and sent hin and
his new wife, Ruth, whom ke mel al the
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universily, o [dalio incarly 19430 A few
onths later, Berg's career was nterrupled
b Weneled Wdar 1L, Lle enlistend in che Marine
Giorps, spending the last two vears af his
thiree-year hicch in Washington, DG,
Lraining Marme and Navy personnc] w nse
racdar and sonar technolomy,

Adier the war, he retirned to Ldahe with
his wife to work for 505, aod lived there
untid moicd 1955, The West was a dramatic
clunge for the Midwesterner, The dusty
ranges and rolling, high errain dilfered
mrarkedly from Uwe Midwest's flat, dense
soils, The sreepn dry felds there were espe
eially volnerahle to soil loss,

Berg’s jol was lo convines whear farme
erd o stop pracocing methads that had
lieen passed devwn from generation Lo I
eratons. By rowe, Wy idled their fields
every other voar with no soil cover, an
hurned their wheat fieles clean ot Lall
without leaving soil-stubilizing crop resi-
due v cover erops, The farmers, natrally,
wore ke o improving the sol, and Berg
fonmed s kicchen visils Lo be the best
approdeh w changing their wavs,

Bere marle an even greater impact when

. he began w climly (he manks at SC8, Afer
- earning  tnaster’s degree in public adminis-

tration at Harvard in 1856, Berg wenl lu
¢ Senth Dakota, where he belped stare several
- sl walershod prigeces and participared
o the gromidbreeaking Grear Plains Consery-
o ation Program one ol the lirst apriculomal
5 costestiare prograns to offer Bemers funds
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for adnpting conscrvation methuds,

When the region experienced a bone-
1_[1'}-' sepntnner Lhat Dicked Back o the st
Bl elays of the 193405, 3C5 led o nuwe-
ment to convert the land ro grass. Fariners
pribchiedd i Lo Dogld windbreals and wrigate
their ficlds to control dust.

] Jerned we had to e more concerned
abuut wellands aned the protection of pot-
hodes and nther habitae” Berg says, “Waler
quahty was bemy imT_mil't;fi Feeirm whar was
bappening v the land

In the mid-19505 one of Bery™s [uener
lilaho colleagues. Thon Williama, hocame
the 505 chiell L the fall of 1960, Williams
hired Berg as his apocial assistanl aod con
arissional laison. Five years lator, Borg
became deputy chief, then associate adm-
nistracor o the chicl, In L9979, he became
S5 chiel, serving unal 1982, He was
lorced o leave lus post when the Reagan
achministeation decided o replace buom witl
a palitical appaintes, Undl then the slot
liael bigen filleel by o career offiol

AL SCH, Boery playved u key role oo many
eritical comservation projects, such s u
Careat Lakes land use group, Tle also served
a chairman ol an Agriculure Depariment
Fined nae crommirtes and was g member of
Lhe agriculture secretary’s coordmating
comrittes Tor the S0l and YWaler Ke
sonroes Conservation Ao

Cver the years, Berg also helped mise
aveareness about L vse issues botln the
apency, which had rended o fious solely
on soil and 1 other federal departments,
Tlhrosugbe his writings and presentations,
Herg stresseel that the best soil-suvigg mi-
sures could not stand ap o g bolldoeer, =T
wets ubsle Lo eonphiasize that we couled save
erniling seil. e iF it then telully disap-
peared to development, it was a greater
loss,™ B says.

Ber sy proase mterested in frmland
vonservalion o the TE0s when he served
as the co-chairmean of o USDA conlereno
an soal, water and anbaorbias owas one of the
tleprartinent’s earliest attemnpts to broaden it
ivens heyone Brmingand rural issoes,

wiwe loaled at how o hanelle the Tand
puing from mral o wihban, which could
bring abont o great deal ol soil loss™ he
sivvs, T the first time, we were beginmning
Lo talk aboul that ewilight zone between
rral and urhan arcas Lthal conlain some ol
ot hest lane

The group was way abead of its e,
Years later the seminal 1979 Naliooal

|”
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Agrricultural Linds Stody vepoeted that the
eonmery was loaing 1 nillion acres of prime
tarmland annualle, A wear Tater ATT s
lawnehedd and Bery joined s stall o 1882,
filling a much-nesded niche in the argni-
ratom’s efforts to shape federal policy. Fe
ilse became Washinglon representative of

the Temen-bascd Soil and Waler Conscery-
aton Socicty,
Raising e msue ol vandshing Earmland

Berg is still a2 presence on Capitol Hill.
Earlier this year he lestified before
Congress on farmland conservation.

on Coapitol LI Berg, Grossi, Felward
Thompson Jeamd other AP swll e

bervs hegim pressing for implomentadon of
a Lo requring: local governments ok
ab Ll gt ol bolding new inlrastruc-
tre o farmland, They contimually eited
the dire statistics at hesrings ane mmem-
bers® oflices, bopang, that e Jegiskators
winild ineorporats finmdand proteetion ini-
tatrves m therr farm balls.

Their perseverance paicl off. As pact of
the 199G farm bill, Congress eslablished
the Farmland Protection Program to pros
el Gk Teoe conversion Lo oo Etg!'i.
enltural uses, The program authorized 335
tallicny 1n matching fiinds 1 srare aned local
programs lor the purchase of agricultural
consereation casemenls, wlhich periona-
nently tie the land o firming.

{Mservers attribute Berg’s success to his
mterpersorial skills aod his abilily b consid-
er v Bind use policy affects peaple. He
appreviates the positions of both die-hare

emvironmentalists  amd  antioregulation
lamlowmers, und can fiod commaon pronnd.

e has an extremely Lalanced ap-
proacl 1o conservation amnd natural re-
sources management,” sava Mux Schoept
al NROE Mational Conservation Buoffer
lmttative, *lle’s sensitive to landowner
tceads, bud can Gaclor mall the environmen-
tal conditiona thar nught to be considered
un miaking lanel use decisions™

Fuor Jeflrey Zinn ac the Congressional
Reaearch Service. Berg is a mentor who
has bved the lustore of federal conserva-
tor, Berg®s calin volee 15 somwlines the
minst rational during heared debaes, says
Zinn, *Monm has an oeven-handed, com-
nun-seise view Wi wlal conservalion
is aned should ke he sava, “In contrast 1o
somne of the shrall dhetorie of ervironmen-
talists and production ag iolerests, he
stracldles the line, leeking for answoers thae
work for conservation, [hs genuine mterest
a0 the qualite ol the resource, and it
eomes through very clearly™

Ferg predicrs Congress wall appropriate
e funcg, Toe U Farodaod Prowection
Prospram. which 15 scheduled to ran out of
maoney al the end of fiscal year [YYE, But
b says acvocates should oo ely solely on
Ciengress, Ata July AFT conference on the
future of conservation pohcy (see *Txperts
Convene vn Fulure ol U5, Faeming ™ page
33, Berg and sthers reminded pardeipants
that they need to build o snecessful stare
aned local Girmbaod prowection elloees, Thal
will reguire o comprehensive approach
that considers mamstream farming and die
wiban-edpe sgrcullure responsible lor so
nany specialey crops, Borg savs,

Rerg also helisves that poblic suppaort for
farmland conservation elfores will continue
tir preny—eapeciully ifadvocates cam capieal-
vees o the banlean antipathy thar raral, sub-
wrban and wiban residents have lor sprawd,
In fact the public’s distaste for sprovl—and
the higher fases, nallic congestion and pol-
luton that accompanies it-—could be the
garior ol prime froland, be savs, “Faro-
lanel protection issues ave showing up in
areas where people dida™ appear o care
belose, W need 1o build oo dhat™ #

@iﬁf Valerie Hevton. a former edifor of

Swericar Foarmlarnd, 05 o comermions-
eations specialist af the U8 Department of
Arriculbures Sustarnable Agriculinve Ne
searret eoned Euveelion Program., Fov Nove
Bere’s papers, go fo e, farmdandinfo. ore
aed click on “Slevrdshih 7
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