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Soil ConserggtiunlPn;icies—Su:gesseg and Failures in the U.S.

Spil is one of the most important natural resources of any
people;yet the United States was almost 160 years old before
national legislative action was taken to protect it.Many U.S.
- people thought,even in the 1930°'s and later,that the American
continent was without resource limits.But there always were,
and still are,physical conditions that dictate soil and land
use capability,in our Nation and every other.

Soil and water conservation was declared a national policy on
farm,grazing and forest lands of the U.S. on April 27,1935.0n
that day Fresident Franklin D. Roosevelt signed P.L.74-46,the
Soil Conservation Act of 1935.1t had passed Congress without
a single dissenting vote.

That same day,Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace
created the Snil Conservation Service(SCS) as a USDA agency.
He was able to act so gquickly because a temporary agency,the
Soil Erosion Service(BES) was already at work,formed in 1933
to do erosion control work as one way of relieving massive
unemployment. The U.S.economy,including agriculture,was in the
midst of a severe depression and the "Dust anl“ugs growing.

SES had been in the Department of the Interior,under Harold
Ickes,but was transferred to U.S.D.A. by the President on
March 25,1935( a day that Ickes,who was in opposition to the
transfer,was reported to be out of town).Secretary Wallace
simply directed that the SES become the SCS,and that Dr.Hugh
Hammond Bennett remain as Chief (1935-1951). .

These events of over a half century ago marked a recognition
that conservation of the physical integrity of the soil is a
responsibility of the Nation,as well as of individual
farmers,rancherg,foresters,and other landowners and land
users.This concept still prevails,but the rationale for
continued public¢ spending in this area is being tested as
never before.The federal deficit is but one of the reasons. -
Policymakers must give more attention to the why of conser-—
vation policy,to‘formulate defensible positions on this
issue.Public spending,especially at the federal level can-
not and should not be taken for granted.l’'ll discuss this
challenge later in my presentation.

1 note that\ the Prairie Farm Rehabylitation Admiistration
(FFRA) was sa established in CanaYa in 1935,to \deal with
the drought d soil erosion problems in the prairie regions.

The earliest efforts of the SCS to set up demonstration .
projects and curb some of the most serious erosion were
greatly aided by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) .
another activity aimed at unemployment relief through °
public service.There were thousands of CCC youth enrolled,
warking on SCS conservation projects on private lands.Many
measures for soil loss reduction received their first test.
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In February 1937,Fresident Roosevelt sent to the Bovernors of -
=11 states a "Standard Soil Conservation Districts Law" and
vrged its adoption.The model law provided the opportunity for
1z2ndowners and operators to organize and govern soil |
conservation districts as local subdivisions of state
govarnment.They were chartered with authorities and
responsibilities to plan and carry out soil and water
conservation programs.They were to secure assistance frum
public agencies,based on memos of understanding. :

Literally thousands of agencies,private organizations,
business firms,and institutions have contributed to the
success of soil and water conservation programs,as full
partners with the SCS and the people who own and manage
the land,over the last fifty years.The progress in soil
caonservation has been substantial,athough problems persist.

Today,the U.S5.A.still suffers some very serious soil erosion
and water conservation prublems.wg_ggxg_hggn_sugggggiglrin
several areas,but we have had our share of failures.l will
rolete the successful policies first.Then 1°11 identify some
aof the weak areas.I will also attempt to point out what is

plarnrned to help correct past mistakes and to improve the soil
and water conservation programs for the future,in 'the U.S.A.

Epil Conservation Folicies that havé been Successful in U.S.

—In the rarly 1900 's,recognition of the need for an inventory
of soils led to the establishment of the"cooperative soil
survey",by the U.S.Department of Agriculture and the State
Agricul tural Experiment Stations in each of the States and
the U.S.Territories.These surveys initiated the process of
documenting in detail the wide variation in soils.This data
demonstrates that to maintain the productivity capacity of
agricultural land requires using land "within its capability
and treating 1t according to its needs".Approximately 80% of
the crapland now has adequate soil surveys and new surveys
are completed at a rate of about 40 million acres each year.-

.

-In 1214 ,F.E. Duléy and M.F.Miller,with the College of
ﬁgriculture at the University of Missouri,established the
first experiment to measure the effect of factors affecting
runoff and erosion.

--Based on 1929 authorization,U.S.D.A.established 10 soil
erosion experiment stationstin 1930)in diffferent regions
of the U.S. where scil erosion was a serious problem.

—In 1934 reconnaisance soil erosion surveys were made of all
states.This took two months(a windshield Survey) and helped
define soil erosion as a "national menace". ?1

-From the beginning of on-site assistance to the landusers,
a cnnsarvatinn farm plan,based on detailed soil surveys,
was developed by SCS technicians for use by the farmers.
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-Deciding on measures to adopt and the schedule for applying
the needed conservation practices has always been the land-
users responsibility.Financial assistance(cost-sharing or
credit) has been used as an incentive to help share the cost
of establishing certain conservation practices.

-A multidiscipline team was used to develop the practices
recommended in the conservation plan.The specifications for
each practice was also formulated as the "Technical Guide",
for guidance of the on—-site work of the conservationist.

-Wi thout a doubt,in the decade of the 1930°'s,the U.5.s0il
conservation movement was tied into the performance and
li festream of the SCS and,starting in 1937 ,was also vested
with the soil conservation districts in each state.
T
“The eventual acceptance that well coordinated resdarch,
extension (information) ,financial (credit_and cost=share),
and technical assistance programs,were public responsi-
bilities,was an important policy determination.Increasingly
the basic policy question is what do non—farmers get for
the public investment in soil conservation?The easy answer
is that we must get something,or the 96 percent of the U.S.
population who do not farm,would not have supported the
millions of public dollars appropriated for conservation.
Snil conservation progt-ams were established in a time of
crisis,in the 1930 's.However,in times of commodity surplus,
declining farm incomes because of overproduction,and n@
high profile "dust bowls",the crisis is less clear.Clearly
nff-site damage to soil and water,resulting from agri-|
cultural production,is now giving the clearnstlevidencé that
public investments and action is needed to protect those who
are damaged by soil erosion,but not involved in the activity
that caused the problem.This,of course,introduces the Tule
aof the landowner ,who always makes the major investment'in a
resource management system.If all,or most of the benefits go
to others,why should the landowner practice ltnwardshiﬁ?
Important to the context for future soil and water conser-
vation policiee and actions is the degree to which non-+
farmers ,and mahy farmers will demand that soil ercsion be
controlled. There are those who argue that the most subsi-
dized industry in the U.S. should be held to stricter |
standards of environmental protection.Dthers,including;
many farmers,ranchers and foresters,feel it is ethical ito
expect that those vho use the land for their livelihood,
not ruin it for the future,not to destroy what has taken
centuries to create.Society,because of"quality of life"
issues ,may move towards the view that agriculture hal:

an obligation to adopt soil conserving practices. i

-The voluntary approach of using the carrot instead of; the
stick,with the landusers has had a.long history.The various
incentives provided by government,has attracted a large
number of landowners to cooperate with their local conser-
vation district.This concept has worked well in many areas.
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A more compelling approach to soil conservation 15 beqinninq
to emerge in several forms.The most straightforward would be
thraugh regulation.Several states have varying degrees of
mandating that soil loss will not damage others and /or the
1znduser be implementing soil conserving measures to achieve
certain tolerance("T")levels by some future date.Illinois has
& concept and system to reach "T by 2000",as one. -example.

fi softer approach includes an array of cross compliance steps
that relate conservation to other policies and programs.The
recent Food Security Act of 1985 has several features that
1'11 discuss later.Conservaticn compliance will not stop soil
rrocion. Its success will depend on how.erosion is distributed
compared to distribution of participation in the complying
program.It will also depend on how the additional costs of
participation for the landuser compare with the benefits of
the program that could be denied ,if he chooses not to fully
complv. The impact of such shifting of responsibility to the
1anduser must be considered.fny rule that creates greater
obligation for farmers could cause higher costs for someone.

-Establishment of a National Resources Inventory process was
impartant to policy decisions.The U.S5.D.A.1977 and 1982 NRI
data is now being updated by the 1987 NRI.Field work is now
underway and will take about a year.Frior to these recent,
highly credible assessments of resource conditions and
trends,the U.S.D.A. had only two Conservation Needs Studies.
These were not adequate for the changing conditions faced
by thase wha work in Agriculture.The 1977 Resources Conser-—
Act (RCA)Y ,finally provided the authority needed for a more
scientific and comprehensive soil and water inventory.

~-Finally on successful policy,research on soil conservation
is the number one objective of the U.S.Agricultural Research
Service (ARS) .Each year,Soil and Water on ear
and Education Progress and Needs,is published by SCS.This
document is the product of State Research Committees working

with a National Research Committee,to establish the Highest-

Priority Needs(HPD s) each._year.The 1985 HPD'- are:

1.0On-site Eiiects of Soil Erosion

‘2. M¥f-cite Effects of Soil Erosion

3.Conservation Tillage Research and Education - i
4.Crop Production Systems for Areas with Limited Water

5. Improved Erosion Prediction ;
6.Socioeconomic Factors Influencing Canservatian Decisions
7.Effects of Intensive Grazing Systems

B.Fotential Uses of Micrtocomputers for Technulngy Transfer.
9.Resource Data Acquisition and Management

10 Increased Use of Narm Season Perennial Bralsus

Although U.8.D.A. has provided free technical lIIiltlﬂé; and
billions of dollars of financial assistance to farmers for a’
half century,to help them combat erposion,there are still
U.S5.s0il conservation problems have not yet been solved.
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Sail and water conservation in the U.S.is more then soil
erosion reduction.Over the past fifty years,Congress has
 added authority to the U.S.D.A.,including SCS,to work on
2 full agenda of natural resource concerns.These include
the need to improve the condition of the rangelands and:
native grasses,improve domestic grasses and legumes for'
use in rotations,or for hay or pasture,and to improve the
forested regions of the Hation.The condition of wildlife
habitat is increasingly a problem.Water management includes
helping on measures where there is too little moisture
(irrigation) or too much (flooding).The land effected by
salinization increases each year.Preserving wetlands is a
major concern of those who support ecosystems. The non-
point source pollution problems have introduced a large:

workload for soil and water conservationists.There are |
activities to lessen the off-site damage that could be |
caused by animal wastes,salinity,nutrients,pesticides and
saediment( including that caused by urbanizing of rural |
areas) .How land is used,including efforts to retain mnsﬁ
important farmlands and unique areas for special crops,is
a fairly‘recent issue that many states and local units ?f
government are seeking answers for,on a priority hasin.l.

. LS

Failures or weaknesses of U.S.soi r icies

|
Recent inventories (1977 and 1982) show that nearly half of
all cropland erodes at rates above the tolerance level,and
of that land,an area of rearly 100 million acres exceeds the
"T* rate by a factor of two or more.This would be at least
ten tons per acre per year of soil loss,if a "T" of St/a/yr.
were. considered as acceptable.Moreover,the U.8.D.A. s |
traditional conservation programs seem particularly ill:
‘suited to deal with erosion-prone croplands.The sost highly
erodible cropland usually requires conversion to a less:
intensive use,grass,trees and /or wildlife cover,to deal
with the soil erosion problem.This concept requires that
canservation policy be linked with other policies to be'-
effective.Commodity programs and export promotion have long
been identified '‘by soil conservation researchers and farmers
as actually discburaging soil conservation.It was not inten-
tional ,but several U.S.D.A."farm programs" created many
incentives to use land that resulted in a high soil loss.

Agricultural activities have long been recognized as having a
major impact on wildlife. For a variety of reasons,agricul-
tural land use patterns have become less hospitable to wild-
life since World War I1.This is particularly true in the

grain producing regions of the Great Plains and the Midwest,
where agriculture has evolved from a mixed crop and livestock .
operation to a specialized and very intensive production of '
wheat ,corn,sorghums,and soybeans,even mono—cul ture. R

There have heén more good solutions to soil conservation brob- :
lems,more technology available then at any time in history,
but it is not being fully utilized.ﬂhyﬁts-thij”l aroblaﬁ?_

|
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Conservationists have long sought the ultimate technology for

protecting the land from soil erosion.Of late,howaver many
professionals have come to realize that government policies,
khe way in which programs are implemented,and human behavior
are often as important as technology.More emphasis is being
given to policy developmant and the implementation of conser-—
vation programs as a result.fnother way of looking at this
jesue is to admit that technology is a necessary condition
for conserving soil,but not a sufficient condition.More
people now recognize the importance of having access to
information,the role of institutions,and the barriers to the
wise use of sniland water resources.Social scientists,respond-
ing to this recognition,have initiated research on many o
the behaviorial aspects of soil conservation. | i

: |
SOIL AT RISK-Canada’s Eroding Future-A report on Soil Conser-—
vation-by the Standing Committee on Agricul ture,Fisheries,and
Forestry,to the Senate of Canadaj;the Hon.H.O.S8parrow,Chairman
h2d many relevant and excellent points.One that relates to
the point I have just made is as follows:" the Committee was
tomld that'concervation requires a different approach on every
farm. Individual farmers would be more likely to engage ih new
pr actices if they had access to the right 1nfurmat}on and
technical expertise.But without the gualified personnel to
help the farmer overcome the transition from traditional (and)
often successful)farming methods to conservation_practicbs,
the movement to conservation would be much slower.While basic
research is an important element in soil conservation,
witnesses also cited a need for its practical application at
the farm level".A vast amount of information is avuilahlh.ﬂne
difficulty is that there is no systematic approach——infor-
m=tion transfer tends to be haphazard,the report said.
e have found,even as recently as during the biddimg process
to enter the Copservation Reserve Program (CRP) in 1986, that
=zome landusers have the erroneous impression that their land
would not qualif& as being "highly erodible".They have npt
fully appreciated the degree of soil loss that is taking'
place from sheet,;rill and/or wind erosion each year.In many
cases the soil lo%s exceeds the "T" level by a factor of 3
or more from their cropland annually.However,they do not see
large gullies or dust bowl conditions,and feel they have no

i

so0il loss problem. : : e i

\Ther‘.e has been a preoccupation with increased prohtivii:y.

Research and industry,with encouragement from Govermwent,
has pushed annual yields higher and higher,withoutsn too
many cases,sufficient regard for the impact on the resource
base.Existing policies,not necessarily directed at soils,can
have the effect of discouraging good soil managemasl.S6il
conservation cannat be dealt with in isolation fros related
issues such as land use,water quality,wildlife habMat,
forestry and agricultural productivity.There have Imen:too
frew concerned about the continual regeneration of Mmerica’s
food producing capability.This is beginning to chasge.
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The integration of conservation with agriculture,in all
possible ways,will require developing a national strategy for
long~-term food security that peers beyond the immediate
future and local interests.

In recent years there has been an increase in audits and
oversight hearings to further pinpoint what works and what
doesn’t work in U.S.soil conservation programs.One finding
is that significant effort and funding for current programs
are directed at cropland that erodes at less than 5 tons per
acre per year.Yet,the benefits of erosion control measures
encerd the costs involved only on eroding at about 135 tons
per acre per year and above.More benefits from reducing soil
orozion are offsite,reslized away from the land itseld,
indicating the significance cof public benefits from soil
~onser vation efforts.There is strong evidence to support
zeveral areas of public effort that should be strenghtened:

— Ipprovements in the data base and analytic procedures for
evaluating conservation programs . y

- Continuing efforts,begun in 1981,to target program
activities to areas where benefit-cost ratios are the
highest '

- increasing recognition of offsite damage reduction as a
major benefit of U.S.D.A.scil conservation programs

~ modifying the conservation program delivery system to
target financial and technical assistance to the highly
erodible land : 1

A frustrating weakness has been the lack of research on the
12ng—term impact of soil erosicon on the inherent productivity
of soil.The technolgy that has increased yields has also.
mazked the effect of svil loss. - i

The conservation planning precess has produced over 2 million
farmer ,rrancher , forester resource management plans.However,the
followup with the individual landusers,to provide on—site

help for implementation has been weak.As a result,many of the -

cooperators do not have updated plans.The government has,in
tno meny cases,prémised more then it can deliver.Expectations
of assistance were inflated beyond the abilty to deliver.This
relaktes to the need for targeting assistance,for it will!
always be limited. , : '=

The economic stress in agriculture is,without question,of
concern to farmers and conservationists alike:However,I have
experienced the good times and the bad times—and conservation
has been neglected in both scenarios.Canadian and U.S. farmers
are being pushed and pulled in many directions.They do face
input costs that are higher,but their equity is falling.The
reality is that conservation is not cheap,nor is it a Bgcrt-
term undertaking.Is,as we hear in the U.S.a "cheap: food-
policy" a major roadblock to wise land use and conservation?
Dnes conservation pay,as some say,or is it pnly stewardship?




What is Flanne a Improve Soil Con v i

The future of soil conservation in the U. B. is first and “ 3
foremost linked to the future of Agriculture.What will. be the.
long—-term capability of our agricultural resources tp: b{oducoi'
food and fiber? As a society,our welfare depends on the; e
ability of our natural resources to sustain us,our °© ' I““
children,our grandchildren,with the basic n-C.llitiII of

life: fuod shelter ,and clothing.In the past,despite- snmb

rocky periuds of histury,nur abundant natural resources have
served us well in time of drougth,depression,war,and an ex-
panding population.We continue to utilize resources in f;xad
supply-minerals,petroleum,soil-and the slowly renewing |
resources—timber,range,pasture-at ever increasing rates.Our
population and the world’'s,continue to grow,exerting mufn
pressure and even more stress on the natural resources ?asu.

s The recently enacted Food Security Act of 1983 ( 12/23/809),
has several features that will be important for the futurl.
Included is some linkage of commodity and conservation paltcy
that is a first for the U.S.The new provisions include buth
incentives-the Conservation Reserve-and disincentives-Sod-
buster and Conservation Compliance applying to the cropl lnd
defined as "highly erodible.Also,there will be an added |
disincentive-the Swampbuster-to retain valuable wetlands.
These Federal activities are now being implemented and hrﬂ
most promising for the future of soil conservation.To fully
explain each provision would be a full seminar.l would be
pleased to discuss these programs at your convenience. J-
3 i
The laws and policies now in place will carry us into the
next decade.We can fine tune them and even change direction -
of the programs that have been the foundation of the efforts |
for the past fifty years,plus the new provisions of P.L.99-
198,but Federal actions do have limits for expansion. :
Where will these conditions eventually lead us,as we muv-
toward the year 20007 _ 1:

To develop any type of future scenario requires making some
assumptions abdut several factors: economics of production
(presently in need of additional shrinking of capability to
produce) ,demand ( domestic and export),and the condition & . .
trends of soil .and water resources available for use in '
agricultural prnﬂuction A key determinant will be the rate nf
annual increases' in yields resulting from tnchnalqy. i .o
Domestic demands alone do not,will not unduly stress the
natural resource base in the U.S5.Therefore,soil conservation
would continue to be a desirable activity,probably of lower
priority for the federal government.This would place added
responsibility on non-federal governments and the private
sector for any acceleration of soil conservation—-as it re—
lates to the landowners of farms,ranches and forests. This
effort could be strenghtened by federal matching grants or .
challenge—-type funding for nnn-#edlral':qn--rvntiun lctlan-.}f'
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Grants to add to research,extension financing and te:hnicnl

assistance programs at the non-federal level ,has not been an
attractive feature for Congress,but it shauld bl cnnsidered._“

Export demands present a different challenge.In’ thl lqbt flu
years this has proved to be a very volatile area ydepending
as they do on global weather and climate patterns,the value
of the dollar,global markets and politics.The rapid expansion

34 e
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of U.S.exports of the last decade-tripling in tonnage and sex-—

tupling in value-has been followed by a rapid decline.

- Increases in productivity-worldwide-makes many former import—

ing countries —-exporters for the first t{m.:in history.

Resaurces available will be ample for domestic needs,if-
properly managed and conserved.However,the stress of the past
tied to increased exports,could well return and should be
the best reason for susta;n:nq a strong aqriculturll base.

The setting of tougher priorities for the limit.d public

resources (funding and people) will continue to make sense.

Targeting emerged as a central thrust in the National |

Conservation Flan,an outgrowth of the Scil and Water Cudsar—_

vation Act of 1977.S5upport for targeting was not universal
in 1981,nor is it now.If it could be done with additional
funds,instead of redirecting already limited funds it would
be more acceptable. ‘ ﬁ“y E
What about the role of Conservation Tillage? It has been a
highly cost effective practice at saving oil,toil and soil
(in about that order in the minds of the farmer).The simple -
answer is that it should be the first practice evaluated in
conservation planning.There are additional research needs,
and the long-term effect of pesticides is still of concern
to environmentalists.It is not a panacea,for a resource'
management system requires other practices.However,all the

- A

evidence points to less emphasis on structural measures;that -

have become increasingly expensive.Those who are examining
"alternative agriculture" have increased advucltas.

.ae-

Technology advihces will continueywith the prnplr suppu#t for. iﬁ‘

research.Biotechnology is without doubt alrcady having an

impact.It is one of the most important features 'of a luﬂq—-5{“

range future.Excess agricultural capacity will prnbahly|gruw'
in the the ¥uturq.Hawever,tha best insurance policy for 'any

nation,to offset 'conclusions about the future that may prove _i

vwrong,is to protect,conserve and pass on to the next i 7h

generation a soil and water resource agricultural base that
will give them the options that we have bncn ai#nrdcd 1n our
lifetime. : !
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