The RCA Process Revisited

Congress in 1977 directed the secretary
of agriculture to underiake a continuing
appraisal of the status and condition of the
nation’s soil, water, and related naiural 1e-
sources. The effort thus far, under the
leadership of USDA’s Seil Conservation
Service, has produced three major docu-
ments, Parts I and IT of the RCA Appraisal
1980 gnd a Progiam Report and Envizon-
mental Impact Statement With the period
for public comment on these documenis
now past, the [SWC invited Norman A
Berg, SCS chief, to respond to a series of
questions on the evolution of RCA to date
Mr Berg kindly consented

JSWC: What brought about the RCA
process and what does it demand of the
U S. Department of Agriculture?

Mr. Berg: RCA is our acronym for the
Soil and Water Resources Conservation
Act of 1977 Congress recognized that
some federal conservation legislation was
passed 45 years ago. There are now 34 soil
and water conservation programs within
USDA authorized by Congress It is time
for a comprehensive look at present and fu-
ture demands on our resources and for an
exploration of possible fresh approaches to
conservation. The law (P L 95-192) calls
for USDA to prepare an appraisal of the
current status and trends regarding soil
and water resources on nonfederal lands
and to develop a soil and water conserva-
tion program for the future to be delivered
to Congress, along with a statement of
presidential policy, in 1980 and 1985.

JSWC: How did USDA organize inter-
nally to respond to the RCA?P
Berg: Following passage of the act in
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late 1977, responsibility for the RCA ap-
praisal and program development was as-
signed to the Soil Conservation Service and
efforts were focused on SCS programs. In
October 1978 Secretary of Agriculture Bob
Bergland decided that RCA implementa-
tion should include all USDA programs 1e-
lated to soil and water conservation Here-
tained SCS leadership for the study and es-
tablished a coordinating committee com-
posed of nine department agencies The
president’s Office of Management and
Budget and Council on Environmental
Quality were invited to participate on the
committee This multiagency committee
has directed the RCA process since that
time.

ISWC: Was setting up still another com-
mittee really the best way to find a new ap-
proach to sotl and water conservation?

Berg: Someone skeptical of decision-
making by committees has said that if you
want a track team to win the high jump,
vou find one person who can jump seven

feet, not seven people who can jump one
foot If you want to win a relay race, how-
ever, you find four people who can 1un one
lap, not one person who can run four laps

This outcome is based on a team effort In
RCA that's what we are after. The 34 dif-
ferent conservation programs are adminis-
tered by six different agencies. The coordi-
nation of these programs is essential to ac-
complish common objectives. The commit-
tee approach has helped to achieve an in-
teragency approach to this task It has aid-
ed in broadening communications between
USDA and its partners in soil and water
conservation, namely, the conservation
districts, ASCS county committees, and
state conservation agencies

JSWC: Do you think the RCA docu-
ments made clear the urgency of dealing
with such problems as soil erosion and re-
tention of our best farmland?

Berg: We hope so. The RCA documents,
of course, are meant to be objective ap-
praisals and analyses, not “sales brochures™
for a particular point of view. But we do
think the documents lay out the significant
facts about futuwie pressures on our re-
sources and the dimensions of the challenge
ahead

ISWC: You reportedly received over
80,000 comments on the RCA documents
by the March 28 deadline What will you
do with all this feedback?

Berg: Each comment is being read care-
fully to capture the concern of each respon-
dent. All comments are being coded in
terms of geographic origin, occupation of
respondent, affiliation (if any), etc. When
the processing of the comments is com-
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plete, a report will be prepared for use by
the RCA coordinating committee in devel-
oping the recommended soil and water
conservation program

JSWC: Will the public get another
chance to respond when you come up with
a recommended program?

Berg: Yes. We plan to publish a recom-
mended program and make it available for
public review late this summes

JSWC: Cuan you give a general idea of
the tone of the responses so far?

Berg: Until the recording and analysis of
all public comments have heen completed,
it would be premature to characterize the
IESpOTSEs.

JSWC: Some people thought the com-
ment period should have been extended for
more than 60 days, didn’t they?

Berg: That's true, and we considered
their views carefully. We decided to abide
by the original schedule primarily because
we will be providing the public with an-
other opportunity for review and comment
on a specific recommendéd program The
60,000 comments received to date will be
most useful i developing specific alterna-
tive programs—each combining objec-
tives, activities, and delivery strategies—
and selecting a recommended alternative
for public review late this summer

JSWC: Are you paying more attention
to commenis from farmers and ranchers
than to those of nonfarm peoplef

Berg: We are paying close attention to
the comments of all the people Soil and
water conservation is a matter of wide-
spread public concern. Obviously the
views of farmers and 1anchers are very im-
portant because farmers and ranchers own
and manage the land of principal concern
to the RCA pI o%ss” No soil and water con-

servation program will be practical and ef-
fective if it is not supported by those en-
gaged in agriculture as well as the general
public

_JSWC: Do you expect the RCA draft
documents to be changed considerably in
the final version?

Berg: Some improvements will be made
in the technical data included in the Ap-
praisal, although this document will prob-
ably change very little Most changes will
be made in the program document and en-
vironmental impact statement. Here is
wheéte specific soil and water conservation
program alternatives will be discussed,
taking into account the public comments
and further analysis of program impacts
The final recommended program will ap-
pear here.

JSWC: Some people complain that the
RCA draft documents are overly long,
hard to read, and hard to understand Do
you agree?

Berg: Yes. The time available and the
complexity of the issues involved contrib-
uted to this problem. We must remember
that this is the first comprehensive effort of
its kind

JSWC: Was the expertise of all the agen-
cies represented on the RCA coordinating
commiltee considered and usedP How can
agency expertise be used better in the fu-
turel

Berg: The agenciés participated actively
on the coordinating committee We met
frequently in the process of preparing the
draft documents. In addition, many agen-
cy personnel contiibuted extensively as
members of an interagency work group
that met continuously throughout the ef-
fort and as participants on numerous teams
with special assignments. Future work can
build upon this experience

ISWC: How good are the data used in
the RCA appraisal?

Berg: They're the best available, but our
information is far from complete SCS in-
ventories of gully, streambank, and road-
side erosion and sedimentation were not
available for the first docaments, but they
are forthcoming Some questions have
been 1aised about use of the universal soil
loss equation in agsessing erosion problems
in the West. We are doing everything pos-
sible to correct these shortcomings in the
1985 process. Meanwhile, we think a rea-
sonably clear and accurate picture of our
resource conditions and problems emerged
int the 1980 Appraisal

ISWC: Critics have raised questions
about the usefulness of the erosion yield
simulator, a computer model that draws
on information in published soil surveys.
How can the model be changed to arrive at
more realistic values?

Berg: We plan to check the findings of
the simulator against research station data
to help validate the model Without ques-
tion, the simulator can be improved by
adding and refining variables We know
that we need better data on the impact of
conservation practices on erosion and crop
vields.

JSWC: The National Agricultural Lands
Study being conducted under the leader-
ship of USDA and CEQ has come up with
new statistics that paint @ much gloomier
picture of the future availability of farm-
land than does the RCA report. Will these
new findings affect the final version of the
RCA documents?

Berg: Preliminary results from NALS
predict that there will not be as much pro-
ductive land available in future years as in-
dicated in the RCA appraisal. We expect to
include the preliminary information in the
final RCA documents to illustrate the

“..we need to know more about what happens to a soil’s productivity
when erosion takes place. And while we know that conservation
practices help keep sediment out of water, we don’t know enough about
the specific relationships between conservation practices and water
quality, including delivery of sediment, pesticides, and fertilizer

nutrients to water courses.”’
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“The nation as a whole needs to decide what level of conservation
achievement is essential and what trade-offs with other public
necessities can be made. RCA provides a vehicle for this to happen
through the recommendation of a program by the president and a

decision by the Congress.”

range of estimates of land conversion and
availability

JSWC: Results of the recent I ou Harris
survey commissioned by USDA indicated
widespread public support for soil conser-
vation What will be done with the survey
results as far as RCA is concerned?

Berg: The results will serve as an addi-
tional source of information to be consid-
ered in the design of a recommended soil
and water conservation program. Suivey
results will be compared with other public
responses, and any significant differences
will be studied carefully

JSWC: What are some of the more im-
portant research needs identified by the
RCA process?

Berg: As suggested eailier, we need to
know more about what happens to a soil's
productivity when erosion takes place
And while we know that conservation
practices help keep sediment out of watex,
we don’t know enough about the specific
relationships between conservation prac-
tices and water quality, including delivery
of sediment, pesticides, and fertilizer
nutrients to water courses We'd also like
to know the impact of energy production
from biomass on soil erosion and soil fer-
tility One important question has to do
with how much organic matter can be re-
moved from the land for the production of
energy without damaging the soil resource
base.

JSWC: From stories in the press, there
apparently is a lot of misunderstanding
about the nature of the seven alternative
strategies presented in the draft program.
Weren't these strategies offered for discus-
sion purposes only—to get public reaction?

Berg: Yes, and most people understood
that. We wanted to lay on the table the full
range of options that have been seriously
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discussed We expected the public to tell us
what they like and dislike They have

JSWC: The idez of cross compliance
seemingly has angered many farmers and
ranchers. Was it necessary to include such
controversial alternatives in the RCA doc-
uments?

Berg: The RCA coordinating committee
felt it necessary to include a wide range of
alternative strategies for public discussion
We didn’t want to hand the public a
stacked deck. A full range of strategies, of
course, would range from no federal assis-
tance to complete federal regulation. The
alternative strategies we presented are
more realistic. Some have been discussed
for many years.

JSWC: But is cross compliance feasible
from an administrative standpoint? From
a political standpoint?

Berg: All the impacts of a cross-compli-
ance strategy have not vet been assessed.
Administrative feasibility would depend
on the specific nature of a given approach.
The public comments we have received
should give us some idea of the political
viability of the concept in general

JSWC: In your appraisal you identified
many different resource problems Which
are the most critical?

Bergi Problems differ from one part of
the country to another, In many parts of
the Corn Belt, the South, Appalachia, and
the Palouse, sheet and 1ill exosion are criti-
cal. The poor condition of much of ow
rangeland is a problem in the West, and
the loss of prime farmland is viewed as crit-
ical in many different parts of the country.
Impaired water quality, flooding, and the
loss of wetlands and fish and wildlife habi-
tat are also major concerns.

JSWC: But which resource problem do

you think is of most concernP

Berg: Maintaining the quantity and
quality of our soil fqr;.,t'ﬁ"é' continuing pro-
duction of food and fiber, I feel, is the most
immportant single issue This country—and
much of the woild—depends upon owr
productive capacity now and in the future.

JSWC: Can you imagine a woirkable soil
and water conservation program that
doesn’t provide some kind of incentive or
financial help to land users to encourage
them to apply needed conservation mea-
sures?

Berg: No, but we must view incentives
broadly. They include technical assistance
as well as cost-sharing and loans. They
could include tax incentives or perfor-
mance payments or bonuses OCur chal-
lenge is to design a program that motivates
action to conserve our resources in the most
efficient and cost-effective manner

JSWC: Won't an adequate soil and wa-
ter conservation program cost more mon-
ey In a time of tight budgets, where will
the money come from?

Berg: One major determinant of pro-
gram costs is the objectives that we set. The
total cost—puhlic and private—of meeting
the objectives proposed in the RCA docu-
ments is at least double that of the present
consetvation effort. The nation as a whole
needs to decide what level of conservation
achievement is essential and what trade-
offs with other public necessities can be
made RCA provides a vehicle for this to
happen through the recommendation of a
program by the president and a decision by
the Congress.

JSWC: Is there any reason to expect a
greater commitment to conservation from.
Congress as a result of RCAP

Berg: The idea behind RCA is for the
Executive Branch to determine in an objec-
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tive manner the nation’s needs for soil and
water conservation and to present these
findings to Congress. The facts generated
by this process provide a better basis for
funding decisions by the Congress than we
have had in the past

ISWC: Is there any basis for deciding
how much of the soil conservation bill
should be paid for by the individual land-
owner and how much by the public, or
taxpayer?

Betg: This is an important question, but
it cannot be totally answered in 1880. We
will explore it in more detail in the 1985
RCA process. It may be that the landown-
er should be expected to invest in soil con-
servaton only to the extent that the conser-
vation practices raise his or her crop yields
ot income over the short run Perhaps the
total cost of conservation that will benefit
future generations—but provides little
return to the landowner—should be paid
by the taxpayer . The question will have to
be studied with care, keeping in mind that
it is a political gquestion as well as an
economic one

JSWC: The idea of a Conservation In-
centives Program, which combines a litile
carrot with a little stick, has been discussed
in the JSWC in the past. Did the RCA
coordinating commitiee consider the CIP

concept in developing its Hst of alternative
strategies?

Berg: Yes, it did The conservation per-
formance bonus strategy, under which an
individual would be give lower interest
rates or higher commodity payments for
carrying out a conservation program on his
or her land, is based on the CIP idea

JSWC: Do you honestly think that the
United States can achieve its soil conserva-
tion goals without stiffer regulationsP

Berg: First, we have to establish more
specific goals. That is the purpose of the
RCA objectives Next, we have to examine
each objective and determine the best way
of achieving it Many of our present pro-
grams have demonstrated that voluntary
action can be obtained with appropiiate
incentives In a few states, regulatory soil
conservation programs have been estab-
lished by local and state governments, but
most of these programs deal with nonagri-
cultural lands In my view, we need to use
all possible voluntary approaches before
considering regulation of any kind.

JSWC: How much regulation are people
willing to accept?

Berg: If you start telling individual
farmers and 1anchers what to do with their
land, and how and when to do it, you will
fun into heavy resistance In my opinion,

The chairman and vice-chairman of
the House Agriculture Comunittee have
told U.S. Department of Agriculture
officials that they will not support coer-
ctve conservation policies

Representatives Thomas Foley
{D-Wash ), the committee’s chairman,
and Kika de la Garza (D-Tex.), the
vice-chaiiman, met with USDA offi-
cials in early April to discuss public
comments reeéived from farmers in re-
action to the alternative conservation
policies proposed in the RCA process.

Foley and de la Garza told USDA of-
ficials, “We have been deeply disturbed
because it appears that as a result of
widespread misunderstanding of the
puipose of the review, some farmers
have been given the impression that
USDA will setiously consider asking
Congress to adopt coercive policies—
programs under which farmers might
be threatened with loss of federal price
supports or other farm program benefits
if they failed to comply with conser-
vation rules.

“We made it clear that we do not
think USDA should propose such poli-
cies and we are convinced Congress
would not adopt them Certainly we

COMMITTEE LEADERS DENOUNCE REGULATORY MEASURES

need strong conservation programs to
preserve our nation’s productive soil but
they should be based on cooperating
with and assisting landowners in their
own voluntary efforts—not on trying to
blackjack people into compliance ”

The two congressmen, noting that
RCA was to provide a wideaanging
review of soil conservation problems
and needs for consideration by Con-
gress, commented, “This 1eview could
be a useful process. A careful study of
how best to make sure that our soil is
kept in shape to feed future generations,
conducted with wide participation by
the people who own and manage the
land, could be helpful. But we are dis-
tressed because of indications that a
serious misunderstanding of the process
in some areas may have grown out of
internal conflicts in USDA ™

Foley and de la Garza added, “We
are confident that the recommendations
and views submitted to USDA by thou-
sands of interested and concerned peo-
ple will be heard, and USDA has as-
sured us this will lead to practical pro-
posals for future conservation policies,
We are confident these policies will not
include coercion ”
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present USDA soil conservation programs
have been successful because they are vol-
untary and are carried out with a great
deal of participation and guidance.

JSWC: Should the role of the states in
soil conservation be greater—and the role
of the federal government less?

Berg: That is one of the alternatives be-
ing exarnined In talking with farmers and
others, there is no general agreement on
the question

JSWC: Will state governments and state
agencies have a bigger 10lg in future RCA
deltberations?

Berg: Definitely And local units of gov-
ernment also We involved state and local
conservation agencies as effectively as we
could in the 1980 RCA process We based
owr selection of potential problem areas on
input from the local level We provided
funds for the development of state soil and
water conservation programs. But more is
needed, and in the 1985 RCA work we will
explore ways to help all states develop
plans and use these plans as building blocks
in constructing a mnational conservation
program

JSWC: But many states already are put-
ting more resources into soil and water
conservation programs How does this
square with traditional conservation pro-
grams administered by USDAP Are there
any conflicts?

Berg: State and local assistance to con-
servation is on the increase Where states
are putting additional funds into cost-shar-
ing, there is coordination with USDA pro-
grams so that they complement each other
Where states provide funds to accelerate
soil surveys, state employees generally
work side-by-side with USDA employees
With this excellent record of cooperation in
mind, we will be looking at other oppor-
tunities for joint action to achieve conses-
vation objectives

ISWC: What role do you foresee for
conservation districts in the years ahead?

Berg: I see a greater role for conserva-
tion districts, Districts have established an
enviable record in the field of conserva-
tion State legislatures are assigning addi-
tional responsibilities to districts. The
number of distzict employess is growing
year after year, and district officials are be-
coming involved in a range of activities
and concerns that would have seemed im-
possible 15 years ago The future of soil
and water programs in the United States
and conservation districts is inseparable, as
recognized in the RCA legislation O
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Conflict between rural residential develop-

ment and agricultural activities is the focus
of the planning effort in Big Horn County,
Wyoming

f L
Lovell Chronicle photo

Planning with rural values

By Lee Nellis

This case study of planning
in Big Horn Gounty,
Wyoming, points out some
basic principles to follow in
overcoming resistance to
planning in rural areas

March-April 1980

QCAL land use planning in rural
Ametica is a rocky experience that sel-
dom is successful in terms of plan imple-
mentation Yet the ultimate success of local
planning is necessary to a nation that wish-
es to preserve alternative places and values
for living and to assure itself of adequate
water, food, and recreational resources
A case study in Big Horn County, Wy-
oming, illustrates one such rural planning
effort where initial local resistance to plan-
ning gave way to support, resulting in suc-
cessful implementation of a plan. The case
study points out reasons for resistance to
planning in rural areas and how planning
can be designed not to overcome these rea-
sons but to legitimize them

The Big Horn County seiting

Early in 1974 the Wyoming Conserva-
tion and I and Use Study Commission ran-

Lee Nellis is @ planner for Hot Springs Coun-
ty, Wyoming, and a consultant on rural growth
management, Box 862, Thermopolis, Wyom-
ing 82443

domly sampled state residents about their
attitudes on land use planning (I17). Re-
spondents in Big Horn County ranked first
(of 23 counties) in labeling planning as un-
necessary These same Big Horn County
respondents fell among the top three coun-
ties in favoring econoric goals over envi-
ronmental goals and in resisting protective
measures for unique natural areas.

Big Horn County covexs 3,177 square
miles in northwestern Wyoming's Big
Horn Basin (5). The current population is
12,000 An annual growth rate of about
two percent has prevailed since the early
1970s

The county's economy is based on agri-
culture and minerals The agiicultural in-
dustiy consists of cattle, sheep, and imi-
gated sugar heets, bailey, beans, and hay.
The minerals’ segment of the local econ-
omy includes oil and gas production, ben-
tonite mining and processing, and gypsum
mining and wallboard manufacturing,

Lovell (population 2,600), Greybull
{2,300}, and Basin (1,200) are the principal
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towns in the county. Growth in recent
years has been in nearby rural areas rather
than in the towns Recreational demands
of workers and their families from the rap-
idly growing coal and uranium mining
communities in the Powder River Basin,
east of the Big Hoin Mountains, have
created substantial impacts on mountain
and foothill areas of the county.

The county’s Board of Commissioners
first appointed a county planning commis-
sion in the spring of 1973 That commis-
sion hired a professional planner in July
1974, chiefly because of the “threat™ of
federal land use legislation, the availability
of federal planning grants, and the coun-
ty's renewed growth Two new subdivi-
sions had just been platted in the Shell
Valley, east of Greybull.

Wyoming's legislature finished the task
of committing Big Horn County to some
kind of planning process when it acted to
require counties to adopt subdivision regu-
lations by September 1975 and to develop
land use plans by January 1978 (18, 19) In
July 1975 Big Horn County pooled its re-
sources with Washakie and Hot Springs

_ Counties to fund the necessary professional
planning effort By October 1976 the coun-
ty implemented the fitst element of its
comprehensive plan.

How did a rural, conservative county
proceed with planning that far, that fast,
especially in light of the resistance to plan-
ning reflected in the 1974 Land Use Study
Commission suxvey of Wyoming residents?

Reasons for resistance

Two warnings must precede considera-
tion of resistance to planning First, ruzal
resistance to planning cannot be laid out in
a neat, analytic list. It is usually expressed
as a general fiustzation, with slogans bor-
rowed from newscasters, conservative in-
terest groups, or gther sources. The resis-
tance also may be tangled and confused
with other isSues. The list offered here is
for use by professionals trying to reach
beyond slogans and genezal frustration to
manageable elements of the problem

Second, Big Horn County’s rural com-
munities are relatively cohesive and stable
They have been subjected to little change
compared with rural communities subject-
ed to the impacts of energy development o1
migration from mnearby metropolitan
areas. lhe least cohesive communities
within the county were the most difficuit
to organize for planning action. This may
hold true in other locales as well

Now for the list of reasons for ruzal resis-
tance to planning. There are four: (a) a
strong emphasis on private property rights,
coupled with (b} distrust of outside priori-
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ties for land use, aggravated by (¢} the in-
apprapriateness of traditional urban plan-
ning tools and attitudes, all resulting in {d)
a feeling that planners have little empathy
with rural values and needs.

Property rights We are all heirs to
Thomas Jefferson's sentiment that = it is
not too scon to provide by every possible
means that as few as possible shall be with-

‘out a little portion of land. The small land-

holdexs are the most precious part of a
state” (8). Any community that imple-
ments a land use plan must walk a thin line
between the strong American attachment
to the rights of propeity ownership and the
community’s collective concerns

Rural Jandowners in Big Horn County
and elsewhere have long recognized some
mutual necessities where individual prop-
erty tights must be subordinated to the
community’s overall right to sustain itself
and all its members. Examples include ro-
tation systems to make the most of limited
irrigation water or the control of noxious
weeds. But the recognition of limited pub-
lic concerns about land use is balanced by
land’s private values Land is a source of
income Land is a savings account, a hedge
against inflation or hard times. Land is a
part of family history and pride as well as
part of the shared American heritage.
Finally, land is living space, a value of
tremendous importance to rural Western-

Residential growth in the pastoral Sheli Valley triggered the initial decision to undertake

planning in Big Hern County.

e

Contamination of wells in rural areas south of Lovell was an impetus to planning One out-

come of this planning has been the installation of sewage disposal beds
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