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Introduction 

Thank you Chairman Thompson and Ranking Member Holden for holding this hearing on the 

conservation title of the Farm Bill.  I appreciate the opportunity to speak to you today 

regarding the conservation priorities of the specialty crop industry.  As we all are aware, 

sound conservation practices are of critical importance to the ability of farmers to succeed 

and continue to provide an abundant supply of healthy food, feed and fiber to America. 

 

My name is David Bell and I serve as Executive Director of the Wild Blueberry Commission 

of Maine, which is devoted to the mission of assisting wild blueberry growers in developing 

sustainable practices and competing in a global food market.  However, today I am joining 

you as a representative of the Specialty Crop Farm Bill Alliance (SCFBA), a broad coalition of 

specialty crop interests nationwide.  The Alliance, which represents close to 300 different 

commodities and has nearly 120 members, was formed prior to the 2008 Farm Bill.  As you 



know, with the support of members of this Committee, that Farm Bill contained a solid 

investment in programs that are important to enhancing the competitiveness of U.S. 

specialty crop farmers.  We are grateful for that focus on our sector and look forward to 

working with you on ways to ensure that our industry is able to continue providing 

Americans with access to an abundant, affordable supply of nutritious fruits and vegetables 

and other specialty crops. 

 

Today, United States consumers have affordable access to the most abundant and diverse 

food supply in the world.  However, aside from market diversity and competitive prices, 

consumers demand that food be held to very high quality standards.  Likewise, consumers 

want an agricultural production system that not only produces abundant, affordable, safe 

food and fiber, but also conserves and enhances the natural resource base and protects the 

environment. 

 

Unfortunately for producers, investments in natural resource management and conservation 

are rarely recouped in the global market place.  The short-term economic value for the 

farmer does not compare to the long term ecological and fiscal benefits for the public and 

for future generations.  The increased benefits for the public come in the form of a more 

stable and productive farm economy and an improved environment.  Protecting the 

environment and productivity today will mean less cost for U.S. consumers in the future and 

will therefore assist in ensuring sustainability in the years ahead. 

 

Current conservation programs administered by the USDA Natural Resources Conservation 

Service (NRCS) assists specialty crop farmers in meeting the multiple challenges of 

addressing sustainability, increasing environmental regulations while meeting U.S. 

consumer demand for abundant, safe, and reasonably priced food all within the competitive 

pressures of a global economy.  Because of these factors, access to conservation programs 

such as the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), Wildlife Habitat Incentives 

Program (WHIP), Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) are critically important to 

specialty crop producers and U.S. citizens.  Farmers’ natural affinity for the environment, 

coupled with technical assistance and the resources necessary to implement conservation 

practices, results in long term stability for the nation’s food supply.  Our specific concerns 

and recommendations to strengthen current conservation programs include: 

 

 



Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) 

 

Issue:  For a variety of reasons, EQIP Conservation Practices are not marketed to specialty 

crop producers equitably across the country. 

 

Policy Recommendation:  Since specialty crop producers account for approximately 25% of 

the production value of U.S. agriculture, Congress should apportion EQIP funding 

accordingly.  This would set the expectation for NRCS to meet specialty crop producer 

conservation needs across the U.S. 

 

Issue:  Specialty crop producers need irrigation water when it is dry to maintain quality 

standards of their crops.  In many areas of the country natural water bodies have limited 

ability to supply irrigation water during dry periods and maintain necessary fish habitat.  

NRCS EQIP sustainable water use practices and programs should be available to specialty 

crop producers needing assistance to meet state or Federal environmental or habitat 

objectives. 

 

Policy Recommendation:  As part of EQIP, prioritize the sustainable use of ground and 

surface water for irrigation as a separate national priority, rather than being included within 

the non-point pollution category.  

 

Issue:  In many specialty crop growing areas, air quality concerns and regulations related to 

agriculture are increasing. 

 

Policy Recommendation:  Congress should create an air quality program under EQIP with 

dedicated funding.  

  

Issue:  Pest management challenges for specialty crop producers are becoming more acute 

and complicated due to invasive species, phase out of older effective control materials, new 

research on crop/pest interactions and knowledge based management systems such as 

Integrated Pest Management (IPM). 

 

Policy Recommendation:  Time limitations on Integrated Pest Management (IPM) cost share 

practices should be eliminated as pest populations are dynamic over time and innovative 

IPM programs are continually evolving to address ever changing pest complexes. 



 

Policy Recommendation:  NRCS should work with land grant universities and other entities 

to develop model programs for using EQIP funds to enhance pesticide stewardship.  

 

Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP)  

 

Issue:  Increasingly, specialty crop producers need to meet state and/or Federal habitat 

requirements as mandated by laws such as the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  Often 

navigating the complex rules associated with these laws requires specific understanding and 

skills farmers do not have.  Models have been developed whereby nongovernmental 

organizations assist private landowners such as farmers in meeting “consultation 

requirements” with agencies by serving as the landowner agent.  This is an efficient 

approach as each farmer does not have to become an expert in the implementation of ESA 

policies.  However, in the 2008 Farm Bill a limitation on an entity accessing WHIP funding 

precludes an agent working with many landowners in a single year. 

 

Policy Recommendation:  Congress should direct the WHIP program to allow for 

organizations to work with multiple private landowners within a year. 

 

Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP)  

 

Issue: regarding the Conservation Stewardship Program, we believe that this program is 

based on a sound premise, incentivizing producers who adopt or maintain a wide range of 

conservation management practices aimed at resources such as soil, water and wildlife 

management.  As you know, the CSP program addresses seven resource concerns: soil 

quality, soil erosion, water quality, water quantity, air quality, plant resources and animal 

resources.   

 

Policy recommendation: In order to better tailor the program to local and regional needs 

and therefore, make it more useful for specialty crop producers, we suggest adding pest 

management as a priority area that can qualify for participation in the CSP program.  This 

would add a resource concern to CSP’s list of resource concerns.  I know the members of 

this Committee are aware that states can focus on three to five priority concerns. 

 

 



Closing 

Mr. Chairman and Ranking Member Holden, these are the highlights of the results of the 

Farm Bill review which the Specialty Crop Farm Bill Alliance (SCFBA) undertook over the 

course of the 18 months to assess the various titles of the Farm Bill to determine their 

impact on the specialty crop industry. As part of that review, I served as chair of the SCFBA 

working group that examined the conservation title.  As you are well aware, the Senate 

Agriculture Committee has released their version of the Farm Bill and we appreciate the 

work of Chairwoman Stabenow and Ranking Member Roberts. We pledge to continue 

working with them and you on these policy recommendations to ensure that specialty crop 

producers can participate in meaningful and effective ways to conserve and maintain 

resources needed for environmentally sound agriculture production.  Thank you again for 

this opportunity and I’ll be happy to answer questions. 
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