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SUPPORTING FARMERS, STRENGTHENING
CONSERVATION, SUSTAINING WORKING
LANDS

THURSDAY, JUNE 5, 2025

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON CONSERVATION, RESEARCH, AND
BIOTECHNOLOGY,
COMMITTEE ON AGRICULTURE,
Washington, D.C.

The Subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 10:00 a.m., Room
1300, Longworth House Office Building, Hon. Frank D. Lucas
[Chairman of the Subcommittee] presiding.

Members present: Representatives Lucas, Baird, Rose, Jackson,
Newhouse, Bresnahan, Messmer, Thompson (ex officio), LaMalfa,
Tokuda, Adams, Davids, Budzinski, Sorensen, Vasquez, Vindman,
Mannion, McClain Delaney, Craig (ex officio), Costa, and Riley.

Staff present: John Busovsky, Laurel Lee Chatham, Sofia Jones,
Joshua Maxwell, Patricia Straughn, John Konya, Suzie Cavalier,
Kate Fink, Ari Perlmutter, Ashley Smith, Michael Stein, and Jack-
son Blodgett.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. FRANK D. LUCAS, A
REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM OKLAHOMA

The CHAIRMAN. The Committee will come to order. Welcome and
thank you for joining today’s hearing entitled, Supporting Farmers,
Strengthening Conservation, and Sustaining Working Lands. After
brief opening remarks, Members will receive testimony from our
witnesses today and then the hearing will be open to questions.

In consultation with the Ranking Member and pursuant to Rule
XI(e), I want to make Members of the Subcommittee aware that
other Members of the full Committee may be joining us today.

Good morning. Welcome to today’s Conservation, Research, and
Biotechnology Subcommittee hearing. Today we will be examining
farm bill conservation programs and hearing from a distinguished
panel of witnesses from their perspectives. Title I of the farm bill
authorizes a suite of conservation programs that are critical for
supporting the long-term viability of farmers, ranchers, and rural
communities. These programs have the dual benefit of supporting
the producer and addressing pressing natural resource concerns at
the local level. As we have today’s discussion, hear about the pro-
grams, and discuss potential improvements, it is important that we
have some context for why and how our system of farm conserva-
tion developed over many years.
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The roots of our conservation system date back to the 1930s and
the actions that the Federal Government took in response to the
Dust Bowl. In the 19th century, the Homestead Act (Pub. L. 37—
64) was enacted with the best of intentions, but it had unintended
consequences. When settlers came West in search of fertile land to
farm, it didn’t take long for them to realize that the sandy soils in
the Southern Great Plains were susceptible to erosion when unpro-
tected, or not protected, I should say, by native vegetation. Coupled
with severe drought conditions, this led to massive dust storms in
Oklahoma, Texas, and Kansas in the 1930s. Perhaps the worst fell
on April 14, 1935, a day that has become known as Black Sunday.
The dust storms were so severe, their effects were felt far beyond
the Southern Great Plains, gathering attention of lawmakers in
Washington.

Only 13 days after Black Sunday, President Roosevelt signed leg-
islation into law establishing the then-named Soil Conservation
Service. Renamed the Natural Resources Conservation Service in
1996, the agency administers most of the farm bill conservation
programs and provides technical assistance for others administered
by the Farm Service Agency. Voluntary conservation practices are
critically important for supporting agriculture and ensuring we
don’t have another Dust Bowl again. With this year marking the
90th anniversary of both Black Sunday and the establishment of
the now-named NRCS, today’s hearing is timely to hear more about
t}ﬁese programs and how Congress may be able to further improve
them.

We are currently in the second extension of the 2018 Farm Bill,
and rural America badly needs legislation to reflect the current sta-
tus of agriculture and the rural economy. This extends to conserva-
tion programs and reforms we can include to build on the progress
we have made in recent farm bills. Last year’s Committee-passed
farm bill proposed historic new funding for conservation programs
by rescinding the unobligated Inflation Reduction Act funding and
reinvesting it in Title II. The House-passed reconciliation bill simi-
larly reinvested the unobligated IRA funding into the conservation
title. Reallocating those dollars would increase the title’s baseline
over the long-term, making it a permanent investment in conserva-
tion programs. It also allows for continued support for orphan pro-
grams, increased funding for successful programs like Small Water-
shed Program, and the creation of new forestry easement program.

In addition to funding, last year’s bill placed an emphasis on
science, technology, and innovation. The bill makes precision agri-
culture specifically eligible for cost-share under EQIP and CSP, re-
quires more frequent updates to conservation practice standards,
and creates an office of innovation at the Office of the Secretary.
The bill streamlines RCPP, provides commonsense flexibility for
ACEP, and reforms the Technical Service Provider Program. The
bill also proposes a modernization of CRP and focusing the pro-
gram on marginal lands by incorporating soil capacity class into
rental rates for general enrollment. These are all welcome changes
intended to improve program administration and make them more
producer friendly.

Farm bill conservation programs have been so successful because
they are voluntary, incentive based, and producer-first. The pro-
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grams have also been so effective because they are locally-led,
which allows for states and regions to determine the priority nat-
ural resource concerns. As we think about the next farm bill, it is
important for us to keep all of this in mind. Conservation programs
have been so effective because of the flexibility built into them and
because we have continually encouraged the local-led process to
work. I am proud of the work that this Committee has done over
the past several farm bill cycles to improve the programs because
we know voluntary conservation works.
[The prepared statement of Mr. Lucas follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. FRANK D. LUCAS, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS
FROM OKLAHOMA

Good morning. Welcome to today’s Conservation, Research, and Biotechnology
Subcommittee hearing. Today we will be examining farm bill conservation programs
and hearing from a distinguished panel of witnesses for their perspectives.

Title II of the farm bill authorizes a suite of conservation programs that are crit-
ical for supporting the long-term viability of farmers, ranchers and rural commu-
nities. These programs have the dual benefit of supporting the producer and ad-
dressing pressing natural resource concerns at the local level.

As we have today’s discussion, hear about the programs, and discuss potential im-
provements, it is important that we have some context for why and how our system
of farm conservation developed over many years. The roots of our conservation sys-
tem date back to the 1930s and the actions that the Federal Government took in
response to the Dust Bowl.

In the Nineteenth century, the Homestead Act was enacted with the best inten-
tions, but it had unintended consequences. When settlers came west in search of fer-
tile land to farm, it didn’t take long for them to realize the sandy soils in the South-
ern Great Plains were susceptible to erosion when not protected by native vegeta-
tion. Coupled with severe drought conditions, this led to massive dust storms in
Oklahoma, Texas, and Kansas in the 1930s. Perhaps the worst fell on April 14,
1935, a day that has come to be known as “Black Sunday.”

The dust storms were so severe that their effects were felt far beyond the South-
ern Great Plains, garnering the attention of lawmakers in Washington. Only 13
days after Black Sunday, President Roosevelt signed legislation into law estab-
lishing the then-named Soil Conservation Service. Renamed the Natural Resources
Conservation Service in 1996, the agency administers most of the farm bill con-
servation programs and provides technical assistance for others administered by the
Farm Service Agency.

Voluntary conservation practices are critically important for supporting agri-
culture and ensuring we don’t have another Dust Bowl again. With this year mark-
ing the 90th anniversary of both Black Sunday and the establishment of the now-
named NRCS, today’s hearing is timely to hear more about these programs and how
Congress may be able to further improve them.

We are currently in the second extension of the 2018 Farm Bill and rural America
badly needs legislation to reflect the current state of agriculture and the rural econ-
omy. This extends to conservation programs and reforms we can include to build
on the progress we’ve made in recent farm bills.

Last year’s Committee-passed farm bill proposed historic new funding for con-
servation programs by rescinding the unobligated Inflation Reduction Act funding
and reinvesting it into Title II. The House-passed reconciliation bill similarly rein-
vests the unobligated IRA funding into the conservation title. Reallocating those dol-
lars would increase the title’s baseline over the long term, making it a permanent
investment into conservation programs. It also allows for continued support for the
orphan programs, increased funding for successful programs like the Small Water-
shed Program, and the creation of a new forest easement program.

In addition to funding, last year’s bill placed an emphasis on science, technology
and innovation. The bill makes precision agriculture specifically eligible for cost-
share under EQIP and CSP; requires more frequent updates to conservation practice
standards; and creates an office of innovation in the Office of the Secretary.

The bill streamlines RCPP; provides commonsense flexibilities for ACEP; and re-
forms the technical service provider program. The bill also proposes a modernization
of CRP and focusing the program on marginal lands by incorporating soil capability
class into rental rates for general enrollment.



4

These are all welcomed changes intended to improve program administration and
make them more producer friendly. Farm bill conservation programs have been so
successful because they are voluntary, incentive-based and producer-first. The pro-
grams have also been so effective because they are locally-led, which allows for the
states and regions to determine the priority natural resource concerns.

As we think about the next farm bill, it’s important for us to keep all of this in
mind. Conservation programs have been so effective because of the flexibility built
into them and because we have continually encouraged the locally-led process to
work. I'm proud of the work that this Committee has done over the past several
farm bill cycles to improve the programs because we know that voluntary conserva-
tion works.

I’d like to welcome all of our witnesses today; and thank Ranking Member Tokuda
for her partnership on this hearing. With that, I yield to the Ranking Member for
any opening remarks she would like to provide.

The CHAIRMAN. I would like to welcome all of our witnesses
today and thank Ranking Member Tokuda for her partnership on
this hearing. And with that, I yield of the Ranking Member for any
opening remarks that she would like to provide.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. JILL N. TOKUDA, A
REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM HAWAII

Ms. TokUDA. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. Good morn-
ing. Aloha, everyone. Thank you for being at our hearing today. As
Ranking Member, I am proud to join you and our colleagues in re-
affirming a shared commitment to supporting America’s farmers,
ranchers, and producers through smart, effective conservation pol-
icy. I also want to thank our panel of witnesses for being here
today and extend an especially warm mahalé to Nicole Galase for
traveling all the way—I think she came the farthest—all the way
from Hawaii to share the perspective of food producers operating
in some of the most remote and climate vulnerable parts of the
country.

Now, let’s begin with some common ground. USDA conservation
programs work, whether it is EQIP, CSP, ACEP, RCPP, the whole
alphabet soup of acronyms. These programs provide practical tools
to improve soil health, manage water more efficiently, and keep op-
erations productive and resilient, but here is the hard truth. The
weather 1sn’t what it used to be. No matter what you want to call
it—climate change, extreme weather, shifting seasons—our pro-
ducers are living it every day. Longer droughts, harder rains, heat
waves in April, frost in May, it is getting harder to grow the food,
fuel, and fiber that this country relies on, and that is not a par-
tisan talking point. It is reality for farmers and ranchers across
this country.

Programs like EQIP and CSP can help producers adapt, but they
have been chronically under-funded for decades, turning away
thousands of qualified farmers each year, not because the programs
don’t work, but because demand far exceeds supply. That is why
the Inflation Reduction Act (Pub. L. 117-169) was such a turning
point. The conservation investments in the IRA weren’t just a
budget line, they were a statement, a bold time-limited, once-in-a-
generation effort to meet demand head on and finally give pro-
ducers the access and the technical support they need to take on
the challenges they are facing today.

Now, yes, we have seen bills that move IRA dollars into the base-
line USDA conservation budget. And that is a good thing, and on
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the surface that might look like a step towards stability, but let us
not lose sight of what made the IRA conservation funding different
and powerful. The IRA wasn’t about business as usual. It was
about breaking the log jam. It opened the flood gates to let more
farmers and more ranchers get the support they have been asking
for, for many, many years, and let me be clear: this is not about
left or right. It is about forward.

Whether you are in red states, blue states, purple states, or farm
country, right in between, producers are not asking for politics.
They are asking for access, for flexibility, for conservation tools
that make their land more resilient, their water more efficient, and
their operations more secure because their livelihoods, as you all
know, depend on it and so does our nation’s food supply. So as we
move forward, whether a farm bill or broader conservation plan-
ning, let’s protect not just the dollars, but the spirit behind what
was in the IRA: urgency, scale and the recognition that changing
conditions require bold action, not modest tweaks. So let’s make
sure that in the name of stability, we don’t slip back into scarcity.
Our producers don’t need diluted promises. They need real, timely
farmer-focused support because the weather is not waiting and nei-
ther should we.

I look forward to our dialogue today and to working with this
Committee to continue improving the effectiveness of NRCS pro-
grams, supporting our staff, and supporting Americans’ agriculture
through thoughtful and innovative conservation practices. And
with that, Mr. Chairman, I am looking forward to hearing from our
panel, and I yield back.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Tokuda follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. JILL N. TOKUDA, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS
FROM HAWAIL

Good morning, Mr. Chairman, and thank you for convening today’s hearing.

As Ranking Member, I'm proud to join you and our colleagues in reaffirming a
shared commitment to supporting America’s farmers, ranchers, and producers
through smart, effective conservation policy. I also want to thank our panel of wit-
nesses for being here, and extend a warm mahalo to Nicole Galase for traveling all
the way from Hawai‘l to share the perspective of food producers operating in some
of the most remote and climate-vulnerable parts of the country.

Let’s begin with common ground: USDA conservation programs work. Whether it’s
EQIP, CSP, ACEP, or RCPP, these programs provide practical tools to improve soil
health, manage water more efficiently, and keep operations productive and resilient.

But here’s the hard truth: the weather isn’t what it used to be. No matter what
you call it—climate change, extreme weather, shifting seasons—our producers are
living it every day. Longer droughts, harder rains, heatwaves in April, frost in
May—it’s getting harder to grow the food, fuel, and fiber that this country relies
on

And that’s not a partisan talking point. It’s a reality for farmers and ranchers
across America.

Programs like EQIP and CSP can help producers adapt. But they’ve been chron-
ically under-funded for decades, turning away thousands of qualified farmers each
year—not because the programs don’t work, but because demand far exceeds supply.

That’s why the Inflation Reduction Act was such a turning point. The conserva-
tion investments in the IRA weren’t just a budget line—they were a statement. A
bold, time-limited, once-in-a-generation effort to meet demand head-on and finally
give producers the access—and the technical support—they need to take on the
challenges they’re facing today.

Now, yes, we’ve seen bills that move IRA dollars into the baseline USDA con-
servation budget. On the surface, that might look like a step toward stability. But
letf’slnot lose sight of what made the IRA conservation funding different—and pow-
erful.
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The TRA wasn’t about business as usual. It was about breaking the logjam. It
opened the floodgates to let more farmers and ranchers get the support they’ve been
asking for—many for years.

And let me be clear: this is not about left or right. It’s about forward.

Whether you're in red states, blue states, or farm country in between, producers
are not asking for politics. They're asking for access. For flexibility. For conservation
tools that make their land more resilient, their water use more efficient, and their
operations more secure—because their livelihoods depend on it, and so does our na-
tional food supply.

So as we move forward—whether in the farm bill or broader conservation plan-
ning—let’s protect not just the dollars, but the spirit behind the IRA: urgency, scale,
and the recognition that changing conditions require bold action, not modest tweaks.

Let’s make sure that in the name of stability, we don’t slip back into scarcity. Our
producers don’t need diluted promises. They need real, timely, farmer-focused sup-
port—because the weather’s not waiting, and neither should we.

I look forward to our dialogue today, and to working with this Committee to con-
tinue improving the effectiveness of NRCS programs and supporting American agri-
culture through thoughtful and innovative conservation practices.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and I yield back.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentlelady yields back. The chair now recog-
nizes the Chairman of the full Committee for any opening com-
ments he would like to make. Chairman Thompson.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. GLENN THOMPSON, A
REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM PENNSYLVANIA

Mr. THOMPSON. Good morning, everyone, and thank you to our
witnesses for being here today. I know it is not easy making the
trip to Washington. I really appreciate your willingness to partici-
pate in today’s hearing. I also want to thank Mr. Lucas for serving
as a Subcommittee Chairman at this critical time. There is no
Member more capable to help navigate the vital issues of working
lands conservation at this moment in time than our esteemed
former full Committee chair, so thank you, Frank.

As a former Chairman of this Subcommittee, I have been proud
to support these programs, and I have seen firsthand how vol-
untary conservation directly benefits the producer, soil and water,
wildlife habitat, and so much more. Title II programs have been so
successful for many reasons, fundamentally because our motto of
conservation is voluntary, incentive based, and locally-led. The lo-
cally-led part is important, and we must continue to protect that
aspect of the programs as we consider reforms within a new farm
bill.

The Farm, Food, and National Security Act (H.R. 8467, 118th
Congress) was passed by this Committee last year and contains
many bipartisan priorities in its conservation title to build on the
gains that we have made in recent farm bills. This includes reforms
to improve the administration of RCPP, ACEP, and the Small Wa-
tershed Program. The bill encourages more innovation in the pro-
grams by requiring more frequent updates to conservation practice
standards and makes precision agriculture eligible for cost-share in
EQIP and CSP. It also proposed a modernization of CRP and im-
portant improvements to the technical services provider program.
And while these are just some of the reforms this Committee can
take to improve the administration of each program, we also have
a tremendous opportunity at this Congress to bolster conservation
programs over the long-term with significant new funding. The
Farm, Food, and National Security Act also proposed rescinding
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the unobligated IRA conservation funding and reallocating it into
Title II. House Republicans are now trying to provide similar rein-
vestment through the reconciliation process. Instead of letting the
IRA funding expire, investing it would provide additional funding
for the programs that we all know work and increase the baseline
for the conservation title into perpetuity.

Rural America continues to face great economic challenges, and
I look forward to working with all of you on strategic investments
and policy updates to meet the needs of our producers and the agri-
cultural value chain. Thank you again to our witnesses for your
time today, and we look forward to hearing your testimonies and
appreciate your expertise with the farm bill conservation programs.
Thank you, Mr. Chairman. With that, I yield back.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I now recognize the
Ranking Member of the full Committee, Ms. Craig, for any opening
comments that she would like to make.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. ANGIE CRAIG, A
REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM MINNESOTA

Ms. CralG. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I am so pleased to be here
with fellow strong advocates for conservation programs. Thank you
to each of our witnesses for making time to come up to the Hill
today, to share your expertise with us, and a special shout-out to
Ms. Galase, who has traveled 5,000 miles to be with us here today.

Our farmers are the natural caretakers and stewards of our land.
USDA'’s conservation programs help continue that legacy while di-
versifying farm income streams and helping farmers’ bottom line.
Conservation is essential to keeping our farm and forest lands
working for generations to come. Over the last decade my state,
Minnesota, has received over $875 million from Natural Resources
Conservation Service programs to help producers with everything
from planting cover crops and pollinator habitat to implementing
reduced tillage and manure management.

For example, in my district in Rice County, conservation cham-
pions, like John and Debbie Becker, have enrolled land in the Con-
servation Reserve Program to protect the country’s only self-sus-
taining trout stream, and more recently, they have used the Envi-
ronmental Quality Incentives Program to fund planting cover
crops. Of course, that is the county’s only, not the country’s only,
and through the Conservation Stewardship Program, Mike and
Kay Peterson have added critical area plantings of native prairie
on highly-erodible end rows where erosion occurred year after year.
These programs are popular because they work. Moving forward,
there are some significant issues I believe we must address to get
more conservation on the ground.

First, I would be remiss not to mention my significant concern
with the current Administration’s hollowing out of NRCS. In Min-
nesota alone, we have lost more than 70 dedicated NRCS employ-
ees. Without dedicated and qualified staff working from farmer
service centers in rural America, these programs cannot succeed.
Yet the President’s budget recommends completely zeroing out con-
servation technical assistance, further jeopardizing our ability to
implement extremely popular farm bill conservation programs like
EQIP and CSP. This will hurt farmers not help them.
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Second, NRCS programs remain oversubscribed. We have to pro-
tect the remaining Inflation Reduction Act conservation funding by
rolling it into the farm bill baseline, and we should do it in a man-
ner that preserves the original intent of the investment and with-
out busting up the farm bill coalition. We must make sure that
money stays in the voluntary, incentive-based conservation pro-
grams that our farmers rely on. The investments we made in con-
servation programs through the IRA might be a once-in-a-lifetime,
and we shouldn’t give up those gains. I am glad the Majority has
recognized the importance and success of the IRA and joined us in
trying to get this across the finish line.

Last, it has been too long since we have reauthorized a full 5
year farm bill. There are commonsense, bipartisan changes that ev-
eryone agrees need to be made. I look forward to working with my
colleagues, our witnesses, and the broader conservation community
to protect and improve the farm bill’s conservation programs. We
have a tremendous opportunity to streamline program delivery, in-
crease incentives for producer participation, and preserve farm,
ranch, and forest lands for current farmers and our children, and
especially for those of us who have them, our grandchildren. Thank
you Mr. Chairman and I yield back.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Craig follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. ANGIE CRAIG, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM
MINNESOTA

I'm pleased to be here with fellow strong advocates for conservation programs.
Thank you to each of our witnesses for making time to come up to the Hill and
share your expertise with us. And a special shout-out to Ms. Galase for traveling
nearly 5,000 miles from Volcano, Hawaii—we appreciate you making the journey to
be here today.

Our farmers are the natural caretakers and stewards of our land.

USDA'’s conservation programs help continue that legacy while diversifying farm
income streams and helping farmers’ bottom line. Conservation is essential to keep-
ing our farm and forest lands working for generations to come.

Over the last decade, my state, Minnesota, has received over $875 million from
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) programs to help producers with
everything from planting cover crops and pollinator habitat to implementing re-
duced tillage and manure management.

For example, in my district in Rice County, conservation champions like John and
Debbie Becker have enrolled land in the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) to
protect the county’s only self-sustaining trout stream, and more recently, they've
used the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) to fund planting cover
crops. And through the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP), Mike and Kay
Peterson have added critical area plantings of native prairie on highly-erodible end
rows where erosion occurred year after year.

These programs are popular because they work. Moving forward, there are some
significant issues I believe we must address to get more conservation on the ground.

First, I would be remiss not to mention my significant concern with the current
Administration’s hollowing out of NRCS. In Minnesota alone, we’ve lost more than
70 dedicated NRCS employees. Without dedicated and qualified staff working from
Farmer Service Centers in rural America, these programs cannot succeed. Yet, the
President’s budget recommends completely zeroing out Conservation Technical As-
sistance, further jeopardizing our ability to implement extremely popular farm bill
conservation programs like EQIP and CSP. This will hurt farmers, not help them.

Second, NRCS programs remain oversubscribed. We've got to protect the remain-
ing Inflation Reduction Act conservation funding by rolling it into the farm bill base-
line. And we should do it in a manner that preserves the original intent of the in-
vestment and without busting up the farm bill coalition. We must make sure that
money stays in the voluntary, incentive-based conservation programs that our farm-
ers rely on. The investments we made in conservation programs through the IRA
might be once-in-a-lifetime, and we shouldn’t give up those gains. I am glad the ma-
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jority has recognized the importance and success of the IRA and joined us in trying
to get this across the finish line.

Last, it’s been too long since we’ve reauthorized a full, 5 year farm bill. There are
common sense, bipartisan changes that everyone agrees need to be made. I look for-
ward to working with my colleagues, our witnesses and the broader conservation
community to protect and improve the farm bill’s conservation programs.

We have a tremendous opportunity to streamline program delivery, increase in-
centives for producer participation and preserve farm, ranch and forest lands for
current farmers and our children and grandchildren.

Thank you and I yield back.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you. The chair would request that other
Members submit their opening statements for the record so that
the witnesses may begin their testimony and to ensure that there
is ample time for questions.

Our first witness today is Mr. Russell Boening, President of the
Texas Farm Bureau. Our next witness is Christopher McLeland,
the Managing Director of the Agricultural Programs, Ducks Unlim-
ited. Our third witness today is Dr. Dan Sebert, who is Senior Pol-
icy Advisor and former Executive Director of the National Water-
shed Coalition. Our next witness is Mr. Tim Fink, the policy direc-
tor at the American Farmland Trust. And I will turn to my col-
league to introduce her constituent, my fellow cattleman.

Ms. ToKUDA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and our fifth and final
last, but not least, witness today is Ms. Nicole Galase, the Execu-
tive Director of the Hawaii Cattlemen’s Council. Mahalo, Mr.
Chairman.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you to all of our witnesses for joining us
today, and we will now proceed with our testimony. You will each
have 5 minutes. The timer is in front of you. It will count down
to zero at which your time will expire, and with that, Mr. Boening,
please begin when you are ready.

STATEMENT OF RUSSELL W. BOENING, PRESIDENT, TEXAS
FARM BUREAU, POTH, TX

Mr. BOENING. Chairman Lucas, Ranking Member Tokuda, and
Members of the Subcommittee, I appreciate the opportunity to be
here and testify today. My name is Russell Boening. I am a fourth-
generation farmer and President of the Texas Farm Bureau. Along
with my brother, we produce grain, cotton, and wheat while oper-
ating a 450-cow dairy and a beef operation outside of Polk, Texas,
which is right southeast of San Antonio. It is an honor to be here
on behalf of our member families of the Texas Farm Bureau.

Voluntary conservation practices have become a cornerstone of
modern agriculture. Our family implements conservation practices
to improve water quality, soil health, and wildlife habitat, while
keeping our land productive, but we are not unique. Farmers
across Texas and across this whole country are seizing the oppor-
tunity to utilize conservation programs. For decades, USDA, NRCS,
and FSA programs have assisted farmers in executing on-farm con-
servation practices. Farmers rely on working lands programs such
as EQIP, CSP, and RCPP. These programs are highly successful,
and the greatest challenge for producers is just gaining entry.

All of these programs have become increasingly oversubscribed
with demand consistently surpassing available funding. For Tex-
ans, EQIP is of the utmost importance given the 50 percent set-
aside for livestock operations. In 2022, the Inflation Reduction Act
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allocated additional funding for these working lands programs.
Currently, this IRA funding is temporary and does not alter the
permanent baseline funding established by the 2018 Farm Bill. The
One Big Beautiful Bill Act (Pub. L. 119-21) that has passed the
House last month infuses roughly $11 billion in unspent IRA fund-
ing into this baseline for these programs, while also adding $8 bil-
lion in additional baseline funding. Incorporating the IRA funds
into the baseline would ensure that these funds continue into per-
petuity and farmers can stay committed to their conservation work.

CRP is a voluntary land retirement program that assists farmers
in removing environmentally-sensitive land from ag production. For
many farmers, CRP serves as an important farm safety net by pro-
viding a reliable source of income during times when crop prices
are low or when certain acres are less productive due to environ-
mental challenges. By enrolling vulnerable or less profitable land
in CRP, farmers can receive a guaranteed annual rental that helps
stabilize their cash-flow, thereby reducing financial stress and risk.

We support the approach taken in the Committee’s bill that pro-
poses using soil classification to determine CRP payments. This ap-
proach could better align rental rates with the productivity and en-
vironmental value of the land enrolled. By factoring in soil classi-
fication, payments could be more accurately tailored to reflect the
potential ag value and conservation benefits of specific parcels. It
would create a payment scale that incentivizes the enrollment of
environmentally-sensitive areas, which focuses on the parcels of
land that the program was originally designed to protect.

Farmers often express concern about the shortage of technical
service providers available to assist with these conservation prac-
tices as this lack of support can delay or limit their ability to im-
plement these programs. Without sufficient TSPs, producers may
struggle to develop conservation plans, complete necessary docu-
mentation, or receive expert guidance on selecting the effective
practices tailored for their land. This shortage can be especially
challenging in rural or under-served areas where access to trained
professionals is already limited.

Expanding and better supporting the network of TSPs is essen-
tial to ensure farmers can successfully navigate conservation pro-
grams and achieve meaningful environmental outcomes. Congress
must invest in the TSPs that assist farmers in executing these
practices. We strongly advocate that the Committee work to make
all conservation programs more practicable, accessible, and sup-
portive of modern agricultural challenges. Our members continue
to advocate for increased funding and higher payment rates to bet-
ter reflect the true cost of implementing and maintaining conserva-
tion practices. Also, simplifying application processes and reducing
paperwork are top priorities, especially for small and beginning
farmers who may lack the time or resources to navigate these com-
plex requirements. Farmers seek more flexibility in program con-
tracts and practice options to tailor their conservation efforts to
their unique operations.

We ask Members of this Subcommittee to work towards reau-
thorizing the farm bill to ensure that farmers have access to con-
servation programs that promote environmental stewardship.
Thank you for the opportunity to testify today.
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[The prepared statement of Mr. Boening follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF RUSSELL W. BOENING, PRESIDENT, TEXAS FARM BUREAU,
PorH, TX

Chairman Lucas, Ranking Member Tokuda, and Members of the Subcommittee.
I appreciate the opportunity to testify today on the importance of voluntary con-
servation practices and the benefits they provide to our producers and the environ-
ment. My name is Russell Boening, I am a fourth-generation farmer and President
of the Texas Farm Bureau. Along with my brother, we raise grain, cotton, and
wheat while operating a 450-head dairy and beef operation outside of Poth, Texas.
It is an honor to be here on behalf of the 540,000 members of the Texas Farm Bu-
reau.

Voluntary conservation practices have become a cornerstone of modern agricul-
tural operations, playing a crucial role in balancing productive farming with envi-
ronmental stewardship. These practices allow farmers and ranchers to proactively
manage their land in ways that protect soil health, conserve water, enhance wildlife
habitat, and reduce pollution—all while maintaining or even improving crop and
livestock yields. For several decades, our family has implemented voluntary con-
servation practices in a variety of ways to improve water quality, soil health, and
wildlife habitat while keeping our land productive. Our family is certainly not
unique—farmers across Texas and the country are seizing the opportunities to im-
prove their environmental impacts and incorporating conservation practices into
their business models. As an industry, we have seen improvements in soil health
and water quality throughout the communities where we work and live.

Overview of Conservation Programs

Authorized under title II of the farm bill, the United States Department of Agri-
culture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and Farm Service Agency
(FSA) programs have assisted farmers in executing on-farm conservation practices
for decades. The agency provides a variety of programs and an extensive menu of
conservation practices for farmers to choose from to address their environmental
goals. NRCS provides cost-share and technical assistance, while keeping the pro-
grams voluntary and farmer led. I am proud to be here advocating for these pro-
grams and the farmers who use them.

Acres (in Thousands) Enrolled in NRCS Programs, FY 2023
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Last year, the House Agriculture Committee passed the Farm, Food, and National
Security Act of 2024, led by Chairman GT Thompson. The Texas Farm Bureau ap-
preciates the continued commitment that Members of this Subcommittee have in
improving the function of conservation programs. Farmers rely on the Environ-
mental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), the Conservation Stewardship Program
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(CSP), the Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) and the Conserva-
tion Reserve Program (CRP) to address natural resource concerns. Simply put—each
of these programs are essential to achieving our sustainability mission.

Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP)

Since its inception, EQIP has consistently been one of the most popular conserva-
tion programs for farmers and ranchers. The program provides financial and tech-
nical assistance to producers for implementing conservation practices on their land
that helps to improve water and air quality, conserving ground, and surface water,
increasing soil healthy by limiting erosion and sedimentation and numerous other
benefits. We have seen, especially in Texas, the benefits of EQIP are wide ranging
for livestock and crop producers alike.

As a working lands program, EQIP provides flexibility by adapting to a farmer’s
specific situation, offering a wide range of conservation options, supporting diverse
producers, and allowing for customized planning and implementation timelines.
This makes it a valuable tool for sustainable agriculture without forcing a one-size-
fits-all approach. EQIP supports a wide variety of practices—from improving irriga-
tion systems to managing livestock waste—so farmers can address the environ-
mental challenges most relevant to their farms. With customizable conservation
plans, variable contract lengths, and multiple application periods throughout the
year, farmers can adopt improvements at a pace and scale that works for them. Ad-
ditionally, EQIP provides higher payment rates and priority support for beginning,
socially disadvantaged, and veteran farmers, making conservation more accessible
and adaptable for a diverse range of producers. In Texas, the EQIP program has
helped install terrace and waterway systems that reduce sediment loss and nutrient
runoff, improve irrigation systems and water use efficiency, and maximize grazing
systems—just to name a few.

Including livestock operations in the EQIP is essential for supporting comprehen-
sive, sustainable agriculture. Under current law, 50% of EQIP funding is set aside
for livestock-focused practices. Livestock producers face unique conservation chal-
lenges, such as managing manure, protecting water sources, and maintaining
healthy grazing lands—all of which have significant environmental implications.
EQIP provides critical financial and technical assistance that enables livestock
farmers to implement practices like nutrient management, rotational grazing, fenc-
ing to protect streams, and improved waste handling systems. These practices not
only help reduce pollution and improve soil and water quality but also enhance ani-
mal health and operational efficiency. By including livestock in EQIP, the program
ensures that conservation efforts address the full spectrum of agricultural systems,
promoting environmental stewardship across both crop and animal production.

Due to its popularity, EQIP has become increasingly oversubscribed, with demand
consistently surpassing available funding. In Fiscal Year (FY) 2023, the program re-
ceived 134,450 applications nationwide but was only able to award contracts to
34,222 applicants, reflecting a nationwide acceptance rate of approximately 25% .
This high demand has led to significant disparities in contract awards across states,
with some states awarding contracts to fewer than 20% of applicants.
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Figure 2. National Overview of Environmental Quality Incentives Program
Performance (USDA)
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Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP)

Another popular working lands conservation program utilized by our members is
CSP. CSP is designed for farmers, ranchers, and forest landowners who are already
implementing conservation practices and wish to enhance their environmental stew-
ardship. The program offers financial and technical assistance to help producers ex-
pand their conservation efforts by adopting additional practices or improving exist-
ing ones. Participants receive annual payments for maintaining and improving their
conservation activities, with contracts typically lasting 5 years. In FY 2024, USDA
increased the minimum annual payment for CSP participants from $1,500 to $4,000
to better support small-scale, under-served, and urban producers, making the pro-
gram more accessible and equitable. CSP’s comprehensive approach encourages pro-
ducers to address multiple resource concerns simultaneously, such as soil health,
water quality, and wildlife habitat, leading to more sustainable and resilient agri-
cultural operations. This structure benefits farmers who are already committed to
sustainability and like EQIP, provides flexibility allowing producers to choose from
a wide variety of enhancements that suit their operation’s needs.

Like EQIP, CSP supports conservation practices that support our greatest natural
resource concerns such as:

e Soil Health Improvements: These practices help improve soil structure, reduce
erosion, and increase organic matter such as, cover cropping, reduced or no-till,
crop rotation enhancements and precision nutrient and pesticide application.

e Water Conservation: These practices help conserve water and improve irrigation
efficiency, especially important in drought-prone areas such as, improved irriga-
tion systems, irrigation scheduling, water recycling or reuse systems.

e Grazing and Livestock Management: These practices enhance pasture health,
reduce overgrazing, and protect water quality, such as prescribed grazing sys-
tems, rotational grazing, improved livestock watering systems.

o Wildlife Habitat Enhancement: These efforts provide food and shelter for wild-
life, including pollinators and threatened species, such as planting native spe-
cies, creating buffer strips or field borders, restoring wetlands or riparian areas.

e Climate-Smart Practices: These practices contribute to greenhouse gas reduc-
tion and help farms become more resilient to climate impacts such as, carbon
sequestration activities, agroforestry, composting, and manure management.
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Like EQIP, CSP is consistently oversubscribed, with demand from farmers far ex-
ceeding available funding and enrollment capacity. Each year, thousands of pro-
ducers who apply to enhance conservation efforts on their working lands are turned
away due to limited resources.

Overprescription of Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP)
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Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP)

Another conservation initiative authorized by the farm bill is RCPP, which pro-
motes collaboration between the USDA and local, state, and private partners to ad-
dress regional natural resource concerns. RCPP enables partners—such as conserva-
tion groups, agricultural organizations, Tribal governments, and municipalities—to
design and lead projects that deliver targeted environmental outcomes while sup-
porting agricultural productivity. Through RCPP, partners contribute funding, ex-
pertise, and innovation, while eligible farmers and landowners receive financial and
technical assistance to implement conservation practices. The program emphasizes
flexibility and local leadership, making it a powerful tool for addressing complex,
landscape-scale challenges like water quality, drought resilience, soil health, and
habitat restoration.

Farmers often face several challenges when participating in the RCPP, despite its
collaborative and locally driven approach. One of the most common concerns is the
complexity and length of the application process, which can be more time-consuming
and confusing than other conservation programs due to the involvement of multiple
partners and project-specific requirements. Additionally, inconsistent communication
and coordination between NRCS, partner organizations, and producers can create
delays or confusion about program rules, funding timelines, and eligibility criteria.
These hurdles can discourage participation, particularly for small or beginning
farmers who may lack the resources to navigate the bureaucratic and administrative
demands of RCPP projects. Addressing these challenges is critical to ensuring that
the program reaches its full potential in delivering effective, landscape-scale con-
servation.

Inflation Reduction Act in the Baseline Funding

The Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) allocated an additional $18.05 billion to USDA
conservation programs, including EQIP, CSP and RCPP through FY 2031. Cur-
rently, this IRA funding is temporary and does not alter the permanent baseline
funding established by the 2018 Farm Bill. Once the IRA funds expire, these pro-
grams will revert to their original baseline funding levels, further limiting these
program’s capacity to meet ongoing conservation needs.
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How Did IRA Supplement the Baseline?
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To ensure sustained support for conservation efforts, there have been discussions
within Congress around incorporating IRA funding into the permanent baseline, al-
lowing for continuous and expanded assistance to farmers and ranchers. Our Texas
farmers strongly support this transition, as it would provide long-term stability and
enable the program to address evolving environmental challenges effectively.

The One Big Beautiful Bill Act that passed the House last month infuses roughly
$11 billion in unspent IRA funding into the baseline for a variety of USDA conserva-
tion programs while also adding $8 billion in additional baseline funding past the
budget window of the IRA. Incorporating the IRA funds into the baseline would en-
sure that these funds continue for conservation programs into perpetuity, subject
only to Congressional reauthorization. This could represent a significant increase in
the conservation title’s available funding.

Additionally, we support the removal of the climate-related sideboards on IRA
conservation funding. Congress must reverse these restrictions that tie funding sole-
ly to climate mitigation goals. It is unwise to narrowly focus the IRA resources on
one specific natural resource concern. Farmers need flexibility and these sideboards
are Ennecessarily handcuffing our members by picking one resource concern over
another.
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Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)

Administered by FSA, CRP is a voluntary land retirement program that pays
farmers to remove environmentally sensitive land from agricultural production and
plant species that improve environmental health and quality. In return, participants
receive annual rental payments and cost-share assistance for establishing conserva-
tion practices. CRP helps reduce soil erosion, improve water quality, enhance wild-
life habitat, and increase carbon sequestration. By taking marginal, highly-erodible
or at-risk farmland out of production, CRP supports long-term environmental sus-
tainability while providing a stable income source for participating landowners. In
2024, Texas had roughly 2.2 million acres enrolled in CRP to protect highly-erodible
lands and enhance wildlife habitat.

For many farmers, CRP serves as an important farm safety net by providing a
reliable source of income during times when crop prices are low or when certain
acres are less productive due to environmental challenges. By enrolling vulnerable
or less profitable land in CRP, farmers receive guaranteed annual rental payments
that help stabilize their cash flow, reducing financial stress and risk. This safety
net allows producers to manage their land more sustainably without the pressure
to overuse or degrade fragile soils. Given the state of the farm economy today, many
farmers are looking to conservation programs to keep their businesses solvent.

As Congress considers reauthorizing the farm bill, they must consider changes to
CRP that will make the program more flexible, accessible, and better aligned with
farmer’s needs. Many Texas producers are asking for higher rental rates and more
competitive payments to reflect current land values and the costs of establishing
conservation practices. We also seek increased acreage caps and the ability to enroll
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smaller or more diverse parcels of land, including working lands, rather than just
marginal acres. Additionally, farmers want streamlined application processes and
greater flexibility in contract terms to better accommodate changing farm operations
and market conditions. Overall, these changes aim to balance environmental goals
with economic viability for farmers.

Additionally, our members support the approach taken in the Farm, Food, and
National Security Act of 2024 that proposes using soil classification to determine
CRP payments. This approach could help better align rental rates with the produc-
tivity and environmental value of the land enrolled. By factoring in soil classifica-
tion, payments could be more accurately tailored to reflect the potential agricultural
value and conservation benefits of specific parcels. The bill would create a payment
scale that incentives the enrollment of environmentally sensitive and highly-erodible
lands, which focuses on the parcels of land that the program was originally designed
to protect.

Conversely, the scale would disincentive the enrollment of prime farmland. The
enrollment of prime farmland in CRP has unintentionally created challenges for
young farmers by reducing the availability of highly productive land for farming and
entry into the agricultural sector. When prime farmland is taken out of production
and enrolled in long-term CRP contracts, it limits opportunities for young and be-
ginning farmers to access affordable, high-quality land needed to start or expand
their operations. This can increase competition for the remaining farmland, driving
up land prices and rental rates, making it harder for new farmers to establish finan-
cially viable businesses. Additionally, with less prime land available, young farmers
may be forced to work on lower-quality or more marginal acres, which can reduce
their productivity and profitability. As a result, while CRP supports important con-
servation goals, it can also unintentionally hinder generational renewal and the
long-term sustainability of the farming community.

Feral Swine Eradication and Control Pilot Program

Feral swine pose a serious and growing threat to farmers across many regions,
causing extensive damage to crops, pastures, and farm infrastructure. These
invasive animals root up fields in search of food, destroying valuable crops like corn,
soybeans, and vegetables, which leads to significant financial losses for producers.
Their digging also damages soil structure and can contribute to erosion and the
spread of invasive plant species. Beyond crop damage, feral swine compete with live-
stock for forage, contaminate water sources, and can carry diseases that threaten
both animal and human health. The presence of feral swine increases costs for farm-
ers who must invest in fencing, trapping, and control measures to protect their land
and animals, making them a persistent and costly challenge to agricultural oper-
ations.

The 2018 Farm Bill established the Feral Swine Eradication and Control Pilot
Program (FSCP) to address the significant threats posed by feral swine. With an
estimated five million feral swine causing approximately $1.6 billion in annual dam-
ages across just 13 states, the FSCP allocated a total of $75 million over the life
of the 2018 Farm Bill. While the FSCP has made significant strides in controlling
feral swine populations, ongoing monitoring and evaluation are essential to assess
its effectiveness. It is imperative that Congress continue to support this Federal in-
EeStln}lfnt in wildlife management to protect agricultural resources and public

ealth.

Additional Challenges in Executing Conservation Practices

Farmers often express concern about the shortage of technical service providers
(TSPs) available to assist with conservation practices, as this lack of support can
delay or limit their ability to implement important environmental improvements.
Without sufficient TSPs, producers may struggle to develop conservation plans, com-
plete necessary documentation, or receive expert guidance on selecting and install-
ing effective practices tailored to their land. This shortage can be especially chal-
lenging in rural or under-served areas, where access to trained professionals is al-
ready limited. The resulting bottlenecks slow down program participation, reduce
the impact of conservation funding, and increase frustration among farmers eager
to adopt sustainable practices but lacking the technical assistance to do so effi-
ciently. Expanding and better supporting the network of TSPs is essential to ensure
farmers can successfully navigate conservation programs and achieve meaningful
environmental outcomes. Congress must invest in the TSPs that assist farmers in
executing these practices.

More recently, farmers are growing increasingly concerned about the closure of
NRCS offices, as these local centers are vital for accessing conservation assistance,
technical support, and program guidance. Office closures and staff reductions, par-
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ticularly in rural areas, have led to longer travel distances and wait times for farm-
ers seeking help with conservation planning, cost-share programs, and disaster re-
covery. This disruption not only delays the implementation of crucial conservation
practices but also strains the relationships between farmers and NRCS staff, who
often serve as trusted advisors. The loss of local NRCS offices erodes the accessi-
bility and effectiveness of Federal conservation programs, leaving farmers without
the support they need to maintain sustainable and productive operations.
Conclusion

We appreciate the reforms the House Agriculture Committee included in the
Farm, Food, and National Security Act of 2024. In addition to the specific rec-
ommendations made above, we strongly advocate that the Committee work to make
all conservation programs more practical, accessible, and supportive of modern agri-
cultural challenges. Our members continue to advocate for increased funding and
higher payment rates to better reflect the true costs of implementing and maintain-
ing conservation practices, making participation more financially viable. Simplifying
application processes and reducing paperwork are also top priorities, especially for
small and beginning farmers who may lack the time or resources to navigate com-
plex requirements. Additionally, farmers seek more flexibility in program contracts
and practice options to tailor conservation efforts to their unique operations and re-
gional conditions. Finally, expanding technical assistance and addressing staffing
shortages within agencies like NRCS would help farmers more effectively access and
benefit from conservation programs. We challenge Members of this Subcommittee
to work towards reauthorizing the farm bill to ensure that farmers have access to
the conservation programs that allow for environmental stewardship. Thank you for
the opportunity to testify today.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you, Mr. Boening. Mr. McLeland, please
begin when you are ready.

STATEMENT OF CHRISTOPHER MCcLELAND, MANAGING
DIRECTOR OF AGRICULTURE PROGRAMS, DUCKS
UNLIMITED, INC., HALLSVILLE, MO

Mr. McLELAND. Well, good morning, Chairman Lucas, Ranking
Member Tokuda, and Members of the Subcommittee. Thank you for
holding this hearing and for the opportunity to testify on the im-
portance of voluntary, locally-led, incentive-based farm bill con-
servation programs. My name is Chris McLeland. I am the Man-
aging Director of Agriculture Programs for Ducks Unlimited in the
Great Lakes Atlantic Region, and I am also a producer myself, sup-
porting a small cow-calf operation in my home State of Missouri.
It is an honor to be here this morning.

As a proud partner of USDA, Ducks Unlimited has a long history
of working with farmers, ranchers, and other private landowners
across the country to restore and enhance millions of acres of wa-
terfowl habitat. Ducks Unlimited supports balanced agricultural
policies that help American farmers and ranchers be more competi-
tive and successful in meeting the demands for food, fiber, and en-
ergy, while conserving soil, water, wetlands, grasslands, and for-
ests. DU’s focus is not just on the financial assistance dollars deliv-
ered to agricultural producers and land stewards, but also the crit-
ical importance of conservation technical assistance where partners
such as Ducks Unlimited work alongside USDA and participating
landowners to help them achieve their conservation goals. We are
proud of our ability to deliver quality science-based assistance with
agricultural producers alongside NRCS.

The Federal flagship wetlands restoration program, ACEP-Wet-
land Reserve Easement, or WRE, is a voluntary, non-regulatory, in-
centive-based way for private landowners, farmers, and ranchers to
protect and restore wetlands on their property. WRE also provides



18

landowners a financially-viable alternative for transitioning farm-
land with high inputs and low profits to functioning wetlands,
while continuing to focus investments and production on more suit-
able lands, and I have personally witnessed these benefits and the
positive impacts WRE has to these program participants.

NRCS also works with landowners to implement conservation
practices on older WREs, allowing these lands to continue to pro-
vide ecosystem services for wildlife and people. One of DU’s biggest
priorities in the next farm bill is to ensure NRCS provides land-
owners with long-term stewardship opportunities. It is critically
important that the program provide these additional tools to land-
owners to maintain their WRE and retain the associated wildlife
benefits.

Mr. Lucas, as you know, the Regional Conservation Partnership
Program, which was originally authorized while you were chair of
the Committee, has been a resounding success. The rice industry’s
symbiotic relationship with waterfowl led DU to a historic partner-
ship with USA Rice. This partnership has had phenomenal success
in delivering on-the-ground conservation to rice farmers with more
than 800,000 acres of rice impacted and over $100 million of addi-
tional conservation funding directed to these program participants.
And while there still are administrative hurdles with the program,
Ducks Unlimited asks Congress to provide thoughtful and targeted
solutions that allow the program to continue to succeed.

The Conservation Reserve Program, CRP, provides farmers and
ranchers with additional financial options while improving soil
health, enhancing water quality, and supporting wildlife habitat.
And we do thank FSA and Administrator Beam for recently open-
ing CRP general and continuous enrollments and appreciate the
Committee’s efforts in addressing policies last Congress that pro-
mote locally-led activities and reinstate management tools and op-
tions, such as mid-contract management, as well as increasing the
rental rate payment practices under Continuous CRP and State
Acres for Wildlife Enhancement.

I have discussed our partnership with NRCS in providing con-
servation technical assistance when delivering these programs.
This assistance, which is directly provided to the agricultural pro-
ducers, is essential to the long-term success of a producer’s con-
servation system. Conservation technical assistance is just as im-
portant as the financial assistance provided through the suite of
farm bill programs. The priorities mentioned in my testimony were
included in the Farm, Food, and National Security Act that passed
out of the House Agriculture Committee last Congress, and I thank
Chairman Thompson and the Members of the Committee for sup-
porting Ducks Unlimited’s priorities last Congress, and we ask you
to continue to support those provisions in the upcoming farm bill.

Ducks Unlimited proudly partners with NRCS and passionate
farmers and ranchers and landowners who invest their own finan-
cial resources to bring these farm bill programs to their lands, and
DU’s mission to conserve, restore, and maintain wetlands and wa-
terfowl habitat would not be possible without these voluntary pro-
grams. Thank you for your time.

[The prepared statement of Mr. McLeland follows:]
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PREPARED STATEMENT OF CHRISTOPHER MCLELAND, MANAGING DIRECTOR OF
AGRICULTURE PROGRAMS, DUCKS UNLIMITED, INC., HALLSVILLE, MO

Good morning, Chairman Lucas, Ranking Member Tokuda, and Members of the
Subcommittee. Thank you for holding this hearing and for the opportunity to testify
on my perspectives of voluntary, locally-led, incentive-based farm bill conservation
programs.

My name is Chris McLeland, and I am the Managing Director of Conservation
Programs for Ducks Unlimited in the Great Lakes and Atlantic Region. When I'm
off the clock, I enjoy spending time on the farm, with my daughters and our cattle.
Growing up in a rural community in north-central Missouri, I learned from a young
age that agriculture and wildlife conservation were not mutually exclusive activities.
In fact, they can very much mutually inclusive and complementary. It has been my
passion for agriculture and wildlife conservation that has guided me throughout my
career and is a passion that I am working hard to instill in my children.

As a proud partner of the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and
the Farm Service Agency (FSA), Ducks Unlimited (DU) has a long history of work-
ing with ranchers, farmers, and other private landowners across the country to en-
hance and restore millions of acres of critical waterfowl and other wildlife habitats.
The organization was established in 1937 amid the Dust Bowl and the Great De-
pression. DU was founded by people who understood the value of wetland resources
and bolstered by the passage of the first Federal duck stamp in 1934. With more
than one million supporters across North America, DU has become the premier or-
ganization for wetlands and waterfowl conservation with a mission to conserve, re-
store, and manage wetlands and associated habitats for the continent’s waterfowl,
other wildlife, and people. To date, DU has restored and enhanced more than 19
million acres across the continent focusing heavily on the priority landscapes for wa-
terfowl populations.

The voluntary, locally-led, incentive-based conservation programs that are author-
ized and funded through the farm bill are the backbone of DU’s cooperative con-
servation work. Many of the remaining wetlands in the United States are on private
lands, where most waterfowl are raised, migrate and winter. To further our mission,
DU supports agricultural policies that can help American farmers and ranchers be
more competitive and successful in meeting demands for food, fiber and energy
while conserving soil, water, wetlands, grasslands and forests. The farm bill is the
most effective tool for conserving wildlife habitats on private land.

DU collaborates with USDA and other partners in helping deliver farm bill con-
servation programs, including the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), Agricul-
tural Conservation Easements Program (ACEP), Regional Conservation Partnership
Program (RCPP), Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), the Conserva-
tion Stewardship Program (CSP) and the Emergency Watershed Protection (EWP)
Program. Our focus is not just on the financial assistance dollars delivered for agri-
culture producers and land stewards for on-the-farm conservation practices, but also
as a technical assistance partner working hand-in-hand with USDA and program
participants on their lands. We are proud of our ability to deliver quality, science-
based assistance to agriculture producers cooperatively with NRCS.

Wetlands in the Farm Bill

The Federal flagship wetlands restoration program, ACEP-Wetland Reserve Ease-
ment (WRE), is an NRCS program that is popular and oversubscribed. WRE is a
voluntary, non-regulatory, incentive-based way for private landowners, farmers and
ranchers to protect and restore agricultural lands and wetlands on their property.
WRE has multiple benefits and can be tailored to many types of wetland eco-
systems, including the prairie potholes (Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota,
Minnesota and Iowa), floodplain wetlands and coastal tidal marshes. Ducks Unlim-
ited provides technical assistance to implement practices on WRE that, for example,
restore and manage wetlands to filter pollutants, which naturally leads to water
quality improvements.

WRE also provides landowners and producers a financially viable alternative for
transitioning farmland with high inputs and low or negative profits to functioning
wetlands while continuing to focus investments and production on their more suit-
able lands as key to sustaining property ownership and promoting generational
transition of agriculture and forest lands. I have personally witnessed the impacts
on the farm viability and ecological improvements that extend beyond the farmgate.
We see this program as a win-win for farmers and ranchers and our North Amer-
ican waterfowl.

In my home State of Missouri, wetland restoration programs such as WRE have
been extremely popular among producers, recreational landowners, and conservation
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partners alike. Missouri is a state that can experience extreme flood events. Pro-
grams like WRE provide an avenue for landowners to restore wetland acres, provide
a diverse array of wildlife habitats, create outdoor recreational opportunities, while
also reducing operational risk in the form of lost revenue. Through the hard work
of partners such as USDA-NRCS, the Missouri Department of Conservation, and
groups like Ducks Unlimited, Missouri has restored over 167,000 acres of wetlands
through the WRE program.

Using the Lower Mississippi Valley as an example, since 1998, Ducks Unlimited
has partnered with NRCS in reforestation and hydrology restoration activities in
states from Missouri to Louisiana. In Louisiana alone, DU has helped reforest
52,000 acres of bottomland hardwoods by enrolling these acres in WRE. Prior to
WRE, an estimated 80 percent of the bottomland hardwood wetland forests were
converted. With Louisiana being one of the most intensive farmed regions in the na-
tion, WRE projects and the restoration of bottomland hardwood forest ecosystems
ultimately filter out sediment, nutrients and farm runoff that would otherwise end
up in the Mississippi River.

There is also a stewardship component to WRE where NRCS works with land-
owners to implement conservation practices on older WREs (formerly known as
WRP), allowing these lands to continue to provide multiple ecosystem benefits to
local communities. One of DU’s biggest priorities for the next farm bill is to ensure
NRCS provides landowners these long-term stewardship opportunities. It is criti-
cally important that the program provides these additional tools to landowners to
maintain their WRE and retain the associated habitat benefits. In addition, DU has
advocated to modify the county cap restriction on WRE. Focused on the more mar-
ginal lands, this provision provides flexibility to NRCS allowing more acres in areas
where duck habitat is critically important. We are excited, both of these provisions
were included in the Farm, Food, and National Security Act (that passed out of the
House Agriculture Committee last Congress). Thank you, Chairman Thompson and
Members of the Committee, for including this critically important language.

Emergency Watershed Protection Program

Building on the success of WRE, the Emergency Watershed Protection Program
incorporates floodplain easements as an alternative tool to landowners, farmers and
ranchers who seek long-term protection of life and property and avoid future agri-
culture crop losses after devastating natural disasters. It is proven that wetlands
provide flood control, slowing the flow of water and allowing it to replenish the
ground water supply and reduce flood damage in areas downstream. DU partners
with NRCS to implement voluntary floodplain easements to restore floodplains, for-
ests, or conservation practices to pre-disaster conditions. We firmly believe USDA
should leverage the easement purchase by adding habitat value similar to those pro-
vided by the WRE. For minimal additional restoration investment, we can see sub-
stantial improvement in hydrology, habitat quality and wildlife usage of these ease-
ments that are positioned in our most critical flyways.

EWP has been a critically important program along our countries big river sys-
tems, with the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers being no exception. An example of
EWP in action is the Dogtooth Bend project. Dogtooth Bend is a 17,000 acre penin-
sula in southwest Illinois created by a meander of the Mississippi River. It’s fertile
soils in the Mississippi floodplain have made it attractive for row crop agriculture.
To prevent flooding a levee system was completed around 1943 and stood until the
great flood of 1993. The levee was rebuilt but flooding continued repeatedly, through
the 2010s, culminating in a major event in 2019 that deposited massive amounts
of sediment across the peninsula. The EWPP-FPE Easements (2600 acres) were
critical to helping landowners recover from this disaster as the site is no longer eco-
nomically viable to farm.

Again, the Farm, Food and National Security Act, included DU’s priority of lan-
guage that promotes management and restoration of floodplain easements, as well
as restoring the land for the long-term health of the watershed.

Regional Conservation Partnership Program

Mr. Lucas as you well know, the Regional Conservation Partnership Program
(RCPP) which was originally authorized when you were Chairman of the Committee
has been a resounding success. As you well know, the rice industry’s symbiotic rela-
tionship with waterfowl led DU to a historic partnership with USA Rice, called the
Rice Stewardship Partnership (RSP), in 2013. While both organizations have sepa-
rate missions and methods, we have managed to collaborate and develop goals for
our Partnership, including work on RCPP where our focus is to work with producers
to maintain lands in agriculture production while managing those acres to supple-
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ment wildlife food and cover, improve water quality and promote water conserving
practices.

The Rice Stewardship Partnership’s RCPP projects have pulled together nearly
one hundred diverse partners to help implement their goals, communicate successes,
and ultimately share the cost of investment in working lands conservation pro-
grams. The Rice Stewardship Partnership has had phenomenal success in delivering
on-the-ground conservation to rice farmers. Since the creation of RCPP in the 2014
Farm Bill, the RSP has beneficially impacted over 800,000 acres of rice and rice ro-
tation ground and provided over $100 million in additional conservation funding.
From Missouri to Texas and California in the west, America’s rice producers have
literally filled the void in critical wildlife habitat needs by adapting their operations
to include wildlife benefiting water and cover management practices,

For the upcoming farm bill, Ducks Unlimited would note the complexity plaguing
RCPP and its impact on the long-term viability of a crucial partnership program to
rice farmers. Congress should work to address barriers for partners including the
overly detailed and complicated application process, multiple layered agreements,
the length of time it takes to finalize an agreement, and burdensome accounting for
technical assistance within the agreements. Simplifying RCPP will help deliver
more timely assistance to producers. While administrative barriers can present un-
necessary obstacles and costs for partners, Ducks Unlimited asks Congress to pro-
vide thoughtful and targeted solutions that allow the program to successfully func-
tion as it has for nearly a decade without the overly bureaucratic process that has
plagued the program over the last several years. The House Agriculture Committee
worked tirelessly last Congress to address these concerns in the Farm, Food, and
National Security Act. We thank you for your thoughtful attention to these concerns
and encourage Congress to support these provisions in the farm bill.

CRP

I must also mention another important voluntary conservation program at USDA
under the Farm Service Agency, CRP. CRP is a prominent component of the farm
safety net by providing farmers and ranchers with financial options while improving
soil health, enhancing water quality, and supporting wildlife habitat, in particular
nesting cover. Ducks Unlimited primarily provides technical assistance to land-
owners and producers who enroll in the CRP Continuous sign up. This sign up al-
lows eligible land to be enrolled at any time, targeting high-priority conservation
practices such as buffer strips, riparian buffers, and wetlands.

We thank FSA and Administrator Beam for opening CRP General and Continuous
enrollment and appreciate the Committee’s efforts in addressing policies in last Con-
gress’ farm bill that promote locally-led activities, reinstate management tool op-
tions like mid-contract management, and increase rental rate payments for practices
under Continuous CRP and State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement (SAFE).

Working Lands Programs

Working lands programs, like the Environmental Quality Incentives Program
(EQIP), serve as economic drivers and provide farmers and ranchers with the sup-
port they need when considering conservation plans on their land. EQIP is one of
the largest conservation programs within the farm bill. It helps producers maintain
working agricultural lands and improve farm infrastructure like fencing, water irri-
gation, post-harvest flooding and more. We at Ducks Unlimited support working
lands programs as a way to retain critically important habitats and to sustain work-
ing farms and ranches.

Technical Assistance

Across all the farm bill programs and all of USDA’s conservation programs, I have
discussed our partnership with NRCS in providing technical assistance in advance
of, and when, delivering these programs. From program outreach to conservation
planning, conservation practice design, implementation and evaluation, this staff as-
sistance provided directly to agriculture producers is essential to the success and
long-term sustainability of a producer’s conservation system. We are concerned
about the recent downsizing and loss of personnel in the field, on the front lines
with our private land stewards. As USDA realigns their personnel resources and
program policies, DU will work alongside our NRCS colleagues and producers to fill
gaps as this process moves forward. While we have resources to contribute in sup-
port, the technical assistance component of each of the farm bill programs is as es-
sential as the financial assistance provided. We ask that you continue to provide for
sound, science-driven, field-based technical assistance directed at the field level to
each participating agriculture producer.
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Conclusion

Ducks Unlimited is a proud partner with NRCS and the passionate farmers,
ranchers and landowners who invest their own financial resources to bring these
farm bill conservation programs to their land. DU’s mission to conserve, restore and
maintain wetlands and waterfowl habitat would not be possible without the vol-
untary farm bill conservation programs and our partnerships with many in the agri-
cultural industry. I encourage Congress to pass a farm bill that supports strong
funding levels for conservation programs, maintains the integrity of the conserva-
tion programs and sustains wildlife and the farm economy.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today and share my perspectives on the
farm bill conservation programs.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you, Mr. McLeland. Dr. Sebert, you are
recognized for 5 minutes.

STATEMENT OF DAN A. SEBERT, PH.D., ORIGINAL CHARTER
MEMBER, SENIOR POLICY ADVISOR, NATIONAL WATERSHED
COALITION, PAWNEE, OK

Dr. SEBERT. Ranking Member Tokuda, and Members of the Sub-
committee, I am Dan Sebert. I am a charter member of the Na-
tional Watershed Coalition. I also served the Coalition as Executive
Director for over 20 years.

To begin, I want you to understand that the Watershed Program
touches me on a personal level. I was raised on the banks of the
Washita River, one of the original 11 upstream flood protection
demonstration watersheds. I also witnessed the incremental im-
provements as one watershed dam after another was completed on
those tributaries and creeks, not huge, massive dams on the river.
It was the smaller structures dotting the landscape, integrated into
private farms and ranches that shaped my views and my passion
for a lifetime of service in conservation.

While USDA may be better known for providing a financial safe-
ty net for farmers and ranchers, the Department also provides an
actual safety net for rural communities. The Watershed and Flood
Prevention Program is a vital, but often overlooked infrastructure
program in the NRCS portfolio. I consider Chairman Lucas as the
godfather of the program, an heir to the legacy of watershed lead-
ership shaped by his family and community stalwarts in rural
western Oklahoma. The reason behind this is simple: of the nearly
12,000 watershed structures nationwide, over 2,000 of them are in
the State of Oklahoma. As a matter of fact, 71 percent of those
nearly 12,000 dams are in the states represented here by this Sub-
committee’s Members.

The Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Act (Pub. L. 83—
566) authorizes NRCS to work with local sponsors to install water-
shed improvement projects. Projects provide flood prevention, water
quality, and quantity protection, agricultural water management,
municipal water supply management, and wildlife habitat protec-
tion. The program has gained even more importance as a tool for
helping farms, ranches, and rural communities adapt to increasing
weather volatility and reducing risk against catastrophic weather
events. The annual benefits these projects produce is over $2 bil-
lion. There are watershed project structures in 218 Congressional
districts across the nation. As a result, more than 48 million people
across the United States benefit from the watershed program every
year.
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A crucial part of the watershed program is the Dam Rehabilita-
tion Program. Many dams today are in a far different setting than
when constructed. In addition, many of these structures built by
NRCS had a design life of only 50 years. Since most of this con-
struction occurred from the 1940s to the early 1970s, many of these
dams are now past their design life and they show the effects of
aging. Mr. Lucas led the development of rehabilitation legislation
in 2000 that ensured the nation’s investment in the watershed pro-
gram had the opportunity to continue into the future. Under this
program, dams are selected for rehabilitation through analysis and
a rigorous assessment process. I cannot overemphasize the impor-
tance of Congress and the USDA as full partners in the watershed
program.

We do think there are improvements to be made to the program.
Our farm bill priorities are quite simple: increase funding to the
program; increase the flexibility of the program’s authority to make
repairs that go beyond routine operation and maintenance, which
is required of the local sponsors, but fall short of the threshold for
full rehabilitation; provide flexibility in cost-share to states; reduce
the regulatory and administrative barriers that add years to project
implementation; and add statutory language to provide oversight
and accountability for program funds.

The National Watershed Coalition is pleased to see its rec-
ommendations integrated into the Farm, Food, and National Secu-
rity Act of 2024. We cannot thank Chairman Thompson and Sub-
committee Chairman Lucas enough for their support of these poli-
cies, and we look forward to working with them and the other
Members to continue this work into the next farm bill.

I will conclude where I began. The implementation and success
of the watershed program shaped my life and the western Okla-
homa communities that thrived under the umbrella of protection
these structures provide. Similar stories, can be found across the
nation, where in a blend of Federal, state, and local partnership,
these projects have been successfully implemented. As we look to
the challenges and the need for increased resiliency in our agricul-
tural production and the communities which support it, the water-
shed program is more important today than ever in history.

[The prepared statement of Dr. Sebert follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF DAN A. SEBERT, PH.D., ORIGINAL CHARTER MEMBER,
SENIOR POLICY ADVISOR, NATIONAL WATERSHED COALITION, PAWNEE, OK

Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member and Members of the Subcommittee:

I am Dan Sebert, an original charter member of the National Watershed Coali-
tion. I served the coalition as Executive Director for over 20 years. To begin, I want
you to understand that the watershed program, to which I will speak, touches me
on personal level. I was raised on the banks of the Washita River, one of the origi-
nal 11 upstream flood protection demonstration watersheds authorized by the Flood
Control Act of 1944. I was raised by parents and grandparents that had personally
experienced the ravages of the Dust Bowl and the subsequent flooding which deci-
mated both farms and communities across western Oklahoma and the nation. My
youth and perspective were formed with knowledge of the catastrophic damage to
communities and farms by the Washita River’s frequent floods and I witnessed the
incremental improvements as one watershed dam after another was completed on
those tributaries and creeks. Not huge, massive dams on the river, it was these
smaller structures dotting the landscape, integrated into the private farms and
ranches that shaped my views and passion for a lifetime of service in conservation.
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While the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) may be better known
for providing a financial safety net for farmers and ranchers, USDA also provides
an actual safety net for our rural communities. The Watershed and Flood Prevention
Program (Watershed Program) is a vital, but often overlooked, infrastructure pro-
gram within the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) portfolio. I con-
sider Chairman Lucas as the godfather of the program, an heir to a legacy of water-
shed leadership shaped by his family and community stalwarts in rural western
Oklahoma. The reason behind this is clear and simple. Of the nearly 12,000 water-
shed structures, over 2000 of them are in the state of Oklahoma.

Building on the success of the Flood Control Act of 1944, the Watershed and Flood
Prevention Operations established through the Watershed Protection and Flood Pre-
vention Act of 1954 (Public Law 83-566) authorizes NRCS to work with local spon-
sors to install watershed protection and improvement projects. Projects can and do
provide flood prevention, water quality and quantity protection, agricultural water
management, municipal water supply management, fish and wildlife habitat protec-
tion, and public recreation development. The program has gained even more impor-
tance as a critical tool for helping rural communities adapt to increasing weather
volatility and reducing risk against catastrophic weather events.

There are about 2,100 NRCS assisted watershed projects in the Unites States,
covering 145 million acres, with projects in every state. In 1,271 of these projects,
11,845 flood control dams have been constructed by local watershed sponsors with
NRCS assistance. In most cases, a local Soil and Water Conservation District
(SWCD) serve as the local sponsors. In some cases, they are assisted by other co-
sponsors such as watershed districts or county government.

The benefits of this program are significant and far reaching. The total average
annual monetary benefits these projects produce is over $2 billion. In addition, over
282,000 acres of wetlands and over 9 million acres of upland wildlife habitat have
been created or enhanced by watershed projects. There are watershed project dams
in 218 Congressional Districts across the nation. As of today, these projects are pro-
tecting more than 610,000 homes, 46,000 businesses, 180,000 farms and ranches,
61,000 bridges, and 28,000 domestic water supplies. As a result, more than 48 mil-
lion people across the United States benefit from the Watershed Program every
year.

These projects create and protect vital infrastructure while conserving natural re-
sources and contributing to local economies. The Watershed Program focuses on
both the design and construction of structural water control measures, managing ag-
ricultural water, and on land treatment measures. Watershed planning provides a
basis for partnering at state and local levels to identify and co-invest in projects re-
flecting the highest priority needs.

Conservation practices within these approved project areas improve water quality
and are also a vital part of all watershed projects. Practices such as terraces, water-
ways, grass buffers, strip cropping, and grade stabilization structures, are used to
prevent soil erosion and reduce sediment. They also increase the service life of dams
and their ability to provide flood damage reduction.

Flood prevention and reliable water quality created by the Watershed Program
are essential to developing and maintaining strong rural communities. Watershed
projects not only protect lives, property and reduce flood damages, but also create
economic growth and strengthen local economies. Flood protection is essential to
prevent the unnecessary loss of infrastructure and capital to developing economies
in rural America. Coalition staff recently toured areas of Kentucky impacted by
Apri/May 2025 floods where Watershed Program infrastructure reduced damage
and provided significant protection of life and property.

Watershed Rehabilitation Program

I cannot understate the looming crisis facing rural America. Recognizing the aging
watershed infrastructure, watershed dam rehabilitation is a critical component of
the Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Program, authorized in 2000. Many
dams today are in a far different setting than when they were constructed. Popu-
lation has increased; residential and commercial development has occurred up-
stream and downstream from the dams; and land uses within many watersheds
have changed. Many of these dams do not meet current state dam safety regulations
that have been enacted and revised with more stringent requirements than when
the dams were built resulting in higher dam hazard classifications, primarily due
to population at risk. In addition, many of these structures built by NRCS had a
design life of only 50 years. Since most of this construction occurred from the 1940s
to the early 1970s, many of these dams are now past their design life and show the
effects of aging with deteriorating metal and fractured concrete components.
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The protection these structures afford our communities touch every aspect of our
daily lives and have been so effective for over 60 years that many folks are unaware
of their presence on the landscape. Chances are as you travel across western and
southern Oklahoma highways or perhaps south on Interstate 35 through the heart
of Texas some portion of the road receives flood protection from an upstream Water-
shed Program dam. The local economy that is driven in part by grain, cattle, oil and
natural gas relies daily on this protection. The roads and bridges that carry our chil-
dren to and from school are protected. In several cases the school itself along with
other key elements of community are protected.

Many of our most productive farms and our healthiest soils are in these protected
watersheds. There are many less obvious benefits that come in the form of the pros-
perity and opportunity made possible by these projects. The partnership between
USDA and local sponsors that brought us this protection is extremely important in
keeping it in place. Rehabilitation is necessary to ensure dams continue to protect
lives, businesses and homes. Failure to provide for the rehabilitation of these dams
could result in dam breaches which would have catastrophic consequences.

As previously alluded Mr. Lucas led the development of rehabilitation legislation
in 2000 that ensured the nation’s investment in the watershed program had the op-
portunity to continue into the future. Under the Dam Rehabilitation Program, dams
are selected for rehabilitation through analysis and a rigorous assessment process.
This commitment from state and local partners is necessary to ensure that sponsors
are fully committed to a project. This legislation gave us the pathway and the proce-
dure for reinvestment.

As the significantly invested local sponsors of watershed projects, state and local
sponsors have felt that we have suffered from an inadequately funded Federal part-
ner for much of the past decade. Sponsors and state watershed program partners
have responded with O&M dollars, rehabilitation matching funds, technical and fi-
nancial assistance. I cannot over emphasize the importance of Congress and
the USDA-NRCS as full partners in the watershed program. We hope these
recent investments are a signal to USDA about the importance of these programs
and the willingness of the state partners and local sponsors to share in protecting
the local communities and agriculture producers in this ever-changing environment.

National Watershed Farm Bill Priorities

The National Watershed Coalition (NWC) has several suggestions for reforms for
the watershed Program. The first is an increase of mandatory funding for the pro-
gram. Increased funding will create certainty and stability to ensure valuable
projects can flow from planning to implementation and meet the changing pressures
placed on our watersheds and rural agriculture producers. The program largely sur-
vives on discretionary program funding but did receive $50 million in annual fund-
ing through the 2018 Farm Bill. I would note that the program did receive this
funding in the recent reconciliation bill passed by the House. This historic invest-
ment and commitment to our rural communities is appreciated and its importance
cannot be overstated.

Second, NWC recommends increased flexibility in the program’s authority use of
program funds to repair and replace essential structural components. Many of the
program constructed dams now require significant repairs that go well beyond the
routine Operation and Maintenance required of the local project sponsors but fall
short of the threshold for full rehabilitation. This adjustment in authority preserves
the previous investment in infrastructure and flood protection by providing Federal
funding for design and construction for repairs of the structural components thereby
extending their performance life. Failure to repair and remediate common compo-
nent and material deterioration on these dams could result in loss of life, loss of
the investment in infrastructure and most certainly a loss of benefits to the nation.

Third, NWC recommends raising the Federal cost-share for rehabilitation as these
structures are often high hazard. With few exceptions, these flood prevention struc-
tures were fully funded by Federal funds. For decades, the local sponsors have as-
sumed the responsibility for inspection, operation, and maintenance of these struc-
tures. With limited access to funding to provide the required local cost share to com-
plete the cradle-to-grave planning, design and construction necessary for rehabilita-
tion, Federal support is essential. The potentially catastrophic outcome of this cost-
share requirement barrier is that many project sponsors will not initiate rehabilita-
tion of aged, high hazard, high priority projects. Increasing the Federal cost-share
will alleviate this significant financial burden placed on local project sponsors.

Fourth, NWC believes it is crucial to reduce the regulatory and administrative
barriers that adds years to project implementation timeline. The authorities in the
watershed program provide for the planning and implementation at a smaller scale
benefiting agriculture production and rural communities. The project scale is signifi-
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cantly smaller than the much larger public works of the Department of [the] Inte-
rior and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. This program is accomplished in part-
nership with local units of government, termed project sponsors. Yet, compliance
with the OMB’s Project Planning Principles and Guidelines, benefits thresholds,
other Federal Agency permitting requirements, and complicated procedures impair
or negate project implementation and consume limited sponsor staff and financial
resources. Providing a streamlined process with a system of checks and balances
commensurate with the scale of the projects will accelerate project delivery and
serve out rural communities well. In addition, several states have or can develop
the capacity to deliver this program effectively with oversight from NRCS. Statutory
clarity to provide authority and requisite funding to capable state agencies could
streamline and promote more efficient delivery of the program.

Finally, NWC would like to see statutory language added to provide oversight and
accountability mechanisms for program funds. Real-time transparency in all aspects
of program delivery will ensure and support program integrity through the account-
ability for allocations, expenditures, and timeliness of delivered projects.

The National Watershed Coalition was pleased to see its full set of recommenda-
tions integrated into The Farm, Food, and National Security Act of 2024. We cannot
thank Chairman Thompson and Subcommittee Chair Lucas enough for their sup-
port of these policies and look forward to working with them and other Members
to continue this work into the next farm bill. Thank you for the opportunity and
privilege to address the Committee with respect to the watershed program. I would
point the Members and Committee staff to the Coalition’s website
www.watershedcoalition.org for additional history, facts, figures and multiple Water-
shed Program success stories. I will conclude where I began. The implementation
and successes of the watershed program shaped my life and the western Oklahoma
communities that thrived under the umbrella of protection these structures provide.
Similar stories can be found across the nation where in a blend of Federal, state
and local partnership these projects have been successfully implemented. As we look
to the challenges and the need for increased resiliency in our agriculture production
and the communities, the watershed program is more important today than ever in
history. Not only for new planning and implementation around flood protection,
water supply and water conservation, but also taking action on the older structures
needing attention to continue to protect populations and infrastructure expansion
that has occurred in the decades following their initial construction . . . the result
of the many benefits this program continues to provide.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you for your career involvement in this,
Dr. Sebert, and clearly, it is a classic example if you work long
enough and hard enough, you can still do good things in this coun-
try.

With that, I turn to Mr. Fink. Please begin when you are ready,

S1r.

STATEMENT OF TIM FINK, VICE PRESIDENT OF POLICY,
AMERICAN FARMLAND TRUST, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Mr. FINK. Chairman Lucas, Ranking Member Tokuda, and hon-
orable Members of the Committee, I am Tim Fink, Vice President
of Policy for American Farmland Trust, an organization founded 45
years ago to protect farmland, advance sound farming practices,
and keep farmers on the land. I thank you for the opportunity to
testify and applaud the Committee for its continued work in
strengthening our nation’s voluntary farm bill conservation pro-
grams. While AFT has a broader farm bill platform, our testimony
today will concentrate specifically on the Agricultural Land Ease-
ment subprogram, the Agricultural Conservation Easement Pro-
gram.

Farmland is too often viewed as an unlimited resource, but ac-
cording to AFT research, in the first 15 years of this century, we
have lost 2,000 acres a day. That means 11 million acres of farm-
land were paved over, built up, or converted to uses that otherwise
threaten agriculture. This is the equivalent of all of the acreage in
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the U.S. devoted to fruit, nut, and vegetable production. AFT re-
search projects that without further policy intervention, we are
likely to lose 18 million more acres of agriculture to development
by 2040, and many communities are already seeing this prediction
being outpaced. Continued conversion of this finite resource threat-
ens our food security, our national security, and the viability of our
agricultural sector. To put simply no farms, no food. It is also push-
ing production in the marginal lands and slamming the doors shut
to the next generation of producers.

Agricultural conservation easements are essential to stemming
this tide. They offer landowners a vital option, a way to extract eq-
uity from their land without selling it for development, which is
often the only option for a land-rich, cash-poor farmer when they
reach retirement or face family or business expenses. Land under
easement remains in private ownership and on the tax rolls, and
it could be transferred to a new owner at any time with the ease-
ment conditions running with the land.

Such easements benefit farmers, the farm, the community and
society as a whole. Here are four ways. First, easements support
reinvestment in agriculture. Research shows that farmers and
ranchers use easement proceeds to improve or diversify their oper-
ations, purchase new equipment, land infrastructure. Second, ease-
ment support the transfer of agricultural land. The sale of an ease-
ment can help finance retirement without the farmer needing to
give up their most cherished asset. For aspiring farmers, protected
land is more affordable. In fact, it may be the only land they can
afford.

Third, easements spur additional conservation. A recent survey
found that the majority of landowners with easements have NRCS
conservation plans, and over 75 percent have adopted at least three
conservation practices. This is because of something we refer to as
permanent syndrome. Farmers are more likely to make these long-
term investments if they know that the land is going to remain in
agriculture long enough for those investments to bear fruit. Fourth,
easements benefit rural communities and economies. A 2022 Mon-
tana study found that between 2014 and 2021, every ACEP dollar
spent yielded nearly twice that amount in economic activity. These
investments also supported over 1,000 local jobs. It is for these rea-
sons that 30 states and over 100 local governments invest in ease-
ment programs. That list now includes the State of Tennessee. AFT
was also pleased to see Secretary Rollins point to the benefits of
ACEP-ALE as part of the Administration’s Farmer First Agenda.

We are grateful to this Committee and especially to Chairman
Thompson for championing important easement reforms in the
Fafrm, Food, and National Security Act of 2024. I will highlight just
a few.

First, the bill would increase long-term funding for conservation
programs by transferring unspent IRA conservation dollars into the
farm bill, a measure also included in the recent reconciliation pack-
age. This is AFT’s top farm bill priority since it will enable more
farmers to protect their land and implement the very practices they
need to build more profitable operations for decades to come. Sec-
ond, the bill would increase ACEP’s general Federal match and
offer a lower match option for program partners. The increase in
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the match would enable more participation in the program in parts
of the country where there are no matching funding to be found.
The lower match option would provide an alternative for public
programs that have had trouble reconciling their program rules
with that of USDA.

Third, the bill will streamline ACEP by empowering experienced
certified entities to play a larger role. Certified entities help to re-
duce easement closing times and can do more to improve the expe-
rience for landowners. A greater focus on certification can reduce
both costs and administrative burdens for USDA. And fourth, the
bill eliminates ACEP-ALE’s adjusted gross income eligibility re-
quirement. This change recognizes that an easement payment is
different than a conservation cost-share payment. This will also
help reduce closing times and ensure that the program is focused
on the lands most vital to conservation.

I thank you again for being here and for your time.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Fink follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF TiM FINK, VICE PRESIDENT OF POLICY, AMERICAN
FARMLAND TRUST, WASHINGTON, D.C.

Chairman Lucas, Ranking Member Tokuda, and Members of the Subcommittee:

Thank you for giving American Farmland Trust (AFT) the opportunity to testify
today on the role of USDA in safeguarding one of America’s most important natural
assets—our rich and productive agricultural land. I am Tim Fink, Vice President
of Policy for AFT.

AFT was formed in 1980 as the first and still only national conservation agri-
culture organization devoted specifically to stemming the loss of agricultural land.
AFT is known for our policy advocacy, groundbreaking research, and innovative pro-
graming. We take a holistic approach to agriculture, focusing on the land itself, the
agricultural practices used on that land, and the farmers and ranchers who do the
work. We have a strong and longstanding partnership with USDA. Since 1994, AFT
has operated the Farmland Information Center (FIC)i in partnership with the Nat-
ural Resources Conservation Service. The FIC serves as the nation’s primary clear-
inghouse for information and data related to farmland retention and protection for
landowners, producers, policymakers, and the public. Our “Farms Under Threat”
and predecessor “Farming on the Edge” research series, also conducted in partner-
ship with NRCS, are the nation’s foremost studies on agricultural land loss.

To build awareness of tools and voluntary approaches to saving farm and ranch
land, AFT hosts the National Agricultural Land Network,ii a network of over 1,500
public agencies, farm and conservation organizations, farmers, ranchers, and con-
cerned citizens seeking to do more to reduce the loss of working lands in their states
and communities. AFT also works directly with farmers, ranchers, and agricultural
landowners, providing critical on-the-ground conservation and business technical as-
sistance, assisting with farmland transition and access, and supporting landowners
who choose to donate or sell agricultural conservation easements, including through
the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP) and the Regional Con-
servation Partnership Program (RCPP).

America’s Agricultural Land Is a Vital and Irreplaceable Asset

For most of our nation’s existence, the Federal Government has viewed private
working lands as a limitless asset. Federal programs and policies have supported—
and even subsidized—the conversion of some of America’s most productive agricul-
tural land to cities, suburbs, industrial, and infrastructure development simply be-
cause this land has been the easiest and least expensive on which to build.

Unfortunately, this “limitless” asset is, in fact, limited. According to AFT’s Farms
Under Threat: The State of the States report,iii in just the first 15 years of this cen-
tury—a period with a slowdown in housing starts due to a recession—11 million
acres of productive farm ground were converted. This includes nearly 7 mil-

ihitps:/ | farmlandinfo.org /.
ii hitps:/ [ farmland.org | national-agricultural-land-network.
iii https: | [ farmlandinfo.org [ publications | farms-under-threat-the-state-of-the-states/ .
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lion acres to low-density residential land use and 4.1 million acres to urban and
highly developed land use. These 11 million acres are equal to all the U.S. farmland
devoted to fruit, nut, and vegetable production in 2017—or 2,000 acres a day
paved over, built up, and converted to uses that threaten the future of agri-
culture.

Without policy changes, this alarming trajectory will continue, if not worsen.
AFT’s Farms Under Threatv modeling shows that the U.S. is likely to lose an-
other 18.4 million acres of productive farm ground to development by 2040. And
in some parts of the U.S., actual development over the past 9 years is already out-
pacing these predictions. In the Dallas-Fort Worth metro area, farmland and ranch-
land is being developed 49% faster than we anticipated, fueled by many of the same
trends we are seeing across the U.S.—demand for housing, warehouses, data cen-
ters, and energy development. While solar is critical to meeting national energy
needs, AFT’s Farms Under Threat 2040~ solar modeling projects that 83% of new
solar development is expected to occur on farmland and ranchland, with almost half
on America’s most productive land.

Continued conversion of this finite asset threatens our future food security and
the viability of our agricultural sector. Farmland conversion limits opportunities for
commodity and specialty crop growers alike and increases costs of production. Loss
of productive cropland is driving conversion of marginal pasture and grassland to
cropland, and foreclosing options for the next generation of producers.

Agricultural Conservation Easements Are an Essential Tool in Preventing
Farmland Loss and Supporting Farm and Ranch Viability

Federal programs supporting agricultural conservation easements like ACEP and
RCPP are essential tools in stemming the loss of our productive agricultural land.
ACEP’s Agricultural Land Easement (ALE) subprogram and RCPP are voluntary
programs within USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) that pro-
vide funding for the purchase of perpetual agricultural conservation easements on
working farms and ranches. ACEP-ALE is the only Federal program dedicated spe-
cifically to the protection of agricultural land. RCPP has a broader resource protec-
tion mandate, which can include funding for the protection of both working and nat-
ural lands. The first Federal investments in agricultural land protection were au-
thorized in the 1996 Farm Bill through the Farmland Protection Program that pro-
vided grants to state and local agricultural land protection programs. Since 1996,
USDA has invested approximately $2.2 billion in ACEP-ALE and predecessor pro-
grams,! ensuring that more than 2.3 million acresvi of productive farmland and
ranchland will remain forever available for agricultural production.

It’s important to understand exactly what an agricultural conservation easement
is, and what it does and does not do. An agricultural conservation easement:

e Is a powerful tool for ensuring that agricultural land remains forever available
for agricultural use. With an easement, a landowner voluntarily restricts some
of the rights to the use of their land. In doing so, they are exercising their pri-
vate property rights. While these restrictions can be tailored to meet the unique
goals of the landowner, all agricultural conservation easements limit non-agri-
cultural development in perpetuity and spell out allowable uses of the land.

e Can be donated or sold to a qualified entity such as a public agency or a private
land trust. The entity that holds the easement is then responsible for making
sure that the restrictions are followed. The value of the easement is determined
by appraisal, comparing the land’s value for its highest and best use (typically
development) and its value as restricted by the easement’s terms and condi-
tions.

e Land under easement remains in private ownership, and the landowner is free
to transfer the land to a new owner at any time with the conditions of the ease-
ment transferring along with the land.

Here are some of the benefits of agricultural conservation easements which
have been demonstrated through surveys of participating farmers and ranchers and
other research:

v hitps:/ | farmlandinfo.org [ publications [ farms-under-threat-2040/ .

vhitps:/ [ farmlandinfo.org [ publications / farms-under-threat-2040-solar-modeling-reports /.

1Compiled by American Farmland Trust’s Farmland Information Center using data supplied
by the NRCS Resource Economics and Analysis Division and Easement Programs Division using
information from NEST and FMMI, April 2024.

vihttps:/ [www.farmers.gov / data | easements-overview.
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o Improved farm viability. Proceeds from the sale of an agricultural conserva-
tion easement are often reinvested into the farm or ranch operation. Farmers
and ranchers have used proceeds to construct, expand, or repair agricultural
buildings; buy equipment for farming, processing, or marketing products; pay
down debt; or buy additional land.2 Protected farms and ranches also have a
positive impact on neighboring farmers and ranchers, providing them a sense
of confidence in the “permanence” of agriculture in the community and helping
to encourage additional investment in their own operations.3

Additional conservation practice adoption—Many landowners who pro-
tected their land through the Federal Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Pro-
gram (FRPP) used proceeds from the easement sale to implement additional
conservation practices. The survey shows that this increase in conservation was
due to the recognition that their land will remain forever available for agri-
culture. FRPP landowners have a significantly higher rate of conservation prac-
tice adoption than the general farm population.+

Enables older producers to transfer land without liquidating their most
valuable asset—The sale of an easement allows older farmers and ranchers—
who are often “land rich but cash poor”—to finance their retirement and facili-
tate an intra-family land transfer without having to liquidate a cherished asset
and legacy. An AFT study found that virtually all surveyed farmers wanted to
see their land remain in farming and saw the sale of an easement as the only
means to make their land affordable for a next generation producer.®

Improved land access for next generation farmers and ranchers—Esca-
lating land values and competition for land from developers and non-farming
investors is putting land ownership out of reach for many producers. This in-
cludes both those with established operations seeking to expand and, even more
so, for undercapitalized producers and those just getting underway. Land access
has long been the number one challenge facing new farmers and ranchers and
has only been exacerbated by a 106 percent i increase in cropland values and
a 73% increase in pastureland value Vi over the last decade and a half. By lim-
iting its future use to agriculture, ACEP typically makes land more affordable,
helping to create pathways for land ownership and wealth generation for a new
generation of producers.

o Economic benefits for rural communities—Studies have shown that ACEP
and other Purchase of Agriculture Conservation Easement (PACE) programs
also strengthen rural economies. A 2022 study* led by USDA’s Natural Re-
sources Conservation Service in Montana, the Montana Association of Land
Trusts, and the Heart of the Rockies Initiative found that between 2014 and
2021, every Federal dollar of easement financing invested in Montana’s farms
and ranches through ACEP yielded $1.89 of economic activity. In addition, the
$109 million ACEP investment produced a total economic impact of $182 mil-
lion, supported 1,057 local jobs and $41.5 million in labor income, and contrib-
uted $99 million to the state’s GDP. A similar study* completed by Colorado
State University’s Agricultural and Resources Economics Department in 2018
found similar results for Federal investments made from easement programs in
Colorado between 2008 and 2017.

Given these many benefits, it is unsurprising that thirty states, and over 100
counties and municipalities, have PACE programs. The most recent addition to this

L]

2Dempsey, Jennifer (2023). Analyzing the Lasting Impacts of the Federal Farm and Ranch
Lands Protection Program (hitps:/ [ farmlandinfo.org [ publications/analyzing-the-lasting-im-
%acts-of-the-farm-and-ranch-lands-protection-program/ ). Northampton, MA; American Farmland

rust.

3Sherman, R., Millshaw, S., Freedgood J. and Wagner B. (1998). Investing in The Future of
Agriculture: The Massachusetts Farmland Protection Program and the Permanence Syndrome.
Northampton, MA: American Farmland Trust.

4Dempsey. Analyzing the Lasting Impacts of the Federal Farm and Ranch Lands Protection
Program (https:/ [ farmlandinfo.org | publications | analyzing-the-lasting-impacts-of-the-farm-and-
ranch-lands-protection-program/ ).

5 American Farmland Trust. Keeping Farmers on The Land (https:/ /s30428.pcdn.co/wp-con-
tent /uploads /sites/2/2019/09/AFT E-FS D Gaininglnsights GainingAccess.pdf). 2016.
Accessed June 2, 2025.

vithttps: | [www.nass.usda.gov | Publications | Highlights [ 2024 | 2024LandValuesCashRents.pdf.

vilt https: [ www.nass.usda.gov | Publications | Highlights | 2024 | 2024LandValuesCashRents.pdf.

X https: [ |www.nres.usda.gov / sites | default [ files | 2022-08 | Montana_Working%20for%20
Montana%20Agriculture%20-%20Economic%20Impact%20Analysis%20Full%20Report.pdf.

xhttps:/ | api.mountainscholar.org | server | api [ core | bitstreams | 4d17eb79-b9db-41eb-bbfa-
41beel188a8ea /content.
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list is the State of Tennessee, which this year passed a new $25 million state Farm-
land Preservation Fund with strong support from the governor, legislators, and the
state’s agriculture industry. AFT was similarly pleased to see Secretary Rollin’s
Farmers First agenda xi point to the benefits of ACEP-ALE as a program for farmers
interested in keeping their land in agriculture.

Such programs have long been popular with both landowners and lawmakers and
are typically oversubscribed. They have assisted thousands of farm and ranch fami-
lies in realizing their dream of protecting their land and legacy for future genera-
tions.

Building on the Success of ACEP-ALE and RCPP in the Next Farm Bill

AFT is grateful to this Committee—and especially to Chairman Thompson—for its
strong support of ACEP-ALE and RCPP, as well as for championing program
changes in the Farm, Food and National Security Act of 2024 that would great-
ly improve their ability to serve farmers, ranchers, and agricultural landowners. Let
me speak to each of these proposed changes in turn.

1. Increases Funding for Agricultural Conservation Programs

We applaud and strongly support the Committee’s inclusion of language to trans-
fer the remaining unobligated balance of Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) funding into
the farm bill conservation title both within the Farm, Food and National Security
Act of 2024 and in the recent House reconciliation bill. The House reconciliation
package would increase the farm bill baseline for ACEP by $250 million per year
(to $700 million annually), and for RCPP by $150 million per year (to $450 million
annually). This funding would begin to help fulfill more landowner demand for
ACEP and RCPP and enable even more farmers and ranchers to protect their land
and implement the conservation practices needed to build more profitable, resilient,
and sustainable operations for decades to come.

It’s important to note that ACEP consists of two subprograms—Wetlands Reserve
Easements (WRE) and Agricultural Land Easements (ALE). Annual funding for
ACEP-ALE easement acquisitions represents less than half of the current $450 mil-
lion annual funding for ACEP. For instance, from 2019-2021, funding obligated for
easements acquired through ALE amounted to just $114 million on average annu-
ally, falling far short of meeting landowner demand. For reference, the Common-
wealth of Pennsylvania spends an average of $34 million annually on its PACE pro-
gram.

Key ACEP-ALE Reforms in the Farm, Food and National Security Act of
2024

1. Expands Opportunities for Landowner Participation Through Changes to the Fed-
eral Share of Easement Value

The Farm, Food and National Security Act of 2024 would make valuable changes
to ACEP’s cost-share rates. These include:

e Increasing the Federal share to up to 65% for general ALE easements.

e Providing a lower Federal share option of 25% for easements held only by the
partnerentity.

Working lands with high agricultural productivity and conservation values are
being lost because of the financial barriers that many landowners face in accessing
ACEP-ALE. Currently, NRCS can only contribute 50% of the easement value unless
a property is designated as “Grasslands of Special Significance,” (GSS) in which case
the Federal share increases to 75%. In parts of the country without a land trust
or state or local conservation funding source to leverage additional funding, land-
owners not in a financial position to donate a significant portion of the easement
value are often unable to participate in the program.

The lower Federal share option of 25% provides a new and important alternative.
Some landowners mistrust government agencies and are reluctant to commit to an
easement in which USDA holds an executory interest. Additionally, some states
have been unable to reconcile their program’s easement deed terms with USDA’s
terms. This could be addressed if state programs are allowed to use their own deed
terms and there is no Federal interest in the easement. Land trusts and public
PACE programs with alternative funding sources would be able to leverage this
smaller amount of Federal funding to compensate landowners for the sale of an
easement. There is precedent for this lower Federal share option; a 25% Federal
share for an entity-only held easement is currently available through the RCPP.

xi https: | [www.usda.gov | about-usda [ news | press-releases /| 2025/ 05/ 19 / secretary-rollins-an-
nounces-farmers-first-small-family-farms-policy-agenda.
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Such changes would enable more farmers, ranchers, and landowners across the
nation to make use of the program.

2. Improves Program Efficiency Through an Enhanced Certification Process

Established in the 2008 Farm Bill, certification was intended to streamline pro-
gram delivery and reduce administrative burdens on NRCS by recognizing the ex-
pertise of certain program partners to acquire and steward agricultural conservation
easements. By enabling experienced partners to acquire an easement with minimal
advance NRCS review, certification helps to reduce the time a landowner must wait
to be compensated for an easement, which, since FY20, has averaged over 2 years.xi
Until recently, NRCS had certified only a handful of entities. While we commend
NRCS for recent efforts to expand certification, experienced program partners could
take on more responsibilities to further reduce easement acquisition times and deci-
sions on post-closing stewardship requests. The language included in the Farm,
Food and National Security Act of 2024.:

e Affirms Congressional intent around the purpose for certification.

e Lowers the threshold of projects required for certification and provides an addi-
tional pathway for certification.

o Allows certified entities to use and modify their easement deed terms so long
as these terms are consistent with program purposes.

Such changes would both expand the number of certified entities and make certifi-
cation more meaningful, thereby improving the process for entities and participating
landowners.

3. Eliminates the Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) Eligibility Requirement

We were pleased to see the Farm, Food and National Security Act of 2024 elimi-
nate the AGI eligibility requirement on landowners participating in ACEP. Unlike
conservation cost-share programs, a payment through ACEP is not a subsidy but
rather a real estate transaction and purchase of a specific property interest based
on appraised fair market value. Moreover, imposing AGI eligibility requirements on
landowners for ACEP defeats the program purpose of conserving land with the high-
est agricultural productivity and conservation values. In addition, AGI checks ad-
ministered through the Farm Services Agency and the Internal Revenue Service are
slow and cumbersome and are a barrier to getting projects completed in a timely
fashion.

We hope the Committee will consider one further change to AGI, relating to how
AGI is calculated. Currently, proceeds from the sale of an agricultural conservation
easement are considered income for the purpose of calculating a landowner’s AGI.
This can have the perverse impact of preventing a farm or ranch family that has
just sold an easement from participating in other NRCS conservation cost-share pro-
grams for several years. We encourage the Committee to eliminate this disincentive
for conservation by excluding easement sales from AGI calculations.

4. Provides Additional Program Clarity Around ACEP Easement Administration Ac-
tions

We are grateful to the Committee for including reforms related to easement modi-
fications. The language in the Farm, Food and National Security Act of 2024 allows
for modifications that align with program purposes and address changing cir-
cumstances that adversely impact agricultural viability, including changes in water
availability. The language also created a new category of “de minimis” adjustments,
offering a streamlined pathway for minor actions such as correcting typographical
errors and changes to building envelope boundaries. Importantly, the language also
clarifies that easement modifications are not considered a major Federal action
under the National Environmental Policy Act.

These changes are intended to address landowner concerns over often extensive
delays or denials of minor modification requests, and to recognize that program
partners have significant expertise in addressing easement administration actions
in other easements they hold. Consistency in easement amendment and modification
practices across the realm of conservation programs is critical to avoid costly and
unnecessary litigation as well as for the proper long-term care of perpetual con-
servation easements. AFT and partners look forward to continuing to work with
Committee staff on ALE modifications language.

xii https: [ [www.farmers.gov [ data [ easements-acquisition.
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Key RCPP Reforms in the Farm, Food and National Security Act of 2024

RCPP is designed to foster innovative landscape-scale conservation projects
through expanded public-private partnerships. Land conservation organizations and
public agencies have used RCPP to focus working lands protection efforts on impor-
tant agricultural regions and to incentivize conservation planning and practice adop-
tion on permanently protected farmland and ranchland. RCPP is a valuable, com-
plementary tool to ACEP for permanent working lands protection. The Farm, Food
and National Security Act of 2024 includes several key reforms to RCPP supported
by AFT and many others in the farmland protection community. These reforms
would:

1. Expand ACEP Certification to RCPP and Allow ACEP-Certified Entities To Use
the Same Streamlined Easement Acquisition Process as ACEP

RCPP has often been stymied by program rules that require different acquisition
procedures for agricultural land protection than those used by ACEP-ALE, even for
experienced state and local land protection partners. We welcome the bill’s proposed
return to the “covered program” approach, which offers entities the choice of using
established ACEP rules for working lands protection or pursuing innovative ap-
proaches through Alternative Funding Arrangements. The proposed language also
provides assurance that entity certification under ACEP extends to RCPP easement
projects.

2. Allow Up to Ten Percent of Project Agreement Funds To Reimburse a Partner for
Administrative Expenses Related to the Project and Permit Partner Administra-
tive Expenses Not Reimbursed To Be Part of the Eligible Partner’s Contribution

We applaud the Farm, Food and National Security Act of 2024’s recognition that
eligible partners should be permitted to recover personnel and associated costs with

RCPP projects, similar to the use of funds for USDA personnel supporting the cov-

ered programs.

Conclusion

Private working lands are a finite resource foundational to the essential industry
of agriculture. These lands, especially those that are the most critical for future food
production, are being carved up and paved over in communities large and small.
This relentless conversion threatens the profitability of established farmers and
ranchers, the viability of our next generation of producers, and our future food and
national security.

The Federal Government has an important role to play in addressing farmland
loss. Agricultural conservation easements are an essential tool in this effort. ACEP—
ALE and RCPP do much more than simply protect farmland. They help to create
more viable farms and ranches, strengthen rural communities, and open the door
for the next generation of farmers and ranchers.

In addition to conservation easements, it is important to note that there are other
Federal strategies which could support farmland retention. These include strength-
ening the Farmland Protection Policy Act and making changes in the Tax Code to
both better enable the lifetime transfer of agricultural lands and exempt easement
proceeds from taxation. AFT welcomes additional discussion on these and other pol-
icy topics.

I thank you once again for this opportunity and for this Committee’s continued
support for farmland and ranchland protection. AFT appreciates your leadership
and looks forward to continuing this conversation. We stand ready to serve as a re-
source as you move forward on these important issues.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you very much, Mr. Fink, and we now
turn to Ms. Galase. You may please begin when you are ready for
5 minutes.

STATEMENT OF NICOLE K. GALASE, MANAGING DIRECTOR,
HAWAII CATTLEMEN’S COUNCIL, HILO, HI; ON BEHALF OF
NATIONAL CATTLEMEN’S BEEF ASSOCIATION

Ms. GALASE. Chairman Lucas, Ranking Member Tokuda, and
Members of the Committee, I am grateful to join you today to tes-
tify on the value of conservation programs that support our na-
tion’s livestock industry. My name is Nicole Galase, and I currently
serve as a Managing Director for the Hawaii Cattlemen’s Council,
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a statewide organization supporting ranchers who steward 750,000
acres or nearly 20 percent of Hawaii’s total landmass. HCC is an
affiliate of the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, which is the
nation’s largest and oldest national trade association representing
the U.S. cattle industry and represents over Y4 million cattle pro-
ducers.

Cattle producers own and manage considerably more land than
any other segment of U.S. agriculture or any other U.S. industry
for that matter. America’s cattle producers collectively manage over
650 million acres, nearly %5 of our nation’s continental landmass.
Some of the biggest challenges and threats to our industry come
from the loss or conversion of our natural resources. In Hawaii, like
many other states, we face a decline in pasture lands. A decline in
pasture inevitably leads to a decline in agricultural production,
which weakens food security. Our goal is to keep grasslands green.

Since our livelihood is made on the land, resource stewardship
not only makes good environmental sense, it is economically funda-
mental. Maintaining robust voluntary conservation programs must
remain a top priority for both USDA and this Committee. Accom-
plishing this goal is impossible without the flexibility and attention
to locally-led decision-making. Cattle producers take pride in our
efforts to improve the land and are always looking for partnership
opportunities. I urge the Committee to promote initiatives in the
farm bill that allow NRCS programs to foster innovative and com-
mon-sense land management. Additionally, mandates that stifle
implementation or a one-size-fits-all approach simply does not work
in the cattle industry. These efforts to standardize programs limit
producers’ ability to utilize the unique practices that help their in-
dividual operations thrive.

The EQIP program is a popular funding source for Hawaii cattle
producers. In one example, a Hawaii rancher utilized EQIP for
cross fencing to improve his rotational grazing, allowing him to
double his herd size while improving soil health. For this producer
and others, accessing technical assistance is crucial to success.
NRCS staff provide guidance to maximize both productivity and
sustainability, and access to EQIP and conservation technical as-
sistance improves soil health, controls erosion, and ensures im-
proved water quality.

It is clear through my experience with NRCS and FSA that lack
of funding is not our primary road block. Especially when it comes
to EQIP, the 50 percent livestock carve-out is effective in ensuring
that necessary monies are available. Access to technical assistance
and inefficient funding distribution are the most significant hurdles
to producers’ success. While these hurdles were acknowledged in
the 2018 Farm Bill, few policies actually increase functionality.

NRCS was designed to function as a locally-led Federal agency.
While this seems counterintuitive, its structure has proven invalu-
able for farmers and ranchers who seek specialized solutions for
local conservation challenges. Local populations hold a deep under-
standing of their land, their ecosystems, and their unique chal-
lenges. These stakeholders know better than anyone else where to
dedicate resources to address urgent and high impact concerns.
This insight allows conservation projects to be tailored to the spe-
cific needs of the area, reducing costly missteps often seen when
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national programs are forced on states or counties. In short, locally-
led conservation combines the right knowledge, community buy-in,
and targeted solutions to efficiently stretch every dollar spent.

As policymakers consider the sustainability of the U.S. agricul-
tural industry, environmental sustainability is only one leg of a
three-legged stool. Economic prosperity, social awareness, and vol-
untary conservation go hand in hand, and we are always looking
for conservation opportunities that will have tangible benefits for
the environment and to help improve our ranching lands.

USDA’s conservation programs are an asset to cattle producers,
but only when implemented in a practical producer-friendly and
voluntary manner. With USDA as a partner, American ranchers
maintain open spaces, healthy range lands, and wildlife habitat
while leading the world in quality protein production. Together we
can conserve our country’s natural resources, maintain economic
prosperity, ensure a viable way of life for future generations. I
thank the Committee for the opportunity to testify, and I look for-
ward to questions. Mahalo.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Galase follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF NICOLE K. GALASE, MANAGING DIRECTOR, HAWAII
CATTLEMEN’S COUNCIL, HiLo, HI; oN BEHALF OF NATIONAL CATTLEMEN’S BEEF
ASSOCIATION

Chairman Lucas, Ranking Member Tokuda, Chairman Thompson, Ranking Mem-
ber Craig, and Members of the House Committee on Agriculture:

I am honored and grateful to join you today to testify on the importance of con-
servation to support our nation’s agricultural industry.

My name is Nicole Galase and I currently serve as Managing Director of the Ha-
waii Cattlemen’s Council (HCC). I also lead the Hawaii Beef Industry Council, a
Qualified State Beef Council, and the Hawaii Rangeland Stewardship Foundation,
which is a [501(c)(3)] with a mission to ensure healthy rangelands for generations
to come. I have been working with Hawaii’s ranchers since 2019 to ensure a viable
business environment for the cattle industry. This includes representing ranchers
in state and county policymaking, and providing opportunities for them to gain ac-
cess to conservation agriculture funds that help them in their goals to steward the
land while producing food.

The Hawaii Cattlemen’s Council’s represents 135 ranch members across the state.
Ranchers are the stewards of 750,000 acres of land in Hawaii, or nearly 20% of the
state’s total land mass. HCC is an affiliate of the National Cattlemen’s Beef Associa-
tion (NCBA). NCBA is the nation’s largest and oldest national trade association rep-
resenting the U.S. beef cattle industry, with other 250,000 producers represented
through both direct membership and 44 state affiliate associations.

Cattle producers own and manage considerably more land than any other segment
of U.S. agriculture—or any other U.S. industry for that matter. Cattle producers
graze cattle on approximately 666.4 million acres across the United States—nearly
V3 of our nation’s continental landmass. Additionally, acreage used to grow hay,
feedgrains, and food grains add millions more acres of land under cattlemen’s stew-
ardship and private ownership. Some of the biggest challenges and threats to our
industry come from the loss or conversion of our natural resources. The cattle indus-
try is threatened daily by urban encroachment, natural disasters, and government
overreach that makes our stewardship harder—if not impossible. In Hawaii, like
many other states, we face a decline in pasture lands. A decline in pasture inevi-
tably leads to a decline in agricultural production, which weakens our food security.
Our goal is to keep agricultural lands in agricultural production. Since our liveli-
hood is made on the land, through the utilization of our natural resources, being
good stewards of the land not only makes good environmental sense; it is funda-
mental for our industry to remain strong. We strive to maximize the environmental,
economic, and social sustainability of our operations, and it is through voluntary
conservation programs that ranchers will continue to be a proud partner with the
government to reach our environmental conservation goals.
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Conservation programs are one of the most visible and consistently important por-
tions of the farm bill for cattle producers across the country. Many cattle producers’
only nexus to farm bill-related services occurs at their local NRCS or FSA office.
Building and maintaining robust voluntary conservation resources must remain a
top priority for both USDA and this Committee. The 2018 Farm Bill sent a strong
signal to agricultural producers across the country that voluntary conservation is a
top priority, and we appreciate this Committee’s commitment to continually improv-
ing these vital programs. As we look forward to the next farm bill, I'm excited to
discuss the exciting opportunities and challenges that lie ahead. Cattle producers
pride themselves on being good stewards of our country’s natural resources.

Cattle producers employ various conservation practices, many of which we put in
place by utilizing NRCS programs, such as the Environmental Quality Incentives
Program (or EQIP). EQIP is designed to assist producers in implementing conserva-
tion practices that will enhance the health of grazing lands, improving water qual-
ity, improving soil quality, and reducing soil erosion. One important feature of EQIP
has been its focus on livestock operations, and we appreciated the 50 percent fund-
ing designation for livestock-related practices in the 2018 Farm Bill. Because crop
production receives significant value from other working lands programs, like CSP,
a livestock carve-out for EQIP funding ensures that resources are equitably distrib-
uted among producers. Federal funds spent on conservation are a good investment
in our country’s natural resources and the sustainability of agriculture and wildlife,
and it is vital to ensure that livestock producers have access to these valuable re-
sources for grazing and feeding management. While the intent of EQIP is to make
conservation funding and technical assistance accessible to all producers, barriers
to entry often disincentivize producers from utilizing NRCS programs. For example,
when NRCS staff are not given enough resources to make site visits and understand
the specific needs of a producer, the producer is often offered very rigid guidelines
that are not tailored to their situation. While producers may see opportunities to
improve the land and environment with EQIP funding, many simply do not have
sufficient confidence in the process to applyl.]

Collectively, we could improve upon soil-health-building grazing practices, provide
more erosion control, and promote cleaner water sources. More and more frequently,
ranchers choose to adjust their budgets to cover the costs of improvement, rather
than waiting for assistance and losing valuable time. We care about the environ-
ment and our livestock, and any improvement on the land is something we are
unanimously proud of. By creating additional hurdles for producers that want to uti-
lize these programs, the Committee and USDA limit access while simultaneously
limiting the government’s ability to record our environmental improvements. I urge
the Committee to support initiatives in the farm bill that allow NRCS programs to
support innovation and commonsense land management

It is clear through my experience with NRCS and FSA that lack of funding for
practice implementation is not an issue. Especially when it comes to EQIP, the 50
percent livestock carve-out is effective in ensuring that necessary monies are avail-
able. The most significant challenge for producers who want to take advantage of
working lands programs is the inefficiency in technical assistance availability and
funding distribution that allow us to accomplish a project. While this hurdle was
acknowledged by Congress in the 2018 Farm Bill, few of the policies focused on in-
creasing functionality. The EQIP program is a popular source of funding for Ha-
waii’s cattle producers, as access to technical assistance is a much-needed resource.
The technical assistance provided, such as engineering specs of a reservoir, or en-
suring designs do not cause erosion, are essential to a producer successfully com-
pleting practices that benefit their operation as well as the community around them.
Providing enough experienced staffing and resources to our NRCS offices is a key
component of ensuring producers utilize the offered programs.

Flexibility is key to ranchers’ utilization of conservation programs. Ensuring that
producers have the freedom to effectively manage their land goes beyond EQIP,
stretching to other conservation programs like the Conservation Reserve Program
(CRP). CRP has the potential to provide significant environmental benefit but cur-
rently fails to maximize its value. Changes made in the 2018 Farm Bill limit our
ability to effectively manage CRP acreage with grazing. Livestock graze mature,
stagnate grasses and allow regrowth of green, carbon-capturing plants. If we allow
more CRP grazing, we will promote more opportunities for beginning ranchers to
graze animals responsibly and provide existing pastures with more rest and recov-
ery during drought years. This will be especially beneficial in areas where pasture
is scarce and livestock production is rapidly dwindling like my home state of Ha-
waii. Cattle and other forms of livestock can be the sustainable solution to man-
aging CRP without the negative impact on the ecosystem while also helping ranch-
ers economically. HCC and NCBA support the CRP Grasslands pilot program, and
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hope to see a permanent authorization for this program included in a final farm bill.
Grazing is a valuable tool in maximizing carbon sequestration but is not a tool that
we are able to use on CRP acreage. This policy limits our ability to effectively man-
age our land. By allowing cattle to graze CRP acreage without a reduction in pay-
ment, we could greatly increase interest in CRP contracts, while simultaneously
maximizing environmental value and economic benefit.

Congress has made clear its interest in building a climate-smart economy, includ-
ing the integration of climate-smart practices into the agricultural industry. The
Hawaii Partnership for Climate-Smart Commodities was a tremendous opportunity
to provide incentives for voluntary conservation practices that also measured the di-
rect benefits of the practices like managed grazing, silvopasture, and invasive brush
management. The incentive provided the funding support to implement the practice,
and the measurement of impacts on the soil provided a concrete example of benefit
that the producer could be proud of and utilize to enhance their marketing capac-
ity—boasting both the benefit of food production and regeneration of the land. While
the Climate-Smart Commodity grant has unfortunately been canceled, we are eager
to apply for the Advancing Markets for Producers Initiative. Our hope is that this
funding will continue to serve the producers by incentivizing voluntary conservation
practices that ultimately provide benefit to the consumer, our community. As with
EQIP, technical assistance will be necessary for this program. We understand the
goal to get as much funds directly to the producer as possible (in this case, the
threshold is 65%). However, we suggest that funds for technical assistance be con-
sidered part of the direct-to-producer percentage, as this technical assistance is im-
perative to successful implementation of practices, and for navigating improvement
of markets.

HCC is interested in participating in the Regional Conservation Partnership Pro-
gram to direct funds to practices that will best address Hawaii’s land issues. How-
ever, our colleagues currently utilizing the program shared that the application and
reporting are cumbersome and laden with red-tape. For example, NRCS manages
the RCPP through Conservation Desktop, which is a different platform than is used
to manage EQIP and CSP contracts. This adds unnecessary complexity and confu-
sion. Staff are not well acquainted with how to conduct contract management
through the new platform, leading to errors and delays. Modifications that should
improve the project are also slow to get approval. This puts stress on organizations
and increases administrative costs. If this program can be streamlined, organiza-
tions like HCC, who are the closest to our producers and can get funds directly to
the boots-on-the-ground doing the important work, will be better equipped to suc-
cessfully implement an RCPP contract.

Voluntary conservation programs work because they are voluntary. While it
seems obvious, continuing to fund voluntary conservation programs, while keeping
them voluntary, is critical to their continued success. Mandated implementation, or
a one-size-fits-all approach that accompanies top-down regulation does not work in
the cattle industry. If these programs or practices were to become mandatory, the
rules and regulations that farmers and ranchers would be subjected to would make
it harder for them to utilize the unique conservation practices that help their indi-
vidual operations thrive.

NRCS was created as a locally-led Federal program. While this seems counter-
intuitive, its structure has proven invaluable for farmers and ranchers who seek
specialized solutions for local conservation challenges. Communities have deep
knowledge of their land, ecosystems, and challenges and know how we can dedicate
resources to the most urgent and high-impact issues. This insight allows conserva-
tion projects to be tailored to the specific needs of the area, reducing costly missteps
often seen when national programs are forced on states or counties. Agriculture is
never one-size-fits-all, and the most successful projects are those that can be flexible
and adapt to the needs of the producer. This leads to better buy-in from the pro-
ducer and strengthens participation in the practices that will reach USDA’s goals.
Local stakeholders are directly affected by the outcomes, which encourages more
careful and honest use of the funds. Projects are more likely to be monitored and
adjusted if they are falling short of expectations. In short, locally-led conservation
combines the right knowledge, community buy-in, and targeted solutions to effi-
ciently stretch every dollar spent.

As policymakers consider the sustainability of the U.S. agricultural industry, envi-
ronmental sustainability is only one leg of a three-legged stool. Cattle producers
strive to balance environmental sustainability with economic viability and social
consciousness—maintaining this balance is key to ensuring our long-term success.
Economic prosperity, social awareness, and voluntary conservation go hand-in-hand
and we are always looking for new, innovative conservation programs that will have
tangible benefits for the environment and help to improve our ranching lands.
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USDA’s voluntary conservation programs have been a great asset to cattle pro-
ducers, and it is important that these programs are implemented in a practical, pro-
ducer friendly, and voluntary manner for years to come to ensure that cattle pro-
ducers will continue to have the ability to do what we do best—produce the world’s
safest, most nutritious, abundant, and affordable protein while operating in the
most environmentally friendly way possible. Ranchers across the country maintain
open spaces, healthy rangelands, provide wildlife habitat and feed the world. To-
gether we can sustain our country’s natural resources and economic prosperity, en-
suring the viability of our way of life for future generations.

I thank the Committee for convening this hearing and for the opportunity to tes-
tify. I look forward to your questions.

The CHAIRMAN. Thank you very much, and thank you to all of
the witnesses for your testimony today. At this time, Members will
be recognized in order of seniority, alternating between Majority
and Minority Members and in order of arrival for those who joined
us after the hearing convened, and you will be recognized for 5
minutes each to allow everyone to get as many questions in as pos-
sible. I now recognize myself for 5 minutes.

Dr. Sebert, I thank you for your testimony and perspectives on
Public Law 83-566. In your view, what do you think are the most
helpful improvements that Congress could provide to the Small
Watershed Program and rehab program?

Dr. SEBERT. Mr. Chairman, I would direct you——

The CHAIRMAN. Your microphone, Doctor.

Dr. SEBERT. I pulled a Jimmy there. Sorry. I would direct you to
our farm bill priorities that you are familiar with, not the least of
which is the opportunity for NRCS to address remedial and repair
work on aging structures that exceed the level for operation and
maintenance for which the sponsors are responsible but fall short
of full rehabilitation. There is a body of work there that needs to
be addressed, and it will require Congress pointing NRCS to that
work for that to happen.

The CHAIRMAN. Last year’s Committee-passed farm bill contained
provisions to specifically authorize cost-share for remedial actions
on Pub. L. 83-566. These actions would include the deterioration
of a component of a structure faster than expected or structural
damage caused by a weather or storm or weather event. So drilling
in on this further, Dr. Sebert, in your view, how might such a
change improve the administration of the program? We are getting
down to the nuts and bolts here.

Dr. SEBERT. This body of work carries an element of risk, and the
action that the policies that were put forth in that version of the
farm bill would buy down that risk, which protects both the spon-
sors of the project as well as USDA, and, perhaps most impor-
tantly, those living downstream from this flood protection.

The CHAIRMAN. And just one more moment, Dr. Sebert. In the
nature of the upstream flood control, remind our friends that these
are smaller, interlocking dams, most of which hold no water, sim-
ply catch and then meter out at a safe rate these rainfalls. Just the
general concept.

Dr. SEBERT. Yes. These small watershed structures are built in
a series. Many times, the head of the watershed area will have two
to three of these structures on it that catch the rainfall, catch the
water, and then release it over a period of 7 to 14 days rather than
uncontrolled release from rain events in the upstream reaches of
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the watershed that send a flash flood or extensive flooding in the
main tributaries.

The CHAIRMAN. President Boening, I appreciate your comments
and your testimony about the need to simplify programs and re-
duce paperwork. In recent farm bills, particularly the 2014 Farm
Bill, Congress was successful in program consolidation and sim-
plification. Since Congress has, at times, tended to create similar
overlapping programs, subprograms within larger programs and re-
gional carve-outs, it seems to me that such simplification must be
necessary to restore clarity and update the statute. What are your
thoughts about recent efforts in Congress to streamline and sim-
plify programs?

Mr. BOENING. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Well, the short answer
there is, we are very appreciative of that. I mean, that is one of
the things I kind of said in my testimony. What farmers and ranch-
ers face, remember, we want a farm and ranch, and that is what
we do, and when things can be simplified when we walk into the
USDA offices, it is much appreciated. So as we work through this,
keep that thought in mind.

The CHAIRMAN. Absolutely. It is hard to believe having chaired
this Subcommittee some time ago how far we have really come, the
dramatic increases in the conservation spending in the 2002 pro-
gram, and now this effort to take one-time money, what remains
of it, and turn it into a permanent increase in baseline to work
from. I think all of us in the conservation movement together, all
of you and all of your supporters back home, we have had amazing
success considering the ever-increasing challenges of legislating in
the modern world.

With that, I thank all of you for answering my questions and
your participation in these programs, and I turn to my colleague,
the distinguished Ranking Member from Hawaii, for 5 minutes for
questions.

Ms. TorkuDA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. In 2022, USDA
launched the Partnerships for Climate-Smart Commodities Pro-
gram, or CSC, which provided funding and technical assistance di-
rectly to farmers to help them scale climate-friendly practices like
cover cropping, tillage management, and prescribed grazing, to
name a few. This program was overwhelmingly popular and food
producers across the country leveraged $3.1 billion in CSC funding
to get shovels in the ground on cost-effective, partnership-based
conservation projects. That was until April when USDA abruptly
canceled the program, claiming that CSC projects didn’t prioritize
direct payments to farmers, but in reality, farmers were receiving
direct financial and technical support, often exceeding the arbitrary
65-percent threshold for direct payments, including in the Adminis-
tration’s new Farmers First priorities. Now more than 14,000 farm-
ers covering 3.2 million acres across the country are left wondering
what will happen to their planned conservation work, in some
cases already with investments made.

There is nothing Farmer First about yanking the rug out from
under these farmers, if you ask me. And the USDA, we know, has
promised to replace CSC with the Advancing Markets for Pro-
ducers Initiative or AMP, but it is unclear when project reapplica-
tions will, in fact, be reviewed, how much funding will be available,



40

and what farmers who are planning on this funding are supposed
to do with the work that is already ongoing.

Ms. Galase, in your written testimony, you mentioned that you
are eager to apply for AMP to continue projects started already and
invested in under CSC, and you are currently in conversations with
the USDA about this reapplication. What impact has frozen CSC
funds had on planned conservation work and on your producers?
What has been the impact on them given many have already made
investments in the ground?

Ms. GALASE. Thank you for highlighting this issue. We did see
the Climate-Smart Commodities Program as something that was
going to help our producers. We had funds going directly to farm-
ers, ranchers, and foresters. Because it was canceled, those projects
are canceled as well. All those contracts were canceled, and if a
producer is extremely fortunate, they are going to be continuing
those projects on their own dime, but that was not planned for, and
as you know, in agriculture, you need to plan for years ahead.

We went through the hard work of getting them through the ar-
duous onboarding process, and we had those funds on the ground.
Producers were starting the work. Now they are essentially fin-
ished, and they don’t know when they are going to get the funding
back. And the producer engagement team, such as the Hawaii
Cattlemen’s Council who are helping with that difficult onboarding,
a lot of the other organizations have lost dozens of employees who
are now unemployed. And in looking at applying for the next Ad-
vancing Markets for Producers Initiative, we are now applying with
a very bare-bones team.

Ms. ToKUDA. Thank you. So this has definitely had an impact on
our producers. I know for many, they don’t have the cash-flow to
just continue on their own, and any investments made that have
not been refunded at this particular point is a definite loss to their
bottom line. And as you mentioned, employees fired are very hard
to rehire in a tight labor market like the one that we are in.

A question to the panel as a whole, there has been a lot of dis-
cussion about technical assistance and technical support as being
critical. Mr. McLeland, your testimony also cites the importance of
NRCS staff being able to help farmers access the technical assist-
ance they need to be able to enroll in these conservation programs.
What we do know is with the President’s initial budget, he actually
proposed eliminating completely CTA funding. We do know that
yesterday there was some restoration of that particular funding in
the appropriations bill, but we also know that CTA funding has de-
creased year after year after year. It is never enough.

So to the panel, what impact is going to be the result of NRCS
being slashed by the $800 million staffing in the thousands lost to
NRCS and CTA funding actually decreasing, not increasing in
terms of rural farmers, under-served farmers being able to access
this critical conservation funding that we are trying to provide? I
don’t know who wants to take it up.

Mr. McLELAND. It all starts with technical assistance. The need
for support that we understand from the producers and the grow-
ers out there, that is where it starts, from facilitation to getting
into the right program, to ensure that we are helping them address
their goals and objectives. It is going to be very difficult to deliver
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incentive-based, voluntary programs without conservation technical
assistance that it all builds off a solid foundation of conservation
planning.

Ms. TOoKUDA. Thank you. Anyone else want to answer to that?

Dr. SEBERT. Watershed work is a long-term proposition, requires
years of planning and work, and so any disruption of that flow does
impact the outcome in terms of the ability to implement watershed
program work.

Mr. FINK. We are similarly concerned about the damage this
could do to the conservation delivery system, and I would just note
that not all farmers necessarily want to enter into a specific farm
bill program. The conservation technical assistance allows them to
get planning and the expertise they need, so it is yet another im-
portant avenue for really serving farmers and ranchers.

Ms. TokUDA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I yield back.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentlelady yields back. The chair now recog-
nizes the gentleman from California, Mr. LaMalfa, for 5 minutes.

Mr. LAMALFA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I appreciate the oppor-
tunity to join you in Committee today. A key topic, very important
to my home district in California as well, with over %2 million acres
of rice, as well as other adaptable habitat for the betterment of wa-
terfowl and conservation.

So as you know it, in my real life, I am a rice grower in the Sac-
ramento Valley, and my farm and many of my neighbors utilized
the EQIP program in the past and have done at least a certain
amount of effort to provide the habitats to all the many species we
have in the Flyway so plentiful in the Sacramento Valley. In the
2018 Farm Bill, there was a provision included that will allow the
Secretary to enter into EQIP contracts for up to 10 years for prac-
tices solely for the benefit of wildlife, including post-harvest flood-
ing. It would help maintain seasonal wetlands for the waterfowl
and migratory bird habitat. So to my knowledge, USDA has still
not carried out any contracts for longer than a few years, a couple
years at a time. So I am curious, with the provision that we worked
on in 2018, why have not there been more longer, up to these 10
year contracts that the bill provided for?

As you know, depending to what level you are participating, the
infrastructure, the effort you might do in shaping your lands, shap-
ing the irrigation systems and other aspects of what you would do
to enhance waterfowl and conservation does require a certain
amount of effort, a certain amount of investment in doing that. So
for Mr. McLeland, what is your familiarity with EQIP putting out
actual 10 year contracts, again, because if I was going to invest,
then I would want to be able to know that I am going to get a re-
turn, that the money I spend, the effort I make, is going to be more
for than just a couple years. And maybe I don’t get to be in that
contract after that and you are out that effort, which I think most
people that participate at all probably wouldn’t mind being in it for
a longer period of time. It is not a hard thing. It is not like, say,
in some cases permanent easements, which shy a lot of people
away. So what do you think about that?

Mr. MCLELAND. Yes, thank you for the question. It is certainly
good to have that option for sure, and each contract, each inter-
action with that producer, it is very tailored to their operation. So
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we work with them and are very sensitive to that, and we haven’t
seen as many 10 year contracts as we probably would have ex-
pected, generally average around 5.

Mr. LAMALFA. You have seen some 10 year, though?

Mr. McCLELAND. I have seen some, yes, but there

Mr. LAMALFA. What state or what region they would be in that
where you are seeing that happen?

Mr. McLELAND. Arkansas.

Mr. LAMALFA. Arkansas?

Mr. McLELAND. Yes, and we have definitely seen 5 years be the
norm, though, one to five. One to five, and that generally ends up
being a function of the operation and the preference of the land-
owner.

Mr. LAMALFA. So do you hear clamoring by growers for the 10
yﬁark%ontracts, or is it really a low-demand situation? What do you
think?

Mr. McCLELAND. It seemed like to be a more low-demand situa-
tion.

Mr. LAMALFA. Because we have run into anecdotes, at least on
that. We are wondering why NRCS is not allowing them or proc-
essing them or what have you as defined in the 2018 Farm Bill to
give that additional flexibility and long-term. Depending to what
level, to what stage you are practicing, I would want to know if I
am making significant changes in my operation that if it worked
for me or a neighbor, whatever, that you would have that option,
but I guess we need to get a little more direct input from folks that
have sought these 10 years. Anything else you would have?

Mr. MCLELAND. Again, we would like to see as long a contracts
as we can get, so 10 years is good but definitely need to take some
look at the implementation side of it.

Mr. LAMALFA. Well, it is very important we tailor these two indi-
vidual needs, as you mentioned at the top there.

Mr. McLELAND. Yes.

Mr. LAMALFA. Heck, I know it is a positive thing in that, but we
will have to get some more information together on the anecdotes,
but is NRCS generally cooperative on doing them? Do they have
any reason maybe in the California region that you are aware of
that they are not putting them out internally?

Mr. McLELAND. Not that I am aware of.

Mr. LAMALFA. All right. Okay. Well, we will follow up on that.
So any thoughts you have, anybody else on the panel—I ran out
of time already on that—please send that along to my office if you
wish. So thank you. I yield back, Mr. Chairman. Thank you.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentleman’s time has expired. The chair now
recognizes the gentlelady from North Carolina, Ms. Adams, for 5
minutes of questions.

Ms. AbpAaMS. Thank you. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you,
Madam Ranking Member, and thank you all to the witnesses who
have come today.

President Trump’s 2026 budget proposal would cut funding that
goes toward conservation technical assistance at the USDA, and
there is language that would cut the USDA’s Natural Resources
Conservation Service staff. And yesterday, the House Agriculture
Appropriations Majority released a bill that aligns with that by
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slashing funding by five percent below Fiscal Year 2025 to the Nat-
ural Resources Conservation Service’s conservation operations, and
so this is going to make it harder for farmers to get technical as-
sistance as it relates to conservation.

So for Mr. Fink and Mr. McLeland, can you explain how slashing
funding for operations and technical assistance programs affect the
effectiveness of conservation programs, the future of farming, and
the day-to-day experiences of farmers?

Mr. FINK. We are definitely concerned about potential cuts to
conservation technical assistance. A lot of farmers, as I mentioned
earlier, are not necessarily interested in entering contracts on farm
bill programs, and so that is the funding that they access just to
get that general technical assistance. And I think it is absolutely
critical to recognize that for a lot of NRCS staff, these are boots-
on-the-ground. These are people working directly with farmers who
have trusted relationships. You cannot severely slash that funding
without actually impacting the staffing component.

Ms. Apams. Okay. Mr. Fink.

Mr. McLELAND. Yes, and I would agree. As I mentioned earlier,
conservation planning starts with technical assistance, and these
are long-term relationships that these conservation planners have
with these producers, and it is a long-term investment. As Mr.
Fink mentioned, some may not be looking for participation in a
program. They just be looking for recommendations and advice to
address a need or concern that they have.

Ms. Apams. Okay.

Mr. McLELAND. And so that is a very important piece of the
foundation.

Ms. ApAmMS. Thank you very much. So could you explain how this
proposed cut might affect the intended outcomes of conservation ef-
forts such as lowering production costs for farmers and achieving
better environmental results? Yes, sir, you can go right ahead.

Mr. McLELAND. Just given the importance of conservation tech-
nical assistance, it would be very difficult to ensure that the pro-
grams are implemented to the degree that that they would be oth-
erwise.

Ms. Apams. Okay. Well, I agree with you. Well, let me move on.
One of my main priorities on the broader Committee is advocating
for racial equity and justice in agricultural spaces, and it is the
same for this Subcommittee because when we help minority or
black farmers, we help all farmers. And one of my signature bills,
Justice for Black Farmers Act of 2023 (H.R. 1167, 118th Congress),
has a few provisions related to conservation, such as using manda-
tory funding to support conservation technical assistance at the
USDA and the Conservation Stewardship Program. And at a time
when farmers are facing more climate-related pressures than ever,
it is vital for Congress to give them the resources that they need
to remain resilient and profitable. Hurricane Helene devastated
Charlotte, which is where I represent, and the surrounding areas.
Unfortunately, we have seen devastating impacts of natural disas-
ters on farm country in the past few years.

So for Ms. Nicole, is that Galase?

Ms. GALASE. Galase.

Ms. Apawms. Is that right?



44

Ms. GALASE. Galase.

Ms. Apams. Okay. Thank you. So can you tell us about the role
that USDA conservation programs like EQIP play in helping land-
owners recover from natural disasters?

Ms. GALASE. Sure. EQIP has been really essential for recovering
from natural disasters. EQIP funds things that reduce erosion. You
can put in windbreaks so that there is less erosion, and these are
things that prepare you for and when natural disasters come. We
are seeing things like flooding. We are seeing things like drought.
So reservoirs that EQIP funds, that allows us to capture the water
when we need it in order to be prepared for when disasters like
this happen. Reaching our historically-under-served producers,
these are the producers who normally don’t have access to these
programs, and so we need to build the trust for them to step into
those NRCS offices and know that they are going to get the help
they need with the technical assistance that needs to come with it
so they can be successful.

Ms. AbaMs. Thank you very much, and thank you to all of our
witnesses today. Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentlelady yields back. The chair now recog-
nizes the gentleman from Indiana, Mr. Baird, for 5 minutes.

Mr. BAIRD. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and I think it is very ap-
propriate that you mentioned the Dust Bowl and the Soil Conserva-
tion Service in your remarks, because it is relevant to what we are
talking about in this Committee. And I wanted to share with you,
when I was a young kid on the farm in Indiana, we had one of the
worst floods that I had ever seen, and it took out railroad trestles
and filled, as a example, a 5 gallon bucket of water in a very short
period. Back then we fed hogs on wooden platforms and put feeders
on them. We saw pigs going down that flooded stream, still on the
platform, and there wasn’t anything you could do about it.

But my point is the local farmers got together with the Soil Con-
servation Service and implemented the small watershed projects.
And so when I get around to it, Dr. Sebert, I am going to start with
you, but the question goes to all of you. But those small watershed
projects, that went up the tributaries rather than a big main dam
on mainstream and went up to tributaries, and those small dams
functioned like the water tank on a toilet, in my opinion, and let
it out slow, and we haven’t had a flood in that area since that. I
am sorry, sir, but anyway. But we haven’t had a flood in that
stream since then. The only thing I see happening is that they
have come to the end of their useful life, and there is some thought
about maybe taking those out. My suggestion would be that we re-
store them and replenish them.

But going on to my question, science, technology and innovation,
they are really central to progression of American agriculture and
have led the U.S. agricultural industry being the most reliable and
efficient in the world. So how can we be sure to maintain clear eli-
gibility requirements for these conservation programs that we are
talking about, paving the way from implementation of new tech-
nologies when they come about, like precision agriculture, and
technologies, or new land management practices? Dr. Sebert if you
would like to comment on my original thoughts, and then the rest
of you on this precision agriculture that would be appreciated.
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Dr. SEBERT.—to speak across

Mr. BAIRD. I would rather do that than be here to tell you truth,
but anyway.

Dr. SEBERT.—to take you across the country and let you tell that
story. There here are, in fact, 132 NRCS structures in your state
at this point in time. I agree with you that in the majority of the
cases, it is not take them out, it is rehabilitate them and continue
to provide those benefits. Highway culverts, county road culverts,
bridges, school bus routes have all grown accustomed to the protec-
tion those structures provide, and to take them out, in my opinion,
would be an error, and folks would learn fairly quickly with the
volatile weather we see around the country that something was
doing a good job. Even though it was a silent sentinel, somebody
didn’t know it was there. They didn’t know what the function of it
was. It was providing the protection necessary to keep commerce
going in that county and keep kids safe going to school.

Mr. BAIRD. Thank you. Starting with Mr. Boening, anyone else
have a comment in this regard, especially about precision agri-
culture?

Mr. BOENING. Yes, sir, I would like to comment. I appreciate the
question. I got to thinking here when you went down that road how
much has changed in my 43 year farming career, and things just
simply like GPS has enabled us to move to things like minimum
tillage and nutrient management, and those are all conservation ef-
forts as well. When you think about fertilization application rates
that you can tailor as you go across your field and apply them at
variable rates to, then there is no excess. You don’t overuse it. You
don’t under use it.

So precision ag, and I will share this, it has been a little difficult
to keep up. I think my 8 year old grandson will be able to help me
here pretty quick on some of that stuff, and it really ties into con-
servation because, like I said before, you can manage your nutri-
ents. You cannot over overuse fuel. It has been a good thing.

Mr. McLELAND. Yes. I would just comment quickly that I concur
with Mr. Boening’s comments here as well. And would also add
that technology is providing opportunities for us in our space, too,
to better utilize conservation as part on-farm operations where, in
this case, wetlands may provide a suitable alternative and fit well
within a farm operation, strengthening the bottom line and in-
creasing profitability too. So precision is helping us identify those
opportunities.

Mr. BAIRD. Thank you, and my time is up. I am sorry for the last
two, but we can talk later. I yield back, Mr. Chairman.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentleman yields back. The chair now recog-
nizes an old colleague from the Science Committee, Mr. Sorensen
of Illinois for 5 minutes.

Mr. SORENSEN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Always fun to be able
to talk about the intersection of agriculture and science.

Today we are at a critical point where we must do more to con-
serve the fertility of our land by investing in soil resilience. Not
doing so would risk the very foundation of our food and energy sys-
tems. Recent reports from the National Weather Service under-
scored a stark reality: our land management choices have real and
often dangerous consequences. On May 1, 2023, multiple crashes
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occurred on Interstate 55 near Springfield, Illinois, in Congress-
woman Budzinski’s district. Thirty-seven people were seriously in-
jured, and seven people died. The dust storm originated from fresh-
ly-tilled and planted farm fields picked up and lofted by 40 mile
per hour winds, but this wasn’t a onetime deal. Less than a month
ago, a dust storm in my district southwest of Bloomington, Illinois,
quickly tracked northeast on the heels of strong winds, causing
zero visibility on roads and highways. And I, coming back from
Washington, D.C. to my district, watched as the dust storm moved
over O’Hare Airport, causing massive delays. Thankfully, no one
died because of the quick action and the funding of the National
Weather Service.

Meteorologists like me, we call these dust storms, but more im-
portantly, they are erosion events, the result of overly-tilled,
unhealthy soil, which creates dry, dusty earth that can easily be
carried off by high wind. It is a similar tale to what happened in
the Dust Bowl years of the Central Plains in the 1930s. It is not
just a visibility issue. What we are seeing here is our nutrients go
into the air and are gone, and we can prevent these disasters by
ensuring that our farmers have the funding and the assistance that
they need to implement smart ag, like no-till or cover crops that
mitigate erosion and improve soil health over time. These practices
not only ensure that our farmers can withstand stronger weather
events, but also protect travelers in our communities. What hap-
pened in my district in Bloomington and downstate in Springfield
should serve as a wake-up call because this could easily happen
next May or even in this fall if we are still in drought condition.

The USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service, or NRCS,
plays a vital role in how we move forward, but it requires the fund-
ing and the staffing needed to meet the moment. Unfortunately,
what we are seeing is an Administration that is hellbent on mak-
ing cuts to USDA’s workforce, specifically within NRCS. With a
massive $300 billion cut in food assistance on the horizon, it is
hard to envision how this Committee will pass a farm bill that suf-
ficiently provides support through conservation programs like
EQIP and CSP.

Mr. Boening, in March, west Texas experienced its own erosion
event, turning the sky an eerie orange across the Permian Basin
from El Paso to Dallas-Fort Worth. How can we best integrate
smart agricultural practices into risk management planning to pre-
vent future events?

Mr. BOENING. Thank you for the question, Congressman. We
have climate change. We know that. We experience it. Some of that
is brought on by some extreme drought that we have had in those
areas, and these conservation practices that we have been talking
about, since 10:00 a.m. this morning, are really the tools that we
need to use as we go forward. I mean, you mentioned cover crops,
you mentioned minimum tillage. In some places, not everything
works exactly the same in every area. I will just use my area some-
what. We cover crops on our dryland acres. Non-irrigated acres are
difficult because of limited rainfall, so we go back to doing as min-
imum tillage as we can, leaving as much residue on the surface as
we can, and planning buffer zones, whether they be wind breaks,
whether they be grass waterways, grass strips. Those are all things
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that we need to look at as we go forward, and we need to work on
the funding for those quite frankly, and we understand that.

Mr. SORENSEN. Thank you, Mr. Boening. Dr. Sebert, my time is
limited. I appreciate your soil and water conservation work. My
focus in meteorology school was hydrology and stream flow man-
agement. Could you explain in the last 30 seconds that I have how
important it is to lock the nutrients into the fields, keeping them
out of the rivers, and, more importantly, how Congress and the
Federal Government should support the effort?

Dr. SEBERT. [Inaudible]. We can apply every conservation prac-
tice we know, and all it takes is one flood to take that away. So
by controlling the flow of water across the land, we can lock things
in place and have those remain where we have adequate produc-
tion.

Mr. SORENSEN. I love your idea of an all-of-the-above approach.
I appreciate you all, and, Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentleman’s time has expired. The chair now
recognizes the full Chairman of the Committee, Mr. Thompson, for
5 minutes.

Mr. THOMPSON. Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member, thank you
both. The One Big Beautiful Bill, as passed by the House, provided
key investments for farmers and ranchers. This includes necessary
updates to the farm safety net, investments in livestock security
measures, research, and trade promotion. It also rescinded unobli-
gated IRA conservation funds and reinvested those dollars into the
standing conservation programs. By doing so, we will have elimi-
nated the climate sideboards and returned the funding to meet an
important core principle: locally-led conservation that benefits all
farmers. Mr. Boening, how important are these investments for our
agriculture producers?

Mr. BOENING. The simple answer there, Mr. Chairman, is of the
utmost importance. We talked about all morning here, these pro-
grams were successful, and Chairman Lucas mentioned it in his
opening statement, because they are flexible, they are voluntary,
and they are locally-led. So those programs are what farmers have
worked with and benefited from over the years. So, quite frankly,
and it is not just the farming and ag community that benefit from
it. It is our rural communities, it is all of those things, so those in-
vestments are of the utmost importance to farmers and ranchers.

Mr. THOMPSON. So isn’t it true that in addition to just the fact
that American agriculture can be defined as science, technology and
innovation, coupled with this type of investment, and these pro-
grams really help to contribute to the fact that our farmers, ranch-
ers and foresters are the climate champions of the world with the
amount of carbon they sequester? And the beauty of it in agri-
culture, when we sequester carbon, we manufacture topsoil, which
means we grow things for the benefit of everyone.

Mr. BOENING. Yes, sir. Yes, sir.

Mr. THOMPSON. The Inflation Reduction Act required that fund-
ing provided by the law for conservation programs could only be
used for climate-related practices, thereby restricting funding for
many other practices otherwise eligible under the program. And
some very credible individuals, including the NRCS chief during
President Obama’s Administration, for one, have said, it would be
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best if the sideboards were taken out so that the state technical
committees and local groups can decide which practices work best
for the natural resource concerns that they wish to address.
Through the current reconciliation process, we are trying to rein-
vest those IRA-unobligated conservation funding, as we have
talked about in this hearing already, into the existing conservation
programs to provide a permanent increase to the title’s baseline. In
doing so, we would also remove those climate sideboards required
by the IRA to allow for more local prioritization.

I will just open this up to all of our panelists. Do you agree that
reducing, removing the climate sideboards would better allow it to
be a locally-led process to be able to work and be able to use con-
servation practices that may vary depending on where in the coun-
try the farmer is actually farming? I can think of many places
where, if you put a cover crop in it, would suck every last bit of
moisture out of the ground, and you won’t be able to grow a cash
crop. In some places it gets too cold too soon to be able to do plant-
ing like that. So I will just open it up for anybody who would like
to comment on that question.

Mr. BOENING. I will just go really quickly. So by opening it up,
removing those sideboards, it goes back to the same things we have
been talking about: being flexible, being locally-led, and it is still
voluntary. The climate-smart practices will still be eligible, so it
goes back to the core of how these programs work the best.

Mr. McLELAND. Yes, I will second that to say at Ducks Unlim-
ited, we are fully supportive of locally-led, voluntary, incentive-
based conservation programs that are flexible Farmer First, and
that certainly would be the case in this instance.

Mr. THOMPSON. Very good.

Mr. FINK. As an organization, AFT is very supportive of climate-
smart practices. They are essential to the profitability of farmers,
but the number one thing that is limiting the ability to get these
practices on the ground is total available funding. We support the
transfer of this funding with or without those sideboards.

Mr. THOMPSON. And any comments—I will just finish with that—
won’t be a part of the farm bill, but it is a law today. The Biden
Administration just never really got it together, the [inaudible] pro-
grams. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentleman’s time has expired. The chair now
recognizes the gentleman from New Mexico for 5 minutes, Mr.
Vasquez.

Mr. VASQUEZ. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank you Ranking
Member. It can’t be lost on us today that we are sitting here for
a hearing titled, Supporting Farmers, Strengthening Conservation,
Sustaining Working Land, when just 3 weeks ago, some of my col-
leagues on this Committee voted essentially to gut the farm bill
and limit the chances of passing the historic bipartisan farm bill.
So I think if we are going to talk about conservation, let’s talk
about conservation initiatives that are effective, that are based in
science, and that are supported by farmers and ranchers on the
ground, not the talking points from the White House.

Because I am limited on time this morning, I am going to make
this easy and ask our panel some simple yes or no questions and
shift the focus to some legislation that we can pass as part of a



49

farm bill, hopefully. Mr. McLeland, you stated that you learned
early on that agriculture and wildlife conservation were not mutu-
ally exclusive activities, which is something that I completely agree
with. Do you still agree with this?

Mr. MCLELAND. Yes.

Mr. VASQUEZ. Well, then I think you would support my bipar-
tisan bill, which is the Habitat Connectivity on Working Lands Act
of 2025 (H.R. 2235), which was written for this exact purpose and
expands voluntary USDA programs to improve wildlife corridors on
private working lands, including habitat for waterfowl and upland
bird habitat. Thank you. Mr. McLeland.

Mr. McLELAND. Thank you.

Mr. VASQUEZ. Mr. Fink, do you agree that farmer-to-farmer edu-
cation, which creates mentorship opportunities between experi-
enced and new producers, is a valuable tool for farmers using Fed-
eral dollars?

Mr. FINK. Yes. It is, in fact, one of our top farm bill priorities in
conservation.

Mr. VASQUEZ. Well, thank you so much. That is the idea behind
my bipartisan Farmer to Farmer Education Act of 2024 (H.R. 8488,
118th Congress), which creates mentorship opportunities between
experienced and new producers, and I appreciate your support for
this approach.

Mr. FINK. Thank you for your leadership on it.

Mr. VASQUEZ. Thank you. Ms. Galase, you said that the cattle in-
dustry is threatened daily by government overreach in part of your
opening statement documents, and it is one of the impediments to
conservation for ranchers. Is this correct?

Ms. GALASE. Yes.

Mr. VASQUEz. Well, I think you will be happy to support or en-
dorse my bipartisan bill that is exactly what this does. The Ranch-
ing Without Red Tape Act of 2025 (H.R. 2238) aims to fix this issue
by removing bureaucratic delays so that ranchers can make much-
needed improvements on time without having to renegotiate their
leases on Federal land. Thank you, Ms. Galase. Mr. Boening, in
your testimony, you raised concerns about the closure of NRCS of-
fices, which is something New Mexican farmers are also facing. Is
this still an issue for farmers in Texas?

Mr. BOENING. Yes, sir, it is somewhat. Yes.

Mr. VASQUEZ. Thank you so much. Well, I am sure that you will
also then, hopefully, support my legislation, which is the Honor
Farmer Contracts Act (H.R. 2396), which stops the USDA from in-
discriminately closing NRCS offices and requires the Federal Gov-
ernment to honor its already-signed contracts with American farm-
ers and ranchers. Thank you, Mr. Boening.

I want to thank you all for your support of these bipartisan legis-
lative priorities that I hope get to see the light of day both in this
Committee and the House Natural Resources Committee, because
these are important priorities in which, if we have the absence of
an actual farm bill, we can pass to help support farmers and ranch-
ers across the country. And that is why I have introduced this full
package of legislation designed to meet those goals.

These are practical bills that are crafted with input from farmers
and ranchers that strengthen conservation partnerships, expand
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wildlife corridors, and help producers sustain and grow their oper-
ations. I believe this is the kind of work that we should be focused
on, both in our subcommittees and in the full Committee, deliv-
ering real solutions that producers in New Mexico and across the
country are asking for. Instead, and unfortunately, the priorities of
this Committee have advanced a bill that just cut SNAP and de-
layed or eliminated billions of dollars from farmers, families and
food retailers. So if we are serious about supporting farm country,
we should act like it.

I urge my colleagues to continue to support farmers and hold leg-
islative hearings just like this one and markups on commonsense
bills like mine that I laid out today, bills that actually solve our
problems for our constituents and for farmland, and for farmers
and ranchers across the country. Thank you so much. I yield back
Mr. Chairman.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentleman yields back. The chair now recog-
nizes the gentleman from Indiana, Mr. Messmer, for 5 minutes.

Mr. MEsSSMER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thank you all for
sharing your testimonies in Committee today.

My son-in-law owns a farm together we bought a few years ago,
which, by the way, the neighboring farmer that plants it uses no-
till, so we try to address good soil practices. To address some drain-
age and erosion problems, we have put in drain tile and had some
earthen dams built. While it solved the erosion and runoff issues,
it bore a hefty price tag, and it will take us about 3 years from the
cash rent to pay off the upgrades that we put on that property. On
the Committee, we say all the time, farmers are the best stewards
of our land, but investing in soil conservation practices is neither
cheap or risk free. The programs we are discussing here today help
producers bridge the gap.

Mr. Boening, in your testimony, you mentioned that technical
service providers play a vital role in helping producers reach their
conservation goals, especially as they work through the application
process. One of the complaints I hear from farmers back home is
the complexity of the program application. To give some context,
could you share what a typical application looks like and why it
could present a barrier to entry?

Mr. BOENING. Thank you for the question, Congressman, and
just as a quick aside, you mentioned drainage tile. And as a young
farmer many years ago from south Texas, I had to figure out what
drainage tile was, why it was important, because we don’t have
that issue in most of Texas, as you well know. There is really not
a typical application process. That is really the deal. They vary im-
mensely often from county-to-county and state-to-state, for sure.
There are a multitude of programs, as you well know. There are
different environmental and conservation practices that work in
those different areas. There is a ranking and scoring component of
these applications.

So I guess, not to disagree with your question, but I would just
say that there is not a really typical application process. And for
us, that is why it ties back to the technical service providers that
local folks that know the areas, that know their county, that know
their region, that can provide that expertise, as our farmers and
ranchers navigate these application processes.
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Mr. MESSMER. Well, thank you. Mr. McLeland, would you like to
comment on the application issue from the lens of the RCPP?

Mr. MCLELAND. Yes, absolutely. I think just to start to say that
the RCPP program has been effective. The 2014 version was very
streamlined. It allowed us as technical service partners to provide
support and get dollars in the hands of the producers very, very
quickly, very expeditiously. In the process of the 2018 Farm Bill,
again, the process is a little bit more lengthy, which kind of doesn’t
make it as expeditious in terms of going through the application
process, the planning process, and getting the resources to the pro-
ducer, so a little bit of a longer time lag there with RCPP as it
stands right now, and, generally, that has to do with some adminis-
trative bottlenecks.

Mr. MESSMER. Okay. Thank you. I appreciate your insight, Mr.
McLeland. The last thing I want to have is a stack of papers that
separates private landowners from incredible opportunities for con-
servation. While we are on the topic of RCPP, I want to praise the
success of the public-private investment model. By encouraging
skin in the game from private entities, these partnerships allow
conservation efforts to be tailored, innovative, and follow a busi-
ness-minded approach. Mr. McLeland, given your experience with
Ducks Unlimited, can you share how programs that encourage pri-
vate investment increase the reach and efficiency of these conserva-
tion programs?

Mr. McLELAND. Absolutely. Producers bring resources to bear in
these projects all the time, and these projects can be expensive, and
so continued investment is very important. And so, from our stand-
point, looking to maximize the outcomes as best we can and pri-
marily assuring that we achieve the producer’s goals and objec-
tives, resources are provided. So the more partners involved, the
additional investments that are made generally helps ensure qual-
ity of the projects and maximizing the scale and scope of the
projects.

Mr. MEsSSMER. Okay. Thank you very much. I yield back the re-
mainder of my time.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentleman yields back. The chair now turns
to the gentlelady from Illinois for 5 minutes.

Ms. BUDZINSKI. Thank you, Chairman Lucas, and thank you,
Ranking Member Tokuda. I am really excited to get to serve on
this Subcommittee again. I represent a district in central and
southern Illinois with issues around conservation and bio-
technology, are incredibly relevant, so it is great to be back. My
district is the home to some of the most productive soil in the
world. In the last Census of Agriculture, multiple counties in my
district were in the top 15 corn- and soybean-producing counties in
the entire country, and the farmers in my district are extremely
driven to protect that valuable resource, especially as we see in-
creased frequency of severe weather.

Over the last few years, my district has seen dry enough drought
conditions, that we had a fatal dust storm along Interstate 55, as
well as several tornadoes, severe flooding, and a derecho that hit
the Springfield community as well. Severe weather events like
these increase the risk of agricultural operations across the country
and threaten long-term soil health. That is why USDA conserva-
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tion programs are so important to my district. They can help re-
duce risk on the farm, protect soil and crops for our farmers, and
improve water and air quality for all of us.

With that in mind, I want to talk about how we can help farmers
access the critical programs to reduce the risk of their operations.
Just as an example, in Illinois, at the state level, we have the
Cover Crops Premium Discount Program that allows a $5 per acre
premium discount on crop insurance for acres where cover crops
are planted. This is a great program that many farmers have taken
advantage of, but $5 an acre is certainly below the cost of adoption
for cover crops. Mr. Fink, if I could ask you this question. I know
that American Farmland Trust has been active in uplifting con-
servation practices as a part of risk management. In your opinion,
how could the Federal Crop Insurance Program be updated to bet-
ter reflect proven risk-reducing properties of conservation?

Mr. FINK. Thank you for that question, Congresswoman. I will
say, first and foremost, we need to make sure the crop insurance
system is not conflicting with these good farming practices. There
has been a lot of progress on that front. There is still probably
more progress to be made. I think the other aspect is that, when
we look at the crop insurance system, if we are talking about cre-
ating additional incentives, it is something that has to be actuari-
ally sound. And the good news is when we look at cover crop adop-
tion, we have seen a lot of the research, it is reducing overall in-
demnity payments in the face of a lot of these extreme weather
events. It is also reducing prevent planting payments. And so
whatever we can do that looks at the actuarial soundness, builds
the research to make that case, and ultimately, our goal is to re-
ward farmers for practices that are saving the public money and
saving themselves money.

Ms. BupzINsKI. Great. Thank you, and maybe just a follow-up
question for any of the panelists. If you could share how conserva-
tion practices have reduced risk for you or members of your organi-
zation, I would love to hear about that as well.

Ms. GALASE. Some of the most important conservation practices
that have been funded have been things like invasive species re-
moval to reduce fire fuel loads and cutting fire breaks. This is pro-
tecting not only the ranch and the producer, but the community
around the ranch, which makes them a good neighbor. It helps
their business, and it is better for the planet.

Ms. BUDZINSKI. Great. Anyone else?

Mr. McLELAND. Yes, I would just add that, from our standpoint,
conservation programs like WRE, Wetland Reserve Easement, they
add to the safety net. You don’t know, in my home State of Mis-
souri, we see flooding somewhat frequently, and so the opportunity
to have a program like WRE that can do a wetland restoration
projects and be available as an option to a producer, is part of risk
management. It can be a solution there in terms of taking a loss
on those acres 3 out of 5 years, so it is really important, and it is
decisions that we see get made, and we are thankful to have op-
tions for producers like that.

Ms. BupzINskI. Okay. Thank you.

Dr. SEBERT. One of the things that hasn’t been mentioned this
morning is the Emergency Watershed Protection Program. It is a
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component of the Small Watershed Program, which, when adminis-
tered, helps areas recover from the type of disasters that you are
talking about, and it is an opportunity for NRCS to have a role in
that recovery and provide that safety net to producers.

Ms. BupziNskI. Thank you.

Mr. BOENING. Just one thing quickly that hasn’t been mentioned
and as far as conservation, the feral swine program that was initi-
ated in the 2018 Farm Bill is very important to Texas, very impor-
tant to much of the southern states. And as we go forward, and I
know this Subcommittee and the full Committee has probably al-
ready heard about the New World screwworm issue moving North.
I think those types of programs are still going to be very, very im-
portant. Just wanted to get that mentioned.

Ms. BubpzinskI. Thank you. I yield back, Mr. Chairman. Thank
you.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentlelady yields back, and that is an under-
statement by the President of Texas Farm Bureau about the na-
ture of screwworms and the curse called feral hogs, and add in
Eastern Red Cedar, too. With that, the chair now recognizes the
gentleman from Pennsylvania, Mr. Bresnahan, for 5 minutes.

Mr. BRESNAHAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and to the Ranking
Member for holding this hearing. I am honored to represent Penn-
sylvania’s 8th Congressional District, home to the scenic Pocono
Mountains, and the Delaware and Susquehanna River watersheds.
Interwoven throughout these national treasures, northeastern
Pennsylvania is also home to over 1,000 family farms that help and
feed to sustain our local communities. The continued success of this
relationship between our working lands and our natural landscapes
that surround them depends on a strong commonsense conserva-
tion programs like the ones we are discussing today.

Mr. McLeland, I appreciated hearing your testimony and dual
perspective, not only as a representative of Ducks Unlimited, but
also as someone who runs a cow-calf operation. I specifically want
to hear more insights from your boots-on-the-ground perspective.
Could you speak to how Ducks Unlimited works with the dairy and
cattle industry when it comes to conserving land and supporting
our farmers and ranchers?

Mr. McLELAND. Yes, absolutely. Thank you for that question,
too. For us it really is multifaceted. We try our best to be technical
assistance providers, boots-on-the-ground, so starting working one-
on-one with those producers to help them achieve their conserva-
tion goals and assess opportunities for conservation and oper-
ational efficiency. So it starts there from a conservation planning
standpoint, and we are grateful to get to work with those producers
and very grateful for all that they do. To take it a step further
there, if there are opportunities for or a need for financial incen-
tives to do conservation programs that will also increase their prof-
itability, provide wildlife habitat and ecosystem services, we are
going to help facilitate that process and bring that needed financial
to bear to get them again where they want to go. So that is our
role is to facilitate that process, to be a source of information and
help and guide them along the way as much as we can, and we are
grateful for the opportunity to work in that space.
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Mr. BRESNAHAN. What are the NRCS programs that are most
utilized by farmers and ranchers like yourself?

Mr. McLELAND. Yes. Otherwise we have been discussing here
today, it all starts with conservation technical assistance. It starts
there with conservation planning, getting those initial site visits,
and then the Environmental Quality Incentives Program is a pro-
gram that has been very important to farmers and ranchers. And
so taking that a step further, prescribed grazing practices that pro-
vide infrastructure for increased profitability and utilization of pas-
ture planting, native plantings things like that have been very pop-
ular in our practices that we work with quite a bit, in addition to
wetland restoration, the suite of wetland restoration practices
where applicable.

Mr. BRESNAHAN. I think it is important to point out the direct
help that conservation groups like Ducks Unlimited provide to our
farmers. Just one last question. Can you expand on the technical
assistance that Ducks Unlimited provides and how that partner-
ship with NRCS actually works?

Mr. MCLELAND. Absolutely. So we try our best to be a force mul-
tiplier for NRCS. We are grateful for the partnership with them,
and in many cases, we are not in every state, but in states of need
or high workload where our missions overlap, we are generally
working right alongside NRCS. So we have the ability to do con-
servation planning and provide technical assistance, again, to help
facilitate participation in conservation programs that address the
needs of the producer. So again, I use that phrase, force multiplier.
We try to be added lift out there to help address the demand.
Again, it is to be a service to the producer, and so we are there to
provide our expertise and support as best we can, hand-in-hand
with NRCS.

Mr. BRESNAHAN. I appreciate that, and thank you to all the wit-
nesses for giving up a day here to come in and testify. With that,
I yield back. Thanks.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentleman yields back. The chair now recog-
nizes the gentlelady from Maryland, Mrs. McClain Delaney.

Mrs. McCLAIN DELANEY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman and Ranking
Member, and thank you to all the panelists. I was listening in from
my office, and I was very impressed by all the testimony. But I
think I heard from all the stakeholders here that, from the Texas
Farm Bureau, to our cattle dairy industry, to American Farmland
Trust and Ducks Unlimited, that we all need to make conservation
programs more practical, accessible, modernized, and, really, that
there is adequate funding for conservation programs, and I whole-
heartedly agree.

I represent many farmers in farm country in Maryland, and I am
the daughter of an Idaho potato farmer, and I understand the im-
portance of responsible land stewardship. Our farmers and ranch-
ers are not just producers, they are the best stewards of our land
and resources, and programs promoting sustainable agriculture
and conservation are vital for protecting our soil, water, and for-
ests, while keeping farms productive for many generations to come.

Our Committee, as you know, has a unique opportunity and re-
sponsibility to strengthen these programs and invest in the future
of our land, but, most importantly, of our people. And for over 200
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years, and the reason I actually joined this Committee, is that the
House Agriculture Committee has worked to feed the nation and
support rural America, and it is always done through bipartisan co-
operation, and I really believe in bipartisanship. This year has
been a little bit different. I am a new freshman, and instead of
uniting around farmers and conservation, unfortunately, ideology
took a little bit of the front seat. I look forward to working across
the aisle to strengthen USDA conservation programs and to sup-
port our farmers, but I believe we must acknowledge that this rec-
onciliation bill needs to have some amendments so it does not leave
these conservation practices behind.

So Marylanders have long been stewards of conservation, and
they have worked hard to sustain their lands. I have spoken to all
my five farm bureaus and advocacy groups, and one example of
farm stewardship that they mentioned is the Mid-Atlantic Dairy
Farmers Producing Tangible Results Through Climate-Smart
Change. That is a mouthful. It is a project that is supported by
USDA Regional Conservation Partnership Program, RCPP, which
we have been talking about, and this program really touches every
quarter of my district and tracks air quality, energy, and feedstock
impacts. I am just going to ask Mr. Boening really quickly, in your
testimony, you mentioned the need to simplify the RCPP applica-
tion process. What barriers are producers facing in RCPP, and
what should our Committee consider when strengthening RCPP to
help more farmers access these programs?

Mr. BOENING. Thank you, Congresswoman. Could you repeat the
last part of your question, yes, about what the——

Mrs. McCLAIN DELANEY. What barriers are you facing in RCPP,
and what should we, as a Committee, really think about when
strengthening this program to help more farmers access the pro-
gram?

Mr. BOENING. I am not intricately familiar with RCPP. I mean,
I know what it is. We don’t use it that much in our area, but from
what I understand, it goes back to the same thing about having
technical assistance, having folks, boots-on-the-ground so to speak,
locally that can help producers navigate it. That is from what I un-
derstand.

Mrs. McCLAIN DELANEY. And if any other panelists want to add
in.

Mr. McLELAND. Yes. I might just add, to appreciate that ques-
tion, just to go back to RCPP on the whole, it is an effective pro-
gram. But one limitation from a partner standpoint is just as writ-
ten right now, it is a commitment to move that program forward,
and there are some administrative barriers and costs that come
with that, that ultimately kind of slows the process down. And so,
we want to be expeditious and get these resources into the hands
of the growers that need them, and so there are some provisions
that have been proposed that I think would really make that proc-
ess much faster and smoother.

Mrs. McCLAIN DELANEY. And I am happy. I am going to claim
a little bit of time back, but I am going to give a little question and
submit it, and so hopefully we can address that a little bit more.

Another thing that was mentioned is, one of my top concern with
the reconciliation bill is its impact on key farm bill programs. And
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one of them is that most critical programs, from rural development
interests to conservation, are at risk, including programs like the
Forest Landowner Support program and, as we just spoke about,
the Emergency Watershed Recovery Program under RSCC. If fund-
ing is cut through the reconciliation package for programs like this,
how do you see these impacting long-term efforts of conservation,
and does it make sense, and what do you think is the delay of
splintering the farm bill through this reconciliation process? I am
just really concerned. Any of you who can weigh in, maybe some-
thing?

[No response.]

Mrs. McCLAIN DELANEY. Yes, I am just concerned about, as we
look at all of these programs and we are looking at reconciliation,
that we leave some of these priorities behind that are so very im-
portant. I am running out of time, but I will again submit this. I
know it takes a little bit more to think about, but I know that 360
million acres of private working lands or forests are in the U.S. and
I am just very concerned about how our reconciliation process
might not——

The CHAIRMAN. The gentlelady’s time has expired.

Mrs. McCLAIN DELANEY. I yield back.

The CHAIRMAN. The chair now recognizes the gentleman from
Tennessee for 5 minutes.

Mr. Rosk. Thank you, Chairman Lucas, and also, thank you to
Ranking Member Tokuda for holding this hearing, and thank you
to our witnesses for taking time to be with us here today.

I believe it is fitting to begin my remarks by praising my fellow
Committee Members and Chairman Thompson for their work in
passing our portion of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. This historic
legislation redirects nearly $14 billion from the Inflation Reduction
Act to critical farm bill conservation programs, securing permanent
baseline funding. We still have plenty of work to do to pass a com-
plete farm bill, but the One Big Beautiful Bill Act provided signifi-
cant and long-overdue investments for our hardworking farmers in
rural America.

As of 2022, 98 percent of the over 10,500 farms in Tennessee’s
6th Congressional District are family farms. Today we have heard
exceptional testimony advocating for working lands programs and
urging Congress to refrain from allowing programs to retire pro-
ductive and arable land. Mr. Boening, can you elaborate on the im-
pact on family farms if working lands programs are not prioritized
and if efforts to retire arable lands are not curbed?

Mr. BOENING. Well, I think it will force farmers out of business.
That is what it will come down to, and it is very important that
that we keep moving forward with our working lands, and the
lands that are most productive need to be treated that way. And
then when we look at things like CRP and we talked about doing
the soil classification and those type of things, I think that is what
it was intended for, and that is the route we need to go down.

Mr. ROSE. Thank you. I agree on that. And by the way, a special
thank you to you. My sister, Redonna, who worked in Farm Bureau
in Tennessee for many years, says hello and wanted me to say
that. So I know you have a proud tradition as a fourth-generation
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farmer and it is good to have you, here and thank you for taking
time from what no doubt is a busy schedule.

Mr. BOENING. Thank you, sir.

Mr. ROSE. Mr. Boening, staying with you, technical assistance ac-
cessibility from the NRCS for conservation programs has been an
ongoing issue for years. The provisional changes in the Farm, Food
and National Security Act address these changes on many levels.
Can you explain in detail the urgency in passing these changes and
what we will experience if adjustments to technical assistance are
not prioritized?

Mr. BOENING. Well, thanks for the question, and it goes back to
what we have been talking about. From what I have mentioned
and several other people have mentioned, we need those folks that
are locally based and that technical assistance because there are so
many different environmental and conservation concerns. Issues
vary from state to state, and having that technical assistance there
at a local level to help those producers navigate what is best for
their operation. What is best in south Texas may not be best in
Tennessee, and I think we all know that. So that having those
technical service providers as boots-on-the-ground locally just en-
hances the programs, and it makes them much more effective all
across the board.

Mr. RosSE. Thank you. I couldn’t agree more. Mr. Fink, between
2017 and 2022, Tennessee lost over 141,000 farming acres and
nearly 6,900 farms. How can Congress utilize NRCS conservation
programs to enhance environmental stewardship while also revers-
ing the downward trend in production agriculture acres and oper-
ations?

Mr. FINK. One of the foremost priorities, of course, is the transfer
of the IRA funding and providing more funding to the Agricultural
Conservation Easement Program. That will enable more of those
acres to remain in agriculture. And I would emphasize that it is
not just the easement lands, it is that areas every farm that has
lost makes another farm more vulnerable, so having one easement
has a direct impact on other farms in the community. And then
continuing the investment in these conservation practices, they are
a part of what it means to keep farms viable. They are what makes
the farms more resilient in the face of some of the weather that
you have experienced. And I also want to congratulate your state
for joining the ranks of so many other states and having one of
those Agricultural Conservation Easement Program.

Mr. ROSE. Absolutely, and I will just second that, very proud to
see the General Assembly advance a plan there to provide those
conservation easements. And I think it is an important first step,
but, indeed, a first step in my view. We have to do more to protect
our farmland, and it is a delicate issue because we don’t want to
intrude upon people’s rights to do with their property as they see
fit, but we do need to safeguard farmland. Thank you, Mr. Chair-
man. I yield back.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentleman yields back. The chair sees no
one else seeking recognition to ask questions.

[No response.]
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The CHAIRMAN. Before we adjourn today, I would like to invite
the Ranking Member to share any closing comments she might
have.

Ms. TokUDA. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you very much
to our panel of witnesses for a robust and very, I believe, produc-
tive conversation. Some of the things that we definitely heard was
increasing investments in conservation programs are something we
can all 100 percent agree on. We cannot fund enough, especially
given that the demand often and quite frankly, outpaces the re-
sources that we are able to put toward it. But just as important
as the money is the technical assistance and support, especially for
farmers in rural, under-served communities, just like my home
State of Hawaii. We need to make sure those farmers, ranchers,
and producers have access to that kind of support and technical as-
sistance so that they can actually have access to these resources
and increasing, not slashing or even steadily decreasing. Support
for programs like the conservation technical assistance, CTA pro-
gram, is absolutely critical. This not only increases access, but it
makes sure that the support and solutions are local, and that is
something that we have also heard that as being very important
today.

We have heard a lot of talk today about flexibility, but I believe
another important word is stability. It is very important that we
understand that farmers, ranchers, and producers need to be able
to rely on something, and oftentimes, that is the NRCS staff. And
so when we take a look at the closures in offices, the reduction in
staffing and funding, the impact will be felt across the board from
our small farmers to our large producers as well.

And in the case of Partnerships for Climate-Smart Commodities,
now called the AMP initiative, you have 14,000 farmers and ranch-
ers and $3 billion in awarded funding left in limbo, and for many
farmers, they have been left with receipts in hand. Too many have
had to fire employees, abandon projects that would have been life-
lines for their operations, and as Rep. Vasquez talked about with
his Honor Farmers Contract Act, farmers and ranchers don’t want
us to be flexible with their funds and deliverables once it has been
awarded and a contract signed. Stability is being true to our word,
and that is something we also need to live up to in this building.

And so I truly thank you for this robust conversation, and I look
forward to future ones as well. I yield back, Mr. Chairman.

The CHAIRMAN. The gentlelady yields back. I recognize myself for
much time as I might consume for a closing set of comments.

It is a pleasure, my friends, to be back here and have the honor
of chairing the Committee with jurisdiction over not just bio-
technology and research, but conservation. I have lived my entire
tenure in Congress, and now being the longest-serving Member of
the Agriculture Committee, focused on conservation issues: how to
preserve the soil, the water, the air, how to make sure that these
wonderful assets that were given to us by our predecessors, how we
make sure that those assets pass on to our children, our grand-
children, our great grandchildren, so that this nation can enjoy the
things that we have. We started out in this great nation, as all leg-
islative bodies do, with glorious intentions: the Homestead Act, a
classic example of an effort to give every individual who wanted to
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work hard enough the ability to settle on 160 acres of land, to cre-
ate their own legacy, their own future, and to feed the nation and
the world, a legacy that was designed for the Midwest, which didn’t
work quite so well in different soil and different climate types.

My home county had 14,000 people in the 1930 Census, as I have
told many of you, and after the bad economic decisions of Congress
and the Federal Government, and the Federal Reserve System and
the Great Depression, and, it so happens, the Dust Bowl, and the
drought of the 1930s, my home county has now made it back to
3,400 people. But the things that we have done since then, policy-
wise, have made a huge difference, whether it is the upstream flood
control dams or the educational practices on conservation and effi-
ciently using our resources, or the money we have invested on ag
research to make precision agriculture possible.

This Committee, this Subcommittee, while we have a variety of
opinions and perspectives about how to implement those policies,
have historically worked together. Our battles in passing farm
bills, while we disagree sometimes by region, or crop, or perspec-
tive, we come together in this Subcommittee and this Committee,
and we fight our battles on the floor with those who may not un-
derstand the issues that we have discussed in our hearings, and in
our field trips, and in our work together, and from our constituents.

I simply challenge all my friends, Congress is changing, this
Committee is changing, but the principles of how the Agriculture
Committee works, whether it is conservation or the other practices,
still have to stand. We have to come together to move as a common
group when we get to the farm bill. And whether it is fleshing out
what is not done in budget reconciliation, the Big Beautiful Bill, or
whatever the process may be, we have to come together and work
as a team and build on the efforts of all of our predecessors, of all
parties’ persuasions and regions.

With that, thank you, witnesses, for an outstanding set of testi-
mony, a willingness to answer in the most precise and straight-
forward way you possibly can, a variety of questions from us. This
discussion will continue as the work of this Subcommittee and this
body continues, but never forget our common goal for the good of
the American people, and with that, this Subcommittee is ad-
journed.

Under the Rules of the Committee, the record of today’s hearing
will remain open for 10 calendar days to receive additional mate-
rial and supplementary written questions for witnesses to any
question posed by a Member.

This hearing of the Subcommittee on Conservation Research and
Biotechnology is adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 11:59 a.m., the Subcommittee was adjourned.]

[Material submitted for inclusion in the record follows:]
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SUBMITTED LETTER BY HON. GLENN THOMPSON, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS
FROM PENNSYLVANIA; ON BEHALF OF ANDREW W. LAVIGNE, PRESIDENT AND CHIEF
EXECUTIVE OFFICER, AMERICAN SEED TRADE ASSOCIATION

June 5, 2025

Hon. FRANK D. Lucas, Hon. JiLL N. TOKUDA,

Chairman, Ranking Minority Member,

Subcommittee on Conservation, Re- Subcommittee on Conservation, Re-
search and Biotechnology, search and Biotechnology,

House Committee on Agriculture, House Committee on Agriculture,

Washington, D.C.; Washington, D.C.;

Hon. JAMES R. BAIRD,

Vice Chair,

Subcommittee on Conservation, Re-
search and Biotechnology,

House Committee on Agriculture,

Washington, D.C.

Dear Chairman Lucas, Vice Chair Baird and Ranking Member Tokuda:

Thank you for holding the hearing today focused on supporting farmers, strength-
ening conservation and sustaining working lands. Voluntary farm bill conservation
programs provide farmers, ranchers and foresters with a variety of approaches to
incorporating or expanding conservation practices on their agricultural operations.
A variety of program types, as included in past farm bills, is important to allow indi-
viduals to undertake conservation practices appropriate to their operation, local ge-
ography and conservation goals. One of those programs is the Conservation Reserve
Program (CRP).

CRP offers agricultural producers another form of risk management for their oper-
ation, in addition to the conservation and environmental benefits. By enrolling envi-
ronmentally sensitive or marginal production land into CRP, producers can balance
their overall operation, producing crops and livestock on the most productive acre-
age and voluntarily enrolling the sensitive land into CRP. CRP not only supports
local communities through the environmental benefits, improving water quality, air
quality and wildlife habitat and potentially generating revenue through increased
hunting and fishing opportunities and through those industries and conservation ex-
perts that support practice adoption.

Members of the American Seed Trade Association support the continued reauthor-
ization of CRP and providing agricultural producers with the opportunity to enroll
acreage each year.

Over the last 2 years, enrollment in CRP has been included in annual farm bill
extensions, but long term planning and management of the program provides cer-
tainty to farmers, program managers, and the industries supporting conservation
practice adoption. We urge Congress to continue work on farm bill reauthorization,
including continuation of annual enrollments in CRP.

Sincerely,

AN RN

ANDREW W. LAVIGNE,
President & CEO.

SUBMITTED QUESTIONS

Questions Submitted by Hon. Sharice Davids, a Representative in Congress
from Kansas

Response from Nicole K. Galase, Managing Director, Hawaii Cattlemen’s Council; on
behalf of National Cattlemen’s Beef Association

Question 1. According to the Kansas Association of Conservation Districts, in my
state the Natural Resource Conversation Service (NRCS) field offices have lost al-
most Y5 of their workforce to deferred resignations. There are now 18 offices in Kan-
sas without a full-time NRCS employee. Your testimony refers to the importance of
local NRCS offices. How will reducing NRCS field office staffing impact the ability
of producers to access technical assistance and farm bill conservation programs?
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Answer. The NRCS field offices were already understaffed, and reducing this force
will mean less resources for producers to pull on. It means longer wait times, less
knowledge in the office, and less access to the conservation programs that producers
often need assistance with. People and relationships are a key part of agriculture,
and will less people to connect with, ranchers will have less access to key funding
that keeps our food system going.

Question 2. Your testimony refers to the importance of specific conservation solu-
tions that meet the needs of local communities. I frequently hear from producers
in my state about the unique conditions they face and how solutions that work in
other regions do not fit their needs. How do you believe NRCS can do a better job
of supporting region-specific conservation practices?

Answer. This 1s especially relevant in Hawaii, where we have higher costs of goods
and more transportation issues to worry about. When standards are based on the
continental needs, it leaves Hawaii producers with less options that work for them
on an island state with tropical climates. NRCS can do a better job of supporting
region-specific practices by having enough people on the ground to learn about those
specific needs. Often, these practices [are] more cost effective because they match
the region. Ranchers are keen to do things in the most efficient and effective way,
and NRCS could learn a lot by listening to the needs of ranchers through field visits
and consideration of amendments to practice standards.

O
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