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Congress Plays Scrooge for Christmas  
With Farm Bill Conservation Cuts 
December 22, 2005

The Nebraska Wildlife Federation today said “Congress is playing Scrooge this Christmas” by approving massive cuts in a Farm Bill conservation program that could be used to help farmers in the Republican and Platte watersheds reduce their water use, and help Nebraska meet its obligations under the Republican River Compact.

Duane Hovorka, the Federation’s Executive Director, was particularly critical of Nebraska representatives “who talk a good game about using federal dollars to help farmers reduce their water use and improve their farming practices, but then vote for massive cuts in a program designed to do just that.”

Nebraska Representatives Tom Osborne, Jeff Fortenberry, and Lee Terry, and Senator Chuck Hagel all voted in favor of a $39.7 billion Budget Reconciliation bill that would cut over $1 billion from the Conservation Security Program over the next 10 years. The measure passed the Senate on a 51-50 vote, after Vice President Dick Cheney broke a 50-50 tie. 
Hovorka lauded Senator Ben Nelson for “holding firm against intense political pressure from the Bush Administration to pass this bad bill.”

The USDA announced in August that the Conservation Security Program would be used in the Lower Republican and Upper Little Blue watersheds in 2006 to provide incentives to farmers who address soil, water, and wildlife needs, including water conservation and resource-conserving crop rotations. In the next several years, the program was supposed to be open to farmers in other parts of the Republican and Platte basins, and in other parts of Nebraska.
“Now that is in jeopardy because of these cuts,” said Hovorka. He said appropriations cuts made earlier this year significantly reduced the number of farmers who would be eligible for the 2006 CSP signup, “and this new bill would further cut the program in 2007 and sharply reduce the funding available for future years.”

The Conservation Security Program (CSP) is a comprehensive stewardship incentives program enacted as part of the 2002 Farm Bill. The CSP  provides financial and technical assistance to farmers and ranchers to reward them for investments of labor, management, and capital designed to better manage water,  improve water and air quality, save energy, provide wildlife habitat, and reduce soil erosion.   

Hovorka said the Conservation Security Program signup earlier this year in several watersheds in Nebraska showed how tremendously popular the program is with farmers and ranchers. About one-fourth of the 6,000 eligible farmers and ranchers in the areas eligible tried to sign up for the program. Hovorka  said that was a phenomenal response rate for a new USDA program.

The $39.7 billion budget reduction package includes a cut of over $1 billion from the Conservation Security Program (CSP), by far the bill’s largest cut in the Department of Agriculture budget. The bill would cut another $760 million by eliminating the Initiative for Future Agriculture and Food Systems (IFAFS), a competitive agriculture research and extension program.  These two programs combined, which represent barely 1 percent of total agriculture spending, make up a majority of the real funding cuts in the agriculture part of the bill. 
The bill would also cut $90 million over three years from the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, which provides cost-share for farmers and ranchers implementing new practices that improve the environment. The USDA Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency program was also cut, and would lose  $20 million of the $23 million originally available for 2007. 
In contrast, Farm Bill commodity program payments were virtually untouched by the bill. Hovorka also criticized USDA Secretary Mike Johanns and others in the Bush Administration “who have been telling farmers and ranchers in meetings all over the country that the future of farm policy is in programs that promote conservation, renewable energy, and rural economic development. But in Washington, they pressed Congress for huge cuts in two of the programs designed to deliver those benefits.”
The House of Representatives narrowly voted to approve the package of budget cuts early Monday, but because the Senate dropped several minor provisions from the House-passed version before approving the bill on Wednesday, House members will have to vote again on the Budget Reconciliation bill when they return in January. President Bush is expected to sign the final bill, if passed. 

*********

The Nebraska Wildlife Federation is a state-wide organization dedicated to environmental education, fish and wildlife conservation, and common sense public policy.
You can access the USDA CSP 2006 signup announcement at: 

http://cspinfo.unl.edu/Counties_06/2006%20watershed%20announced%20news%20release.pdf
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