
 
 

 

Jon Scholl 
President 

American Farmland Trust 
  

Testimony on “Formulation of the 2012 Farm Bill: Conservation Programs” 
 

To the  
U.S.  House of Representatives Committee on Agriculture 

Subcommittee on Conservation, Energy and Forestry 
 

April 26, 2012 
 
 
Good Morning,  

Chairman Thompson, Ranking Member Holden and other Members of the Committee, thank you for 
inviting me to testify.  My name is Jon Scholl.  I am the President of American Farmland Trust.  We have 
spent the last thirty years working at the intersection of agriculture and the environment.  We work to 
protect farmland, promote sound farming practices and keep farmers on the land.  Before joining AFT, I 
had the privilege of serving four years as the Agricultural Counselor to the Administrator of the United 
States Environmental Protection Agency in the Administration of George W.  Bush.  Before that, I 
worked in a variety of capacities at the Illinois Farm Bureau for 25 years.  Throughout my career I have 
lived on and been a partner in a family farm in McLean County, Illinois.   

I want to start by thanking Chairman Lucas and Ranking Member Peterson, as well as Subcommittee 
Chairman Thompson and Ranking Member Holden, for taking the initiative to pass a Farm Bill this year 
in the face of many challenges.  I look forward to working with you as we all know crafting a viable and 
effective Farm Bill is urgent and will only get harder if we wait.   

Over a lifetime of involvement in a family farm, government service, and farm and conservation 
organizations, I have seen the benefit of the Farm Bill conservation programs from many different 
angles.  These programs are critically important tools for meeting conservation challenges.  Our farmers 
and ranchers face great pressure to produce food, fiber and fuel while maintaining healthy soils, 
protecting water quality and providing wildlife habitat.  Rapidly rising world food demand creates 
incredible economic opportunity for agriculture, but also makes it even more imperative for us to 
address the conservation challenges we face here at home.  



 
In light of these challenges, I offer five key points.  First, funding for conservation is critical. The need 
and demand for assistance is so great that in any other situation, I would be asking for more money.  
Four out of every ten applications for EQIP are rejected for lack of funding.  The Farm and Ranch Land 
Protection Program has a whole year of projects waiting to be funded.  But in spite of this and in light of 
the critical budget challenges our Nation faces, we believe effective conservation solutions can still be 
provided with the $6 billion of cuts called for last fall in the super committee process and the recently-
released proposal from Senators Stabenow and Roberts.  
 
Second, we urge support for a farm and ranch land protection easement program. We lost 23 million 
acres of farmland to development between 1982 and 2007, an area the size of Indiana.  Yet we are 
expected to produce more food than ever before. Permanent conservation easements protect 
agricultural land from development, safeguard local agricultural economies and help farmers and 
ranchers transition their land to the next generation.  We support the creation of a consolidated 
working lands easement program to take over the functions of the Farm and Ranch Land Protection 
Program and the Grassland Reserve Program.  However, it is important that the working lands easement 
option remain distinct from easements that seek to retire fragile land from production.  The Agricultural 
Conservation Easement Program created in the Senate bill is an excellent model.  
 
Third, we support the new Regional Conservation Partnership Program contained in the Senate bill.  This 
program gives local producers and conservationists a tool to come together to address natural resource 
concerns.  It is also competitive and merit-based, which means that the resources will go where they can 
do the most good.  This model represents a huge leap forward in how conservation is delivered, allowing 
us to be very strategic in spending our limited conservation dollars. 
 
Fourth, we believe that EQIP and CSP provide distinct benefits and must remain separate programs.  
EQIP assists with individual practices.  CSP helps farmers and ranchers take additional steps needed to 
achieve a high level of conservation performance on the whole-farm.  We propose enhancing CSP by 
increasing its focus on local conservation priorities, tightening the eligibility requirements, and tying 
program benefits to measurable conservation performance. 
 
Fifth, we believe conservation compliance should continue to be attached to the centerpiece of the farm 
safety net, as it has been in the past.  Given the likely changes in the safety net, this means reattaching it 
to the crop insurance premium support.  The USDA Economic Research Service has reported that in the 
past 25 years, conservation compliance has reduced annual erosion on our most vulnerable soils by 
40%.  In addition, in that same time period we’ve gone from losing tens of thousands of acres of 
wetlands on farms every year, to actually gaining wetlands.  Another ERS analysis shows that if we act 
now we will spare farmers from difficult changes.  Very few additional farmers would come under the 
compliance provisions.  RMA and crop insurance agents would not have new burdens.  Compliance 
works.  It needs remain an important component of a new farm safety net. 
 
We must not lose ground, either on our farms and ranches or in our farm policy.  I applaud your efforts 
to craft a conservation title that will help to assure our resource base is protected and meet the growing 
need for food, fiber and fuel, all in a time of tightening budget constraints.  Your work is important.  We 
are prepared to help you meet our common challenges. 
 
Thank you. 


