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Farm and Ranch Conservation Programs 
Focusing on Priorities with Strategic Conservation

In the next farm bill, shrinking budgets will necessitate a greater 
focus on effectiveness—and conservation science clearly shows 
that focusing resources on critical areas can maximize conserva-
tion benefits. As a result, farm and ranch conservation programs 
will almost certainly be consolidated. In the process, Congress will 
likely eliminate a multitude of niche programs that were created to 
address specific priority resource concerns, so a new structure will 
be needed to address these important conservation challenges. 
Together, the joint challenges of consolidation and the need to 
improve effectiveness present an opportunity to institute new 
strategic conservation tools in the farm bill.

Random Acts of Conservation,  
With a Few Gems
Historically, conservation programs have been available to produc-
ers on a first-come, first-serve basis. This is a great strength, be-
cause it has helped to get basic conservation implemented across 
the landscape. However, in times of tight budgets, this approach 
can start to look like random acts of conservation. 

The good news is that more effective models do exist. Projects 
such as the Sage Grouse Initiative have demonstrated that NRCS 
can make incredible progress in addressing a crucial conserva-
tion issue if it can simply focus resources—including human, 
financial and scientific resources—to address it. In addition, the 
Cooperative Conservation and Partnership Initiative (CCPI), which 
launched after the last farm bill, has shown that when local groups 
are given the resources to organize around a pressing conser-
vation challenge, they can succeed at getting a critical mass of con-
servation on the ground. These two models offer inspiration for the 
future of conservation, especially as programs are consolidated and 
dollars dwindle, putting an even higher premium on effectiveness. 

A Strategic Conservation Initiative Approach
American Farmland Trust supports the creation of a new approach 
to address conservation priorities through a merit-based strategic initiative process. This process 
would leverage approximately 20 percent of total funding for core conservation programs to be 
directed to local, state and regional priorities. The remaining 80 percent would remain broadly 
available for individual farmers and ranchers seeking technical or financial assistance to implement 
conservation practices.

Conservation science
clearly shows that focusing 
resources on critical areas 
can maximize conservation 
benefits.
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This approach would create a three-tiered merit based system to strategically focus conservation 
resources: 
•	 National: USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) headquarters focuses on 

regional and multi-state resource concerns of national significance, in the model of the Sage 
Grouse Initiative;

•	 State: NRCS State Conservationists focus on key state-level priorities, for example, impaired 
air quality in the California Central Valley; and 

•	 Local: Local groups focus on resource concerns that impact the economic viability, ecological 
integrity, and quality of life of local agricultural communities, using the CPPI model. 

Strength and Accountability
In order to bolster this new approach and ensure Congressional support for years to come, we 
propose providing strategic resources to these initiatives, but also requiring robust accountability.  
Each initiative will have access to five percent of its total funding to support “smart conservation” 
activities, including producer engagement, partnership development, upfront scientific assessment, 
enhanced technical support for farmers and ranchers and real-time monitoring of environmental 
outcomes. In addition, each initiative will be required to set performance-based goals and provide 
public reports on their performance against these goals. The result? Greater focus, effectiveness 
and accountability.
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