
Transforming U.s. farm Policy for The 21sT cenTUry

 fa
rm

bi
ll

fa
ct

s.
or

g
The Next Generation of Farm  
and Ranch Land Protection 
Stronger Programs and New Tools

For more than 30 years, American Farmland Trust has been a national leader in protecting working 
farm and ranch land, helping to drive an entire farmland protection movement with countless state 
and local partners. However, even as this movement has spread across the country, so have the 
forces of farmland destruction. Over a recent 25 year period, the nation lost more than 23 million 
acres of farmland—an area roughly the size of Indiana—to sprawling development. With the need 
for farmland preservation more critical than ever, the next farm bill presents an opportunity to set 
the course for another 30 years.  

Multiple Programs Create Confusion and Dilute Resources
USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has jurisdiction over five easement pro-
grams. Two of these programs—the Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program (FRPP) and the 
Grassland Reserve Program (GRP)—are focused on preserving working agricultural lands. The re-
maining three—the Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP), Emergency Watershed Protection Program 
(EWP) and Healthy Forests Reserve Program (HFRP)—are focused on retiring environmentally 
sensitive lands and taking it out of production.  

This alphabet soup has been the cause of much confusion in farm country and concern on Capitol 
Hill. Calls for consolidation of these programs have long echoed through the halls of Congress and 
reached a fever pitch in the current farm bill debate. Some will resist this change. Indeed, if con-
solidation were to wipe out the critical elements that make these programs successful, it would be a 
major step back for conservation. However, we believe that consolidation is an opportunity to create 
more focused, straightforward and results-oriented NRCS easement programs. 

Creating Unity, Strength and Simplicity 
Our proposal seeks to reduce the suite of five easement programs by merging them into two: a 
Working Lands Easement Program and a Land Retirement and Restoration Program. This will 
help producers understand each program’s different goals and mechanisms, while also reducing 
administrative costs at NRCS. In addition, maintaining two separate programs will help preserve the 
key structural elements, refined over many years, which make each program successful. Calls to 
substantially consolidate down to one easement program fail to recognize the uniqueness of these 
two efforts and threaten the success of both.

Working Lands Easement Program:  
Keeping Farm and Ranch Land in Production

 FRPP and GRP share common objectives: to keep agricultural land in production and 
to contribute to local economies. Combining them will create a stronger program without 
sacrificing effectiveness. The 2008 Farm Bill already brought the two programs closer 
together, making FRPP more rangeland friendly and subsequently increasing program 
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participation in the western United States. The 2008 Farm Bill also instituted the FRPP model 
of local partnerships as an option in GRP, so that the program no longer operates solely 
through USDA. Through partners, federal funding is leveraged with other funds to get a bigger 
bang for the buck. In fact, through 2010, FRPP projects have matched more than $1.80 in 
non-federal funds for every federal dollar invested.

 In the new merged program, liberalizing the matching requirement for landowners enrolled 
in FRPP would enhance the attractiveness of the program to working ranchland protection 
interests and partners. To address environmental community concerns about conversion 
of rangeland to crop production, the new program would also include some restrictions on 
lower-quality range soil from being converted while not inhibiting the ability of high-quality 
grass pasture to be used for other agricultural purposes. 

Land Retirement and Restoration Program:  
Taking Environmentally Fragile Land Out of Production

 The WRP, EWP and HFRP programs also can all be seamlessly merged. A consolidated 
program would continue to offer protection for previously farmed wetlands; forestlands that 
support biodiversity and critical wildlife habitats; and threatened farmed floodplains. By 
remaining separate from the Working Lands Easement Program, this new program would be 
able to maintain the restrictive easement terms that are crucial when retiring fragile land but 
would cripple efforts to protect working lands. 

Debt for Working Lands Easement:  
A New Tool for Farm and Ranch Land Preservation 

 To further strengthen the farm and ranch land protection movement, we propose instituting  
a new “Debt-for-Easement” program, a farm ownership loan restructuring option for 
borrowers who have Farm Service Agency loans secured by real estate. This program would 
enable the retiring of debt on agriculturally productive lands in return for a permanent 
conservation easement that would protect the land from future non-agricultural development 
and allow it to continue being used for agricultural production. This tool would both further 
farmland protection and provide an option to help farmers and ranchers eliminate debt and 
remain in farming.  

Protecting Landowners and Safeguarding the Environment
Our land is our legacy, both as we look back to the past and as we consider what we will pass on 
to future generations. American Farmland Trust’s vision of new programs and tools—the Working 
Lands Easement Program, the Land Retirement and Restoration Program and Debt for Working 
Lands Easement—will strengthen the farm and ranch land protection movement and truly help 
farmers, ranchers and communities meet their conservation needs. 


