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Good afternoon, my name is Jon Hubbert.  I am the NRCS Assistant State Conservationist for Northeastern Illinois.  It is my pleasure to be here this afternoon, and to give you a brief report on the past twelve years of conservation on agricultural land in the Illinois River Watershed.  



4 chapters in 20 minutes (or less)

Ag practices recommendations
Success Stories (3/4 Full)
Challenges (1/4 Empty)
Summary
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My challenge is to cover 4 chapters in 20 minutes (or less)First – we’ll review the seven recommendations that were incorporated into the integrated management plan.Then we’ll take the optimistic view of what went right.Followed by the pessimistic view of what didn’t go right.Then a summary to wrap it up.



Integrated Management Plan adopted in 1997
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The integrated management plan was adopted in 1997.  For several months prior to its adoption, five action teams meet and generated action items for the plan.  The “Agricultural Practices Action Team” was privileged to have; George Czapar, Cooperative Extension Service James Daugherty, Cooperative Extension Service Jim Dobson, Farmer Nancy Erickson, IFB Steve Frank, then IDNR Bob Frazee, Cooperative Extension Service Chuck Frazee, Farmer - Divernon Alan Gulso, Illinois Department of Agriculture Jon Hubbert, USDA-Natural Resource Conservation Service Paul Krone, USDA-Natural Resource Conservation Service Bill Max, First National Bank - Decatur Rick Mollahan, Illinois Environmental Protection Agency Randy Prince, Macon County Farm Bureau Bill Simmons, University of Illinois William Severns, Farmer - Decatur Richard Warner, University of Illinois 



7 Recommendations

14. Expand and revise voluntary cost share 
programs

15. Promote and implement cost effective efforts 
to treat non cropland erosion

16. Increase funding for C-Far
17. Expand voluntary farmer involvement with 

research teams
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The seven recommendations adopted from the Ag Practices Action Team were;14. Expand and revise voluntary cost share programs – 15. Promote and implement cost effective efforts to treat non-cropland erosion – 16. Increase funding for C-Far – 17. Expand Voluntary farmer involvement with research teams - 



7 Recommendations (cont.)

18. Seek legislation to improve tax incentives for 
specific conservation activities

19. Expand existing programs to reach more 
producers with new technology

20. Investigate dedicated funding sources for soil 
erosion and water quality initiatives
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18. Seek legislation to improve tax incentives for specific conservation activities –19. Expand existing programs to reach more producers with new technology – 20. Investigate dedicated funding sources for soil erosion and water quality initiatives –



Success Stories 1

Public and Private Partnerships (many more than 
those listed)

AISWCD and County Soil and Water Conservation Districts
IDNR
IDoA
IEPA & USEPA
US Army Corp of Engineers 
USDA – NRCS, FSA, RD, and Forest Service
US Fish and Wildlife Service
U of I Extension Service
Non Government – TNC, PF, DU, FB, Watershed Groups, 
and many more

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So what happened?  The conservation partnership strengthened, and new programs and efforts were launched.  Landowner interest increased and conservation implementation has been occurring at record high rates. 



Success Stories 2

Programs
Working lands conservation = EQIP, CSP, WHIP, 
CPP, EPA-319, AWEP, FRPP 
Reserve programs = CRP, CREP, WRP, GRP, 
EWP-FPE, and land acquisition
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Major changes have been made in the conservation programs available to Illinois landowners.  The new generation of conservation programs allow for multiple resource concerns to be addressed on all types of agricultural land through the implementation of a broad range of conservation practices.  The programs can generally be separated into two groups; “Working Lands”, and “Reserve Programs”.   �The “Working Lands” conservation programs promote keeping the land in active agricultural production while protecting natural resources.  This approach allows for continued production to meet food, fiber and fuel needs while at the same time addressing resource concerns.  “Working Lands” programs include EQIP, CSP, WHIP, FRPP, AWEP, CPP, and in some cases have included EPA-319.The “Reserve Programs” place sensitive land in conservation cover to maximize the resource benefits.  Major benefits include; improved surface water quality and wildlife habitat, as well as reduced soil erosion, and flood damage.  Reserve Programs include CREP, CRP, WRP, GRP, EWP-FPE.  These programs provide similar benefits to land acquisition efforts, but do not remove the land from private ownership.



Success Stories 2a (Working Lands)

EQIP Highlights  ($12 to $17 million/yr Illinois)
Increased adoption of No-till, Strip Till, & Nutrient 
Management
Increased development and implementation of 
Comprehensive Nutrient Management Plans and 
Forestry Management Plans
Continued support for the installation of structural 
conservation practices

CSP, CSP, WHIP, AWEP, CPP, EPA-319

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) became USDA’s flagship program for ‘working lands” conservation with the 1997 Farm Bill.  USDA-NRCS administers the program and seeks input from a State Technical Committee on program improvements.  Through the EQIP program, $12 to $15 Million / year is obligated into conservation contracts to address resource concerns on working agricultural lands in Illinois.  Through this program land is maintained in agricultural production while also addressing resource concerns including soil erosion, soil quality, surface and ground water quality and quantity, wildlife habitat and many others.  Individual EQIP contracts can range from 1 year to 10 years in length.The retired Conservation Security Program (CSP), new Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP), Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program (WHIP), Agricultural Water Enhancement Program (AWEP), as well as the Conservation Practice Program, and EPA 319 program also fit into the “Working Lands” conservation grouping. 



Success Stories 2b (Reserve programs)

CREP Highlights (126,951 acres enrolled in watershed)
State enrollments totaling 81,995 acres
Removes sensitive agricultural land from production and 
establishes conservation cover
Promotes wildlife habitat, improves water quality, reduces soil 
erosion, and reduces flood damage

CRP = 1,050,746 acres statewide
WRP = 11,480 ac. in watershed, and GRP, EWP-FPE
TNC, IDNR, and Forest Preserve acquisitions
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The “Reserve Programs”, for the purposes of discussion, will include CREP, CRP, WRP, GRP, FPE as well as land acquisition by TNC, IDNR, and forest preserve districts.  These programs take sensitive land out of agricultural production and establish a conservation cover to maximize the natural resource protection from those acres.  The CREP program has been the flagship for the Illinois River watershed since it started in May 1998.  With 127,000 acres enrolled in the watershed, CREP involves a 15 year federal contract and offers an additional state agreement for longer term, or permanent easements.  The extended length contracts have been established on 81,995 acres in the watershed.  Additional acres have been protected through the Conservation Reserve Program (with just over 1 million acres statewide), the Wetland Reserve Program (with over 43,000 acres statewide and 11,480 acres in the Illinois River watershed), the Grassland Reserve Program, and Floodplain Easements.  Similar benefits have also been achieved through public and private land acquisitions.



Success Stories 3

People = Landowners and operators, land 
improvement contractors, agencies, special 
interest groups, and volunteers 
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In the past 12 years more individuals and groups have taken a new interest in conservation efforts in the Illinois River Watershed.



Success Stories 4

Practices on the land
Soil quality (sediment & erosion reduction)
Surface and ground water quality and quantity
Air quality
Plant health
Wildlife habitat
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Practices such as ‘conservation cover” through CREP, “ponds” through EPA-319, “filter strips” through EQIP or CRP, ‘wetland restoration / shallow water establishment” through WRP or CREP or CRP and “no-till / strip till through EQIP, as well as many others are much more common in the watershed now than they were 12 years ago.  



7 Recommendations

14. Expand and revise voluntary cost share 
programs

15. Promote and implement cost effective efforts 
to treat non cropland erosion

16. Increase funding for C-Far
17. Expand voluntary farmer involvement with 

research teams
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Now that we have reviewed a few of the success stories, let’s take a second look at the seven recommendations adopted from the Ag Practices Action Team;  14. Expand and revise voluntary cost share programs – This recommendation has been realized through the new generation of conservation programs that we have been discussing.15. Promote and implement cost effective efforts to treat non-cropland erosion – EQIP, WHIP, GRP, and CPP/SSRP provide cost share and technical assistance for conservation on pasture land and forest land uses.  Gaps still exist for non agricultural land. 16. Increase funding for C-Far – State funding for C-Far went from $3 Million in FY 1996 to $15 Million from FY 2000 – 2002.  Funding since that time has ranged from $2.5 Million to $7 Million.  The current year funding was zeroed out in the State budget and is currently being revisited in the Fall veto session. 17. Expand Voluntary farmer involvement with research teams – Major growth has occurred with farmer involvement in research through both C-FAR and SARE as well as other research initiatives.



7 Recommendations (cont.)

18. Seek legislation to improve tax incentives for 
specific conservation activities

19. Expand existing programs to reach more 
producers with new technology

20. Investigate dedicated funding sources for soil 
erosion and water quality initiatives
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18. Seek legislation to improve tax incentives for specific conservation activities – Illinois passed tax incentives to credit landowners for their efforts related to filter strips.19. Expand existing programs to reach more producers with new technology – CSP, both the new and the old version, provide incentives for adopting enhancements that are related to new technologies such as VRT application of fertilizers, yield monitors, split applications of fertilizer, use of bio fuels, control wheel traffic, cover crops, and many more. EQIP also offers incentives for the adoption of several innovative conservation practices, as well as the more traditional practices to address resource concerns. 20. Investigate dedicated funding sources for soil erosion and water quality initiatives – While efforts continue with this action item, we continue to receive almost all funding through general revenue funds at both the federal and state levels.  Funding levels and stability issues have created many hardships on both the state and federal staffs. The increased adoption of conservation practices within the watershed required a tremendous partnership effort that I cannot completely cover in twenty minutes.  So, before I move on to the challenges, I would like to apologize to those that were omitted or reduced to references as a result of time constraints or temporary memory loss on my part.



Challenges
Financial:  Stable funding 
for programs and staff 
delivering programs and 
providing technical 
expertise.
Technical:  Cost effective 
measures to address 
erosion in bluff areas 
Others: Landowner 
Interest
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From the pessimistic view (or the glass is ¼ empty), we still have some major challenges that have limited the adoption of conservation practices in the Illinois River Watershed.  I have grouped these challenges into three areas, financial, technical and other.Financial challenges - Funding levels to support technical and administrative staff have been very limited.  Most USDA agencies have seen staffing reductions, and NRCS has been no exception.  As one of the principle providers for technical assistance in Illinois, our Illinois NRCS staff has been reduced from 370 employees to 300 during the last 12 years. SWCD staffing levels have also been reduced, and many valued employees have found new careers, due to funding instability.  IDNR, IEPA, and other State agency staffs have taken an even harder hit. These staff decreases are compounded by additional demands for accountability. At present, the technical and administrative staffing reductions are far out pacing the technological advances gained over the past 12 years.  This has reduced the technical delivery system that landowners and taxpayers depend on to make sure that government dollars are spent wisely and that conservation practices are built to last.  Additionally agricultural research has experienced heavy funding reductions.In some cases the funding shortages have also affected available program dollars.  As an example, State funding for CREP and CPP have been greatly reduced or zeroed out in recent years, in an effort to reduce budget strain. These financial issues are a sign of the times for federal, state, and local governments, and given the current economic situation, they will likely continue to be a large challenge in the years ahead.Technical Challenges – Cost effective measures to reduce ravine erosion in the bluff areas are still needed.  While this is not an agricultural issue, it is a key contributing factor related to water quality and sediment delivery to the Illinois River.  Accessibility and extreme topography, make traditional conservation practices difficult and costly in the bluff setting.Other Challenges – In some cases a lack of landowner interest is still a factor in conservation efforts  The lack of interest can be related to concern for short term economic returns and meeting production demands, the long term interest in future development of the land, a desire to not commit and stay flexible, or in some cases a general distrust in government.  These challenges will continue into the future, but in several cases research and education have helped to move conservation efforts past these concerns.    



Summary

¾ full  - Major progress has occurred in the 
implementation of conservation practices on 
agricultural land since 1997.
¼ empty – There is more to do and human and 
financial resources are stretched very thin.
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In summary, the optimist in me concludes that much progress has been made during the past 12 years.  Conservation efforts on agricultural lands have strengthened through a new generation of conservation programs that were designed to meet the changing needs of American Agriculture.  Coupled with the continued  stewardship ethic of our landowners and operators, conservation agencies are now working with a higher percentage of landowners and operators and implementing conservation practices on more land than ever before. In contrast, the pessimist could easily conclude that these gains have been realized despite the major financial strains that we currently face.  I prefer the optimist view and will continue to do the most that I can with the resources that are entrusted to me.



The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all 
its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, 
disability, and where applicable, sex, marital status, familial status, 
parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political 
beliefs, reprisal, or because all or a part of an individual's income is derived 
from any public assistance program. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all 
programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for 
communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) 
should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and 
TDD). To file a complaint of discrimination write to USDA, Director, 
Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, 
D.C. 20250-9410 or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-6382 
(TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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Thank you for the opportunity to be here and share my perspective.  
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