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National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition

� Founded 1988

� National coalition of grassroots 
family farm, conservation, rural 
development member groups

� Farm Bill Wins: SARE, 
Conservation Security Program, 
Value-Added, Farmers Market 
Promotion, Organic Cert. Cost 
Share, Wetlands Reserve Program, 
and more…

www.sustainableagriculture.net

Photo Credits:   Practical Farmers of Iowa (top)
Land Stewardship Project (bottom)
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� $$ Billions in funding and policies 

that impact:

� How food is grown 
� What kind of food is grown 
� Who can grow it
� Health and welfare of farmers and farm 

workers
� Rural communities
� Rural landscapes
� Environment and natural resources 
� Public health
� Food availability worldwide
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� Program Level = almost $124 billion in FY 2007
� Would rank as 9th largest U.S. corporation

� Outlays = $84.4 billion in Fiscal Year 2007
� USDA budget is the 5th largest in the Federal Government

� Staff Years = 104,305
� USDA is the 6th largest employer in the Federal Government

� Loan Portfolio = $127 billion
� Would rank as 8th largest bank



Farm Bill Spending (FY2007)
United States Department of Agriculture

FY 2007 Outlays
Total Outlays: $84.4 Billion

International 
4%

Conservation and 
Forestry

10%

Research, Inspection 
and Administration

6%

Rural Development
3%

Farm and 
Commodity 
Programs

18%

Nutrition Assistance
59%



Trend in U.S. Agriculture:
Large-Scale and Monoculture



Agriculture & Aquatic Ecosystems: 
Water Pollution Impacts

� “ . . . The greatest pollution threat to 
coastal marine life today is the 
runoff of excess nitrogen from 
fertilized fields, animal feedlots, and 
urban areas.”Pew Oceans 
Commission, America’s Living 
Oceans: Charting a Course for Sea 
Change (2003)

� “ Agricultural land uses and 
practices are of central importance 
to nutrient and sediment loads into 
the Mississippi River and the Gulf 
of Mexico . .  . .” National Research 
Council, Mississippi River Water 
Quality and the Clean Water Act 
(2008)



Agriculture & Soil Erosion:

� Wind erosion from bare 
fields carrying soil which 
also may include nutrients, 
pesticides, etc. 

(USDA NRCS PHOTO)

� Dramatic soil erosion in 
Kansas dust storm May 
2004

� It takes an average of 500 
years to form one inch of 
topsoil under normal 
agricultural conditions
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� Land application of CAFO waste may result in pollution of surface and 
groundwater by nutrients, salts, animal pharmaceuticals, etc.

� Ammonia air emissions from CAFOs can be deposited in water as nitrogen 
pollutants.

� Decoupling of feed and animals - - many regions with CAFO feed grown in other 
regions / increasing nutrient imbalance and environmental pollution  



Farm Bill Commodity Programs: 
Incentives for “Dumbed Down” Agriculture 
Simple Systems �� Monocultures



Farm Bill Commodity Programs ++ GE Crops: 
More Incentives for Simple Systems – Monocultures and Loss of 
Varieties, Seed-saving, Public Breeding Programs
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� Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS) – 9.0 billion gallons 
in 2008 and increasing to 36 billion gallons by 2022 
– tax credit for blending with gasoline or diesel

� 15 billion gallons corn ethanol – 21 billion gallons 
other renewable fuels, e.g. cellulosic ethanol 

� Positive indicator for corn demand – likely to impact 
other prices as well

� In comparison, the 2005 Energy Act had an RFS 
standard of 5.4 billion gallons by 2008, rising to 7.5 
billion by 2012
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U.S. Corn and Soybean Planted Areas
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Farm Bill Commodity Programs ++ GE Crops ++ Corn Ethanol: 
Incentives for the “Dumbest” of Simple Systems – Monocultures
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2008 Farm Bill Commodity Programs 

� Minor reforms in payment incentives for limited 
crops –

� Adjusted Gross Income test 
� Engaged in Farming 
� Minor improvements in cross-compliance soil erosion and 

“swampbuster” provisions

� “Sodsaver” provision to limit crop insurance 
payments for crops  grown on native sod - “killed at 
birth.”

� Incentives for corn ethanol production decreased
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Organic production:
“responds to site-specific conditions by integrating cultural, 

biological, and mechanical practices that foster cycling of 
resources, promote ecological balance, and conserve 
biodiversity.”

National Organic Program, Section 205.2



Total Mandatory Spending on Organic Agriculture:  
2002 and 2008 Farm Bills

TOPIC 2002 2008

Certification cost share programs $5 million $29.5 million

Research $15 million $78 million

Production and market data collection No specific funding $5 million
for organic

TOTAL $20 million $112.5 million

In 2000, separate from the Farm Bill process, an additional $5 million was allocated for 
certification cost share for farms in specific states.

Source: Organic Trade Association, Summer 2008
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� Organic Research and Extension. 

� $78 Million in mandatory funding is allocated to the Organic Agriculture Research and 
Extension Initiative (OREI), USDA’s main competitive grants program for organic 
studies. 

� This funding is spread out over four years, ($18 million a year in FY 09 and $20 
million a year for each of fiscal years 2010-2012), and represents a five-fold increase 
over the 2002 bill. 

� There is also authority for additional appropriations of up to $25 Million per 
year.

� The bill also adds two new focuses to the program: 
� seed breeding for organic systems, and 
� study of the conservation outcomes of organic practices

� Pollinator research funding increased
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� ++ Increased attention in conservation programs and conservation practices 
standards for:

� Native and managed pollinators and pollinator habitat

� Specialty Crops and Organic Farming Systems

� -- Decreased acreage in Conservation Reserve Program, which removes 
highly erodible land and other environmentally sensitive land from 
agricultural production – authorized acreage decreased from 39 million 
acres to 32.9 million acres - - coupled with increased corn ethanol and 
biofuel production in Great Plains // Prairie Pothole Region



2008 Farm Bill: Conservation Related 
Opportunities for Organic Farmers & Ranchers
� Conservation loans. USDA’s loan program for the costs of some conservation 

improvements will now include a priority for farmers converting to organic 
conservation systems.

� EQIP Organic Conversion Assistance.A new provision to support the transition to 
organic production, with support payments up to $20,000 per year, but no more 
than $80,000 over six years, excluding any money given for technical assistance. 
Support is also available for technical assistance in making the transition, within 
the general technical assistance system of the USDA’s conservation programs. 

� Conservation Stewardship Program. New provision streamlining coordination 
between CSP and the National Organic Program. This “cross-walk” provision is 
intended to make it much easier and simpler for organic producers to qualify for 
CSP and be rewarded for the conservation benefits of their organic system.

� Conservation Reserve Program.If a retiring owner with land enrolled in this 
program transfers it to a beginning, socially disadvantaged, or limited resource 
farmer, the new bill allows for the farmer to whom the land is being transferred to 
begin the organic certification process up to one year before the CRP contract 
expires, with additional two years CRP payment to a landowner not related to the 
buyer.



2008 Farm Bill 
Conservation Stewardship Program
� Voluntary program providing payments for maintenance/adoption of

conservation practices that: 
� Address state-defined resource concerns
� Are operated beyond a threshold resource/environmental management 

level 
� Does not have a list of specific concerns but likely to include 

concerns from 2002 Farm Bill CSP

� Replaces/revamps the 2002 Conservation Security Program beginning 
FY2009
� Tiered payment system eliminated
� Nationwide - watershed-based eligibility eliminated

� Specific provision for organic farming, resource conserving crop
rotations, managed rotational grazing and other sustainable systems  whi



2008 Farm Bill Energy Title
� Rural Energy for America Program 

(REAP)
� Energy audits and technical 

assistance grants
� Loans and grants for energy 

efficiency improvements and 
renewable energy systems

� Biomass Crop Assistance Program

assistance for farmers participating 
in “next generation” bioenergy
feedstock production projects and 
forest landowners involved with 
forest biomass energy projects; 
project selection criteria includes 
priority for projects with lower 
impacts on soil, water and wildlife-
related concerns.



USDA Office of Ecosystem Services & Markets
� The 2008 Farm Bill requires the USDA Secretary to establish technical guidelines that 

outline science-based methods to measure the environmental services benefits from 
conservation and land management activities in order to facilitate the participation of 
farmers, ranchers, and forest landowners in emerging environmental services markets. 

� In 2008, an inter-departmental Conservation and Land Management Environmental Services 
Board (“Board”) was established to assist the USDA the Secretary in adopting the technical 
guidelines and science-based methods to be used by the Federal Government to assess 
environmental service benefits of conservation and land management. The Secretary serves 
as Chair of the Board, and the Chairman of the Council on Environmental Quality and the 
Administrator of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs in the Office of 
Management and Budget serve as Vice-Chairs of the Board. Board membership consists of 
other executive branch officials.

� USDA has also established an Office of Ecosystem Services and Markets to provide 
administrative and technical assistance to the Secretary in implementing section 2709 of 
FCEA, including assistance in carrying out the Secretary’s duties as Chair of the Board.



Emerging Issues & New Voices
� Local Food, State and Local Food Councils 

� Childhood obesity / diet related health disorders / access to fresh fruits, vegetables 
and whole grain foods / Farm-to-School // Child Nutrition Act Reauthorization in 
2009

� Food Safety “Good Agricultural Practices” / bad for environment? 

� On farm practices – agecosystems stripped bare of riparian buffers and wildlife habitat

� Food processing – packaging – irradiation; chlorination, etc. – increased inputs and 
processing

� Climate change legislation: measuring GHG emissions from agriculture – indirect 
land use conversion / / full GHG assessment for CAFOs v. pasture-based systems. 
Carbon offsets and agricultural “carbon sinks.”
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www.sustainableagriculture.net

Farm Bill Guide

Farm Bill Implementation Center 

Weekly Updates & Timely Action Alerts

Contact: Aimee Witteman // awitteman@sustainableagriculture.net


