Partners in Conservation

The Farm Bill
The federal Farm Bill encompasses some of 
the most successful voluntary conservation programs in the nation. Across Montana farmers and ranchers are protecting wildlife habitat, controlling soil erosion and reducing polluted runoff with technical and financial assistance provided by Farm Bill programs. Wildlife conservation funded through the Farm Bill has had a tremendous positive impact on wildlife throughout Montana. Hunters, anglers, and other outdoor enthusiasts have been the beneficiaries of these conservation programs and have a huge stake in making sure they continue and that funding levels are maintained or increased. Restored and enhanced habitats under Farm Bill programs provide important habitat for white-tailed and mule deer, all of Montana’s upland game bird species, migratory birds, furbearer’s, elk, antelope and a long list of other wildlife.

What are the Major Conservation Provisions in the Farm Bill?

  Many savvy upland bird hunters are certainly aware that the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) has had a huge positive impact on Montana’s wildlife, especially upland bird populations such as sharptail grouse, Hungarian partridge and pheasant. In fact much of eastern Montana is being touted by hunting magazines as a preferred destination for hunting these species. The CRP pays farmers annual rental payments, under 10-15 year contracts, to set aside and restore vegetative cover and grasslands on often previously marginal land. As of 2005, more than 3,400,000 acres have been enrolled under the CRP program in Montana. The program also pays up to half the cost of establishing conservation practices that address soil erosion, water quality, wetland and forest enhancement, and wildlife management. Examples of these practices include establishing vegetative cover or trees on erodible cropland, planting native grasses, and planting filter strips along stream banks to stem polluted runoff and provide important habitat for a diversity of wildlife.

  Eastern Montana and portions of North Dakota, South Dakota and Nebraska contain what is known as the Prairie Pothole Region. This is an area rich in wetlands and is sometimes referred to as North America’s “Duck Factory” because of the importance of these wetlands—often small and isolated— to breeding ducks and geese. The Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) has helped to maintain and restore many of these wetlands. WRP allows interested farmers the opportunity to restore, maintain and protect wetlands on their property. To date, according to the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), 23,428 acres are under easement in Montana, with easements pending on an additional 2,089 acres. Farmers can sign up for a 10-year cost-share agreement or a 30-year or permanent easement with restoration cost-share funding. Most lands restored under WRP are marginal, high risk, flood-prone lands. WRP enables landowners to take these marginal lands out of production and restore them to beneficial use as wetlands. 

  Native grasslands in Montana are important for many wildlife species. The Grassland Reserve Program (GRP) is a voluntary program that enables landowners to restore or protect native grasslands on their property. In 2005, more than 23,600 acres were enrolled in GRP in Montana. Maintaining and restoring these grasslands helps to preserve a declining ecosystem while also providing land valuable to hunters and other recreational users.

  The 14,000 acre Milton Ranch northeast of Roundup uses several Farm Bill programs to help manage the ranch in a holistic manner. Owner Bill Milton has enrolled more than 4,000 acres in the Grassland Reserve Program, 165 acres in the Conservation Reserve Program and uses the Environmental Quality Incentives Program for water development for better range management. The Milton Ranch is also enrolled in the Montana Block Management Program that pays landowners to allow free public hunting. 

  “These Farm Bill programs help us do a much better job of grass management and improve cover and habitat that benefits wildlife” said Milton, owner of the Milton Ranch. 

  Unlike programs that pay farmers to set aside certain lands, the Conservation Security Program (CSP) rewards agricultural producers for environmentally friendly measures they are willing to undertake on the lands they keep “in production”. According to NRCS there currently are 3,977 farms and ranches with CSP contracts in Montana. The program pays producers on a sliding scale according to the number, type and extent of conservation measures they agree to implement. Eligible lands include grasslands, cropland, improved pasture, range land and some forest land. 

  Joe Perry has his 2,800 acre farm in north central Montana enrolled in CSP in this intensively farmed area. Under CSP he has planted more than 10,000 trees on his farm. A “no till” farmer, Perry also has 180 acres enrolled under CRP as filter strips to enhance water quality and to insulate his house from agriculture chemicals. Perry has owned the farm for 30 years and is an avid hunter. 

  “One of the reasons I’m using these programs is to provide an oasis of cover and water for wildlife,” Perry said.

  The Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program (WHIP) is a voluntary program that pays up to 75 percent of the cost to private landowners for enhancing wildlife habitat on their land. The program is not limited to agricultural lands, and is open to any private landowners who would like to create wildlife-friendly habitat enhancements to a portion of their land, such as restoring native prairie grasses, performing forest management practices, or improving aquatic areas.

Biofuels and Wildlife Conservation

  Anyone who drives a vehicle has noticed the ever-increasing price of gasoline and diesel fuel this past year and the subsequent discussions about developing more alternative fuels, like ethanol and biodiesel, from agricultural products. While these discussions may bode well for helping wean our nation from imported oil, care must be taken that the wildlife conservation programs in the Farm Bill, like CRP and WRP, are not diminished or sacrificed for the production of biofuels. And, it’s important for wildlife that the new Farm Bill not encourage the conversion of native forest and grass lands for growing biofuels.

What Hunters and Anglers Can Do

  Congress has already started writing a new Farm Bill and is certain to complete it in 2007. Whether the new legislation will continue to contain the conservation provisions we have enjoyed—at adequate funding levels—will depend on the willingness of the hunting, fishing and wildlife community to become involved in this important legislation. With tight federal budgets and increasing, competing interests seeking to rob Peter to pay Paul and use conservation funds for other areas of the Farm Bill, wildlife enthusiasts will need to present a unified and well-informed voice to Congress for the retention of these important conservation provisions. 

  To ensure a strong future for conservation programs that can make the difference for Montana’s fish and wildlife, it is vital that the Montana Congressional Delegation is contacted today, before other interests attempt to redirect program funding.  Let them know that you are watching their involvement in the Bill and about the importance of maintaining and expanding funding for conservation programs in the next Farm Bill (see contacts on page 16). With all three members of the Montana Congressional Delegation holding key committee assignments, hunters and anglers have ample opportunity to influence the future of Farm Bill conservation programs. tc "The Farm Bill"
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