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The Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 (the 2002 Farm Bill), placed a greater emphasis on protecting rural working lands.  Prior to the 2002 Farm Bill, Congress authorized funding primarily for land retirement programs, such as the Conservation Reserve Program and Wetlands Reserve Program.   Prior to 2002. a relatively small percentage of the conservation funding was set aside for programs that improved water quality, enhanced wildlife habitat, and protected farm and ranch lands from urban encroachment.  The 2002 Farm Bill changed this tradition, with an increased emphasis placed on working farm and ranch lands.  Funding for programs like the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program, and Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program increased dramatically, while new programs, like the Grassland Reserve Program and Conservation Security Program, were also created to keep agricultural lands in active production.

The focus of this presentation is on two easement programs that the United States Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) administers, the Grassland Reserve Program and Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program.  Below are brief summaries of these two easement programs that encourage active farming and protect working agricultural lands from conversion to nonagricultural uses
The Grassland Reserve Program (GRP):

The Grassland Reserve Program was authorized to establish a reserve of restored, improved or natural grasslands, rangeland and pastureland.  The program’s purpose is to limit future use of the land while allowing landowners to retain the right to graze livestock, produce hay, mow or harvest for seed production (subject to nesting season restrictions for certain bird species).  The program is capped at 2 million acres nationwide, up to 2007.  To ensure large, contiguous blocks of land are protected, tracts not less than 40 contiguous acres are enrolled, unless otherwise determined by the NRCS State Conservationist.  Aside from 30-year and permanent easements, the program also offers 10, 15, 20, and 30 year rental agreements.
Eligible lands include:
· Grassland or land that contains forbs or shrubs; 

· Land that is located in an area that historically has been dominated by grassland, forbs, and shrubs and has the potential to provide habitat for animal and plant populations of significant ecological value;

· Incidental lands may also be enrolled; and

· Lands owned by individuals who do not exceed $2.5 million in Adjusted Gross Income for the three tax years immediately preceding the year the contract is approved (an exemption is provided in cases where 75% of the AGI is derived from farming, ranching, or forestry operations).
Landowners interested in GRP may apply at any time through their local USDA Service Center.  Conservation easements are held by the United States.  For those landowners interested in GRP, the following payment options apply:

·  Permanent Easement:  Based on the appraised fair market value, less the grazing value

· 30-year Easement:  Easement payment equal to 30% of fair market value, less the grazing value

· Rental Agreement:  Annual payments not to exceed 75% of the grazing value of the land for the life of the agreement.

· Restoration Agreement (an agreement outlining best management practices to restore grassland):  90% cost share for lands that have never been cultivated; 75% on restored grasslands (in-kind contributions allowed)

Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program (FRPP):
The purpose of FRPP is to provide matching funds to State, Tribal and local governments and nongovernmental organizations to purchase permanent conservation easements for the purpose of protecting topsoil by limiting nonagricultural uses of the land. 

Eligible Lands Include:

· Farms or ranches that are privately owned and contain:

· at least 50% of prime, unique, or statewide or locally important soil, or

· a historical or archaeological resource on the State or National Register, or formally eligible for the National Register. 

· Cropland, rangeland, grassland, and pasture land, as well as wetlands and  incidental (less than 50 percent)  forest land that are part of an agricultural operation. 

· Eligible land must be owned by landowners who certify that they do not exceed the Adjusted Gross Income limitation eligibility requirements (see above).

· Are subject to a pending offer.  A pending offer is defined as a willing seller and willing buyer, with cash or donations in hand at the time of application.

NRCS uses a public notice process to request FRPP applications from eligible governmental entities and non-governmental organizations. During the application window, eligible entities submit parcels that they would like to protect.  At the State level, NRCS funds applications that meet FRPP national and state criteria.  In submitting a proposal for funding, an interested entity is required to demonstrate the following:
· A commitment to the land Preservation Effort (years, staff capacity, funding),
· A capability to hold and manage conservation easements (easement acreage, stewardship endowment fund),
· An availability of funds; and 

· Pending Offers, including a map of the land to be acquired, as well as a current appraisal..

Once selected, an entity has up to 2 to 5 years to close on a conservation easement.  
Information on FRPP and GRP is available at the following websites:

FRPP website:

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/fpp/
GRP website:

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/GRP/
FRPP Manual website:

http://policy.nrcs.usda.gov/scripts/lpsiis.dll/M/M_440_51
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