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Conservat ion t i l l a g e  i s  a key f e a t u r e  of the  Nat iona l  Conservation Program, a 
f r e s h  approach t o  t h e  U.S. Department of Agr i cu l tu re ' s  conserva t ion  a s s i s t a n c e  
programs t h a t  P re s iden t  Reagan sent  to  Congress las t  December. 

It i s  is t h e  s p o t l i g h t  as an important p a r t  of today ' s  farming systems f o r  
s e v e r a l  reasons.  

F i r s t ,  it is  one of t he  most cos t- e f fec t ive  conservat ion ideas .  The cu r ren t  
f i n a n c i a l  p l i g h t  of  many farmers does not  leave  room f o r  t he  i n s t a l l a t i o n  of 
expensive conserva t ion  p r a c t i c e s .  Whatever t he  v i r t u e s  of soi l  conserva t ion ,  we 
a r e  not going t o  be a b l e  t o  s e l l  farmers on t h e  b a s i s  of resource  p r o t e c t i o n  
a lone .  A t  least some of t he  conservat ion a l t e r n a t i v e s  we recommend have got to  
be c o s t- e f f e c t i v e ,  and they  must inc lude  r e l i a b l e  d a t a  on c o s t s  and b e n e f i t s .  

To h e l p  o b t a i n  t h i s  kind of information,  t he  S o i l  Conservation Se rv i ce  has 
con t r ac t ed  with t h e  Univers i ty  of I l l i n o i s  t o  develop a computer program t o  show 
farmers the  r e l a t i v e  c o s t  or  savings--and the  amount of s o i l  saved--through t h e  
u se  of va r ious  conserva t ion  p r a c t i c e s ,  s i n g l y  and i n  combination. The program 
i s  c a l l e d  SOILEC. When it i s  completed i n  t he  f a l l  of 1983, we w i l l  be ab le  t o  
f u r n i s h  farmers wi th  schematic diagrams on t h e  c o s t s  and b e n e f i t s  of a l t e r n a t i v e  
p r a c t i c e s .  For most s o i l s ,  SOILEC p r i n t o u t s  w i l l  show savings i n  d o l l a r s  a n d  
s o i l  f o r  t h e  farmer who s u b s t i t u t e s  conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  f o r  convent ional  
t i l l a g e  . 
Second, conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  i s  a l r eady  p o p u l a r  with farmers and becoming more 
widely accepted every cropping season.  J u s t  how f a s t  i t  is  growing i n  use  i s  
sub jec t  t o  some disagreement.  I t r a v e l  over  much of t he  country and t a l k  wi th  
thousands of farmers ,  and I see f i r s t- hand t h a t  reduced t i l l a g e ,  r i dge  t i l l a g e ,  
n o - t i l l ,  and a l l  t he  rest a r e  increas ing  f a s t .  No-Till Farmer estimates t h a t  
100 m i l l i o n  a c r e s  were under some form of conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  las t  year  and 
t h a t  1 9 8 3 ' s  conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  acreage w i l l  be up by more than 10 pe rcen t .  
The Farm Journa l  sets  t h e  1983 f i g u r e  a t  n e a r l y  97 m i l l i o n  acres--not enough 
d i f f e r e n c e  t o  quibble  about.  The important th ing  is  t h a t  conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  
i n  a l l  i t s  v a r i a t i o n s  i s  expanding f a s t  because it is cos t- e f fec t ive  and 
because,  wi th  proper  management, i t  works. 

There a l s o  i s  persuas ive  evidence t h a t  once farmers have t r i e d  conserva t ion  
t i l l a g e ,  they s t i c k  wi th  i t .  A new study of farmer a t t i t u d e s  i n  1 5  S ta tes  
conducted by Pioneer  H i- B r e d  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  found t h a t  96 percent  of farmers 
using conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  are e i t h e r  moderately s a t i s f i e d  o r  h ighly  s a t i s f i e d  
wi th  r e s u l t s .  Two-thirds of t he  farmers c i t e d  reduced s o i l  e ros ion  as a reason 
f o r  sat i s f a c t ion. 

P e t e r  C .  Myers i s  Chief ,  USDA S o i l  Conservation Serv ice ,  Washington, DC. 
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Thi rd ,  t h e r e  are seve ra l  e f f o r t s  underway t o  f ind  out how t o  adapt conservat ion 
t i l l a g e  to  more k inds  of s o i l ,  more kinds of weeds, and more kinds of farmers.  
Farmers do need t h e  he lp  of s c i e n t i f i c  r e sea rche r s ,  both publ ic  and p r i v a t e ,  to  
he lp  them overcome remaining roadblocks t o  f u l l e r  acceptance of conservat ion 
t i l l a g e .  I n  t he  spr ing  of 1983, SCS came up with 11 p r i o r i t y  needs from the  
s c i e n t i f i c  community. The l i s t  has been sen t  t o  a l l  Federal  and S t a t e  r e sea rch  
s t a t i o n s  and t o  many p r i v a t e  f a c i l i t i e s .  P r i o r i t y  need number two ca l l ed  f o r  
r e sea rch  t o  d e a l  wi th  several problems t h a t  have been slowing the  adoption of 
Conservation t i l l a g e .  

Farmers answering t h e  P ioneer  survey l i s t e d  inadequate weed c o n t r o l  as t h e i r  
l ead ing  r e s e r v a t i o n  about conserva t ion  t i l l a g e .  I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  farmers need 
p r a c t i c a l ,  s a f e ,  and inexpensive methods t o  con t ro l  a number of deep-rooted 
g ra s ses  as w e l l  as c e r t a i n  broadleafed weeds t h a t  cont inue t o  plague us .  There 
a r e  s eve ra l  of these  p e r s i s t e n t  pests i n  every pa r t  of t he  country,  i n  every 
c l i m a t i c  zone. 

P a r t  of the  impetus f o r  f u r t h e r  research  as well as  information and educat ion 
about conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  comes from the  Agr icu l ture  and Food Act o f  1981. I n  
T i t l e  XIV, it c a l l e d  f o r  expanded research  t o  develop more cos t- ef fec t ive  and 
p r a c t i c a l  conserva t ion  technologies ,  inc luding  conserva t ion  t i l l a g e .  I n  T i t l e  
XV, it authorized a research  program t o  reso lve  ques t ions  on advantages and 
disadvantages of conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  compared with o t h e r  so i l  conservat ion 
p r a c t i c e s .  It a l s o  urged the  Sec re t a ry  t o  d i r e c t  t he  a t t e n t i o n  of farmers to  
c o s t s  and b e n e f i t s  of conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  f o r  c o n t r o l l i n g  s o i l  e ros ion  and 
improving p r o f i t a b i l i t y .  The Act ind ica ted  t h a t  conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  p rac t i ce s  
may reduce s o i l  e ros ion  by 50 t o  90 percent  while  also r e s u l t i n g  i n  b e t t e r  
y i e l d s ,  g r e a t e r  land use f l e x i b i l i t y ,  decreased f u e l ,  u s e ,  decreased labor  and 
equipment c o s t s ,  increased r e t e n t i o n  of s o i l  mois ture ,  and more product ive land 
than  convent ional  farming p r a c t i c e s .  

Not a l l  s e r i o u s  s o i l  e ros ion  w i l l  be reduced by conservat ion t i l l a g e ,  of course.  
There a r e  problems with i t ,  f o r  example, i n  p a r t s  of t h e  Southern Coas ta l  P l a i n  
and i.n t he  a r id  West. Conservation t i l l a g e  a lone  i s  not a un ive r sa l  panacea, 
and we need t o  keep looking f o r  o the r  cos t- e f fec t ive  farming systems t h a t  
perform w e l l  wi th  conserva t ion  t i l l a g e .  And, on some land being cropped today, 
t h e r e  is no s a t i s f a c t o r y  answer t o  e ros ion  con t ro l  except t o  switch the  land out 
of  crops and i n t o  g ra s s  o r  trees--permanently. 

Fourth,  t he  Department's new Payment-In-Kind Program rep resen t s  a tremendous 
oppor tuni ty  f o r  increas ing  s o i l  and water conservat ion on the  more than 80 
m i l l i o n  a c r e s  t h a t  w i l l  be i d l ed  f o r  a year  o r  more. The Agr i cu l tu ra l  
S t a b i l i z a t i o n  and Conservation Se rv i ce  estimates t h a t  as much as 3 tons of s o i l  
p e r  a c r e  could be saved on the  d ive r t ed  cropland through the  requi red  
conserva t ion  management. The p lan t  cover and crop res idues  a l s o  w i l l  hold more 
moisture on the  land as w e l l  a s  adding n u t r i e n t s  t o  t h e  s o i l .  Farmers a l s o  a r e  
being encouraged t o  cons ider  improving w i l d l i f e  h a b i t a t .  

Another welcome provis ion  o f  P I K  i s  t h a t  e l i g i b l e  land devoted t o  a permanent 
v e g e t a t i v e  conserva t ion  p r a c t i c e  can be designated as a conservat ion use  acreage 
i n  any f u t u r e  d i v e r s i o n  program through 1985-- further i ncen t ive  t o  seed d ive r t ed  
land to  permanent cover,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  on f r a g i l e ,  e ros ive  soils.  
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Where the  land w i l l  be coming back i n t o  crop product ion w i t h i n  a year  o r  two, 
t h i s  is  an e x c e l l e n t  t i m e  f o r  t h e  farmers  concerned t o  cons ider  i n s t a l l i n g  
permanent conservation p r a c t i c e s  on t h e  more e r o s i v e  a c r e s .  Te r r ace s ,  g rassed  
waterways, windbreaks,  and o t h e r  enduring p r a c t i c e s  can be i n s t a l l e d  now wi thout  
i n t e r r u p t i n g  cash c rops .  It a l s o  i s  an e x c e l l e n t  t ime  f o r  farmers t o  p l an  ways 
t o  f i t  n o - t i l l  o r  o t h e r  conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  methods i n t o  t h e i r  opera t ione .  

I am convinced t h a t  t h e  s i n g l e  most important element i n  making a success  of 
conse rva t i on  t i l l a g e  is t h e  d e s i r e  of t h e  farmer t o  make it  work. Problems 
always arise i n  switching t o  any new system. The determined farmer w i l l  so lve  
h i s  problems and make conse rva t i on  t i l l a g e  f i t  h i s  ope ra t i on .  PIK and o t h e r  
acreage- reduct ion programs may g ive  him the chance t o  f i g u r e  out  how bes t  t o  do 
t h a t .  

F i f t h ,  we are making determined e f f o r t s  t o  h e l p  and encourage farmers and t o  
answer t h e i r  ques t i ons  about conse rva t i on  t i l l a g e .  Renewed emphasis is  be ing  
given t o  in format ion  and educa t ion  i n  t h i s  area, not on ly  by SCS soi l  
c o n s e r v a t i o n i s t s  but  also by Extension people ,  conserva t ion  d i s t r i c t  l e a d e r s ,  
and i ndus t ry  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .  It is t r u l y  a coopera t ive  e f f o r t .  

Ex tens ion  has  been an e x c e l l e n t  conse rva t i on  p a r t n e r  because of i t s  c l o s e  t i e s  
wi th  S t a t e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  experiment s t a t i o n s ;  a dedicated corps  of soil  and water  
management s p e c i a l i s t s ;  agen ts  i n  every  county who have t h e  t r u e t  and confidence 
o f  many f a r e r s  and ranchers ;  wel l- es tab l i shed  l i n e s  of communication through 
r a d i o ,  t e l e v i s i o n ,  newspapers, and o t h e r  media; and exper ience  i n  o rgan iz ing  
s u c c e s s f u l  meetings,  demons t ra t ions ,  and o t h e r  educa t iona l  events. 

W e  i n  SCS look forward t o  i n c r e a s i n g  and s t r eng then ing  ou r  a c t i v i t i e s  wi th  
Extension as w e l l  as ASCS i n  o r d e r  t o  reach more land u se r s  and other c i t i z e n s ;  
t o  mot iva te  them toward n a t u r a l  resource  improvements i nc lud ing  conserva t ion  
t i l l a g e ,  and t o  h e l p  them make conserva t ion  cos t- e f f ec t i ve .  

Conservat ion d i s t r i c t s  and t h e i r  Nat iona l  Assoc ia t ion  of Conservat ion D i s t r i c t s  
de se rve  a g r e a t  dea l  of c r e d i t  f o r  l e ade r sh ip  i n  promoting conse rva t i on  t i l l a g e ,  
and p a r t i c u l a r l y  f o r  he lp ing  c r e a t e  t h e  Conservat ion T i l l a g e  Informat ion Cente r ,  
i n  coopera t ion  with  t he  ag r ibus ine s s  community and USDA. The Cente r  i s  
g a t h e r i n g  and spread ing  in format ion  t h a t  w i l l  encourage a b e t t e r  Understanding 
and more e f f e c t i v e  use of conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  on American farms. A monthly 
n e w s l e t t e r  a l r eady  is being i s sued .  Other p a r t s  of t h e  Cen te r ' s  Informat ion 
network w i l l  include l i t e r a t u r e  and research  reviews; a speake r ' s  bureau, 
demonstrat ion p r o j e c t  reviews,  a te lephone referral  s e r v i c e ;  and l i a i s o n  w i t h  
industry, government agencies ,  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  o rgan i za t i ons ,  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  farm 
groups and i n d i v i d u a l  conserva t ion  d i s t r i c t s .  

F i n a l l y ,  conse rva t i on  t i l l a g e  will r ece ive  p r i o r i t y  a t t e n t i o n  f r o m  t h e  Federa l  
government because it is an e x c e l l e n t  way of accomplishing s o i l  and water 
conse rva t i on  while holding down t h e  growth of Federa l  expendi tu res .  We do spend 
a g r e a t  d e a l  of money i n  USDA t o  support  s o i l  and water conservation--about a 
b i l l i o n  d o l l a r s  f o r  a l l  programs last  yea r .  But, as Sec re t a ry  Block has s a i d ,  
"There 's  no way we're going t o  s o l v e  a l l  t h e  conse rva t i on  problems by buying 
terraces on a l l  t h e  land t h a t  could u s e  t e r r a c e s ,  o r  bu i l d ing  s t r u c t u r e s  
everywhere t h a t  we could b u i l d  s t r u c t u r e s ,  because t h e r e  i s n ' t  t h a t  much money 
i n  t he  Fede ra l  government o r  i n  t h e  S t a t e s .  
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"The real s o l u t i o n  t o  e ros ion  i s  going t o  be provided by the  fa rmer-on  h i s  
land. H e ' s  going t o  do it once he becomes f u l l y  convinced t h a t  conserva t ion  
t i l l a g e  and o t h e r  improved t i l l a g e  techniques a r e  i n  h i s  b e s t  i n t e r e s t .  It w i l l  
be i n  h i s  i n t e r e s t  because it keeps h i s  land i n  p l ace  f o r  h i s  ch i ld ren .  O r  
because i f  he wants t o  se l l  t he  land i t ' s  going t o  sell  f o r  more. O r  because he 
can make more money by us ing  conserva t ion  t i l l a g e . " 

It  has been est imated t h a t  i t  would cost USDA some $21 b i l l i o n  j u s t  to  
cos t- share  t h e  cons t ruc t ion  of t e r r a c e s  on a l l  t he  "problem" acres--about $150 
f o r  each of t he  140 m i l l i o n  ac re s  t h a t  erodes a t  a rate  of more than 5 tons an 
a c r e  each year .  

We s t i l l  need t e r r a c e s ,  and many o the r  p r a c t i c e s  as well, based on the  
cond i t i ons  and o p p o r t u n i t i e s  on each p a r c e l  of land.  But conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  
can e i t h e r  do the  same job f o r  less o r  it can enhance the  usefu lness  o r  
e f f e c t i v e  l i f e  of t hese  o t h e r  p r a c t i c e s  when combined with them. 

The need t o  c u r t a i l  Federa l  spending remains urgent .  The na t iona l  debt ,  t h e  
r e s u l t  of accumulated Federal  d e f i c i t s ,  has  passed t h e  $1 t r i l l i o n  mark. That 
r e p r e s e n t s  almost $5,000 f o r  each man, woman, and c h i l d  i n  t he  United S t a t e s .  
By mortgaging our  f u t u r e  i n  t h i s  way, w e  a r e  narrowing our opt ions  f o r  t h e  
f u t u r e .  

The s t e a d i l y  increas ing  use of conserva t ion  t i l l a g e  by farmers who v o l u n t a r i l y  
want t o  improve t h e i r  n a t u r a l  resources  and p r o t e c t  t h e i r  l and ' s  p roduc t iv i ty  
can he lp  us a l l  meet economic and environmental a i m s  a t  the  same t i m e .  
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