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Background:
The previous federal Farm Bill passed in2002 was often described as the single most significant
commitment of government resources toward conservation on private lands in the nation's history.
ln fiscal year 2007 alone, landowners and operators in Washington State received over $108
million dollars (including both financial and technical assistance) through 7 conservation programs.
Most of theSe programs include wildlife as a purpose along with traditional soil and water
conservation. All have significant potential to contribute directly and/or indirectly to wildlife
conservation.

ln June 2008, during a difficult federal budget year, a new Farm Bill was passed by Congress with
overall funding levels for conservation programs holding relatively consistent compared to the 2002
Farm Bill. Although not all goals of the fish and wildlife agencies were accomplished in this Farm
Bill, some progress was made. For example, the Voluntary Public Access and Habitat lncentive
Program (VPAHIP) was created and authorized at $50 million for 2009-2012. Underthis program
state and tribal governments will be able to apply for grants to encourage private landowners to
enhance habitat and make their land available for public hunting and fishing. A suite of other
programs will also be available to landowners offering costshare for habitat development,
management incentive payments, and easements to protect habitat.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has 90 days from pasòage of the legislation to develop
policies and rules for implementation of Farm Bill Programs. For new programs such as the
VPAHIP, new rules are being created. These policies and rules will have major implications for
how these programs are implemented.

The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) created in 1985 is a particularly important program for
fish and wildlife whereby farmers plant environmentally sensitive cropland to grass, forb, shrub, and
tree cover in exchange for an annual rental payment. ln Washington State, currently over 1.5
million acres are enrolled in CRP, providing buffers for salmon streams; nesting habitat for sage-
grouse, sharp-tailed grouse, pheasants and native songbirds; recreational hunting opportunity; and
many other benefits.

The well-documented wildlife benefits of CRP, however, are currently being threatened. The new
Farm Bill cutthe nationwide CRP authorization o'f 39.2 million acresto 32 million acres. ln addition,
current high grain prices have placed tremendous pressures on the Program. For example, in an
attempt to help livestock producers faced with rising feed costs, the USDA announced in May that
24 million acres of CRP would be available for haying and grazing this summer and fall. This
haying and grazing could have both negative and positive affects on wildlife habitat, depending on
where and how the program is implemented. Habitat available for hunting in the fall, however, will
likely be decreased. USDA is also considering allowing farmers penalty-free early release from
their CRP contracts. This would result in a decrease in wildlife habitat and hunting opportunity
available in eastern Washington.



Policy lssue(s) you are bringing to the Gommission for consideration:
Briefing only.

Public involvement process used and what you learned:
Many formal and informal communications with landowners, USDA staff, and Non Governmental
Organizations have shown a strong recognition that partnerships are essential to addressing
todav's complex and challenqinq private lands natural resource conservation needs.

Action requested (identify the specific Commission decisions you are seeking):
None, briefing only. This is a Commission requestfrom the DecemberT-8,2007 and
January 11-12, 2008 Commission meetings.

Draft motion language:
N/A

Justification for Commission action:
N/A
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