US Conservation Reserve Program

The US has extensive experience from paying farmers for ES. Voluntary land retirement has in particular been important for the US agri-environmental policy. Traditionally, land was retired to improve crop prices or protect the soil, but from the early 1990s reducing environmental damage from agricultural production has come increasingly into focus. The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) is the largest agri-environmental programme in the US. It offers 10–15 year contracts for retirement of land from crop production. To be enrolled in the pro-gramme land has to have a history of crop production, be highly erodible, and be located in a national or state Conservation Priority Area, or be devoted to wetland restoration, streamside buffers, or conservation buffers. In exchange for land retirement the land owners can receive cost-sharing for establishment of new cover (like grass or trees) on the land, and annual payments to compensate foregone profit and maintenance costs. Land owners who want to participate have to offer bids specifying the land they are willing to give up for retirement, what kind of cover they would establish, and what kind of compensation they will accept. The incoming bids are ranked using the Environmental Benefit Index (EBI), and the best contracts are accepted. Prior to the early 1990s all bids under a pre-specified limit was accepted, but this practice has been abandoned to encourage farmers to bid against each other to reduce costs.
The EBI factors used to rank bids are related to wildlife, water quality, erosion, enduring benefits, air quality and cost. Land owners may improve their EBI score and thus enhance their chances of being accepted into the programme for example by asking for lower annual payments, forego cost-sharing, or establish cover that is more effective as wildlife habitat. Research shows that the EBI has increased environmental benefits from CRP, but that environmental benefits from the programme could be further increased by altering the weighting of EBI factors, putting more emphasis on enhancing water quality and wildlife habitat relative to soil productivity maintenance. Cost-effectiveness would be increased as the same amount of funding would then lead to a higher delivery of environmental benefits
.
� Nordic Council of Ministers (2009). Payment for and Management of Ecosystem Services: Issues and Options in the Nordic Context, by Marianne Zandersen, Kirsten Grønvik Bråten and Henrik Lindhjem, a report on PES commissioned by the Working Group on Environment and Economics under the Nordic Council of Ministers (http://www.norden.org/fi/julkaisut/julkaisut/2009-571).


� Claassen, R., Cattaneo, A. and Johans-son, R., 2008. Cost –effective design of agri-environmental payment pro-grams: U.S. experience in theory and practice. Ecological Economics 65: 773–752.





