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My assigned topic embodies the question: What are realistic expectations for conservation from the next ‘farm bill’? However, I am going to start by ignoring the ‘realistic’ part of this question. This allows me to suggest answers from two very different public perspectives—that of ‘mainstream agriculture’ and that of ‘sustainable agriculture’. 

By ‘mainstream agriculture’ (MA), I mean a vision of US agriculture that sees continuation of present trends involving ever-larger farms, specialized crop production, and large-scale confined animal feeding as more or less inevitable. The MA vision embodies high levels of commodity production and exports as central goals for the agricultural sector, constrained only by gradually increasing environmental constraints laid down by society and expectations that those farmers who survive will have incomes at least comparable to their non-farm counterparts. I will call those who associate themselves (either explicitly or implicitly) with the MA vision as ‘MA pragmatists’. By ‘sustainable agriculture’ (SA), I mean an alternative vision that suggests continuation of MA trends is not necessarily inevitable if a broad range of public policies is radically altered. Those associated with this vision—‘SA advocates’—would focus much more heavily on maintaining the economic viability of ‘moderate-sized’ family farms, on a broad range of environmental objectives, and on rural development. In Europe, at least part of this vision is being captured under emerging ‘agri-environmental’ policies under the ‘multifunctionality’ banner. 

With these distinctions in mind, what do MA pragmatists expect for conservation from the next farm bill? I think they expect: (1) continuation of agricultural policies that, for the most part, compensate farmers for the direct costs and opportunity costs of complying with the public’s rising environmental expectations for agriculture (the ‘provider gets’ principle); (2) cost-share policies that allow participation on the part of very large farms, including large-scale, confined animal feeding operations; (3) conservation policies that enable, rather than inhibit, intensive agriculture and associated high yields and perceived export competitiveness; (4) continuation of various Federal price and income support and risk reduction schemes as part of the social quid pro quo for meeting various ‘baseline’ environmental expectations; and (5) continued crop planting flexibility, with any ‘supply control’ to come from paid environmental set-asides—primarily in the form of the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). 

SA advocates, have a rather different set of expectations for conservation from the next farm bill. In fact, the term ‘conservation’ is much too narrow to capture their expectations. It is better to speak of ‘agri-environmental’ expectations. SA advocates want ‘farm bills’ really to be spatially-based ‘agri-environmental bills’, in which production and export of traditional agricultural ‘commodities’ constitute only one goal within a larger set of interrelated social goals for the agricultural sector. This multifunctionality perspective sees agriculture as a producer of various environmental goods and ecological services, as well as rural development ‘goods’ such as employment opportunities, in addition to traditional commodities. Of course, recognition of agriculture’s broader functions is not new, and previous farm bills—especially since 1985—have recognized environmental functions. However, making this broader set of expectations much more explicit requires comprehensive consideration of a portfolio of ‘agri-environmental’ policies. Given these multifunctional expectations, it seems to me that many SA advocates expect the next generation of policies for agriculture to: (1) give explicit priority to moderate-sized farms, both as a ‘Jeffersonian’ end itself and as a means of promoting environmental stewardship; (2) emphasize the ‘polluter pays’ principle for controlling negative environment externalities from large-scale livestock systems; (3) utilize ‘stewardship payments’ to foster greater provision of positive environmental externalities and public goods above some baselines; (4) complete the ‘decoupling’ of income supports from commodity production decisions (begun, but not effectively, in the 1996 farm bill), so as to discontinue policy incentives for intensive production; and (5) shift substantial portions of public funds that otherwise would go to traditional price and income supports to stewardship payment programs. Some, but not all, SA advocates also expect the agri-environmental portfolio to have more emphasis on good stewardship of ‘working lands’, compared to the present extremely heavy emphasis on environmental set-asides such as the CRP. This could include more emphasis on organic agriculture and other forms of ‘integrated farming systems’ that draw on crop-livestock complementarities and on forage legumes and green manure crops in rotations—to provide nutrients and help break pest cycles.  

I will now return to the original question that included the word realistic. What expectations for conservation or, more broadly, agri-environmental policy are presently realistic for the next farm bill? At the time this abstract is being prepared in early February, a House bill has be been passed but a Senate bill has not. The House bill seems to emphasize MA expectations. Senator Harkin’s proposed Senate bill appears to embody substantial portions of both MA and SA expectations. Of course, whatever passes in the Senate also will have to be reconciled with the House and the resulting compromise must go through (or override) the Executive Branch. Politically, what realistically can be expected at this time probably is a farm bill that includes some increased funding for agri-environmental programs and a major new initiative like the proposed Conservation Security Program, together with continuation of substantial income safety nets tied directly or indirectly to commodity production. The bill is likely to be weighted heavily toward MA expectations, but to meet some SA agri-environmental expectations. However, if MA and SA visions for US agriculture are incompatible, then policies that try to encompass both visions are likely to be ineffective. 
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