The Conservation Security Program

The 2002 U.S. farm legislation created an innovative environmental initiative called the Conservation Security Program (CSP). If implemented as designed, CSP will use three tiers to reward farmers who produce measurable environmental benefits on working lands. Farmers who qualify for the lowest tier (and the lowest payment) use basic conservation production systems that, for example, reduce soil erosion. Those in the highest tier (and the highest payment category) are taking a whole-farm approach to environmental problems—using a grass-based livestock production system that integrates trees and wildlife habitat, for example. The CSP is a major departure from conventional farm policy, which pays farmers based on how many hectares of “program crops” such as corn and soybeans they raise, regardless of the environmental consequences.


CSP has yet to be fully used in the field. U.S. Department of Agriculture officials are still working out details of how it will be implemented. One area of concern is how “real environmental benefits” would be measured on-farm and over time. Monitoring systems developed by farmers and natural resource practitioners offer potential for providing the basis for such measurements. 

