



Corn is golden, so conservation takes hit
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Higher corn prices have farmers dropping out of a conservation program that pays them to plant grasses instead of crops. 

At stake are millions of acres that protect wildlife habitats and screen farm chemicals that drain from fields into streams and rivers.

In Ohio, 16,300 protected acres could revert to crops this year, said Jeff Mitchell, Ohio conservation programs chief at the U.S. Farm Service Agency. That would leave 348,200 acres protected.

Other states are reporting even bigger declines. Congressional delay of the federal farm bill also is contributing to the problem. The bill includes funding for the program.

"You can come out of your (conservation) contract and make a lot of money because crop prices are so high," said Gildo Tori, a public policy director for Ducks Unlimited, a conservation group.

Farmers can earn $81 to $268 per acre for growing corn, said Matt Roberts, an Ohio State University agricultural economist. The average conservation reserve program payment in Ohio is $83 per acre, Mitchell said.

Contracts that protect an estimated 100,600 acres across Ohio will expire in the next five years, according to Farm Service Agency reports. Whether farmers re-sign will depend on prices and the program.

The federal conservation reserve program makes annual payments to farmers who sign 10- or 15-year contracts to plant tall grasses instead of crops. Much of the program focuses on marginal farmland close to streams.

The practice reduces erosion and runoff of farm fertilizers and pesticides to streams, many of which supply drinking water to millions of Ohioans.

Tall grasses also provide shelter for animals and birds, including endangered and threatened species.

Nathan Stricker, a biologist at the state's Olentangy Wildlife Research Center in Ashley, said the program is important.

"All those (conserved) areas are used in one way or another by wildlife," Stricker said. "They're good breeding grounds, and they provide stop-over habitat for birds that are migrating through."

Ohio lost more than 1 million acres of farmland from 1974 to 2002, the U.S. Department of Agriculture said. Some of the land is fallow, but most of it has been developed, Mitchell said.

Things changed in Ohio and other states when the 10-year contracts that farmers signed in 1997 expired in September.

Nearly 420,000 acres in North Dakota were pulled from the conservation program, which covered 3.4 million acres, the state's Game and Fish Department reported. South Dakota lost more than 300,000 of its 1.5 million preserved acres, according to published reports.

Bill Richards, whose family owns and farms 2,500 acres in Pickaway County, is among those opting out. He said he plans to grow corn in a 15-acre field along the Scioto River that he had replaced with switchgrass.

"The world needs corn, and corn prices are high enough," Richards said. "If there were more contracts coming out of (the conservation program) that were available, we would take more out."

Increased demand for corn from ethanol plants and foreign countries helped push prices from $2 per bushel in 2006 to more than $3 last year, the Ohio Corn Growers Association said.

The recently passed federal energy law mandates an increase in ethanol production from 7 billion gallons a year to 15 billion by 2015.

Sign-ups for contracts that can set aside entire fields were suspended until the farm bill passes. However, farmers nationwide can sign up for or renew contracts for areas near stream banks. There also is a program specific to the Scioto River watershed.

A special state-federal program funds the Scioto conservation areas.

Mitchell said Ohio's losses could be worse if not for the Scioto program, which offers farmers annual payments of $175 to $200 per acre along the 230-mile river and its tributaries.

Mitchell said he hopes the overall program will remain attractive to farmers who don't want to gamble on the price of corn.

"If the price of corn goes down next year, our price isn't going to go down."
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