SET-ASIDE PLAN A TRICKLE FOR SCIOTO'S SCENIC TRIBUTARIES
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When the state and federal governments decided to pay farmers to plant prairie grasses instead of crops along the Scioto River and its tributaries, Les Imboden signed on for about 500 acres.

The grass would help cut erosion and water pollution from fertilizers, and the program initially offered more money than the frequently flooded land produced in crops.

"It was pretty easy for me to pick my worst 5 percent of ground productivity-wise," said Imboden, who grows corn, soybeans, wheat and alfalfa on about 5,000 acres along the river in Pickaway, Pike, Ross and Scioto counties.

The program seems successful; officials hoped to enroll 70,000 acres -- a tenth of the eligible watershed -- and have reached 75 percent of that goal after three years. But fewer of the environmental set-asides in 31 Ohio counties are in areas that drain to Big Darby Creek and the Olentangy River, scenic streams that flow to the Scioto.

More than 16,000 acres in Ross County are in the program, compared with an estimated 8,660 acres near Big Darby Creek, which drains parts of seven counties west of Columbus and is a haven for 37 species of rare and endangered mussels and fish. Only 57 acres in Franklin County are in the program.

Delaware County, where just 604 acres are enrolled, includes a 22-mile scenic stretch of the Olentangy River, home to the threatened bluebreast darter. Members of the Ohio Nature Conservancy, a conservation group and a supporter of the program, said officials could have set aside money for specific streams or sections of the Scioto that need protection. Instead, the program is open to any eligible farm across the Scioto's 6,500-square-mile watershed.

"It's not (set up) according to where the best conservation chances might be," said Anthony Sasson, the group's freshwater conservation coordinator.

David Hanselmann, soil and water conservation chief with the Ohio Department of Natural Resources, agreed that the Darby and the Olentangy should be protected, but noted that the program is voluntary.

Setting aside money for specific streams might have reduced the total enrollment, he said.

"I'm actually very happy with the sign-up that we have."

The program is part of a national effort to protect streams. In 2006, 831,577 acres were enrolled in similar programs in Ohio and 25 other states, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. It estimates that farmers were paid more than $100 million in the fiscal year that ended Sept. 30.

Farmers in the Scioto program sign 15-year contracts that pay $175 to $200 per acre every year.

Land planted with prairie grasses and trees is less likely to erode and is better suited to absorb fertilizers, pesticides and manure that wash off farms during storms.

Farmers and farming officials said decisions to sign up hinge on how much it costs to switch.

"As an individual farmer, you have to look at your operation and decide, is it worth it?" said Adam Sharp, national affairs director for the Ohio Farm Bureau Federation.

Ross County farmers were eager to sign up land frequently damaged by flooding, said Doug Pauley, district conservationist for the U.S. Natural Resources Conservation Service."When the program started, crop prices were low and we had just come off some pretty big floods," Pauley said. "It was kind of the perfect storm for this."

Franklin and Delaware County farmers were more reluctant, said district conservationists in both counties, in part because it might make their land less valuable to developers looking to build homes and businesses.

"Much of our farmland is owned by absentee owners and developers," said Mary Ann Core, district conservationist in Franklin County. "A lot of times, they are not interested in conservation."

Tom Edwards, district conservationist in Delaware County, said some farmland in southern Delaware drains to streams in steep ravines, and that reduces the amount of land farmers can enroll.

A lot of former farmland in Franklin County has already been developed, Hanselmann said.

Gary Moore, the Nature Conservancy's agriculture policy specialist, said the 15-year contracts also don't guarantee long-term success, allowing land that was conserved to be farmed again once the payments run out.

"Fifteen years is the life of a cat," Moore said. "Once these (contracts) expire, the same need is still going to be there."
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