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Introduction

Conservation Reserve Program Legislative History

 The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) is one of the most successful Federal agricultural programs. While 
the program has been adjusted over time, for more than 30 years the primary emphasis has been to protect 
environmentally sensitive land while providing farmers with annual rental payments.
 Texas has historically had the highest number of acres enrolled in the CRP. In any given year, 3 to 4 million 
of the slightly more than 30 million acres nationally have been enrolled in Texas.
 Over time, as contracts have expired, most of the land that had been enrolled in the program was re-
enrolled. However, due to funding limitations, the acreage cap has been reduced which will likely mean that 
many Texas farmers and landowners will not be able to re-enroll this land in the CRP. This publication, focusing 
on Texas AgriLife Extension District 9, is excerpted from a larger work and is part of a planned series of pub-
lications designed to provide farmers and landowners statewide with additional information regarding their 
options as their contracts begin to expire. This publication addresses where the CRP acreage is in Texas AgriL-
ife Extension District 9 and when contracts will be expiring, as well as providing a historical view of how impor-
tant the CRP program has been over the past 30 years. If you wish to see the larger report, it is available on the 
AFPC website at http://www.afpc.tamu.edu/pubs/2/541/RR-10-01%20-%20for%20web.pdf 

 The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) was first established by the Food Security Act of 1985 with the 
purpose of removing up to 45 million acres from production and reducing damage to highly erodible soils and 
environmentally sensitive land. Patterned after the conservation reserve part of the Soil Bank Program that was 
initiated during the 1950s, the program offered annual rental payments and cost-share assistance up to 50% of 
expenses to producers for taking their land out of production and establishing long-term conserving covers. 
Landowners could enter into contracts for a minimum of 10 years or a maximum of 15 years. A county could not 
enroll more than 25% of its cropland unless the Secretary of Agriculture determined that doing so would not 
have an adverse economic impact. In its early years, CRP eligibility was limited to land with highly erodible soils, 
and, during the first nine signups, 34 million acres were enrolled. 
 The Food, Conservation, Agriculture, and Trade Act of 1990 (1990 Farm Bill) extended CRP land eligibility 
beyond highly erodible soils to include state water quality priority areas, plots of land that adopted high prior-
ity conservation practices, and “Conservation Priority Areas” (Chesapeake Bay, Long Island Sound, and the Great 
Lakes watershed). Producers were given the option to participate in limited fall and winter grazing or cropping 
between trees on CRP land in exchange for reduced rental rates. The 1990 Farm Bill also made changes to the way 
CRP contracts were ranked and annual rental rates were applied. The Environmental Benefits Index (EBI) was cre-
ated as a way to rank offers based on water quality, air quality, and soil erodibility concerns. Maximum soil spe-
cific rental rates were also set allowing producers with highly productive and highly erodible soils to enter into 
contracts.
 The Federal Agricultural Improvement Reform Act of 1996 capped CRP enrollment at 36.4 million acres. 
Wildlife habitat was also added to the EBI. CRP continuous sign-up was created to allow environmentally desir-
able land devoted to specific conservation practices to be enrolled in CRP at any time. Eligible conservation 
practices included riparian buffers, wildlife habitat buffers, wetland buffers, filter strips, wetland restoration, grass 
waterways, shelterbelts, living snow fences, contour grass strips, salt tolerant vegetation, and shallow water areas 
for wildlife. Continuous sign-up contracts were not subject to competitive bidding. The USDA allowed some 
producers an early out option to modify or end their CRP contracts after 5 years of the program. During 1997 
– 2002, many of the early CRP contracts began to expire and approximately 22 million acres were enrolled. The 
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expiring contracts were not automatically renewed. There was increased competition because bids were ranked 
by the EBI.  
 The Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 made a few minor changes to CRP. It increased the 
acreage cap to 39.2 million acres. Cropping history requirements were changed to four of the last six years. CRP 
enrollment began to shift geographically. The Northern Great Plains region gained slightly at the expense of the 
Heartland and the Southern Seaboard. The Plains were able to offer land at a lower rental rate to increase the at-
tractiveness of their offers.
 The Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 capped CRP at 32 million acres beginning on October 1, 
2009. Eligibility requirements were modified to land cropped in four of six years prior to 2008 rather than 2002. 
Alfalfa, legumes, and multi-year grasses in a rotation practice with an annual commodity could be used to meet 
the cropping history requirement. A local preference criterion was also added in determining the acceptability 
of CRP offers. In previous bills the Secretary used different criteria for different States and regions to determine 
acceptability. No more than 25% of a county’s cropland could be enrolled in CRP; however, exceptions were 
created to waive this limit in the case of continuous or Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) en-
rollment. A provision was also added for beginning or socially disadvantaged producers to help them make the 
transition from CRP land to production or other conservation programs; $25 million in funding was authorized for 
these transitions. 
 About 75% of CRP contracts (28 million acres) are scheduled to expire between 2007 and 2010. During 
2006, in an attempt to distribute the upcoming administrative burden, holders of expiring contracts were allowed 
to re-enroll or extend their contracts, and 82% of contract holders chose to do this. Over the next five years, 3.9 – 
5.6 million acres are scheduled to expire annually. 

Background Sources:

O’Brien, Doug. “Conservation Reserve Program.” Summary and Evolution of U.S. Farm Bill Conservation 
Titles – Expanded Discussions. Fayetteville, AR: The National Agricultural Law Center. [Accessed April 
2010]. Available online at http://www.nationalaglawcenter.org/assets/farmbills/conservation-expanded.
html#reserve-90

USDA Economic Research Service. “Conservation Policy: Land Retirement Programs.” Briefing Rooms. Washington, 
DC: USDA Economic Research Service. [Accessed April 2010]. Available online at http://www.ers.usda.gov/
Briefing/conservationPolicy/retirement.htm

USDA Economic Research Service. “Title II: Conservation.” 2008 Farm Bill Side-By-Side. Washington, DC: USDA 
Economic Research Service. [Accessed April 2010]. Available online at http://www.ers.usda.gov/FarmBill/2008/
Titles/TitleIIConservation.htm

Report Data Sources

Smith, Jackie G., Joe L. Outlaw, Edward G. Smith, Travis D. Miller, Steve H. Amosson and Stan J. Bevers. Texas CRP 
Database Book. College Station, TX: Texas Agricultural Extension Service, January 24, 1996.

USDA Farm Service Agency. “Contract Extension, Expirations and Enrollment Update, CRP Contract Summary and 
Statistics.” Conservation Programs. Washington, DC: USDA Farm Service Agency. [Accessed February 2010.] 
Available online at http://www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA/webapp?area=home&subject=copr&topic=rns-css

USDA Farm Service Agency. “Monthly Active CRP Contract Reports.” Conservation Programs. Washington, DC: 
USDA Farm Service Agency. [Accessed February 2010.] Available online at http://www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA/weba
pp?area=home&subject=copr&topic=rns-crt
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Figure 1: Texas Conservation Reserve Program Signups 1-12
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Figure 2: Texas Conservation Reserve Program Signups 13-38
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Figure 3: Conservation Reserve Program Acres Expiring in 2010
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Figure 4: Conservation Reserve Program Acres Expiring in 2011
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Figure 5: Conservation Reserve Program Acres Expiring in 2012
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Figure 6: Conservation Reserve Program Acres Expiring in 2013
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Figure 7: Conservation Reserve Program Acres Expiring in 2014
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Figure 8: Conservation Reserve Program Acres Expiring in 2015
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Figure 9: Top Ten Texas Counties in Acres Enrolled in CRP
(Signups 13-38)
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1) Gaines 179,329
2) Deaf Smith 152,810
3) Bailey 120,461
4) Dallam 109,486
5) Hale  103,454
6) Terry  103,128
7) Castro 98,981
8) Hockley 96,510
9) Dawson 94,584
10) Lamb 94,240
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Figure 10: Top Ten Texas Counties in Number of CRP Contracts
(Signups 13-38)
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2) Gaines 963
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County             Acres
1) Jim Hogg 828
2) Andrews 598
3) Brewster 516
4) Lasalle 378
5) Hopkins 364
6) Oldham 339
7) Dallam 316
8) Deaf Smith 307
9) Starr  297
10) Irion  288

Figure 11: Top Ten Texas Counties in Average Acres per CRP Contract
(Signups 13-38)
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County             Rental Rate
1) Llano  $51.51
2) Fayette $50.64
3) Victoria $50.47
4) San Patricio $50.03
5) Bandera $48.32
6) Colorado $47.29
7) Wichita $46.51
8) Kimble $46.39
9) Clay  $43.91
10) Bowie $43.20

Figure 12: Top Ten Texas Counties in Average Rental per Acre Enrolled in 
CRP (Signups 13-38)
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