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Abstract
This report estimates the impact that high levels of enrollment in the
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) have had on economic trends in rural
counties since the program’s inception in 1985 until today. The results of a
growth model and quasi-experimental control group analysis indicate no
discernible impact by the CRP on aggregate county population trends.
Aggregate employment growth may have slowed in some high-CRP coun-
ties, but only temporarily. High levels of CRP enrollment appear to have
affected farm-related businesses over the long run, but growth in the number
of other nonfarm businesses moderated CRP’s impact on total employment.
If CRP contracts had ended in 2001, simulation models suggest that roughly
51 percent of CRP land would have returned to crop production, and that
spending on outdoor recreation would decrease by as much as $300 million
per year in rural areas. The resulting impacts on employment and income
vary widely among regions having similar CRP enrollments, depending
upon local economic conditions.
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Summary
By retiring over 34 million acres of cropland since 1986, the Conservation
Reserve Program (CRP) has substantially reduced soil erosion, enhanced
wildlife populations, and protected soil quality. But, despite its considerable
environmental and farm sector benefits, concerns continue that the program
may adversely affect nearby communities as farmland is retired and demand
for farm inputs and agricultural marketing services declines. This report
examines the economic trends accompanying changes in CRP enrollment
and finds that, in aggregate, the adverse economic impacts of the CRP are
generally small and fade over time.

High CRP enrollment was associated with a net loss of jobs in some rural
counties between 1986 and 1992, but this relationship did not persist
throughout the 1990s. Farm-related businesses, such as input suppliers and
grain elevators, continued contracting throughout the 1990s, but other busi-
ness expansions moderated the CRP’s impact on total employment. In
particular, the CRP may be responsible for as much as $300 million dollars
per year in increased outdoor recreational expenditures in rural areas.

We found no statistically significant evidence to support the commonly held
belief that CRP encourages rural outmigration. Once county characteristics,
such as population density, economic base, and distance to urban centers,
are taken into account, post-1985 population trends in rural counties are
largely unaffected by CRP enrollment. In addition, high levels of CRP
enrollment appear not to have affected beginning farm trends (although
whole-farm enrollment was negatively related with beginning farmer trends
and partial-farm enrollment was positively related). Nor does CRP participa-
tion seem to encourage absentee ownership.

In aggregate, the economies of rural counties, even those experiencing long-
term population and employment declines, were able to adjust to CRP-
induced shifts in demand. But what would happen if CRP enrollments were
reduced or eliminated now that the program has been in operation for nearly
two decades? Supplementing this retrospective analysis, economywide
impacts of allowing CRP contracts to expire were also estimated. Based on
market conditions prevalent in 2000, we estimate that only about half of the
land enrolled in CRP would have immediately returned to crop production if
CRP contracts had expired in 2001. The remainder would have gone into
pasture or stayed in conservation uses. Land brought back into production
would increase demand for farm-related goods and services (farm inputs,
labor, marketing and transportation services, etc.), leading to job growth in
these industries. But reduced outdoor recreational spending would lead to
job losses in other industries. And, as income is redistributed away from
farm households to other sectors of the economy, shifting demand for
consumer goods and services could lead to other job changes as well.
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Nationally, the economic effects of allowing CRP land to return to produc-
tion would be very small, with positive and negative effects within particular
industries and regions largely canceling each other out. But, the potential
effects could be noticeable in areas of the country where CRP enrollment is
relatively high. CRP’s impact on local economies is sensitive to local condi-
tions. The value of alternative uses of CRP land, the value of the environ-
mental benefits attributable to land retirement, and the extent to which
goods and services are produced and provided locally all affect the CRP’s
local economic impacts. While regional output and jobs are estimated to
increase at least slightly, this is largely due to changes in the farm sector.
Nonfarm output and employment would decline in some regions if CRP
contracts expired, as would aggregate household income.
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