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United States Department of Agriculture 

Office of the Secretary 
Washington, D.C. 20250

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.

September 28, 2020 

Dear Conservation Partners: 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) is celebrating the 35th anniversary of the Conservation 
Reserve Program (CRP) this year. Since CRP was established in 1985, it has grown into one of 
USDA’s largest voluntary conservation programs, thanks to the support and passion of partners like 
you.   

While the program was originally created to remove environmentally-sensitive lands from 
production, particularly in erosion-prone areas, it has evolved over the years to provide many 
additional conservation benefits to our producers and to the public.  

CRP is a great tool for producers who are interested in better managing their operations while 
conserving their valuable natural resources. For 35 years, CRP has addressed several resource 
concerns, including protecting fragile and environmentally-sensitive lands, improving water quality, 
protecting and restoring wildlife habitats, providing pollinator forage habitat, sequestering carbon in 
soil, and enhancing soil productivity.    

To date, CRP has prevented more than 11 billion tons of soil from eroding and has reduced nitrogen 
by runoff by 95% and phosphorous runoff by 85%, compared to its previous use as annually tilled 
cropland. CRP has also helped producers sequester an annual average of 48 million tons of 
greenhouse gases, the equivalent of taking 9 million cars off the road. In addition, the program has 
created more than 3 million acres of restored wetlands while protecting more than 2 million acres 
with riparian forest and grass buffers.  

This general signup included offers for State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement (SAFE), which allows 
producers to install practices that benefit high-priority, locally-developed wildlife conservation 
objectives through the targeted restoration of vital habitat. Over 95% of SAFE offers submitted were 
accepted under this general signup. This acceptance level highlights USDA’s commitment to SAFE 
as an important part of CRP and underscores the value of partnering with state and local wildlife 
conservation groups. 

After 35 years of CRP, the 54th General Signup was one of the largest in many years, proving again 
that there are no better stewards of our environment than our agricultural producers. This report 
shows how farmers, ranchers, and landowners have willingly stepped up and demonstrated a 
continued commitment to protecting our environment and natural resources.  

Sincerely, 

Bill Northey 
USDA Under Secretary for Farm Production and Conservation 
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Background 
The United States Department of Agriculture’s 
(USDA) Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) 
is a voluntary land conservation program for 
agricultural producers who agree to remove 
environmentally sensitive land from agricul-
ture production and devote the land to long-
term resource-conserving plant species that 
will improve the health and quality of the 
environment.  Producers enrolled in the CRP 
plant long-term, resource-conserving covers, 
such as introduced or native grasses or trees, 
to improve the quality of water, control soil 
erosion, and enhance wildlife habitat. CRP 
may also be used to preserve existing grass-
lands. In return, FSA provides participants 
with rental payments and cost-share assis-
tance for 10 to 15 years.

CRP has a 35-year legacy of successfully pro-
tecting the Nation’s natural resources through 
voluntary participation, while providing sig-
nificant economic and environmental benefits 
to rural communities across the United States.

CRP has prevented more than 11 billion tons 
of soil from eroding, and in 2018, the amount 
of nitrogen and phosphorous leaving farm 
fields were reduced by 503 million pounds 
and 98 million pounds, respectively. CRP also 
benefitted bees, and other pollinators, and 
increased populations of ducks, pheasants, 
turkey, bobwhite quail, prairie chickens, 
grasshopper sparrows and many other birds. 
CRP has sequestered an annual average of 
48 million tons of greenhouse gases over the 
past decade, equal to removing 9 million cars 
from the road annually.

In addition to conservation benefits, the $1.8 
billion CRP provides annually to landown-
ers through rental, cost share, and inventive 
payments makes its way into local economies, 
supporting small businesses and creating jobs.
 

The 54th CRP Signup
The 54th CRP general signup began on De-
cember 9, 2019, and continued through Feb-
ruary 28, 2020. As of March 2020, 21.9 million 
acres of land were enrolled in a CRP contract.

Eligibility Criteria
For land to be eligible for general signup, it 
must be: 

• Cropland that has been planted or consid-
ered planted to an agricultural commodity 
4 of the 6 years between 2012 and 2017; 
and

• Physically and legally capable of being 
planted in a normal manner to an agricul-
tural commodity.

Note: Alfalfa or other multiyear grasses and 
legumes grown in a rotation, not to exceed 
12 years, also may be eligible.

Also, cropland must meet one of the follow-
ing criteria: 

• Have a weighted average Erodibility Index 
of eight or greater;

• Be expiring CRP; or

• Be located in a national or State conserva-
tion priority area.
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General Signup
FSA enrolls most CRP acres during “gener-
al signups” that occur annually during an-
nounced periods of time by USDA. Land is 
offered into the program on a competitive 
basis and ranked based on environmental 
benefits and costs. Land offered is evaluated 
and ranked using an Environmental Benefits 
Index (EBI) based on the environmental bene-
fits expected to improve the land if it is en-
rolled in the CRP.

The EBI is used to ensure that the most envi-
ronmentally-sensitive lands relative to cost are 
selected and that all offers are fairly consid-
ered. The six EBI factors are:

• N1, Wildlife Habitat Cover Benefits;

• N2, Water Quality Benefits from Reduced 
Erosion, Runoff and Leaching;

• N3, On-Farm Benefits of Reduced Erosion;

• N4, Enduring Benefits;

• N5, Air Quality Benefits; and

• N6, Cost.

SAFE
State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement (SAFE) 
areas, which allows producers to install practic-
es that benefit high- priority, locally developed 
wildlife conservation objectives using targeted 
restoration of vital habitat, were included for 
the first time in general CRP signup 54. SAFE 
projects provide habitat for important wildlife 
species such as the black bear, mule deer, and 
lesser prairie chicken that benefit from larger 
blocks of land for their habitat. General signup 
provided additional opportunities for expiring 
CRP land to compete and enroll through SAFE. 
In addition, under general CRP signup, eligible 
land located within a SAFE project area has an 
annual enrollment opportunity and receives 
additional points under the EBI.

Rental and Cost Share Payments
Generally, CRP rental rates are based on the 
relative productivity of the soils within each 
county and the average local dryland cash 
rental rates subject to an 85 percent prora-
tion. Producers may offer land at these rates 
or may offer a lower rental rate to increase 
the likelihood that their offer will be accept-
able. CRP cost share assistance is available to 
eligible participants in an amount not to ex-
ceed 50 percent of the eligible costs of estab-
lishing the approved practice.

Benefits
In addition to providing a safety net for 
America’s agricultural producers during times 
of low commodity prices, CRP generates sig-
nificant environmental benefits. The program 
enhances soil health by effectively reducing 
soil erosion on each acre enrolled. The enroll-
ments also impact water quality and quantity 
by intercepting sediment and nutrient losses 
from upland fields before they reach surface 
waters and contributing to aquifer recharge. 
CRP restores important habitat, such as prai-
rie, wetlands, and longleaf pine. CRP is cred-
ited with aiding grouse populations in the 
West, ducks in the Prairie Pothole Region, 
bobwhite quail in the Southeast, and song-
birds and ringed-neck pheasant throughout 
the Great Plains. 
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1/Includes land that may have been CRP in the past.
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Note: Acceptable acres may be listed as multiple categories.
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Note: Acceptable acres may be listed as multiple categories.



Continuous CRP
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Continuous CRP Signup
Continuous signup provides an effective, on-
going means to enroll certain practices such 
as filter strips, riparian buffers, grass water-
ways, shelterbelts, field windbreaks, wetlands 
restoration, and high-valued wildlife habitat. 
Unlike general signup, there is no bidding and 
ranking; the land is enrolled automatically if it 
meets all eligibility criteria.

As of March, 7.8 million acres are enrolled 
through Continuous CRP signup conservation 
practices.

Through SAFE and Continuous CRP signup, 
agricultural producers may establish buffers 
and wetlands, and other practices on their 
land which restores vital habitat in order to 
meet high-priority state wildlife conservation 
goals. They also protect soil and water health 
by working as a barrier to sediment and nu-
trient run-off before they reach waterways. 
Species targeted by SAFE may include those 
designated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
as threatened or endangered. SAFE may also 
provide habitat for other wildlife, including 
waterfowl that have significant social and eco-
nomic value.

The Farmable Wetlands Program (FWP) has 
enrolled 390,786 acres. The FWP is designed 
to restore farmable wetland and associated 
buffers by improving the land’s hydrology and 
vegetation through enrollment in CRP. Eligible 
land types authorized include certain cropped 
wetlands, former commercial aquaculture, 
flooded land located in the prairie pothole 
region, and constructed wetlands that receive 
flows from row crop drainage systems.

The Clean Lakes, Estuaries and Rivers (CLEAR) 
Initiative of CRP prioritizes water quality prac-
tices on the land that, if enrolled, will help 

reduce sediment loadings, nutrient loadings, 
and harmful algal blooms. Total CLEAR Initia-
tive practice enrollment as of March 2020 is 
3,441,812 acres.

• Grass Waterways, Non-easement.  
116,879 acres

• Establishment of Permanent Vegetative 
Cover (Contour Grass Strips. 53,730 acres

• Establishment of Permanent Vegetative 
Cover (Contour Grass Strips on Terraces). 
2,678 acres

• Filter Strips. 693,207 acres

• Denitrifying Bioreactor on Filter Strips.  
34 acres

• Saturated Filter Strips. 26 acres

• Riparian Buffer. 586,018 acres

• Denitrifying Bioreactor on Riparian Buffers. 
88 acres

• Saturated Riparian Buffer. 16 acres

• Wetland Restoration on Floodplain. 
 604,770 acres

• Wetland Restoration, Non-floodplain. 
674,560 acres

• Marginal Pastureland Wildlife Habitat  
Buffer. 84,691 acres

• Marginal Pastureland Wetland Buffer. 
32,440 acres

• Bottomland Timber Establishment on  
Wetlands. 152,714 acres

• Duck Nesting Habitat. 439,402 acres

• Prairie Strips. 559 acres
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Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program
The Conservation Reserve Enhancement Pro-
gram (CREP) is a part of the CRP. Under CREP, 
USDA partners with a State, Indian Tribe, or 
Nongovernmental organization to address spe-
cific targeted conservation concerns of State or 
national significance. Federal funds are sup-
plemented with non-federal funds to address 
those concerns. It is voluntary and helps ag-
ricultural producers protect environmentally 
sensitive land, decrease erosion, restore wild-
life habitat, and protect water quality.

CREP includes targeted conservation practic-
es such as filter strips, riparian buffers, and 
grassed waterways. These conservation practic-
es help protect streams, lakes, and rivers from 
sedimentation and agricultural runoff.

As of March, there were approximately 
927,000 acres enrolled in CRP through CREP.

Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program
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About the Farm Service Agency’s Conservation Division (CD):

The U.S. Department of Agriculture Farm Service Agency’s Conservation Division serves the 
Nation’s agricultural producers, providing assistance and opportunities for producers to vol-
untarily invest in safeguarding environmentally sensitive lands.

CD implements multiple diverse programs that help accomplish these goals, including the 
following programs:

■  Biomass Crop Assistance Program

■  Clean Lakes, Estuaries and Rivers Initiative

■  Conservation Reserve Program

■  Conservation Reserve Program Grasslands

■  Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program

■  Emergency Forest Restoration Program

■  Emergency Conservation Program

■  Farmable Wetlands Program

■  Source Water Protection Program




