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A Proposal for a USDA Chesapeake
Resilient Farms Initiative (CRFI)

A New $737M Investment in Clean Water and Climate Resiliency
Background

T

HE CHESAPEAKE BAY WATERSHED STATES ARE
committed to meeting their 2025 pollution reduction
goals. Over the past 30 years, nutrient and sediment
pollutant loads have been reduced by half, while human
and livestock populations have grown. This progress
places the Chesapeake in the forefront of national and
international large-scale ecosystem restoration efforts and
demonstrates the strength of the federal-state partnership
at its heart. Unfortunately, another 50 million pounds of
nitrogen must be reduced, and nearly 85 percent must come
from agriculture and forestry — a nine-fold increase in
historic rates for agricultural conservation practices. USDA’s
involvement is pivotal.
Pennsylvania faces, by far, the biggest challenge. With
the Susquehanna River providing half of the Bay’s fresh
water, Pennsylvania plays a defining role in the ongoing
Chesapeake Bay restoration efforts. The good news is that
a targeted investment in seven Pennsylvania counties —
Lancaster, York, Franklin, Cumberland, Lebanon, Bedford,
and Centre — would achieve half of its needed reductions1
and help restore over 19,000 locally impaired stream miles.
Each watershed state has identified those areas where
agricultural practices will improve water quality the most.
The practices that will deliver the greatest water quality
and climate benefits are also known, and farmers are
willing to do them. A comparison of NRCS funding and
implementation rates over time shows a clear correlation
between the two. Cost-sharing works, but funding levels are
not adequate to achieve clean water within this generation.
Fortunately, many of the cost-effective practices that will
reduce agricultural water pollution are also highly effective
in reducing greenhouse gases and making the landscape
more resilient to climate change. Prioritizing such practices
for additional public investment will accelerate progress
toward both goals. Deliberate action will deliver well-timed
results.

Office (GAO) reviewed the process for allocating NRCS’s
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) funds.2 It
found that state allocations were largely driven by historical
funding amounts instead of environmental need (Figure 1).3
As the GAO still lists its recommendations from this report
as “open,” meaning that USDA has not yet taken corrective
action, the problems persist.
No Chesapeake watershed state exemplifies this
problem more than Pennsylvania. The Commonwealth’s
EQIP allocation is so inadequate that it would require an
increase of 60 percent to meet the estimated needs. In short,
Pennsylvania, the linchpin of Chesapeake Bay restoration, is
not getting its fair share of EQIP dollars.
In addition, Pennsylvania does not receive sufficient
technical assistance funds that are independent of practice

FIGURE 1
EQIP funding follows historic trends,
not environmental needs
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) FY 2016 allocations compared to
average funding levels for FY 2013 to 2015 for 20 selected states. Source: GAO-17-225
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The Issue

U

SDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
provides critical financial and technical support, but
not at a level sufficient to meet the Bay region’s current
needs. In 2017, the U.S. Government Accountability
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installation. On a per-farm basis, Pennsylvania gets about
half the Conservation Technical Assistance (CTA) funding as
the national average.4

The Solution: Establish a Chesapeake
Resilient Farms Initiative (CRFI)

M

odeled after the USDA’s Mississippi River Basin Healthy
Watersheds Initiative (MRBI), a Baywide CRFI would
provide funds for nutrient and sediment reductions
that support state-based watershed implementation plans,

FIGURE 2
Most effective basins for nitrogen reductions
Reducing pollution in the darker areas on the map would result in the
most improvement in dissolved oxygen in the main stem of the Bay.
Source: Chesapeake Bay Program.
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targeting funds to key sub-watersheds and priority practices.
The MRBI was created in 2009 and has delivered over $300
million in the last ten years through existing programs,
above what those programs would have delivered through
basic allocations alone. The CRFI funds for financial and
technical assistance would be targeted to watersheds that
have been deemed the “most effective” for reducing the
impacts of excess nutrients on downstream water quality
in the Chesapeake Bay (Figure 2)5 as well as practices that
have dual benefits in terms of increasing farm resiliency to
weather extremes and reducing greenhouse gases.
This infusion of funds would address the shortfall
in Conservation Technical Assistance for conservation
planning, project design and engineering, which remains a
significant obstacle in getting more practices on the ground.
It would also provide the financial incentive payments
necessary to install the full suite of practices prescribed.
In establishing a CRFI, NRCS should work closely with
watershed State Technical Committees and state agencies to
ensure that efforts are well coordinated and will maximize
the efforts and geographies that are most likely to contribute
to clean water while mitigating climate change. And to
ensure the maximum impact of Federal investment, the
CRFI would be supplemented with state, NGO, farmer,
and private sector investments to provide the final push to
restore the Bay.
The Bay needs an annual CRFI of $73.7 million for ten
years. An appropriate source of these dollars could be the
proposed Infrastructure Bill — there is no greener “green
infrastructure” than the agricultural conservation practices
necessary to restore the Chesapeake Bay and the 100,000
miles of streams and rivers that define its watershed. n
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