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Landowners, State and Federal Officials  Praise Expansion of Conservation Program
RALEIGH – North Carolina landowners and officials are praising the recent expansion of a federal conservation program that compensates them for protecting land, water and wildlife on their property.

The expansion of the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, or CREP, was announced at a news conference in Raleigh on Wednesday. 

Landowner Dwight Batts said funds from the program offset the cost of taxes and insurance on his property in Wilson County and enabled him to establish a mixed hardwood and longleaf pine forest that he and future generations can enjoy. Batts spoke during the 10 a.m. news conference. 

“I’m certain I could get high dollar for this property,” Batts said in an interview before the news conference. “It is unique to have the hills we have here. But we just have no interest in that. We’re trying to encourage our kids to see it as a natural resource and not as a development gold mine.” 

The conservation program is a $274 million partnership between the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Farm Service Agency and the state Division of Soil and Water Conservation. The program enables landowners to enroll farmland in permanent conservation easements and also provides cost-sharing funds to reimburse landowners who use a host of practices to protect water quality such as installing forested riparian buffers. 
On May 1, the program was expanded so that landowners in 76 North Carolina counties are now eligible for funding. Previously, CREP served landowners in 34 counties. The expansion means that 28,000 more North Carolina farms are eligible for funding.

Batts and other property owners who have enrolled in CREP say the program’s most evident benefits are the addition of wildlife. Shirleyan and Harrison Phelps say the conservation program reimbursed them for the cost of planting persimmon, pine, oak and other hardwood trees on their property south of Plymouth.       

“If they kept cutting the timber, we were going to see the lights of Washington,” Shirleyan Phelps said in a separate interview. “We’re just pleased to know we’re leaving something permanently here for the land and the environment. We wanted to provide a place for the wild animals.”

CREP funding enabled Ronnie Oliver to place 28 acres of his Gates County farm in a permanent conservation easement, where he planted pine and hardwoods. He can now hunt on the land or just enjoy its natural beauty.   
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“We’ve got kids and grandkids,” Oliver said in a separate interview. “Fifty years from now when Ronnie’s dead and gone I don’t want it to be real estate development.”  

During Wednesday’s news conference, Batts as well as federal and state officials praised the program. CREP began in 1999, and landowners in the Neuse, Tar-Pamlico and Chowan River basins and the Jordan Lake watershed were eligible for the program. With its expansion, CREP will serve six more river basins – the Cape Fear, White Oak, Lumber, Yadkin-PeeDee, Pasquotank and Roanoke, said Pat Harris, director of the state Division of Soil and Water Conservation.

Bill Ross, secretary of the N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources, said the program would not have been possible without numerous federal, state and local partnerships. 

Those partners include the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Farm Service Agency and the Natural Resources Conservation Service, the N.C. Division of Forest Resources, the state’s 96 soil and water conservation districts and the state Division of Soil and Water Conservation. Other groups that have played a significant role in the program’s success include the General Assembly, the N.C. Clean Water Management Trust Fund, N.C. Farm Bureau Federation, North Carolina Environmental Defense, N.C. State University, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the N.C. Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, the N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries and the state’s Ecosystem Enhancement Program.

Guests at Wednesday’s news conference included Lana Nesbit, Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program manager with the U.S. Farm Service Agency, Mary Combs, the state conservationist with the Natural Resources Conservation Service, Bobby Stanley, president of the N.C. Association of Soil and Water Conservation, and Keith Weatherly, executive director for the N.C. Farm Service Agency. 
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