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Subject of Action Item:  Floodplain Management in Agricultural Lands 
 
Submitted By:  Secretary Chuck Ross, Vermont 
 
Text of Action Item: 
 
Recommend that USDA, EPA and FEMA collaboratively evaluate and improve programs that compensate 1 
agricultural producers for adopting river channel management and land management practices that allow for 2 
reduced nutrient and sediment losses by increasing perennial vegetation in the field either through protection of 3 
flood chutes or whole field conversion from annual to perennial crops.  Currently several different programs 4 
exist that are designed to implement some of these practices, however these programs have different and/or 5 
conflicting criteria that minimize the ability to achieve water quality goals in the field while preserving quality 6 
agricultural land, and funding is seriously inadequate to incentivize enrollment. 7 
 8 
The value of agricultural land for temporarily storing floodwaters and preventing flood damage downstream has 9 
been well documented.  Temporary storage of floodwaters can also promote deposition of nutrient-rich 10 
sediments on fields and reduce river bank erosion; two services that protect the water quality of downstream 11 
lakes and ponds.   However allowing flooding in areas that often include a farm’s most productive farmland due 12 
to the fertile alluvial soils has substantial costs for agricultural producers.  Compensation should be 13 
commensurate with the cost since they may result in temporary or permanent loss of crop revenue.  Several 14 
limitations in the CRP program should be evaluated to maximize floodplain protection, and other programs 15 
offered by the various federal agencies mentioned above should also be reviewed to see if opportunities exist to 16 
more holistically address water quality concerns in floodplains. 17 
 18 
Background & Rationale (Note: Information in this section will not be included in the final text of the Action 19 
Item): 20 
 21 
Currently, initiatives such as the USDA Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) have severely cut the per-acre 22 
allocations and even states with CREP (Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program) are finding substantially 23 
decreased applications as a result. As an example, in VT, compensation for annual cropland in CREP decreased 24 
by approximately 40%, providing a payment rate that can be hundreds of dollars below the value of crops grown 25 
in nutrient-rich floodplains. 26 
 27 
Programmatic conflicts or limitations can affect enrollment opportunities. Conflicts exist between CRP policy and 28 
easement programs that eliminate valuable opportunities for comprehensive floodplain protection.  Current 29 
procedure prohibits CRP enrollment of land that is restricted under an easement that requires a “resource-30 
conserving cover”, regardless of whether or not that cover is a functional riparian buffer that would address 31 
water quality issues. CRP Eligible land should include land that is enrolled in an easement which does not 32 
sufficiently address the resource conservation needs as determined by NRCS or TSP. 33 
 34 
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Additionally there are land based planning limitations on specific practices that prohibit the ability to utilize the 35 
CRP program to properly address flood chute areas.  Currently in Vermont we utilize the grassed waterway 36 
practice to address flood chutes in floodplain fields.  There is a limitation that a grassed waterway can only be a 37 
maximum of 100 feet wide.  In many instances the grassed waterway would have benefited water quality be 38 
being wider than 100 feet and the farmers were willing to enroll more acreage to fully address the erosion 39 
concerns.  This limitation in the practice should be re-evaluated in order to address floodplain protection. 40 
 41 
This proposal suggests that USDA collaborate with EPA and FEMA to improve impediments to programmatic 42 
collaboration as well as funding limitations.  Improved program simplicity and increased compensation for 43 
floodplain landowners will have significant flood mitigation and water quality protection benefits.  In addition, 44 
the three agencies could explore ways of raising awareness among agricultural producers about available 45 
programs and provide assistance in packaging together different sources to maximize compensation.  46 


