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Prime Farmland in Federal Conservation Programs
Understanding the Data

Some rural residents worry that government programs are "locking up" valuable farmland. When
debates arise about renewable energy siting on agricultural land, conservation programs like the
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) often enter the conversation. Understanding how much land,
and specifically how much prime farmland, is enrolled in these programs provides essential context
for land-use discussions.

The short answer: Federal conservation programs enroll a small fraction of total U.S. farmland, and
tracking prime farmland specifically within these programs is not straightforward. USDA does not
publish a regularly updated national breakout of "prime farmland acres enrolled" by program.

What Is Prime Farmland?

Federal regulation defines "prime farmland" in USDA's Prime and Unique Farmlands rules (7 CFR Part
657). Prime farmland is land that has "the best combination of physical and chemical characteristics
for producing food, feed, forage, fiber, and oilseed crops" and is available for these uses.

According to NRCS guidance, prime farmland has the soil quality, growing season, and moisture
supply needed to produce sustained high yields when managed using acceptable farming methods.
In general, prime farmland has adequate water, favorable temperatures and growing season,
acceptable pH and salinity, and limited slope or erosion limitations.

Prime farmland is a subset of all farmland. The 2022 Census of Agriculture reports approximately
880 million acres of total land in farms. Prime farmland designations are produced from soil survey
data (such as SSURGO) and reported at local or survey-area scales. USDA does not publish a single,
routinely updated national headline figure for total prime farmland acres.

How Much Land Is in Conservation Programs?

The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) is one of the largest voluntary private-lands conservation
programs in the United States. According to USDA's Farm Service Agency, approximately 25.8 million
acres were enrolled in CRP as of September 2025. The program has a statutory cap of 27 million
acres for fiscal year 2025.

CRP includes multiple enrollment pathways. According to FSA CRP statistics reported in late 2025:

Program Component Acres Enrolled Notes

General CRP 7.76 million Traditional land retirement; acres
removed from production

Continuous CRP 8.4 million Targeted practices like filter strips and
riparian buffers

Grassland CRP 9.6 million Allows grazing and haying; working lands
approach

CRP Total 25.8 million All components combined

Source: FSA CRP statistics via DTN Progressive Farmer, December 2025

Other major federal conservation programs include:
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https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-7/subtitle-B/chapter-VI/subchapter-F/part-657/subpart-A/section-657.5
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-7/subtitle-B/chapter-VI/subchapter-F/part-657/subpart-A/section-657.5
https://efotg.sc.egov.usda.gov/references/public/CO/5a_Prime_Farmland_Definition.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/resources/programs/conservation-reserve-program
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/news-events/news/09-17-2025/usda-accepts-nearly-18-million-acres-2025-conservation-reserve-program
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/tools/informational/reports/conservation-statistics/crp
https://www.dtnpf.com/agriculture/web/ag/news/article/2025/12/01/delayed-shutdown-crp-payments-going
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¢ Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP): Approximately 70 million acres enrolled, making
it the largest U.S. conservation program by acreage. CSP is a working-lands program where
land remains in active production. (NRCS CSP Fact Sheet)

¢ Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP): A working-lands program that provides
financial and technical assistance for conservation practices. EQIP is typically reported in
terms of funding levels and contracts rather than total acres. (NRCS EQIP Program)

e Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP): Provides easements to protect
agricultural land and wetlands. Includes Agricultural Land Easements (ALE) and Wetland
Reserve Easements (WRE). (NRCS ACEP Overview)

The Key Finding: Limited Public Reporting on Prime Farmland by Program

In publicly available national program summaries, USDA generally does not publish a regularly
updated breakout showing "prime farmland acres enrolled" by program or component. While USDA
publishes extensive CRP and NRCS program data, "prime farmland acres enrolled" is not a standard
headline series in common national program summaries.

This data gap means that precise claims about how much prime farmland is enrolled in specific
conservation programs should be treated with caution unless backed by a specific USDA table or

report.

Putting the Numbers in Perspective

Comparison Calculation Result
CRP Total vs. Total Land in Farms 25.8M / 880M acres 2.9%
CRP Total vs. Cropland Used for Crops 25.8M / 328M acres 7.9%

Notes on denominators: The "total land in farms" figure is from the 2022 Census of Agriculture. The
"cropland used for crops" figure (328 million acres) is from USDA ERS Major Land Uses data series,
which provides a more precise measure of actively cropped land.

For context, consider these comparisons:
e Corn for Ethanol: 30 million acres (3.4% of total farmland)
e Urban Development: Consumes 1+ million acres of farmland annually
e Solar on Farmland: 550,000-1.25 million acres (0.06% - 0.14%) depending on measurement
method and time period
e Solar Growth: Even at the highest estimates, solar uses less land than lost to sprawl in a
single year

What This Means for Landowners
Conservation programs use a small fraction of U.S. farmland. CRP's 25.8 million acres represents
about 2.9% of total land in farms and roughly 7.9% of cropland used for crops.

Not all conservation enrollment removes land from production. Grassland CRP, CSP, and EQIP all
support conservation while keeping land in agricultural use. Only General CRP (7.76 million acres)
represents true land retirement.

Be cautious about "prime farmland in program X" claims. USDA does not publish routine national
breakouts of prime farmland acres by conservation program. Precise claims about prime farmland
enrollment should be verified against specific USDA sources.
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https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/sites/default/files/2024-01/USDA%20CSP%20factsheet.pdf
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs-initiatives/environmental-quality-incentives-program
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs-initiatives/agricultural-conservation-easement-program
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/major-land-uses/
https://renewableenergyfarmers.org/wp-content/uploads/Solar-Farms-on-US-Farmland_November-2025.pdf
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A Note on Program Authorization
The American Relief Act, 2025, extended the 2018 Farm Bill (including CRP authorities) through
September 30, 2025. Subsequent legislation extended the 2018 Farm Bill again through September

30, 2026. (USDA FSA Farm Bill; farmers.gov Farm Bill Updates)

Landowners with questions about current enrollment opportunities should contact their local FSA

office.
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https://www.fsa.usda.gov/tools/informational/farm-bill
https://www.farmers.gov/working-with-us/farm-bill
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/contact-us
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/contact-us
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