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In 2022, Congress and President Biden recognized 
publicly the threat that climate change poses to agri-
culture, as well as the ways agriculture can contribute 
to climate solutions. In that vein, they enacted the 
Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), which dedicated a 
combined $11.7 billion over four years for what the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) refers to as climate-
smart practices within the two programs covered 
in this report: the Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program (EQIP) and the Conservation Stewardship 
Program (CSP).1 As Congress drafts the next Farm Bill, 
it is important to understand the successes of these 
programs and the opportunities for improvement so 
that as many farmers as possible can improve their 
land and their livelihoods. In that vein, it is essential 
to protect the IRA’s conservation funding and ensure 
that those who need these funds most have access 
to them. 

In two earlier reports, Closed Out2 and Still Closed Out,3 
we explained the popularity of these two programs 
with farmers who want to incorporate conservation 
into their farm operations. These two programs work 
together to reimburse farmers for the conservation 
practices that they implement; EQIP is intended as 
a first step, single practice program, and CSP is the 
next, more comprehensive step for farmers who want 
to address resource concerns across their whole farm. 
For example, through EQIP, a farmer might get help to 
pay for a grassed waterway to control soil erosion in 
a field. Seeing the success of the waterway in control-
ling erosion, the farmer might wish to graduate to 
CSP, where bundles of practices controlling erosion, 
improving soil health and improving water quality can 
work together across the whole farm. CSP encourages 
farmers to view different conservation challenges on 
their farm as connected and to conserve for multiple 
benefits.  

While these programs are not perfect, many farmers 
have benefited directly from EQIP and CSP. As shown 
through a recent series of farmer stories from the 
National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, EQIP and 
CSP not only help conserve land but also help farmers’ 
bottom lines in an era of great uncertainty in the farm 
economy.4 

Farmers have convinced Congress of how useful 
EQIP and CSP are for them and their land. In 2022, 
not only did Congressional Democrats pass the IRA 
with increased funding for these programs, but they 
also removed the requirement (within the IRA’s funds) 
that 50% of EQIP dollars go toward livestock-related 
practices. This was a major win, as the livestock set-
aside finances expensive, large-scale, industrial prac-
tices, such as manure lagoons, leaving fewer dollars 
available for smaller and more sustainable operations. 
The 50% requirement is nationwide, and states are 
encouraged to dedicate 50% of their allocation to 
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livestock. However, some states, such as New Hamp-
shire and New Jersey, don’t have enough livestock to 
meet the 50% requirement, so that money ends up 
going to states, such as Iowa and North Carolina, that 
can. While the livestock set-aside also funds positive 
practices, such as rotational grazing, removing the 
requirement allows states with fewer livestock to 
keep more conservation dollars and target conserva-
tion programs to their farmers’ needs. 

Fiscal Year 2023 was the second full year in the Biden 
administration and the first year in which funding from 
the IRA was distributed. This report explores whether 
the IRA put a dent in the oversubscription problem 
that both EQIP and CSP face. The short answer to this 
question is that the funds made a dent, but additional 
work must be done to connect interested farmers 
with conservation funding. 

Demand and conservation contracts grow, 
but many farmers still turned away

In Fiscal Year 2023, we saw interesting trends 
for conservation spending. While the proportion of 
applicants awarded EQIP and CSP contracts did not 
change significantly from 2022, the total number of 
applicants awarded contracts increased by roughly 

3,000. This increase is attributable to the expanded 
resources from the Inflation Reduction Act. 

In FY23, 25.45% of EQIP applicants nationwide were 
awarded contracts, down slightly from 25.9% in FY21 
and FY22. Only 34,222 applicants were awarded 
contracts out of 134,450 total applicants, up from 
31,856 recipients in FY22. This is an increase of 2,366 
applicants in just one year. 

For CSP, in FY23, 11,038 applicants out of 35,683 
were awarded contracts, or 30.93%. In FY22, 7,960 
CSP applicants were awarded contracts out of 32,122, 
or 24.8%. A 6% increase in applicants (or 3,078 more 
applicants) awarded contracts is an impressive one-
year increase! The USDA should be commended for 
its outreach and public awareness campaigns to 
increase farmers’ awareness of additional funding 
opportunities. 

In short, these numbers contain a lot of good news. 
More farmers who want to participate in EQIP and CSP 
are granted access, meaning farmers are enacting 
more conservation on the ground. These programs 
are low-hanging climate fruit and can go a long way in 
bolstering the climate resilience of our food and farm 
system. Despite the progress made, the programs 
still aren’t close to meeting demand. 

Ranking State Number of Apps Number of 
Contracts Financial Assistance

% of Appli-
cants Awarded 
Contracts

1 Rhode Island 24 24 $354,078 100.00%

2 Puerto Rico 88 72 $1,326,951 81.82%

3 West Virginia 393 295 $5,934,299 75.06%

4 Ohio 375 267 $8,291,961 71.20%

5 Massachusetts 102 67 $1,234,194 65.69%

6 Pacific Basin 78 48 $444,638 61.54%

7 Utah 179 110 $9,161,321 61.45%

8 Idaho 100 61 $7,902,024 61.00%

9 Nevada 37 22 $1,598,854 59.46%

10 Virginia 573 333 $24,460,622 58.12%

11 Michigan 879 509 $15,386,949 57.91%

12 Wyoming 53 30 $4,835,581 56.60%

13 Tennessee 829 467 $19,232,784 56.33%

14 New York 231 129 $5,168,378 55.84%

15 Hawaii 92 51 $1,402,091 55.43%

Table 1: Conservation Stewardship Program Applications and Contracts Awarded, FY 20238
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Ranking State Number of Apps Number of 
Contracts Financial Assistance

% of Appli-
cants Awarded 
Contracts

16 New Hampshire 132 73 $1,703,807 55.30%

17 Maine 122 67 $1,594,495 54.92%

18 Maryland 103 53 $1,885,994 51.46%

19 Connecticut 35 18 $455,180 51.43%

20 Colorado 265 136 $16,093,304 51.32%

21 Vermont 153 78 $1,788,802 50.98%

22 Pennsylvania 624 318 $11,470,842 50.96%

23 Arizona 83 42 $7,831,568 50.60%

24 California 333 161 $9,933,830 48.35%

25 Florida 569 259 $12,277,926 45.52%

26 Indiana 613 279 $19,925,897 45.51%

27 Iowa 1,224 555 $22,216,437 45.34%

28 Wisconsin 1,532 689 $23,695,078 44.97%

29 Kentucky 633 284 $12,301,294 44.87%

30 New Mexico 184 79 $27,967,939 42.93%

31 Oregon 397 167 $24,961,108 42.07%

32 South Carolina 831 341 $15,009,526 41.03%

33 Alabama 561 219 $22,371,978 39.04%

34 Kansas 530 203 $34,501,894 38.30%

35 Alaska 3 1 $17,297 33.33%

36 Washington 425 139 $18,421,931 32.71%

37 Texas 493 153 $18,964,787 31.03%

38 Louisiana 908 280 $28,031,693 30.84%

39 Missouri 1,648 507 $27,617,060 30.76%

40 Illinois 1,296 398 $32,961,145 30.71%

41 North Dakota 897 240 $39,676,252 26.76%

42 Delaware 27 7 $359,135 25.93%

43 South Dakota 1,004 260 $35,385,932 25.90%

44 New Jersey 36 9 $201,382 25.00%

45 Montana 617 154 $25,626,956 24.96%

46 North Carolina 966 239 $15,068,285 24.74%

47 Nebraska 1,487 313 $31,012,601 21.05%

48 Oklahoma 1,724 345 $19,971,606 20.01%

49 Arkansas 2,449 464 $57,097,479 18.95%

50 Georgia 1,810 327 $31,143,960 18.07%

51 Minnesota 3,404 413 $39,346,495 12.13%

52 Mississippi 3,532 283 $39,662,845 8.01%

Total 35,683 11,038 $835,288,468 30.93%
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Table 2: Environmental Quality Incentives Program Applications and Contracts Awarded, FY 20239

Ranking State Number of Apps Number of 
Contracts

Financial Assistance % of EQIP 
Apps Awarded 
Contracts 

1 Rhode Island 269 175 $3,455,896 65.06%

2 Alaska 68 42 $12,579,709 61.76%

3 Massachusetts 334 192 $6,668,536 57.49%

4 Idaho 1,197 625 $38,589,480 52.21%

5 Pacific Basin 78 40 $1,720,721 51.28%

6 Nevada 189 92 $9,001,178 48.68%

7 Connecticut 276 125 $7,127,310 45.29%

8 Arizona 414 183 $21,698,771 44.20%

9 Oregon 1,377 575 $31,681,204 41.76%

10 New York 1,167 487 $22,926,432 41.73%

11 New Hampshire 525 205 $5,722,799 39.05%

12 Maryland 758 295 $17,002,021 38.92%

13 Alabama 3,931 1,502 $36,837,910 38.21%

14 Wisconsin 2,920 1,098 $37,424,508 37.60%

15 New Jersey 784 285 $8,859,459 36.35%

16 Indiana 2,438 883 $36,563,933 36.22%

17 North Dakota 1,149 413 $23,811,832 35.94%

18 Montana 1,452 504 $41,117,391 34.71%

19 Vermont 887 303 $15,218,960 34.16%

20 West Virginia 1,416 474 $13,897,277 33.47%

21 Maine 1,468 465 $12,588,960 31.68%

22 New Mexico 1,133 352 $32,109,228 31.07%

23 Michigan 2,502 777 $26,729,887 31.06%
24 Virginia 1,280 394 $26,396,219 30.78%
25 Ohio 2,710 819 $31,771,844 30.22%
26 Kansas 3,153 903 $43,656,360 28.64%
27 Puerto Rico 1,710 486 $17,873,671 28.42%
28 Washington 1,305 364 $25,816,101 27.89%
29 Tennessee 3,889 1,080 $41,733,694 27.77%
30 Colorado 1,618 446 $36,837,775 27.56%
31 Texas 9,358 2,571 $136,743,225 27.47%
32 Hawaii 356 97 $10,735,466 27.25%
33 South Dakota 1,424 385 $31,202,757 27.04%
34 Delaware 398 107 $7,180,408 26.88%
35 Nebraska 4,054 1,047 $31,477,642 25.83%
36 Wyoming 953 241 $26,401,094 25.29%
37 Kentucky 3,410 853 $28,290,618 25.01%
38 Florida 3,104 775 $34,484,512 24.97%
39 Missouri 5,455 1,354 $46,080,259 24.82%
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How the states compare 

If you read our previous reports, some states at the 
top and bottom of the list of EQIP and CSP contracts 
awarded to farmers will not surprise you. With CSP, 
the states and territories that connected the highest 
percentage of applicants with contracts are Rhode 
Island, Puerto Rico, West Virginia and Ohio, with 
all four awarding north of 70% of applicants with 
contracts. In the case of Rhode Island, all 24 appli-
cants were awarded contracts! At the bottom of the 
list are Mississippi, Minnesota, Georgia and Arkansas, 
with fewer than 20% of applicants awarded contracts. 
Between these four states, 9,708 applicants were 
rejected. That’s nearly 10,000 projects that could 
have improved water quality, soil health and climate 
resilience, and thousands of farmers who will not 
receive needed assistance with on-farm conservation 
in states with urgent resource concerns. 

With EQIP, the ranking of states has some overlap 
with the CSP list. The only places where more than 
50% of EQIP applicants were awarded contracts are 
Rhode Island, Alaska, Massachusetts, Idaho and the 
Pacific territories. Seven states awarded contracts to 
20% or fewer applicants: North Carolina, Mississippi, 
Oklahoma, Louisiana, Arkansas and Illinois. North 
Carolina awarded only 16% of its applicants an EQIP 
contract, leaving out 3,523 applicants. 

North Carolina awards a disproportionate amount of 
its EQIP contracts to industrial-scale animal confine-
ments and the expensive associated practices, 
including waste lagoons, which are vulnerable to 
flooding and breaching, leaving neighboring communi-
ties at risk. IATP has written extensively about this 
issue in Payments for Pollution and Waste and Water 
Woes and will release an update to those reports in 
the coming months.  

Neighboring states with similar farms and growing 
conditions can have radically different conserva-
tion landscapes. For example, Alabama and Georgia 
neighbor each other, both have large amounts of 
forested land, lie on the “Black Belt” of the southern 
U.S. and grow similar crops. They even awarded a 
similar number of EQIP and CSP contracts in FY 2023. 
For both programs, however, Georgia had thousands 
more applicants than Alabama, suggesting that state 
and local conservationists in Georgia have publicized 
these programs successfully, despite the lack of 
funding to fulfill every possible contract.

In this vein, state and local conservation decision 
making is extremely important. Differing outcomes 
between neighboring states can come down to 
conservationists prioritizing one program over another, 
knowledge of programs at local office level and the 
conservation culture among farmers. Farmers and 

Ranking State Number of Apps Number of 
Contracts

Financial Assistance % of EQIP 
Apps Awarded 
Contracts 

40 Utah 1,850 445 $35,094,255 24.05%
41 Minnesota 4,255 935 $41,764,937 21.97%
42 Iowa 3,898 840 $39,031,452 21.55%
43 California 5,372 1,137 $103,120,168 21.17%
44 South Carolina 3,266 688 $33,833,994 21.07%
45 Pennsylvania 2,325 468 $29,236,598 20.13%
46 Georgia 7,278 1,438 $58,383,534 19.76%
47 Illinois 2,906 572 $33,939,905 19.68%
48 Arkansas 8,284 1,569 $77,370,069 18.94%
49 Louisiana 2,893 546 $24,692,262 18.87%
50 Oklahoma 5,128 881 $32,355,002 17.18%
51 Mississippi 11,889 2,015 $74,921,297 16.95%
52 North Carolina 4,197 674 $39,154,978 16.06%

Total 134,450 34,222 $1,662,913,497 25.45%

https://www.iatp.org/payments-pollution-how-federal-conservation-programs-can-better-benefit-farmers
https://www.iatp.org/waste-and-water-woes
https://www.iatp.org/waste-and-water-woes
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Map 1: Percentage of EQIP Applicants Awarded Contracts, FY 2023

Map 2: Percentage of CSP Applicants Awarded Contracts, FY 2023

Maps created by IATP with mapchart.net using USDA data.
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stakeholders can shape how conservation is imple-
mented in their states by joining local and state tech-
nical advisory committees (STACs). While each state’s 
STAC is organized differently, they often have a lot of 
influence on which resource concerns the state priori-
tizes, which programs to focus on and how local the 
decision-making process works. 

More friendly faces needed in local NRCS 
offices

Additional IRA funding has connected thousands more 
farmers with CSP and EQIP contracts, yet this funding 
must be matched with a major increase in staffing 
for local NRCS offices. Without a massive growth 
in staff size and serious investment in hiring and 
retention, farmers will continue to lack the support 
they need to apply for and be awarded conservation 
contracts. Additional staffing means greater potential 
for outreach to underserved groups and capacity for 
granting additional smaller contracts. It would also 
mean a shift away from the current system where 
those who already know how (or can hire support) to 
navigate the application process get enrolled in these 
programs at the expense of those without existing 
knowledge or experience. 

Local NRCS staff are trained on how to use the 
software for application ranking, the ins and outs of 
conservation programs, and are often deeply familiar 
with the types of farms in their area, as well as the 
highest conservation priorities, such as water quality, 
soil health, erosion or some other issue. While the IRA 
included $1 billion for conservation technical assis-
tance (CTA), salaries remain low for highly trained 
NRCS staff, even in rural areas with relatively low costs 
of living. The low salaries are even more apparent 
in rural areas with high housing costs, or in places 
with scarce high quality housing stock. According to 
researchers at the University of Minnesota, 21% of 
rural residents are cost-burdened when it comes to 
housing, meaning that at least 30% of one’s income 
goes toward housing.5 Rural eaters also often have 
limited options when it comes to purchasing groceries, 
leaving them vulnerable to price increases and anti-
competitive corporate behavior.6 

Need for better data on what invalidates 
an application 

In our analysis, we include applications that are marked 
by NRCS as “invalid” because they reflect the demand 
farmers are demonstrating for these programs, even 
if they are determined invalid for some reason. (This 
document explains in great detail what can invalidate 
an application.) These applicants can be past grant 
recipients, landowners and farmers who need help 
finding proper documentation or have an otherwise 
good application with a few pieces of information 
missing.  

NRCS reports on invalidated applications are very 
general and high level. More specificity is needed to 
know whether the bulk of these rejections are because 
of technical errors on the part of the applicant, the 
NRCS staff person, or something more serious like a 
lack of control of the land for which the application is 
being submitted. More transparency on invalid appli-
cations could help better target technical resources for 
farmers and identify gaps in the application process.  

Note: The EQIP and CSP contracts analyzed in this 
report are limited to EQIP and CSP general contracts — 
this does not include contracts administered through 
the Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP). 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/sites/default/files/2023-12/CPA%201202%20-%20CSP%20Appendix%20-%20October%202023.pdf
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What’s the prospect of CSP and EQIP 
reform in the Farm Bill?

As of the writing of this report, both the U.S. House of 
Representatives and the U.S. Senate are debating and 
drafting their versions of the Farm Bill. While there is 
support for CSP and EQIP in both chambers, there 
are unique challenges to both programs, as well as 
some potential opportunities for improvement. In 
the Senate, Agriculture Committee Chair Debbie 
Stabenow (D-Michigan) has expressed repeatedly her 
support for funding conservation programs through 
the Inflation Reduction Act and intends to protect 
the conservation funding from being used for other 
purposes. Meanwhile, House Agriculture Committee 
Chair G.T. Thompson (R-Pennsylvania) has floated the 
idea of pulling money from the IRA for other parts of 
the Farm Bill not related to conservation. 

Some have suggested taking IRA conservation dollars 
and spending it instead on the raising of reference 
prices for certain commodity crops.7 Others have 
wanted to raid nutrition or rural development programs 
for this purpose. However, with a Senate controlled 
by Democrats and a House controlled by Republicans, 
it seems unlikely that such drastic measures would 
pass both chambers. There has been some bipar-
tisan support for increasing funding for CSP, as well 
as placing a cap on EQIP payments while restricting 
more expensive, less conservation-focused practices. 

The findings from this report show that the demand 
for EQIP and CSP remains strong, and that funding 
from the IRA is needed to ensure more farmers can 
access these important programs. 

Build on what works, reform what doesn’t

Clearly, EQIP and CSP are enormously popular 
programs with farmers, facing years of applications 
outpacing awards. The supplementary funding from 
the IRA helped close this gap slightly, but additional 
resources and policy changes are needed. IATP 
recommendations include:

	■ Expand NRCS staff and pay local NRCS staff fairly 
to attract new people;

	■ Encourage staff retention while prioritizing 
building relationships with underserved producers, 
including farmers of color, women farmers, 
LGBTQ+ farmers, small farmers, organic farmers 
and those wishing to transition to organic;

	■ Place a $150,000 cap on EQIP payments to more 
fairly distribute the limited spending available and 
reach more farmers;

	■ Eliminate the requirement that 50% of EQIP funds 
go toward livestock practices;

	■ Remove industrial practices from the Climate 
Smart Agriculture and Forestry (CSAF) list. 
Removing these practices would make more funds 
available for farmers doing more effective on-farm 
conservation. (A detailed look at our recommenda-
tions for the CSAF list can be found here);

	■ Ensure long-term, stable funding of conservation 
programs. 

While these policy changes wouldn’t address every 
issue facing EQIP and CSP, they would represent an 
important step in building on the success that USDA 
has had with connecting more farmers to conserva-
tion funding. If we are serious about tackling climate 
change and helping our farmers and rural communities 
adapt to a different world, we should be serious about 
making these programs accessible and successful. If 
we close out from success the farmers who want to 
do the right thing while propping up polluting models 
of agriculture, we will lose ground. 

https://www.iatp.org/nsac-comments-csaf-activity-list
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See also:

• IATP: Obstacles and Opportunities for 
On-Farm Conservation

• National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition: 
Inflation Reduction Act conservation dollars 
are a vital bulwark against climate change 

• FarmDoc Daily: The incredible shrinking of the 
Conservation Stewardship Program

• Environmental Working Group: Conservation 
Database
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