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The nation’s remaining grassland 
has several important benefits, 
such as providing land for grazing 
and wildlife habitat for many at-
risk species. However, over the 
past 3 centuries about half of the 
grassland has been converted to 
other uses, principally cropland.  In 
addition to losing important 
grassland values, such conversions 
may result in increased spending 
on federal farm programs, such as 
crop insurance, especially in 
marginal areas.  GAO examined (1) 
the extent of grassland conversions 
to cropland and the cost of farm 
program payments for these newly 
converted cropland acres; (2) the 
relative importance of farm 
program payments versus other 
factors in producers’ decisions to 
convert grassland to cropland; and 
(3) any impact the Sodbuster 
conservation provision—which 
places soil erosion standards on 
certain converted land—has had on 
limiting grassland conversions. 

What GAO Recommends  

GAO recommends that the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
(1) track the annual conversion of 
native grassland to cropland to 
provide policymakers with more 
comprehensive and current 
information on such conversions 
and (2) study the extent to which 
farm program payments and 
conservation programs may be 
working at cross purposes and 
report findings to the Congress. 
USDA agreed with GAO’s findings 
and recommendations. 

No comprehensive and current source of information exists on the 
conversion of grassland to cropland or on the resulting farm program 
payments for newly converted land. However, the data that are available 
show a decline in private grassland nationwide, continuing conversion of 
native grassland to cropland in some areas of the country, and that certain 
farm program payments made to producers in South Dakota counties with 
relatively high rates of conversion were significantly higher than payments in 
other counties. According to USDA’s National Resources Inventory, the 
nation’s privately owned grassland decreased by almost 25 million acres 
between 1982 and 2003. While some conversions are attributable to 
development and other land uses, the leading type of conversion has been to 
cropland.  Our analysis of South Dakota counties found that between 1997 
and 2006, the average annual net crop insurance payment per acre for the 16 
counties with the highest rates of conversion was nearly twice as high as the 
average payment for all other counties in the state.  
 
Farm program payments are an important factor in producers’ decisions on 
whether to convert grassland to cropland.  Certainly other factors, including  
rising crop prices—largely spurred by increased ethanol demand—and the 
emergence of genetically modified crops and new farming techniques that 
make cropping on heretofore unsuitable land possible are also important in 
producers’ decisions.  Specifically, our analysis found that farm program 
payments are an important factor in conversions.  Several economic studies 
have reached the same conclusion.  For example, a 2006 USDA study found 
that increases in crop insurance subsidies motivated producers to expand 
cropland in the contiguous 48 states by an estimated 2.5 million acres in the 
mid-1990s.  Moreover, farm program payments and conservation programs 
may be working at cross purposes with one another.  For example, from 
1982 to 1997, 1.69 million acres of cropland in South Dakota were enrolled in 
the Conservation Reserve Program, while during the same period, 1.82 
million acres of grassland in South Dakota were converted to cropland. 
 
The Sodbuster conservation provision has had little impact on conversions.  
For certain cropland converted from native grassland and classified as 
highly erodible, Sodbuster requires that producers apply a soil conservation 
system that does not allow a substantial increase in erosion as a condition to 
receiving certain farm program payments.  However, much of the native 
grassland converted in recent years is not highly erodible and therefore is 
not subject to Sodbuster.  In addition, according to county-level USDA 
officials, the cost of controlling soil erosion relative to potential profits from 
cultivating the land provides little disincentive to conversion. USDA has 
proposed legislation to make newly converted native grassland ineligible for 
program benefits. www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-07-1054.

 
To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on the link above. 
For more information, contact Lisa Shames at 
(202) 512-3841 or shamesl@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-07-1054
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-07-1054
mailto:shamesl@gao.gov


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




