Expanding Crisis in the Prairie Pothole
Region

W

hen farm programs, known as “swampbuster” and “sodsaver,” began protecting wetlands and adjacent
grassland ecosystems 25 years ago, the vast majority of wetlands in the U.S. already had been destroyed. Tall
grass prairies and their wetland systems largely had ceased to exist. Yet, the threats to short grass prairie
grassland in the prairie pothole region seemed less severe when swampbuster and sodsaver first were created.
By the mid-1980s wetland losses mostly had made way for new crop production, first in the prairie regions and then
in the Mississippi Delta and other parts of the South. Creation of the Swampbuster Program in the 1985 Farm Bill
was a huge success for wildlife, virtually halting loss of wetlands in farm country. Swampbuster served as a
powerful mechanism for wetlands conservation because, under the program, farmers who drain wetlands risked
losing various farm program benefits on their whole farm. Sodsaver, created to protect grasslands, came later and was
much weaker. Under Sodsaver farmers who plow up native sod lose certain program benefits only on the part of
the farm that is converted, not on the whole farm.
Grassland Crisis 1989-2003
The current grassland crisis emerged very quickly.
During 1989-2003, the most rapid conversion of
grassland to crop uses occurred in critical prairie
pothole landscapes, where loss rates sampled suggested
0.4% loss of grassland per year.i Losses were greatest in
the most productive areas for wildlife.
Accelerating Losses 2008-2011
More recent estimates for roughly the same, key
pothole region found that the annual rate of loss had
doubled (to 0.95%) by 2006-2011.ii Crop price levels in
2011 likely would lead to a further, 60% increase in the
rate of loss (to 1.5%), wiping out most of the remaining
grassland in just over 30 years. Recent dataiii showing
actual 10% to 15% land conversions in Eastern North
Dakota counties from 2008-2011 are even more
pessimistic. If these most recent, actual loss rates
continue, most of the remaining grasslands in this key
nesting portion of the prairie pothole region will vanish
within the next 15 years.
Nationally, we’ve already lost over 23 million acres of
grassland, shrubland and wetland between 2008 and
2011 due to cropland conversion. More than 8.4 million
acres were converted to corn, 5.6 million to soybeans
and 5.2 million to winter wheat. Some states lost 1
million acres in these three years alone.iv
Weaker Protections, Greater Need
The need for Swampbuster and Sodsaver Programs has
greatly increased over the past 15 years due to factors
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encouraging accelerated land conversion to cropland.
The immediate driver to expand cropland area was a
tripling of crop land prices in places like South Dakota.
These higher land prices result in large part from the
tripling of government subsidies, mostly crop insurance
subsidiesv, over roughly the same 15 year period, and
from shifting 40% of the U.S. corn crop to biofuel uses.
Crop prices also got an upward push from income
growth in places like China, as people consume more
meat.vi The world’s grain reserves have been very low in
most of the past several years. This year, the rapidly
emerging grassland crisis in the heart of the prairie
pothole region is exacerbated by the worst drought in
decades. Crop prices and pressures on the land are
expected to increase further in coming years.
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Changes in the 2013 Farm Bill
Wetland protections worked quietly and efficiently for so many years that people today easily forget why this
program from another era is critically important. Although last year's Senate Farm Bill (S.3204) modifies Swampbuster coverage to keep up with its new reliance on crop insurance subsidies, the House Bill (H.R. 6083) virtually
eliminates Swampbuster’s influence over farmers. Both the above bills retain but weaken the historically less
effective Sodsaver program. Under these bills subsidies on converted land are reduced by only 50% and only for
four years.
Although loss of either the prairie pothole wetlands or the prairie pothole grasslands would be a catastrophe for
wildlife, U.S. food production virtually would be unchanged. Only a very small portion of U.S. farmers live in the
affected regions, and relatively few of them plow up grasslands. Wildlife has everything to lose from the current
crisis, which may be fixed quite easily by making strong Swampbuster and grassland protection part of crop
insurance.
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