
 
March 7, 2022 

 

 

The Honorable Debra Haaland 

Secretary 

U.S. Department of the Interior 

1849 C Street NW 

Washington, DC 20240 

 

RE: Docket No. DOI-2021-0016; AFBF Comments on American Conservation and Stewardship 

Atlas 

 

Dear Secretary Haaland: 

 

On behalf of the Nebraska Farm Bureau Federation (NEFB) and our over 55,000 member 

families, I am writing to you today to provide comments on the Request for Information To 

Inform Interagency Efforts To Develop the American Conservation and Stewardship Atlas.  

NEFB is Nebraska’s largest farm and ranch organization representing the families who grow and 

raise every agricultural commodity produced in Nebraska. From conventionally produced 

livestock and row crops to organics and hydroponics, NEFB policy is developed by the men and 

women dedicated to producing food, fiber, and fuel for our state, nation, and world. It is from 

this perspective that we offer these comments on the America the Beautiful initiative.  

 

As you may know, ever since the signing of Executive Order 14008 which ordered 

implementation of this sweeping national conservation initiative that will conserve at least 30 

percent of the United States’ lands and waters by 2030, our state’s farmers and ranchers have 

asked endless questions on how the plan would be implemented. As conserving that amount of 

land will impact some 680 million acres – a massive area that will obviously cause dramatic 

impacts on a nationwide scale, farmers and ranchers obliviously appreciate a place at the 

preverbal table to help determine how that goal is to be met.   

 

The fundamental question of the definition of conservation remains of paramount concern for 

Nebraska’s farmers and ranchers. This 30x30 goal and any measurement of perceived success 

should start through the lens of lands and waters already owned and managed by federal and 

state governments. Indeed, the federal government owns roughly 640 million acres or about 28% 

of the 2.27 billion acres of land in the United States. The percentage of federal land ownership in 

states varies widely with just over 1% of Nebraska being federally owned vs. 80.1% of land in 

Nevada. Federal and state land ownership can come with significant land use restrictions, even 

when managed for multiple use, and should be considered conserved under any ordinary use of 

that term. Simple addition of the percentages of federal and state land ownership leads to well 

over 30% of land in the U.S., leading our members to question both the need for this goal and 

again, what “conservation” means to the administration.  

 

Farmers and ranchers take seriously the responsibility to feed the nation and the world while 

conserving the natural resources entrusted to them and are at the forefront of climate-smart 



 

farming. The management techniques farmers and ranchers are using puts scientific solutions, 

technology and innovation to work to conserve our land, air and water. American agriculture 

leads the world in climate-smart practices. While agriculture globally accounts for 24% of 

greenhouse gas emissions, thanks to the hard work of America’s farmers and ranchers, 

agriculture contributes just 10% to overall greenhouse gas emissions by economic sector here in 

the United States. Not only are agriculture’s overall emissions low, farmers and ranchers are 

taking active steps to make their footprint even smaller by utilizing voluntary conservation 

programs and other environmental initiatives. For example, farmers are converting waste into 

energy, and their participation in conservation programs preserves green spaces, like grasslands, 

forests and wetlands, that absorb greenhouse gases.  

 

America’s farmers, ranchers and foresters have been good stewards of the land – both private 

and public – for generations. Farmers and ranchers nationwide rely on the land for both their 

business and their way of life. The 30% goal, and any measurement of success, must recognize 

the benefits of working lands and waters – both private and public. Ensuring the long-term 

economic viability of farms and ranches is essential to the health of rural American communities 

and associated lands in many ways. Working lands improve the health and sustainability of 

natural systems in many ways. For example, NEFB has consistently supported active 

management of lands for including the use of grazing as a tool for invasive species management 

and/or wildfire prevention.  

 

Farmers have also voluntarily dedicated more than 140 million acres of U.S. farmland to 

conservation efforts and wildlife habitats. Those efforts are in the form of participation via the 

USDA Conservation Reserve Program, the USDA Environmental Quality Incentive Program, the 

USDA Conservation Stewardship Program, the USDA Agricultural Conservation Easement 

Program and the USDA Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program. These are 

voluntary land retirement programs to protect natural resources, improve water quality or 

enhance wildlife habitat, as well as programs that provide financial and technical assistance for 

implementing conservation practices to address area-specific natural resource and land 

management concerns on active farm or ranch working lands. 

 

Farm Bureau has strong long-standing policy positions on issues related to federal lands 

management, and therefore we advocate for and against proposed actions by both federal 

agencies and Congress. Overall, we oppose any further expansion of federal land ownership or 

additional restrictive land and water use designations such as wilderness and monuments, and we 

support the multiple-use concept of federal lands management. We oppose additional Wild and 

Scenic River designations. We are strong advocates for private property rights. We believe that 

proprietary data collected from farming is valuable, should be protected, and should remain the 

property of the farmer. We believe that land use planning can best be accomplished at the county 

or comparable level of government and by private landowners.  

 

America’s farmer and ranchers are a key part of stewardship and conservation efforts across our 

nation, and our members appreciate the opportunity to provide input on the administration’s 

proposal. We feel strongly that with over a third of the land in the U.S. already in government 

hands, and with the additional 140 million-plus acres enrolled in federal and state conservation 

programs, the goal has already been met or exceeded. As your agency continues to examine how 



 

best to implement this 30x30 goal, I would ask that you do all you can to work with and listen 

directly to farmers and ranchers before advancing initiatives or regulations that could impact 

their ability to produce food, fuel, and fiber for our country and our world. As always, please feel 

free to reach out to me directly if you have any questions.  

 

Sincerely, 

 
Mark McHargue  

President  


