Frequently Asked Questions about Streamside Forest Buffers and Conservation Reserve Enhancement Programs (CREPs)
This is intended to provide some helpful general information to producers and agricultural landowners as they think through conservation actions on their farms. For more detailed information, please contact your local county conservation district, FSA county office or NRCS county office.
Q: There are so many different conservation programs. Why should I choose CREP if I’m considering buffering the streams on my farm? 

CREP participants receive cost share assistance, rental payments and other state and federal financial and technical assistance to restore and conserve streamside forest buffers. There are other USDA programs you may consider as well, such as the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) or state-specific cost share programs. CREP generally provides the highest financial incentives for buffering streams. 
Q: Is there a sign-up period?
A: You can sign-up at anytime for CREP by visiting your county FSA office and filling out a CRP-2c form. To participate in EQIP, you must submit an offer during the EQIP signup process. EQIP is a competitive program in which offers are ranked against each other. 

Q: If I sign a CRP-2c form, can I change my mind? What happens next? What is the difference between the CRP-2c and the CRP-1 form?
A: Yes, you can change your mind. After signing the CRP-2c form, you will work with your forester or NRCS to develop a conservation plan for your streamside buffer. The conservation plan is part of your CREP contract. Then you finalize your enrollment in CREP by signing the CRP-1 contract with FSA. The contract becomes effective when signed by the county FSA committee.

Q: What are my obligations and FSA’s obligations under the CRP-1 Contract?

A: Under the CRP-1 contract, you have one to two years to establish your streamside forest buffer in accordance with the conservation plan. You may hire a contractor or do the work yourself. It is entirely your choice. After your buffer is installed, you provide the receipts to FSA to receive 50% cost share reimbursement up to allowable limits and a practice incentive payment (equal to 40% of allowable cost share). Depending upon the contract term you select, you will agree to keep and maintain the streamside forest buffer on your property for 10-15 years. In exchange, FSA agrees to provide you with 10-15 years of annual rental payments plus a one-time signing incentive payment of $100 per acre, which is issued by FSA within 30 days of contract approval. 
Q: What is a riparian forest buffer (CP22) practice? Is this the only CREP buffer practice? 
A: Most states offer a variety of conservation practices to choose from through their CREP. Your conservation district and NRCS can help you think about how these different practices meet the needs of your farm and conservation goals. Often people choose to establish forest buffers alongside streams because the trees do the best job of holding soils on farms, stabilizing stream banks and reducing stream incision/down-cutting, restoring stream health and fish habitat by cooling stream temperatures, providing food for macroinvertebrates that fish feed on, increasing oxygen levels in the stream, and improving water quality by buffering streams and by enhancing the stream’s natural capacity to process nutrients.
Q: How big is a riparian forest buffer? Will I need to take much productive land out of production?
A: Speak with your local NRCS and Conservation District to find out the specific requirements in your locale. Generally speaking, riparian forest buffers in CREP require at least an average minimum width of 35 feet. Maximum widths can be 180 feet or more on either side of the stream, depending on your State CREP agreement. Your buffer does not have to be one uniform width. Your Conservation Plan may specify where to narrow or widen the buffer to meet cropping (e.g., squaring off fields) and conservation needs. Studies show that in many cases, the strip of land you enroll as a buffer is at the highest risk of crop loss and often one of the least productive sections of the cropped field.

Q: How will fencing cattle out of the stream and restoring the forest buffer impact my livestock operation?
A: USDA provides substantial financial assistance for the costs of exclusionary fencing, alternate water, and stream crossings (see economics of riparian forest buffers and livestock fact sheet). These practices can directly increase farm productivity and profitability by, among other things, improving herd health and reducing vet bills, improving pasture management and nutrition, and providing a more convenient, safer, and reliable source of water for cattle/livestock. 

Q: Am I eligible to participate in this program?

A: To be eligible, you must have either owned the land for at least 12 months or acquired ownership of the land within the past year due to foreclosure, inheritance, or purchase. If purchased in the past year, you are not eligible if you purchased the property in order to enroll in the CREP.

Q: Is this land eligible to enroll in CREP for a riparian forest buffer? 

A: Your land is eligible to enroll in CREP if it meets cropping history or marginal pastureland eligibility requirements. To meet cropping history requirements, the land must be cropped in a commodity for 4 out of the past 6 years or enrolled in a conservation program that preserves cropped status, and is legally and physically capable of being planted. Marginal pastureland is not limited to land that is, or has been, used as pasture for livestock. Lands that are currently completely forested are not considered marginal pastureland and are not eligible for the program.
Q: What are the financial incentives? When and how do I receive them?

A: In addition to the 50% cost share payment, the 40% practice incentive payment, and the annual rental payments, CREP participants receive state incentives, such as enhanced cost share, signing incentive payment, and/or payments for voluntary contract extensions or easements.
Q: How does cost share work?

A: After installation of your CREP streamside forest buffer, you may submit the receipts for your expenses for site preparation and planting to your local county FSA office. They will provide you with reimbursement for 50% of allowable cost share (sometimes actual costs might exceed the allowable limits in your county) and a practice incentive payment equal to an additional 40% of allowable cost share.
Q: Are CREP payments taxable?

Only some CRP payments are taxable. In general, CRP rental payments are subject to federal income tax, but cost share payments are not. Consult your accountant and/or the IRS – search Conservation Reserve Program Annual Rental Payments – for further information (www.irs.gov )
Q: How do I get a conservation plan for my riparian forest buffer? Do I do the site preparation and plant the trees or do I hire someone? Are there other resources or partners I can consult with?
A: NRCS or your state forestry department will prepare a conservation plan with you that specifies site preparation, species composition and planting requirements. Depending on your goals and interests, you can include species that provide agroforestry benefits, such as fruit or nuts, maximize wildlife benefits, or meet your aesthetic goals. Your county NRCS or conservation district will also have a list of local contractors you could hire. In addition, be sure to ask about any local non-profits that may provide assistance, such as volunteer help or additional financial assistance.
Q: What kind of maintenance is required for my riparian forest buffer? 
A: The conservation plan will specify the maintenance requirements for the site. Periodic maintenance is important for the success of the buffer. Generally, during the early years of the contract, weed control and maintaining tree tubes is very important to tree survival. This may entail multiple herbicide treatments during the year and visiting the site in early spring to ensure the tree tubes are functioning properly.

Q: Can I hunt and fish on my streamside buffer?

A: Yes, in accordance with state and local law.

Q: What happens if I change my mind or some unforeseen circumstance or hardship arises?

A: Backing out of a CREP contract should not be taken lightly, but it is possible. You, USDA and your State have made a significant investment in both time and money to install the streamside forest buffer that will provide important benefits on your farm and downstream for years to come. However, should unforeseen situations occur, it is best to consult with your local FSA office. Depending upon the circumstances, your CREP contract could be revised or terminated.

Q: If I sell my land or my heirs inherit the property, can they take over my responsibilities under the contract and receive the remaining CREP payments?

A: Yes. A person to whom you pass ownership or control of your land to (your heir(s), your new tenant/operator, the person who you sold your land to) may become a successor-in-interest to your CREP contract. This means that that person would become responsible for the care and maintenance of the riparian forest buffer, and he/she would become entitled to receive any remaining payments under your contract, such as annual rental payments. To do this, the person must provide information to FSA to show that they have a valid right to replace you as the CREP participant under this contract (the successor-in-interest) by showing that they have a valid legal right to ownership or control of your land enrolled in CREP under this contract (ex., a valid deed to the land in their name). FSA would revise the CRP contract to replace your name with the new participant’s name (your successor-in-interest) after the person provided this proof and after FSA county staff is sure that this person understands their rights and responsibilities under the contract (e.g., to maintain the riparian forest buffer).
Q: If I restore a riparian forest buffer on my property, must I keep it on my property forever?

A: Unless you signed a permanent conservation easement that requires you to keep the buffer in place or are bound by requirements of local or state law, you are not required to keep your riparian forest buffer after the CREP contract expires. However, many landowners chose to keep their streamside forest buffers because of the beauty and their economic and environmental value.

Q: If I put a streamside forest buffer on my property through CREP, must I allow the public onto my land?

A: No, your land is private land and you retain your right to allow, or forbid, access to other people as you choose. 

Q: If I put a streamside forest buffer on my property through CREP, am I expected to put up a sign?

A: You are not required to post any signage indicating that the buffer 

is a CREP buffer. However, many property owners enjoy posting such signs and some states and/or CREP partners provide such signs free of charge.

Q: Can I sell environmental credits for my CREP buffer?

A: Yes, CREP regulations allow the participant to retain credits, such as for carbon, nutrient reduction, forest mitigation, etc. However, your ability to sell such credits may be impacted by state or local laws and regulations. 
For more information: Contact your county conservation district and your USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA) and Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) office (often these agencies are co-located in the same building).

