Conservation Reserve Program Helps Landowner Install Riparian Buffers
by Amy O. Maxwell, state public affairs specialist, USDA-NRCS
Lush green fields dotted with galloping horses surround a historical French Empire style house in the quiet town of Clio, South Carolina. Originally built in 1800, the Marlboro County house and surrounding acreage is proudly owned by Monnie McLaurin English and her husband Charles.  Meadowbrook Farms consists of 350 acres managed by Monnie English, the first female descendant to claim ownership of the homestead. Her father, the late Bill McLaurin (former County Executive Director for Marlboro ASCS, now Farm Service Agency) instilled a strong sense of family heritage and pride of land ownership in the family, and this has inspired English to conserve the natural resources on her land. “I love it out here and I want to continue my family’s tradition of caring for the land and protecting the resources that have supported my ancestors throughout history,” she explained. 

English looked to USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) for technical assistance through the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). With guidance from NRCS District Conservationist Teresa Babb, Meadowbrook Farms was planted with over 40 acres of riparian buffers. CRP is a voluntary program administered by the Farm Service Agency (FSA) with technical assistance from NRCS. The program helps farmers reduce soil erosion and sedimentation in streams and lakes, improves water quality, establishes wildlife habitat, and enhances forest and wetland resources. It also encourages farmers to convert highly erodible cropland or other environmentally sensitive acreage to vegetative cover, such as tame or native grasses, wildlife plantings, trees, filterstrips, or riparian buffers. Farmers receive an annual rental payment for the term of the multi-year contract. Cost sharing is provided to establish the vegetative cover practices.

“Row crops have been the primary income for this farm for many years and we wanted to leave the most productive land in row crops and also protect our natural resources,” explained English. The farm was planted in cotton for over 20 years. Much of the land was intensively farmed therefore impacting nearby water sources, such as the Little Pee Dee River. Now, through the benefits of conservation practices such as no-till planting and the installation of filter strips and riparian buffers, soil and water resources on the farm are protected from erosion and sediment runoff. “Another important benefit of the riparian buffers is the shelter and food provided for wildlife,” added Babb. English says they have noticed a dramatic increase in populations of rabbits, deer, and especially quail. “We haven’t seen quail on our property in a long time, and now that we have provided them with nesting areas and vegetation, they are making a comeback,” she remarked. 

The English family is doing their part to carry on a family tradition of conservation. “This land has given so much to my family over the decades, and I want to protect it so that the land will remain healthy and productive,” said English. Through CRP, wildlife is provided with shelter and food and surrounding water resources are protected from harmful polluting runoff. Riparian buffers have made a positive impact at Meadowbrook Farms and will ensure the health and productivity of the land that the English family has called home since 1800. For more information about CRP, contact your local USDA Service Center, or visit www.fsa.usda.gov/dafp/cepd/crp.htm.

