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Origins
How and why have American farmers 

practiced conservation?1933-35

1935-94

1994-pres.

Archives visited:
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Appeared in 
Saturday 
Evening 
Post, 
Newsweek, 
Time, and 
US News & 
World 
Report 
(April 1960)
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The Conservation-
Industrial Complex

• Network of public-private 
partnerships

• Decentralized
• Self-perpetuating
• Shared interests in soil and 

water conservation
• Ideological: voluntary 

stewardship, “free enterprise,” 
corporate PR, greenwashing, etc.

• Material: control erosion & 
floods, sustain industrial ag, 
boost profits, serve constituents, 
etc.
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Top (left to right): overgrazed hillside (La Crosse County, 1936); large gully (Alma, WI, 1920s-30s); roadside erosion (Melrose, WI, 1937). 
Bottom (L to R): USDA conservation experiment station (La Crosse, 1942); contour strip-cropping with a rotation of corn, grain, alfalfa, grain, alfalfa (Westby, 
1937); CCC workers quarrying limestone (Vernon County, 1939) 5
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Left: 
Spread of soil conservation 
districts, 1939-45 

Right:
Office of War Information 
propaganda poster linking soil 
conservation to the war effort 
(1944)



Harvester World, International Harvester’s Magazine 
(Dec. 1944)

John Deere advertisement 
(March 1952)

John Deere advertisement 
(July 1949)
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The Rise of the Conservation-Industrial Complex 
(1940s-50s)



20TH-CENTURY US FARM EXODUS:

A Major Demographic 
Transformation  

• Role of agricultural conservation:

• Contributes (expensive methods)

• Reflects (relationships in industrial ag)

• Justifies (good for nature) 
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The Meaning of Conservation

Economics

EquityEnviron’t

1930s

Econ. Environ’t

1940s-pres.

“Every lick of [soil 
conservation] is at the 
same time an effort in 
the…conservation of 
the human resource.” 
(1940)

“The inexpert and the 
inept will be forced off 
the land.” 
(1946-47)

Hugh Hammond Bennett
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Top: Dane County tobacco farmer 
(Sept. 1939)

Right: La Farge (Vernon County) 
farmer weeding a tobacco field 
(June 1968)
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“No matter that hay was dry in the 
windrow ready to bring in, if the tobacco 
land needed attention, it came first. If rain 
came and ruined the hay, the tobacco 
grower cursed his luck and continued to 
genuflect to his tobacco crop.”
 - Roy Dingle, SCS Conservationist 
    for Richland County, Wisconsin, 
    in his memoir, Nothing but 
                       Conservation (1991)

Tobacco: 
A stay-small strategy at odds 

with strip-cropping



PL 566
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Top: Flood damage in Boaz, WI 
(1951)

Right: La Crosse Tribune (Feb. 
14, 1957) International Harvester booklet (1957)



12

Small Watershed and Flood Prevention Program 
(est. 1954)

Number Acreage Equivalent Area

Approvals 
(1954-59)

200 12.5 M 
acres

Maryland, Delaware, 
New Jersey

Applications 
(1954-59)

1,204 86 M acres Maryland, Delaware, 
New Jersey

+
Pennsylvania, New 

York, Massachusetts, 
Vermont, & New 

Hampshire

Data source: Charles H. Lloyd, “Progress in Watersheds for Conservation 
and Flood Prevention,” Soil Conservation 25 (December 1959): 105

Source: Unpublished report on PL 566 commissioned by Agricultural 
Research Service (1961). Author: J. T. Sanders.



Frank Kotek, 
La Crosse 
County 
(1940s-60s)

R I G H T :

( S O N )  E L M E R  K O T E K  T O  S E N .  

W M .  P R O X M I R E  ( A U G .  1 9 6 3 )

L E F T :

F R A N K  K O T E K  T O  M A R V I N  

S C H W E E R S  ( J A N .  1 9 4 6 )

• Livestock production ↑ 65% in 5 years
• “Strip cropping and soil conservation 

is to our success.”

• PL 566 project evict threatens “complete 
eviction” (now Meadow Brook Park/ 
Bohemian Valley Watershed & Sports 
Club)
• Parents want “to live out their final years 

in the home of their choice. It is hard for 
me to tell you how important this is to my 
folks.”
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Left: Ortho ad promoting Paraquat in conservation 
tillage operations (No-Till Farmer, 1972)

Top: Vernon County farmer praising no-till for its 
profitability (No-Till Farmer, June 1985)

Bottom: Dual herbicide ad linking cross-compliance, a 
product of the 1985 Farm Bill, to conservation tillage 
(Agri Finance, 1990)
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Crops Grown in Vernon County, Wisconsin (1974-2022)
Source: USDA Censuses of Agriculture

Ernest Haugen letters to the editor protesting 
the abandonment of strip cropping: May 2003 
(top); May 2004 (bottom) 



1. Is voluntarism alone up to the task?
2. The missing link in “climate-smart” ag: 

social sustainability
3. Not all forms of conservation & 

sustainability are equal
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Lessons for Today:

Top: Story about Vernon County conservation district 
enacting regulations in 1977 to control agricultural water 
pollution in Sterling, WI (Journal of Soil and Water 
Conservation, 1981)

Right: Rachel Lovell, “The Farms Being Run from Space,” 
BBC (March 11, 2021)



Regulations & Land Use

“We asked the farmer to do what he conveniently 
could to save his soil, and he has done just that, and 
only that. The farmer who clears the woods off a 75 
per cent slope, turns his cows into the clearing, and 
dumps its rainfall, rocks, and soil into the 
community creek, is still (if otherwise decent) a 
respected member of the society….

“The [Soil Conservation] District is a beautiful piece 
of social machinery, but it is coughing along on two 
cylinders because we have been too timid, and too 
anxious for quick success, to tell the farmer the true 
magnitude of his obligations.”

 - Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic,” 
    A Sand County Almanac (1949)
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