U.S. Farm Bill Conference Committee

Status of Biomass Energy Reserve

At this time the House and Senate Agriculture Committees are negotiating to arrive at a macro funding figure for the entire farm bill, eliminating tax increases at the insistence of the Administration.  It is hoped an agreement will be reached within a few days, which will pave the way for the conference committee to begin meeting, and for passage of the farm bill by March 15.  We understand there are no prior agreements on funding levels for particular programs. 

Funding:

The Senate farm bill calls for $130 million in mandatory funding available in 2008 until expended over the five year farm bill. Of this, up to $5 million could be for planning grants and up to 5% for forest stewardship plans.

The House farm bill calls for mandatory funds “as are necessary” for each of the five years of the farm bill, scored at $75 million total.  

Proposed Program:

The House creates the Biomass Energy Reserve to provide financial assistance to famers for production of energy crops for use in bioenergy, power or heat, or biobased products. The purpose is to spur production of dedicated energy crops in a sustainable manner that protects soil, air, water and wildlife.  Land that is currently being tilled is eligible.  All energy crops are eligible, excluding commodity crops and invasive species.  Eligible projects include a collective group of farmers and an energy company, in a defined project area within 50 miles of the bioenergy facility.  USDA will select from the applications according to probability of implementation, potential for positive economic impact, local ownership opportunity, potential to improve the environment, etc. Selected projects will then sign contracts with farmers to grow bioenergy.  Farmers will receive an establishment payment equal to the cost of seed and planting, and an annual rental payment for five years. Farmers may also receive payments for costs of collection, harvest, storage and transport.  

The Senate creates the Biomass Crop Transition Program.  Individual farmers (or a farmer cooperative) will apply with information about the variety of crop, the acreage they commit to planting, and the identification of the proposed biomass facility for which the crop is intended. A farmer must have a letter of intent to purchase the crop. Eligible land includes private farm or forest land planted four of the last six years.  Contracts would include a conservation plan. Perennial crops would receive a first year payment to cover the cost of establishing the crop followed by annual incentive payments determined by USDA. Annual energy crops would receive technical assistance and cost-sharing for cost of establishing the annual crop. Participants could also receive payments covering collection, harvesting, storing and transporting the biomass. 
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