
HISTORY OF THE LOUISIANA CONSERVATION PROGRAM 
 

The Louisiana Conservation Program first began in the l930's when Louisiana 
farmers bec ame inc reasingly  aware of the severe water erosion p roblems on 
their farmland s.   This was the same p eriod  referred  to as the “ D ust Bowl” d ay s 
when wind blown top soil d rifted  from the western great p lains ac ross eastern 
U nited  S tates to W ashington,  D . C. ,  and  bey ond .   This soil erosion c risis resulted  
in a c ontinuing c rusad e by  H ugh H ammond  Bennett,  tod ay  referred  to as the 
father of c onservation,  to c onvinc e the U . S .  Congress of the need  for a 
government c onservation agenc y  with fed eral fund ing.   A  N orth Carolina native,  
Bennett j oined  the U S D A  Bureau of S oils in 1 903;  within 4  y ears,  the bureau 
began p ublishing the first soil survey s.   I n his y ears mak ing survey s,  Bennett 
c ame to realiz e the d ramatic  toll soil erosion was tak ing on the c ountry ’ s farm 
land  and  the subseq uent imp airments to the nation’ s sec urity  if left unc hec k ed .   
H is writings in the U S D A  bulletin Soil Erosion: A N a t iona l M e na c e  help ed  
c onvinc e Congress to authoriz e a series of soil erosion ex p eriment stations in 
1 92 9.    
 
Thank s also to Bennett’ s efforts Congress inc lud ed  a c lause in the N ational 
I nd ustrial R ec overy  A c t of J une 1 6 ,  1 933 to allow erosion c ontrol work  within the 
emergenc y  emp loy ment p rograms d uring the G reat D ep ression.   This p rovision 
led  to the d evelop ment of the Civilian Conservation Corp  ( CCC) .   Bennett 
c ontinued  to argue that c onservation ac ross the land sc ap e would  req uire many  
d iverse measures suc h as c ontouring,  strip  c rop p ing,  c rop  rotations,  p asture 
imp rovement and  management,  reforestation and  wild life habitat enhanc ement.   
A gain Bennett’ s arguments were p ersuasive and  in 1 933 resulted  in the 
d evelop ment of the S oil E rosion S ervic e within the U S  D ep artment of the I nterior 
( U S D I ) .   W ith fund s p rovid ed  to emp loy  the CCC,  Bennett began p lanning 
c onservation d emonstration p roj ec ts on farms within selec ted  watershed s,  
usually  near the established  ex p eriment stations.   W ith p roj ec t staff inc lud ing 
varied  sp ec ialists suc h as agronomists,  soil sc ientists,  engineers,  foresters,  
wild life biologists,  soc ial sc ientists and  others,  and  men from the CCC d oing 
muc h of the work ,  farms  were mod ified  to inc lud e c onservation p rac tic es 
ac c ord ing to every  c rop  and  land  use.  The c onc ep t of c onservation p lanning as 
we k now it was born.    
 
W ith this work  bec oming more visible and  gaining p op ularity ,  Bennett and  others 
sought inc reased  fund ing and  legislative stability  for the new c onservation 
p rogram.   The Congressional hearing was a timelessly  memorable one.   A s was 
c ommon in the mid -1 930s,  a sp ring d ust storm from the D ust Bowl region swep t 
up  into the atmosp here and  was c arried  out to the eastern seaboard  where,  
d uring Bennett’ s testimony ,  d ust began to settle onto S enate O ffic e Build ing 
furniture,  help ing to c onvinc e Congress of the valid ity  of his arguments.  
Conseq uently  in l935 ,  Congress ap p roved  Public  Law 4 6 ,  c hanging the name of 
the servic e from the S E S  to the S oil Conservation S ervic e ( S CS )  and  moving the 
agenc y  from the U S D I  into the U S D A  ( I n 1 994  the S CS  would  be renamed  the 
N atural R esourc es Conservation S ervic e,  or “ N R CS ”) .  A lthough this was a 
p romising start to the c onservation movement,  many  rec ogniz ed  that 
c onservation need ed  to sp read  bey ond  the sc attered  d emonstration p roj ec ts and  
out to the rest of the c ountry .   To this end ,  the U nd er S ec retary  of A gric ulture 
M . L.  W ilson and  U S D A  attorney  Philip  G lic k  d rafted  the c onc ep t of a new unit of 
government,  the c onservation d istric t.   The “ d istric t” would  be organiz ed  und er 
S tate,  not F ed eral law and  most of eac h d istric t’ s sup ervisors would  be elec ted  
by  land owners living within the d istric ts bound aries.   Thus the c onservation 



districts would provide a mechanism for spreading conservation across the 
nation.  A lso,  with local groups planning and setting priorities,  and the federal 
government contrib uting with financial and technical assistance,  the reluctance of 
many  farmers to accept aid from the federal government was overcome.   T he 
arrangement allowed for federal assistance toward conservation without 
complete federal control.   W ith this design the U S D A  prepared a S tandard 
C onservation D istrict A ct for the S tates to consider.  
 
I n discussing the conservation district " standard act, "  S ecretary  of A griculture 
H enry  W allace wrote in l9 3 6 ,  " T he nation that destroy s its soil destroy s itself.   
T he soil is indispensab le.   H eedless wastage of the wealth which nature has 
stored in the soil cannot long continue without the effects b eing felt b y  every  
memb er of the society . . . . W ind and water are seldom harmful when the natural 
environment is undisturb ed.   B ut,  when soil resources are used unwisely ,  wind 
and water write a tragic story  in dust storms and in muddy  rivers that carry  the 
good soil into the ocean. "   T hese thoughts are as applicab le today  as in l9 3 6 .  
 
A s a result,  in l9 3 8  the L ouisiana L egislature passed enab ling legislation,  A ct N o.  
3 7 0  which estab lished the S tate S oil and W ater C onservation C ommittee and 
authoriz ed it to assist local farmers to petition and estab lish conservation 
districts.   I n l9 3 8 ,  the F eliciana S oil &  W ater C onservation D istrict was the first 
L ouisiana district organiz ed,  encompassing E ast and W est F eliciana and parts of 
E ast B aton R ouge and S t.  H elena P arishes.   W ithin a y ear twelve S oil and W ater 
C onservation D istricts were formed.  
 
A n additional 3 0  conservation districts were formed primarily  on P arish 
b oundaries over the nex t several y ears.   I n 1 9 8 4  P laq uemines P arish was the 
final area of the state organiz ed into a district.  O ver the y ears many  of the 
original larger districts were divided into smaller districts,  thus the most recent 
division creating the newest district in 2 0 0 3 ,  J efferson D avis,  with a total of 4 4  
L ouisiana conservation districts.   


