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The USDA spends over $5 billion per year on conservation programs. Most of this
expenditure is on voluntary programs that pay farmers and landowners to provide
environmental services, such as the implementation of a nutrient management
program, or the planting of native grasses. Since most programs cannot fund all
interested parties, they must use some mechanism to select applicants. This report
addresses how enrollment mechanisms are implemented and explores alternatives,
considering how information, both in the hands of government and rural landowners,
affects program performance. Of particular interest is how program design can
leverage information to reduce government expenditures or encourage landowners to
provide greater environmental services. We report finding from a set of economic
experiments. These experiments, conducted in the classroom, highlight shortcomings
of common features of conservation programs, such as the imposition of a bid cap.
The report also shows how more sophisticated auction designs that leverage available
information can improve program performance.
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