
West Virginia Conservation Agency

Conservation History

1

How it All Began
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“When our soils are gone, we too must go,
unless we shall find some way to feed on raw
rock or its equivalent.”

Geologist T.C. Chamberlin in an address to the 
nation’s governors in 1908

(In 1899 Chamberlin proposed the possibility that changes in climate could result from changes in the 
concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide.)
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“Soil Erosion, A National Menace” 
Published in April 1928, it is 
considered one of the first national 
reports on soil erosion in the United 
States. 
• Hugh Hammond Bennett is 

considered the godfather of soil 
conservation and helped establish the 
Soil Erosion Service within the 
Department of the Interior. 

• He later became the first chief of the 
federal Soil Conservation Service, 
today’s National Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS). 
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“There are national associations for 
the preservation of wild flowers and 
for the preservation and propagation 
of wild life but none for the 
preservation of the soil. Conservation 
of this most fundamental and 
important of all resources is seldom 
seriously considered by any one not 
directly or indirectly associated with 
the ownership or management of a 
farm, and it is too infrequently 
considered even by the farmers 
themselves.” 

H. H. Bennett and W. R. Chapline. Soil Erosion A National 
Menace. U.S. Department of Agriculture Circular No. 33., 
Washington, DC, U.S. Government Printing Office, 1928.
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“That was Black Sunday, April 14, 
1935, day of the worst duster of them 
all. The storm carried twice as much 
dirt as was dug out of the earth to 
create the Panama Canal. The canal 
took seven years to dig; the storm 
lasted a single afternoon. More than 
300,000 tons of Great Plains topsoil 
was airborne that day.” 

“The Worst Hard Time” by Timothy Egan
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Dust clouds carried dirt from the central U.S. to Washington, D.C., where they 
became props to advance the call for conservation. 
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Origins of Conservation
• In response to the Dust Bowl, Congress passed 

The Soil Conservation Act on April 27, 1935, to 
address the “wastage of soil and moisture 
resources on farm, grazing and forest lands.” 

• In February 1937, the Roosevelt administration 
developed a template for states to pass to ensure 
continuity in locally led conservation efforts and 
for the formation of conservation districts. 

• The Standard States District Act was sent to 
Governors for consideration. 
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“A Nation that 
destroys its 
soils destroys 
itself…”

Franklin Roosevelt in a letter to the 
nation’s governors on the Uniform 
Soil Conservation Law, Feb. 26, 
1937
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Origins of Conservation
• States were required to pass the legislation to take 

advantage of federal dollars from the then-Soil 
Conservation Service. 

• The federal template encouraged local input 
through the creation of local soil conservation 
boards.

• States modified the federal template, but FDR’s 
underlying goal of local involvement and a similar 
conservation mission throughout the nation  
remained intact. 
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WV and Conservation
• The WV Legislature passed the federal template 

in 1939 and created the State Soil Conservation 
Committee.

• Conservation District Law: Chapter 19-21A.
• Created the State Soil Conservation Committee.
• The law called for local referendums to create 

conservation districts.
• Between 1940-1947 voters created WV’s 14  

conservation districts. 
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• 114 Elected Supervisors.
• Generally, 2 elected per 

county.
• 14 Conservation Districts. 
• 1 to 6 counties in size.

WV Conservation Districts
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WV Conservation Law

• Chapter 19 = Agriculture.

• Chapter 19-21A = Conservation Districts.

• §19-21A-4 = State Conservation Committee.

• §19-21A-4(F)(e) = WV Conservation Agency.

• §19-21A-8 = Powers and duties of 
conservation districts and supervisors.
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Conservation Today
• The Brown Creek Soil and Water Conservation District was 

the nation’s first conservation district when it was formed on 
Aug. 4, 1937. 

• Today there are about 3,000 districts in the 50 states plus the 
District of Columbia, and the U.S. territories of American 
Samoa, the Federated States of Micronesia, Guam, Northern 
Mariana Islands, Palau, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands.

• District size and responsibility varies by state.

• District operation/program funding varies from ability to 
impose taxes to being dependent on state and federal funding. 

• Supervisors are appointed and/or elected, or a combination of 
both. 
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Questions?
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