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Early History of Soil 
Conservation

• Land was cleared and put into farming
• Land productivity declined
• Producers simply moved on to new 

lands
• Agricultural producers didn’t consider 

the benefits of conservation 
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World War I

• Farmers in the Great Plains were 
encouraged to break out native grassland to 
grow wheat to feed the nation and the 
world

• As a result, these unwise practices and 
drought produced the worst dust storms in 
the history of the nation 
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Dust Clouds Reach
Washington D.C. 

• Clouds of dust rolled into the nation’s capital

• Economic depression hit

• Federal government searched for ways to put 
people back to work

• Civilian Conservation Corps and Soil and Erosion 
Service were created

• These programs lacked the local ties to establish 
lasting conservation programs
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Hugh Hammond Bennett 

• Worked for the Bureau of Soils in the United States 
Department of Agriculture

• Bennett was placed in charge of the Soil Erosion 
Service created in 1933

• The Soil Conservation Service was created by Public 
Law 46 in 1935

• Bennett became the agency’s first Chief, and 
became internationally known for his 
accomplishments
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Congressman Buchannan and 
The Model Act

• In 1936, Congressman Buchannan from Columbus, 
Texas assisted Bennett in convincing President 
Franklin Roosevelt to develop a Model Soil 
Conservation Act

• Patterned after the existing Texas Wind Erosion 
Act, Federal Grass Conservation Act, and some 
existing water conservation law

• It was sent to the Governors of all states for 
passage by their legislatures

• Attempted to develop programs at the state and 
local level to control erosion
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In Texas…

• In 1937, legislation based on the Model Act 
was introduced in the Texas Legislature

• There were reportedly 25 different version 
of the Texas law being considered before 
final passage

• It was a heated debate
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Final Texas Law had Many 
Undesirable Features

• The law would have set up Soil Conservation 
Districts automatically on a county basis

• Made County Commissioners Courts the governing 
body

• A portion of the county tax was to be used to 
finance the program

• County agricultural agents were to be the 
administrative officers
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Agricultural Leaders
Spring to Action

• They believed the responsibility for installing 
and maintaining conservation measures 
should lay in the hands of landowners

• V.C. Marshall, from Heidenheimer, Texas, 
led an effort to persuade Governor Jimmy 
Allred to veto the legislation
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Hard Feelings…

• A concerted effort was made by Marshall during the 
interim between legislative sessions to heal old 
wounds

• Worked to develop new legislation that would be 
generally accepted by farmers and ranchers

• Organized the first “Committee of 100” to promote 
new legislation

• Marshall traveled the state at his own expense 
seeking the views of agricultural leaders
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Marshall Learns a Few Key 
Points are Essential to Success

• Farmers and ranchers should determine 
whether or not a Soil Conservation District 
was needed and hold a local option election 
prior to the establishment of the district

• The program should be controlled by 
landowners

• The Soil Conservation Districts should have 
no taxing authority or the power of eminent 
domain
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A Second Attempt…

• In 1939 the Texas Legislature passed H.B. (House 
Bill) 20 which incorporated those features and was 
the first Soil Conservation Law for the state

• The law created the State Soil Conservation Board

• The law allowed for the creation of the Soil 
Conservation Districts

• Marshall was elected as the first Chairman of the 
State Soil Conservation Board, and later resigned to 
become its first Executive Director
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The First Texas Soil 
Conservation Districts

• On April 30, 1940, the Secretary of the 
State issued Certificates of Organization for 
the first 16 Soil Conservation Districts 
paving the way for the program we now 
operate

• Today, Texas has 217 local soil and water 
conservation districts that encompass more 
than 99% of the state
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1949 

• Legislature appropriated $5 million for 
SCDs to help them establish their 
programs- (lesser amounts 
appropriated by legislature since 1949 
to help new SCDs establish their 
programs.) 
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1969 

• Matching Fund Program: 61st 
Legislature established the program to 
be used by SWCDS for annual 
operating expenses
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1976 / 1978

• By Executive Order, Governor Dolph
Briscoe designated the TSSWCB as 
lead agency to assume the planning 
(1976) and management (1978) 
responsibility for control of agricultural 
and silvicultural nonpoint source 
pollution as required by the Federal 
Water Pollution Control Act (Also 
known as the Clean Water Act)
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1981 

• Technical Assistance (TA) Program: 
The 1981 State Plan identified a major 
concern among SWCDs for more TA 
because the Soil Conservation Service 
was losing field technicians at a critical 
rate with no increase.
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1985 

• Subchapter H Funds program: Legislature 
appropriated money to be put into a trust fund for 
water conservation purposes.  Three agencies were 
to split the interest off this fund.

• TSSWCB decided to use their 1/3 for additional 
technical assistance to SWCDS.  Three criteria 
qualifies SWCDS to receive these funds:
– Critical water short area
– Irrigation efficiency
– Sediment produced upstream from a reservoir
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Texas Brush Control Program

• In 1985 the 69th Legislature passed S.B. 1083 
creating a Brush Control Program in Texas and 
granting new powers and responsibilities

• The program was not funded until 1999 when the 
State Board received its first appropriation to 
control water-depleting brush and trees, such as 
cedar and mesquite

• The appropriation included $9.1 million to establish 
a pilot project in the North Concho Watershed
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1993

• Senate Bill 503 was passed by the 
Legislature

• Designated the TSSWCB the lead agency to 
address water quality issues relating to 
runoff from diffused, or nonpoint sources 
resulting from agricultural and forestry 
operations

• Required that a member of the State Board 
be included on the Texas Coastal 
Coordination Council
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Senate Bill 503

• Required that the Executive Director of the State 
Board be a permanent member of the Texas 
Groundwater Protection Committee

• Created a water quality management plan 
certification program, and allowed for the cost-
sharing of practices

• Required that federal and state agencies coordinate 
matters relating to agricultural or silvicultural 
nonpoint source pollution with the State Board

• Established a water quality complaint resolution 
process for nonpoint sources
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Water Quality Funding

• In 1993, funding was appropriated by the 
Legislature to allow for the establishment of 
regional offices to develop water quality 
management plans, and to cost-share conservation 
practices

• Senate Bill 503’s water quality mandate for the 
State Board entitled the agency to receive and 
administer ½ of the state’s annual Clean Water Act, 
Section 319 Nonpoint Source Grant from the 
Environmental Protection Agency
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1999

• In 1999, the Legislature appropriated funds to the 
State Board to participate in the development of 
total maximum daily loads (TMDLs)

• TMDLs are regulatory limits placed on the amount 
of a specific pollutant that can be allowed to enter 
a body of water

• The State Board has entered into a Memorandum 
of Agreement with the Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality (TCEQ) regarding TMDLs
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SWCD Assistance

• Coordinate SWCD programs through 
advice and consultation
– TSSWCB Field Staff

• Seek cooperation/assistance of local, 
state and federal agencies

• Memoranda of Understanding with 
USDA, Extension Service et. al.
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Example of seeking Assistance

• Example:  (P.L. 83-566 Program)   In 1954 
Governor Allen Shivers designated the TSSWCB as 
the approving agency for request under the 
Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention 
Program.  In fulfilling this responsibility the 
TSSWCB:
– Receives and reviews all applications for assistance
– Participates in feasibility studies with NRCS
– Approves or disapproves applications based on 

feasibility and other considerations
– Establishes priorities for project planning

• TSSWCB Technical Assistance (TA) Program: 
Training and supervision of SWCD employees 



Texas State
Soil & Water 
Conservation 

Board

SWCD Assistance

• Create, change or dissolve soil and 
water conservation districts in 
accordance with state law
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Meet Your State Board
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Questions to Think About

• How did your State Board member 
receive their position?

• How long is the member term of 
office?

• What qualifies the member to hold 
office?
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Election Law

• State Board members must be elected 
at a state district convention.

• TSSWCB elections must be held on the 
first Tuesday in May of each year in a 
state district where the board 
member’s term expires.
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TSSWCB Terms of Office

• Serve two-year staggered terms

• Terms of TSSWCB members in State 
District 1, 3, and 5 expire in odd 
numbered years.

• Terms of TSSWCB members in State 
Districts 2 and 4 expire in even 
numbered years
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Senate Bill 1828 (2003)

• Senate Bill 1828 was passed by the 
Texas Legislature

• Added two more members to the State 
Board

• Both new members are appointed by 
the Governor for two year terms

• Reappointed or replaced every other 
year
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TSSWCB Member 
Qualifications

• Be of eligible voting age

• Owner of agricultural land

• Be actively engaged in farming or 
ranching

• Be a resident of the state district he or 
she is to represent
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TSSWCB Field 
Representatives



Texas State
Soil & Water 
Conservation 

Board

TSSWCB Field 
Representatives

• What do they do?
• Advise SWCD directors & employees on    

TSSWCB policies and programs
• Consult with local SWCDS relative to their 

authorities & procedures of operation
• Confer with SWCD directors on programs and 

needs of the district
• Provide technical advice in preparation of 

district programs, work plans etc.
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TSSWCB Field 
Representatives

• Coordinate the reorganization of SWCDS 
and adjustment of district boundaries

• Provide guidance on proper 
expenditure of SWCD funds through:

• Review & coordinate financial affairs of          
SWCDS

• Bookkeeping and audit procedures
• Purchase and sale of property and  

equipment
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TSSWCB Field 
Representatives

• Assist in planning and coordinating 
Area Association of SWCDs meetings

• Perform TSSWCB responsibilities 
pertaining to SWCD Director elections 
and appointments
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TSSWCB Field 
Representatives

• Provide assistance in coordinating and 
organizing conservation education 
events

• Colleges, universities, local schools
• Woodland contests
• Wildlife clinics
• Scout workshops
• Land, pasture judging contests
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TSSWCB Field 
Representatives

• Consult with and provide support to 
TSSWCB Regional Offices and State 
Headquarters staff

• Confer and provide assistance to county 
commissioners courts, city governments, 
elected officials and employees of water 
districts and other political sub-divisions of 
state government working with SWCDS
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Summary

The soil conservation district is the workshop through which those 
who love the land pool their efforts and information in making the 
land more stable and productive and our county more prosperous, 
more attractive and a better land in which to live.

The fact that landowners themselves have the responsibility for 
petitioning for and voting in a district, formulating its program and 
work plan, administering its business and entering into 
cooperative agreements with their fellow landowners and 
operators, makes soil conservation districts a democracy in action.

V. C. Marshall

(Credited with being the “Father of the soil and water 
conservation district program in Texas)


