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the price of cotton, many farmers in the area 
may resort to applying crops to the land that 
can’t be renewed.

Hudnall hopes that the research he is 
participating in with Dr. Jennifer Moore-
Kucera, an assistant professor of soil and 
microbiology at Texas Tech, and several other 
scientists will show that taking the land out of 
CRP is a mistake.

“You take out a lot of the CRP in 
Amarillo,” Hudnall 
said, “we’re going to 
go back to the—I don’t 
think it’ll be as bad as 
the 1930s, but I think 
it’ll be as bad as the 
1950 dust.”

Of course, there are 
also positive benefits 
to taking land out of 
CRP. With an increased 
demand for food and recent droughts plaguing 
the region, many farmers could benefit from the 
ability to crop land coming out of CRP.

The increased amount of land in 
crop production will not only benefit the 
agriculturalist, but also provide more food and 
fiber for the ever-growing population.

The research project, funded by the USDA’s 
Agriculture and Food Research Initiative, aims 
to determine whether these benefits would 
outweigh the possibility of soil erosion and 
disruption to ecomsystems on CRP land.

To determine if this will be beneficial 
or detrimental, the research will look at 
soil microbial communities and how the 
transformation from CRP to cropland will 
impact the land and will study both land just 
coming out of CRP, and land that has been out 
of CRP for several years.

Moore-Kucera said she and Dr. Veronica 
Acosta-Martinez, a soil microbiologist and 
biochemist at the USDA Cropping Systems 
Research Laboratory in Lubbock, originally 
developed the idea after discussing over coffee 
the lack of research on the changes in CRP land.

As they continued to outline the project, 
they brought in a diverse group of scientists, 
including Hudnall, to help them get the answers 
they were seeking. The team spans many 
departments at Texas Tech and includes 

Juske Horita, a professor with the 
Department of Geosciences, and John Zak, 
an ecosystem ecologist in the Department 
of Biological Sciences.

The aim of  the research is  to 
determine i f  the transit ion changes the 
soi l  s ignif icantly  and what those changes 
could mean for both the environment 
and agriculture.

Moore-Kucera said the project, which 
will last for five years, 
will look not only at 
the land coming out of 
CRP this year, but also 
a variety of sites that 
have been out of CRP 
for a range of years.

The research team 
will study  the changes 
that happen as soon as 
the sites are converted 

back to cropland, and also at how long it takes 
for the land to return to its original ecosystem of 
microbial communities—or if it ever does.

“If we have another dry year this year, 
it’s only going to be worse. I think research 
will show leaving it in CRP, that’s the best 
management for the soil.”

Moore-Kucera runs soil samples in the Plant and Soil Sciences lab on 
campus.
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The sky turns from clear blue to bright 
red as the wind beats against the 
building. Students peer through 

the window, but can’t see the building 
that houses their lunchroom next door. 
Outside, the wind blows the coarse 
Lubbock soil hard enough against the cars 
in the parking lot that, when this dust 
storm is over, bumpers and windshields 
will have to be replaced because of the 
damage the sandblast has inflicted. 

This scene from the 1950s was recently 
repeated as many Lubbockites experienced 
on Oct. 17, 2011. A wall of red dust 8,000 feet 
tall engulfed the city, with wind gusts of up 
to 75 miles per hour reducing visibility to less 
than 100 feet and causing property damage 
across the city.

Dr. Wayne Hudnall, the B.L. Allen Endowed 
Chair for Pedology, was just a child in the 1950s, 
but he still remembers the severe dust storms, 
also known as haboobs, of the time clearly. He 
said he doesn’t want to anything like that to 
happen again; however, he is concerned that a 
modern dust era — with storms much like the 
haboob in October – could begin if West Texas 

land is taken out of the Conservation Reserve 
Program in such a dry climate.

According to the United States 
Department of Agriculture Farm Service 
Agency website, CRP is a voluntary 
program that allows agricultural 
landowners to receive annual rental 
payments to establish resource conserving 
covers on eligible farmland.

The purpose of the program is to 
safeguard natural resources by planting 
vegetative covers that prevent topsoil 
erosion, reduces runoff and sedimentation, 
and increases the wildlife populations of 
many areas in the United States.

This year, much of the land that was put into 
CRP up to 20 years ago has reached the end of 
its time in the program. In fact, by 2014 more 
than 20 million acres of land will come out of 
CRP nationally, including 2.5 million acres in 
Texas alone.

The federal government has also reduced the 
original limit of 39 million acres of CRP land 
in the program to 32 million, which means a 
significant amount of land will not be able to re-
enter CRP. With the last year’s drought affecting 
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“I don’t think it’ll be as 
bad as the 1930s, but I 
think it’ll be as bad as the 

1950 dust.”
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