State Technical Committee Minutes

Richmond, Virginia
November 22, 2011
Wade Biddix, NRCS ASTC-Programs, welcomed the group and opened the meeting at approximately 10:00 a.m.  He then had attendees introduce themselves and the agency represented.  
Attendance: Wade Biddix (NRCS), Jack Bricker (NRCS), Sarah Lawson (Rainwater Management Solutions), Laurel Woodworth (Center for Watershed Protection), Libby Norris (CBF), Emily Horsley (FSA), Dan Solomon (NRCS), Patricia Stansbury (VABF, WRIR), Mark Schonbeck (VABF, SSAWG), Mark Dubin (UMD/MAWP/CBPO), Jeff Barr (NRCS), Chad Wentz (NRCS),  Diane Dunaway (NRCS),  Jeremy Stone (NRCS), Ron Wood (NRCS), Alan Spivey (VA Forage/Grasslands Council/VA Cattlemen Assn.), Dean Cumbia (VDOF), Todd Groh (VDOF), Dale Gardner (WSI), Gary Moore (VA DCR), Emily Horsley (FSA), Maribeth Pettigrew (NRCS Recorder).
Jack Bricker – NRCS – Opening Comments: Jack noted that 2011 was a banner year for NRCS.  We obligated more financial assistance and signed more EQIP and CBWI Program contracts than ever before in Virginia.  He mentioned that NRCS is still waiting on our 2012 budget allocations.  It appears that Congress will fund CBWI at $50 million in FY-12 and EQIP may actually increase slightly.  He asked for help from the committee to promote our Easement Programs, especially FRPP, since we did not have enough nonfederal match funds to fully utilize our funding in 2011.  He also mentioned that there is much debate on the 2012 Farm Bill but he is skeptical if it will be passed prior to the Presidential election next fall.  
Wade Biddix – NRCS – Wade noted that Emily Horsley from FSA was delayed and that her report on CREP would be given after the Special Presentation.  He then introduced Sarah Lawson (Rainwater Management Solutions) and Laurel Woodworth (Center for Watershed Protection) to give a presentation on Rainwater Harvesting.
Special Presentation:  Rainwater Harvesting – Sarah and Laurel presented a PowerPoint (copy attached). A question and answer session followed.
Emily Horsley – FSA – (handout attached)  Reviewed the CREP enrollment progress report on handout.  Also briefly addressed the promotional signs purchased by CREP partners for showcasing CREP buffers and passed around a sample of the sign.
Wade Biddix – (NRCS) Farm Bill Programs:  Wade presented a PowerPoint with FY-11 Progress and FY-12 Program Changes (handouts attached).   There was some discussion regarding EQIP payments for 10-foot setback fence along streams.  DCR also provides this cost-share.  It was agreed that NRCS would not provide duplicate funding for this practice on projects receiving State cost-share funds.  
Program batching deadlines were discussed and established for all programs as follows:

· January 13, 2012 – Forestry applications

· February 3, 2012 – First Batching Period for Farm Bill programs

· March 30, 2012 – Second Batching Period for programs

· June 1, 2012 – Third Batching Period for programs

Easement Programs
Jeremy Stone – NRCS – FRPP – (handouts attached) – Reviewed.
Diane Dunaway – NRCS – GRP and WRP – (handouts attached) – Read through handouts with group, explaining information.  Reviewed the proposed Geographic Area Rate Cap maps and areas for GRP and WRP.  The proposed GARC maps and rates were approved.  The WRP ranking tool changes were reviewed and discussed.  There were no proposed changes to the GRP ranking tool.  
Financial Assistance Programs
Dan Solomon – NRCS – EQIP – (handouts attached) – Reviewed.  Dan discussed the development of a new Farm Bill Program Handbook.  He also reviewed the Water Quality Vulnerability map and how this will be used to assist with ranking.  He mentioned that NRCS has revised and updated the Water Quality Risk Assessment for Agricultural Waste Facilities.  In addition, NRCS has developed a risk assessment for heavy use area poultry pads.  NRCS made a few changes for clarity on the ranking tools.  
Ron Wood – NRCS – WHIP – (handouts attached) – Reviewed.  Ron mentioned that the following three initiatives (On-Farm Energy, High Tunnel Hoop Houses, and Organic) will be managed at the national levels.  Funding for WHIP is expected to be cut drastically in FY-12.  
AGENCY UPDATES:

Patricia Stansbury (VABF) – Announced the Virginia Biological Farming Conference in Richmond at the Holiday Inn Koger Conference Center - February 10-11, 2011.  The theme is Transitioning to Organic Agriculture, and the program includes a keynote by organic grain farmers Klaas and Mary Howell Martens (upstate New York), a second keynote on urban farming by Renee Catacalos and Christian Melendez from ECO City Farms in Edmonston, Maryland; and a diversity of breakout sessions on organic and transitioning-organic farm enterprises.  

Mark Schonbeck – (VABF/SSAWG) One of the sessions of the VBFC will be on NRCS programs for organic by David Lamm (NRCS regional office in Greensboro, NC) and myself.  A complete conference program and registration materials posted at www.vabf.org. 

He also announced the Southern Sustainable Agriculture Working Group's annual conference to be held January 18-21, 2012, in Little Rock, AR.  For more information, visit www.ssawg.org. 

Mark Dubin – (UMD/MAWP/CBPO) –  Not sure what he covered
Dean Cumbria/Todd Groh – (VDOF) – Todd is now working in a Liaison position with NRCS and DOF.  He works two days a week for each agency.  His duties include coordination of all forestry program activities, training, and updating of technical standards.

A National Pesticide Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permitting for herbicides went into effect on 10/31/11. An owner or operator must obtain a Virginia Pesticide Discharge Elimination System (VPDES) permit if they are making application of pesticides to water, over water, or near water in the state.  Currently, the Virginia Department of Environmental quality (DEQ) is providing a free general permit for all pesticide applications for a two year period.  The DEQ will revisit their VPDES permit within this period to make any necessary changes.  Since wetlands (wet or dry) are considered “waters” of the Commonwealth, this permitting process will add another hurdle for contractors who work with herbicides in the southeastern portion of the state.

There is pending regulatory action based on the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeal’s decision which ruled that NPDES permits are required for forest roads while silvicultural activities, including timber harvesting, are underway.  This ruling will change the Silvicultural exemption for timber harvesting under the Clean Water Act (CWA).  In July, legislation was introduced in the US House and Senate called the Silviculture Regulatory Consistency Act that would confirm the 35 year practice of the EPA exempting silvicultural activities from the NPDES permitting system.  The forest industry in Virginia is still awaiting the outcome.

Also the Department of Labor’s actions with the H-2B Guest Worker Program went into effect on October 1.  This action substantially increased the pay to these guest workers; that will likely increase the cost to landowners to implement their silvicultural practices, including tree planting, pre-commercial thinning, and ground release.  The Department will also be impacted since we use guest workers to lift and grade our seedlings in the state nurseries.  There is pending legislation in Congress to repeal or lessen the impact of this action of this decision.

Libby Norris – CB – Libby discussed recent farmers to the Bay trips.  She conducted a 1-day fishing trip and also the 3-day trip to Isobel Island.
Chad Wentz – NRCS – Chad mentioned that several agronomic and engineering practices were updated and posted to the NRCS Field Office Technical Guide.  
Wade Biddix – (NRCS) - 
Meeting was adjourned at approximately 12:47 p.m. Wade thanked everyone for coming and announced that the next STC meeting is scheduled for January 31, 2012, at 10 a.m.   That is a slight deviation from the established schedule; we will be meeting on the 5th Tuesday instead of the 4th Tuesday for the January meeting only. 
