WISCONSIN STATE TECHNICAL COMMITTEE

January 19, 2012
Minutes

Attendees:  Eric Allness, Wayne Craig, Cyd Curtis, David Czysz, Craig Ficenec, Tim Geiger, Dick Hauser, Regina Hirsch, Bridget Holcomb, Ron Howard, Walter Meinholz, Anna Meyer, Bob Micheel, Pat Murphy, Carol Nielsen, Matt Otto, Brad Pfaff, Michael Pursell, John Ramsden, Steve Richter, James Ruwaldt, John Shutske, Ryan Stockwell, Kurt Waterstradt, Mike Wehler.

MATT OTTO led the meeting in Pat Leavenworth’s absence.  

Wisconsin currently has a minimum operating budget. Additional program money should be coming in throughout the year.  We have no recent word on the 2012 Farm Bill.  One major change is the possible consolidation of conservation programs which would reduce their number from 23 to 13; however, there are no details available now.  Conservation is still high on the Secretary’s priority list.  He recently announced the closure of USDA offices nationwide; however, all Wisconsin NRCS offices will remain open. One FSA office is scheduled for closure in 2012.

$20 million is available nationally for proposals for Conservation Innovation Grants (CIG).  Priorities are nutrient management, energy conservation, soil health, wildlife health, and assessment of existing programs. Pre-proposals are due 1/31/12. Requests for full proposals will be sent to the applicants by the end of February.

$10 million is also available for development of water quality trading markets CIGs.  All information can be found on the NRCS CIG website. Full proposals are due 3/2/12.  

The National Water Quality Initiative is new.  To fund this states are directed to set aside 5% of their EQIP allocation. We will have to select up to three 12-digit HUC watersheds from the 303D List of Impaired Waters. If you have some suggestions of watersheds that could qualify, please let us know.

A Certainty Agreement between USDA, the State of Minnesota, and EPA has been signed.  Cyd Curtis, EPA, explained that the agreement is new and EPA doesn’t have much info on what their role will be.  The agreement looks at recommended practices associated with water quality.  There are four points, one of which is to establish a technical advisory committee.  We don’t know what the effect on farmers will be.  A certification program for water quality goals could result from this agreement.  We may have more details by next meeting. 

Sandi Cihlar sent an article from Country Today newspaper.  The possible restriction of the use of reed canary grass by grazers is the topic of concern.  NRCS does not include reed canary grass in our rotational grazing plans and seed mixes, but there is a waiver process available.  Our staff can give guidance on the NRCS practices.  There is a DNR group meeting in February to discuss revisions to NR40; reed canary grass is one of the issues to be discussed. If you have comments or concerns, they can be directed to Tom Boos at DNR.  We may need to discuss this again at a future meeting.

Ryan Stockwell, with National Wildlife Federation, brought copies of their report entitled “Future Friendly Farming,” which outlines several successful agricultural practices.

ERIC ALLENSS – CSP update.  Applications for the Conservation Stewardship Program are accepted throughout the year, and the first batching period (application deadline) cut off is 1/27.  The national statutory acreage enrollment limit is 12.769 million acres; however, for 2012 Congress only approved 10.8 million acres, so dollars for the program were reduced for this year.  We currently have received 560 applications.  To enroll our target goal of 200,000 acres, we need total of 700-750 applications. Wisconsin currently has over 600,000 acres enrolled in the program.   Some Conservation Security Program contracts will be expiring in September; and it is assumed that many of the producers would likely apply for the Stewardship Program.    

We will be collaborating with Bridget Holcomb and Michael Fields to create producer profiles for outreach use, and to highlight the environmental and economic benefits to farmers.  Forestland will be included in the highlights. 

Bridget Holcomb – Michael Fields is really excited about including savings farmers are realizing in addition to extra funding they received.  Farmers will sign up when they hear about it, so outreach is important.  

NRCS is completing payments of over $10 million on existing Stewardship Program contracts.  For the Conservation Security Program, we have approximately 550 active contracts, which are receiving approximately $3.5 million in payments this year.   The Milwaukee River watershed contracts obligated through the Security Program will be expiring in September. Direct one-on-one outreach from the DCs in the area will target re-enrollment of these contracts.  

Mississippi River Basin Healthy Watersheds Initiative request for proposals was published 1/03/12.  $11.7 million is available through MRBI-CCPI.  Existing MRBI projects in Wisconsin include a project in Dane County and one in Walworth County.   The Dane County project is in its third year. Over $2 million dollars will be available over the course of the project to provide financial assistance to producers to avoid, control, and trap nutrient runoff.  Water quality monitoring efforts are being conducted to identify the nutrient reductions to water bodies as a result of the installed conservation practices.  The Walworth County project is also in its third year and will have received over $200,000 for conservation practice installation.  The attached map (handout) shows the 5 focus area watersheds for the 2012 RFP.  We are hoping to receive at least one proposal from a conservation organization from each watershed.  

The request for MRBI proposals is available on the national and state NRCS websites.  If you are aware of conservation organizations who might be interested, please let them know of this opportunity.  

CRAIG FICENEC – EQIP update– (handout - recap of funding allocation for 2012) – Wisconsin has an EQIP increase for 2012 to $19.5 million.  We also received additional funds for national initiatives (organic, energy, and seasonal high tunnel). We received an increase of approximately 30% over last year’s initial general allocation.  

WHIP – National funding was reduced. All funds are being held nationally, rather than being distributed to states.  

The Great Lakes funding originates in EPA, and a portion is allocated to NRCS. We are uncertain how much funding will be received in 2012. The Lower Fox River pilot project funding will be in addition to any other received by NRCS. In response to the CIG for water quality markets, we expect to get more management practices published soon.  

NRCS has a funding pool within GLRI.  We typically have enough funding to cover all applications.  Sign up will be announced within the next couple of months.  

We should receive over $20 million in EQIP this year.  State resource assessments resulted in an increase in funding.  There isn’t a corresponding increase in staffing dollars, just contract (FA) dollars.

BRAD PFAFF – CRP Update. We have no news regarding a general signup.  The Wisconsin total acreage is set at 372,378 acres.  New CRP cost share software testing is taking place; Wisconsin is participating.  Susan Butler will be back next week, and can provide more specifics then.  No new proposals are available for SAFE acres.  

FSA is moving toward a web based system.  The farm loan side is completely web-based, but the farm program side is not.   The Department is putting resources into that.  The goal is to have an all web-based delivery system rollout by early FY13.  

The Marinette County FSA office is closing.  2008 Farm Bill criteria was used to determine what offices were closed.  The proposal is to consolidate the Marinette and Oconto County offices.  A public meeting will be held on January 31, including county committees and landowners, for discussion of consolidation.  FSA will still have 55 Service Centers in Wisconsin.  The new Farm Bill could dictate more changes.

PAT MURPHY – 590 Update– (handout) - National Headquarters updated our current standard in 2011.  The national standard provides minimum performance criteria.  States can be stricter; however, a waiver is needed to be more lenient.  We have one year to evaluate our current 590 standard and begin the update process. 
Because of the requirements in the new NRCS national standard, Wisconsin needs to develop a nitrogen leaching risk assessment which measures nitrogen loss to groundwater.  We already have soils with a high risk for nitrogen leaching identified on the nutrient application risk maps. We need to develop additional risk estimation guidance and management recommendations. The new national standard states that nutrients shall not be applied to frozen or snow covered ground unless a winter spreading risk assessment is conducted.  The risk assessment process must be approved by the state water quality agency (DNR/DATCP, under the NR151/ATCP-50 process).  We currently have a qualitative  winter spreading risk assessment process. Kent Peña (NRCS) is developing a GIS based tool to provide a uniform risk assessment tool using USGS elevation data. This tool will provide a uniform starting point for planners to develop Winter Spreading Risk Assessments. We are going to propose a refined topography map, using USGS data and a standardized runoff routing GIS process, to create a standardized set of maps. Planners would use these maps as a basis for in-field risk assessments.  

DATCP currently has interactive maps that use weather event prediction for issuance of runoff warnings. Discovery Farms has also generated data measuring the timing and quantities of winter runoff which could be used to refine a winter spreading risk assessment tool. We are going to have winter runoff events, but we are trying to reduce catastrophic nitrogen runoffs.    
An assessment of the Wisconsin PI indicated that the model is responsive, so we do not anticipate major changes to be required.
The process we are proposing is to talk informally to partners this spring. By this summer we will go into more formal fact finding comment period.  By fall a formal revision process will begin, if necessary, using the Standards Oversight Council (SOC) process.  We would prefer to keep the current standard intact, add tools, update the technical notes that support the standard and, if needed, develop job sheets.  

We are trying to refine 590 and address client concerns about the complexity of the plans.  Not everyone manages their farm with formal procedures and documentation.  We need a farmer friendly procedure that offers an appropriate level of protection for the operation.  Suggestions are welcome.
Focusing on high phosphorus fields would be preferred. Slope and erosion rates help drive the PI, so using the PI as a managing tool is unrealistic at this point.

JOHN RAMSDEN – 313 Update 
Nutrient management is one of the largest drivers of 313 storage volume and duration.  The long term storage issue makes the emptying schedule crucial for design.  We are trying to address the needs of small farms as well as large ones.  
An SOC broad review was done.  We are in the comment review process; it should be completed in March.  Proposed changes are being re-read to ensure that addressing one issue does not cause another.  

Another one of the major concerns was the saturation issue.  We are proposing use of the Munsell color chart to identify wet soil conditions. This would lead to consistent interpretation by state agencies, federal agencies or the consultants. It would remove much of the subjectivity from identifying the elevation differences.  We want to avoid conflict with state codes.
Protection of the storage facility is our primary goal, so we in turn protect the groundwater below.  

Once all comments are considered, the new standard will go out. The standard that is in effect at the time of signup governs the farmer’s contract; however, the farmer will have the option to follow the new standard, if it is to their benefit. The revision of companion documents is also being addressed.

The national standard is under revision.  When it comes out we may have to revise ours.  The current revisions to our standard are needed and we need to move ahead. Our goal is to have the new standard out by April 1.  

The Munsell color chart and the use of it was explained.  The standard will state specific Munsell references, which are common to agronomists, soil sciences and engineering firms with a geo-technical staff.  We will be offering training sessions for consultants and our staff will be knowledgeable and available to work with consultants and farmers as needed.  

RON HOWARD – EASEMENT Update- (handout)
WRP allocation for FY12 is $8.1 million for enrollment, restoration and repair.  The goal from national headquarters for new enrollment is 1,900 acres; the restoration goal is 2,500 acres.  Application period ended on 12/16; applications are being reviewed now.  We have 56 applications currently at 4,000 acres. 

FRPP allocation for FY12 is $665,000; request for proposals should be out by mid-February.  

GRPP allocation for FY12 is $1.6 million this year; deadline for applications was 12/16. We should be able to spend it all in Portage. We have applications in hand.  After discussion, attendees came to the consensus for continued use of all GRP funds in the Central Sands.

No FRPP or GRP enrollment goals other than full expenditure of available funds.  Easement values for FRPP and GRP were approved. The GARCs will not change for GRP.  

