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The South Dakota Assoclatron of Conseivation Districts (SDACD)
appreciates the apportunity to camment on tha Technical Service
Provider {TSP) regulstion publ:shed[ in the Fedeyal Register on January
16, 2009. Conseryation districts w:nrk with federsl; state, local and tribal
governments fo provnde programs. ahd technical assistance to
landowners and other: partners to addréss nafural résource issues.

The comments we provide on the TSP provisions of the Food
Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (Farm Bill) are just one avenue
for working with eligible program pamcnpants, but we recognize that the
Farm Bill will nat reach everyone in need of technical assistance or i.
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of a traditional financial assistance contract or a technical service
confract is important to servicing a conservation program customer’s
needs and utilizing financial resources wisely.

Outreach to potential pragram participants is part of the effective
implementation of the conservation programs.” The outreach to smaller
farm operators and non-ihdustriak, piivate landowners has not been
sufficient in previous years and SDAECD encourages NRCS to reach out
to these potential conservation program participanis. Conservation
districts can assist in these outreach gfforts as well as other education
efforts and/or application assistarice o, acceierate conservatlon program
delivery (636.6(b)). Mest South Dakota consérvation districts are willing
and able to provide: clerical assistance wha_re that assistance would
accelerate conservation program delivery stich as contract file assembly
and filing status records. This type of activity could free up an NRCS
technical empiloyee {o perform more technical and in-the-field tasks
while allowing others to assist with recordkeeping required by the

programs,

SDACD strongly befleves Itis lmpar'tant that NRCS use flexibility in
providing TSP contract optlons ta an eiigible patficipant. We believe that
many producers feel more comfortable with NRCS contracting on behalf
of the producer, “to deliver technieal - asmstance ;. directly, through an
agreement with a third party provider,” 652. 'I(a)) This provision would
allew NRCS to coritract with conservation districts or others to provide
technical assistance to gh.individual patticiparit.or a group of several
program participants that m|ght need the same type of assistance. The
flexibility on these types of ‘arrangénients must remain with state and
local NRCS offices as the needs will vary greatly across country.

Technical service (652.2) should also include work on maintenance
confracts. With expanded provisions ih conservatien programs for
maintenance of conservation practices, we beligve this element of
technical oversight should be an element for which NRCS could utilize

the service of TSPs.

South Dakota’s conservation districts have a variefy of technical skill _
levels and expertise. Several have agreements with focal NRCS offices
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to assist with conservation program delivery. Today, the timing of many
of the agreements corissfvation districts entsr into with NRCS to deliver
elements of farm bill conservation programs is diiven by the
Congressional Appropriations/budgét cycle. While ideally that cycle
wolild begin on October 1 and end on September 30 of the following
year, Congress has often: delayed approval of those funding measures.
This delay in tum has caused delays in conservation program delivery
and providing téchnical assistanee, leaving farmers, ranchers and forest
landowners without a clear process to utilize conservation programs.
For example, the final budget forfiseal year 2009 was just sighed into
law on Tuesday, March 10, 2008, over four months beyond the end of
the previous fiscaliappropriations year. This delay translates to the field
operations by not allowing full implemeritation and planning program
delivery throughout the éntire year. Therefore while conservation
districts would be very happy to efiter into 1 year agreements, in the
recent past, the appropriations and budget processes and the Office of
Management and Budget's quarterly release of funids have precluded
some agreements for.that tlmeframe Generally the agreements will be
signed after the final budget has been signed into law and will conclude
at the end of the fiscal yaar, which if like this year, is less that 12
months. SDACD addressegs this issue because while not the ideal
situation for implementation of the programs. it is the reality of the
budget cycle. Conservation districts are ready to assist with the
implementation of these programs and delivery of fechnical assistance
and will continue to work with Cengress, the Office of Management and
Budget and the USDA regarding the release of funds to the local level to
begin conservation program activities in-a timely manner.

With regard to these agreements, we recommend that NRCS have the
ability te enter into an agresment beyond the end of the fiscal year.
Conservation districts can erter intd:agreements fe: provide technical
assistance fo a producer or group of producers, but the timing of
providing that assistance might take longer than just a few months (if
agreements are delayed as described above and activities are limited to
a March ~ September timeframe). 'NRCS must bs given the flexibilily to
enter into agreements that range in length frem one year up to the three

year maximum.
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