NRCS Report to the WALCE Membership
January 12, 2009
2008 Farm Bill – The Food, Conservation and Energy Act of 2008 was passed during the third week of May. NRCS has forward “interim final” language to USDA for review by the September deadline. Once the rules clear reviews by the department and the Office The comment period will remain open for 30 days after which NRCS must review, where possible group similar comments and provide an official response prior to issuing final rules.
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) – The 2008 Farm Bill updated the FOIA requirements. In general the privacy requirements related to they use of NRCS records has been maintained or strengthened. Until final guidance is released Wisconsin NRCS has been directed to not release any information that could be covered by the rules (including wetland determinations).

Environmental Quality Incentives Program - As projected the 2008 farm bill maintained strong support for EQIP and added forestry as an additional program emphasis. The requirement to direct 60% of EQIP funds nationally to livestock related practices is continued.

The 2009 EQIP eligible practices and flat rate incentive payments has been prepared and are posted on the Wisconsin NRCS website homepage.  A formal EQIP sign-up is underway and is currently slated to end with a practice application ranking in early March. The ranking could be delayed if final rules are not published by this time. There are also some changes to the eligibility criteria based on the definition of an agricultural producer and Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) limits.
Initial projections of EQIP cost sharing indicate a net increase of funding for Wisconsin. During the January State Technical Committee meeting DRAFT priorities of the 2009 EQIP ranking process will be discussed.
Conservation Stewardship Program – Replaces the former Conservation Security Program. Establishes 5 year contracts and a simplified state based competitive ranking and contracting process. Each state will receive a funding allocation to fund the highest ranking offers it has received.
It is not clear when a CStP sign up will occur. Final rules will define eligibility and enhancement levels. Early indications if there is a FY-09 sign up it would occur late in the fiscal year. 

Conservation and Wetland Compliance – The existing HEL and wetland compliance requirements remain largely unchanged. A graduated penalty provision has been added to the HEL penalties.  Wetland violations still result in loss of all USDA program benefits. The rules now require FSA to consult with NRCS and obtain technical concurrence prior to granting “good faith” which is the first step to granting a variance when a violation has occurred.

Wetland Reserve, Grassland Reserve and Farmland Protection Programs have been renewed.  WRP had the most significant change allowing states to develop Geographic Area Regional Caps and removing the requirement to use the yellow book appraisal process. Wisconsin developed (6) six GARC’s ranging from a high of $4,000 to low of $1,700 per acre. This will allow the State to be very competitive for WRP easements.

Wisconsin NRCS Certification Policy Updated – The Wisconsin NRCS certification policy (Part 409 180-General Manual)  was updated in June to reduce the number of continuing education hours required by most certifications. The revised policy also allows an “in field” resource assessment to be utilized in place of requiring a written narrative. The re-certification of approximately 70% of Wisconsin NRCS certified planners is now completed. A bulletin announcing the next round of re-certification candidates was released in early July.

State Interagency Training Committee (SITCOM) – The SITCOM is in the process of being re-organized and reinvigorated. SITCOM’s goal is to provide high quality training that is responsive to the needs of conservation professionals employed by the partner agencies. SITCOM will work to coordinate member sponsored technical and administrative training. Contact Pat Murphy (NRCS) or Coreen Fallat (DATCP) for more information.
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