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 Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) Update 

Applications submitted by November 16, 2007 were ranked and selected for funding.. The deadline for contract development was January 31. A new contract approval process requires a review of each contract prior to final “obligation” of funds. Wisconsin has received $15.9 million in EQIP funding to date and has requested additional funds if available. Currently $3.75 million has been reserved for animal waste storage related contracts.
The EQIP sign up was held earlier than usual in fiscal year 2008 to allow contracting to be completed before the 2008 farm bill is passed. Once the new farm bill is enacted NRCS may need to update rules to address any changes to the program.

Conservation Security Program (CSP) Update
Preparations for a CSP sign up in the Milwaukee River Watershed continue. Funding for the existing program is authorized but has not been released by the Office of Management and Budget. Pending changes contained in the house and senate version of the farm bill make the exact future of the program unclear (see farm bill update). Once the new farm bill is passed CSP rules will likely need to be revised delaying a FY-2008 sign up.
Farm Bill Update

The Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), Farmland Protection Program (FPP), Grassland Reserve Program (GRP), Ground and Surface Water Protection Program and Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) continue in some form under both the house and senate versions of the farm bill. 

Clarifications in the EQIP authorizing language include the addition of cost-sharing or incentive payments for conversion to organic production methods. The actual cost share rates or incentive payment amounts are not specified. EQIP will continue to emphasize livestock related conservation practices and will see an increased emphasis for forestry related practices.
The Conservation Security Program (CSP) is discontinued in its’ current form in both versions of the bill. Continued funding for existing contracts is authorized. The senate bill creates a simplified version of CSP with an initial basic payment and the opportunity to add some enhancement payments. The house version of the farm bill does not contain a new CSP type program.

Conservation compliance for Highly Erodible Land (HEL) and wetlands (Swampbuster) is continued in both bills. The senate offers “graduated penalties” for violations.

Regional Water Enhancement Projects/Program is proposed by both bills to fund local partners through grants or agreements to address local water quality and quantity issues.

Emergency Landscape Restoration Program is proposed by the senate bill to provide a standing pool of funds to address natural disasters such as the flooding in Southwestern Wisconsin last summer.

Negotiations between the house and senate ag comities began during the holiday recess and is expected to be completed by March. The primary issues that remain are the continuation of traditional commodity payments, reducing the income limits of program applicants and finding funding to pay for the proposed programs.
Wisconsin NRCS Update

Pat Leavenworth received her FY-2008 funding apportionment letter in January. Wisconsin NRCS is operating under an omnibus budget which is based on last years funding levels.  Budget constraints have minimized our ability to travel and attend training. We hope to have a final budget by March. The unknown status of the farm bill and Wisconsin NRCS’ ability to earn reimbursable funds will keep the budget in flux for some time.
A formal quality assurance process will be implemented in 2008 to review CNMP’s funded in 2007 by EQIP. The review is intended to ensure that planners are providing appropriate resource assessments and practice recommendations.

The State Interagency Training Committee (SITCOM) met to discuss reorganizing after several years of inactivity. The Area Interagency Training Committees (AITCOM) have remained active and have established training schedules for the winter and spring of 2008.

Wisconsin NRCS is currently using a formal Standards Oversight Council (SOC) team to revise the current Fence (382) Practice Standard. Significant issues to address include updating the standard to recognize modern fencing materials and to more effective address fences constructed for safety purposes.

Wisconsin NRCS is currently using an “informal” team process to update the Prescribed Grazing (528) Practice Standard. A broad review of the resulting DRAFT will be carried out using the SOC distribution process.

