MISSISSIPPI RIVER BASIN HEALTHY WATERSHEDS INITIATIVE


MOD:
Good afternoon, I’m Larry Quinn speaking to you from the Broadcast Center at the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  Welcome to today’s news conference with Dave White, Chief of the Natural Resources Conservation Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  Topic for today’s conference is the Mississippi River Basin Healthy Watersheds Initiative.  We remind reporters before we begin if you wish to ask a question please let us know that by pressing star 1 on your telephone touch pad.  In the studio today with Dave White is Greg Johnson and others on the line who may be called up on Tom Krapf and Tom Christensen. Now it’s my pleasure to introduce Dave White, Chief of the Natural Resources Conservation Service.  
DW:
Thank you Larry.  I appreciate it and thank all of you for being with us here today.  Listen I’m going to diverge a little bit.  This is somewhat of a bittersweet day for us here at USDA because this is going to be Larry Quinn’s last broadcast today.  Larry started in radio when he was 17 years old at KGYI in Oklahoma and for more than 40 years he’s been working in agriculture and 35 of those have been here with USDA.  USDA honored him yesterday by dedicating their television studio.  I’ve known Larry for upwards of two decades and I have never encountered a nicer, more professional man.  And Larry you’re going to be missed.  You’ve just been a splendid person.  
MOD:
Thank you very much.  

DW:
Thank you for that.  Basically earlier today Secretary Vilsack announced that USDA through the Natural Resource Conservation Service is committing $320 million to the Mississippi River Basin over the next four years. And in my 32 years with NRCS this is probably one of the most extraordinary commitments I’ve seen and I’m honored and proud that I have a chance to be a part of it.  And I appreciate all of you for calling in because we’re going to discuss what this is about, how it’s going to operate and what it’s going to deliver to the people on the farms and ranches in Mississippi River Basin.  


Basically we have some goals.  We’d like to improve the health of the basin by working with producers to help them voluntarily, the key word here is voluntarily, it’s not regulatory in any way, shape or form, voluntarily implement conservation practices which can avoid, control, and trap nutrient run off.  We want to be able to restore and enhance wildlife habitat and it’s definitely we want to maintain agricultural productivity in this region.  There are 12 states participating. I won’t read them all to you.  But they are the states that are in this Mississippi River drainage basin.  


We’re going to dedicate, NRCS is going to dedicate $80 million a year for the next four fiscal years and then we’ll start in 2010 to this effort. And this funding will be above and beyond the regular program rates.  The breakdown of this 80 million; five million per year is going to come from the Conservation Innovation Grants, that’s a small grant program within the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, 25 million a year is going to come from the Wetlands Reserve Enhancement Program and the bulk of it, bulk of it, 50 million a year, we’re going to plan to exercise a relatively new authority in the 2008 Farm Bill called the Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative.  


And the, well, I hate to do this, the acronym is CCPI.  And this draws from three primary programs, which is the Wildlife Habitat Program, the Environmental Quality Program, the Conservation Stewardship.  So we’re able to blend pieces of those three programs into an effort.  Now each of these 12 states ... the way we’re going to focus this is they’re going to select from one to three eight-digit hydrologic units, which is tech speak for they’re going to pick one to three large watersheds.  An eight digit huck or watershed, they generally run from 250,000 to 1.2 million acres.  


So each of those states will pick one to three of those and then within that bigger watershed we will look at the 12 digit smaller watersheds. And those are generally 10 to 40,000 acres.  And when you get down to it you’re able to see where the nutrient loadings are really coming from.  But the states will pick those and they will pick them with the advice and consent of the state technical committees.  


We’re asking them to use all the technical data they have available, like USGS, the Geological Survey has SPARROW data for these watersheds, there are state level water quality data.  NRCS has got a conservation affects analysis for the upper Mississippi, which has a lot of good data. So there is also nitrogen, phosphorous, monitoring modeling data. So we’re just going to ask them to take whatever resources they can when they select these one to three watersheds.  


What we would do then is we would issue a Request for Proposals, and that would probably come out in mid November.  We’d like all these watersheds identified by the end of October and nutrient loading in the selection will be a key priority.  So we’re also asking the states and we’re giving them some criteria.  We will have core practices and facilitating practices.  Core practices would be in three categories.  In the avoiding category we’re going to be looking at conservation crop rotations, cover crops and nutrient management.  Those would be three core practices that all the states would offer.  

In the controlling practice, core practices we’re looking at stuff like residue, no till, contouring, grass water ways; practices that would help control run off.  And then in the trapping area, some of the core practices would be like contour buffer strips, wetlands, bioreactors.  We’re going to try those.  So there’s going to be this suite of practices.  I think it’s important to remember in an initiative like this you’re not going to open it up to all 150 conservation practices.  It’s going to be focused down to a narrow suite to accomplish the goals that I outlined earlier.  


So we’re going to go out with Requests for Proposals.  This should be done by mid November.  Then we hope to have the selections done by late January/early February. We will work with partners to enter into agreements.  And we’re hoping to have signups February, March, April next year. The reason we went with this Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative approach is because it gives, it really gives us some advantages.  And we’re appreciative of Congress for putting this in the 2008 Farm Bill.  
One, it’s competitive.  So there’s going to be a lot of competition out there for these things.  Two, it gives us some flexibility in how we implement the programs.  We still follow the program rules but we have some flexibility to modify some stuff.  And three, it allows us to bring in and leverage partner contributions.  When I said that 80 million was from NRCS that doesn’t include the partners, and so we could see an initiative that is much larger.  

The reason we’re doing this is we hope to achieve, we would like to target these conservation programs to address national conservation issues. But to do it in a ... that would allow a consistent unified local approach to solving national problems.  There will be monitoring involved at the field scale, at the small watershed scale, at the larger scale, so we can actually kind of determine the outcomes of this.  And the key thing I think a lot of this hinges on it is the partnerships; how the partners we have with us, many have been involved in the creation of this, and we’re hopeful that we can really achieve some results.  

Now there is going to be some areas where there are going to be some things that are, complicating issues, and one is: how do you establish a baseline in these watersheds?  And if you don’t have good data it’s going to be real tricky for us to have a baseline on how we measure progress. But I think we can figure that out.  Also a thing that we have on all, virtually all conservation practices is the lag time between when you put that conservation practice on the land and when you can see a measurable result; sometimes that takes you know 2 to 15 years.  

So there are going to be some things we need to work our way through.  With that Larry, I would open it up to questions.  

MOD:
And reporters as we prepare to receive your questions we do remind you that you should press star one on your telephone touch pad and do that now so that I will know that you have a question.  And our first question today comes from Philip Brasher, the Des Moines Register.  Philip?  

MS:
How is this divided up $80 million, how is that going to be divided up between states in terms of what the individual state share is going to be?  And how many acres a year are you all estimating that are going to be covered by ... $80 million doesn’t seem like a whole lot of money really in the scope of the amount of acreage that we’re talking about in these states, even if it’s three watersheds.  

And in each ... can you talk a little bit more about how you’re going to measure the difference and select the projects within the, or the farms within these watersheds?  It sounds like this is kind of a demonstration or more of a pilot at this point to show that these ... is that it, to show that these can work on an individual farm field level?  
DW:
Well, Mr. Brasher, good questions.  A lot of your questions I can’t answer.  When we look, a lot of it will be determined by those Requests for Proposals, the responses we get to it.  We plan to, this will be a competitive process and I’m sure the Iowa folks will do grand in it. But we plan to go with the responses that will provide the most impact on the land.  So I really can’t tell you that Iowa will get 10 million and Mississippi will get 12 or whatever it would be until we actually see what comes back in those Requests for Proposals.  


Frankly, if we would have done this a different way and said we were just going to do a special initiative through the Environmental Quality Program, you know, I could answer that question, I could say Iowa’s going to get X dollars and Missouri is going to get Y.  But this is going to take a little bit longer because it is a Request for Proposals.  I just don’t think that this is a demonstration program.  I’m dead serious about going after some of these issues.  


We’re talking millions of acres that will be identified in these watersheds.  We don’t have unlimited funding.  I think what you’re going to see is a focused effort that’s going to have a bigger impact as you spread it across the basin.  We have not released the conservation effects analysis information from the upper Mississippi.  I think it’s still undergoing a scientific peer review.  But if I remember correctly in looking at some of the earlier drafts, if you can treat five percent of the land base you can solve over 20 percent of the nutrient loading.  

So if we can do this right, Mr. Brasher, and pick those watersheds where the nutrient loading is key and get good partner involvement, I think we’ve knocked the bottom out of some of these issues.  
MOD:
Our next question will come from Stephanie Hemphill of Minnesota Public Radio.  And reporters we do remind you press star one if you want to ask a question. Stephanie, go ahead please.  

FS:
Well, first I want to thank you for having such excellent audio, and it must be because there’s a radio person in charge there.  I probably don’t know enough about all of these programs to ask an intelligent question, but you’re asking for RFPs from individual farms it sounds like and so that sounds like a lot of work to go through for small, relatively small projects as you talk about the landscape level.  And so I guess I don’t understand how it differs from other programs that you’ve already got going.  

DW:
The audio is solely due to Larry Quinn.  But, no, the RFPs will be for organizations.  It could be the Farm Bureau or the Iowa soy bean growers or The Nature Conservancy or the Environmental Defense Fund or it’s open to... so they would look at ... say you have ... go back to where Mr. Brasher, say the Raccoon River Watershed, say that’s one that’s picked, and that’s a pretty good sized watershed.  

Well, within there there will be smaller watersheds and say the Iowa soy bean growers or Sand County or whomever would pick either the whole thing or they would pick smaller watersheds within there, they would also work with producers, they would develop a plan of attack on how they would do this.  They would say here is how we would like to use your programs, here’s the flexibility we’d like, here’s what we we’re going to put on the table.  And then we would evaluate all that, enter into contracts and work with them.  
But it’s not asking each producer to do, respond to this, it’s going to be groups, organizations that would deal on a much broader scale and cover a larger geographic area.  

MOD:
Next question comes from Dave Russell of Brownfield Agricultural Network, and standing by should be Spencer Hunt.  Dave, go ahead please. 

MS:
Thank you Larry.  Chief White, I’m just wondering how much progress has already been made in the reducing runoff to this Mississippi River basin?  

DW:
Good question, Dave, a lot.  Again, oh, man, I wish I would have studied this ahead of time.  But that conservation effects analysis and I could be wrong, Tom Christensen come in if I misstate it, but it is showing us that just in that upper Mississippi River Basin that the existing conservation practices are having like a 60 percent reduction effect already.  So the conservation that’s already applied is having a huge beneficial effect on what could be.  

We’re also finding out, Dave, that a lot of the nitrogen and phosphorous is background, that it’s going to be there naturally, that there is nothing that you can do about. So what we’re focused on is the things that we can do, like the nutrient management, no-till things like that.  But existing conservation is having and has had a huge positive impact on the river.  

MOD:
Next question comes from Spencer Hunt of the Columbus Dispatch, standing by should be Dirck Steimel.  Spencer, go ahead.  

MS:
When we write about this issue in Ohio a lot of the emphasis is on the CRP and CREP programs.  But more recent stories that we’ve done have been about how farmers are getting out of those programs because the payments that they’re getting from them don’t really compete with what they could get from, you know, growing corn on that land.  How does this amount of money then you know come in and encourage farmers to do something that they’re already opting out of?  

DW:
Well, I would distinguish on at least the bulk of this, when we talk about this Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative you’re pulling from three programs.  That’s the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, Wildlife Habitat, Conservation Stewardship.  And Spencer these are all working lands programs, they are not land retirement; we’re not asking somebody to take land out of production and pay them to grow it in grass or whatever it would be.  These are working lands.  And a lot of times a lot of these practices not only help conserve soil and water resources, but they also add to the producer’s bottom line; if you can save money on fertilizer that’s like putting money in your pocket.  


So I would distinguish between working lands and land retirement programs.  Now if someone is in CRP and their contract expires, they want to bring it back in, whatever the reason, they would be eligible for all these programs as well.  So if you’re looking at buffer strips or no-till or contouring, things like that, those are all working lands programs that are part of a producer’s operation that they would still be able to produce crops and make money on.  


I should point out now we do have one land retirement program involved in this and this is the Wetland Reserve Enhancement Program.  Spencer, for those, we would try to be enrolling lands that would be taken out of production and put back into wetland areas.  And these generally are marginal production areas.  That’s one of the requirements for enrollment in the wetland reserve; it’s 30-year permanent easements.  But we’re really looking for land that was previously drained that is marginal that is really kind of maybe a pain in the rear-end for the producer.  So we would have that component as well.  


And I guess before I give up here, the Conservation Innovation Grants, the five million dollars a year, we’re trying to use that to bridge what some folks are calling the valley of death.  And that is when something is discovered or research findings are made at a university that gap between the research finding and the applied technology on a field that a farmer can use.  So these Conservation Innovation Grants are to take research findings that they’re already there and find a way to effectively apply them on the land for a producer.  

MOD:
Next question is from Dirck Steimel, and standing by should be Janet Kubat.  Dick, go ahead.  

MS:
One of the things that we have here in Iowa, I’m with the Farm Bureau Spokesman here in Iowa, is the work from the state on some new conservation wetlands programs.  Would that program be eligible under your rules?  

DW:
Tom or Tom, are you familiar with this?  

TC:
Yes.  

DW:
Tom Christensen could you help me out?  

TC:
Yes, I’m here.  Can you hear me?  

DW:
Yes.  

TC:
I’m out here in Iowa and we actually saw some of that work in the field yesterday. And, yes, that’s a perfect example of how we would like states and other partners, part of these RFPs. And the work that they’re doing here in Iowa, for example, with constructed wetlands at the bottom of drainages is a perfect example of what can match the EQIP work we’re doing up on the landscape.  
DW:
And I would just say, Dick, that’s one of the things that we hope that the partners will bring, they can contribute these other programs.  The fact of the matter is I’ve heard about that wetland thing you’ve got going out in Iowa, I’d love to see some of that sometime.  

MOD:
Next question is from Janet Kubat, and standing by should be Philip Brasher.  Janet, go ahead. 

FS:
When I go to meetings farmers often say they feel blame for the pollution in the Mississippi River.  But they want to know what are their urban cousins doing to correct their pollution problems and the pollution they cause?  Is there any component of this program that’s aimed at the urban population?  

DW:
Well, Janet, you’ve hit on some of the ouchiness that a lot of the ag community feels, and I think a good part of it may be justified.  Of course you’re talking to USDA and certainly NRCS we don’t have a lot of urban programs.  The programs that we do have are voluntary programs for producers.  One of the things, there’s no question that urbanization, the growth of human settlements have adversely impacted.  They have obviously, you know, there’s water/sewer treatment plants that have to go in, the cities and counties on their zoning ordinances on where they allow stuff and how they do it.  That’s kind of outside of the purview that we can operate in, Janet.  But that is, we do recognize that as a valid issue.  
MOD:
Next question is from Philip Brasher of the Des Moines Register, and standing by should be Stewart Doan.  Philip?  

MS:
Yes, my question was about the wetlands project in Iowa.  I wanted to follow up on that.  However, my understanding is that one of the things that a state wanted to do is in addition to constructing wetlands to get land owners to participate was to allow draining, replacing drains upland from where these constructed wetlands would be.  Is that believing that NRCS has in the past had some concerns about that, is that something that would be allowed, that drainage replacement, would that be allowed as part of this?  

DW:
Mr. Brasher I’ll take a shot at this and then I’ll ask Tom Christensen to help me out.  My recollection is that what Iowa, and I don’t know if this is exactly what Dick was referring to or not, but a lot of these field-level drainage systems were put in at the turn of the century, early 1900s or something like that, and they’re going to be replaced.  And some of the folks there were saying when we replace them let us increase the size.  And what that would mean is that what is now like a farmed wetland in a field that would be more fully drained and that farmed wetland would essentially go away and would help the farmer with the ease of planting and harvesting.  


In return they would guarantee that they would establish a wetland at the base of the much, much, much smaller watersheds that would filter, trap the runoff that would create wildlife habitat that would be there in perpetuity.  So my understanding was a kind of a trade off; we would lose some of these ephemeral farmed wetlands, but you would gain a permanent wetland on every landscape.  I know there are some technical people, we’re looking at it.  There were some concerns over would this be really a great thing or are there some impacts we don’t know about, some impact on migratory wildlife?  And I don’t exactly know where we are on that.  


I would say that NRCS would have a role in this because of conservation compliance, Mr. Brasher, and anything that you would do under Swampbuster we’d have to have technical folks look at that.  Tom, would you have anything to add to that?  
TC:
That’s a good synopsis and the Iowa plan has proposed to include the needed mitigation as part of these constructed wetlands that would remove nitrates. So if that’s an issue they’re certainly working on in a collaborative sense.  

MOD:
Reporters if you have a question please star one to indicate that so we’ll know to call on you.  And our next question comes from Stewart Doan of AgriPulse.  

MS:
Thank you very much.  The question, and first Dave I missed the first couple minutes of your presentation so I apologize in advance if you covered this then, this Mississippi River Basin Initiative is there any role for the Conservation Stewardship Program to play in this initiative?  And a related matter, there have been several expressions of concern this week from various groups regarding what they perceive as slower pace of sign up for CSP for the first year.  You got a deadline for signup at the end of the month.  Do you share those concerns?  And, if so, is it a lack of education or simply a lack of interest on the part of producers to sign up for CSP?  

DW:
Okay, Stewart.  First, we will be using Conservation Stewardship Program as part of this effort.  We’re going to ... you probably remember this from the 08 Farm Bill, but there’s a thing in there called the Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative, and we’re actually going to be seeking Requests for Proposals for these.  And they pull in, that particular programmatic initiative allows us to use funding from the Environmental Quality Program, Wildlife Habitat Program and the Conservation Stewardship.  So Conservation Stewardship will be a very integral, vital piece of that CCPI when we get them implemented.  


You were right; the sign up has been slow.  I think we have seven or eight million acres signed up now.  We can enroll up to 12.8 million. And Stewart if you would like I can follow up with a more precise estimate of the acreage. I think it’s somewhere around seven or eight million.  We still have like a week to go, a week and a day.  I hope we get to the 12.8 million.  I know that, I think it was the state of Oregon has already exceeded their acre allotment and frankly what I’ll do is if Iowa doesn’t use all theirs we’ll shift the acres to states that do have excesses.  


I would love to see us get to the 12.8 or actually I’d love to see us get to 20 so we can really pick the cream of the crop, but I don’t want to see those acres not used for conservation purposes.  So another week and I’ll have a much better idea, Stewart.  Thanks.  
MOD:
Our next question comes from Allison Winter of Green Wire.  Allison.

FS:
Hi, thanks.  I have a question about the funding for this. Is this money that is in addition to like the Farm Bill money for these programs?  Or is this sort of setting aside some of that money to go to these projects?  

DW:
Hi, Allison.  It’s essentially setting aside some of that money.  Basically we would take a piece of EQIP, a piece of the Conservation Stewardship Program and some of the Wildlife Habitat to come up with this $50 million per year.  I don’t know the exact match because we haven’t heard back from the, we haven’t issued the RFPs or gotten any responses.  But, yes, it would be taking funding from the existing programs as Congress appropriates them.  

MOD:
Seeing no further questions, Chief White, I wonder if you have any concluding remarks.  

DW:
You mean about you?  

MOD:
No.  

DW:
Stewart, you missed if you called in a little bit late I did talk a little bit about this is Larry Quinn’s last broadcast.  He’s retiring.  

I guess that the way I’m thinking of this is where we’re trying to address, approach a national issue, but to do it with a lot of flexibility and a lot of control at the state and local level.  It’s kind of a different kind of an approach.  Earlier I talked about those three types of practices; the ones that would avoid runoff, that would control, that would trap.  

You will see as we move from Northern Minnesota down to Mississippi, Louisiana those will change because of the needs of the states. So this is going to have some flexibility.  We’re not from Washington saying one size fits all and you will do this.  The states have the ability to adapt, to be flexible, to meet their producers’ needs.  The other key thing is that we’re doing this with partners, with producers.  It’s a voluntary effort.  So I’m real hopeful that we can make this work.  

And not just for us, but for those little Americans who are going to come after us; conservation is a lot about the future and I’d like our kids and our kids’ kids to be able to walk into the Giant or the Safeway or wherever it is and find 10,000 items on the shelf.  So that’s it Larry, unless there are any other questions.  
MOD:
Dave White, Chief of USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service.  I’m Larry Quinn bidding you a good bye and a good day from Washington.  

[END OF FILE]
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