State Technical Committee Meeting

December 13, 2007
693 Federal Building
NRCS Conference Room

Des Moines, Iowa

1:00 p.m.

MINUTES - Updated
Present:  Rick Van Klaveren, Chair; Kelly Smith for Paul Tauke, and Steve Hopkins, DNR; Jim Munson, FWS; Rick Robinson, Farm Bureau; Nick Leibold, Corn Growers; Susan Heathcote, Iowa Environmental Council, Vickie Freidow for Derryl McLaren, and Merlin Plagge, FSA;  Jerry Miller, ISU Extension; 
Jim Gillespie for Ken Tow, DSC; Linda Kinman, Iowa Water Agencies Association; Inger Lamb, Iowa Prairie Network; Duane Sand, SSCC; Madeline Meyer, Producer; and Cy McDonald, Iowa League of RC&Ds.  Others not members: Robin Holcombe, FSA; Jean Ells, SSCC; Marty Adkins, Paul Sweeney, Larry Beeler, Mike Sucik, Jennifer Anderson-Cruz, Dave Beck, and Shelly DuBay, NRCS. 
Welcome Comments – Rick Van Klaveren
Jim Munson longtime member of the State Technical Committee and numerous Sub-Committees will be retiring on January 3, 2008.  This will be Jim’s last official State Technical Committee Meeting.  Jim’s career has taken him from Montana, Utah, Connecticut, South Carolina, and finally to Iowa which has been his longest tenure in any state (17 years) of his 34 year history with the United State Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS).  Jim’s chairing the WHIP Sub-Committee was his last contribution and the format and structure of the committee are still in place.  Rick thanked Jim for his dedication and contributions to the Iowa State Technical Committee and he will be missed.  Everyone congratulated Jim on his retirement.
Rick also announced that Ken Tow, Director of Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship-Division of Soil Conservation, will be retiring December 14, 2007.  Ken was not able to attend this meeting due to calendar conflicts but Rick wanted to thank Ken for his dedication and contributions to the Iowa State Technical Committee and he will be missed.

Rick announced that Jim Ayen, State Resources Conservationist, Iowa NRCS, retired November 3, 2008.  The State Resource Conservationist (SRC) position is a critical position and is being advertised at this time.  Iowa NRCS has not added to the staffing plan for 14 months. 
A motion to accept the minutes from June 28, 2007, was made by Inger Lamb, seconded by 

Nick Leibold.  The minutes were approved as written.

Rick shared the following update on the Farm Bill and Appropriations.  The Senate continued debate yesterday and has reconvened this morning with additional consideration of Farm Bill amendments.  The Senate just finished voting on the Grassley-Dorgan amendment which could cap annual payments to producers at $250,000, rather than at $360,000.  For this amendment to be adopted, 60 aye votes were required.  The amendment failed with a vote of 56-43.  The other amendments that have been considered so far are (all failed):
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· The Gregg amendment (41-53) to limit malpractice liability for obstetrician/gynecologists in small towns.

· The Gregg amendment (39-56) to eliminate $15 million in aid for asparagus growers that loose business because of imports.

· The Gregg amendment (37-58) to eliminate the Farm and Ranch Stress Assistance Network, a mental health program for farmers and ranchers.

· The Alexander amendment (19-75) to increase funding for the Initiative for Future Agriculture and Food Systems research programs.

· The Alexander amendment (14-79) to limit to $4,000 per year a tax credit for wind energy to turbines that have electricity-generating capacity of 100 kilowatts or less.

The Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) was funded in the last Farm Bill through 2010 or 2011 and Iowa NRCS did receive $19.5 million for financial assistance (FA) in 2007.  To date, Iowa NRCS is taking applications for EQIP contracts till January 25, 2008, for final allocation.  Iowa NRCS did take the recommendation from the State Technical Committee to hold $2 million for special projects.  If the $2 million is not used for the special projects, the remaining allocation will go out to Iowa counties on the prioritization of EQIP dollars.
Iowa NRCS is working on the existing Conservation Security Program (CSP) contracts to get the payments made based on whether the producer would like the payment in 2007 or 2008.  There has been a potential suggestion by the Chief of NRCS to have a CSP sign-up as early as January 2008.  The Secretary of Agriculture will have to make the announcement.  The Iowa State Technical Committee made a recommendation on the prioritization of the watersheds for CSP.  The Secretary has never faltered from the recommendations that this committee has made which made.  The State Technical Committee recommended the Middle Iowa Watershed for the next sign-up.  There was some discussion on CSP.
Iowa NRCS is servicing existing Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP) contracts only.  
SAFE Sub-Committee Proposal Recommendations Update – Vickie Freidow
Vickie Friedow stated Iowa FSA has not received additional information since they submitted the proposals to the National FSA Office at the end of October 2007.  There has been a change in personnel at the National FSA level that may have caused some delay.  The proposals are still in the review process.  The software is to be available after the first of year.  
CRP Update – Vickie Friedow

Vickie Friedow shared that Iowa FSA had a conference call with their National Office.  With the absence of the Farm Bill or an extension on the current Farm Bill all approval authority connected to new or re-rolled contracts will cease and excess December 31, 2007.  Contracts that were approved prior to December 31 will be okay.  Contracts not approved prior to December 31, regardless of what the hold may be, that contract will not be approved.  In the past, Iowa FSA has been able to accept offers but at this time, Iowa FSA will not be able to take offers effective January 1, 2008.  There was some discussion.
Rick shared a Press Release: Peterson Announces Short Term Plan to Continue Farm Bill Programs, Wednesday, December 12, 2007.  The House Agriculture Committee issued the press release below this afternoon.  You may see this quoted in Ag media reports.  The Chairman's reference to protecting the budget means protecting the baseline for Farm Bill programs.  The budget baseline for federal programs is established each calendar year by the Congressional Budget Office.  Because some Farm Bill programs' statutory authority has already expired or will expire by December 31, 2007, those programs' funding levels may not be included in the 2008 budget baseline for agriculture.  That would result in less funds being available for the reauthorization of the Farm Bill.  Therefore, Chairman Peterson is advocating for a short-term extension of the Farm Bill to address this budgetary issue.
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Peterson Announces Short Term Plan to Continue Farm Bill Programs Measure Will Preserve Funding Available to Write Farm Bill in 2008.
House Agriculture Committee Chairman Collin Peterson today announced plans to include language to continue certain Farm Bill programs on a short-term basis in legislation that Congress is expected to pass before the end of this year.

"This provision will protect the budget we have for the Farm Bill that Congress is currently writing," Chairman Peterson said. "We have seen promising movement in the Senate, and I am confident that we can finish work on the Farm Bill early next year. This interim step to continue programs through mid-March will ensure that we have the time and resources we need to get the job done."

The language will provide short-term continuing authority through March 15, 2008 for most programs in the 2002 Farm Bill in order to avoid budgetary changes before the new bill can be completed. It will not extend the 2002 commodity support programs to the 2008 crop year. Program provisions for the 2008 crop will be included in the new Farm Bill.

WRP Update – Marty Adkins

Marty Adkins shared the WRP Sub-Committee met on December 6, 2007, and provided the minutes from the meeting and provided back ground information from previous Iowa State Technical Committee Meetings.   Duane Sand went over the minutes in detail in Derryl McLaren’s absence (Derryl is the Chair of the WRP Sub-Committee).  The Sub-Committee received three proposals for WRP special projects and recommends the following for funding: 1) Lower Iowa and Cedar Rivers (Muscatine SWCD) for $2.4 million for easement acquisitions – for approval, restoration enhancement funds will require the approval of a corresponding long term habitat management plan; 2) Missouri River Valley (Monona SWCD) for $1.47 million for easement acquisitions; and 3) Prairie Pothole Joint Venture (IDNR) for $2.5 million for easement acquisitions.  The Prairie Pothole Joint Venture is a new special project proposal and targets land within the vicinity of other protected wetlands.  The total amount of funds recommended is $6.4 million.  

The Sub-Committee recommends funds beyond those needed for the above special projects be applied to the highest ranking applications remaining among Iowa’s unfunded backlog and any new applications which might be received when and if the WRP is reauthorized by Congress.   There was a detailed discussion.
The Sub-Committee also recommended that a subsequent WRP be released to identify other potential special projects later this fiscal year.

Rick stated last year the initial allocation for Iowa NRCS was $10.7 million for WRP.  Rick shared that in FY08 Iowa NRCS will be able to request additional funds for WRP.  The appraisals have to be completed prior to ensure that Iowa NRCS can obligate the WRP funds.  With the conditions that Iowa NRCS would receive approximately $10.7 million the motion was made by Duane Sand to except the recommendation by the WRP Sub-Committee, seconded by Jim Munson.  If Iowa NRCS receives less than $10.7 million, the State Technical Committee would revisit the proposals.  If Iowa NRCS receives more than$10.7 million, the proposals should move ahead as recommended.   The motion was carried and approved by the Iowa State Technical Committee.   
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Establishment of a PL-566/534 Sub-Committee – Marty Adkins

Marty Adkins shared the Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Program has a long history in Iowa.  There have been many projects have been completed that have reduced flood damages, that has reduced erosion, that have provided public water supplies and recreation, etc. since 1954, and before that 1948 with PL-534.  Iowa has the third highest number of dams in the country behind Texas and Oklahoma.   
Marty provided details of the programs.  Since 1999, the allocations of dollars for these programs have been entirely earmarked.  Potential scenario one – the program continues on where Congress will be key to decisions through earmarks.  Potential scenario two – if these programs are not continued to be funded but Iowa NRCS still has working watershed project plans that have been thoroughly evaluated economically and environmentally and have inter agency discussion on how to select a project to carry it out though other funding resources.  There was some discussion.  Rehabilitation funding is different from new structure funding.  The Iowa State Technical Committee concurred on the recommendation to establish a Watershed Sub-Committee with the following individuals:


Duane Sand, SSCC
Linda Kinman


Steve Hopkins
Madeline Meyer


Jim Gillespie
Marty Adkins

Rick shared that most of Iowa structures are on farm ground and the high hazard structures are in other states which are higher priority for rehabilitation funding.
CSP Cost Recovery – Larry Beeler
Larry Beeler shared Iowa NRCS enters into contracts stating “if you do this, you will get paid this” and another part of the contact states “if you don’t do this, you will have consequences” which in terms are cost recoveries/penalties/re-payments that the participant may receive.  The cost recoveries/penalties/re-payments may be waived by the NRCS State Conservationist based on the situation that caused the producer not to follow their contact (case by case basis).  With CSP, there are watersheds that cross state lines and other NRCS State Conservationists may look at situations differently.  The issue is voluntary versus involuntary breach of the CSP contract.  Larry provided additional information which lead to a detailed discussion.   If the situation is involuntary, there would be no cost recovery.  If the situation is voluntary, there would be cost recovery up to 20 percent.  The funds recovered by the CSP applicant go back to the NRCS National Office.  Land rental rates are increasing and in some instances the tenants are unable to pay for the lease for the entire length of the CSP contract.  In this case, Iowa NRCS does not ask for cost recoveries.  This is a national language issue and NRCS National Office approves the applications.  Iowa NRCS has 2,300 CSP contracts with five watersheds.  The recommendation from the State Technical Committee is do not request cost recovery/penalties/re-payment for farmland lost due to increasing rental rates on leased land.
Revising Soil Survey Crop Yields – Mike Sucik

Mike Sucik provided several handouts: 1) Proposed Method for Populating Corn Yields in the NRCS Field Office Technical Guide (FOTG), 2) a state map showing the Five (5) Year Average Corn Yields 2002-2006, 3) Clay County Proposed Corn Yield Revisions, 4) Story County Proposed Corn Yield Revisions, 5) Adams County Proposed Corn Yield Revisions, 6) Linn County Proposed Crop Yield Revisions, and 7) Van Buren County Proposed Corn Yield Revisions.  Mike explained with the use of the Revised Universal Soil Loss Equation (RUSLE) and the Soil Conditioning Index (SCI) Iowa NRCS now requires input of a crop yield to get the soil loss value.   Per policy, Iowa NRCS has never populated any soils in class 5, 6, or 7 lands due to individuals not farming that land.  At this time there are zeros (0) in the Iowa FOTG which is not a realistic value either.  Mike shared he has met with the Iowa Cooperatives Soil Survey Membership on this issue which includes Division of Soil Conservation, Iowa State University, the Department of Natural Resources, among others.  Mike provided additional information which initiated a detailed discussion.
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The recommendation from the Iowa State Technical Committee is to keep the numbers in the soil survey crop yields as they are in the Iowa electronic Field Office Technical Guide.  The Iowa NRCS will give the zero numbers a yield.  The Technical Service Providers and landowners can work with the local field offices for the information that they need to get their conservation planning job completed and stay in compliance with conservation programs.  Iowa State University is working on updating the yields on major soils in Iowa.
Review of Standards and Specifications – Mark Jensen/Allen Gehring/Jennifer Anderson-Cruz
The following standards and specifications were updated and revised then placed on the Iowa NRCS website under the State Technical Committee for a 30 day review period:
  632
Solid/Liquid Waste Separation Facility
  659
Wetland Enhancement
  658
Wetland Creation

  657
Wetland Restoration

  607
Surface Drainage, Field Ditch

  608
Surface Drainage, Main or Latera

  620
Underground Outlet

  606
Subsurface Drain

  600
Terrace

  578
Stream Crossing

568
Recreation Trail and Walkway

566
Recreation Land Grading and Shaping

555
Rock Barrier

516
Pipeline

466
Land Smoothing

460
Land Clearing

356
Dike

350
Sediment Basin

310
Bedding
326
Clearing and Snagging
Mark Jensen shared he appreciated all the comments that were made on the standards.  He stated the Purpose, Definition, and Conditions can not be changed, they are set nationally.  Mark provided addition information on the process for standards and specifications.  Mark stated there is a National Conservation Practice Standards Committee and he will send in those comments to that committee.  The National Standards are posted on the Federal Register.  There will be approximately 20 more Engineering standards and specifications coming out over the next three-four months for review.  There was a brief discussion.  
Jennifer Anderson-Cruz provided a copy of the following documents that have been revised and told the group they would be placed on the same website as the previous documents for a 30 day review period:  

  644
Wetland Management Habitat

  Iowa Agronomy Tech Note #27 – Seeding Guidance for Pothole, Riverene, and Other Wetlands
Jennifer provided some of the changes that were made to the standard and specification and the Iowa Agronomy Tech Note #27.  Provide any comments to Dave Beck or Jennifer Anderson-Cruz by Friday, January 11, 2008.  There was a brief discussion.
Rick Van Klaveren stated if there were any agenda items that the group would like to discuss at any State Technical Committee to contact Shelly DuBay at (515) 284-6655 or email Shelly.DuBay@ia.usda.gov.

The next State Technical Committee Meeting will be held on March 20, 2008, in NRCS Conference Room 693A in the Federal Building at 1:00 p.m. 

The meeting adjourned at 3:25 p.m.

/s/Richard Van Klaveren

State Conservationist – Chair

