State Technical Committee Meeting

March 15, 2007
693 Federal Building
NRCS Conference Room
Des Moines, Iowa

1:00 p.m.

MINUTES

Present:  Rick Van Klaveren, Chair; Paul Tauke, Ken Herring, and Bill Ehm, DNR; Jerry Fine and 
Deb Ryun, CDI; Jim Munson, FWS; Rick Robinson, Farm Bureau; Susan Heathcote, Iowa Environmental Council; Merlin Plagge, FSA; Ken Tow, DSC; Brad Riphagen for Shannon Ramsay, Trees Forever; Duane Sand for Mark Ackelson, INHF; Joseph Prusaski, NASS; Teresa Opheim, Practical Farmers of Iowa; Russ Brandes, Producer; John Glenn, Iowa Watersheds; Inger Lamb, Iowa Prairie Network;
 Bruce Barnhart, LICA; and Madeline Meyer and Jennifer Steffen, SSCC.  Others not members: 
Vickie Freidow and Robin Holcomb, FSA; Todd Bogenschutz and Kelly Smith, DNR; Jim Ayen, 
Larry Beeler, Barbara Stewart, Marty Adkins, Paul Sweeney, Mark Jensen, Allen Gehring, and
 Shelly DuBay, NRCS.
Welcome Comments – Rick Van Klaveren

The minutes from December 14, 2006, were approved with a motion from Merlin Plagge and seconded by 
Jerry Fine.

Rick announced that Christina Muedeking has been selected as the NRCS Regional Assistant Chief for the Central Region, effective February 26, 2007.  Rick shared some background highlights of Ms. Muedeking that were in a news release that was provided through NRCS National Office website.  She is replacing Rick’s previous supervisor Merlin Bartz.  Rick will be attending a Central Region Leadership Team Meeting March 20-22 in Washington, D.C. and will be meeting her then.
Rick provided an update on the budget for NRCS.  There has been a shortfall in Iowa’s budget, with a $740,000 deficit as of Thursday, March 8.  In working with Financial Management Staff, Iowa has a balanced budget for FY2007.  This revised budget requires cutting out all training for employees, not filling any vacancies and not adding any positions.  An exception is being made to this for a Multi-State Design Team Agricultural Engineer that is being paid by other states but will be located in Iowa.  Iowa has eliminated all our student trainee positions and temporary positions.  Iowa has cut travel by 75 percent and is not purchasing any equipment.  Rick provided details on the difference between Technical Assistance (TA) funds and Financial Assistance (FA) funds.  He also provided some historic information on the number of NRCS employees in Iowa.  Iowa NRCS has received the same allocation in Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) funds in FY2007 as was received in FY2006, roughly $20 million in FA.  Five percent of this might be called back, but no decisions have been made at this time.  There is not going to be a sign-up for the Conservation Reserve Program this year.   There was some discussion.
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EQIP Sub-Committee Update/State Conservation Innovation Grants (CIG) – Larry Beeler

Larry provided an update on the Conservation Innovation Grants which is a component of EQIP.   Within this component, Iowa NRCS can offer grants to government and non-government organizations as well as to private individuals.  The grants are intended to help develop innovative technology, processes, or practices that address resource concerns in Iowa.  The grants may be up to $75,000 with 50 percent non-federal match up to three years.  Iowa NRCS is projecting $250,000 available out of the EQIP allocation that has been received.  This could change due to the proposals that Iowa NRCS could receive.  Iowa NRCS will be advertising on Grants.gov to request proposals with the criteria listed.  The application time will be from April 13 to May 31.  Iowa NRCS is looking for innovative approaches to address bio-fuel production and soil resource protection; air quality related agricultural production; invasive species management technologies; and water quality related to nutrients, pesticides and/or pathogens.  After May 31, there will be a Sub-Committee of the regular Sub-Committee review the proposals along with Iowa NRCS technical staff.  After the review, the Sub-Committee will make a recommendation to the entire State Technical Committee at the June 28 meeting on the proposal(s) that should be funded.  There was some discussion.

A request was made to have the EQIP Sub-Committee revisit the approved practice list.  The Sub-Committee will meet in the summer to discuss/review the practice list to insure we are ready for FY08 and make recommendations to the entire State Technical Committee.  Deb Ryun will take the lead on this task.
P Index Update – Barbara Stewart

Barbara stated that the Phosphorus Index (P Index) has been updated.  The update can be seen on the Iowa NRCS website.  The updates included bringing in the SURGO soils.  The original soils that were used are no longer being used or being updated.  The format has also changed in the P Index.  Barbara provided details on the soil types in some counties and the formatting capabilities.  

Supersheds Sub-Committee Update/Recommendations on RFPs – Ken Tow

Ken stated the Supersheds Sub-Committee met on February 6 with Jim Gillespie, Marty Adkins, 
Duane Sand, John Sellers, Lyle Asell, Paul Tauke, Ubbo Agena, Susan Heathcote, and Dave DeGues.  There were four proposals submitted in response to the RFP that was issued October 26, 2006.  The Sub-Committee used the Watershed Project Planning Protocol that was recently developed to examine the proposals.  The Protocols proved to be helpful..  The proposals submitted were White Breast Creek Watershed, Upper River Watershed Sediment Reduction Project, Rathbun Lake Special Project, and Biomass for Energy Conservation Rural Development in the Wapello Water District.
The Sub-Committee recommended $296,752 for the Rathbun Lake Special Project only.  Ken did state the other three proposals did provide details for what was needed to recommend funding for their project and provide details what was not included with the proposals.  There was some discussion prior to the concurrence from the entire State Technical Committee on the Sub-Committee’s recommendation.  
The Sub-Committee recommends that an announcement be issued in July 2007 calling for project pre-proposals due November 1, 2007 with full proposals due approximately January 15, 2008.  There was concurrence from the entire State Technical Committee on the Sub-Committee’s recommendation.  
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WRP Update – Marty Adkins

Marty stated at the last WRP Sub-Committee Meeting, they evaluated several applications that were out of order considerations because of their high potential for benefits for threaten and endangered species.  Those recommendations were forwarded.  Because of the need to get appraisals ordered, NRCS has proceeded with the recommendations from the Sub-Committee.

The Sub-Committee also reviewed the possibility to announce a designated special project area within Iowa.  This would be allocating some percentage of WRP allocation for next fiscal year for those special projects.  The Sub-Committee will be working on this issue this spring and being back to the entire State Technical Committee.  

Marty shared there is an opportunity for a special project that was just announced this month with a short turnaround time.  Several years ago, Nebraska NRCS submitted a proposed to National Headquarters for a Wetlands Reserve Enhancement Program (WREP) project focused on work along the Missouri River to re-establish chutes and back water areas.  In the last couple years, the WREP was geared for leveraging technical resources.  Two years ago the Iowa DNR submitted a successful application for WREP and have entered into an agreement with NRCS.  For this fiscal year, the decision was made by NRCS National Headquarters to discontinue this type of WREP and go back to designated special projects.  Because of the timing, we are working on an application for a special project area that competes nationally.  Iowa NRCS is taking a proposal that was developed two years ago with coordination with the Iowa DNR, the Iowa Chapter of The Nature Conservancy and other non-governmental organizations/partners.  One application area would be the Lower Iowa/Cedar Corridor and the other would be in the Missouri River area.  The deadline is March 23, 2007. 

Marty shared there is an opportunity to participate in a Reverse Auction.  There is $19 million available nationally.  The proposal is due to NRCS National Headquarters by mid April.  There was a detailed discussion prior to the concurrence from the entire State Technical Committee on putting a proposal together for the Reverse Auction funds.  Iowa Department of Natural Resources and Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation will provide assistance on completing this proposal.

Marty mentioned Iowa NRCS wants to do some strategic planning on how we can more effectively and efficiently work with partners and volunteers in easement monitoring and management across the state.  Monica Monk, Easement Programs Coordinator in the State Office, and Mark Schutt, RC&D Coordinator at Prairie Winds, has put together a draft call for partners to engage in the planning effort.  There was some discussion.
HEL/Wetland Compliance Appeal Process Change – Paul Sweeney

Paul shared on May 16, 2006, a Federal Register publication CFR Part 614 amended the process of handling appeals related to technical determinations.  Paul displayed a flow chart that Iowa NRCS has developed to process appeals within our agency and working with our partners.  The following items would be affected:

· HEL determinations,
· wetland and HEL compliance reviews,
· sodbuster determinations, and 
· any other technical determinations (for example, wetland determinations).
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The changes pertain to how the process is routed.  There are three things a producer can do after a preliminary technical determination:
1) Request reconsideration as in the past, 
2) Ask for mediation, 
3) The producer can waive the previous two options and go direct to a final determination.
If the producer requests a reconsideration of a field review and the outcome confirms NRCS technical determination, then it comes to the State Conservationist for immediate review.  In the past it would go to the Farm Service Agency county committee first then they would request the State Conservationist review.  Then the State Conservationist would provide the final review.  This is the biggest change in the process.  Once the final determination is completed, the producer has the right to appeal to the Farm Service Agency County Committee or go directly to the National Appeals Division.  There was some discussion.  
Review of Standards and Specifications – Jim Ayen/Barbara Stewart/Mark Jensen/Allen Gehring

The following standards and specification were provided to the group.

· Field Border (386)


· Cross Wind Trap Strip (589C)

· Residue Management Seasonal (344)

· Mulching (484)

· Waste Storage Facility (313)


· Animal Mortality Facility (316)

· Atmospheric Resource Quality Management (370)

· Grade Stabilization Structure (410)

· Irrigation System, Sprinklers (442)

· Irrigation Water Management (449)

· Irrigation Land Leveling (464)

· Pumping Plant for Water Control (533)

· Spring Development (574)

· Subsurface Drain (606)

· Water and Sediment Control Basin (638)

There is a 30 day comment period on the standards and specifications.  If you have questions, comments or concerns, please contact Mark Jensen, State Conservationist Engineer, at (515) 284-4357, or Jim Ayen, State Resource Conservationist, at (515) 284-4370.  If there are major changes to any of the standards and specifications they will be brought back through the State Technical Committee.  Otherwise, they will proceed to finalize and distribute out to NRCS field personnel.

Other Issues

Merlin Plagge announced that Vickie Freidow is now the Chief Programs Specialist, at the Farm Service Agency.  She replaces Mike Musel who has retired.

Madeline Meyer shared that Lee Faris had broken his hip around the holidays but is recovering well.  
Russ Brandes shared Lee had attended a commissioners meeting recently.  Everyone was very encouraged that he was recovering from his injury as well as he was.

Bill Ehm, DNR, shared that the State Revolving Loan program is adding urban practices.  The grant program will cost up to 75 percent of urban pest management practices.
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Ken Herring, DNR, stated Rich Leopold is the new Director for the Iowa Department of Natural Resources.

Ken also shared things have changed with CREP II and would like to discuss this issue at the next State Technical Committee Meeting.   The Resource Enhancement Assessment Program (REAP) has increased funding by $4.5 million from last year and is up to $15 million.

Rick Van Klaveren asked 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 June 28, 2007, in NRCS Conference Room 693A in the Federal Building at 1:00 p.m. 

The meeting adjourned at 3:15 p.m.

/s/Richard Van Klaveren

State Conservationist - Chair

