State Technical Committee Meeting

September 21, 2006
577 Federal Building

Des Moines, Iowa

1:00 p.m.

MINUTES

Present:  Rick Van Klaveren, Chair; Brad Horchem, EPA; Lyle Asell and Paul Tauke for John Walkoviak, DNR; Jerry Fine and Deb Ryun, CDI; Doug Gronau, Farm Bureau; Francis Thicke, Dairy Farmer; Ken Tow, DSC; Duane Sand for Mark Ackleson, INHF; Leslee Spraggins, Nature Conservancy; Inger Lamb, Iowa Prairie Network; Bruce Barnhart, LICA; Teresa Ophiem, Practical Farmers of Iowa; Madeline Meyer, SSCC; and Cy McDonald, Iowa League of RC&Ds.  Others not members:  Jim Gillespie, DSC; Mike Musel, FSA; Kelly Smith, DNR; Paul Sweeney, Jennifer Dubendorf, Steve Brinkman, Larry Beeler, Marty Adkins, Mark Lindflott, and Shelly DuBay, NRCS.
Welcome Comments – Rick Van Klaveren

Rick mentioned that Astor Boozer accepted a position in Washington, D.C. as the National CRP Program Manager for NRCS.  Sheila Cox has accepted the position as the Assistant State Conservationist for Field Operations located in Sioux City.  She was born and raised in Iowa where she started her NRCS career.  Sheila took the opportunity to broaden her experience by moving to Hawaii.  She is now bringing that experience back with her.
Rick also shared that NRCS has changed leadership with Arlen Lancaster as the new Chief.   Former Chief Bruce Knight accepted a position as Undersecretary for Marketing directly under Secretary of Agriculture Johannes.  Chief Lancaster was born and spent the first part of his life in Idaho and graduated at the University of Utah.  Chief Lancaster was heavily involved in the writing of the last Farm Bill and worked for Senator Mike Crapo from Idaho.  He will be a great asset in the writing of the new Farm Bill.
A motion was made by Deb Ryun to accept the minutes from the June 15, 2006, meeting.  Brad Horchem and Madeline Meyer seconded, motion approved.

590 Sub-Committee Update – Jerry Miller/Rick Robinson/Steve Brinkman

Steven Brinkman shared that Jerry Miller and Rick Robinson were not able to attend the meeting today.  Steve reviewed with the group that at the last meeting there were two issues for which two sub-committees were established to deal with each issue.  One issue is the implementation of the Conservation Management Unit concept.  The other is the review and potential revision of the national 590 standard.  The sub-committee will be working and coming back together at a full sub-committee meeting in October.  The sub-committee goal is to present a revised 590 standard to the entire State Technical Committee in December 2006.
Members of the Sub-Committee are:

Jerry Miller, Co-Chair
Rick Robinson, Co-Chair

Tom Sawyer, ISU
Dean Lemke
Antonio Mallarino, ISU
Erin Vagts

Angie Reick-Hinz
Dave Petty

Deb Ryun
Duane Sands
Gretta Irwin
Jeremy Klatt
Ubbo Agena
Mike Blaser

Mark Friedow
Mona Bond

Norman Schmitt
Tim Recker

Tracy Blackmere
Eldon McAfee
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WRP Update – Marty Adkins

Marty provided a handout with the following information for FY2006.  There are 28 new easements covering 3,412 acres so far in FY2006.  There were seven (7) additional tracts covering 188 acres selected for funding after the receipt of additional WRP funding in September.  Nineteen easements were acquired using the new Yellow Book appraisal process.  Of these, appraised value for all riverine easement offers averaged $1,503/acre and pothole easement officer averaged $2,179/acre.  The current unfunded backlog of WRP applications is 265 applications for 21,911 acres with an estimated cost over $47,000,000.  About 80 percent of the unfunded applications are for riverine sites.  Iowa obligated all the allocation received for WRP and also received an additional allocation of $800,000 which will be obligated within the next few days.  Marty provided additional details on the document.  On the back of the handout is a map showing the FY2006 WRP Enrollments by county the restoration contracts and permanent easements.  Rick Van Klaveren stated that Marty, the Easement Programs Team and Laura Greiner had put together a brochure to help landowners make decisions which increased Iowa’s success.  This was a great effort and appreciated Marty’s contribution on this success.  Marty stated this idea came from the State Technical Committee sub-committee members and Marty appreciate their part of this effort.
Drainage System Maintenance Policy – Paul Sweeney

Paul stated there has been a lot of discussion on what is allowed and what is not allowed on drainage system maintenance in the pothole area of the state.  Recently a team was put together to examine national policy to see how Iowa NRCS can implement this policy with the assistance from a few national NRCS staff.  Paul provided a draft Iowa Amendment to the National Food Security Action Manual, Part 515 – Scope and Effect Determinations and Wetland Uses for Compliance, Subpart A- Scope and Effect Evaluations.   The drainage system that was in place as of December 23, 1985, is allowed to be maintained at that level.  This will be distributed to all field offices after final review from our National Headquarters.  Paul provided additional details of the document.   There was a detailed discussion on this issue.
Summary of Sodbuster Review Findings – Paul Sweeney

Rick Van Klaveren stated that Iowa NRCS was not in line with National policy related to sodbuster and which impacted FSA as well as NRCS.  This is an update on what happened and what the findings were.  Paul stated in July 2005, we were processing an appeal for a producer relative to highly erodible land (HEL) compliance.  In that review, NRCS discovered we had a discrepancy in the Iowa Field Office Technical Guide (FOTG) relative to the regulations and national policy.  Paul provided additional details on the background of the discrepancy.  In January 2006, Iowa revised the FOTG to conform to the 7 CFR changes that were made in 1996.  Between 1997 and 2005, Iowa NRCS was looking at possible sodbuster determinations that may not have been truly sodbuster determinations by looking at a ten year period instead of whether the field was broken out of native vegetation.  Native vegetation could have been woodlands, native grasses, shrubs and grasses, etc.  Out of that period of time of determinations being completed, there were only nine tracts that were out of compliance with the incorrect policy which affected six producers.  All the producers have been notified as of July 15, 2006, of the error that was made, how it pertained to them, and the actions they could take to help remendy the situation.  Each of those producers has been given “good faith” from the county committees.
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Iowa Workload Assessment Report – Paul Sweeney

Paul stated that eight months ago Iowa NRCS decided to undertake a new workload assessment.  Iowa NRCS established a team that included Paul Sweeney, Assistant State Conservationist for Operations; Deb White, State Administrative Officer; Jeff Zimprich, ASTC-FO; Bruce Trautman, ASTC-FO; Lane Collins, District Conservationist; and Jeff Lutz, Soil Conservation Technician, NRCS; Jim Gillespie and Cathy Graves, DSC; and Deb Ryun, CDI; to begin this process.  The team looked at what factors should be used and at sources of data that describes workloads at the field office level.  The analysis covered all 99 counties in the state and included data on 81 factors.  Paul provided a draft copy of what was found during the assessment process.  An extensive discussion on the process followed.  Rick Van Klaveren stated he is receiving requests from other states to look at the information provided in the analysis due to its value in decision making related to budget management, staffing, and accomplishing NRCS’s mission.  We will be sharing this information with our partners and looking to see if we have staff resources in the right places.
Actual Cost vs. Average Cost – Larry Beeler

Larry provided a handout titled “Farm Bill Program Cost Share – Percent of Average Costs vs. Percent of Actual Cost Not to Exceed the Estimate.”  With the percent of actual cost not to exceed the estimate, landowners are under the impression they would receive 50 percent cost share, which is not possible.  With the percent of average costs the cost share would be based on the average cost for the area.  Using the percent of average cost will reduce the amount of time necessary to review construction bills to calculate payments and reduce the number of modifications.   Larry provided examples to help explain the difference between actual cost vs. average cost.  From the NRCS National Headquarters prospective this will reduce the number of requests to modify contracts and improve our payment process.  Iowa NRCS will begin using average cost in FY07.  There was details discussion on this change.  This is mandatory and will be used in 2007.  
EQIP Update – Larry Beeler

Larry provided a handout to show where Iowa NRCS ended in FY06 for contracts in Farm Bill Programs.

EQIP – There were 1,550 contracts that covered 167,038 acres with $20,347,204 obligated.  There are 1,696 applications in backlog with $22,241,895 needed to cover the backlog.

EQIP-GSWC (Ground and Surface Water Conservation) – There were 24 contracts that covered 2,586 acres with $181,207 obligated.  There are 19 applications in backlog with $374,841 needed to cover the backlog.

Larry provided a copy of the handout titled “FY07 EQIP National Ranking Factor Questions” that was emailed to the State Technical Committee member prior to this meeting for their review.  With this handout is a copy of the 2007 EQIP State Ranking Factors and the Iowa 2007 EQIP Combined Local Ranking Factors.  This ranking criteria is used for prioritizing individual applications for EQIP.  The National criteria has the weight of 15 percent of the total points.  The state criteria will have the weight of 25 percent of the total points.  The local criteria will have the weight of 45 percent.  The final item relates to the cost effectiveness which will have a weight of 15 percent.  The cost effectiveness relates to the practice’s life span, the environmental benefit, and the cost of the practice.  Larry stated that since the last State Technical Committee Meeting, the Conservation Districts of Iowa, with the assistance of NRCS, had 19 meetings with local soil and water conservation district commissioners.  The purpose was to identify local concerns and establish questions related to the resource concern that could be used in the ranking process.  Larry provided details on the meetings that were held across Iowa.  After all the meetings, they came up with 35 questions that are included in the above mentioned handout.  These questions will be provided to the local work groups to use to help with the number of ranking process across the state.  In FY06, there were 100 different ranking systems for EQIP applications.  With the local meetings, NRCS is in hope of reducing the total number of ranking systems.  There were some questions. 
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WHIP Statewide Plan Review – Larry Beeler

WHIP – There were 110 contracts that covered 4,311 acres with $718,778 obligated in FY06.  There are 29 applications in backlog with $344,309 needed to cover the backlog.

Larry provided a copy of the Iowa Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program Plan to the State Technical Committee Member by email prior to this meeting for their review.  There were very few recommended changes and/or comments to the document.  Those comments were incorporated.
Iowa’s WHIP priorities places emphasis on wildlife and fisheries habitat of national and state significance by providing assistance in the following categories:


Special Projects – 30%


Forestland – 15%


Grassland Habitat – 30%


Riverine Habitat – 15%


Wildlife Management – 35%


Education – 5%

Each categories has an objective, targeted species, priority habitat considerations, and priority areas.  All this information will be posted on our website.  
In FY06, NRCS agreed to allow SWCDs submit project plans for special projects.  We received two and they will be considered for funding in FY07.  The sub-committee will reconvene to review the applications and make a recommendation to the entire State Technical Committee at the next meeting.  There were some questions.  

There was a consensus from the entire State Technical Committee to move forward with the Iowa WHIP Plan.
NRI Survey – Mike Sucik

Mike Sucik, State Soil Scientist who also serves as the National Resources Inventory (NRI) Coordinator, stated NRI started in 1977.  There are permanent points across the nation where inventories can be taken to see what is happening to the natural resources.  This gives the opportunity to measure water and wind erosion trends, how many acres of fresh water are impacted, how much commodity crops, etc.   The most recent information available dates from 1997.   NRCS National Headquarters is funding several external reviews of the NRI Program to determine the data usage level, data needs and customer satisfaction trends.  The survey will be conducted from mid October 2006 – mid November 2006 by email or telephone and will take 15 minutes to complete.  Mike provided additional information on the survey process.  There was a concurrence from the State Technical Committee to provided names, addresses, telephone numbers, and email addresses to help with the survey.  
CRP Update – Mike Musel

Mike Musel asked for the concurrence from the State Technical Committee on Emergency Haying and Grazing on CRP land.  Under the Emergency Haying and Grazing authority, acres enrolled in the CRP were released from late July into August in eight counties in Iowa.  They are Appanoose, Wayne, Monroe, Harrison, Monona, Woodbury, Sac, and Ida Counties.   Emergency Haying and Grazing ends September 30.  Mike announced he just received notice from FSA National Office early this week that extended emergency grazing may only be extended until October 20.  The FSA State Committee and the State Technical Committee have to concur on this extension.  Emergency haying stops on September 30.  There was some discussion which resulted in concurrence from the State Technical Committee to extend the emergency grazing to October 20.
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Mike Musel provided copy of a news release titled “Conservation Reserve Program Wetlands Initiative will Further Increase Duck Numbers” and a map on the new Duck Habitat Initiative (CP-37).  There are 25 counties in Iowa where the nesting habitat supports 25 or more pairs per mile.  FSA will be providing a GIS map to define the exact area where this practice is eligible.  A complete county will not be eligible, just the define area.  Enrollment sign-up begins October 1 with 4,000 acres allocated to Iowa.  Mike provided details of this program.  There was some discussion.
The next State Technical Committee Meeting will be held on December 14, 2006, in Room 577 Federal Building at 1:00 p.m. 

/s/Richard Van Klaveren

State Conservationist - Chair

