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	Chris Smith, US F&WS

	Bruce Howlett, VGFA
	Toby Alexander, NRCS

	Bob Paquin, Staff for Senator Leahy 
	Bill Kropelin, VT Woodlands Assn.

	 Phil Benedict, VT Agency of Agriculture
	Michelle Gudorf, VACD

	Eric Perkins, EPA
	Kathy Hakey, NRCS

	Tom Decker, VT FWD
	


Judy:  Welcome/Introductions

FY 2008 Farm Bill 

Bob Paquin discussed the likelihood of operating under a Continuing Resolution for some time next fiscal year due to the election and the other financial crises affecting the country right now.  His prediction is that spending will be tight due to the uncertainty we currently face.  

Judy announced that interim rules to address program changes in the FY 2008 Farm Bill are still under development.  NRCS will notify committee members as soon as rules are published and open for public comment. 
Regional Equity Preferences

Judy reviewed the regional equity funding provisions provided in the FY 2002 and 2008 Farm Bills and the impact it has had on our program funding each year.  Judy passed out a potential funding scenario for FY 2009, showing both our base funding according to the national allocation formula, as well as potential funding by program due to regional equity, based on the lower of either the President’s proposed budget or the Senate mark up.

Judy solicited feedback from the committee regarding the potential regional equity split we would prefer to see, IF the agency provides an opportunity for States to offer a preferred split.  Discussion ensued regarding recent issues with EQIP that will require a higher than usual reliance on current year funds for contract modifications (silage leachate standard revision and waste facility cover corrections to FY 2008 payment schedule), as well as the potential for using EQIP to fund a state level CIG and CCPI provisions in the new Farm Bill.  Also, the committee discussed and agreed that there may be much more potential for GRP in VT than what we have seen in the past, including the easement portion of the program.  Committee also reviewed the number of applications received thus far for all programs as compared to previous years.
Given all of the above, the committee recommended the following:

WHIP – Seek a total of $1.2 million

GRP – Seek a total of $250,000

FRPP – Accept base allocation of $3.1 million

EQIP – All remaining regional equity dollars should be allocated to EQIP (potential of $7 million total in FA).

Application Deadlines

Vicky discussed the pros and cons of extending the application deadline for all programs beyond the October 1 deadline.  Committee members weighed in on what they would like to happen.  Agency of Agriculture was in favor of extending the deadline for another 30-45 days to allow more farmers that need to comply with state regulations to come in and apply.  

After much discussion, Judy decided NOT to extend the deadline at this time.  It will remain at October 1 to allow NRCS staff sufficient time to complete resource inventories and develop draft conservation plans before the ground is covered with snow.

Healthy Forest Reserve Program

Toby Alexander discussed that with changes in the FY 2008 Farm Bill, the HFRP will be expanded to include all states, based on a competitive process within the agency.  States have been asked to develop proposals if they are interested and have the need for the program in their state.  HFRP provides funds for both restoration activities and easements on forest lands that harbor federally listed threatened and endangered species.  Toby did get support from both USFWS and VT FWD to submit a proposal, most likely targeted toward forests that provide habitat for Indiana Bats.  Ginger Anderson of VT Forest and Parks, and Bill Kropelin of the VT Woodlands Association volunteered and requested participation in the process to develop the proposal.Requests.  Toby will move forward with partners to pull this together.
Contracting Issues and Development of Contract Modification Team

Vicky reviewed the actions that led up to developing the Contract Modification Team.  The team (internal to NRCS) was created to review and discuss why VT needs and processes so many contract modifications, primarily on livestock barnyards.  In addition, nationally there is movement toward shorter, simpler contracts.  The team’s job will be to discuss and suggest changes in process and policy to minimize the number of modifications needed and provide feedback on how to go about ensuring we write shorter contracts in the future.
The State Tech Committee discussed various reasons for the number of contract modifications.  Ranking points for RMS level plans encouraged farmers to throw everything in the contract, and then resulted in several practices that are not implemented due to length of time since contract was written (and costs have skyrocketed), and/or farmer’s lack of commitment from the beginning to implement the entire plan..  

Dick Longway, farmer and program participant, discussed the huge cost overruns that have occurred on his project, and knows that other farmers are experiencing the same.  He feels the biggest problem is that NRCS “overdesigns” most practices, and that the disconnect is between what is originally planned vs. what is finally designed.

Judy discussed changes in the Farm Bill that will allow us to pay for “plans” vs. implementation.  This will improve our ability to write plans with one contract and schedule implementation in another.  This will afford us the opportunity to develop sound, well-thought out plans prior to contracting for implementation, and will allow producers the time they need between planning and implementation to gather bids, etc., to determine actual costs prior to signing a contract.

The Contract Modification Team will meet again on October 3, and will be followed by an EQIP subcommittee meeting on Oct. 7th at 9:30.  Priority for discussion at both meetings will be to finalize plans on how to complete Phase One Engineering Designs (survey and preliminary design) prior to contract development for all high-priority FY 2009 applicants, and define “high priority applicant”.

FY 2009 Payment Schedules

Vicky and Kathy reviewed the payment schedule process, provided an example of a payment schedule and discussed the need for partner input to ensure we are not missing either typical scenarios that should be included or appropriate costs for common materials like fertilizer, seed, equipment, trucking costs, etc.  The Agency of Agriculture was asked to help review the payment schedules. NOFA. VGFA and UVM (grazing support staff) offered to review the list to determine if any payment scenarios were missing.
All Programs Outcome Maps

Judy reviewed the need to develop maps and other information to better identify what we are doing where, and how that might translate to success in achieving our goals for water quality improvements in Lake Champlain and its watersheds.  Suggestion was made to make more specific maps showing, for instance, the miles and acres of riparian buffers applied in a given area, or acres of cover crops, conservation tillage, etc., by watershed.  Judy said that the Lake Champlain Basin Program Steering Committee will be developing a set of agreed-to “metrics” by which we will all measure and report our success.  NRCS will then work with the Agency of Agriculture and other partners to display ALL of our accomplishments, based on those metrics.  We need to be sure to display not only what has been done, but also what still needs to be done to reach our goal.

Meeting adjourned at 12:15.  Next meeting is scheduled for December 4, 2008, 9:30 a.m. – noon.

