
 

 

Conservation Innovation Grants (CIG) 
Water Quality Credit Trading Markets Webinar 

Questions and Answers 
 
1. May multiple agencies join together for a single application? 

Multiple agencies can work together as collaborators in one project proposal. However, only 
one agency can be the applicant. 

 
2. Is there any guidance on sub-contractors arrangements? 

The grantee is responsible for all sub-awards and assuring the responsible parties follow the 
appropriate terms and conditions.  All sub-awards are subject to the same federal 
requirements as the grantee.  The grantee is responsible for assuring/monitoring that the sub-
awards follows the requirements.  The grantee will also be the one penalized if there issues 
with sub-award actions.  (7CFR 3015 and 7 CFR 3016) 

 
3. Is USDA interested in proposals that would be only between agencies or does USDA prefer trading 

between agencies and a private entity? 
The intent of the CIG Water Quality Trading category is to support the development and 
completion of state water quality trading guidelines and to build the infrastructure needed to 
launch successful water quality trading markets between point and nonpoint sources. For 
example, trades could occur between nonpoint sources such as private agricultural, range and 
forest land owners and point sources such as regulated entities operating above their permits, 
waste treatment plants needing to expand to accommodate growth, municipalities having to 
deal with stormwater issues, and others. 

 
4. Can you provide specific examples of States the doing water quality trading non-point source to 

non-point source? 
As you may be aware under the Clean Water Act nonpoint sources are not regulated .  While it 
is plausible for trading to occur between two nonpoint sources there is no obvious driver that 
would motivate this to happen and USDA has no examples to share. 

 
5. Please expand on the project eligibility regarding Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) 

landowners. Do they have to be a matching partner in the grant or may they be participants? 
In order for a project to be eligible for CIG, projects must involve landowners who meet the 
EQIP eligibility requirements as set forth in 16 USC 3839aa-1. At the discretion of the applicant 
and project needs, a landowner can either be matching funds partner or participants. 

 
6. How applicants show matching commitments? 

At the time of application, applicants must include written verification of commitments of 
matching support (including both cash and in-kind contributions) from non-federal third 
parties.  

 
 
 
 



 

 

7. Can applications focus on one program element, such as agricultural credit estimating tool? 
The intent of the CIG Water Quality Trading category is to support development and 
completion of state water quality trading guidelines.  If focusing on one element helps us 
achieve this goal then the answer is yes. Keep in mind that the states are the decision makers 
in this situation.  Individual elements need to fit into the states’ overall water quality trading 
program and therefore close coordination with the state is essential. 

 
8. Are corporations eligible to apply? 

Yes, eligible entities include Federally recognized Indian tribes, State and local units of 
government, and non-governmental organizations and individuals. Corporations fall under the 
non-governmental organizations. 

 
9. Will EPA accept the water quality trading credits? 

Currently EPA has a water quality trading policy and is supporting water quality trading as an 
option for states to meet portions of their load allocation under the Chesapeake Bay TMDL.  
USDA is also working closely with EPA to overcome obstacles to water quality trading. 

 
10. Dr. Ali Saleh, Associate Director of Texas Institute of Applied Environmental Research and lead 

developer of the Nutrient Tracking Tool- an online model prototype that estimates edge of field 
nutrient and sediment runoff, mentioned the tool could be used and tested through submitted 
proposals.  

As mentioned in the Webinar, the January edition of the Journal of Soil and Water 
Conservation Society included an article on the Nutrient Tracking Tool.  This article can be 
reviewed at: http://tiaer.tarleton.edu/applications_tools.html. Access to the NTT 
demonstration site can also be obtained through this weblink. 

 
11. As a landowner who do I contact for help in preparing the proposal? 

A landowner can partner with State government or organizations to develop your proposal.  
For program, credit trading and matching funds questions, please contact:  
CIG Program Contact:  Gregorio Cruz 
    National CIG Program Manager 
    Phone: (202) 720-8071 
    E-mail: gregorio.cruz@wdc.usda.gov 
 
CIG Administrative Contact:  Dan Lukash 
    Grants & Gareements Specialist 
    Phone: (202) 690-1253 
    E-mail: daniel.lukash@wdc.usda.gov 
 
OEM Program Contact:  Carl Lucero 
    Deputy Director, OEM 
    Phone: (202) 401 - 0531  
    E-mail: carl.lucero@osec.usda.gov 
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12. Would staff time committed to the project by a project partner be considered cash or in-kind 
match? What other types of activities or experiences can be considered in-kind match? 

Generally, staff time is considered in-kind since that person will be a paid staff member of the 
organization whether the NRCS proposal is funded or not.  In some situations it might be cash 
: for example, if the staff incurs additional hours specifically for the project or if a person is 
hired specifically for the purpose of meeting a project requirement, then those hours could be 
counted as cash.   There may some donated equipment, information, or assistance where cash 
in not transferred that would be considered in-kind. 

 
13. We have a regional water quality trading/treatment facilities.  Can this be used for non-point 

source? 
This question has limited information and by not knowing if a “regional water quality 
trading/treatment facility” is a buyer or a seller of credits. If it is unregulated and unpermitted 
and classified as a nonpoint source, then it could potentially generate credits for sale.  If it is a 
point source looking to purchase credits from a nonpoint source, then that would have to be 
negotiated with the local permitting agency.  Of course, in both situations there are other 
eligibility requirements that must be met and would have to be discussed with the 
appropriate state agency. 

 
14. Is it necessary to involve EQIP eligible landowners directly in the project? We are considering a tool 

building project at the regional scale and there is not an on the ground component at the time. 
Yes, in order for a project to be eligible for CIG, projects must involve landowners who meet 
the EQIP eligibility requirements as set forth in 16 USC 3839aa-1. 

 
15. What involvement might a local NRCS office have in this application or project process? 

CIG is a competitive grants process. Local NRCS office can provide general program 
information but cannot assist with the development of an application. 

 
16. Can portions of the money be used for actual best management practice implementation for 

estimating/verification? 
Technologies and approaches that are eligible for funding in a project’s geographic area 
through EQIP are ineligible for CIG funding except where the use of those technologies and 
approaches demonstrates clear innovation. However, the applicant’s portion of the funds 
could be use for best management practice implementation. 

 
17. Why is the Chesapeake Bay area getting half of the funding? 

The Chesapeake Bay region was chosen for two principle reasons: 
1) A number of Chesapeake Bay States have made progress in developing water quality 

trading markets, but could use additional support and coordination. 
2) The Chesapeake Bay TMDL.  A number of Bay States have identified water quality markets 

in their Watershed Implementation Plans as a tool to help meet their TMDL goals.  USDA 
believes the Chesapeake Bay watershed could be a national model for regional, inter-state 
trading and seeks to support such an effort through this funding announcement. 

 



 

 

18. Does developing the infrastructure include creating a process for training a cadre of people to 
conduct on-farm verification? 

Yes. Verification is a critical element in the overall structure of a water quality trading 
program but keep in mind each element must fit into the states program.  Working with your 
appropriate state agency will help ensure the connectivity of your proposal with the state 
program requirements for personnel qualification and training needs. 

 
19. Is there a way for researchers to be involved in this grant program? 

Even thou CIG cannot fund research projects, researchers can offer or collaborate in projects 
that encompass the development, evaluation, implementation, and monitoring of 
conservation adoption approaches or incentive systems; or conservation technologies, 
practices, systems, procedures, or approaches; or environmental soundness with goals of 
environmental protection and natural resource enhancement.  

 
20. Could a proposal qualify if it focuses purely on education and outreach? 

Yes.  One element of the Water Quality Trading category includes outreach and education.  
Working with your appropriate state agency will help ensure the connectivity of your proposal 
with the state program. 

 
21. General Assembly is looking to expand water quality credit in the state but their session will not be 

completed by the deadline.  Will we be able to adjust our proposal after submission? 
Applicants would need to describe the scope of the project and insure that it does not change, 
and that depending on how substantial the legislative changes were, it is possible that a 
formal request and approval to change may be needed.  After further reflection and 
discussion, Wayne Honeycutt provides the following recommendation.  Applicants should 
describe in their proposal how that pending legislation would influence the direction they 
would take (i.e., cover the alternatives in their proposal).  Quite simply, the applicant might 
describe that if the legislative action turns out to be ‘X’, then the applicant would plan to do 
‘A’; and if the legislative action is ‘Y’, then you would plan to do ‘B’.  This approach could 
communicate to the review team the appropriate level of uncertainty that exists, while also 
meeting the relevant agreement requirements associated with ensuring that an award 
recipient does not change things after they get the award. 

 
22. Will a project using oysters be considered? 

Yes, projects using oysters will be considered. In fiscal year 2011, NRCS funded two projects 
using oyster.  In addition, the purpose of CIG is to stimulate the development and adoption of 
innovative conservation approaches and technologies. CIG projects are expected to lead to 
the transfer of conservation technologies, management systems, and innovative approaches 
into NRCS policy, technical manuals, guides, and references, or to the private sector. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

23. Is it required for projects to be associated with State regulatory agencies? We are developing a 
voluntary trading program in northern Colorado in to sub-watersheds without current involvement 
of the State. We already have the involvement of local water utilities, bottling plants, city and 
county natural resources departments, NRCS and potentially USFS. 

The reason USDA is stressing state leadership or co-leadership of CIG water quality trading 
projects is because they are the decision makers for water quality. If you are setting up a 
trading program between point and nonpoint sources, the appropriate state agency must 
approve the point source permits and eligibility of the credits used to meet the permit 
requirements in order to give the trade validity. 

 
24. Can you clarify about eligibility of training as part of the proposal? 

Training is an eligible element in the CIG Water Quality Trading category and could be 
included as part of a proposal. 


