Brief

Pest Management Policy Revisions in Response to Comments

Draft Pest Management Policy was sent to States and the Federal Register for review on May 3, 2000.  Thirty-one sets of comments were received. This brief summarizes information in the paper “Analysis of issues raised during review of the May, 2000, draft pest management policy.”

Major comments

1. Documenting detailed pest management practices in a conservation plan will generate too much workload for NRCS field offices.

2. Documenting detailed pest management practices in a conservation plan may be construed as a “pesticide recommendation” under some state laws.

3. NRCS should focus their pest management conservation planning on environmental risks.

4. Extension and crop consultants usually provide pest management technical assistance (including Integrated Pest Management), so NRCS conservation planners are generally not trained and certified in this area.

Policy revisions in response to comments

1. The draft policy described all aspects of pest management including work generally done by Extension agents, crop consultants, and producers. NRCS' limited responsibilities in pest management were carefully outlined, but requiring pest management details to be documented in the pest management component of the conservation plan gave some reviewers the impression that NRCS was responsible for developing everything. The policy has been re-written to exclude pest management recommendation work (including Integrated Pest Management) done by others. This dramatically reduces NRCS workload.

2. Revised policy does not require pest management details to be documented in the conservation plan so it will not be considered a “pesticide recommendation.”

3. To focus NRCS pest management technical assistance on environmental risks, the policy has been re-written to limit our role to: 

· Evaluating environmental risks associated with probable pest management recommendations (provided to us by the producer or their representative);

· Developing appropriate mitigation alternatives to minimize environmental risks;

· Assisting clients to adopt Integrated Pest Management (IPM) that helps protect natural resources; and

· Assisting clients to develop and implement an acceptable pest management component of their overall conservation plan.

4. Pest management technical training and certification will be very important for all States as they implement this new policy in close cooperation with Extension, crop consultants, and third party vendors. The focus of NRCS training and certification will be on evaluating pest management environmental risks and planning appropriate mitigation techniques. 

Analysis of issues raised during review of the May, 2000, draft pest management policy

Background: Pest Management in NRCS

Pest management in conservation planning first became a major issue for NRCS during the President’s Water Quality Initiative in 1988. The President’s 1993 Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Initiative later called on NRCS to enhance conservation planning technical assistance and incentive programs related to pest management. The Food Quality Protection Act of 1996 called on all USDA agencies to reduce the environmental risks of pest management in agriculture. Additional pest management concerns are raised by the Clean Water Act of 1972, the Pesticide Environmental Stewardship Program of 1994, the Safe Drinking Water Act of 1996, Invasive Species Executive Order 13112, the Interim Endangered Species Protection Program H7506C and the Clean Water Action Plan of 1998. Numerous monitoring studies by USGS and others have identified significant pesticide contamination of our Nation’s waters, and long-term negative impacts of pesticides in drinking water are a great concern to many Americans today.

Agricultural producers continue to get most of their pest management advice from Extension and crop consultants. This advice is based primarily on effectiveness and economics. EPA pesticide registration and labeling requirements attempt to protect human health and the environment, but tremendous variability in site-specific environmental risk makes this a daunting task. Sensitive resources, such as shallow ground water and surface water bodies that are close to pesticide application areas, often need special considerations for adequate protection. Site-specific environmental risk analysis is often needed to address the unique concerns associated with available pest management alternatives in a given area. NRCS Resource Management System (RMS) planning, which matches lower risk techniques to sensitive sites and includes appropriate mitigation practices when necessary, is the best way to simultaneously address agricultural productivity and resource sustainability. It is not possible to develop a complete RMS without adequately addressing all of the environmental risks associated with pest management. NRCS can play a strong role in the pest management arena by working in partnership with other farm advisors to integrate environmentally sound pest management into all of our RMS planning activities. 

New NRCS Pest Management Policy

In an effort to enhance our agency’s capacity to deliver RMS plans that address the environmental risks associated with pest management, we’ve developed new draft policy, an updated practice standard, new environmental risk analysis tools and new training materials. Our RMS planning process must help producers to minimize the negative impacts of their pest management activities on our Nation’s natural resources.

Internal review of the new draft pest management policy raised many concerns about additional workload overwhelming our current field office staff. The draft policy was written to cover all aspects of pest management including work done by Extension, crop consultants and producers. The identified roles of NRCS were only a small fraction of the overall job, but reviewers were not satisfied that NRCS responsibilities were sufficiently limited. To respond to those concerns, pest management recommendation details have been deleted from conservation plan requirements. The policy has been re-written to focus on NRCS’ role in pest management, which is to:

1) Evaluate environmental risks associated with probable pest management recommendations (provided to us by the producer or their representative);

2) Develop appropriate mitigation alternatives to minimize environmental risks;

3) Assist clients to adopt Integrated Pest Management (IPM) that helps protect natural resources; and

4) Assist clients to develop and implement an acceptable pest management component of their overall conservation plan.

The workload identified by this revised edition of the policy will in most cases be less than or equal to the workload associated with 1981 NRCS Pesticide Policy that is now in place. The latest revised draft policy focuses NRCS efforts on evaluating environmental risks and identifying appropriate mitigation techniques that will adequately protect the natural resource base. This is the minimum work required to meet NRCS’ natural resource conservation mission with respect to pest management.

Reviewers of the first draft of the new policy also expressed concerns about documenting pest management alternatives in the conservation plan. In a number of states, documenting pest management details in a producer’s conservation plan constitutes a legal “recommendation”. Additionally, pest management recommendations often vary based on the specific conditions present at the time pest management is needed, so a definitive choice cannot be made in the planning phase. To alleviate these concerns, the latest draft of the policy calls for NRCS to provide the producer a detailed environmental risk evaluation for all “probable pest management recommendations” selected by the producer or their representative and provided to NRCS. “Probable pest management recommendations” will be identified in the conservation plan with only the minimum documentation needed to identify one alternative from another. NRCS will include appropriate mitigation techniques in the conservation plan for all “probable pest management recommendations”. The final decision to utilize any of the “probable pest management recommendations” will be made by the producer or their representative at the time pest management is actually needed. 

Another major area of concern identified by reviewers of the first draft of the new policy was the cost and difficulty of providing detailed IPM information. The latest draft no longer requires NRCS to implement IPM, but to strongly encourage producers to consider it during the RMS planning process. Extension and crop consultants are expected to provide all of the specific details. NRCS will, however, provide specific information about how conservation buffers, conservation tillage, water management and other specific conservation practices can be compatible with IPM. 

Pest Management Policy Implementation 

Although the latest draft of the new policy will result in workload similar to 1981 Pesticide Policy, the new policy focuses our efforts on the pest management environmental risk analysis that is essential to our resource conservation mission. The Windows Pesticide Screening Tool (WIN-PST) and the National Agricultural Pesticide Risk Analysis (NAPRA) tool will require training and support. The National Water and Climate Center (NWCC) is available to help states use these tools. The NWCC is also researching an air quality risk analysis tool that was identified as a high priority need by policy reviewers.

Targeting pest management technical assistance to high priority areas within states will help to manage the workload associated with the use of environmental risk analysis tools. Pest management targeting priorities may include:


· Impaired Resources – Wherever water, soil, or air monitoring reveals significant contamination due to existing pest management techniques.


· Vulnerable Resources – Wherever a water body or soil type is intrinsically vulnerable to future pest management related contamination. 


· Special Use/Rare Resources – In areas with special use resources such as a sole source of drinking water supply or rare resources such as an endangered species which can be negatively impacted by pest management related contamination. 


· Cost Share or Incentive Programs - Where cost share or incentive payments are offered for pest management.

· Mandated Legislation Programs – Where regulatory program requirements have been established for pest management related contaminants such as an EPA Total Maximum Daily Load for a pesticide.

A new Pest Management (595) conservation practice standard has been prepared to complement the new policy and guide the development of the pest management component of conservation plans. Pest management recommendations will continue to be developed by Extension, CCA's, Crop Consultants and other non-NRCS farm advisors, but planned pest control measures must meet RMS criteria to become part of a conservation plan. NRCS will have to work closely with these farm advisors to effectively assist producers to incorporate environmental risk considerations into their selection of pest management alternatives and appropriate mitigation techniques. 

A Memorandum of Understanding between NRCS and CSREES dated June 3, 1988 that addresses our respective roles in pest management is compatible with new NRCS pest management policy, but the focus of the agreement is on water quality and pesticide risks. NRCS is willing to revisit this agreement to see if the water quality issues can be updated and if an expansion to air, plant, soil, and animal quality issues is appropriate.


Third party vendors are expected to become a major player in the implementation of the new pest management policy. Many are already able to develop pest management recommendations, and with appropriate NRCS-approved certification, they will also be able to do the environmental risk analysis required to integrate their “probable pest management recommendations” into the pest management component of a conservation plan.

This new pest management policy should be issued as soon as possible. Early adopter states are ready to apply it today. Guidance should be developed for other states to help them prioritize implementation, get the tools in place, and provide appropriate training to their conservation planners. A high priority national mandate for pest management is not anticipated, so state and local needs are likely to drive policy implementation. Technology support will be available on a first-come first-served basis, so early adopter states will have the advantage.  

