SOMERSET COUNTY

we

70 East Madison Road, Skowhegan ME 04976
' Phone (207) 474-8323
' .ﬁ info@somersetswcd.org www.somersetswcd.org

SOIL & WATER CONSERVATION DISTRICT

Somerset County Soil and Water Conservation District
2025 Local Working Group (LWG) Meeting Minutes

Thursday, January 16, 2024, from 1:30 —2:45 PM held in-person as well as via Zoom Video Call

Attendees:
Jennifer Hebert, Executive Director — Somerset County Soil & Water Conservation
District (SWCD); Alexis Clune, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
Skowhegan Service Center District Conservationist; Matthew Pedrotti, NRCS
Skowhegan Service Center Resource Conservationist; Joe Dembeck, Landowner,
Somerset County SWCD Board Supervisor - Skowhegan; Gwen Hilton, Farmer,
Somerset County SWCD Board Supervisor — Starks; Robin Melancon-Quimby, Beef
Farmer, Somerset County SWCD Board Associate Supervisor — Starks; Brad Santy,
Dairy Farmer — Skowhegan; Joseph Roy, Private Lands Biologist — Maine Inland
Fisheries and Wildlife (IF & W); Jason Hilton, District Forester - Maine Forest Service
(MFS); Olivia Nicolarsen, Forestry Outreach Coordinator, Maine Woodland Owners;
Amy Britton, UMaine Grow Maine Garden Program; (virtual); Daren Turner, Private
Consulting Forester — Norridgewock (virtual); Julia Turner, Beef Farmer,
Norridgewock (virtual); Kristin Feindel, VVolunteer River Monitoring Program (VRMP)
- Maine Department of Environmental Protection (virtual); Tony Tallman, Lake
Wesserunsett Association and Somerset Woods volunteer (virtual).

Jenn Hebert, Somerset SWCD Executive Director, called the meeting to order and thanked
attendees for their participation. Jenn asked attendees to introduce themselves, stating their name
and organization/department/town of residence or land ownership. All participants were emailed
on November 20, 2024 and January 2nd and reminded on January 14™ or immediately upon their
registration if after this date, with a packet that included: meeting agenda, 2024 LWG Meeting
Minutes, summary sheets on NRCS programs and a Zoom virtual meeting link.

Jenn discussed what the Local Working Group (LWG) is, the role of the group in this meeting,
and how participants can ask questions to the presenter or group. Jenn asked the group if anyone
had any questions or comments regarding the 2024 LWG Meeting Minutes. There were no
comments. Motion made by Joe Dembeck to accept the minutes as written. Seconded by Jason
Hilton. Motion passed. Jenn will finalize the minutes and send them to the NRCS State Office.

Alexis Clune (NRCS District Conservationist)
Reviewed NRCS Conservation Programs in Maine including:
e EQIP - Environmental Quality Incentives Program
o RCPP-EQIP - Regional Conservation Partnership Program
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e CSP - Conservation Stewardship Program
e AMA - Agricultural Management Assistance
e ACEP - Agricultural Conservation Land Easement Program
o Wetland Reserve Easement — focus on wetlands degraded by food and fiber
production. Pristine wetlands generally not eligible
o Agricultural Land Easement — focus on viable agricultural operations with a
forested acres limitation
e Alexis reviewed Statewide EQIP Initiatives/Funding Pools
e She explained the new in 2024 funding initiative “ACT NOW” which allows NRCS to
immediately approve and obligate a ranked application in a designated ranking pool when
an eligible application meets or exceeds a State determined minimum ranking score will
apply to all planning applications. Additionally, the following practices are now part of
ACT NOW: Critical Area Planting, Conservation Crop Rotation, Soil Carbon
Amendment, Cover Crop, Mulching, No-Till and Reduced Till.
e Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) component of EQIP. There are five
projects applicable to Somerset County Including:
o Watershed Approach to Restoring Stream Systems (RCPP WATRSS)
o Northen Tier Stream Restoration and Resilience (RCPP TU)
o Resilient Infrastructure & Free Flowing Streams (RIFFLS)
o RCPP with the New England Forestry Foundation to Restore Forest Habitat in
Western Maine (RCPP NEFF)
o Maine Wild Blueberry Climate Adaptation Project - 3925
e Available now from NRCS is the RCA Data Viewer — Users can graph, map, and
download customized datasets based on practices applied through NRCS programs
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/resources/data-and-reports/rca-data-viewer.
e A copy of Alexis’ slide presentation is available upon request.

A discussion ensued including:

Gwen Hilton expressed concern about fire danger due to increased possibility of drought
conditions. Joe Roy suggested this be brought up to the Forestry Subcommittee of the NRCS
State Technical Committee of which he is a member. The Defensible Spaces portion of the
Maine Forest Service website was also mentioned as a resource for information.

Joe Roy who is a member of the National Steering Committee for Agriculture indicated that IRA
Climate may be defunded. He is hopeful that there is at least a solid commitment through FY27.
It is unknown right now.
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Alexis then turned the groups focus on soliciting comments for FY 2026 allocation. She shared
the FY23 and FY24 Expenditures. The total 2023 was $886,937 the total 2024 was $1,393,880
an increase of $506,943.

Joe Dembeck suggested that the percentages stay the same as last year:

Ag Waste — 70%
Forestry — 23%
Crop — 6%
Pasture — 1%

Joe Roy also expressed concerns of the Invasive Spruce Bud Worm which is expected to be
prolific in the coming years. He advocated for increased forestry funding for Pre-Commercial
Thinning.

Brad Santy advocated for the percentages to be kept the same because of the high cost of
Agricultural Waste practices.

Alexis indicated that applications have been increasing in all categories except pasture.

Daren Turner requested how many forestry applications were received last year vs. how many
were funded. Alexis indicated that guidelines have changed, and all requests go through the
National NRCS Office.

Joe Dembeck informed the group that the Soil & Water Conservation District Board requested
numerous data points from the National Office. Only 4 were received in response. The
information in the presentation is all she received back from the request.

The group felt strongly that these minutes include extreme disappointment and disagreement
with the reduction of information available to the Local Working Group to base their decisions
on.

Comments added after the meeting and before the January 30" deadline:
From Joe Dembeck, Somerset SWCD Board of Supervisors:

Having attended the January 16th, 2025, Somerset County Local Working Group Meeting at
the Skowhegan USDA Office | have one comment regarding the contents of the meeting.

The fact that USDA-NRCS could not provide specifics on the number of applications submitted
and approved for the different local funding pools under the EQIP program for the current and
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recent fiscal years as well as dollar figures for the amount contracted/obligated in these EQIP
funding pools for current and recent fiscal years was a hindrance to the group’s discussions and
decisions. These figures have always been provided to the attendees of past Local Working
Groups and the information always provided the level of detail necessary for discussions and
ultimate decisions on the local funding pool allocations in the upcoming fiscal year. All meeting
attendees that have been present at Local Working Group Meetings in past years voiced their
displeasure with this information not being provided and that detailed reasoning for this
information being withheld was not conveyed to the local NRCS staff.

| ask that the NRCS provide this necessary information in all future Local Working Group
Meetings. Thank you for the opportunity to provide these comments.

Further discussion ensued. All were in favor of keeping the funding the same as last year.
Comments added after the meeting and before the January 30" deadline:

Alexis Clune was informed by the NRCS Maine State Office that a percentage of 1% was no
longer allowed. For this reason, the funding percentages will have to be:

Ag Waste — 70%
Forestry — 23%
Crop-7%
Pasture — 0%

Ag Waste Category Local Questions

No comments or discussion.

Forestry Category Local Questions

Last year the Local Questions were changed. There is not enough data yet to adequately assess
the effectiveness of the changes. After discussion it was decided to keep the questions the same.

Crop Category Local Questions

No comments or discussion.
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Pasture Category Local Questions

No comments or discussion.

Jenn Hebert informed all attendees that they had until Thursday, January 30, 2025, to provide
any additional feedback about the meeting.

The meeting adjourned at 2:45 pm.

Respectfully submitted:

nnifer Hebert, Executive Director — Somerset County SWCD
January 31, 2025

Resource Concern % of Local | Previo ‘ Previous @ Previous | Previous Previous | Previous
Allocated us Year Year Year Year Year
Funding Year 2024 2023 2022 2021 2020
2025
Animal Waste 70 % 70 % 70% 70% 70 % 74 % 70% 74 %
Forestry 23 % 23 % 23% 23% 19 % 15 % 20% 15 %
Pasturge 0% 1% 1% 1% 1% 0% 1o Y
Cropland/Hayland 7% 6 % 6% 6% 10% 11% = 7
Soil Health 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Water Quality 0% 0% 0% 0% 0 % 0% 0% 0%
Local Fund Pool 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Seasonal High Tunnels 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Irrigation 0% 0% 0% 0% 0 % 0% 0% 0%
Wildlife 0% 0% 0% 0% 0 % 0% 0% 0%
TOTAL 100 % 100 % 100% 100 % 100 % 100 % 100 % 100 %
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Meeting/Project Name Somerset County Soil and Water Conservation District
LOCAL WORKING GROUP MEETING
Date of Meeting: 01/16/2025 Time 1:30 pm to 2:45 pm
Minutes prepared by: J Hebert Conducted In-person and via Zoom (Virtual
Attendance at Meeting
Name Department / Division Name Department/Division
Jennifer Hebert Somerset - SWCD Kristin Feindel MDEP
Joe Dembeck Somerset SWCD Amy Britton Grow Maine Garden Program
Gwen Hilton Somerset SWCD Tony Tallman Somerset Woods
Robin Melancon-Quimby | Somerset SWCD Daren Turner Consulting Forester
Alexis Clune NRCS — Skowhegan DC
Matthew Pedrotti NRCS — Skowhegan RC
Joseph Roy Maine DIFW
Jason Hilton Maine Forest Service
Brad Santy Dairy Farmer
Julia Turner Beef Farmer
Olivia Nicolarsen Maine Woodland Owners
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