Local Work Group Meeting Minutes
1/13/2026
9:00am-12:00pm
Parkdale Field Office, Conference Room

6780 Hwy 35, Mt. Hood Parkdale, OR 97041

NRCS staff: Damon Brosnan, Emily Huth, Calina Dwyer, Michael Cistulli, Erin
Beuttenmuller

ODF staff: Kristin Dodd, Chase Duncan, Jaime Gonzalez
Hood River SWCD staff: Kris Schaedel, Cheryl Rice
Irrigation districts: Steve Pappas (EFID), Ben Bronson (MFID), Megan Saunders (FID)

Other attendees: Adam McCarthy (McCarthy Family Farm), John Bowers (USFS), Dara
Morantes (Wy’east RC&D), Cindy Thieman (HRWG)

1) Welcome and Introductions

Emily introduced herself to the group as the acting District Conservationist and announced
that Carly has retired. The attendees introduced themselves around the table.

Emily reviewed the purpose of Local Work Group meetings: to gather input from farmers,
ranchers, state and federal agencies, and agriculture and conservation organizations
regarding local natural resource conservation priorities. LWG meetings help shape plans
and priorities for future projects.

Emily reviewed the agenda and the FY25 EQIP program review for Hood River County:
2) Program Review for FY25:

e $788,131 was awarded to 11 growers through the waterSMART Initiative for
the EFID and MFID, to support the implementation of water-saving irrigation
upgrades.

e $221,962 was awarded to 5 landowners to implement forest health and fuels
reduction projects through the Forest Resilience Initiative.



e $17,555 was awarded to 2 growers to support the reduction of particulate
matter emissions from orchard waste burning through the National Air
Quality Initiative (NAQI).

Cindy asked what acreage was covered by forestry projects in 2025. Emily said that she can
find that information and update her.

3) Current program overview for Hood River Co. for FY26:
e Hood River County Forest Priority Area
e New Joint Chiefs Project Area
e Hood River National Air Quality Initiative (NAQI)
e Middle and East Fork Irrigation District waterSMART
e Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP)

Emily explained the CSP program:

e It acts as the next step after the EQIP program, building on what producers
have already implemented.

e Ranking takes into consideration the existing level of stewardship. It consists
of a base payment + a practice payment.

e The base paymentis $4,000, annually for 5 years.

e CSP operatesin zones in Oregon based on ecological properties and
agriculture types.

Damon explained that CSP has undergone changes this year, enhancements have been
removed, practice payments have increased to similar amounts as EQIP. Counties that
were not traditionally interested in CSP, may have more opportunity for funding now. $17
million is available in CSP in Oregon for FY2026.

Producers can apply for both CSP and EQIP programs simultaneously.

The Local Foods program is now a basin-level program, led by Jenn Eatwell. The status of
the National Organic Initiative is uncertain.

The On-Farm Energy Program is a state-wide level funding pool, focused on reducing
energy consumption for farm operations and may require an energy audit.

Emily explained the Regenerative Pilot Program, which is a new initiative by the current
administration. The funding is earmarked for activities that are considered regenerative
management practices. A whole-farm assessment is required. Soil Health testing is
required in year 1 and year 5 by a Qualified Individual. All land uses are eligible. The plan
must include at least one primary practice from the given list.



- Why would a producer choose the RPP program over waterSMART
funding through EQIP?

Damon explained that states must take 25% of their funding and allocate it to the RPP. The
difference between RPP and the waterSMART program includes the requirement for soil
health testing. The producer would be required to meet all of the soil and water resource
concerns on that property, whereas with EQIP, they don’t need to address all of those
concerns. Cal added that applicants outside of EFID and MFID wouldn’t qualify for
waterSMART, so they could apply for RPP.

- How costly is soil testing?

NRCS doesn’t currently know the cost of soil testing, as it may vary. OSU is a certified lab,
along with a list of others. NRCS is not allowed to do the soil test, producers must seek out
a Qualified Individual, like a crop advisor or other TSP, with specific requirements laid outin
the CEMA standard.

The FY26 application deadline for EQIP and CSP is January 15™. Kris asked if there will be a
second sign-up during 2026. Emily replied that it’s uncertain, but producers are welcome
to submit an application at any time and it will be considered in the next batching cycle,
which may not be until FY2027.

Emily shared the “What’s available in my county?” NRCS webpage for Hood River County,
and where to find available programs and their ranking questions.

4) What’s Next?
e Potential for RCPP

o Carly had previously worked with the Oregon Ag Trust to develop an
Upper Valley RCPP proposal and that it is still in development.

o The funding for RCPP is not tied to EQIP or CSP

e Conservation Stewardship Program

The Joint Chief’s NRCS funding for Hood River County includes $278,000 for FY2026 and is
active for 3 years.

John shared that a JC projectis a partnership between NRCS and the Forest Service for
projects that provide funding for resource management on both private and public lands.
This has been applied to Mt Hood National Forest fuels reduction work in Wasco County.
There is now $7 million available for Forest Service fuels management on public lands. The
work has included a 3000-acre fuels reduction project by the Gibson Horse Camp. For
private lands, funding is tunneled through EQIP, and an ODF forester is available for fuels



management to private landowners. It’s like EQIP forestry, but with its own seprate funding
pool.

Kristin shared the benefits of recent Joint Chiefs projects in Wasco County where
landownerships sit side-by-side, private land next to federal land. The program helps stitch
together the cross-boundary concept to achieve the collective goal of wildfire risk
reduction.

Damon emphasized the close relationships between the FS, ODF, and NRCS that helped
contribute to the success of these programs.

Cindy suggested it would be good idea to have the LWG meeting in the fall for better
distribution of information before deadlines.

NRCS didn’t have deadline information during that time. RPP was introduced, CSP was
changed, and events of this year happened as outliers. Future years are likely to announce
deadlines in the fall and NRCS will continue to maintain consistency for producers. Damon
explained that LWG meetings are required to be held between January 1t and May 31%, by
policy. The purpose of the LWG meeting is to receive input for 2027.

Kris asked if program funds were being exhausted.

Outside of waterSMART, all funding has been allocated. WaterSMART programs could use
more demand.

Funds allocated for waterSMART:

o $1.5 million for MFID,
o $750,000 available for EFID
o Excess was given to Vale, Oregon last year.

Damon and Emily mentioned that there are only 3 applicants for irrigation and to advertise
to others as they see fit.

Emily will be acting DC until April, in the Hood River office 1-2 days/week.

There is a USDA eNews mailing list for announcements and deadlines. Emily can add
email addresses to the list via Lauren Bennett.

Kris shared that if private landowners express interest, she suggests to landowners the
importance of starting the application process as soon as possible. Others emphasized the
benefit of NRCS accepting applications year-round.

5) Partner updates:



Kris reported from the Hood River SWCD that FIP funding is available, as the collective
application of $11 million over two biennia. It includes funding for engagement with
agricultural communities, and on-farm irrigation improvement projects. It applies to
smaller or leased parcels. FIP funding can write grants to pay for materials as a
reimbursement. Itis available for 4 years, with a 5 year coverage.

Since NRCS pays a set rate per unit, Cindy asked if FIP could pay the remaining balance left
over from NRCS projects, and Kris replied that she would need to research that further.

Adam added that farming costs have been astronomical in the past few years, with record-
low returns. Irrigation is one of the main tasks that consume overtime funds. Automation
would be beneficial and soil moisture probes have been advantageous for irrigation
operations because fruit doesn’t grow when roots are saturated. To be profitable, farmers
need the tools but it’s difficult to foot the bill for the installment. They question how to pay
for the technology, automation, and soil moisture monitoring. He emphasized the need for
conserving early season water, when itisn’t needed, so it can be used during late season
when it’s needed. There is a need for an extension component for local public information
that can be used by growers.

Damon emphasized the need for capitalizing on FIP funding for the benefit of local
producers. He added that there is a new component to the NRCS payment list this year,
which includes a base cost for the practice (piping and materials) plus an implementation
cost (labor for installation). He reviewed a cost list example with a base cost +
implementation cost and emphasized that it could be more financially beneficial to
producers. Damon emphasized that the money up frontis an important need for
implementing conservation upgrades.

Dara reported from Wy’East RC&D that REAP grants experienced a delay in rollout from
government closure. They are waiting for updates. There will be Farm Bill funding available,
as IRAis no longer available. There is a community renewable energy program grant
available with phase 1 of batteries complete. They offer an electric farm equipment loaning
program with an electric tractor, UTV, and mini excavator. Tractor equipmentis in the
process of purchasing. They offer on-farm energy audits with energy irrigation services
available.

Cindy reported from the Hood River Watershed Group that evening public presentations
are held monthly (except during the summer). January’s presentation will be held on
January 27" at The Ruins, with Aaron Botts presenting on the wolf reintroduction and
ranching interface and wolf monitoring through the Oregon Cascades.



John reported from the Forest Service that they have been working on a vegetation
management project in Hood River County, South Wasco revegetation project, timber
harvest, fuels mitigation, and consulting with tribes. The Forest Service lost staff last
summer, but they were able to move forward working with partners to hire interns to keep
campgrounds running. They are moving forward with Joint Chiefs project in Hood River
County.

Steve reported from the East Fork Irrigation District that they are finishing the Eastside
canal project, which will lead to significant water savings. They are implementing more
filtration to handle the sediment from a lack of snowpack in the watershed. They are
projected to finish piping the rest of the entire lower basin of the East Fork by 2028.

Cindy added that EFID and Fish and Wildlife were awarded the ODFW Private Forest Accord
Grant to replace East Fork’s screen. $2 million was awarded in the fall to be implemented
in 2027 to help East Fork’s diversion.

Ben reported from Middle Fork Irrigation District that they are drafting the environmental
impact statement for the Clear Branch Dam Rehabilitation project. Their goal is to finish
the planning state to move on to design.

Megan reported from Farmer’s Irrigation District that they are working to secure PL566
money to pipe the rest of their Farmer’s canal. They are working through fish screens to use
the expanded reservoir capacity in the next few years.

Chase reported that the Oregon Department of Forestry has been working with the Joint
Chiefs projects and the Hood River WUI grant. The fuels crew has been working on
defensible space around homes, ingress, egress, and there are 25 acres left available for
funding. There has been plenty of work in Wasco County and applications are available for
Hood River County.

Emily announced that the Farm Service Agency has disaster programs available and
referred to Lissa Biehn with FSA if needed.

Emily thanked everyone for joining and for contributing to the meeting.
Recorded by: Calina Dwyer, 1/13/26.
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