Type of Meeting: Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and Farm Service Agency (FSA) State Technical Meeting

Attendees:

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS): Gayle Barry, Noel Waterman, Kyle Tackett, Emily Metier, Joel Laliberty, Nathan
Parry, Lorraine Vogt, Mark Henning, Justin Meissner, Paul Keri Bilbo, Marni Thompson, Mark Henning, Justin Trout, Trisha
Cracroft, Kirt Walstad, Stacy Welling

Farm Service Agency (FSA): Mike Foster, Lance Wasson, Les Rispens

Michael Deakins, Producer and Montana Organic Association

Bill Milton, Rancher, Winnett ACES

Greg Neudecker, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program

Adam McDaniel and Evan Yunker, Ducks Unlimited

Catherine Wightman, Northern Great Plains Joint Venture

Matt Arno, Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC), Forestry Assistance
Les Rispens, Farm Program Director, FSA

Kelsey Molloy, The Nature Conservancy

Stacey Barta, MT DNRC

Danika Holmes, MT DNRC

Erin Fairbank - Northern Great Plains Joint Venture

Mark Ockey and Hannah Riedl, Montana Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ)
Eric Trum - Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Region 8 Nonpoint Source program
Melissa Odell, Lands Director, Bitter Root Land Trust

Andrew Olsen and Teagan Hayes - Intermountain West Joint Venture

Josh Vest and Lauri Hanauska Brown - Prairie Pothole Joint Venture

Ashlee Atchison - Montana Salinity Control Association

Reyer Rens-Range and Soils Lead, Montana-Dakotas Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
Aaron Clausen - World Wildlife Fund

Garrett Titus, Montana Land Reliance

Pam Gouse, Bitterroot RC&D

Debi Adolph, Producer

Brad Hansen, Montana Land Reliance

Brian Ohs, Montana Association of Land Trusts

Kevin Ellison, American Bird Conservancy

Hunter VanDonsel, Pheasants Forever

Meeting Notes

Discussion:

1. Kyle Tackett opened the meeting by welcoming everyone to the meeting. We will continue to add the hybrid link for
people that can’t attend in person to join us online.

2. Kyle introduced Mike Foster, FSA state executive director who joined online and welcomed everyone
to the meeting, Lance Wasson, deputy state executive director, and Les Rispens, Farm Program
Director are there in person.

a. Mike has been in place since May 2025

b. FSA and NRCS are working together in collaboration and education of our programs.
Appreciates this joint meeting

c. Shortage of Staff in many offices. Working on a plan.
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d. Mike asks everyone to be patient with their agency; still committed to serving
customers.

3. Gayle thanked everyone for being either in the room or online and has enjoyed being able to get out, travel and meet
people and agencies throughout the state. Let her know if you'd like us to come meet your organization!

Quick introductory bio
This meeting was established under the Farm Bill to receive feedback and advice from our fellow
partners and agencies.

o As attendees what do you want out of this meeting? What are your challenges and goals?
As Mike touched on, staffing has been a challenge, but we are working through it.
Application batching deadline was on January 15%, but we take applications all year round.
Justin Meissner and his team will talk about the Regenerative Pilot Program, we will be attending
training in Indianapolis and bring back more information and training. Fact sheet and link were
dropped into the chat.
Chief’s priorities

o Preserve and Protect Agricultural Land

o Modernize NRCS Infrastructure and Technology

o Recenter Field Engagement and Technical Assistance

o Strengthening partnerships by Streamlining Processes and Accountability

o Shift to Outcome-Based Conservation and Farmer Empowerment
Gayle touched on the Targeted Implementation Plans (TIPs), and for FY26 we will stay on the
course. What will 2027 look like? Your feedback is needed on this, please bring a possible
solution to the table.
We are here to do this together, so we need to all work together!
What piece of this do you care about and are moving forward with?

4. EQIP and CSP update- Justin Meissner, Assistant Sate Conservationist for Program, Emily Metier, NRCS
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) Specialist and Ernie Haglund, NRCS Conservation
Stewardship (CSP) Specialist.

a.
b. Regenerative Pilot Program (RPP) introduction and fact sheet

IMPAC streamlining changes to EQIP and CSP

The future of Montana Focused Conservation (MFC) discussion and attendee comments on the
pros and cons of MFC.

Pheasants Forever indicated that they liked MFC, but also recognized that changes can be made to
improve it. Pheasants Forever wants to ensure there is room to promote grassland retention,
whether MFC exists or not in the future.

. Prairie Pothole JV likes the local working group and long range plan process that MFC requires.

The focused approach helps partners plan for leveraging funds.

. DEQ would like to see a cadre of subject matter experts assist with TIP development. DEQ also

likes that TIPs provide a great platform for partners to commit resources.

f. Kyle asked for emailed comments on MFC by the end of February.
5. Geographic Area Rate Caps (GARC) - Justin Meissner, Assistant State Conservationist — Programs
a. Justin is proposing that Montana does not use the GARC anymore for Wetland Reserve Easements

(WREs), but rather use appraisals of individual projects due to the low number of WRE
applications.

. Ducks Unlimited commented that they see the advantage of not using GARCs. However, they

recognize it is useful for initial conversations with landowners because landowners can see
immediately how much per acre they would receive.
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6. Joel Laliberty, Acting State Resource Conservationist.
a. Joel and his staff are looking at 528 Grazing Management, to look for opportunities to improve
the specification in Montana. Joel is looking for input on this.
b. Joel reviewed Resource Concern categories and how they are used in the planning process.
c. Reviewed RPP planning process.
i. Conservation plan minimum of 5 years
ii. Minimum of one primary Regenerative Practice
iii. Soil Health testing 216 planned beginning and end of contract.
iv. Soil and Water Resource Concerns planned condition must meet or exceed
threshold.
v. Optional: Supporting and other practices are eligible.
7. Action Items:
a. Email comments on Montana Focused Conservation to Kyle Tackett
(kyle.tackett@usda.gov) by end of February 2026.
b. Email comments on GARC to Justin Meissner (justin.meissner@usda.gov) by end of
February 2026.
c. Provide comments on 528 revision to Joel LaLiberty (joel.laliberty@usda.gov) by the end of
February 2026.

8. Partners in the room and online were asked to provide the group with a few priorities they are
working on this upcoming year. Common themes were grassland conservation, locally led
conservation is important, capacity building, importance of coordination across groups/agencies.

9. Next meeting is scheduled for April 21, 2026, in Missoula. Meeting Adjourned
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