
MASSACHUSETTS 

USDA-NRCS 

STATE TECHNICAL COMMITTEE MEETING 

MINUTES 

 

Wednesday, December 12, 2013 

Brigham Hill Farm 
37 Wheeler Rd. 

North Grafton, MA 01536 

 

Present:  18 in attendance.   

Christine Clarke, USDA NRCS, State Conservationist 
Barbara Miller, USDA NRCS, Program Manager 
Deborah Johnson, USDA NRCS, ASRC 
Carol Rickless, USDA NRCS, Secretary 
Diane Petit, USDA NRCS, PAS 
Fletcher Clark, MA DCR 
Maryjo Feuerbach, US EPA 
Jon Kachmar, TNC 
Gerard Kennedy, MA Dept. Ag. Resources 
Jeff LaFleur, MACD 

Leslie Luchonok, TNC 
Artie McCollum, US FWS 
Jane Peirce, MA Dept. of Env. Protection 
Marianne Piche, MA Div. of F&W 
Brent Powers, MA Div. of F&W 
Joseph Smith, MA State Commission 
Rob Warren, TNC 
Brian Wick, CCCGA 
 

 

This meeting was digitally recorded. 

Meeting duration: 9:15 A.M. to 11:35 A.M. 

 

 

Welcome & Opening Remarks: Christine Clarke, State Conservationist  

• Christine Clarke, State Conservationist announced she will be going on a detail from January to 
May 2014.  She will act as Director of the Pacific Islands and will be working at the state office in 
Honolulu, Hawaii. 

• As of the meeting date, there were no specifics regarding the Farm Bill budget agreement by 
Congress available to share.  Christine added that partnership monies were reduced due to 
sequestration dollars.  NRCS only kept what was on the books.  Later, NRCS received $400K in 
last minute money to continue with partners.  
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Review of minutes from December 2012  

• The State Technical committee agreed to December 2012 minutes. 

The Nature Conservancy (TNC) – Flood Plain Forest - Rob Warren (Power Point) 

• Rob Warren gave a PowerPoint presentation.  It is the final report about flood plain forest 
restoration; which was funded through a grant from NRCS to The Nature Conservancy through 
FY 2011 Conservation Technical Assistance funding (CTA). 

• TNC strived for the best use of grant money regarding site selection, outreach, prioritizing areas 
and land protection planning. 

• The work under the grant sought to identify several sites in Massachusetts where land 
protection work could best advance the conservation of floodplain forest communities.  These 
were selected from a large set of “Tier 1” floodplain forest sites that had previously been 
identified within the entire CT River basin across 4 states, with 10 such sites in MA.  That 
previous prioritization focused on sites where good hydrological regimes were intact and where 
there was room for the river channel to migrate over time.  The work under the grant selected 
four sites in MA: Green River, Fort River, a section of the main stem in the Pioneer Valley, and 
Bachelor Brook. 

• TNC then used land parcel based data to identify priority lands for conservation outreach.  The 
goal of this phase was to identify those land ownerships that would add the most to a 
conservation outcome.  Key criteria used were parcel size and adjacency to protected lands.  
108 ownerships were identified as Priority 1, 2 or 3.  The grant work concluded with outreach to 
land owners and meetings with partner entities to share the outcome of the work.  About 30 
landowners were contacted by letter.  While the response level was quite small, this was 
intended only as initial outreach on which to build in the future.  TNC met with half a dozen land 
trusts and one municipality to share the data and outcomes of this work; the reaction from 
these partners was generally very positive, with some wanting to incorporate the data into their 
own planning. 

2013 Farm Bill Program Summary – Barbara Miller (Power Point) 

• Congress is currently working on a new farm bill. In 2013, Massachusetts received $2 million in 
Financial Assistance provided through conservation programs. The pie chart shows how funds 
were apportioned by program and initiative. This is a huge decrease compared to the $6 million 
Massachusetts received in 2012. The main reason for the decrease was Massachusetts poor rate 
of contract implementation.  Nationally, program initiatives were more predominant in 2013. 
The Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) was divided between 12 separate 
subaccounts, including five national initiatives (Organic, Energy, High Tunnels, Conservation 
Activity Plans (CAPs), and the National Water Quality Initiative (Palmer River)), two regional 
initiatives (Long Island Sound Partnership, and NE/NY Forestry Initiative), three historically 
underserved populations (Beginning, Limited  Resource, and Socially Disadvantaged farmers), 
and three general land use categories (Cropland, Pasture, Farmstead) and one Massachusetts 
pilot (Milkhouse Wastewater Treatment).    Of the $2 million, less than a third was discretionary 
and that amount is represented by the land use categories.  The total allocation also includes 
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two WHIP subaccounts (NE Cottontail and Aquatic Habitat), and a small allocation for the 
Agricultural Management Assistance (AMA) program. 

• In 2014 the states same subaccounts will apply, except for the regional initiatives and the high 
tunnel initiative which will be incorporated in the general land use funds.   Massachusetts’ initial 
allocation for FY2014 totals $2.5 million.  In years when a new farm bill is passed, historically 
there has been an additional allocation to roll-out the new legislation.   

 Organizational Changes – Christine Clarke 

• There will be some organizational changes at NRCS in 2014.  Covering the seven field offices, 
there will be 3 District Conservationists, each responsible for a specific geographic area in the 
state.  Vince Snyder will be responsible for the western part of the state. The field offices he will 
supervise are Pittsfield, Hadley and Greenfield.  Central and Northeastern areas will be covered 
by Dan Lenthall in the Holden and Westford field offices. And in the southeastern part of the 
state, a new DC (Mia Halter) has been hired to fill the vacancies left by the retirements of Don 
Liptack in Barnstable and Len Reno in West Wareham.  

• Three new Team Leader positions were created to help achieve consistency in program delivery.  
Rita Thibodeau will be located in Greenfield, Kate Parsons in Pittsfield, and Irene Winkler in 
West Wareham.  All team leaders will focus on the technical aspects of delivery of conservation 
and address targeted resource concerns.  

• There are also two new Program Specialist positions. Kelly Savary Powers  is responsible for 
covering West Wareham, Barnstable and Westford, and covering Hadley, Greenfield, Pittsfield 
and Holden is Kara Burke.  The Program Specialists will assist the District Conservationists in 
handling routine duties relating to the administration of participants contracts. 

• This type of organizational model is common in other states, but new to Massachusetts. 
• There is also a realignment pending with NRCS administrative services staff. Administrative staff 

positions in contracting, budget and human resources will report to NHQ.  The Soils division is 
already transitioned to this model. 

• An informational document will be attached to the December 2013 State Technical Committee 
minutes explaining the new structure and the names of the new team leaders.  

Natural Resource Concerns – Christine Clarke 

• Local Working Group (LWG) Efforts/Results:  Local Working Groups within the conservation 
districts in FY11 and FY12 identified conservation resource priorities in their local areas.   The 
result is a report with 258 pages of recommendations.  NRCS and the conservation districts are 
analyzing the report to prioritize resource concerns and steer funding where it is most needed.  
There will be more communication with the LWGs in the future to keep NRCS and the 
Conservation Districts apprised of new concerns. To view the report go to the MACD word press 
website or contact Jeff LaFleur, Executive Director – MACD, email: jefflmacd@gmail.com.   
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• Water Quality Certainty:  This agreement was modeled after the Sage Grouse initiative and was 
created to explore a vision for agriculture to participate in practices to protect water quality.  A 
Memorandum of Understanding with partner organizations, regulators, state, local 
governments and federal agencies will increase collaboration to mitigate pollutants to 
watersheds through wise land uses.  In Massachusetts, the Palmer River Watershed is currently 
being looked at under a water quality pilot. Other states have signed the water quality certainty 
agreement and filed legislation to enforce water quality protection. It was noted that farmers 
who are implementing certain conservation practices are concerned about regulating entities 
and fines in relation to watershed protection.   

• Forestry Subcommittee:  Fletcher Clark, Chair of the Forestry Subcommittee, with Artie 
McCollum, Silvio O. Conte Refuge and Joe Smith, MA State Commission are continuing to 
collaborate on ways to improve outreach and data sharing to partners and forest owners. 

Farm Bill Program Development 2014 – Deb Johnson (PowerPoint) 

• Congress is still working on a new Farm Bill, therefore the 2008 Farm Bill continues to be the 
authority regarding NRCS programs.  

• A donut shaped chart showed funding under FY2013 Farm Bill Conservation Programs (EQIP, 
AMA, WHIP):  EQIP funding was $1.8 million, AMA was $57,000, and WHIP was $725, 000. 

• Jan. 17, 2014 is the sign-up deadline for the current round of program funding. April 1, 2014 is 
the Regional Equity deadline.  July 1, 2014 is the deadline for obligating all FY14 program funds.  

• NRCS is considering offering a state Conservation Innovation Grants (CIG) funding opportunity in 
FY14.  This would be limited to 5% of the initial EQIP allocation for the state, amounting to about 
$125,000.   Contact Deb Johnson to discuss possible topics and interest in pursuing CIG monies. 

Easement Program Update – WRP & FRPP - Barbara Miller (Powerpoint) 

• The Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) has 670 acres in 5 easements.  In 2013 one new easement 
was added.  NRCS would like the WRP program to expand statewide to protect wetlands that 
may be degraded by farming or forestry activities. Most easements are located in southeastern 
Massachusetts. Currently WRP is not re-authorized because the program expired at the end of 
FY13, Sept. 30, 2013.  NRCS cannot enroll any new land.  Under a new 2014 Farm Bill the WRP 
program may be altered. 

• NRCS needs the State Technical Committee’s input regarding Geographic Area Rate Caps (GARC) 
for WRP easement lands.  It was noted that wetland property values may not calculate as high 
as the land values surrounding the wetlands. NRCS will be using team leaders to identify lands in 
need of WRP and other NRCS programs funding. Irene Winkler, team leader will be focusing on 
WRP easements.  The Committee concurred with the GARC that was established for active 
cranberry bogs and other applications in the state. 

• The Farm and Ranch Land Protection Program, FRPP has the highest dollar amount of all 
programs - $8 million.  There are 1500 acres in Massachusetts under FRPP.  Through the state of 
Massachusetts APR program, NRCS FRPP funding is matched 50%. 
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Comments/Discussion 

• The Emerald Ash Borer has migrated to Essex County, MA.  It was noted that in the Berkshires 
and in New York State there is a quarantine to try to stop the Emerald Ash borer from going any 
farther. 

• The State Technical Committee members would like the NRCS biologist to put together a list of 
plants native to specific counties’ in Massachusetts and share it to with them and the 
conservation districts.  Barbara Miller will see if Beth Schreier or Tom Akin can provide the list.   

The meeting was adjourned at 11:35 am. 

 

Attachments: 

TNC-Flood Plain Forest Power Point 
2013 Farm Bill Summary & Farm Bill Program Development 2014 Power Point 
NRCS Realignment & Land Use Planning Team Document 
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