State Technical Committee Meeting Minutes

NRCS Conference Room

Gainesville, Florida

November 10, 2008
1:00 PM

Present: Carlos Suarez, NRCS; Mike Adams, St. Lucie Soil & Water; Mark Asleson, FWC; Mace Bauer, UF-IFAS; Rich Budell, FDACS; Milton Cortes, NRCS;  Joan Dusky, UF/IFAS Extension; Tony Grossman, FDOF; Jim Handley, FL Cattlemen’s Association; Ricou Hartman; Greg Hendricks, NRCS; Glenn Horvath, SRWMD; Ron Howard, NRCS; Jerry Joiner, Joiner Consulting Inc.; Jim Karels, FDACS-DOF; Mark Luchte, SWFWMD; Jesse Markle, SFWMD; Marty Mesh, FL Organic Growers & Consumers; Robert Nelson, The Nature Conservancy; Thomas Obreza, UF-IFAS; Dr. Sunil Pancholy, FAMU; Troy Pierce, EPA;  Gary Ritter, SFWMD; Jason Raulerson, Southern States Corp.; Jerry Scarborough, SCSB; Jeff Schmidt, NRCS;  W. Ray Scott, FDACS; Stan Simpkins, USFWS; Vince Singleton, SJRWMD; Darrell Smith, DACS-Suwannee River Partnership; David Still, SRWMD; Bonnie Stine, Division of Forestry; Denise Tennessaa, EPA; Mike Thomas, FDEP; Matt Vargas, Florida Organic Growers; Andrew Walmsley, FFBF; Nga Watts, NRCS; Casey Welch, Citrus Mutual; Benita Whalen, SFWMD; Jeff Whealton, SWFWMD; John Winfree, TNC; Jeffrey Woods, NRCS; Katura Wright, NRCS; Benita Rogers, NRCS
Opening Remarks – Carlos Suarez, State Conservationist, NRCS: Mr. Suarez opened the meeting and welcomed everyone.  He stated that he was glad to have everyone in attendance.  It is good to meet all of you.  It is because of you and your help that we can put conservation on the ground.  Thank you for your support, I appreciate your help.  I want to give you the opportunity to express your needs.  Introductions were made for each one present.
Mr. Suarez stated that he was looking forward to this meeting, that he is a strong believer in partnership.  He wants to enhance our partnerships.  The mission of the State Technical Committee meeting is to advise and give guidance on the Farm Bill activities and for you to bring issues to the table on priority resource concerns or technical issues for implementing Farm Bill Cost-Share programs.  To discuss what are the resource needs within the state.  This is an advisory committee and very important meetings.  Mr. Suarez will take everything into consideration and then discuss issues with his program leaders and use the feedback to guide the delivery of conservation programs.  He spoke about the successes of FY 2008 and where we are with FY 2009 Funding.
Mr. Suarez presented the FY 2008 NRCS Partnership Award to Jerry Scarborough, former Executive Director, Suwannee River Water Management District and new Suwannee County School Board Superintendant.

Healthy Forests Reserve Program (HFRP) – Greg Hendricks, USDA-NRCS-ECS: 
Mr. Hendricks stated that like Grassland Reserve (GRP) and the Wetland Reserve (WRP), the Healthy Forests Reserve Program (HFRP) is a conservation easement program.  Only private lands are eligible.  The objective of the program is to provide successful restoration, enhancement, and protection of forest ecosystem functions and values.  This HFRP is a forestland – wildlife habitat enhancement program.  With the 30-year easement option, the landowner receives 75% of the assessed easement value; NRCS pays 100% of all easement acquisition costs.  With the 99-year easement option, the landowner receives 100% of the assessed easement value, NRCS pays 100% of all easement acquisition costs.  Easement Values are determined by taking the fair market value of the land, less the fair market value of the land encumbered by the easement.  (This considers the restrictions of the HFRP restoration plan and easement deed on forest productivity and economic impacts associated with placing the land into the program.)  A 10-year Restoration Agreement is also permitted.
Compensation for Restoring or Enhancing Forestlands:

10-year restoration agreements

  50 % cost-share on practices

30-year easements



  75 % cost-share on practices

99-year easements



100 % cost-share on practices

We are limited to 10 practices or conservation measures that can be included in the HFRP program in Florida for cost-share purposes.  Eligible practices and conservation measures can only be cost-shared during the initial restoration or enhancement phase to achieve the desired habitat conditions.  Cost-share on practices cannot exceed the first 10-years of the restoration agreement or easement.  

Built-in Safe Harbor: NRCS and USFWS will work together to establish an assessment of existing baseline habitat conditions for each applicant utilizing appropriate inventory and survey protocols.  This assessment will be attached to the landowner’s restoration plan, biological opinion, and conservation easement deed.
Participants enrolled in HFRP are permitted to conduct routine forestry operations, management practices, and timber harvesting as long as these activities are consistent with the terms of the Deed and carried out in accordance with the terms of the Restoration Plan.

Florida’s Proposal – To restore and enhance two (2) at-risk forest ecosystems, longleaf pine and south Florida slash pine forests.  We tried to keep this very open ended so that any private landowner with a desire to restore either of these pine land ecosystems could apply if they had the right soils and conditions.  At least 1.7 million acres of private lands would be eligible to participate in this program.  If we consider just 10% or 170,000 acres per year, with an estimated restoration cost of 225 $/ac = $38,250,000 in restoration cost alone.  Thus, Mr. Hendricks proposed that we strive for a more feasible goal of 15, 000 acres per year:
Financial Assistance (estimated at $225/acre)

5,000 acres Restoration agreements
= $1,125,000

5,000 acres 30-year Easements
= $1,125,000

5,000 acres 99-year Easements
= $1,125,000

Technical Assistance (estimated at $25/acre)

15,000 acres



= $    375,000





   $ 3,750,000 Requested

Dollar Apportionment to Florida = $ 0.00.  The deadline to submit a proposal is November 21, 2008.  NRCS National Headquarters will make selections as to which state proposals will be funded in FY 2009.  Need comments on the proposal and any support letters that you could provide by November 19, 2008.  Mr. Hendricks asked that partners e-mail comments and support letters to him at: greg.hendricks@fl.usda.gov.
He distributed the proposal for: LTP – Healthy Forests Reserve Program (HFRP) Proposal (FY) 2009 – Florida.  Mr. Hendricks thanked Bonnie Stine and Tony Grossman of DOF for their comments and review of the draft proposal.  He thanked James Karels for his support letter for DOF and Scott Sanders, FWC, Stan Simpkins, and Cal Lee Davenport, USFWS, and Dr. Erin Myers, NRCS.

ACTION: State Technical Committee Partners are to e-mail comments on the Healthy Forests Reserve Program Proposal and support letters to Greg Hendricks (greg.hendricks@fl.usda.gov) by November 19, 2008.
Istokpoga Marsh Project – Benita Whalen, SFWMD and Rich Budell, FDACS: The Istokpoga Marsh Watershed Improvement District’s Collaborative Storm Water Reuse and Water Quality Improvement Project was outlined.  Water storage is the key for the Okeechobee Watershed.  They are trying to get Storage and Treatment on 22,000 acres.  IMWID Background - Located in Highlands County, south/southeast of Lake Istokpoga.  The work plan was developed in cooperation with HSWCD and the SCS (currently NRCS) in 1962.  It was formed in 1980 under Ch. 125, F.S. by Highlands County Ordinance No. 80-2.  There is approximately 22,000 acres of sod, improved pasture, citrus, caladium (multi-million dollar industry - approximately 95% of the world market is grown in this area), row crops, nursery, unimproved pasture, and aquaculture.  The irrigation is directly from Lake Istokpoga; outfall to Harney Pond (SFWMD C-41 canal); with ultimate outfall to Lake Okeechobee.  The 28-mile internal canal system serves as both water supply and drainage system. (It does not provide significant WQ treatment or storage.)  Project Need – Northern Everglades and Estuaries Protection Program Legislation [Builds upon Lake Okeechobee Protection Plan; BMPs inc. water management (volume/WQ) and regional systems; Lake Okeechobee Phase 2 Tech. Plan identified 900,000 – 1.3 million ac-ft storage required.].  Lake Okeechobee TMDLs [140 metric tons to Lake Okeechobee; 105 from watershed; currently watershed delivers approximately 500 metric tons to lake].  EPA TP TMDL limits for tributaries to Lake Okeechobee [113 ppb for all tributaries; discharge from IMWID currently three to four times that amount].  IMWID currently has little attenuation of runoff [resource is discharged without benefit to IMWID]. Project Goal – Capture and store surface water runoff prior to offsite discharge; reuse stored runoff for agricultural irrigation; greatly reduces discharge volume; provide WQ treatment reducing phosphorus levels discharged from this area to tributaries and ultimately Lake Okeechobee.  Preliminary alternative estimate 80% to 90% removal of TP.  Preliminary alternative estimate 70% to 80% reduction in discharge volume.  Project Concept – On-site BMPs; Intake pump stations will lift IMWID runoff into minor Above Ground Impoundments (AGIs).; Gravity discharge from AGIs to IMWID canal system re-circulate water within the IMWID for irrigation.  Existing and Potential Partners – SFWMD, FDACS, IMWID, Highlands County, Highlands SWCD, USDA-NRCS, EPA, etc.  Summary – Current Conditions [28-mile canal system with little WQ treatment or attenuation; TP in significant excess of tributary TMDLs; Storm water as a resource is not being maximized].  Proposed Conditions [On-site BMPs; System of AGIs that gravity discharge to recirculate water for irrigation; Estimated 80% - 90% of phosphorus reduced; Estimated 70% - 80% volume reduction; Existing partners will pursue expanding partnerships and funding sources; State of Florida - $3.5 million and in-king; USDA-NRCS Agriculture Water Enhancement Program].
Fisheating Creek Watershed – Jerry Joiner, NRCS-Retired and John Winfree, TNC: 
The land owners in the Northern Everglades are interested in conservation easements.  Mr. Joiner and Mr. Winfree wanted to alert the partners for the need of a WREP for Northern Everglades. Mr. Winfree distributed a one page handout and stated that this is a good opportunity.
Ichetucknee Partnership (Spring-shed Protection) – David Still, Executive Director, SRWMD: Mr. Still presented an Ichetucknee Springs Protection and Management 4 ½ minute video.  Our springs are critical to our environment here.  He discussed the partnership progress; Ichetucknee Springshed  management by Springshed Partnerhip; TIP Objectives, Need of Funding, etc. It involves Fanning Springs, Troy Springs, Manatee Springs, and Ichetucknee Springs.  NRCS assistance is needed to fund fertilizer and irrigation management tools, CSP type program to provide incentives for O&M, continue funding for SWCD Technicians, etc.
Proposed NRCS Cost Share Program -- Diesel Engine Replacement – Jeff Schmidt, NRCS:  
This is a follow-up from a previous State Technical Committee meeting.  Should NRCS get into a cost-share program for replacing diesel engines?  Some states are already doing this at 50% cost-share.  Mr. Schmidt went through the Pros. and Cons. of the program.  California NRCS has had a successful program for the past five years.  It could be a cost share stand alone program, possibly EQIP, or air quality program.  It would improve efficiency to the farmers.  [Note from previous meeting: Mr. Schmidt described the proposed cost share program (overview, purpose, and need) where older (pre-1995) non-road diesel engines (>50 hp) would be replaced that are being used for water pumping; because of the Nitrogen Oxide emissions.  Engine replacements would be replaced with either electric or Tier III certified diesel engines.  He went over the ranking worksheet and the work to be done.  Partnering and coordination with FDEP, FDACS, and EPA is the next step.  It was recommended to provide more information on the efficiency (cost to run the old engines versus new ones) and further develop the economic impact/return of changing from old diesel engines to new or electric.]
Working Ag. Lands Programs – Jeffrey Woods, NRCS: Mr. Woods did a presentation of the 2002 Farm Bill.  He distributed a one page 2008 Farm Bill – Summary of Selected Legislative Changes and gave an over-view of the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP); Ground and Surface Water Conservation (GSWC); Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP); Agriculture Water Enhancement Program (AWEP); Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP); Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative (CCPI); CIG, etc.  We are hoping to have the Rules some time in January 2009, for the 2008 Farm Bill; they are being developed now.
NRCS Easement Program Update – Ron Howard, NRCS: Mr. Howard distributed a FY 2008 Accomplishments Report for the Florida Easement Programs. Wetlands Reserve Program(WRP) New Enrollments: Seven permanent easements totaling 5,661.66 acres were enrolled in four different counties. A total of $36,451,525.42 in WRP FA funds were obligated in FY 2008 (easement acquisition and acquisition related costs). WRP Easements Closed: Ten permanent and a 30-year easement were closed in six different counties. 14,608.43 acres protected. WRP Easements Restored: Nine projects were restored, (three restoration cost-share agreements, two 30-year easements, and four permanent easements in six counties); 10,020 acres restored. WRP Program Overview: Total – 82 projects; 155,574 acres; Permanent easements – 38 projects at 48,291 acres; 30-year easements – 19 projects at 33,172 acres. Restoration cost-share agreements – 25 projects at 74,112 acres. WRP Outreach: Enrolled the first minority landowner in a Florida NRCS easement program (Conrado Rodriguez – Santa Rosa Ranch in Highlands County. Worked with the Stuart Sisters (J.K. Stuart Trust) to close the Crooked Lake West easement in Polk County. Worked with Schmoe Family (four sisters) on Blackwater Plantation in Jefferson County.  WRP Activities: The Ranking Team conducted site visits on 10 tracts (12,237 acres) in six different counties; processed approximately 20 applications this fiscal year.  Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program (FRPP) new enrollments: Three easements totaling 1,006.98 acres were enrolled in Manatee County. A total of $2,869,720 in FRPP FA funds were obligated in FY 2008 for easement acquisition. FRPP Easements Closed: Three easements totaling 1,112.60 were closed in two different counties. FRPP Program Overview: Total – 16 easements; 15,917 acres. Grasslands Reserve Program (GRP): No enrollment, acquisition, or restoration activities during this reporting period.
ACTION: Mr. Howard will e-mail the various easement ranking forms (Ranking Sheet, Valuation Methodology, Compatible Use Process, etc.) to all the State Technical Committee Members for their review and to submit comments back to Ron Howard by January 2009.

Concluding Remarks – Carlos Suarez:  Mr. Suarez opened the floor up for any comments, feedback, or discussion.  Mace Bauer, UF-IFAS, did a Conservation Tillage Program presentation.  Andrew Walmsley, FFBF, mentioned the Carbon Trading Program, USDA Grant from Rural Development.  Marty Mesh stated that Florida Organic Growers would like to become a partner.

Mr. Suarez expressed his appreciation for everyone coming and their contributions to the meeting.  We will have State Technical Meetings through-out the state to discuss Farm Bill Programs.
Mr. Suarez adjourned the meeting about 4:00 PM.

Next Meeting:  No date was set for the next meeting, but, it was decided to hold the next State Technical Committee Meeting at a different Gainesville location possibly some time in January.
