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The June 6 State Technical Committee meeting was called to order by Ken Leiting.  He welcomed the group and introduced Paul Guiterrez, State Director, Farm Services Agency.

There were no new discussion items added to the Agenda.

Soil and Water Conservation Assistance Program (SWCA).

Ken provided an overview of the SWCA saying it is a new program and will be implemented this fiscal year.  It is a part of the Agricultural Risk Protection Act of 2000, Title II, Subtitle B Conservation.  Funding will be provided for assistance.  This is a one-time program and it is not expected to carry over into FY 2002.  SWCA is a voluntary program and only ag producers are eligible.  SWCA will use the same practice list as EQIP but cost share will be 75% for all practices.  Would like to start taking applications for SWCA and end the batching period by July 13th, but this date will depend on when the announcement is made by the Secretary of Agriculture.

The objectives of SWCA are to provide assistance to landowners in the form of cost-share to address threats to soil, water, and related natural resources, including grazing land, wetland, and wildlife habitat.

Denise Smith suggested that because of the short time frame in informing our landowners, possibly other agencies could provide assistance in getting the word out.  Ken commented that until the Secretary announces the program, we can not do any announcing.  However, once the program is formally announced, NRCS can provide a fact sheet to other agencies to be mailed to landowners on their mailing lists.

Proposals for implementation.

Ken said that based on the constraints we have, he proposed use of the funds as 60% grazingland use and 40% water resource use.  Comments:


Debbie Hughes commented that when the focus is on water resource projects seem to be on irrigation, and she felt that watersheds need to become a priority.  She suggested it be left as suggested; 60% grazinglands and 40% water resources.


Dale Jones stated that there is a backlog of water resource projects and the felt the recommendation should be 40% grazinglands and 60% water resources.


Ken Schein discussed forest conditions and the effect they have on our watersheds.  He agreed with Debbie Hughes that the funding should be 60% grazinglands and 40% water resources.


Denise Smith suggested a 50-50 split to equally benefit both grazinglands and water resources.


Dale Jones expressed a concern that New Mexico needs more grazing systems as requirement for approval.

There was group discussion on the proposed use of the funds.  Ken Leiting said that in sensing no change, the percentages would be left as 60% grazinglands and 40% water resources.


Drip and LEPA systems have a hard time competing due to cost restraints in EQIP.  With this new program since applications will be approved by environmental points only, we might get these systems approved.

Average size of EQIP contracts are larger in the western states.  The committee would like to see the numbers just on the western states.

Mike Neubeiser gave any update on EQIP FY2001.  All contracts for the statewide concerns should be signed.  All funds for the GPAs have not been allocated.  There should be some additional funds that will be used to fund three more GPAs.  Environmental Assessments (EA) have been drafted on all the GPA that do not have to recompete.  An EA should not have to be done on a GPA but once.  

The State Technical Sub Committee met on May 9th.  Richard Becker gave a subcommittee report on the GPA ranking.  The committee reviewed the format developed for project proposals and the criteria.  The criteria will remain the same as last year.

The committee expressed concern of private landowners participation when dealing with critical habitat.  Private landowners are weary of the government anyway and concerns were expressed of the requirements put on the landowners from NEPA.  (Especially the sharing of info between agencies).  NEPA determinations are done by the federal agency that is responsible for the project being funded.  Would like to have different agencies come present to the State Technical Committee how they approach NEPA, endangered species, etc.

· SHIPO

· Fish and Wildlife Service (studies done in Oklahoma on the Lesser Prairie Chicken)

· Universities

· NRCS in surrounding states

Concerns:

· How to get information to the local workgroups

· How impact developing of the program

· NRCS address ESA

· Not want to provide NEPA on individual contracts using local groups helps with NEPA process.

Scotty Abbott gave a report on CREP (attached).  This program builds on CRP.  Need to identify the needs in New Mexico (watersheds).  There are 16 states that have approved agreements.  The agreements are for 10 years.

Attached is a report that Ken Leiting gave on WHIP.  We have more applications that funds.  There are 100 current contracts with 27 applications for 174,000 and only 88,700 are allocated.  State owned land can use WHIP funds but have to have 25 non federal source.

Mike Sporcic and Linda Scheffe introduced the attached draft standards for the committee to review and comment.  These standards will be posted in the federal register.

GPA Sub Committee is scheduled to meet on July 12th to form recommendations for FY02 funding.  The next State Technical Committee meeting is scheduled to meet on August 15th. 
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