Morrow County
NRCS Local Work Group Meeting
July 14, 2011, in the Heppner Field Office at 1:00 p.m.

Purpose
Provide a forum for NRCS (Natural Resources Conservation Service) to work collaboratively with our partners so we can develop a plan that strategically utilizes limited resources in a way that benefits all of us.
Objective
Kacee explained the purpose of the meeting and briefed from last year’s meeting on September 1st, 2010 and how at that meeting we, as a group, voted on our county’s natural resource concerns and ranked them in priority.  This year’s meeting was to decide if our resource priorities were the same as last year or if they needed to be reprioritized.  
In Attendance
Steve Cherry-ODFW, Janet Greenup-SWCD, Lois Duvall-landowner, Drew Johnson-NRCS, Kevin Payne-SWCD, Jennifer Wilson-NRCS, Jake Gelineau-SWCD, Misty Bennett-NRCS, Greg Silbernagel-UBWC, J Johansen-NRCS, Brooke Rust-NRCS, Chris Shattuck-landowner, and Tom Straughan-ODA.  
County Facts
Morrow statistics were given:  1.1 million acres of private land.  A lot are in CRP; in 2012 the county will have 25,000 acres expiring.  Cropland is 485,000, of which 90,000 acres are irrigated.  590,000 acres are pasture/rangeland.  198,000 acres are forestland.  
The previous year’s top 11 concerns were explained.  Steve Cherry discussed what work the ODFW has done and how they are mainly focused on existing/remaining stands of CRP for wildlife habitat and the Mule Deer Initiative.
Tom Straughan mentioned that Water Quality should be a separate concern (apart from the Water Quality associated with AFO/CAFOs) and pertain to the Willow Creek Reservoir.  He also mentioned that the GWMA issue isn’t so much declining water; it’s water quality.
Resource Concerns
The group then ranked the issues individually and decided to tally the results up and discuss the priorities, which were as follows:
Noxious weeds on rangeland
Poor Quality CRP acres for wildlife/birds
Forest Health and Expiring CRP tied for 3rd
Grazing Management
Water Quality (AFO/CAFO/wintering range)
Juniper Encroachment
Poor Quality Stream Health
Soil Erosion
Fish Passage
Irrigation Water Management
LUBGWMA

The group then went through the list and identified where these concerns were a problem and what could be done to mitigate.  Also, what partners could offer assistance.  

1. Noxious weeds on rangeland- Kacee explained the county’s Mule Deer Initiative area and what work has been focused there and then asked if the group thought that the area was encompassing the top ranking concerns and was beneficial to continue work there.  There has been noxious weed work and forest restoration efforts have has taken place there.  

Steve suggested that if we want to think of Heppner mule deer as a priority, we should extend the area to include a 6 mile buffer around the portion in Morrow County.  (The area extends into Grant County.)

From the ODA standpoint, Tom said that in order to get contribution for help with water quality in that area, the efforts have to make a difference as water quality is at the top of the ODA’s priorities (particularly the TMDL-temperature and bacteria).  Assistance would need to allow the area reach site capability and the district would need to assist with a water quality assessment.  

The group talked about using CREP and other practices for upland/riparian work and how irrigation water management will help the area.

The Umatilla Watershed Council’s Greg Silbernagel offered to help with the assessment.  He also told a story about the importance of the correct installation of CREP.

Tom warned that conservation farming/irrigation water management may not always produce the best all-around results as a big contributor to the water quality issues in the LUBGWMA is from a lack of flood irrigation from the irrigators in the area, which concentrates the nitrates.  

Chris suggested the NRCS provide outreach and promote conservation farming to the “little guys” that farm and touted how successful his farm’s irrigation currently is, thanks to an EQIP contract.  

Greg asked about the potential for aquifer recharge and suggested the spurs may be a good opportunity for NRCS.

2. Poor existing stands of CRP and expiring CRP wasn’t talked about much because the areas are already identified and pinpointed.

3.  Forestland- this issue has little help from the Forest Service as they are years behind schedule.  There is no shortage of interest so it was talked about that the NRCS needs to prioritize a focus area that will make a difference and the ODF has mentioned that treating the disease and insect infested areas and the public/private interface will help make a positive impact.  

4. Expiring CRP (See #2.)

5. Grazing Management- the MDI area includes a large amount (190,000 plus the 6 mile buffer) of rangeland and focusing on that area will allow a big opportunity to improve grazing management, which should help increase water quality.

6. Water Quality (AFO/CAFO)- Tom mentioned that the district will need to step up on their portion of the assessments and that will be a big instigator to helping mitigate the algae bloom in the Willow Creek Reservoir, which is influenced by streams in the MDI area.  

Greg mentioned the importance of reversing this issue as our community is losing tourism money due to the algae in the reservoir.  Steve confirmed this point by saying that the ODFW doesn’t like stocking the reservoir because the fish will die as a result of the algae.  

The group suggested contacting the State Marine Board, OWEB, and the Oregon Tourism Department.

7. Juniper Encroachment- we have been working with the Gilliam County NRCS and SWCD to target the Upper Rock Creek Watershed.  It’s very important to stop the juniper there to stop the encroachment from other areas of the county.

8. Poor Quality Stream Health- Streams needing treatment will be identified in our water quality assessment when completed.

9. Soil and Wind Erosion- Morrow, Umatilla, and Gilliam will not be putting any money into cropland for FY2012 but that won’t be possible to exclude it forever so the decision is, when it does need to be funded, what will the next step be (Precision ag., etc.).  It seems to be the feeling of the group that the maximum participation has been reached in the conservation farming practices so the funding should be evaluated to go towards something new that will help.  

It was suggested to consult DEQ to fund an air quality test that might encourage farmers to convert from conventional farming to methods such as no-till or direct seeding.  Bio-fuel was also mentioned as a possible incentive.

10. Fish passage- area would be Willow Creek.  Greg said that this wasn’t something we should spend our money on as there is a lot of federal funding available for this issue.

11. Irrigation Water Management- NRCS has received a lot of calls on this issue within the past year.  While some farmers, such as Chris, are using improved irrigation methods, there are still some flood irrigators in the northern end of the county.

12. Declining water in the LUBGWMA- The main solutions should be irrigation water management and nutrient management within the water sources that influence the LUBGWMA.  We can’t let applied nutrients get past the root zone.  The big farmers are rarely contributors to this concern so the focus should be on the smaller acreage landowners.  




What Now?
The feedback from this meeting will be used when Kacee writes the FY2013 CIS’s.  It’s a big help to have these meetings and focus our dollars because, as Tom mentioned, a lot of the partners aren’t receiving enough money to offer much assistance so we need to spend our money in the areas that will make the biggest impact.  
