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Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) field offices hold at least one meeting each year to solicit suggestions on ways to make our conservation programs work better.  Because resource problems are similar in Washington, Multnomah and Clackamas Counties, we decided to hold one meeting for all three counties.  This saves staff time because some agencies might otherwise send a representative to three separate meetings.  We think it also provides for a good exchange of ideas across county lines.

We held our 2013 meeting on January 24 at the USDA Service Center in Oregon City.  Twelve people participated, representing farming and forestry interests.  Because last year’s local work group meeting was intense and resulted in many details, the group agreed that this year’s meeting would serve more as a forum for providing updates and fine-tuning USDA programs (especially focusing on the Environmental Quality Incentive Program, EQIP).  

The meeting began shortly after 10:00am with three brief presentations by NRCS staff:

· Kris Homma (NRCS, Oregon City) welcomed everyone, facilitated introductions, and reviewed the agenda.
· Steve Fedje (NRCS, Portland Field Office) provided a short presentation on USDA conservation programs.
· Dean Moberg (NRCS, Hillsboro Field Office) reviewed the minutes from the previous Tri-county Local Work Group.

After these presentations, the group discussed a series of questions relating to the main EQIP funding pools and initiatives in the tri-county area.  These questions were designed to provide feedback to NRCS staff in an effort to improve program implementation.  The topics and key discussion points are as follows.

a. How to focus efforts and get more participation in the Winter Harvested Crops / Water Quality conservation strategy in Clackamas County (discussion led by Kris Homma):
· All agreed this was an important resource concern.
· If the problem with participating is due to low cash flow and difficulty in obtaining credit, consider using Clackamas Soil and Water Conservation District loams or Farm Service Agency mini-loams.
· It might work to get farmers in the door for one program and then tell them about the benefits of this program.
· There may also be a cultural reason certain farmers are not participating. For example, blueberry growers have a culture in which cover crops are normal, but Christmas tree growers consider cover crops foreign. One approach here would be to have one or two progressive Christmas tree growers plant some cover crop trials.
· If none of the above ideas work and participation remains low, we might consider canceling this strategy and then bringing it back when the economy improves.

b. What’s the best way to market the Woodland / Urban Interface conservation strategy to potential clients? (Kris Homma) 
· Landowners should have a forest management plan in order to be eligible for NRCS funding of implementation practices like pre-commercial thinning.  NRCS can help fund forest management plans, but good plans developed by other parties also satisfy the requirement for a plan.
· All three counties are beginning to focus more on implementation because a significant number of landowners already have plans.
· Oregon Department of Forestry staff said they could help market this program and agreed that regular communication between ODF and NRCS would be a good thing. 
· Farm Service Agency (FSA) has an Emergency Forest Restoration Program that can help landowners affected by natural disasters like wildfire.  This program becomes active when an emergency is declared by FSA. Landowners must visit FSA to establish records. Agencies or individuals who know about natural disasters on forestland in the tri-county area should contact Gail Stinnett at FSA in Hillsboro (503/648-3174, ext. 2).
· We agreed to hold a meeting specifically about forestry in April (date to be announced). The goal of this meeting will be to craft strategies to reduce wildfire hazard, improve forest health and increase the rate of afforestation on suitable lands in the tri-county area.

c. How can we improve the Greenhouse Gas Reduction strategy and EQIP Energy Initiatives through getting more Technical Service Providers or other efforts? (Dean Moberg)  
· There is a surprisingly high potential for afforestation projects in the tri-county area.  Despite generally high land values, there are many sites of abandoneded cropland/pasture that are now growing up in weedy blackberries when they could be used to grow forests.
· Some sites are better suited to oak savannahs than Douglas fir or mixed woodlands and we should consider oak savannah restorations on these sites.
· Consider partnering with the Forest Resource Trust.
· NRCS should contact Portland State University, Oregon State University and Oregon University regarding graduating students who may be able to become Technical Service Providers for NRCS energy audit/plans. There is currently only one Technical Service Providers for energy audit/plans in Oregon.

d. What’s the best way to coordinate EQIP, CREP and SWCD programs that seek to promote sustainable farming near streams? (Dean Moberg) 
· All agreed that coordination is important and often this needs to be done on a case by case basis.
· The goal is natural resource conservation, not participation in any one program.  Sometimes programs can dovetail well (for example, a SWCD or watershed council may fund in-stream work with a grant, FSA may fund a riparian planting via CREP and NRCS can fund irrigation management in near stream cropland via EQIP.

e. How do we decide if a site is too valuable as cropland and thus should not be converted to wildlife habitat? (Steve Fedje) 
· Currently, large tracts of land are being converted from farming to habitat. This work is important and should continue, but the group felt it is also important to choose habitat sites wisely so as not to permanently convert large acreages of important farmland to habitat.
· One solution is to use easements rather than fee simple land purchases by US Fish and Wildlife Service, Metro, and other agencies/groups that are restoring habitat. In this way, it may be possible to convert poorly drained areas to habitat but preserve better soils (for example on terrace landscapes) for cropping.
· The goose predation issue is still very important to many farmers in the tri-county area.  Goose populations are very high and they do much damage to winter crops like wheat and clover.  The group, though, did not have ideas on how to solve this problem. 

f. What are the main resource concerns on organic farms? (Steve Fedje) 
· Nutrient management, especially phosphorus.  Organic farmers tend to add a lot of organic amendments to soil, partly for nutrients but also as mulch for weed control and water conservation.  These organic amendments generally are low in available nitrogen but moderate to high in phosphorus. This results in very high soil test phosphorus and potential water quality problems. Legume cover crops can be part of the solution as they provide N and organic matter, but just “recycle” P in the soil.
 
g. How can we best help underserved farmers use our programs?  (Steve Fedje)
· It’s important for Hispanic and women farmers who feel they have been discriminated against to file a claim at www.farmerclaims.gov  Farm Service Agency and NRCS staff both discussed the importance of filing these claims now because the deadline for filing a claim in March 25, 2013.
· If underserved farmers have trouble travelling to a USDA Service Center to complete forms, they should contact staff to make arrangements. It is possible that, for example, potential applicants in western Multnomah County can complete forms at FSA in Hillsboro rather than in Oregon City. 
· Good ways for NRCS to outreach to underserved clients is via farmer markets and possibly through Mercy Corps NW.
· Utilize the Seasonal High Tunnel initiative and farmers markets to outreach to small/underserved farmers.

After the above discussion, the group briefly discussed other issues common to all conservation strategies and initiatives. The group made the following points:
a. Paperwork is onerous. Staff should help clients through paperwork in one to one meetings rather than simply providing packets of forms.  Also, some paperwork is redundant. NRCS is still asking applicants to sign two privacy release documents even though these documents are closely related. NRCS should combine these privacy documents into one form. 
b. SWCD planners feel there isn’t enough ability to meet client’s individual needs. For example, NRCS job sheets are write-protected which makes it difficult to customize specifications. All agreed that it’s important to meet NRCS standards, but staff can’t even insert their own photos into most job sheets currently.
c. It’s also important to keep records of the contributions other agencies make to NRCS programs. NRCS staff report these contributions (estimates are okay) and this helps show local support for conservation. (our SWCD partners can also show how much leverage their dollars bring to each respective county).






Acronyms:

AWEP:	Agricultural Water Enhancement Program (a way to provide additional focused funds for EQIP)
CIG:  	Conservation Innovation Grant
CSP:  	Conservation Stewardship Program
CCC:  	Commodity Credit Corporation (a branch of USDA)
CCPI:  	Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative (a way to provide additional focused funds for EQIP and WHIP; very similar to AWEP)
CREP:  	Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, a program administered primarily by FSA that funds planting riparian areas (and sometimes wetlands) to native vegetation.  Includes cost-sharing and a rental payment to the landowner.  Also see ECREP.
DEQ:  	Oregon Department of Environmental Quality
ECREP:  	Enhanced CREP.  A special program only available in the Tualatin River Basin.  Includes CREP plus higher rental payments and cost-share payments for native plantings in the riparian areas.
ETO:  	Energy Trust of Oregon (a non-governmental organization that provides technical information and incentives for energy conservation)
EQIP:  	Environmental Quality Incentive Program (USDA program for conservation on farms)
FRPP:  	Farm and Ranchlands Protection Program (USDA program to help keep land in farming)
FSA:  	Farm Services Agency (an agency within USDA)
GAP:	Good Agricultural Practices (a certification program of ODA and USDA to minimize the risk of microbial contamination of fresh fruits and vegetables)
NRCS:  	Natural Resources Conservation Service (an agency within USDA)
ODA:  	Oregon Department of Agriculture
ODFW:  	Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife
OEC: 	Oregon Environmental Council
RC&D:  	Resource Conservation and Development (a division of NRCS)
SWCD:  	Tualatin Soil and Water Conservation District
TSP:  	Technical Service Provider (a private contractor certified to produce designs for NRCS projects)
USDA:  	United States Department of Agriculture
VEGBACC:  Vegetated Buffers for Conservation and Commerce.  A program that provides free trees for landowners to plant in riparian areas under a plan approved by the SWCD.
WHIP:  	Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program (USDA program for habitat conservation)
WRP:  	Wetland Reserve Program (USDA program for wetland restoration)
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