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Contact:
Duane Hovorka, Executive Director



402-477-1008, or 402-994-2001

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE *** FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE *** FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Wildlife Federation Calls for EQIP Changes

Lincoln, June 5, 2005.  In comments filed with the U.S. Department of Agriculture today, the Nebraska Wildlife Federation (NEWF) urged USDA to re-vamp the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) to better meet the needs of farmers, ranchers, and our environment. 

Federation Executive Director Duane Hovorka described EQIP as “one of USDA’s keystone conservation programs,” given the large level of funding authorized by Congress in the 2002 Farm Bill. 


The Federation’s comments focused on five areas where USDA needs to make changes to EQIP to improve the program:


1. USDA needs to provide clear federal guidelines for EQIP water conservation funding, with a on improving stream flows and water quality and conserving groundwater supplies. The Federation explained that not all projects funded through the current EQIP provide true “water conservation” by conserving surface water or groundwater that supplies farmers and impacts stream flows.  The Federation said USDA should use a standard for evaluating practices and applications that is based on “net water savings,” as is required under the law, rather than allow state NRCS offices to use standards that are based on “net water pumped.”

The Federation also called on the USDA to immediately undertake an Environmental Assessment of the use of EQIP funds in the Platte River Basin, and the resulting impact on stream flows of practices funded under EQIP. NEWF believes some EQIP-funded projects may be decreasing Platte stream flows, and at a minimum EQIP funds could be used in a far more effective manner, to produce actual water conservation that would positively impact water supplies (groundwater and surface water) for farming operations, while also increasing stream flows. 


2. The Federation expressed its strong opposition to State or Federal ‘set asides’ of EQIP Funding for Animal Feeding Operations, asking that AFO applications be ranked and compete with all other EQIP applications, using the same set of standards that focus EQIP funding on projects with low costs and multiple benefits. NEWF noted that in Nebraska, less than half of all EQIP applications are funded, but every single feedlot application for EQIP funds was approved this past year because the USDA reserved funds just for animal feeding operations. 

3. NEWF expressed it support for the establishment of an EQIP National Priority for grazing and pasture land managed under sustainable, intensively managed livestock and poultry production systems, noting the many environmental benefits provided by such systems. NEWF also recommended that EQIP be used to encourage owners of land that is coming out of Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) contracts to establish grass-based production systems rather than return the land to intensive cropping. Plowing up the land could result in soil and wind erosion problems, wildlife habitat degradation, increased sediment runoff, and other significant resource problems. 


4. The Federation expressed support the establishment of an EQIP National Priority for organic transition incentive payments, for farmers whose land is in transition to organic production, and support for EQIP assistance to organic farmers and ranchers nationwide.


5. NEWF said USDA should establish an EQIP National Priority to increase native pollinator habitat and promote management practices, including pesticide use management, to protect native pollinators. Bees, butterflies, and other native pollinators provide a critical role in agriculture and wildlife, and their population losses in recent years are one of the least-known and least-understood challenges faced by agriculture and wildlife managers. 
###
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June 4, 2005

David Webster

US Department of Agriculture

Washington, DC

VIA email: david.webster@usda.gov

RE: EQIP COMMENTS
Dear Mr. Webster,


I am writing to provide the comments of the Nebraska Wildlife Federation on the Environmental Quality Incentives Program. The Nebraska Wildlife Federation is a non-profit, state-wide  organization, dedicated to the conservation of wildlife and wild places in Nebraska. We have played an active role in Farm Bill deliberations for more than a decade, with a special emphasis on the conservation programs included in the federal Farm Bill. 

1. We Urge USDA to Provide Clear Federal Guidelines For EQIP Water Conservation Funding, With an EQIP National Priority Focus on Improving Stream Flows and Water Quality and Conserving Groundwater Supplies.


The EQIP Ground and Surface Water Conservation program funds are used in a variety of ways in various states. Unfortunately, not all of them provide true “water conservation”, some of them merely change “water use efficiency.”  USDA should use a standard for evaluating practices and applications that is based on “net water savings,” as is required under the law, rather than allow state NRCS offices to use standards that are based on “net water pumped.”


For example, take a corn farmer with a 160 acre field of flood-irrigated land. Flood irrigation is a fairly inefficient way to deliver water, as the crops at the top of the field get too much water, and the crops at the bottom of the field get too little. Net water consumed by the crop, and the resulting net yields of corn per acre for the field, are likely lower than for other irrigation technologies. Some of the water pumped evaporates, and the remainder not used by the crop typically finds its way through the soil and back to the groundwater or the stream. 


Should the producer switch to a center-pivot irrigation system for most of the 160 acres, and continue using flood irrigation for the remaining acres, the center-pivot system will deliver the water to the crops much more evenly and efficiently. As a result:


* The amount of water pumped will likely be the same or less, because the delivery system is more efficient. That may save diesel fuel, but it doesn’t conserve the farmer’s water supply.


* The net water used by the crop will likely increase, as the crops under the center pivot are more evenly watered. The result: a decrease in available water supply, whether from groundwater or surface water.


* The net crop yield will likely increase, because the crops get more even and efficient water delivery.


While the results may be generally good for farmer on yields, the net impact on the groundwater supply or surface water supply would likely be negative, as more water is being consumed by the crop, and less returned through the soil. 


Even where the center pivot is only used to irrigate a portion of the land (135-140 acres is typical), and the remaining pivot corners are taken out of production (or put into dryland production), the increased efficiency of the water delivery (and resulting increase in yields) may offset any water conserved by removing the irrigation from the pivot corners. The net result could be zero impact, negative impact, or very marginal positive impact on the water supplying the producer’s agricultural enterprise.


Unfortunately, in Nebraska and other states, substantial EQIP funds are being used to subsidize farmers who are making the switch to center pivot technology. Given the enormous cost of center pivot systems, subsidizing even 20-30% of the cost results in very high cost water in the cases where some conservation results for the water supply.


Compare that to the huge water conservation that results from putting land into dryland production of crops, restoring (unirrigated) grassland, making the transition to crops that consume less water (like grain sorghum), or implementing resource conserving cropping systems. With respect to center pivots, a much for effective use of scarce EQIP fund would be to use them to upgrade existing high-pressure spray systems (which lose a tremendous amount of water to evaporation on hot, windy summer days), to low-press drop-nozzle systems which provide both water efficiency and true water conservation. 
RECOMMENDATION 1A: In defining what a ‘net water savings in the agricultural operation of the producer’ is, USDA should provide clear federal guidelines for state conservationists to follow, and those should be based on providing true conservation of the farmer’s water supply, not merely subsidizing technologies that benefit farmers but provide little water conservation. 
RECOMMENDATION 1B: State Conservationists should be prohibited from setting aside specific portions of EQIP water conservation funding for center-pivot installations, where the science does not demonstrate a clear and convincing case that these installations provide higher levels of water conservation per EQIP dollar than other conservation practices. 

In the particular case of EQIP Water Conservation Program funds used in Colorado, Wyoming, and Nebraska, we are very concerned that the use of EQIP funds to subsidize new center pivot equipment could be having the effect of reducing stream flows in the Platte River Basin. Platte River stream flows are the subject of a federal/multi-state Platte River Cooperative Agreement, under which a basin-wide program is being developed that, if put in place, will help slow the ongoing decline in Platte River flows deemed critical for at least four federally protected species.
RECOMMENDATION 1C: We ask the USDA to immediately undertake an Environmental Assessment of the use of EQIP water conservation funds in the Platte Valley, and the resulting impact on stream flows. 


At a minimum, we believe the EQIP funds could be used in a far more effective manner, to produce actual water conservation that would positively impact water supplies (groundwater and surface water) for farming operations, while hopefully increasing stream flows. Given the importance of this effort, the level of funding provided under EQIP in the three states, and the impact on these federally endangered or threatened species, we ask the USDA to immediately undertake such an assessment. Based on the results of that assessment, USDA could undertake a Section 7 consultation with the US Fish & Wildlife Service, could adjust the practices funded under EQIP for those three states, or could continue current practices and program if warranted.
2. We Strongly Oppose State or Federal ‘Set Asides’ of EQIP Funding for Animal Feeding Operations.


In Nebraska and other states, USDA State Conservationists have set aside large portions of EQIP funds, reserving them for Animal Feeding Operation (AFO) applications, such as large livestock feedlots. In the past, when AFO applications competed with other EQIP applications, some were funded, but many were not -- and rightly so -- as they failed to provide the broad array of environmental benefits (water quality, wildlife, soil conservation, etc.) that other low-cost, high-return EQIP practices can provide. 

In those states (including Nebraska), AFO operation applications compete against each other for a pool of funding set aside for their exclusive use.  The results have been bizarre and disheartening.


In Nebraska, every single AFO application for EQIP funds was approved this past year, and nearly every AFO application was approved last year. Compare that to the many applications for managed grazing systems, crop nutrient and pest management, and other EQIP practices that were turned down in Nebraska, even though they provided far more environmental benefits per dollar than the AFO applications. Typically, far less than half of EQIP applications are funded, yet every single large feedlot owner who applied in Nebraska received USDA funds.


We are especially troubled by the USDA practice of providing EQIP subsidies for new and expanding Animal Feeding Operations. These new and expanding operations should have a legal obligation to meet new AFO standards, so providing EQIP funding to help them meet those standards results in no net environmental benefit, but at a tremendous cost. The foregone environmental benefits that result, because USDA has to turn down very beneficial EQIP applications in other areas, is a shame and a huge waste of taxpayer dollars.

RECOMMENDATION 2A: State Conservationists should be prohibited from setting aside EQIP funds for Animal Feeding Operation applications. AFO applications should be ranked and compete with all other EQIP applications, using the same set of standards that focus EQIP funding on projects with low costs and multiple benefits.


I would note that we do not oppose every set-aside of EQIP funds by state conservationists. In Nebraska, EQIP funds have been set aside for water quality improvement practices in specific areas, in support of Nebraska Department of Environmental Quality efforts to improve water quality in polluted watersheds. This strikes us as an excellent use of EQIP funds, focusing them on specific state natural resource needs.  

3. We Support the Establishment of an EQIP National Priority for Grazing and Pasture Land Managed Under Sustainable, Intensively Managed Livestock and Poultry Production Systems.


The 2002 Farm Bill specifically directs the agency to encourage the use of grazing systems, such as year-round, rotational or managed grazing systems, that enhance productive livestock and poultry operations. Promotion of these sustainable production systems achieves another major purpose of EQIP: to assist producers in making beneficial and cost-effective changes to their productions systems that improve nutrient management, grazing management and pest management. Giving priority to sustainable livestock and poultry production systems would also address the statutory requirement that the Secretary accord a higher priority to providing assistance and payments that encourage use of cost-effective conservation practices.


An EQIP national priority for incentives for intensively managed production systems should address multiple resource concerns, including water quality, water quantity, wildlife habitat, and soil erosion control, through well-designed, well-managed systems. The goal is to provide financial incentives and technical assistance to farmers and ranchers to establish managed rotational grazing and other sustainable pasture and grass-based livestock production systems.


We further recommended that this EQIP national priority be used to encourage owners of land that is coming out of Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) contracts to establish grass-based production systems rather than return the land to intensive cropping. Plowing up the land could result in soil and wind erosion problems, wildlife habitat degradation, increased sediment runoff, and other significant resource problems. With contracts for more than 28.7 million acres scheduled to expire between September 30, 2007, and 2010, the establishment of this national priority would provide assistance to farmers and help protect the huge investment made by USDA through the CRP program over the past two decades. Farmers who are unable or unwilling to re-enroll their land in the CRP should have options and assistance available to help keep the land in grass. 

4. We Support the Establishment of an EQIP National Priority for Organic Transition Incentive payments, for farmers whose land is in transition to organic production, and we support EQIP assistance to organic farmers and ranchers.


Under existing law and guidelines, EQIP incentive payments may be provided for up to three years to encourage producers to implement innovative management practices. We would encourage this priority for farmers who undertake the long, costly transition challenges. Typically, at least three years are needed  to obtain certified organic status, and in the meantime farmers incur added costs while likely obtaining little increase in return in the marketplace.


Organic methods provide huge environmental benefits for society, as the pest control, nutrient management, and grass-based livestock methods used leave no negative ‘footprint’ on our surface water and groundwater, and they typically are better for wildlife as well. The Sustainable Agriculture Coalition is providing substantial documentation in its filing of the benefits of organic farming for the environment, and we concur with that assessment so will not repeat it here. 


Some states have used incentive payments to support producers in transition to organic production. In Nebraska, this option was offered to local EQIP work groups, but only a few chose to include this practice as they did not anticipate widespread demand for the payments.  

RECOMMENDATION 4A: Given the huge environmental benefits provided by organic agriculture, we recommend that USDA establish Organic Transition as a national priority, and offer those incentives nation-wide. 

5. USDA Should Establish an EQIP National Priority to Increase Native Pollinator Habitat & Promote Management Practices, Including Pesticide Use Management, to Protect Native Pollinators.


We recommend that NRCS add to the list of EQIP National Priorities a priority for the increase of native pollinator habitat and on-farm practices to protect native pollinators.


A key purpose of this recommendation is to preserve and increase the production in the U.S. of agricultural crops that depend on pollinators for their propagation or for increases in production yield and quality. An EQIP national priority focused on native pollinators can also further numerous conservation goals including an increase in native plant habitat and an overall increase in wildlife habitat. The priority will also promote improved management of pesticide use, which can result in increased protection of wildlife in addition to native pollinators and improvements in water quality.


The loss of native pollinators is one of the least well-known challenges faced by American agriculture and wildlife managers.  An EQIP national priority for native pollinators can be implemented initially through existing NRCS conservation practice standards. We also recommend that NRCS develop new standards and criteria for protection and conservation of pollinators, similar to current pest management practices for creating habitat for beneficial critters. This should include managing lands to reduce native pollinator habitat loss, reducing pollinator mortality due to improper pesticide use, and specific attention to practices designed to restore native pollinator populations and habitat.


We urge NRCS State Conservationists to consult with their State Technical Committees and with experts in their region and states to tailor existing conservation practice standards and design interim standards to increase native pollinator habitat and prmote on-farm practices to protect native pollinators.


In closing, the Environmental Quality Incentives Program is now one of USDA’s keystone conservation programs. Substantial increases in funding for EQIP resulting from the 2002 Farm Bill have made the potential for environmental gains from this program much more important. We strongly urge USDA to seriously consider the above comments, and to rework the EQIP as recommended to provide a program that truly meets the goals and objectives outlined in the 2002 Farm Bill.

Yours in Conservation,

Duane Hovorka

Duane Hovorka, Executive Director
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