IL State Technical Committee Advisory Meeting
November 9, 2023

Opening Comments – Tammy Willis
· USDA is on a Continuing Resolution (CR) until November 17, 2023  
· Attended a National Leadership Team meeting with the Chief and one of the topics was, funding transparency. NRCS is in the process of developing a public data base to show IRA EQIP and CSP allocations, over subscribe applications and the funds that are obligated. This public data base report will be a moving target. 
· Moving forward with NRCSs’ Fiscal Year (FY)2024 Staffing Plan
· FY24 IRA program fund will increase. We are in the process of hiring new staff to handle workload.
· FY23 IRA staffing goal were, 50 new employees, hired 15 employees, 4 were internal, 5 declined because of location or pay.
· FY24  IRA staffing goal will increase to 85 new employees to be hired.  Once budget is approved advertisements for those positions will come out.
· IRA Funding – IL NRCS obligated 99% of the IRA funding.
· NRCS IL is working to reinvigorate the Local Working Group process at the field level. If anyone is interest in the process, procedure or have any comments to share please contact Eric Gerth, Assistant State Conservation for Partnership.


NRCS Programs – Jamie Alderks
FY 2023 At-A-Glance
· Discussed the FY 2023 At – A- Glance document distributed at the meeting and via email to the State Technical Committee. Overall FA Programs obligated approximately $71.5 million in fiscal year (FY) 2023.  Highlighted the following obligations:
· IRA total was approximately $7.7 million
· EQIP was approximately $31.5 million (requested an addition $5 million and received the full ask). 
· CSP was approximately $29 million (requested an addition $6 million and received the full ask).
· RCPP 2018 was approximately $3.4 million
· Discussion among the State Technical Committee about adding program unmet demand (backlog) to the At-A-Glance. Explained that backlog numbers are not a one-to-one ration since one applicant ranking in multiple ranking pools. Also, our At-A-Glance numbers are actual contract and obligation data – factual data.
Advisory Allocations and FA Program Application Deadlines
· Provided a handout with the advisory allocations and application deadlines for FY 2024. 
· Note that IRA-EQIP increased from $2.8 million in FY 23 to $24.4 million in FY 24 and CSP-IRA increased from $4.9 million to $14.9 million in FY 24. Illinois NRCS has a lot of IRA money to spend and to do so we created a special ranking pool for EQIP-IRA ACT NOW.  
· Using ACT NOW as an established way in policy to accelerate funding/preapproval/obligation of applications.  
· Illinois is starting small and only establishing 1 ranking pool that utilizes ACT NOW which will be EQIP-IRA for management practices of: 
· 328 Conservation Crop Rotation
· 329 Residue and Tillage Management, No Till
· 340 Cover Crop
· 345 Residue and Tillage Management, Reduced Till
· 590 Nutrient Management
· A ranking threshold will be established prior to the first ranking deadline. Dates will be established every two weeks and applications at or above the established ranking threshold will be preapproved. Field offices can then turn around and obligate those application after preapproval. Should be very positive for the applicants that want to start implementing the practices quickly and also will help our field offices to have IRA funds obligated earlier. 
· Setting aside $12 million of EQIP-IRA money for a special ACT NOW ranking pool. 
· Preapproval dates start on January 5th, January 19th, and February 16th. 


NRCS Easement – Paula Hingson
· Spent 4M for ACEP-WRE – 7 participants with 635 acres.  This is higher than last year 
· Easement Acquisition Branch (EAB) still assisting with ACEP applications.  Seems to be getting caught up on processing past applications. 
· Spent all funds for ACEP IRA – this was handled at the national level this year. One funded in IL, for 141 acres for 1M
· ALE – 1 funded for 90 acres for 241K 
· Preparation of for wetland restoration and Agland easements priority area locations. Thanks for feedback – partners helped get the word out. 
· Handout – Hackmatack wetland easements, Pecatonica, Bonpas and lower Wabash were suggested Priority Areas for ACEP-IRA funding.  IL submitted all; we don’t know if we will get funding for these yet.  Hopeful that will bring some funding into these areas.
· Backside - circled areas agland easements to help protect agland around urban area.
· Geographic Rate Caps for wetland reserve easements – The average value of the land minus the value that the landowner keeps.  Please provide feedback by the middle of September if the values look concerning– September 10th.  See if it looks realistic or not.   
· RCPP Entity held easements – Purchased 2 easement and working on 5 new applications.  Planning  to have funding obligated for those 5 easements by the end of September. and have a few more.  program keeps land in ag production. 


NRCS Partnerships – Eric Gerth
· NRCS currently has 42 active agreements, for roughly $44 million in funding
· There is a National Community College Alliance for Agriculture Advancement (C2A3) agreement between NRCS and 10 Community Colleges in 9 States in the Midwest 
· Richland Community College and Illinois Central College (ICC) participate in the agreement.
· NRCS has found that some new employees lack the ag background or have partial understanding of farming practices.  
· C2A3 trainings will promote the agricultural background training that may be needed in order for NRCS to be able to recruit new staff.
· Currently instructors are needed to get these trainings up and going. 

· State agreements with partners – discussing ways to get into strategic partnerships.  Call Eric if there is any interest out there for partnerships. Give Ideas to help us implement climate smart partnerships.


NRCS Engineering – Matt Robert 
· Handout Explained, new projects:  West Branch Panther Creek Watershed Project, Upper Des Plaines River Watershed Project, and Pond Creek-Little Wabash Watershed Project

· Previous Watershed project structures (earthen dams) have a 50-year lifespan. Most of these dams have been around for over 50 years, so rehabilitation is needed.
· A new project from beginning to end can take up to seven years to complete. This includes feasibility, planning, design, and construction.


FSA - Jamie Diebal
· Now that the Farm Bill expired 9-30-23 we have no authority to accept offers for CRP.  Currently our software has been turned off and we will have limited access until the farm bill is extended or a new farm bill is signed. 
· We had a very successful Continuous CRP Signup #59, General CRP Signup #60, and Grasslands Signup 205.   
Year-end statistics:
· Annual rental payments were issued during the first two weeks of October.  
· In Illinois we issued over $167 million in CRP payments to our producers. 
· As of October 1, 2023, Illinois has 
· Over 794,829 acres in CRP which is down about 28,000 from last year’s total (822,961 acres) 
· on over 72,402 active CRP contracts. (73,958 – 2023)
· Illinois is second in number of contracts behind Iowa with 104,460. 10th in total acres 
· We have 3,787 contracts set to expire 9/30/24 which represents 34,431 acres. Last year we had approximately 6,858 contracts expiring. 
· General SU60 – We had 1910 offers and 1714 (89%) of those were accepted totaling 29,563 acres.
· Grasslands SU205 – We had 94 offers submitted and 3 of those were accepted..
· CLEAR30 – This was originally a pilot program that Illinois was a part of but has now gone nationwide.  It allows producers with expiring eligible water quality CRP practices, that are in compliance, the ability to enter into a 30-year contract.
· Producers had the option to select a third-party vender to complete the contract maintenance or producer completing the maintenance – NOW only third-party vender is not an option.
· Illinois has 309 contracts for 3171.25 acres 
· FY2023 was the 4th year of this CLEAR30 program
SAFE
· Our State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement was first introduced in 2007.  Illinois had 4 SAFE areas around the state.  
· Over the last 4 years we have seen some significant changes.
· Last summer we completed a thorough review of our SAFE project.  With the help of our partners, we submitted a proposal to include the whole state in SAFE.   
· It was approved and as of October 1, 2022, FY23 we now have the IL Pheasant SAFE Initiative (Northeastern/Central IL) and the IL Quail SAFE Initiative (Western/Southern IL)
· FY23 was our first year for new SAFE which is now open to the entire state.
· We had 496 contracts enrolled in FY23 for a total of 28,194 acres
CREP
· CREP reopened and signup began June 15, 2022
· Currently we have 40 approved contracts for 758.75 acres.
Continuous Signup – To Be Announced
General SU- To Be Announced
CRP Menu Tool – Mississippi State University, in partnership with the USDA, is developing an online tool for landowners to explore practices and eligibility under the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). They are holding a series of focus group-style workshops across Illinois.  

The morning session they are looking for landowners to participate and provide feedback and input on the CRP Menu tool website.  Then in the afternoon they are inviting ag conservation professionals across Illinois to gather input on CRP Menu tool development. 

Ag conservation professionals who have experience with any part of the CRP enrollment process are encouraged to participate, including FSA and NRCS staff, TSPs, university extension agents, ag consultants, and other conservation partners. They will provide an overview of the CRP Menu tool and then follow up with group discussion and questions.  Lunch is provided.


NLRS – Trevor Sample
· The 2023 Biennial Report is close to being completed
· Director’s review occurred last week of October
· Final design being completed now
· Currently drafting the news release and legislative letter.
· Communications subgroup will review
· Final Report will be released December 1. 
· Nutrient Monitoring Council meeting was held virtually on September 14.
· USGS gave an update on preliminary river nutrient loads and the Next Generation monitoring being conducted in the Illinois River basin.
· Dr. Greg McIsaac provided follow-up to his Illinois River phosphorus load paper and discussed potential next research steps to determine causes of recent increased phosphorus loads. 
· Alex Terlep with Illinois EPA provided a harmful algal bloom program update
· Illinois Natural history survey staff discussed Illinois River biological monitoring
· Member updates
· Communications Subgroup meeting was held virtually September 27.
· Sierra Club presented on their work providing community outreach for Nutrient Assessment and Reduction Plans.
· Extension led a discussion on choosing key points from each chapter in the 2023 Biennial Report. 
· The media package and outreach regarding the release of the 2023 Biennial Report was also discussed. 
· Next virtual meeting will be December 12, 2023, at 2:00 pm
· Urban Stormwater Education Subgroup met virtually October 25. 
· Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning gave an overview of their resource repository for information on best stormwater management practices. 
· Illinois-Indiana Sea Grant gave a presentation on their Lawn to Lakes program
· Member updates
· The Nutrient Loss Reduction Strategy Annual Partnership Conference will be held January 25, 2024, at the Illinois Department of Agriculture, and online. Registration is live. The link can be found on the Illinois EPA NLRS website. 
· Extension has replaced the NLRS Gmail account with a university account. The new email is NLRS@illinois.edu 
· Extension will be issuing a call for 2023 data spreadsheets the week after Thanksgiving. We appreciate everyone filling them out. This information is compiled for future Biennial Report. 


Open Floor Questions/Concerns:

· Concerning Staffing Plan
· What is the distribution of new hire employees? It is a mix. NRCS is trying to get our Urban Ag program staffed. Throughout the state we need to handle the workload. We are working to uncover the workload in the different Areas, working with the Area ASTCs. Looking at existing workload and new possibilities.
· Office Space
· Space for new employees, space is tight in offices. Working with partners to utilizes the spaces more efficiently. 
· Seeking Out New Customers
· Defining “new customer”, someone who has never received funding from us.  We are looking for farmers that have not been in our system, no contract, no knowledge. Outreach Coordinator will be developing a plan to seek out new customers.   

Action Item
None

Next Meeting Date: Thursday,  February 8, 2024 @ 9:30 am    
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