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NRCS New Mexico State Technical Advisory Committee
Meeting Minutes
April 30, 2024
Introductions (Kenneth Branch, Assistant State Conservationist for Programs)
· Welcomed and thanked the group attending both in-person and online. 
· Meeting purpose is to provide project and budget updates. 
· Early-in-the-year State Technical Advisory Committee (STAC) meeting is for NRCS staff to update producers and partners on programs.
· STAC meeting held later in the year is for producers and partners to provide feedback and recommendations to NRCS staff.
· Meeting Minutes and PowerPoint presentations will be posted on the NM NRCS website.
State Conservationist (Xavier Montoya)
· Provided update on staffing levels for NRCS New Mexico.
· Currently there are 161 employees up from 112 in 2016. 
· Many new employees are getting up to speed. Please be patient. 
· The goal is to have 190 employees. 
· Encourage young folks to pursue career opportunities in agriculture.
· We have a 1-year Farm Bill extension. 
· Inflation Reduction Act/Environmental Quality Incentives Program (IRA EQIP) brought $30 million to the state budget this year. 
· Additional funding from IRA presents a “good problem” with program capacity.  
· Input on the IRA and Climate-smart practices is welcomed and encouraged.
· Goal is to enhance and build new and existing partnerships.
· Built and broadened relationships with NMSU.
· We need more “boots on the ground.”
Programs (NRCS Program Staff)
[bookmark: _Hlk166142932]Introduction to the State Technical Advisory Committee and the IRA (Kenneth Branch, Assistant State Conservationist-Programs)
· Provided an introduction for new partners as to the State Technical Advisory Committee’s (STAC) roles and responsibilities. 
· Invited to look at NRCS’s policies and planning procedures and make comments/recommendations (i.e., What’s going on on the ground? What’s new? What problems do you face? Any changes to recommend to standards and specifications?).
· Acequias not included in the old Farm Bill, as an example. 2018 Farm Bill does include acequias which came from the STAC and Local Work Groups (LWGs). 
· Members should go to LWGs and bring back LWG information to STAC. 
· LWG is this committee at the local level including, for example, local field staff and soil and water conservation districts. 
· Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) was signed into law in August of 2022.
· Investment in climate and clean energy through Climate-smart agriculture and forestry mitigation.
· IRA funding (i.e., CSP and EQIP) must be tied to at least one of the specific conservation practices.
· IRA funds expire on September 30, 2031. 
· Expecting IRA Financial Assistance (FA) funds only through 2026, after that it’s implementation/satisfy obligations only.
· Cannot mix IRA funds with any other funds.
· Eligible IRA contract types: Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) Classic, CSP renewals, EQIP Classic. Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP) money distributed at National level only. 
· CSP & EQIP: Money must be used for one or more agricultural conservation practices, enhancements, or bundles that the Secretary determines directly impacts Climate-smart agriculture or forestry mitigation. 
· Available IRA funding = $39,143,000: CSP = $8,524,000; EQIP = $30,619,000.
· Surprised by how much received.
· Staff is behind using all of that money.
· Last year EQIP IRA received additional $3.1 million + $1.7 million = $4.8 million. 
· This money is in addition to regular funding.
· IRA application deadlines—CSP was January 5, 2024; EQIP was April 26, 2024.
· Splitting deadlines to ease burden on applicants and staff.
· Using ACT Now program to process IRA applications. New program/process that NRCS will use going forward.
· IRA requirements: Payments will count toward program-specific payment limitations. 
· Cannot use IRA application types: Organic, transition-organic, OTI > Organic is not covered through IRA. 
· IRA Core Practices overviewed for FY24. Must have one core practice or facilitating practice, such as tree/shrub establishment, brush management, among others.
· Upland wildlife habitat management was removed this year per National. Will try to get it back on the list. STAC may be able to help to get back on the list.
· If recommendations made, be sure to include Climate-smart practices, forest mitigations practices, etc.

Questions, Responses, and Comments
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker):  What happens with unexpended funds?
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS):  We are mandated to spend all IRA funds. It’s our priority when awarding applications. We are projected this year to spend all our funds. Regarding other funding—EQIP and CSP—must be returned to National and they divvy them up to other states. We are on track this year to spend all of our allocated funding.
QUESTION (Uknown Speaker):  Can you help us understand the change re: upland wildlife? And I’m confused about the difference between core and facilitated practices. 
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS):  Prescribed grazing may still happen with EQIP projects. When we lose the core practice, we can lose some of the facilitating practices through IRA. Prescribed grazing is now the core practice instead of upland wildlife.
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker):  Can you have a contract under IRA and under EQIP separately?
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS):  Yes.
COMMENT (Jason Mondragon-Martin, NRCS): If you still want to prioritize upland wildlife management, it’s recommended that you bring it up to your LWG. We’re in the process of ranking application questions currently for EQIP Classic. (Inaudible)
RESPONSE: (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): Last year, District Conservationists brought this forward to the LWGs. Asked to make separate recommendations for EQIP Classic and IRA priorities so we’re not overlapping. EQIP Classic monies are distributed to our local teams to use, and if there are overlapping priorities, it may cause contract evaluation and funding issues. IRA funds are obligated at the State level, other funds are set aside for local teams to allocate and distribute.
       Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) (Maggie Gnann, Resource Conservationist)
· EQIP is a voluntary program in which agricultural producers and forest landowners can contract with NRCS to develop conservation plans tailored to their operations to get conservation “on the land.” 
· Top five EQIP practices from the 2018 Farm Bill are sprinkler systems, brush management, forest stand improvement, fences, and irrigation pipelines.
· In FY22, EQIP General was funded in New Mexico at $26.3 million. In FY23, EQIP General and EQIP IRA funding totaled $28.5 million. In FY24, EQIP General and EQIP IRA funding totaled $54.8 million.
· NRCS New Mexico has 35 service centers statewide and is divided into 2 areas and 11 teams. 
· Each of the 11 teams have 3 to 5 ranking pools that are focused on specific land uses. 
· There are 97 fund pools for national-, state-, area-, and team-led initiatives in EQIP General alone.
· On track to obligate approximately 484 applications from 300+ in FY23.
· Goal for the agency and the state is to target Historically Underserved (HU) participants, especially tribal.
· Act Now policy allows NRCS to preapprove an application once it passes a certain ranking threshold score. 
· Act Now was used for all EQIP IRA pools. 
· Applications can now be preapproved without the entire funding pool being ranked first. 
· Primary intent of Source Water Protection Watershed program is to protect municipal drinking water systems.
· Source waters can be groundwater or surface water. 
· There are High Priority Practices for source water practices.
· Source water and High Priority Practices get more funding payouts.
· Source Water Protection Areas are located in areas covered by Teams 3, 6, 9, and 11. 
· NRCS seeks recommendations from STC if watersheds need to change, or if changes are needed to the Source Water Protection practices.
· High Priority Practices can be used to address specific causes of ground or surface water impairment, conservation of water and declining aquifers, or to meet other environmental priories. 
· New Mexico can have 10 practices. We currently have eight. 
· The High Priority Practice list needs to be updated. NRCS seeks recommendations for updates. 
· National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI) was established in FY12 as an initiative delivered jointly with state water quality agencies to address agricultural sources of water pollution. 
· NRCS seeks recommendations from State Technical Committee on 3 new 12-digit Hydrologic Unit Codes (HUCs) to put under NWQI. 

Questions, Responses, and Comments
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): Are the Act Now allocations dependent on the budget for that year? 
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Funding is dependent on pools. All IRA funding pools were approved this year, for example, using Act Now
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): Could we see again where Team 3 is?
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Yes, Team 3 is Santa Fe, Hernandez, Taos, and Chama.
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): So, the upper Rio Grande?
ANSWER (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Yes.
QUESTION: (Unknown Speaker): Would you pull up what the Source Water Protection Watersheds priorities are?
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): I don’t have background information on all of it. There are multiple funding sources that I need to partner with (e.g., Environmental Protection Agency [EPA]). 
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): The principal intent of Source Waters is to protect municipal water sources. When we work with our partners, we must identify what the Source Waters are. For example, if you look at Team 6, there are a lot of wells in these areas that the watersheds feed. Clovis is another example. If ever you want to make recommendations where the Source Waters are, look at the watersheds that feed into them to qualify. The EPA has a very good map on their website where their Source Waters are whether it be groundwater or surface water. We look at that a lot. A couple years ago we had Source Waters in the Cimarron area that were impacted by the Ute Park Fire including the aquifer, so we take that into consideration, too, when we look at those areas.
QUESTION (Jay Lazarus, Glorieta Geoscience, Inc.): Are the High Priority Practices funded for both IRA and Classic EQIP? 
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Yes.
QUESTION (Santiago Misquez, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service): If there is money available with an open sign up, we can apply throughout the year, correct? 
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Yes, as long as we have an open sign up. Currently, this year’s deadline was April 26, 2024, to submit an IRA application this year.
QUESTION (Speaker Unknown): What kind of Technical Service Providers (TSP) do you need? 
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): TSPs are needed in all areas, especially planners who can write comprehensive resource management plans, forestry management plans, grazing plans, etc., plus those with experience in soil health for Conservation Easement and Monitoring Activities (CEMAs). TSPs must meet NRCS standards and qualifications. We can put technical assistance funds into active contracts. Engineers are also needed to help with design and implementation requirements and designs. 
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): Does NRCS have partnering relationships with any university environmental planning departments?
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): We have relationships with universities but not specifically with environmental planning departments. We are definitely interested if those folks qualify as TSPs. For example, we do partner with NMSU (inaudible).
QUESTION (Jonathan Hayes, Audubon Southwest): How much money per practice would be paid to TSPs? 
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): Are the technical assistance funds based on a percent of the contract? 
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Technical Assistance (TA) funds are based on a percentage of the allocation. Nine percent of $30 million is for TA including staff. It would require a budget conversation.
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): Is the amount part of the contract negotiation or is it a set amount?
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): There is a payment schedule for set prices to pay TSPs. The funds are not included in the contract to begin with. It will require a contract modification to add them after a TSP is hired.
QUESTION (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): There is a set rate, and contractors will need to take that into consideration when thinking about whether it is worth it. 
COMMENT (Unknown Speaker): As a non-governmental organization (NGO), it is very hard to staff up for that without having some guarantee of funding. Historically, it has been retired NRCS employees. What is NRCS doing to assist potential TSPs?
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): We need to have a beginning conversation prior to going through the work of becoming a TSP. We don’t know what realistic pay rates are right now. The scope of the problem is large, and we need to narrow down what needs to be fixed.
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): The number of TSP providers we have in the state can be counted on one hand.
COMMENT (Unknown Speaker): That might be the result of how TSPs are defined or trained. Let’s invest in that.
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): Let’s find out what the problems are and try to fix them from there. It’s definitely something that is underutilized in the state.
QUESTION (Samantha Hilborn-Naluai from the Rodale Institute): It can be hard for non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to staff up for unknown funding amounts. TSPs are running into major roadblocks to become a TSP (e.g., nine years of preparation without qualifying). How can we speed up that process? 
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): The TSP qualification process is being revamped at the national level. The question is how long it will take to trickle down to the local level. If it’s taking nine years, we need to look at that.
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): That’s a long time.
RESPONSE (Athena Cholas, NRCS): In my experience, I’ve had TSPs up and running in a couple of months.  
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Thank you for bringing it up. If you have any questions, please reach out to me, Kenneth Branch, or Dan Bloedel.
COMMENT (Eugene Pickett, Black Farmers and Ranchers New Mexico/LFRI): If farmers and ranchers don’t understand the language or procedures, they don’t have time to figure it out. They must deal with other urgent issues, e.g., drought, fires, climate crisis. Money often lags behind the need.  We’re working on projects that are three years behind. How do we engage? How do we dedicate more time to get more involved at local and state levels? So much time is needed to attend meetings/conferences and to create and foster partnerships. 
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Time is of the essence. I’m glad leadership is here to hear you.
COMMENT (Unknown Speaker): There are concerns about out-of-state entities coming into New Mexico and the potential amounts of their funding allocations and exploiting our state’s resources. 
RESPONSE (Maggie Gnann, NRCS): Public outreach is very important.
COMMENT (Monica Rodriguez from the New Mexico Acequia Association): The New Mexico Acequia Association has two upcoming workshops/conferences—May 9 and May 26.
       Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) (Martin Meairs, Resource Conservationist)
· CSP provides technical and financial assistance to assist agricultural and forest producers with the management side of their operations.
· Fiscal Year 2024 (FY24) funding for the CSP Classic program received $12,364,635. 
· Exceeded 5% minimum threshold for historically underserved (HU) participants.
· Minimum Payments for FY24 CSP Classic increased from $1,500 to $4,000 per year.
· CSP is a 5-year contract with yearly payments.
· 107 of 146 applications funded for CSP.
· Big push needed for new applications next year with the expected increase of IRA funds. 
· CSP has always been statewide pools, meaning every application competes against one another. 
· Change from statewide application pools to team-oriented pools discussed, which would focus funds to those targeted areas rather than potentially sending the funds to only one side of the state.
· Discussed priority Resource Concern Categories (RCC) for CSP applications and the eight selected for agriculture land and Non-Industrial Private Forestland (NIPF). 
· National requires that we select a minimum of eight applicants.
· The more RCC met by the producer at the time of application the more likely they are to be funded. 
· When the RCC are selected, it dictates how the funds are to be prioritized. 
· CSP IRA Funds are Climate-smart funds. For an application to be eligible, it must meet certain criteria. 
· One of these is that at least one activity from the Climate-Smart Agriculture and Forestry (CSAF) list must be selected by the applicant to be eligible. 
· National has determined the mitigating practices/enhancements that are considered Climate-smart.
Payment Schedule, Easements, and Conservation Innovation Grants (CIGs) (Athena Cholas, Resource Conservationist)
· Technical Service Providers (TSPs) 
· There are two kinds of TSPs. The first are soil and water conservation districts and other entities who can do an agreement directly with NRCS. The second kind of TSPs are private consultants and qualified individuals who are hired by the farmer or rancher who has an EQIP contract. TSP payments are primarily through EQIP. There is not much available for CSP. 
· Information on TSPs is posted here: Technical Service Providers | Natural Resources Conservation Service (usda.gov)
· For implementation of engineering or structural practices, things that get built, TSP’s can assist with the design, the installation and certifying completion of a practice. A qualified individual can be hired to do one or all these things. It is up to the EQIP participant and the consultant to negotiate what help to provide. After the EQIP contract is obligated, the EQIP participant would hire a TSP from the list of approved technical service providers, then NRCS modifies the contract and adds funds for the TSP. 
· The payments for implementation are the 911, 912 and 913 codes on the payment schedule. They are flat-rate payments.
· If there is no payment listed for a practice, then NRCS would need to provide that technical assistance. NRCS needs input by June 10 on TSP payment rates. 
· For EQIP there is list of the different plans that a TSP can develop for a contract participant. 
· At the TSP webpage there is a spreadsheet that shows the requirements to become certified as a TSP for each of the plans. It covers education, experience, credentials, NRCS trainings and work samples. TSPs are expected to produce quality plans and have good relationships with their clients.

Questions, Responses, and Comments
QUESTION (Jonathan Hayes, Audubon Southwest): For the qualifications of a TSP for grazing plans, is wildlife an acceptable degree for doing a grazing plan or being a certified wildlife biologist? 

RESPONSE (Athena Cholas, NRCS): No, it must be what is on the list, but there is a similar plan for wildlife habitat. The plan could include grazing management. Each plan has a different set of TSP qualifications and different payment rates.

· Practice Standards
· The payment schedule rates must be tied to practice standards and cover the minimum needed to implement to the level of the standard. A few practice standards were revised this year. Key changes are shown on the slide. 
· The last one, Seasonal Water Management for Wildlife, needs to be evaluated to see how it can be used and if the payment rate needs to be revised for New Mexico. 
· A few new activities are being considered for FY2025. Other new activities to consider are payments for food plots under “Upland Wildlife Habitat Management” or pruning of shrubs to improve food for browsing animals. Another activity that could help is an enhancement for CSP to improve streams using rock structures. 

· Easements
· One application was submitted for IRA funding but did not get funded because NM was in the low priority zone.
· The general priorities are expected to be the same next year which is the middle Rio Grande South of Albuquerque. Maybe give more emphasis to south of Los Lunas where the threat of development is high. 
· For ALE grasslands of special significance, the priority is land that has riparian or perennial water, close to a river and the main goal is to avoid subdivision of large ranches.
· Will look more closely at the priorities from the New Mexico State Forest Action Plan and places where private land is between public land. 
· NRCS can do 30-year wetland easements.
· For wetland easements, NM can now pay up to $13,000 per acre for land with water rights. The payment is up to 90% of the appraised market value. 
· NM is working on the wetland restoration criteria guidelines and input it needed on planting and managing wetlands for milkweeds and monarch butterflies.
· Wetland Reserve Easements Program is funding for our partners to do outreach and help close wetland reserve easements.
· Clarification on eligibility of playas for wetland reserve easements: a playa is eligible if there are hydric soils and if the hydrology and vegetation will be significantly restored. 

Questions, Responses, and Comments
QUESTION (Jason Mondragon-Martin, NRCS): How do playas fit with wetland easement program?

RESPONSE (Athena Cholas, NRCS): If they meet the three wetland criteria and then we can consider it for the wetland easement program. The easement can be on the small footprint of the wetland and a little of the surrounding land. If there are hydric soils, the playa could be eligible if NRCS is able to plan restoration actions to restore the hydrology and vegetation. 

COMMENT (Cecilia Rosacker, Rio Grande Agricultural Land Trust): Glad that priority is Valencia County and middle Rio Grande. That is the RGALT focus area. Applications are not coming from Historically Underserved landowners who are cash-poor because it has been difficult to get the funding to cover the transaction costs and they need a higher easement payment. This is a barrier to accessing the program for the underserved. NRCS can provide billions of dollars, but it's just a carrot dangling that underserved landowners are never going to access. The issue is urgent because land is being developed. To serve New Mexico, NRCS needs to help get more funding for transaction costs to protect land and water rights. We also tried to access the Regional Conservation Partnership Program but that was a challenge getting that on the ground. The land is slipping through our fingers and the issue is urgent.

COMMENT (Claire Catlett, Trout Unlimited): There is a huge opportunity to prioritize water rights protection for the whole benefit of the Rio Grande, so I recommend that we expand the focus to headwaters for the Rio Grande and the San Juan River and the Gila River watersheds. 

RESPONSE (Athena Cholas, NRCS): NM has not turned down applications that are funded with state money. New Mexico has not yet received IRA funds since those have been kept at the national level. NM will be looking more closely at the priorities if more applications are received and if funds are limited. The Forestry priority areas shown on the map are headwaters so those areas will be considered.

QUESTION (Claire Catlett, Trout Unlimited): You mentioned that there was an IRA application submitted but not selected because New Mexico is not a national priority. Can you explain?

RESPONSE (Athena Cholas, NRCS): The IRA area for the country was divided into three different priority areas—high risk of development, medium risk, and low risk. New Mexico was in the low-risk category. The applications funded were in the high-risk category, which was primarily cropland. There were plenty of applications from the high-risk areas maybe because the land trusts there have more money to work with or the landowners have cash. There are many more applications received nationally than get funded. 

· Conservation Innovation Grants (CIGs)
· The priority for non-lethal alternatives to predator management was removed because this is being looked at through a national CIG and through RCPP.
· An example of a project that CIG can fund is demonstrating the use of beetle banks. The picture on the slide shows a picture from England and more work is needed in NM to show beetle banks can provide natural pest control. 
· The 2024 announcement for NM CIG will be announced at grants.gov very soon. 
· NM has requested a waiver so that tribes would not have to provide any match and a reduced match for projects that serve historically underserved producers.
Questions, Responses, and Comments
QUESTION (Eugene Pickett, New Mexico Black Farmers and Ranchers/LFRI): I have a strong recommendation. There is a NM project called “Agua,” which is an innovation grant. (inaudible) The current administration is advocating to move it to Arizona when it’s specific to NM. 
RESPONSE (Alicia Rodriguez, NRCS): She and Kris Graham Chavez work with Nicole Viars who is with the Office of Outreach at National. 
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): Please send us an email with details be sent so we can follow up.
COMMENT (Amy Erickson, Rio Grande Agricultural Land Trust): RGALT.ORG reports are on website. Look for link inside current report to previous report.
Emergency Watershed Protection Program (EWP) (Mary “Grace” Woodard, Resource Conservationist)
· EWP is more about protecting life and property than agriculture, which is different from other NRCS programs.
· Provides technical and financial assistance to local communities that experienced a disaster.
· Some of the practices that are permitted include debris removal from stream channels, reshaping and protecting eroding stream banks, correct damage to destroyed drainage facilities, establish vegetative cover, and repair certain conservation practices.
· NM currently has nine projects, second most in the country behind Mississippi. 
· Approximately $300 million has been obligated in NM.
· EWP works with sponsors, not landowners. 
Questions, Responses, and Comments
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): Is there any emergency funding for filters for the dairy farmers for PFAS from the air force bases or avian flu that has been transmitted to cows? 
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): Nothing from NRCS specifically. Perhaps from other USDA programs such as FSA. Our only disaster funding is available through the EWP program, which is designed to protect life and property. Property according to EWP is defined as any artificial structure permanently affixed to the land.  Contaminants are not covered by the EWP.
RESPONSE (Jonas Moya, Farm Service Agency): FSA does not offer avian flu relief although they are monitoring the situation closely as is the National office. He believes that Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) might spearhead outbreak funding to poultry and dairy farms. 
RESPONSE (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): Huge increase in EWP events/funded projects since 2011. Events do not require a national or state declared emergency. Can be locally declared. Monies received for this program are in addition to EQIP and other programs. The Hermit’s Peak/Calf Canyon fire is the largest relief effort. Please get the word out to potential local sponsors—local governments, counties. 
Resource Technology Updates (RTS) (Art Ariaz, State Resource Conservationist)
· RTS’s mission includes cultural resources, agronomy, wildlife biology, NEPA, et al. 
· Several new employees added to the RTS staff.
· Some of the FY24 activities include updating ecological standards and specifications. 
· Taking recommendations from field staff. 
· Providing technical training to field offices, local producers, TSPs. 
· Doing outreach.
· Soil Health activities re: Healthy Soils Program.
· Rankings begin the week of May 6, 2024.
· Recommendations made to the Secretary of Agriculture.
· Updating Hermit’s Peak/Calf Canyon Plan.
· NRCS Conservation Restoration Plans are for natural resources only, not structures or cars.
· Writing plans for landowners only, not for FEMA.
Questions, Responses, and Comments
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): Where is the Hermit’s Peak/Calf Canyon (HPCC) funding coming through.
RESPONSE (Art Ariaz, NRCS): Funding comes from FEMA. NRCS provides only the technical assistance. 
QUESTION (Unknow Speaker): So, this is only for private landowners, not private allotments on public land?
RESPONSE (Art Ariaz, NRCS): It’s only for private land only. 
COMMENT (Kenneth Branch, NRCS): For clarification, the NRCS is paying for its work on the project plans. None of the FEMA money is coming to the NRCS. We have a Memorandum of Understanding with FEMA, but we’re not working for FEMA. We’re working for the landowners.
QUESTION (Eugene Pickett, New Mexico Black Farmers and Ranchers/LFRI): There’s a disparity. I was up there this weekend, and what they’re experiencing on the ground is somewhat different than what’s being presented now. 
RESPONSE (Xavier Montoya, NRCS): The Conservation Restoration Plans are strictly focused on the natural resources. We’re not looking at their house, their car, or anything other than natural resources. Our portion of potential reimbursements to these individuals is a part of their whole. Everything we’re doing is for the producer. We’ve been doing outreach, but they have to come in and sign up. We’re working with local conservation districts and local communities, the local county commissioners to make sure the people know what NRCS is doing and what we’re not doing. So, what we are not doing is writing a plan for FEMA. We are writing a plan for the landowner. So far, we’ve written approximately $550 million worth of plans, but FEMA has only paid $318 [million]. One of our staff up there told us that one of the producers got their plan and threw it in the trash. FEMA still has to go out there and do assessments on their losses whether it’s their homes, their cars, their RVs, and other structures. We have a very specific focus. We are not writing comprehensive plans. 
QUESTIONS (Eugene Pickett, New Mexico Black Farmers and Ranchers/LFRI): What can we do to assist you to get that piece of the understanding in place?
COMMENT (Xavier Montoya, NRCS): Have your folks go online and request an application. There is an online link to the application. Talk to one of the local conservation districts. There’s one in Mora and one in Las Vegas. Our staff is out there on Saturdays and Sundays working 12-, 14-hour days, 7 days a week. We do outreach at every event that FEMA, the district, or we put on. Currently we have 1,300 applications, so folks are coming in the door. It’s first come, first served. NRCS is hitting four things on the HPCC fire—EWP, EWP acequias, the HPCC Conservation Plans, and the fourth is working with our engineering staff on Watershed and Flood Prevention Operations. Watershed planning is the long-term effort.
COMMENT (Eugene Pickett, NM Black Farmers and Ranchers/LFRI): Listed a number of organizations with which he’s affiliated.
       Conservation Assessment Ranking Tool (CART) (Ana Gomes, Natural Resource Specialist)
· Conservation Desktop (CD) and the Conservation Assessment Ranking Tool (CART) continue to be the agency’s main planning tools.  
· CART incorporates a program-neutral assessment with an integrated and efficient ranking tool to facilitate conservation delivery. 
· Planners start in Conservation Desktop (CD) with a client’s operation and digitizes land units, creates plans, and ranks those applications all streamlined within one tool.  
· Uses local feedback on the ranking questions.
· Updates to the tool now include the ability to:
· Track Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) plans and integrate with sister agency, the Farm Service Agency (FSA).
· Create reports and assessment maps completed by the state, region, and county to consider resource concerns used and practices planned by the region.
· In line with the Under Secretary’s recent commitment to expanding wildlife conservation efforts.
· CD and CART now allow planners tagging functionality to identify how their planned practices benefit local wildlife habitats and landscape priority areas.

Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) (Kris Graham Chavez, Assistant State Conservationist for Field Development and RCPP coordinator for NRCS New Mexico)
· Partner-driven approach to conservation that funds solutions to natural resource challenges on agricultural land. 
· Classic and Alternative Funding Arrangement Notice of Funding Opportunity announced:
· April 3, 2024 – Release Date
· July 2, 2024 – Deadline to Submit Application
· $1.5 billion in FY24 to invest in partner-driven conservation and climate solutions.
· Focuses on Climate-smart, Historically Underserved (HU) producers, and Critical Conservation Areas.
· Currently working on six active contracts and one in the process.
· Partner projects are for five years from contract signature to project completion.

Questions, Responses, and Comments
QUESTION (Eugene Pickett, NM Black Farmers and Ranchers/LFRI): (Inaudible) 
RESPONSE (Kris Graham Chavez, NRCS): There are a lot of opportunities right now with NRCS Programs and at the Department/National levels, a lot of equity grants and congressional earmarks, etc. We want to put together a list. There is a lot of money coming through all different kinds of programs. RGALT is doing some of those grants. Some are for implementation; some are for outreach, for example. RCPP has been fortunate in that we have had great partners in NM because we have had some very successful programs get off the ground. 
COMMENT (Amy Erickson, Rio Grande Agricultural Land Trust): The RCPP negotiation process was so onerous we refused $12.5 million in project funding. It’s a very difficult program to access.
RESPONSE (Kris Graham Chavez, NRCS): Be sure to closely look at the Notice of Funding Opportunity. It outlines what needs to be done and what priority practices we’re looking for. There are certain things we can pay for and certain things we cannot pay for. One advantage of the program is that during negotiations, if we can’t pay for something, it’s possible another partner can.
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): What is the budget for NM RCPP?
RESPONSE (Kris Graham Chavez, NRCS): I think one was $15 million. We want to make them attainable because we only have five years from the time the agreement is signed to project completion. We’re good at land management and rental projects because we’ve been doing them for years. Entity- or government-held easements, we’re a bit slower at because we have to get appraisals done, etc.
QUESTION (Unknown Speaker): Does any IRA money impact the RCPP?
RESPONSE (Kris Graham Chavez, NRCS): Yes, the $1.5 billion.
Engineering Updates (Elias Gnann, State Conservation Engineer)
· Standards: NM updated approximately 60 standards in October 2023 to get the state back on track with standard updates.  There are only a few this year to update, which will be updated in October 2024.
· Wells: NRCS NM is working to gather more information on livestock watering wells.  Our geologist, Carlos Montoya, is currently working with U. S. Geological Survey (USGS) and others to develop better resources for working on well investigations.
· Watersheds:
· Currently there are two Watershed and Flood Prevention Operations (WFPO) projects in NM: Belen Highline Canal and Rincon Arroyo.  Both are in the planning stages.
· Currently there are two rehabilitation projects in NM: Santa Cruz Site 1 and Tortugas.  Santa Cruz is in the design phase and Tortugas is in the planning phase.
· NM received requests from four assessments completed last year to continue into the planning phase. NM requested funds for those four rehabilitation plans and is working to begin those planning projects.
· NM received requests for 17 new additional assessments from various sponsors for rehabilitation.


Partner Updates/Presentations
Farm Service Agency (Anthony Chavez for Joilynn Gray) 
Provided an overview of the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)—General CRP and Continuous CRP. Also discussed: Conservation Priority Areas (CPAs), National CPA (no NM priority), state CPA zones and the Emergency Conservation Program (ECP).
For more information, please contact Joilynn Gray at Joilynn.gray@usda.gov. 
New Mexico Department of Agriculture (NMDA) (Dean Bruce, Healthy Soils Program)
NRCS has a critical role in the Healthy Soils program. Thank you to Xavier. We rely on NRCS to develop conservation plans and technical assistance. Currently rolling into the evaluation of grant applications. Approximately 88 applications received. NMDA Healthy Soils webpage has more information, maps, and a newsletter sign-up.
Closing Remarks
Xavier Montoya offered a thank you to participants for attending the STAC Meeting. 
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