STAC Meeting Minutes
February 19, 2026
Virtual Meeting

Meeting Opened at: 9:30 AM
Introduction: Nick Vira, NRCS State Partnership Liaison
Attendance: 45 Virtual Attendees: Roylene Comes At Night, NRCS; Nick Vira, NRCS; Andrea Cox, Washington Association of Wheat Growers; Adrian Komaromy; Patrick Bell, FSA; Mike Baden, SCC; Chris Clemons, NRCS; Ron Cummings, Dept of Ecology; Kurt Mykut, Ducks Unlimited; Dan Langager, Northwest Horticultural Council; Elsa Bowen, Lincoln County CD; Emmett Wild, Skagit CD; Erin Eaton, Trout Unlimited; Kyrre Flege, WSDA; Sarah Gardner, Xerces Society; Greg Green, Ducks Unlimited; Griffin Hansen, Columbia Basin CD; Parker Hill, Quinault Indian Nation; Stan Hoffman, Department of Health; Indira Kulkamira, Columbia Basin CD; Katie Fielding, Cowlitz Indian Tribe; Katie Maneval, Makah Tribe; Kelsey Ketcheson, DNR; Jonalee Squeochs, Yakama Nation; Lynelle Knehans, NRCS; Kristina Ribellia, Columbia Basin CD; Stephanie Martin, FSA; Peter McBride, NRCS; Katie Otto, DNR; Randall Chipman, CCA/TSP; Sheilah Delfield, Okanogan Farm Bureau; Angie Reseland, WDFW; Tami Stubbs, SCC; Cameron Stoflet, Spokane Tribe; Joseph Theil, DNR; Brad Riehle, Asotin CD; Brian Cochrane, SCC; Raine Haas, WA State Tree Fruit; Bobbie Evans, NRCS; Keith Griswold, NRCS; Laura Starr, NRCS; Max Ross, NRCS; Cara Hulce, Adams CD; Dinah Rouleau, Columbia Basin CD; Heather Wendt, WACD.
Opening Remarks: Roylene Comes At Night, NRCS State Conservationist 
Roylene thanked everyone for being here. She reviewed the Chief’s priorities, which included: preserving and protecting ag lands, modernizing infrastructure and technology; recentering field engagement and technical assistance; strengthening partnerships by streamlining processes and accountability (new TSP Program); shifting to outcome-based conservation and farmer empowerment. NRCS WA is excited to be a part of this. 
Roylene also highlighted the 10 Local Working Groups (LWGs) in the state. This year, there is the opportunity to focus programs; NRCS just published the overall statewide allocation, and what percentage is driven by local working group priorities. Roylene shared resource concerns by teams. The report provides a summary by Local Working Group and a summary of funds allocated and obligated. The report can be found here. 
Roylene noted that on the State Technical Advisory Committee webpage, participants can find the roles and responsibilities of STAC members along with meeting materials. She thanked attendees for being here. NRCS will be rolling out standards before they go to the federal register. NRCS is spending more time with producers to hear what is needed and how we need to adjust our standards. 

Conservation Program Updates: Keith Griswold, NRCS ASTC for Programs
FY 25 – fiscal year ends the end of September, but because fall STAC was cancelled, they are reporting out now.
· $51 million in obligations for 467 contracts. 
· EQIP 357 contracts and over $37 million allocation
· CSP 110 contracts and $13.5 million allocation
· FY26 – there are a lot of changes coming. There will be changes to how programs are managed. We will only have 5 fund pools per state. In FY25, they had 60 EQIP fund pools. 
· FY26 – Act Now, East, Central, and West Areas and Landscape Conservation Initiatives (these are set-aside funds, such as Sage Grouse Initiative, RPP (Regenerative Pilot Program), as examples). 
· Regenerative Pilot Program (RPP) is a conservation management approach that emphasizes natural resources through improved soil health, water management, and natural vitality for the productivity and prosperity of American agriculture and communities.  Learn more here: https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs-initiatives/regenerative-pilot-program 
· Each state must use 25% of its allocation for RPP. EQIP - $7.4 million and CSP - $3.4 million.
· A whole farm assessment is required; the landowner gets to choose, but soil and water are required to be addressed before the end of the contract. Soil health testing is a component of the program. Minimum of 5-year contract. 
· The changes are designed to address improved customer service and restore program identity, to name a few.
· FY27 EQIP Proposed Changes – increase LWG allocation of General EQIP funds from 25% to 50%. LWG’s focus on identifying its critical resource concerns to address. Reduce the quantity of statewide funding categories: eliminate irrigation, forestry, cropland, grazing, and organic from statewide priorities, and allow the LWGs to identify specific priorities in their areas. 
Action Item: Send comments on proposed FY27 EQIP changes to Nick Vira by March 6th. 
We are still waiting for National to release the Notice of Funding Opportunity (NOFO) for the Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP). So there is no additional information available at this time.
Local Working Group Update: Nick Vira, NRCS Partnership Liaison
Local Working Groups (LWGs) have been asked to convene between now and the end of August. There are 10 LWGs chaired by CDs. LWG membership is typically comprised of producers, agriculture or environmental groups, tribes, units of government, conservation district board members, FSA County Committee members, Cooperative Extension, local elected officials, and others with an interest in conservation. 2026 changes:
· Reduced state and national fund pools
· Increased LWG allocation percentages 
· LWGs will get one fund pool category with up to 5 resource concerns and ranking questions
· Minor policy changes
· No project proposal opportunity – this creates space to discuss other national funding opportunities. On February 17th, NRCS kicked off a meeting for the LWG Chairs. LWG meeting dates will be set by March 20th. Meetings will be held by August 21st. Reports will be due by August 28th. 
· Meetings will be posted on the local work group website here:  https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/state-offices/washington/washington-local-working-groups

Similar process to last year:
· EQIP Fund pool (required)
· Sign-in sheet (required)
· National Water Quality Initiative Watersheds (NWQI) (optional) - we have three and can only add another one when we are complete with one on the list. 
· Conservation Practices  (new or national practices to add) (optional)
· National Funding Opportunities (optional)
Wetland Compliance Updates: Max Ross, NRCS State Resource Soil Scientist
Background on wetland compliance for NRCS USDA. The 1985 Farm Bill and swampbuster provisions were meant to disincentivize producers from converting wetlands to cropland. These only have to do with USDA program eligibility. 
Wetland determination process overview: NRCS’s role is to certify wetland determinations. This requires off-site and on-site determinations. If it is a wetland, a label is applied based on land use changes.  The wetland will then receive a preliminary determination, and the producer can appeal. Each determination takes 40 to 80 hours of work. We only have 2 wetland specialists in WA State. NRCS is required to make a wetland determination within 6 months of the request. Fieldwork needs to be done during the wet season, which also creates a backlog. To address the backlog, NRCS has developed a state off-site methods procedure using exclusively remote sensing methods when appropriate, allowing for 1/3 to ½ of compliance checks to be completed much more quickly. 
Action Item: Send comments on the State Off-site Methods process to Max Ross by March 6th.
Minimal Effect Exemption – Title 7 CFR – allows USDA to convert a wetland when there is minimal effect to wetland functions and values. WA does not have a procedure, so staff have developed one. This only has to do with USDA programs, not other wetland regulations. Draft status for STAC review and comment. There are two methods:
· Expedited (90% of cases) and comprehensive functional assessment. 
· Rapid assessment has specific practices and actions that could result in wetland conversion with defined limits/conditions associated with those practices. 
· For more comprehensive assessments, the converted wetland and wetlands within a 2-mile radius will be evaluated. Quantifies the impacts of conversion actions on wildlife. 
· Rare and unique wetlands will not be eligible for exemptions. 
· Minimal Effect Exemption procedure can be adopted on a 1 -year trial period. 
Action Item: Send comments on the Minimal Effect Exemption process to Max Ross by March 6th.

Emergency Watershed Program Update: Lynelle Knehans, NRCS State Conservation Engineer
The Emergency Watershed Program (EWP) offers technical and financial assistance to help local communities relieve imminent threats to life and property caused by natural disasters that impair a watershed. NRCS provides services post-event for reducing continued threats.
Project criteria include protection from flooding or soil erosion, reducing threats to life and property, restoring hydraulic capacity to the natural environment, economically and environmentally defensible. 
To be eligible, a disaster needs to be declared either by the State Conservationist for small local disasters or a federal or state disaster declaration. A private landowner must work through a local sponsor that meets the requirements, typically a state, local, or tribal government. The project must demonstrate a reduction in threats to life and property. Property is considered infrastructure, such as buildings and dams.
Recovery is to be completed within 220 days, once funding is approved. The EWP program is only a partial funding source and is a reimbursement program at 75% for most projects or 90% for Limited Resource Areas (LRAs).
Currently, NRCS is working on the December 2025 Western Washington floods. NRCS has received 5 official sponsor requests for up to 12 projects. 
As part of EWP, there is also a buyout option. If the home is threatened or there is no way to protect it, there is an EWP buyout to create an easement and remove the structure to a new property. How far back would we go for a disaster? NRCS has to declare the disaster within 60 days of when they can come out to a site. Then they have 60 days for partners to request assistance and another 60 days to conduct the assessment. If there were a fire and the fire caused flooding, there would be another opportunity to come out and declare another emergency. One of the biggest challenges of the program is finding sponsors. NRCS only funds 75%, so there is a challenge to find the other 25% of the needed funding. 
Conservation Practice Standards: Lynelle Knehans, NRCS State Conservation Engineer
In the last 6 months, NRCS has received new guidance from National to provide partners with the opportunity to provide feedback on proposed practice standard changes. That way, when standards are posted to the Federal Register, many of the comments will have been addressed. NRCS has received requests to send a copy of the standard with proposed changes outlined for comparison. Lynelle does not have the original (redlined documents that show how language has changed over previous iterations) information, but she encouraged partners to holistically review practice standards to make sure they are addressing the intended need. Comments from partners are provided back to National. Please note that not all comments may be incorporated into the final standard. 
649 – Structures for Wildlife, Peter McBride. A general Implementation Requirements form has been developed. There are individual practice specification documents for each kind of structure (nests, boxes, perch poles, wildlife brush piles, escape ramps, etc.), specifying key criteria. They will be coming out over the next couple of weeks. WA can make standards more restrictive, not less. Chief wants to have 110% review of practices this year. 
National Engineering Manual Update – Reviewing all supplements. January 2026 – 1 new supplement on field surveys. If there are comments on future supplements, please reach out to Lynelle before they are updated. 
Current Supplements can be found here.  
STAC Wildlife Subcommittee Update: Wildlife Subcommittee Chairs, Peter McBride (NRCS) and Angela Reseland (WDFW)
The Wildlife Subcommittee met on January 14th and received an update from Dan Grosboll, USFWS/NRCS Partnership Biologist. The update included a general orientation to the ESA and programmatic consultations on a larger scale to develop a batched approach. 
s, as well as an update on several programmatics around the State: the South Puget Sound Prairies programmatic (completed & underway); the East Slope Forest Conservation Practices and Gray Wolf Incidental Effects programmatics (nearing completion), and another programmatic consultation that was recently initiated regarding potential use of practices designed to reduce conflicts between listed predator species and livestock. 
The Wildlife Subcommittee has a new member, from Cascadia CD, Elizabeth Jackson. Next meeting on April 23rd. Hope to have an update on the State Wildlife Action Plan. 
Closing Remarks: Keith Griswold, NRCS Assistant State Conservationist 
If you have any questions about the presentations, please send them to the presenters and Nick Vira. Don’t hesitate to reach out if you have questions or comments.
Next STAC Meeting - May 7th 
Tribal Session begins at 1 pm today. 
Meeting adjourned at 11:51 AM


