Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 

2026 Spring California Tribal Advisory Committee (CA-TAC) Meeting


Wednesday March 25, 9am- 12:00pm 


NRCS State Office, 430 G Street Davis, CA 95616; (hybrid meeting in-person & on Zoom)

 
MEETING MINUTES
	

Meeting minutes & presentations are available on the CA-TAC webpage:

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/state-offices/california/california-tribal-advisory-committee


	Participant name
	Tribe/Organization 

	Petra Silverman
	Buena Vista Rancheria Me-Wuk Indians 

	Lisa Sherman 
	Tribal Sacred Waters Inc.

	Ralph (Troy) Hatch 
	Nisenan tribal member of the Wilton Rancheria

	Felicia Hill 
	Iipay Nation of Santa Ysabel

	Elaine Chow
	Big Pine Paiute Owens Valley Water Program Coordinator 

	Brianna Ruiz
	Santa Rosa Band of Cahuilla Indians

	Brenda Tomaras
	Lytton Band of Pomo Indians

	Brandin Paya
	Paskenta Band of Nomlaki Indians

	Latisha Miller 
	Paskenta Band of Nomlaki Indians

	Anira G’Acha
	Cahto Indian Tribe of the Laytonville Rancheria 

	Emma Sjostrom 
	Chicken Ranch Rancheria of Me-Wuk Indians

	Justine Campbell
	Chicken Ranch Rancheria of Me-Wuk Indians

	Grant Ammon
	Tsnungwe of California  

	Ken Sandusky
	The Modoc Nation of Oklahoma

	Kurt Broz
	Pala Band of Luiseno Indians

	Leslie Bellas
	Lone Pine Paiute-Shoshone Water Program Coordinator 

	Rachel McCain
	Tolowa Dee-ni’ Nation 

	Robert Woodke
	Tolowa Dee-ni’ Nation 

	Elena Sisneros 
	Tolowa Dee-ni’ Nation 

	Alejandra Gomez
	

	Yvonne Benton 
	

	Ziatia Perkins
	

	Sophia Bejarano 
	

	Azelya Yazzie
	Natural Resource Specialist, Intertribal Agriculture Council (IAC)

	Elaini Vargas
	Youth Programs Director, IAC

	Hannah Corbett 
	Intern, IAC




	U.S. agency staff
	Title, Agency

	Carlos Suarez
	State Conservationist, NRCS

	John Drumm
	Business Support Specialist, NRCS

	Luis Alvarez
	(Acting) State Soil Scientist, NRCS

	Korinn Woodward
	(Acting) State Conservationist for Programs, NRCS

	Allen Curry
	Assistant State Conservationist for Field Operations for Area 2- Salinas Office, NRCS

	Kagat McQuillen
	Northern California Tribal Liaison, NRCS

	Cody Leslie
	Southern California Tribal Liaison, NRCS

	Alia Webb 
	Public Affairs Specialist, NRCS

	Yissel Martinez
	Outreach Coordinator, NRCS

	Brooke Raffaele
	Communications & Outreach Coordinator, FSA

	Eldon Brown 
	Pacific SW Regional Tribal Liaison,
US Fish & Wildlife Service





Invocation - Troy Hatch, Nisenan tribal member of the Wilton Rancheria

Introduction and welcome - Carlos Suarez, State Conservationist

· Overview and history of the CA-TAC and working with IAC 
· Practice 222 Indigenous Stewardship Methods Evaluation (ISME) Conservation Evaluation Monitoring Activities (CEMA) 

· Cultural resources staff prioritize Section 106 for tribes working on NRCS projects on their own tribal lands
· Uphold and respect consultation requests from tribes 
· Working with the State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) and tribes have improved the process 

· A training for NRCS staff, Working Effectively with American Indians, which is for improving communications and work’ with tribes is being coordinated by the tribal liaisons Cody and Kagat along with IAC and will occur later this year 

· Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP)
· In FY 2025, $2.8 million-dollars in financial assistance was allocated to tribes
· While consolidation of the majority of fund pools has taken place, the fund pool for tribes remains the same.
· There is a tribal set-aside floor of $1 million again but that doesn't mean that they money can’t go-up.

· We also have worked along-side the, Intertribal Timber Council, an NRCS partner, along with the Forest Business Alliance, and in conjunction with the Mooretown Rancheria’s, Feather Falls Casino Resort, hosting the event, Growing Tribal Forests: How to Access NRCS and Partner Funding and Expertise. This event was for tribes that manage forest land to provide them opportunity to discuss NRCS planning, programming, and collaboration opportunities.

Tribal Representatives: Introductions and priority natural resource concerns

· land stewardship
· holistic conservation approaches
· educational programs
· tribes hosting NRCS events & trainings
· staffing & capacity building including technical capacity
· traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)
· western science perspectives implying separation from the land
· recognition of tribal connections to land
· agency & tribes’ differing perspectives about fire
· cultural burning
· resiliency to wildfire & reducing forest fuels
· native species diversity
· native plant nurseries & seed banks
· food sovereignty & increasing native foods
· small community gardens
· composting
· pinon pine restoration
· indicator species
· aquatic food resources
· dust mitigation
· drought
· hydrology restoration
· dam restoration 
· water conservation including ground water
· water quality including in rivers & wetlands
· pesticides in soil & water on the reservation
· reduction of toxic chemicals on land
· invasive & noxious plants including salt cedar 
· beetles infesting trees, especially oaks, including the Goldspotted oak
· management of livestock, such as cattle, including overgrazing on private land
· wildlife disease issues including impacts from agriculture 
· easement management
· engineering support for road

Intertribal Agriculture Council Updates - Elaini Vargas, Youth Programs Director; Azelya Yazzie, Natural Resources Specialist; Hannah Corbett, Intern

· Azelya assists with outreach, technical, and financial assistance for NRCS; promoting connections between Tribes and NRCS field offices. 
· In partnership with NRCS, the IAC summer internship is accepting applications now. 3 California spots are available for: 
· ages 18-26 and enrolled in agriculture or natural resource-related academic program
· https://www.indianag.org/youth

· Hannah Corbett, overview of internship experience: 
· received mentorship from IAC & NRCS
· professional development gained presenting at the IAC annual conference
· learned navigating federal programs and how technical assistance is provided 
· interconnection between agriculture, tribal land stewardship, food sovereignty, and communal wellness
· realization that native youth are essential in revitalizing traditional foods
· capstone project included working with the, Hummingbird Wellness Center, where I conducted focus groups and surveys to assess input on community needs including regarding food security 



NRCS Tribal Team Updates – Kagat McQuillen & Benjamin Leslie; NRCS Tribal Liaisons
· Kagat McQuillen-
· NRCS California- Tribal Advisory Committee (CA-TAC)
· https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/state-offices/california/california-tribal-advisory-committee
· Western Regional Tribal Conservation Advisory Council (Western RTCAC)
· discusses NRCS regional issues that are particularly relevant to tribes
· nominate a tribal representative (previously Meagan Baldy) from the state
· financial assistance (FA) & technical assistance (TA)
· NRCS was founded on conservation technical assistance 
· financial assistance programs are mostly for, “working lands”
· Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) is the most commonly utilized program
· Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) is for further enhancing existing conservation that is on-the-ground
· Joint Chiefs Landscape Restoration Partnership, is for funding work on tribal land that is adjacent to USDA Forest Service land; of which both land requires similar conservation practices
· Conservation Innovative Grants (CIG) funds new technologies
· One notable Practice is the, Conservation Evaluation and Monitoring Activities (CEMA), Indigenous Stewards Methods (ISM), which is for tribes to write plans with a traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) component
· Growing Tribal Forest Workshop: How to access NRCS & Partner Funding 
· 12 tribes, 8 non-profits, & private industry participated in the event for tribes with forestland to learn about NRCS
· Benjamin Leslie- 
· last fall’s government shutdown led to rescheduling the previously scheduled Fall California- Tribal Advisory Committee Meeting (CA- TAC)
· through partner agreements with IAC we have 4 upcoming, Conservation & Planning Workshops for Tribes, with 2 events in the north of the state and 2 events in the south of the state
· NRCS had 3 tribal planners resign or transferred positions
· the 2 tribal planners from the Eureka and Auburn offices resigned
· Benjamin Leslie, the previous NRCS tribal planner in the Redlands office is now the southern California tribal liaison
· Working Effectively With American Indians, is a training in cooperation with IAC, for NRCS staff to enhance their work’ with tribes;
· talks with the potential host-tribe for the training being finalized
· participant in
· an intertribal planning & burning workshop
· BIA forest management plan workshop,
· Tribal Earth Day celebration

Programs Update - Korinn Woodard, NRCS Acting State Conservationist for Programs 
· FY2025 Program Obligation Results 
· $146.21 million in financial assistance to producers in the state
· EQIP $103.59 million 
· CSP $25.5 million
· Wetland and agriculture easements $11 million
· Regional Conservation Partnership Program $6 million
· Tribal Funding 2025 - spent $2.8 million
· 14 contracts with over 7,000 acres of tribal-land-enrolled programs 
· FY2026 
· new Initiative: Regenerative Pilot Program - targeting about 25% of funds
· Requirements: 
· whole farm assessment
· soil health testing 
· offered through EQIP & CSP

· Programs Timeline 
· Application cutoff Jan 15th - EQIP & CSP 
· Ranking deadline: April 10th
· Funding selections: April 20th 
· Contract obligations done beginning of September 
· Programs
· Committed to 5% of funds for both Beginning Farmers and Socially Disadvantaged Farmers
· 10% funds directed to wildlife 
· $2 million of EQIP to RPP
· $7.5 million of CSP to RPP
· Tribal EQIP: $1 million
· Carlos Suarez, NRCS State Conservationist, may set-aside more if possible
· EQIP 
· 4600+ applications to evaluate annually 
· CSP 
· 550+ applications to evaluate annually
Agency Presentation: Disaster Assistance Programs - USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA) Brooke Raffaele, Communications and Outreach Coordinator
· FSA Programs 
· Farm Programs 
· Farm Loans 
· Supplemental Disaster Relief Program 
· Provides assistance to eligible producers for losses to crop production and quality for trees, bushes, and vines if affected by e.g. wildfire, floods, heat, winter storms, freezes, smoke exposure, excessive moisture, or drought conditions
· Disaster Assistance Programs 
· Noninsured crop disaster assistance program 
· Tree Assistance Program (TAP) includes:
· eligible orchardists & nursery tree growers –
· cost share program where FSA can pay to pull the trees out, rehabilitate the land, and then plant new trees
· Livestock Indemnity Program 
· Livestock death from natural disaster
· Livestock Forage Program 
· Grazing losses 
· Youth Loans
· Low interest youth loan to cover establishment or operating costs
· Maximum loan $10,000 
· Loan collateral consists of crops, livestock, equipment or other items purchased with the loan funds
· Repaid in 7 years 
Tribal Presentation - Iipay Nation of Santa Ysabel (SY), Felicia Hill, SY Environmental Department -
· southwest & northwestern pond turtle
· important species for culture & as an environmental indicator 
· habitat concerns near water & nesting sites as well as the impact of dams
· Indigenous Stewardship Methods (ISM) Conservation Evaluation Monitoring and Analysis (CEMA) Practice via NRCS 
· habitat threats: altered hydrology, non-native species, habitat loss/fragmentation,
· creation of turtle highway via cattle exclusion and waterway restoration.
· community engagement
· 4 objectives
· removal of Himalayan blackberry  
· fencing for seasonally excluding cattle  
· restoration with native plants
· ISM CEMA
· Qualified individual (QI) – difficult to restrict this to just 1 person, so NRCS made a change to allow multiple QI’s 
· Qis
· developed list of culturally significant plants
· discussed bullfrogs being a contemporary food source
· cultural resources permitting issues disrupted the timing of implementation 
· turtles tagged with support from the agency, US Geologic Survey
· youth were involved 
Closing Remarks
· next CA-TAC Meeting will be scheduled for fall 2026 likely October
· also lookout for a fall event for tribes with the NRCS Plant Materials Center (PMC), an NRCS farm for planting experiments in Lockford, CA
