Federal Framework for Balancing Agriculture and the Environment
Opportunities for Collaboration Forum - Notes

December 6, 2005 – Atlanta, Georgia

Jimmy Palmer – Regional Administrator, Region 4 USEPA
As the new Regional Administrator, he felt a need to direct more attention to constituent groups representing local government, tribal governments, environmental justice and agriculture.  He understands the importance of agriculture in the economy of Region 4.  To increase it visibility and support, he is creating an agricultural special projects officer who will report directly to him.  He recognized the major change from agricultural land to other uses caused by population growth.

A major emerging issue is water supply, an issue where EPA’s role is very narrow, although EPA has major responsibility in water quality issues. States also have major problems regulating water supply as a result of property law and water law differences.  He hopes the states will be able to address supply more in the future.  
Watershed planning is moving to the forefront as a better way to address water issues across the board.  Water issues are not going away, so we must have a better ways to address them.  The financial world is equally challenged so funds for these issues are stretched and likely to continue.  The agricultural special project officer will work with states to find better approaches.  One program emerging is the diesel collaborative.  It builds on agricultural production, stretches energy and provides cleaner energy.

He developed an inter-agency exchange program with the Army Corps of  Engineers and will consider a similar program with agriculturists. 

He would like to have the first agricultural participants in the performance track arena in 2006.  This is an effective way to recognize good corporate efforts and, in turn, provide them with more flexibility.

Jon Scholl – Counselor to the EPA Administrator for Agricultural Policy
He described he long time professional background in Illinois agriculture which provided the entry to his counsel position.  Then Administrator Leavitt advised him to find ways to make agriculture part of the solution to environmental issues and not more of the problem.  Current Administrator Johnson understands the importance of  agriculture to EPA and indicated we must find better ways to help agriculture meet regulatory requirements and find better ways science can assist in processes, etc.  Executive Order 13352 provides support by directing agencies to use cooperative conservation.

Thus, this meeting and the next steps are very important.  A collaborative process is the way to find the best way to address the agricultural issues.  In short, how do we move the farthest, fastest and bring along the most people?  We must be smart, efficient and get good economic return.  We must cross-plan, use colleagues, provide good technical assistance to farmers, use agricultural emergency management techniques and cross-media techniques.  We must recognize the complexity of agricultural issues, find ways to get multiple players to cooperate better, find a better balance of tradeoffs, provide new incentives for conservation and reduce regulatory angst in the agricultural industry.  We must focus on results, be positive and be pro-active.  The focus must be on protecting the environment and not just getting by EPA regulations.  We must be patient since many issues cannot be resolved quickly and have better communication.
Jim Giattina – Director of the Water Management Division Region 4

We need to develop a regional agricultural strategy to make all aware of agricultural environmental issues, mguide and help us coordinate efforts.  Input from participants will be valued so discussion and comments are needed.  EPA cannot be independent in addressing agricultural issues so this group is needed to build relationships.  Other  major agencies we need to involve are NOAA and Corps of Engineers. 
Beverly Bannister – Acting Director Waste Management Division Region 4
Air permits may be required to ensure emissions from agricultural activity do not impact air quality.  More data needs to be collected in this area.  Agricultural burning may become more important.  The diesel collaborative will help reduce air pollutants.  The strategic agricultural initiative will help farmers change from highly toxic pesticide use ot less toxics.  We must protect the investment by pharmaceuticals in genetically modified crops, find alternatives to methyl bromides, ensure worker health protection and make certain environmental justice is served.

Comments Related to the Presentations
Lots of interests in SC related to pesticide disposal but no resources for this effort.  Perhaps we need to fund one state at a time on a rotational basis.  This would broaden the information base and improve coordination.  This is an EPA priority and the possibility of rotation will be investigated.  EPA will seek ways to collaborate more on air and waste issues related to agriculture.

The diesel cooperative is a good model for being proactive.

SC had an annual household hazardous waste disposal program but farm chemicals were not allowed to be turned in.  MS extension service has a farm and household amnesty day when no questions are asked and this is effective.

Perhaps EPA can pull together success stories and get these out to the group and the public.
The transgenetic cotton program led to better processes and production and we need to get successful  agriculture projects out to others and to the public.

We need to find more effective ways to educate manufacturers and encourage them to participate in all programs.

We must continue to assure the public that we have good water quality and that this resource will be protected to the extent of federal legislation.

The water quality planning cycle consists of:


Monitoring streams


Listing impaired waters

Forming TMDL’s to control point source and manage nonpoint sources via grants              and participation in voluntary program  

Monitor for results.

EPA is taking the watershed approach to water quality and will work closely with state agencies to identify watersheds where we can make measurable improvements.  The priority watershed list emerged from this process.

The Mills River, state, industry and others worked well in NC, agricultural driven impairments are being address and measured.  Results show this part of the impairment has improved and may come off the list.

Hypoxia in the Gulf of Mexico from nutrient over enrichment is an example of a multi-state and regional problem.  Bio threats and bio-terrorism are emerging issues.  Conversion of agricultural land to non-agricultural use is a major issue.

We need to state environmental goals related to agriculture as environmental outcomes in our strategic plans.  The plan has a two prong approach whereby emphasis is placed on collaboration to achieve outcomes and coordination by focusing on regional issues.  These will assure coordination by applying the maximum place based resources in all agencies,  improving the understanding of issues and needs, increased understanding of all regulations, and better sharing of information.
We may want to form agricultural work groups and sub-groups.  Region 4 will continue to work with other federal agencies on agricultural issues.  Region 4 is considering internal changes such as the creation of an agricultural officer in the Administrator’s office, continue and expand cross-program work groups, integrate agriculture into the strategic plan and proved key staff contacts for farmers to use.

Richard Swenson – NRCS Perspective
Administrator made a major point by recognizing the importance of agriculture and the environment in the Southeast.  Ways to balance regulatory requirements with voluntary incentive programs must be found.  It is essential that the market forces that produce abundant and cheap food for America not be messed up.  This is a critical time for cooperative conservation efforts.  The USDA is a locally driven agency as a result of several major pieces of legislation.  

The Food Security Act has been a success because the entire infrastructure got behind the program.  Sediment reduction has occurred and the culture of agriculture has changed.  Thus, we need to find better measures that show this cultural change.  We need education, technical assistance, financial incentives and intervention where necessary.

We should quit “targeting” in the watershed approach since it has a negative connotation.

For the future:

We must recognize that all agricultural agencies have valid roles and if we accept this, we can work together.

Environmentally focused agents must always have NRCS staff accompany them when they visit farms.

Understand that we share the same goals for the cheapest, cleanest and abundant food supply.  Farmers also want this.

Realize that the public wants to see results for funds expended but we have to make certain that what we report as success is success.

GA noted that there are different programs but they are similar.

Ron Brown – Extension Service Perspective
CSREES supports research, education and extension in land grant universities to achieve our agricultural goals.  CRESS, NRCS and EPA have overlap, community programs and responsibilities.  Extension is also locally driven so they respond to local needs.
A new thrust should be directed to communities of interest rather than geography.  Requests from farmers ask questions and do not want to take a course.

There are communities of practice in agencies.  These experts could form communities of practice and there is reason to believe this is a ripe area for working together.  We need multi-institutions and multi-disciplines to focus on agricultural issues.
The strength of the Extension Service is its national base with local delivers mechanisms providing customer service.  Funding level changes emphasize the locally driven theme.

We need to let farmers know that changes are coming and because there is agency overlap, we can work together.

Mark Risse – Discussion Leader
Partnerships exist. Partnerships are valuable.  Partnerships are needed to achieve success.

Each organization has strengths and weakness in different areas but we have common missions and functions for various parts of agriculture.  Each agency has its priorities and drivers that come first.
Need to know the policy issues of each agency to build into five year plans.

Agriculture is very broad and not fully understood.  Range from forestry to food security.

State regulatory requirements are frequently driven by federal requirements.

KY has largest stream miles of any state and it is largely dependent on surface water for drinking, rather than underground water.

Economic issues drive large farmers more than they do for small farmers.

Lot of agriculture policy is driven by citizens who do not have knowledge of agricultural issues and processes.

Program must not overlook needs of the small farmer.

NRCS priorities are to implement funded program, primarily from the Farm Bill, so starting new initiatives may not be viable at this time.

It was noted that this creates a dichotomy of the idea that things are locally driven.  Other national organizations addressing farm interests also have great influence.  Demand for funds still outstrips available funds.
Strategy must find ways to engage all citizens in land use management, not just farmers.  We must be people oriented.

Noted that many retired people are moving to rural areas and becoming small farmers.

NC noted that holistic approach is taken for individual farmers based on their expressed needs.

Large commercial operations have many technical resources internally but small users of agricultural, particularly urbanites, products like pesticides and fertilizers are not as informed on use so better education for these consumers is needed to protect water quality.

Watershed approach is good because it looks at the entire landscape as opposed to targeting specific parts of the landscape and groups.

Homeland Security needs to be involved in the strategy.

Shrinking staff at all agencies makes it essential for good planning on any new initiatives.

Agency Strengths and Weakesses
Extension:


Funding and training opportunity throughout the system.


Meeting unfunded mandates which prevents implementation of agreements.


Locally based staff.


Viewed by most as an unbiased agency.


Not a regulatory agency.


Effective partnerships in place.


Multi-disciplinary capacity related to agriculture.


Local agents are facilitators as well as educators.

NRCS:

Funds to pass out and weakness is how funds are used.

Has credibility with locals as exhibited during Katrina.

Cannot provide for every need but can refer to others for support.

Ability to meet with locals and have farmers tell their needs.

Extensive network reaching most every community.

Ability to put information on internet.

Providing technical information locally to implement conservation initiative.

Sometime too busy when patience on spending and listening to customer is needed.

EPA:


Quality of staff.


Still have credibility with many groups.


Too dependent on single issues rather than local or watershed issues.


319 program allows things being discussed to occur.


Regulatory in nature.


Inability to sustain things at the local level.


Stream restoration funds available.


Top management wants more attention given to agricultural issues and projects.


Have heavy investment in many areas related to agriculture.

Wayne Aronson - Permits, Grants and Technical Assistance Branch – EPA
Copy of AFO/CAFO presentation attached.

The best information is the revised rule will be published in January 2006 with review ending March, 2006.  The Final Rule would then be published in the Fall, 2006.

Most of the 2003 rule is in effect and, until it is revised, CAFO should continue.

Assistance is needed in working in the Priority Watersheds.

Definition of discharge is being worked on for the new rule.

Encouraged caution in advising farmers that you do not have to apply for permit since some states have regulations in effect.

If you have off-farm transfers, you must document the level of transferred material.  If it is handled by a certified broker, the broker may be liable.  The transfer issue needs to be discussed at EPA to determine who may be liable and what transfer means.

Jesse Baskerville – Air, Pesticides and Toxics Management Division – EPA

Copy of presentation attached.

Status of exemptions for agriculture under consideration in some legislation.

Carol Kemker – Air, Pesticides and Toxics Management Division – EPA
Copy of Southeast Diesel Collaborative presentation attached.

Emphasized that participants need to call her and provide input.

Farmers and producers are as interested in the Collaborative as much as EPA.

Developing a distribution system for bio-diesel is essential.

Rural development agencies may have funds to support this initiative.
Summary of Issues Discussed – Mark Risse

These will be prepared and presented separately.

