June 27, 2001

Northwest Power Planning Council

Attention:  Kendra Phillips




email: kphillips@nwppc.org

Response to ISRP

851 SW 6th Ave., Suite 1100

Portland, OR 97204

25014(et al)response

General Comments:  CRP, CREP Buffer, and No-till proposals

The riparian buffer proposals submitted by several SWCDs respond directly to two RPAs from NMFS biological opinion on the Federal Hydropower System.  Further, ESA Section 7 consultation between USDA and NMFS has been completed on the Oregon Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) under which most buffer systems are expected to be implemented. (Ref: NMFS CREP Biological Opinion June 2, 1999)

ISRP Comment:  While there exists a policy question in these projects about the use of BPA funds to support basic personnel in other federal and state agencies, the cost effectiveness of these projects for accelerating habitat restoration activities is impressive.

Response:  SWCDs are considered special districts and are technically subdivisions of state government.  The policy question raised here was thoroughly addressed during the Gorge Province review.  

Funding for SWCD personnel to implement Buffer Systems under the USDA CRP / CREP program is not considered “in-lieu” funding.  BPA issued a letter to that effect. Reference e-mail from Philip Key to Sarah McNary and others re; Fifteenmile In Lieu, dated 12/11/2000, 5:12 PM. Hence there is no outstanding policy question regarding funding by BPA.

ISRP Comment:  SWCDs should consider lumping their proposals and presentations as they are very repetitive.

Response:  The are several reasons the SWCDs did not lump their proposals.  One was SWCDs are independent local government entities with specific responsibilities for conservation of natural resources within their respective jurisdictions.  Additionally, without an identified need to work with neighboring counties, a long-standing history and some mechanism for group action, each SWCD only addresses issues and opportunities within their jurisdictions.  A third reason was that most of SWCDs had little experience applying for NWPPC Fish and Wildlife program funding.  This limitation was addressed in a workshop held about two weeks before proposals were due.  The purpose of that workshop was to enable more SWCDs to learn how to participate in the Fish and Wildlife Program.  However, once they understood how to participate, they then had to determine how best to address local conservation priorities.  

It is noteworthy that so many SWCDs opted to try and accelerate implementation of riparian buffer systems.  Despite the independent nature and local focus of the SWCDs, three districts in the upper Deschutes basin worked through the Wy’East Resource Conservation and Development (RC&D) Council in a joint proposal for implementing buffer systems.  These Districts had a history of cooperation and the mechanism through joint membership in the Wy'East RC&D Council to affect a group action.

ISRP Comment:  What fails to emerge from the suite of (independent) presentations is an overview of the magnitude of the problem at the subbasin level, the role of the SWCDs in addressing the problem, and the progress that the SWCDs have made in resolving the problems.

Response:  With respect to an overview of the magnitude of the problem, ISRP is essentially asking a small group of SWCDs to do in a few weeks those things that the larger resource agencies have in large part failed to do after 20 years of participation.  Some additional assessment work and planning efforts at the subbasin level, ought to get at both the magnitude of the problem and the alternatives to consider in addressing the problem (including riparian buffer systems)  The basic problem is how best to protect riparian areas, wetlands and watersheds.  The SWCD's recognize that two tools in the tool bag are landowner investiture and the judicious integration of dollars from wide array of funding sources.  Having a wide array of funding sources is necessary since each funding source typically has restrictions on how they can be used.  It often takes integration of a number of different conservation practices into a single resource management system plan to adequately address established quality criteria for all the resources (soil, water, air, plants, animals, and human (social and economic issues))

The essential advantages of SWCDs to affect meaningful habitat improvements are the confidence local landowners have in them, the ability to develop innovative funding packages to affect conservation measures and a history of effective cooperation with federal, state, and other local governmental agencies to affect habitat improvement. Distilled down to its essence, the function of a conservation district is to take available technical, educational, and financial assistance wherever it can be found, and focus and coordinate it to meet the conservation needs of local land users.  While each SWCD is unique, collectively and in partnership with NRCS and other state and federal agency partners, they have made tremendous strides in implementing conservation systems. 

Districts generally serve as the first point of contact for landowners seeking conservation assistance and often act as a liaison between private landowners and other agencies.  In recent years many districts have taken a lead role in establishing local watershed councils (citizen groups) and assisting them in identifying and dealing with problems and opportunities in their local watersheds.  District technicians have been able to take advantage of training offered by NRCS on ESA, conservation planning, engineering design and other topics.  Most district technicians have become certified conservation planners or are working toward that certification.

Conservation Districts have a broad charter under state law and have a long (50+year) history of being focused on getting conservation on the ground.  Riparian Buffer systems available to landowners through the USDA CRP/CREP programs offer the best tool available to help them deal with degraded riparian systems throughout eastern Oregon.  

The SWCDs are positioned to help implement riparian buffer systems.  Funding sought by districts to provide the technical assistance needed to plan and implement buffers can make a significant difference.  Workload analysis for NRCS and District technical staff January 2001 showed a serious deficit.  With 8 personnel working out of Wasco Co. SWCD office /  The Dalles USDA Service Center the analysis showed it will take nearly 80 years to complete the currently identified workload.  While the numbers vary from county to county and could be debated, the overall picture is clear: we need more technical staff to get the job done. 

Future Considerations
One of the ISRP comments expressed concern about exploring alternatives to 15 year riparian buffer leases.  Many SWCDs share that concern.  Based on the trust and credibility Districts have established with private landowners, it is not unreasonable to expect that they could successfully enter into agreements with many landowners to extend those agreements for an additional 15 years or more if additional financial incentives could be made available.  However, our first priority is to get as many landowners involved in conservation measures as is possible.

There are at least three ways additional incentives could be brought to bear through SWCDs at the local level.  First, some riparian reaches are in good condition and may therefore not quality for CRP/CREP programs.  We have one case in Wasco County where a landowner with 2 eligible reaches and one good reach between them would be willing to enter the entire system in CREP if he could enroll the whole system.  Unfortunately, program constraints will not allow that.  If additional (non-USDA) funding could be partnered with USDA programs, then one continuous reach of a river could be protected. 

Another situation where additional incentives could improve a landowner's willingness to participate in the buffer program is where exceptionally high value or highly productive farm ground could be put into a buffer system.  We have situations where the value of the land is currently too great for the landowner to be willing to accept the dollar value allowable under USDA programs.  Additional incentives (e.g. supplemental funding from BPA) could encourage enrollment of high value land or encourage wider buffer widths where otherwise landowners would want to go for the minimum acceptable widths.

A third situation, which we have experienced, is USDA payment limitations under the CRP program that pays landowners to take highly erodible crop land out of production and seed it to permanent cover.  Landowners with CRP often are not eligible to receive any additional lease payments under the CRP/CREP riparian buffer programs because of established payment limitations and therefore have no financial incentives to put land in buffers.  A program using non-federal dollars for incentives in those cases could bring more stream miles into buffer programs.

In these and other situations where additional incentives could produce more, wider, or more enduring buffers, the SWCDs can play a pivotal role.  

Sincerely,

Ron Graves

District Manager

Wasco County SWCD

