
  

NRCS Water Programs-  
overview, examples and the future 

Robert W. Sampson, P.E., National Water Management Engineer, 
USDA – Natural Resources Conservation Service 

Natural Resources Conservation Service 

Prepared for: 
Western States Water Council – Water Resources Committee 

March 22 2016 



  

Outline 
• NRCS History and Water Management 
• 2014 Farm Bill and Water Management 
• Potential Future Direction and Challenges 
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Private Lands and Conservation • 70% of land is privately owned, 
• 88% of all surface water falls on 

private land, 
• Water quantity and quality 

depends on the millions of 
individual decisions by private 
landowners, and 

• Since 2009, USDA has worked 
with more than 500,000 private 
landowners to implement 
conservation practices. 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Originally established by Congress in 1935 as the Soil Conservation Service (SCS), the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has expanded to become a conservation leader for all natural resources, ensuring private lands are conserved, restored, and more resilient.

Seventy percent of the land in the United States is privately owned, making stewardship by private landowners absolutely critical to the health of our Nation’s environment.  NRCS works with landowners through voluntary conservation planning and assistance designed to benefit the soil, water, air, plants, and animals that result in productive lands and healthy ecosystems.



  

Helm, 2010 



  

2014 Farm Bill programs 
related to water 

• Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) 
• Landscape Initiatives 

• Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) 
• Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) 
• State Technical Committee (advisors from State 

agencies, universities, grower groups, and other 
Federal agencies) provides advice and input, and 
also includes flexibility to encompass any program 
authorized by Title XII 



  

2014 Farm Bill 

Agricultural Conservation 
Easement Program 

Farm and Ranch Protection Grassland Reserve Wetland Reserve 

Funded at $400-500M per year 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Farm Bill consolidates three conservation easement programs, WRP, FRPP, and GRP into a single program with two components, Wetlands and Agricultural Lands Easements. The wetlands component mirrors the WRP authorizing language and the agricultural land component is modeled after the FRPP.

The purposes of ACEP include:

Combine the purposes and coordinate the functions of the WRP, GRP,  and FRPP.
Restore, protect, and enhance wetland on eligible land.
Protect the agricultural use, viability, and related conservation values of eligible land by limiting non-agricultural uses.  
Protect grazing uses and related conservation values by restoring and conserving eligible land.

ACEP funded at $400 million in fiscal year 2014, increasing to $500 million in fiscal year 2017, and reducing to $250 million in fiscal year 2018.  For the agricultural land easements, it  maintains our certification process for partners.  ACEP increases management flexibility for enrolled lands and all land previously enrolled in FRPP, GRP, and WRP is considered enrolled in ACEP.

While ACEP will require a new regulation for its implementation, there are very few new statutory provisions when compared to GRP, FRPP and WRP. 

The main differences include:

   Having program-wide authority to subordinate, modify, or terminate an easement under certain circumstances.  Currently, only WRP has the authority to modify or terminate an easement. This will apply to our EWP Floodplain Easements as well.

   The non-Federal contribution for the purchase of a agricultural land easement varies slightly from the FRPP non-Federal contribution.  In particular if a landowner makes a charitable donation of a large percentage of the agricultural land easement’s fair market value, the landowner donation will reduce the Federal government’s contribution to a larger extent than what is currently required under FRPP. Additionally, NRCS can provide a greater share of the cost (up to 75 percent) for protecting grasslands of special environmental significance.


 










  

 



  

Funded over $350M in 2015 
Funding pools for National, State, and Critical Conservation 
Areas, CCAs 
 



  

RCPP is a new program that: 
• Furthers the conservation, restoration, and 

sustainable use of soil, water, wildlife on a 
regional scale 

• Provides assistance through: 
• Partnership agreements, irrigation districts eligible 
• Program contracts or easement agreement 

>70 Projects from the State pool in 2015, 
20 in National, 34 in CCAs 
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Regional Conservation Partnership Program 

Presenter
Presentation Notes







  

 
Covered programs: 

– Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP) 
– Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) 
– Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) 
– Healthy Forests Reserve Program (HFRP) 
– PL-566 Small Watershed Program (in Critical Conservation 

Areas, CCAs) 
 

Each program handles planning, funding, and implementation 
slightly differently 
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RCPP 
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Denotes western water initiatives 



  

NRCS Assists Producers with Planning, Design, & 
Construction of Water Conservation Practices 



  

Surface Irrigation 

Sprinkler Irrigation 

Micro Irrigation 



  

LLEPA SYSTEM 

Subsurface Drip 



  

Changing Irrigation Application Technology 

Source: USDA based on Farm and Ranch Irrigation Survey Data 
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U.S. Irrigated Acres & Water Application 
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Irrigation Water 
Management  



  

Other NRCS Programs: 
Emergency Watershed Protection (funded through supplemental only 
PL-566 Small Watershed Protection (unfunded for several years) 



  



  



  

NRCS Project Example - Idaho 



  

HDPE Pipeline 
Diameter = 1.25 meters 



  

 

 



  

A&B Pumping Station and 
Pipeline 

 

>7k acres 
53,000 gpm 
~$11M, $3.8M EQIP 
70 turnouts, 19 miles 



  



  



  



  



  

USDA Initiative:  Building Blocks for Climate 
Smart Agriculture and Forestry 

ELEMENTS: 
Use existing conservation and energy authorities (~$20M on 

energy conservation projects in FY15) 
 
Voluntary and Incentive based 
 
Provide multiple economic and environmental benefits 
 
Be designed for working farms and production systems – 

avoid actions that would inhibit production  
 

       
    

 
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service  
Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment and  
Adaptation Plan  



  

Source: NRCS based on 1969 and 2007 Census of Agriculture data 
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Presentation Notes
Involves many USDA Agencies.



  

• Recent Water supply outlook 
• Recent Drought Map 



  

Surplus Supply 
Above 60 KAF 

Adequate 
Irrigation 
Supply Above 
50 KAF 

Snow Survey – New Products 



  

 



  

Photos courtesy of USDA – NRCS Photo Gallery 



  

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination against its customers, employees, and applicants for 
employment on the bases of race, color, national origin, age, disability, sex, gender identity, religion, reprisal, and where applicable, 

political beliefs, marital status, familial or parental status, sexual orientation, or all or part of an individual's income is derived from any 
public assistance program, or protected genetic information in employment or in any program or activity conducted or funded by the 

Department. (Not all prohibited bases will apply to all programs and/or employment activities.) 

Robert W. Sampson, P.E., National Water Management 
Engineer, USDA – Natural Resources Conservation Service, 
1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Room 6136-S, 
Washington, D.C.  20250.  Phone:  202-720-5356.  E-mail:  
rob.sampson@wdc.usda.gov 

Helping People Help the Land 



  



  



  

 

Available Funding 
• $100 Million of Direct RCPP funding each 

year  
• 7% of funds from the four covered 

programs (ACEP, CSP, EQIP, HFRP) 
reserved annually through April 1st 
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RCPP Funding 
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• RCPP will implement eligible activities on 
eligible land through: 
– Partnership agreements under which NRCS 

enters contracts and easement agreements 
with producers and landowners participating 
in a project with a selected partner; and  

– Conservation Program Contracts (CPCs) or 
easement agreements in— 

• Critical conservation areas; or 
• In a selected partner project area but who are seeking to 

implement an eligible activity independent of a partner. 
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RCPP 
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Snow Survey – New Products 

Surplus Supply 
Above 1,830 to 
1,930 KAF 

Provisional  



  

Easement Programs 

• Farm & Ranch Land Protection Program 
(FRPP), Grassland Reserve Program 
(GRP), and Wetlands Reserve Program 
(WRP) have been repealed 
• Consolidated into Agricultural Conservation 

Easement Program (ACEP) 
• Also floodplain easements administered 

under the Emergency Watershed Protection 
(EWP) program 
 



  

Changes In Irrigation Technology 
1979 2007 

All Surface & Subsurface 
High-pressure Center Pivot Sprinklers 
Low-pressure Center Pivot Sprinklers 

Other Sprinklers 
Micro Irrigation (Drip & Trickle) 

Source: USDA based on Farm and Ranch Irrigation Survey Data 



  



  



  

Precipitation Changes and Impacts on Water-related Issues  
 increased soil erosion potential due to increased precipitation intensity and amount  
 water supply challenges in areas already water-stressed, including the Southern 
Plains and the Southwest where drought is likely to become more frequent  
 greater flood potential from increased precipitation frequency, duration, amount 
and intensity, especially in the East and Midwest  
 water management challenges in the irrigated West—including amount and timing 
of water—due to changes in snowpack and snowmelt, with consequent impacts on 
water rights, fisheries, hydroelectricity, and others  
 greater potential for water quality impairments in some areas due to increased 
sedimentation and nutrient loading  
 increased salinization of near-coastal waters due to rises in sea level and greater 
storm activity  

 
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service  
Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment and  
Adaptation Plan  



  

Helping People Help the Land 



  

Public Law 74-46 (1935) 
http://www.legisworks.org/congress/74/publaw-46.pdf 

• Established the Soil Conservation Service (later NRCS) 
• Lays the groundwork for NRCS work including engineering activities 
 
“…is it hereby recognized that the wastage of soil and moisture resources on farm, grazing, and 
forest lands of the Nation, resulting from soil erosion, is a menace to the national welfare and … 

it is hereby declared to be the policy of Congress to provide permanently for the control and 
prevention of soil erosion and thereby to preserve natural resources, control floods, prevent 
impairment of reservoirs, and maintain the navigability of rivers and harbors, protect public 

health, public lands and relieve unemployment, and the Secretary of Agriculture, from now on, 
shall coordinate and direct all activities with relation to soil erosion… is hereby authorized, from 

time to time – … 

 (2) To carry our preventative measures, including, but not limited to, engineering operations, 
methods of cultivation, the growing of vegetation, and changes in land use…” 

EPA SYSTEM 



  



  

2,154 watershed projects 
145 million acres 

1,333 projects with 11,787 dams in 47 states 
821 projects without dams 
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