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JOINT AGENCY ANNOUNCEMENT

- VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL -
TO:  
All Colorado FSA Offices




DATE:   March 3, 2011     
         
All Colorado NRCS Offices
SUBJECT:  
Announcement of 2011 Grassland Reserve Program (GRP)

Application Cut-off Date
ACTION REQUIRED BY:   April 8, April 22, and April 29, 2011
A cut-off date for GRP applications in Colorado has been established:  April 8, 2011.  
This deadline applies to both applications submitted by landowners for easements or rental contracts and those submitted by eligible entities (e.g., land trusts) on behalf of landowners for easement participation.  Landowner applications may be submitted to either FSA or NRCS, but must be routed to the local NRCS office for processing.  Applications from eligible entities (e.g. land trusts) will be submitted directly to Gary Finstad, NRCS Easements Coordinator, in the Colorado NRCS State office.  (A separate announcement is being distributed to the Colorado land conservation community about that enrollment option.) 
The Grassland Reserve Program (GRP) offers landowners the opportunity to protect, restore, and enhance grasslands on their property.  Section 2403 of the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (Pub. L. 110-246) reauthorized GRP.  The program emphasizes support for working grazing operations, enhancement of plant and animal biodiversity, and protection of grasslands that are under threat of conversion to cropping, urban development and other activities.  Participants voluntarily limit future development of the land, while retaining the right to conduct common grazing practices and operations using rental contracts and conservation easements.  Priority enrollment consideration will be given to Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) contracts that are within 12 months of expiration. 
GRP is jointly administered by the Farm Service Agency (FSA) and the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS).  (The USDA Forest Service also has a role in holding easements on land adjacent to National Forests, at its discretion.)  
The program has three enrollment options:  (1) permanent easements (landowner application—NRCS holds the easement); (2) permanent easements (“eligible entity” application (e.g, a land trust)—entity holds the easement); and (3) rental contracts (FSA administers contracts with terms of 10-, 15-, or 20-year terms).   Enrollment of eligible expiring CRP lands into GRP will be limited to perpetual easements or 20-year rental contracts.

NRCS coordinates most of the “front-end” program administration, including the technical aspects of application evaluation and ranking.  NRCS administers and manages the easements and performs annual monitoring of easements and rental contracts.  FSA manages all of the program funds and administers the rental contracts, once they have been selected for funding.  Applications for rental contracts become contracts once both the landowner(s) and the local FSA County Committee have signed a CCC-920 GRP Contract.  
A rental contract consists of the following, at a minimum:  

· CCC-920 GRP Contract;  

· CCC-920 GRP Contract Appendix;
· A grazing management plan (prepared by NRCS in consultation with the landowner, and incorporated by reference in the CCC-920 Appendix);

· SF-1199A, Direct Deposit Sign-Up Form
Easements require all of the above, plus a variety of other due diligence materials involved in easement acquisition, including a baseline report that establishes the condition of the land at the time of easement conveyance (i.e., existing land uses, location of improvements (buildings, water development, fencing, roads, etc.).
NRCS field offices will screen the applications and score those that pass the screen.  All applications and ranking sheets are to be sent to the applicable Area Resource Conservationist for Programs (ARCP) no later than April 22.  ARCPs will review the applications for completeness and forward to Gary Finstad, Easements Coordinator, no later than April 29.
Highly ranked applications will be selected for on-site visits to confirm the initial ranking and to perform additional assessments of the grazing resources and wildlife habitat quality.  These will be conducted by NRCS range management specialists and biologists.  All applications that were carried over from last year must be rescored using the 2011 screening/ranking tool.  
Key implementation features of the Grassland Reserve Program (GRP):

· GRP uses a continuous sign-up, so applications received after the cut-off date will be accepted and considered for funding in the next funding cycle (most likely in 2012).  

· Applications may be received by either agency, but they must be routed to NRCS for processing.  

· Application form “NRCS-CPA-1200” must be completed by landowners.  
· 60% of the funds are targeted for easements; 40% for rental contracts.
· Final award selections will be jointly made by the Colorado NRCS State Conservationist and the Colorado FSA State Executive Director. 
· All easement and rental contract payments will be made by FSA.
· NRCS receives some limited funds from FSA at the national office level to support due diligence tasks related to easement acquisition (title & environmental record searches, appraisals (if needed), surveys (if needed), closing fees, etc.). 
Easement compensation for landowner applications is based on the lowest of three values:

1) the fair market value of the offered acres encumbered by the easement;

2) a Geographic Area Rate Cap (GARC);

3) a landowner offer (if submitted).
A market analysis of grazing land values was completed by a real estate professional.  Based on that report, Geographic Area Rate Caps (GARCs) were developed for the market areas he identified (see attached map).  The GARCs are lower than the “fair market value less grazing value,” so they represent the compensation that will be offered for easements offered via landowner applications—unless the applicant makes an offer that is less than the GARC.  There is no requirement to do that, but it could make an application more competitive.
For applications submitted by eligible entities (e.g., “land trusts”), the easement compensation is based on the appraised easement value, which is the determined by standard conservation easement appraisal methods (i.e., the difference between the fair market value of a property “before” and “after” the easement is conveyed).  The eligible entity conducts and pays for all of the due diligence associated with easement acquisition under that enrollment option.
Rental Contracts receive annual compensation (at the end of each contract year) based on GRP rental rates determined by FSA.  (For now we’ll have to refer to last year’s Notice GRP-22 for the GRP rental rates, as nothing has been issued for 2011.)
For 2011, Colorado will limit individual awards to no more than $500,000.00.  An exception to this may be made where the enrollment would significantly benefit sage grouse or lesser prairie chicken.
This announcement transmits the following items to support program roll-out and application processing:

1. Grassland Reserve Program Fact Sheet-Key Points

2. Draft press release that can be adapted for local newspapers and newsletters
3. 2011 Screening & Ranking Tool
4. Notice GRP-22, Rental Rates
5. GRP Conservation Easement Deed

6. FY2011 GRP Landowner Offer Sheet (for easement applications submitted by landowners)

7. Map depicting Geographic Area Rate Caps across the state  (Note:  The GARCs are labeled “Proposed,” but they have just been approved.  We’ll post an updated version on the NRCS website soon.)
When applications have been selected for funding, NRCS field staff will work with landowners to develop GRP grazing management plans.  For rental contracts, these are completed before the CCC-920 is signed, since the plan is a component of the contract.  For easements, the plan must be developed before the closing.    

For easements, NRCS staff will prepare baseline reports that document “present conditions” on the land at the time an easement is conveyed.  (Eligible entities prepare their own under that enrollment option.)
A departmental manual (DM 9500-012) has been developed and will be used to guide administration of the program by both agencies.  (There are some corrections and clarifications expected to be made to that in the near future, so stayed tuned.)  You may access the current version here:    http://www.ocio.usda.gov/directives/doc/DM9500-012.htm
If you have any questions, please consult the appropriate agency contact.

   /s/                                                                                     /s/
ALLEN GREEN




TRUDY KAREUS
NRCS






FSA
State Conservationist




State Executive Director

Attachments (6)
cc:  
Dawn Jackson, ASTC-P, NRCS, Denver, CO
Gary Finstad, Easements Coordinator, NRCS, Denver, CO
Billy Merritt, Conservation Program Specialist, FSA, Denver, CO
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