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Natural Resources Conservation Service
Denver Federal Center

Building 56, Room 2604

P.O. Box 25426

Denver, Colorado 80225


_________________________________________________________________________________________________________


- VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL -

To:  Colorado Land Conservation Organizations


Date:  March 14, 2011
Subject:  Announcement of Application Cut-off Date 

               for the 2011 Grassland Reserve Program

DEADLINE:  April 8, 2011
The Grassland Reserve Program (GRP) affords eligible land conservation organizations the opportunity to submit applications for program participation (for easements).  We are operating, once again, within a tight schedule and have established a cut-off date of April 8 for applications to be considered in this round of GRP funding.  Note:  For 2011, we are limiting individual awards to no more than $500,000.00 (except in cases where significant habitat may be protected for sage grouse or lesser prairie chicken).
Background:  

GRP is a voluntary program offering 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 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.  
The program has two enrollment options:  (1) permanent easements and (2) rental contracts with terms of 10-, 15-, or 20-years.   Enrollment of eligible expiring CRP lands into GRP is limited to perpetual easements or 20-year rental contracts.

For GRP easements acquired through cooperative agreements with eligible entities, NRCS may contribute up to 50% of the easement value.  Landowner donations will be credited towards the entity contribution.  

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.)   NRCS coordinates the “front-end” program administration, including application evaluation and ranking.  FSA manages the program funds.  Applications from cooperating land conservation organizations are limited to easement applications, so the following guidance ignores rental contracts.

Key notes about the FY 2011 Grassland Reserve Program:

· GRP uses a continuous sign-up.  Entity application packages received after the cut-off date will be accepted and considered for funding in the next funding cycle.  

· Form “NRCS-CPA-1153 Conservation Program Application” must be completed by landowners (even when a cooperating entity is actually the “applicant”).
· Final award selections will be jointly made by the Colorado NRCS State Conservationist and the Colorado FSA State Executive Director. 
· Easement payments will be made by FSA when requested by NRCS.  

Cooperating Entity Applications:

The application requirements for “eligible entities” are fairly simple:  provide us with enough detailed information to allow us to complete the GRP Screening/Ranking Tool.    

Also, a new law went into effect October 1, 2010 and requires “entities” receiving federal financial assistance to obtain a “DUNS number” and register in the Central Contractor Registration (CCR).  This applies to GRP applicant organizations, as well as to any landowners that happen to be “entities.”    

As a condition of receipt of FRPP funds, landowners must certify that they are in compliance with the highly erodible land (HEL) and wetland conservation (WC) provisions of the Food Security Act of 1985, as amended.  This is accomplished by ensuring that form “AD-1026, Highly Erodible Land Conservation and Wetland Conservation Certification" is on record at the the local office of the USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA).  All persons with an interest in the Property must be on record and in compliance.  If the ownership is an entity with members, either the “CCC-901” or “CCC-902E” will need to be completed, as well.  The HEL/WC certification applies to all agricultural lands owned or operated by the landowner (and any member), anywhere—not just the land proposed for FRPP funding.  

Farm program participants are also subject to a limitation on non-farm average adjusted gross income (AGI).    Average AGI cannot exceed $1.0 M for the previous three tax years, unless 2/3 was derived from farming, ranching, or forestry operations.  Form “CCC-926, Average Adjusted Gross Income Certification” must be submitted to the local Farm Service Agency office by all persons with an interest in the Property.  

NRCS can verify landowner compliance with the HEL/WC and AGI issues using a secure web-based application, so do not submit the AD-1026, CCC-926, etc. to NRCS.  These must be submitted by the landowner(s) directly to FSA.  It is important that landowners submit these documents early to allow sufficient time for FSA staff to process the information and get compliance settings set correctly in the system.  We cannot award funds to projects without assurance of landowner eligibility.

We don’t have a set format for the narrative application, so you are free to submit anything that will help our reviewers understand the nature of the offered land, its context in the surrounding landscape, its management, and the conservation values.  We will need, at a minimum, the following:

1. Narrative information/documentation that will allow us to work through the screening questions and the scoring tool.  Some items are simple.  Others, such as scoring criterion C3 (in Part II), require more specific information to allow accurate scoring.  The better the information, the better the score.

2. Form “AD-1153” (landowner application for program assistance) signed by the landowner(s) (ALL persons or entities with an interest in the property).  This is required even though the eligible entity is the actual “applicant” under this enrollment option.
3. Good quality maps at appropriate scales that depict:

· The offered acres

· The location of the offered lands within the regional landscape

· Proximity to development (as described in the screening/ranking tool)

· Proximity to cropland (as defined in the screening/ranking tool)

· Proximity to other protected lands (as described in the screening/ranking tool)

4. A custom soils report that identifies rangeland ecosites (i.e., “range sites”) associated with the soil map units, as well as the “Land Capability Classification” of the soils.  Refer to the Web Soil Survey Guidance (attached) for guidance on developing your own soils reports.

5. Information about your organization, your legal ability to hold easements, and your experience in acquiring, managing, and enforcing conservation easements.

6. A budget, indicating estimates of easement value, the purchase price, landowner donation (if any), and the amount of funds you are requesting from GRP.  
7. Proof of a pending offer.  We need evidence that a landowner has clear intent to convey a conservation easement to your organization, even if the actual purchase price has not yet been established (for example, where an appraisal has not been completed).   

The local NRCS Field Office can assist you in securing interpretive soils reports and maps, but you can probably save time by doing it yourself using our Web Soil Survey tool at:  http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/app/HomePage.htm.  

Before submitting an application package to NRCS, complete Sections I and II of the Screening/Ranking Tool.  If you can complete both parts, then you’ll know you have assembled enough documentation in your application.  Submit application packages to Gary Finstad, Easements Coordinator, by close of business on April 8.  These applications will be pooled, and compete, with those submitted directly to NRCS by landowners.  The highest ranked applications will be selected for initial funding consideration and will undergo a field evaluation by NRCS biologists and range conservationists so they can complete Part III of the scoring.  We will then order title and environmental records searches for each property, before making final decisions.  If title information has already been secured by the applicant, please include that with the application.
Transmitted with this announcement are: 

· Grassland Reserve Program Fact Sheet-Key Points

· 2011 GRP Screening & Ranking Tool 

· The GRP Conservation Easement Deed (you may develop your own version, but ensure that the key elements of this one are included—our attorney must approve the final draft)
· AD-1153  (Note:  Ignore the 30-Year Easement and 30-Year Contract options on that form, as they  no longer apply.)
· Web Soil Survey guidance

· The GRP Final Rule (published November 29, 2010)

· DUNS fact sheet

When final awards are made, NRCS field staff will coordinate with the cooperating entity and the landowner to ensure a grazing management plan is in place for the offered acres.  

Submit your application package (electronically, if possible) to:  Gary Finstad, Easements Coordinator, NRCS, Lakewood, CO:


E-mail:  Gary.Finstad@co.usda.gov

   Mail:  USDA NRCS
  Denver Federal Center

  Building 56, Room 2604

  P.O. Box 25426

  Denver, CO  80225


 Phone:  720.544.2820

Please, contact Gary with any questions.

   /s/

ALLEN GREEN       

State Conservationist 

encl

cc:  Dawn Jackson, Assistant State Conservationist-Programs, NRCS, Lakewood, CO

       Gary Finstad, Easements Coordinator, NRCS, Lakewood, CO

       All Area Conservationists

       All Area Resource Conservationist-Programs

       All District Conservationists
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