3.  Improved Water Quality & Nutrient Management

Focus:  2.9 million-acre Okeechobee Drainage Basin (FL), along Mississippi River in Louisiana and Mississippi, in California’s Imperial and Central valleys, in areas of Texas with extensive feed lots, and in the Klamath Basin of Oregon and California.

Purpose:  

· Pilot new, innovative nutrient management approach that fosters joint federal, state and industry planning effort; 

· Reduce off-site impacts of ag operations to greatly improve water quality; 

· Reduce flow of nutrients into the Gulf of Mexico and address hypoxia in Gulf; 

· Remove phosphorus, trace chemicals and heavy metals from sediments, suspended solids and dissolved compounds in lakes, streams and other water bodies.

Proposed Earmark:  $22.5 million - $4.5 million each for demonstration projects in Florida, Louisiana and/or Mississippi, Texas, Oregon and California.

Source of Earmark:  

1. USDA/NRCS Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), 16 U.S.C. 3830 et. Seq.

Administration of Earmark:  Earmarked funds shall be administered as part of the normal application process for EQIP funding in each state, except that appropriate Resource Conservation and Development Districts (RC&Ds), Soil and Water Conservation Districts, Resource Conservation Districts, Irrigation or Drainage Districts and private associations and companies working in the target areas may enter into cooperative agreements with the NRCS State Conservationist to assist producers in coordinating actions and implementing projects on a multi-property, regional basis. Funds will be disbursed to producers and cooperative agreements established with private associations and companies that can demonstrate: 
· Proven expertise in implementing innovative water quality and nutrient management systems;

· Willingness and ability to implement projects within the next year;

· Established partnerships with local producers and stakeholder groups that will be affected;

· Ecological value and cost-effectiveness of approach to be used;

· Identified ecological, water resource related problems.
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How This Strategy Will Work



lake Okeechobee Drainage Basin

2.9 million acres (4,600 square miles) – parts of Glades, Hendry, Martin, Okeechobee & Palm Beach counties

(http://www.sfwmd.gov/org/ema/ecu/okee.html) 

THE ISSUES:

· Despite extensive efforts over the past 20 years to reduce levels of phosphorus (pH) flowing into Lake Okeechobee, all land uses combined are now contributing more pH than at any time in the past. This is expected to increase three-fold over the next 15 years, based on current land use trends.  Systems in place today are likely to be overwhelmed and will not be capable of preventing increased pH levels. 

· Agricultural operations in the Lake Okeechobee Drainage Basin (LODB) are a key target for pH reduction and are being required to achieve stricter water quality targets; 

· Proposed best management practices (BMPs) for dairies alone will cost over $104 million, at an average cost per dairy of $5.5 million;  

· Most affected dairies cannot afford to comply; hence, could be forced out of business (http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/DS173); 

· This is because market supply and demand determine prices, not the producer; 

· Increased costs that cannot be passed on must instead come from the bottom line;

· This makes survival extremely difficult, since agricultural operations already have the LOWEST return of investment of ANY major industry in the U.S.;

· The Lake Okeechobee Sediment Management Feasibility Study shows that, while BMPs are important, a major source of phosphorus comes from nutrients that have built up over decades in lake and stream sediments (http://www.sfwmd.gov/org/wrp/wrp_okee/projects/sedimentmanagement.html);

· Chemical treatment has been selected as the method to address this issue in the lake (ftp://ftp.sfwmd.gov/pub/slostal/EvaluationofAlternatives.pdf); 
· However, plans call for this approach to be used only in Lake Okeechobee t a cost of $493 million; 
· Another alternative, promoted by the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, would use U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Sec. 319 funds to “pay” landowners in the LODB to install and operate phytoremediation cells; This would take longer, but would be just as effective … and could be used to treat ALL water courses entering and leaving the lake;

· Also, BMPs work only with the agricultural operations for which they are targeted; phytoremediation systems are more flexible; they will work equally well with all land uses (which should be a major consideration in an area experiencing ever increasing development pressures).

· Moreover, this approach could provide a new source of ongoing revenues (in lieu of an expense), that would pay producers for treating waste streams from both the environment and developed land uses, provide opportunities for turning these waste streams into marketable products, and thus help keep agricultural operations in business. 

· In addition, there is a very efficient in-lake means of removing pH from Lake O which was tested over a 15-month period by Doug Britt, now CEO of Dynamac, Inc., which produces a product that can be sold; hence, effectively removing pH AND doing so in a way that pays for itself!

There is an opportunity here to team up federal and state agencies, South Florida Water Management District, World Wildlife Fund, The Nature Conservancy, Florida Cattlemen’s Association, Sunshine State Dairy Producers, along with major landowners and producers in the Lake Okeechobee Drainage Basin to create a project that will address – and solve – ALL problems facing the Basin.
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