
 

 

 

 

February 17, 2022 

Clarence Prestwich 

United States Department of Agriculture 

Natural Resources Conservation Service 

1400 Independence Ave, SW 

South Building Room 4636 

Washington, DC 20250 

 

 

RE:  Proposed Revisions to the National Handbook of Conservation Practices for the Natural 

Resources Conservation Service (NRCS-2021-0004) 

Dear Mr. Prestwich, 

The American Water Works Association (AWWA) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Natural 

Resources Conservation Service’s recent Federal Register notice “Proposed Revisions to the National 

Handbook of Conservation Practices for the Natural Resources Conservation Service” (NRCS-2021-0004). 

We sincerely hope that these comments will aid NRCS in revising this draft guidance. 

Importance of source water protection in conservation programs 

Across the country, water utilities provide safe, potable drinking water to more than 90% of the American 

public and protecting these waters is of critical importance to both the environment and public health. 

The agricultural community has an important role in protecting these sources of drinking water. Congress 

recognized this need in the 2018 Farm Bill by requiring 10% of NRCS conservation programs be used to 

protect source water (both surface water and groundwater used for drinking water supplies), allowing 

NRCS state offices to designate certain practices for higher payment rates when used for source water 

protection, and prioritizing source water protection in several other ways.1  AWWA has worked with the 

NRCS to help assure that water utilities are able to provide their input to state technical committees and 

through other venues to assist NRCS in effectively allocating these resources.  Likewise, NRCS has taken 

actions including the development of priority source water areas2. Part of this has been commenting on 

several NRCS actions, including three previous rounds of conservation standards updates in April 20193, 

November 20194, April 20205, and March 20216. Although the prioritization of source water protection 

 
1 Section 2504 of the Agriculture Improvement Act of 2018. https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2. 
2 NRCS National Bulletin 300-20-37 – Refining Source Water Protection Local Priorities for Fiscal Year (FY) 2021. 
https://directives.sc.egov.usda.gov/viewerFS.aspx?hid=45254. 
3 April 25, 2019 AWWA comments on NRCS-2019-0003. https://www.regulations.gov/comment/NRCS-2019-0003-0083. 
4 November 22, 2019 AWWA comments on NRCS-2019-0011. https://www.regulations.gov/docket/NRCS-2019-0011.  
5 April 23, 2020 AWWA comments on NRCS-2020-0001. https://www.regulations.gov/comment/NRCS-2020-0001-0033.  
6 March 29, 2021 AWWA comments on NRCS-2020-0008. https://www.regulations.gov/comment/NRCS-2020-0008-0083.  
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within most of the standards has not happened to date, we continue to recommend that NRCS identify 

and those practices which are relevant to this goal and provide information within the standards to that 

effect.  

 
Relevant NRCS conservation standards should reflect this high priority for source water protection 
  
To assist NRCS state offices, agricultural producers, and other partners and stakeholders in implementing 

conservation practices with the goal of meeting source water protection needs as effectively as possible, 

NRCS should review all of its conservation practice standards and include references to source water 

protection wherever relevant. Although implementing a practice for the purposes of protecting 

downstream drinking water sources does not necessarily change the design of the practice, it likely 

impacts the selection of which practice(s) to utilize, where to implement them, and how to prioritize 

them relative to other practices - all essential elements which discussed within the standards and their 

support documents. Specifically, we recommend that each of the below-identified standards should list 

source water protection in the “purpose” section and that source water protection should be noted in 

each standard’s conservation practice physical effects (CPPE) section under “Water Quality Degradation”. 

Although we recommend that NRCS review all of it standards for relevant to source water protection, 

these within the ones currently under consideration are likely to be the highest priority: 

- Conservation Cover (Code 327) 

- Forest Farming (Code 379) 

- Irrigation System, Surface and Subsurface (Code 443) 

- Mine Shaft and Adit Closing (Code 457) 

- Residue and Tillage Management, No Till (Code 329) 

- Residue and Tillage Management, Reduced Till (Code 345) 

- Subsurface Drain (Code 606) 

By clearly stating the benefits to downstream (or within-aquifer) drinking water quality, NRCS will also be 

simultaneously assisting in further educating the agricultural community about ways they can help 

protect their neighbor’s drinking water as well as encouraging water utilities to participate as 

conservation partners.  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this proposed guidance. If you have any questions 

regarding this correspondence or if AWWA can be of assistance in some other way, please contact Adam 

Carpenter at (202) 326-6126 or acarpenter@awwa.org.  

Best regards,  

FOR THE AMERICAN WATER WORKS ASSOCIATION 

 

 

 

G. Tracy Mehan, III 

Executive Director, Government Affairs 

mailto:acarpenter@awwa.org
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cc: Terry Cosby, USDA NRCS 

 Clint Evans, USDA NRCS 

 Leslie Deaver, USDA NRCS 

 Astor Boozer, USDA NRCS 

 Cynthia West, USDA NRCS 

 Martin Lowenfish, USDA NRCS 

Diane Gelburd, USDA NRCS 

Daniela Rossi, USEPA 

 

Who is AWWA? 

The American Water Works Association (AWWA) is an international, nonprofit, scientific and educational 

society dedicated to providing total water solutions assuring the effective management of water. Founded 

in 1881, the Association is the largest organization of water supply professionals in the world. Our 

membership includes more than 4,500 utilities that supply roughly 80 percent of the nation's drinking 

water and treat almost half of the nation’s wastewater. Our 50,000-plus total membership represents the 

full spectrum of the water community: public water and wastewater systems, environmental advocates, 

scientists, academicians, and others who hold a genuine interest in water, our most important resource. 

AWWA unites the diverse water community to advance public health, safety, the economy, and the 

environment. 

 


