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The Challenges of Excess Nutrients 
Nutrient pollution is increasingly seen as a major problem 
for safe drinking water. In 2014, 400,000 residents of 
Toledo, Ohio lost their public drinking water for three days 
due to cyanotoxins in the city’s drinking water source. 
In 2015, a 650-mile cyanobacterial bloom on the 
Ohio River threatened multiple water treatment plants. 
Numerous other areas have seen either persistent or 
growing concerns surrounding cyanotoxins. 

Although cyanobacterial blooms are not exclusively the 
result of nutrients, excess nutrient loading is one major 
factor in creating the right conditions. Both utilities and 
the farming community have incentives to reduce runoff – 
utilities to protect water resources and farmers to improve 
agricultural yield by keeping nutrients on their land.  States 
continue to develop guidelines and regulations on the 
management of cyanotoxins in water supplies. 
Yet in many instances, the underlying issues triggering 
increased cyanobacterial blooms can be addressed or 
at least reduced at the source.  

Nitrogen contamination is a related concern. High levels of 
nitrates in drinking water can be dangerous for infants. In 
2015, 183 community water systems exceeded allowable 
levels of nitrate in drinking water. Although this represents 
a small percentage of the nation’s 51,000 community 
water systems, reducing nitrates is an opportunity to 
address a real risk. Whether in areas with dense agriculture 
like Iowa, Great Lakes states like Ohio, or elsewhere across 
the country, treatment facilities are facing enormous costs 
handling excess nutrient levels in drinking water.

Agricultural producers are only one piece of the 
puzzle in addressing excessive nutrients, sediment, 
and chemicals; cities and others have a major role to 
play as well. AWWA believes proactive partnerships 
between water utilities and agricultural producers are an 
important tool in dealing with these resource concerns.

Source Water Protection
Recognizing the old saying that “an ounce of prevention 
is worth a pound of cure,” many utilities have invested in 
various forms of source water protection to safeguard 
their supplies. In some cases, the benefi ts clearly outweigh 
the costs. For example, a utility might avoid or delay 
installing new treatment, reducing treatment chemical 
costs. Other times, the cost-benefi t calculation can be 
more challenging. Keeping in mind that some benefi ts 
are not easily quantifi ed (e.g., the value of risk reduction, 
increased public confi dence, and long-term improvements 
to watershed health), investing in source water protection 
can be more easily justifi ed when those who share in 
the benefi ts also share some of the expense. This multi-
benefi ciary and multi-payer approach is a key opportunity 
in working with agricultural conservation programs, as 
many organizations can achieve their 
goals simultaneously by contributing to a project that 
has many benefi ts. 

The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
provides many opportunities for collaboration, and 
utilities also can work with organizations such as the 
U.S. Endowment for Forestry and Communities in areas 
involving forested lands. Local agricultural associations, 
soil and water conservation districts, and other local and 
regional organizations can often bring useful partnerships, 
expertise and resources to projects. 

Source water protection programs take many forms, such 
as spill prevention and response planning, stakeholder 
education, coordination with upstream point source 
dischargers, and addressing upstream nonpoint sources.  
Although all methods of source water protection are 
important, this document focuses specifi cally on 
collaborations between water systems and the agricultural 
community, which includes farmers, ranchers, forest 
landowners and their partners.  We encourage utilities 
seeking information on source water protection practices 
to review AWWA’s Source Water Protection Resource 
Community as well as AWWA’s G300 standard on source 
water protection and to consult with relevant state and 
local partners. 

Utilities can begin to address the challenge of excess 
nutrients (and/or other local challenges as appropriate) 
by taking advantage of cost sharing offered by NRCS 
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and other resources available by local partners. 
However, for project applications to be successful, 
utilities must fi rst establish relationships and build 
trust with potential agricultural sector partners. 

Why should a utility get involved with 
the agricultural community?
There are many reasons why utilities should be 
involved in agricultural conservation projects in their 
watersheds. Through involvement with the agricultural 
sector, utilities can take the following actions:

Opportunities for Direct Engagement 
Water utilities have multiple opportunities to engage 
with the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and local 
Conservation Districts. USDA has a suite of programs 
that helps farmers, ranchers, and landowners protect 
wildlife habitat, water, soil and air quality. USDA spends 
nearly $6 billion a year to help farmers and ranchers 
implement conservation practices and provide them 
with technical assistance, with almost two-thirds of it 
administered locally and regionally through the NRCS. 
Many of these NRCS conservation programs share 
goals with source water protection programs, even if the 
conservation programs have not specifi cally targeted 
protecting drinking water. Utility engagement with these 
entities helps to identify activities that benefi t source 
water protection and assist the agricultural community. 

Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS)
Nationally, NRCS has 3,100 fi eld offi ces, covering all 
50 states and most U.S. territories and allied states. 
Generally, the offi ces are more common in areas with 
more agricultural activity. However, there is at least one 
NRCS offi ce offering services covering the source water 
area for nearly every utility across the country. That 
means that there are dedicated professionals working 
with the agricultural community in and around your 
watershed.  By getting to know these professionals, your 
water resource concerns can be heard and you can seek 
out opportunities for collaboration. To fi nd the closest 

Help to shape how conservation dollars 
are spent, focusing them on the greatest 
benefits to source water protection.

Foster mutual trust and understanding 
between water systems and farmers, 
encouraging constructive problem-solving.

Make progress on specific source water 
concerns by focusing on practices that will 
best address them.

Leverage every dollar they contribute 
(whether cash or in-kind) through NRCS 
and other partners. For example, in the 
Beaver Water District case study described 
on page 6, about $8.50 is being spent on 
implementing best management practices 
(BMPs) for every $1 contributed by 
the utility. 

Save on treatment costs or delay or avoid 
installing additional treatment.

Reduce risks to their water supplies.

Increase public confidence in both sectors.

Help to shape how conservation dollars 
are spent, focusing them on the greatest 
benefits to source water protection.1

Foster mutual trust and understanding 
between water systems and farmers, 
encouraging constructive problem-solving.2
Make progress on specific source water 
concerns by focusing on practices that will 
best address them.3
Save on treatment costs or delay or avoid 
installing additional treatment.4
Reduce risks to their water supplies.5
Increase public confidence in both sectors.
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Leverage every dollar they contribute 
(whether cash or in-kind) through NRCS 
and other partners. For example, in the 
Beaver Water District case study described 
on page 6, about $8.50 is being spent on 
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Getting Started–Water Utilities

1. Review programs and case studies (this document)

Identify programs or projects that align with your utility’s needs

2. Contact your local NRCS offi ce 
Tell them you are interested in X, have Y concerns, and 
would like to explore possible collaborative solutions…

3. Contact your local Conservation District
Ask about their programs and opportunities to partner, etc.
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local offi ce, consult the USDA Service Center Locator. 

Contact your State Conservationist or Assistant 
State Conservationist for Local Programs

To fi nd your state conservationist, consult the 
NRCS State Conservation Offi ce Directory.

Additional information on engagement with 
State Technical Committees
State Technical Committees serve in an advisory 
capacity to NRCS. They provide information, analysis, and 
recommendations to NRCS on conservation priorities 
and criteria for conservation activities and programs, 
including application and funding criteria, recommended 
practices, and program payment percentages. They 
also identify emerging natural resource concerns and 
program needs, and review recommendations of Local 
Working Groups (LWGs) to ensure state priorities are 
being addressed locally. Source water protection concerns 
continue to be an important part of the discussion, 
although they are not likely to be fully addressed without 
water utility expertise at the table. Members of these 

1Those in U.S. territories and associated states should contact the nearest NRCS offi ce to determine who can assist 
them. As an example, the Hawaii NRCS state offi ce also covers American Samoa, Guam, the Northern Mariana 
Islands, the Republic of Palau, the Federated States of Micronesia, and the Republic of Marshall Islands.

Interested in conservation in Canada?
Most of the information about programs and 
offerings contained in this document is specifi c to 
the United States. However, Canadian provinces 
also host programs that involve utility collaboration 
utilities can get involved in, although they will 
likely differ considerably from the U.S. based 
programs.  For example, Alberta has regional land 
use planning frameworks, as well as Watershed 
Planning and Advisory Councils. Canadian utilities 
can reach out to the relevant ministries and 
agricultural groups in their provinces to see how 
they can get involved in advancing source water 
protection in collaboration with agriculture. 

Other USDA Programs
In addition to the many conservation programs 
run by NRCS and other USDA offi ces, other 
resources available from USDA provide support 
through research opportunities, information 
resources, and other partnership options. Utilities 
should consider reaching out to these resources 
where appropriate to the proposed project.

• The Agricultural Research Service

• The Climate Hubs

• The Economic Research Service

• The Farm Service Agency

• The National Agricultural Statistics Service

• The National Institute for Food and Agriculture 
(including the Extension Network)

• The Rural Utilities Service

A call to the state 
conservationist 
should be every 

utility’s first contact 
when wanting to 

partner with NRCS.

State Technical 
Committee (STC)

Designed to bring 
stakeholders together and 

find ways to apply the set of 
NRCS tools and financial 

resources to local concerns

Local Working 
Groups (LWGs)

Helps decide how to prioritize 
local resource concerns, 

and state conservationists 
often use their discretion on 

what to fund
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Conservation Programs with 
Utility Partnership Opportunities

Conservation Programs for 
Farmers and Ranchers Forestry Programs

Regional Conservation Partnership 
Program (RCPP)

Entities partner with producers to address soil, 
water, wildlife, and related natural resource 
concerns on regional or watershed scales.

Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program (EQIP)

Provides fi nancial and technical assistance to 
agricultural producers to implement practices 
that improve natural resources and help 
producers meet environmental regulations.

EQIP includes some funding and technical 
assistance for producers to monitor their 
edge-of-fi eld runoff water quality.

Healthy Forests Reserve Program (HFRP)

Provides payments to landowners to 
assist them in restoring and protecting 
forestland resources on private lands 
through permanent and 30-year easements, 
contracts and cost-share agreements.

Conservation Innovation Grants (CIG)

Funds development of the tools, 
technologies, and strategies to support 
next-generation conservation efforts.

Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP)

Helps producers implement management 
activities beyond the minimum conservation 
practice standard requirements. 

Joint Chief’s Landscape 
Restoration Partnership

Improves the health of forests 
where public forests and grasslands 
connect to privately owned lands.

National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI)

Works with landowners to implement 
conservation practices in priority 
watersheds to increase water quality.

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)

Provides fi nancial compensation for 
landowners to voluntarily remove land 
from agricultural production for an 
extended period to benefi t soil, water 
quality and wildlife. Run by Farm Service 
Agency with NRCS technical support.

Forest Legacy Program

Provides grants to State partners to 
protect important forests by providing 
forest products and resource-based jobs 
and protecting air and water quality. 

NRCS Water Quality Landscape Initiatives

Uses Landscape Conservation 
Initiatives to accelerate the benefi ts 
of voluntary conservation programs, 
such as cleaner water and air.

Agriculture Conservation 
Easement Program (ACEP)

Used to purchase agricultural land easements 
or to restore, protect, and enhance wetlands 
using 30-year or permanent easements. 

Edge-of-Field Monitoring

Offers funding to assist in monitoring water 
quality at the edge of producer’s fi elds to 
gauge effectiveness of conservation practices. 

PL-566 Watershed Protection and 
Flood Prevention Program

Installs watershed protection and 
improvement projects that create and 
protect vital infrastructure while conserving 
and protecting natural resources.

Small Watershed Rehabilitation Program

Repairs, updates, and improves the 
longevity of the small fl ood control dams 
reaching the end of their designed lives.

Natural Resources Conservation Service Programs  

committees are from a wide variety of natural resource 
and agricultural interests, including representatives 
from federal and state natural resource agencies and 
agricultural and environmental organizations. Although 
many of the committee’s members are federal and state 
agencies associated with agriculture (Farm Service 
Agency, U.S. Forest Service, etc.), there are membership 
categories for others who have knowledge and interest 
in conservation programs and their impacts. Therefore, 
utilities seeking to participate as members of the State 
Technical Committee may submit requests to the state 
conservationist explaining their interests and relevant 

credentials. Even if utilities are not able to commit to 
serving on the committee, committee meetings are open 
to the public. The state conservationist must provide 
public notice of meetings and allow attendance and 
comment. Methods of receiving this information vary 
locally. Interested utilities should contact their state 
conservationist and ask to be added to any notices.

Summary of NRCS Programs 
The table below provides a summary of the NRCS 
programs that benefi t source water protection. 
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Conservation Districts
Conservation districts are known by several names, such 
as soil and water conservation districts, natural resources 
districts, and resource conservation districts, and they 
are organized in a variety of different ways based on local 
needs. They are unique local units of state government 
that use state, federal, and private sector resources to 
solve today’s conservation problems. 

The guiding philosophy of conservation districts is that 
decisions on conservation issues should be made at 
the local level, by local people, with technical assistance 
provided by USDA. These local “boots on the ground” 
professionals can work with many stakeholders to 
address natural resource concerns. Created to serve as 
stewards of natural resources, conservation districts take 
an ecosystem approach to conservation and protection. 
Conservation districts provide conservation programs 
and services, and they also link landowners and managers 
to other available programs and opportunities. They 
continually scan the needs of their local communities, 
working in partnership with others involved in conservation 
to set local priorities, develop action plans, and engage in 
opportunities to address natural resource issues.

These efforts provide citizens with a community access 
point on natural resource issues and allow them to assist 
in managing private lands for a cleaner, healthier country. 
Utilities can benefi t from a good relationship with their 
local conservation district(s) by identifying partners, 
coordinating actions, and knowing a trusted source that 
can reach out to the agricultural community.

To fi nd the conservation district that serves your 
source water area, contact the National Association of 
Conservation Districts’ Conservation District Directory.

Case Studies
Projects already under way or completed

Cedar Rapids, Iowa
Cedar Rapids is participating in the Middle Cedar 
Partnership Project.  This Regional Conservation 
Partnership Program (RCPP) project focuses on several 
sub-watersheds within the city’s source water area.  The 
project involves 17 partners, including the agricultural 
community (directly with producers and through 
organizations such as the Iowa Farm Bureau and the 
Iowa Soybean Association), several local conservation 
districts, and others. This project will make $4.3 million 
available from 2015-2020, with three objectives:

1. Develop watershed plans to target agricultural 
best management practices (BMPs) for the 
greatest source water protection benefi t.

2. Provide assistance to implement these BMPs, 
with an emphasis on reducing nitrate loads.

3. Conduct outreach to help spread the word and 
foster implementation of these and other BMPs.

Beaver Water District, Arkansas
Beaver Water District (BWD) in Northwest Arkansas has 
worked with partners to form the West Fork White River 
Watershed Project. Involving 13 partners, this project 
is garnering more than $8.5 million for conservation 
practices to protect source waters from 2016-2021. BWD 
is contributing just over $1 million, with its investment 
leveraged nearly nine times. This project is using the 
PL-566 program and EQIP to reduce erosion and improve 
incoming water quality.  Expected outcomes include 
1-2 miles of stream restoration, 2-4 miles of riparian 
zone restoration and enhancement, about 150 farm 
conservation plans and the installation and deployment 
of 300 conservation practices. The source water goals 
are the reduction of both sediment and nutrients. 
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Projects getting under way in 2018
Through late 2016 and 2017, AWWA provided technical 
assistance to several RCPP proposals.  These project 
ideas were found through an extensive outreach program 
that surveyed AWWA utility members and followed up 
on dozens of potential projects.  Ultimately, three RCPP 
proposals were submitted and all three were selected 
for funding.  These three projects are described in the 
following sections:

Mills River Source Water Protection
Utilities Benefi tting: Water utilities in cities of 
Hendersonville and Asheville, North Carolina
Project Value: $1.5 million (including match)

The goal of this project is to help protect the source 
water for 85,000 people in the North Carolina cities of 
Hendersonville and Asheville, as well as surrounding 
counties that depend on the Mills River for drinking water. 

The primary objectives for this multi-benefi t project are 
restoring streambanks, reducing sediments and nutrients, 
and providing for the safe mixing of agri-chemicals. 
However, it will also improve degraded fi sh and wildlife 
habitat, help ensure future agricultural productivity, 
foster locally produced foods, and expand a unique 
on-farm educational forum promoting sustainable 
agricultural practices.

The project will occur on the main stem of the Mills River 
and on Foster Creek, a direct tributary. Both are located 
in Henderson County, North Carolina. The Mills River lies 
mainly within the Pisgah National Forest, and in the upper 
reaches, the river is in very good condition. The lower 30 
percent of the watershed, however, is impaired. 

Years of farming, clearing, and straightening area streams 
has left the Mills River and its tributaries with nearly 
vertical banks and confi ned to narrow channels in areas 
where meanders were historically located. The result is 
scouring, extreme streambank erosion, steep dangerous 
banks that are unstable and constantly sloughing, and high 
sediment loading. 

The resultant sedimentation severely impairs the source 
water for 85,000 people downstream and results in 
excessive treatment costs that fall disproportionately on 
low-income populations. In addition, there is a critical need 
to provide areas where agri-chemicals can be safely mixed 
without the risk of accidental spills into source waters.

To address these issues, a mile-long stretch in the Foster 
Creek tributary will undergo complete streambank 
restoration, and a second area, along the main stem of the 
Mills River, will see the construction of an agrichemical 
handling facility. Other project activities will involve 
cattle operations where bank sloping, riparian fencing, 
and off-channel watering tanks will be implemented.

Otter Lake Source Water Protection Effort
Utility Benefi tting: Otter Lake Water Commission
Project Value: $1.7 million (including match)

Otter Lake lies in the heart of Illinois corn and soybean 
country about 20 miles southwest of Springfi eld. The 
765-acre lake is superb for recreation, but its primary 
importance is that it provides drinking water for 14,500 
rural residents in six towns, two villages, and two rural 
water districts.

The Otter Lake project aims to protect the source water 
for the people who depend on the lake, and to do so in 
a manner that improves both the environment and the 
agricultural producers’ bottom line.

The lake’s watershed spans 13,000 acres, with agriculture 
making up 77% of the watershed.  Approximately 25% of all 
soils in the watershed can be classifi ed as highly erodible, 
with most erosion occurring on slopes adjacent to or 
within a short distance of the lake.

Otter Lake has experienced excessive levels of 
sedimentation and nutrient loading. Nutrient-induced 
cyanobacterial blooms have occurred in the past, and the 
lake is currently impaired by phosphorus. Nitrogen is now 
an elevated concern due to the rapid expansion of tile 
drainage that has occurred over the past few years.
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The key innovation in this project is that work will occur 
on areas that have resource concerns, and which also 
produce negative returns for farmers. The project partners 
will pre-identify sites where conservation is needed. Then, 
working with producers, the partners will use a high-tech 
precision conservation tool to further identify areas of 
opportunity. In effect, the partners will micro-target areas 
within a farmer’s fi eld that have both resource concerns 
and negative returns on investment.

Applying the most effective conservation practices 
to the identifi ed areas will provide not only the largest 
return for each conservation dollar invested, but will 
also assist the farmer in maintaining economic health.

Milford Lake Watershed RCPP Project
Utilities: Kansas River Water Assurance District No. 1. 
The district is comprised of the following water utilities: 
Manhattan, Topeka, Lawrence, Olathe, and Water One 
Project Value: >$8 million (including match)

Milford Lake at the lower end of the Republican River Basin 
in Kansas is a U.S. Army Corps of Engineers reservoir 
with approximately 15,700 surface acres and 163 miles of 
shoreline, making it the largest lake in Kansas. Federally 
authorized uses of Milford Lake include fl ood control, 
water supply, water quality, navigation, recreation, and 
wildlife. Milford Lake contributes to source drinking water 
for about 800,000 people in Kansas along the Kansas 
River and provides habitat for many types of aquatic and 
terrestrial wildlife. In recent years, Milford Lake’s ability to 
serve as a reliable water source and as excellent wildlife 
habitat has been negatively impacted by the annual 
formation of harmful algal blooms (HAB) within the lake.  

The frequency of HABs within Milford Lake has created a 
heightened sense of concern among lake stakeholders. 
The blooms could adversely impact potable water 
supplies, wildlife, and water-based recreation. 

This project serves as one of the largest conservation 
efforts undertaken within the Milford Lake Watershed. 
It will bring together partners to work with NRCS on 
implementation of conservation practices that will reduce 
the amount of nutrients entering Milford Lake. A reduction 
in nutrients should decrease the occurrence of HABs.

Conclusions and Key Takeaways
While there are many opportunities to leverage 
federal programs to protect drinking water, utilities 
should remember at least three key points:

1. Agricultural programs through the USDA offer a 
vehicle for water utilities to get involved in farm 
conservation to help protect source waters. Get involved!

2. Each state conservationist is a professional 
dedicated to making conservation projects happen 
and should be the fi rst call for putting a project together. 

3. Be aware of the Regional Conservation Partnership 
Program, Conservation Innovation Grants, the National 
Water Quality Initiative, and the Water Quality Landscapes 
Initiatives for potential partnership opportunities. 
AWWA is heavily invested in expanding utility 
partnerships with agriculture through these programs. 
At the time of this publication, AWWA was working 
with members of U.S. Congress and other partners 
on the reauthorization of the 2018 farm bill, looking 
primarily at the conservation title (which funds the NRCS 
programs discussed in this document).  To support 
source water protection, we seek the following goals:

1. Emphasize the importance of protecting 
sources of potable water.

2. Authorize the Secretary of Agriculture to work with 
drinking water utilities and State Technical Committees 
to identify local priority areas in each state.

3. Provide additional cost share and incentives for 
practices that have signifi cant downstream water 
quality/quantity benefi ts but little on-farm benefi t.

4. Target 10% of Conservation Title funds to protecting 
sources of potable water.

If enacted, these principles would greatly enhance the 
conservation program’s focus on protecting sources of 
drinking water and provide many opportunities for water 
utilities to get involved.  You can learn more from this 
whiteboard explainer video and Op-Ed from AWWA CEO 
David LaFrance. Several resources are also available 
from the Source Water Collaborative, including a webinar 
discussing case studies and a collaborative toolkit for 
working with agriculture. Working together, the agricultural 
sector, water utilities, and other partners can build 
effective partnerships and implement projects to improve 
source water protection. As the farm bill is reauthorized 
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every few years, AWWA will continue to work for measures 
that encourage smart, collaborative practices that protect 
drinking water. 

Appendix A: Additional information on 
individual USDA programs

USDA Conservation Programs 
(Partnership Opportunities for Utilities)
While the vast majority of NRCS conservation program 
dollars and technical assistance must go directly to 
farmers, ranchers, and other agricultural producers to 
implement specifi c practices, there are several programs 
in which utilities may directly participate. Even for the 
programs focused directly on agricultural producers, 
utilities can be benefi ciaries of water quality improvements 
from the efforts.  Utilities should reach out to their state 
conservationist’s offi ce to get involved in local programs.

Regional Conservation 
Partnership Program (RCPP)
The Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) 
creates partnership opportunities for utilities to target and 
leverage federal conservation funding for specifi c areas 
and resource concerns. Water utilities are specifi cally 
mentioned as an eligible partner and Congress expressly 
intended for water utilities to participate. 

In the fi rst years after RCPP was authorized in the 2014 
farm bill, the program has provided approximately $250 
million annually in funding to address specifi c natural 
resource concerns in selected project areas.  It’s diffi cult 
to predict how much funding will be available and when 
it will be issued.  For example, leading up to a year in 
which the farm bill is being reauthorized, it’s unlikely that 
NRCS will take applications until after the funding for the 
following year is determined.  Therefore, utilities would 
benefi t from working with partners as soon as possible to 
identify possible projects well before the issuance of an 
RCPP application period and get ready to propose them 
when funding becomes available. Utilities can be notifi ed 
of RCPP application periods by signing up for NRCS 
press releases and/or by staying in close contact with 
agricultural partners, their state conservationist’s offi ce, 
and local conservation districts. 

Project areas for RCPP projects are defi ned by eligible 
partners and are selected through a state or national 
competition. In addition to defi ning the project’s 
geographic area, providing assistance, and possibly 
acting on behalf of the producers within the project area, 
partners must also provide a signifi cant portion of the 
overall funding of the project. This leverages the partner’s 
state, local, or private funding with RCPP’s federal funding. 
These matching funds include cash contributions and 
in-kind contributions of time spent by employees providing 
their expertise and technical assistance to the partnership, 
monitoring, and other activities readily available at the 
utility.  There is no specifi c match amount required, but 
most successful proposals have leveraged at least one 
local dollar (combined cash and in-kind from all partners) 
for every federal dollar invested.

What kinds of projects are eligible. USDA’s publication 
“Partner-led Solutions” describes eligible project types, 
indicating that the program “works with producers 
to implement the right conservation practices in the 
right places to have the largest returns.  Some of these 
practices include planting cover crops, limiting tillage, 
establishing buffer strips, and managing nutrient use.” 
Innovative practices to improve water quality from 
agricultural areas are encouraged through the program, 
such as the Minnesota Agricultural Water Quality 
Certifi cation Program, which has promoted nutrient 
management and other practices and is credited with 
keeping millions of pounds of sediment out of area rivers 
and reducing phosphorus application by thousands 
of pounds. 

Several RCPP projects have included utility involvement as 
discussed in the included case studies. In essence, RCPP 
allows partnerships to target USDA funds through existing 
mechanisms (such as EQIP, discussed below) when 
combined with actions by the partners that help to achieve 
those goals. Extensive documentation is available for the 
activities that can be undertaken within each program; the 
state conservationist’s offi ce can guide utilities through 
questions on these programs. Project awards have 
generally been capped at $10 million from USDA funding 
and are required to be completed within fi ve years. 
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How to apply. Although the dates vary, over the past few 
years, funding for RCPP has generally been announced 
each year early in the year, with preproposals due in the 
spring. The exception has been in years where NRCS 
has not yet been allocated funding for the following 
year (such as 2018 because the farm bill covering 2019 
spending had not yet been passed), during which the 
timing can be unpredictable. Accepted preproposals will 
have a few months to provide additional information, 
and notifi cation of selection generally takes place by 
the end of the year for funding in the following year 
(for example, preproposals due in spring 2017 were 
to fund projects beginning in 2018). If your utility is 
interested in pursuing an RCPP proposal, the fi rst 
contacts should be to the state conservationist, the 
local NRCS offi ce, and your local conservation district. 
They can help you determine if any given project idea 
would be appropriate for RCPP. Additionally, any leaders 
in your area on conservation (nonprofi ts, agricultural 
organizations, state/local watershed programs, etc.) can 
help fi nd partners or be partners themselves. Many of 
the successful RCPP projects identifi ed partners well 
in advance of the opening of the application period.

Conservation Innovation Grants
Conservation Innovation Grants (CIG) are competitive 
grants that stimulate the development and adoption of 
innovative approaches and technologies for conservation 
on agricultural lands. CIG uses Environmental Quality 
Incentives Program (EQIP) funds to award competitive 
grants to nonfederal governmental or nongovernmental 
organizations. Through CIG, NRCS partners with public and 
private entities to accelerate technology transfer and adopt 
promising technologies. These new technologies and 
approaches address some of the nation’s most pressing 
natural resources concerns. CIG benefi ts agricultural 
producers by providing more options for environmental 
enhancement and compliance with federal, state, and local 
regulations. Innovative methods for protecting source 
waters could potentially qualify for CIG funding. 

How to apply. A CIG funding notice is announced each 
year, and in some years, more than one round of funding 
is provided. Funds for single- or multi-year projects, not to 
exceed three years, will be awarded through a nationwide 
competitive grants process. Projects may be watershed-
based, regional, multi-state ,or nationwide in scope. 
The natural resource concerns eligible for funding through 
CIG will be identifi ed in the funding announcement and 
may change annually to focus on new and emerging, high 
priority natural resource concerns. Much like with RCPP, 
utilities can stay informed by signing up for press releases 
and keeping in close contact with partners and can 
increase their chances of success by organizing the ideas 
prior to the application period.  In recent years, funding 
has consisted of $10-20 million per year, with a cap for 
a single project around $2 million for the federal share. 
Some states also have smaller state CIG project pools. 

National Water Quality Initiative 
Through the National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI), 
NRCS and partners work with producers and landowners 
to implement voluntary conservation practices that 
improve water quality in high-priority watersheds. 
NRCS works closely with conservation partners to 
select priority watersheds where on-farm conservation 
investments will deliver the greatest water quality 
improvements. NWQI is designed to help individual 
agricultural producers take actions to reduce the 
introduction of sediment, nutrients, and pathogens into 
waterways where water quality is a critical concern. The 
goal of NWQI is to implement conservation practices 
in suffi cient quantity in a concentrated area so that 
agriculture no longer contributes to the impairment 
of water bodies within these priority watersheds.

How to engage. NRCS will continue to coordinate 
with local and state agencies, conservation districts, 
nongovernmental organizations, and others to 
implement this initiative. Partners will play a crucial role 
in encouraging and supporting producer participation. 
Partners can also work with state conservationists 
to identify specifi c watersheds to target.
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NRCS Water Quality Landscape Initiatives
NRCS uses Landscape Conservation Initiatives to 
accelerate the benefi ts of voluntary conservation 
programs, such as cleaner water and air, healthier soil, 
and enhanced wildlife habitat.  NRCS conservation 
programs help agricultural producers improve the 
environment while maintaining a vibrant agricultural 
sector. These initiatives enhance the locally driven process 
to better address nationally and regionally important 
conservation goals that transcend localities.  They build 
on locally led efforts and partnerships and are built on 
scientifi c information. Through the initiatives, NRCS 
and its partners coordinate the delivery of assistance 
where it can have the most impact. Where applicable, 
NRCS works with regulators to help producers get 
predictability for their use of voluntary conservation 
systems or practices, giving them peace of mind that 
they can sustain agricultural production in the future.

How to engage. NRCS collaborates with local 
conservation districts, state environmental agencies, 
land grant universities, and others to select focus areas 
and other opportunities for conservation projects.

Examples of Water Quality Emphasis Areas

• Chesapeake Bay Watershed Initiative

• Ogallala Aquifer Initiative

• Great Lakes Restoration Initiative

• Mississippi River Basin Healthy Watersheds Initiative
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Edge-of-Field Monitoring (EOFM)
As part of the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, 
NRCS offers funding to farmers and ranchers to monitor 
their edge-of-fi eld runoff water quality. The objectives 
of NRCS EOFM are to 1) evaluate conservation system 
effectiveness in reducing nutrient and sediment impacts 
to surface water; 2) validate and calibrate models; and 3) 
inform on-farm adaptive management.   When combined 
with instream monitoring, NRCS EOFM can be an 
important piece in understanding nutrient and sediment 
movement within a watershed.

How to engage. Each year, NRCS offers funding for 
EOFM to landowners in select watersheds who then 
partner with a monitoring professional to implement 
monitoring, analyze data, and evaluate the effectiveness of 
conservation practices on a particular fi eld.  Opportunities 
exist for utilities to work with the landowner as a 
monitoring partner, a convener, or additional funding 
source to establish which conservation practices are 
most protective of water quality in a watershed.  Utilities 
can stay informed by signing up for press releases and 
contacting their State Conservationist to indicate interest.

USDA Conservation Programs 
for Farmers and Ranchers
As previously mentioned, most NRCS conservation 
programs are specifi cally designed for farmers, 
ranchers, and other agricultural producers and do not 
have a direct connection to utilities. Nevertheless, they 
can play a major role in improving quality in source 
waters. Participation with state technical committees, 
local soil and water conservation districts, and other 
stakeholder networks can illuminate how to implement 
these programs. Many of these programs are also 
tools available as components of RCPP projects.

Environmental Quality 
Incentives Program (EQIP)
EQIP provides fi nancial and technical assistance to 
producers and landowners to plan and install structural, 
vegetative, and land management practices on 
eligible lands to alleviate natural resource problems. 
Eligible producers enter into contracts to receive 
payment for a portion of the cost of implementing 
conservation practices. Approved activities are 
performed according to an EQIP plan – developed in 
conjunction with the agricultural producer – which 
identifi es the appropriate conservation practice(s) 
to address resource concerns on the land.

Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP)
CSP provides fi nancial and technical assistance to 
producers to maintain and improve existing conservation 
systems and adopt additional conservation activities. 
Under CSP, participants must meet a stewardship 
threshold for a set number of priority resource 
concerns when they apply for the program, and 
then must agree to meet or exceed the stewardship 
threshold for additional priority resource concerns 
by the end of the fi ve-year contract. In exchange, 
participants receive annual payments that are 
based, in part, on conservation performance.

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) 
CRP is the largest federal, private-land retirement 
program in the United States, spending more than 
$2 billion annually. The program provides fi nancial 
compensation for landowners (annual rental rate) to 
voluntarily remove land from agricultural production 
for an extended period (typically 10 to 15 years) for 
the benefi t of soil and water quality improvement 
and wildlife habitat. This program is run by the Farm 
Service Agency, with technical assistance by NRCS.
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Agriculture Conservation 
Easement Program (ACEP)
ACEP is comprised of two main components: The 
Agricultural Land Easement (ALE) and Wetland Reserve 
Easement Program (WREP). ALE requires USDA to 
enter into partnership agreements with eligible entities 
to purchase agricultural land easements. The entities 
agree to share the cost of the easement, purchase 
easements according to USDA’s requirements and 
enforce and monitor easements purchased. Agricultural 
land easements allow production to continue on 
the land while prohibiting nonagricultural uses.

WREP funds are used to restore, protect, and enhance 
wetlands using 30-year or permanent easements. 
Landowners who have owned the land for at least 24 
months prior to enrollment may submit an offer to 
USDA that will be evaluated based on its conservation 
benefi ts, cost effectiveness, and fi nancial leverage. If 
selected, the landowner agrees to restore and maintain 
the wetland according to an approved wetland reserve 
easement plan. USDA, in return, provides technical 
and fi nancial assistance for wetland restoration and 
compensation based on the easement or contract. 

PL-566 Watershed Protection and Flood 
Prevention Program
The Watershed Program established through the 
Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Act of 
1954, as amended (Public Law 83-566) (Watershed 
Program) authorizes NRCS to work with local sponsors 
to install watershed protection and improvement 
projects. These projects create and protect vital 
infrastructure while conserving and protecting natural 
resources and contributing to local economies. 

Small Watershed Rehabilitation Program
With many of the nation’s 11,000 small fl ood control 
dams reaching the end of their designed lives, this 
program provided $250 million to repair, update, 
and improve the longevity of the structures.

Forestry Programs
Healthy Forests Reserve Program (HFRP)
The HFRP provides payments to landowners to assist 
them in restoring, enhancing, and protecting forestland 
resources on private lands through permanent and 
30-year easements, 30-year contracts, and 10-year 
cost-share agreements. Eligible landowners agree to 
implement restoration plans. In addition, landowners 
may avoid certain regulatory restrictions under the 
Endangered Species Act on the use of that land. 

Joint Chiefs’ Landscape Restoration Partnership
The U.S. Forest Service and USDA’s NRCS are working 
together to improve the health of forests where public 
forests and grasslands connect to privately owned 
lands. Through the Joint Chiefs’ Landscape Restoration 
Partnership, the two USDA agencies are restoring 
landscapes, reducing wildfi re threats to communities 
and landowners, protecting water quality and enhancing 
wildlife habitat. The partnership began in 2014, and 
each year the agency selects new three-year projects. 

Forest Legacy Program
Through the Forest Legacy Program (FLP), the Forest 
Service provides grants to State partners to protect 
important forests (e.g., those providing forest products 
and resource-based jobs, protecting air and water 
quality, providing recreational opportunities, and 
protecting important fi sh and wildlife habitat). Projects 
are selected through a two-step competitive process 
resulting in high quality projects that are supported 
locally and are nationally signifi cant. Projects are 
evaluated for importance (includes ecologic and 
environmental criteria), threat, and strategic contribution. 
The states identify priority areas within the state to 
target FLP. Lands are protected through conservation 
easements or fee-simple purchases to be held by 
state agencies or other units of government.




