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Testimony to Legislature on Joint Public Hearings for the 2010-2011 Budget:  Environmental Conservation

The New York Association of Conservation Districts (NYACD) is a nongovernmental, nonpartisan, volunteer organization with over 50 years of experience of representing New York State’s 58 Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs), including the 5 boroughs of New York City.  The SWCDs are authorized under state law as local natural resource management entities, are implementation based, and non-regulatory.   SWCDs serve urban, suburban, and rural landowners and their communities from the eastern tip of Long Island, north to the St. Lawrence River Valley, all the way to the shores of Lake Erie.  
NYACD appreciates the opportunity to address issues regarding the funding of the Environmental Protection Fund (EPF), as the funding for most of the core programs, both ag and nonag, implemented by the Districts, comes from EPF funding categories.  

Reimbursements to Districts

In 2008, SWCDs provided over $11 million in reimbursable technical services to NYS.  This figure is expected to increase this year as SWCDs have become the primary local service provider for many state natural resource conservation programs, for local governments, agriculture and nonagricultural landowners, and public infrastructure.  

At the $3 million level, each District will receive approximately $48,000, and be reimbursed by the state under SWCD Law Section 11a.b & c.  Each Conservation District meeting the eligibility requirements could receive up to $100,000 in state funding annually, at a $6.2 million level.  Increased funding for District reimbursement would allow growth for District capacity to further develop, while delivering technical support and assistance to the State of New York, local governments, agricultural and non-agricultural landowners.  Ultimately, these dollars are necessary to continue to build capacity at the local level to support current and future program goals.  
 

· SWCDs are workforce multipliers – investment in the Districts allow them to not only maintain the current supply of technically trained employees, it would also create additional job opportunities to address the growing needs of water quality and natural resource projects.   SWCDs also work with local contractors, engineers, and many other businesses in their local communities, to fulfill project needs.  
· SWCD funding attracts numerous outside funding sources, such as federal Farm Bill monies, and targeted watershed programs such as Chesapeake Bay, Great Lakes Initiative, Lake Champlain, Hudson River, which multiplies the impact of the original investment.  In most instances, outside funding sources require a match of funds, and without investment in SWCDs, these matching funds will not come to New York State.  
Funding to SWCDs must at minimum, remain intact for 2010-2011, however, increasing reimbursement will allow SWCDs to build capacity and be able to provide the necessary technical support needed to implement mandated programs that will protect natural resources and human health for New York’s residents.   Building capacity means building jobs for skilled technicians in communities throughout the state.   

Agricultural Non Point Source Grants

Applications for Round XV (FY 08-09) of the Agricultural NPS Abatement and Control Grants program exceeded $24 million.   Historically, requests have always exceeded available funds and requests are predicted to multiply as many CAFO sized operations continue to request resources to implement Best Management Practices (BMPs), and as medium sized farms are now mandated to become CAFO compliant under the State’s new CAFO regulations.  
Using a competitive selection process, this funding would provide necessary resources to Conservation Districts to assist the agricultural community with development of comprehensive farm plans and implementation of BMP’s as prescribed through the state’s flagship Ag Environmental Management (AEM) Program.  Additional components of this program include non-competitive AEM planning grants, which currently provide up to $75,000 annually to Conservation Districts.  This program is referred to as AEM Base and provides Districts with 75% of the cost of doing AEM Planning and Technical Assistance on Farms in priority watersheds.  Loss of a Federal Earmark support has required greater inputs from EPF in FY 2009-2010 to meet the demands of conservation planning and technical assistance which will continue in FY 2010-2011. 

Due to demand, funding for the Non Point Source program must be at least maintained at proposed levels to meet the needs of farm businesses who are mandated to implement water quality projects on their farms.  

· Without such funding, the burden of these mandates will fall upon the farmers, who are already facing financial hardship with low prices received for their product under high costs of production.  

Soil & Water Conservation District Stormwater Technical Assistance to State & Local Governments, & Businesses

The Stormwater Management Program and the partnership with SWCDs, provide an economical delivery vehicle to help New York meet water quality and public safety goals. 
SWCDs provide direct services to aid in voluntary compliance for municipalities, contractors and engineers.  On behalf of NYSDEC Division of Water, SWCDs handle numerous complaint investigations, water pollution prevention plan reviews, construction site inspections, and contractor certification.  
Reimbursement to SWCDs for their services and funding Stormwater Control Specialists, funded by permit fees associated with the Stormwater Permit, is vital to program success and continued public health and safety.  
Marcellus Shale/gas drilling

With the coming of natural gas exploration in the Southern Tier, there will be a need for monitoring and agricultural mitigation expertise at the local level to respond to citizen concerns.  SWCDs historically have been the local contact for landowners and agricultural producers, and have already been involved in the field with pipeline issues and agricultural mediation as well as erosion and sediment control review.  

· SWCDs have the necessary knowledge and expertise to monitor and inspect environmental issues in regards to natural gas exploration, including well pad development and associated pipeline activities.  

· SWCDs have, in the past, been compensated for their time from New York State and DEC for this type of work, HOWEVER, they are no longer receiving compensation.  

The Governor’s budget proposes staff enhancement for oversight of natural gas exploration which includes increased funding to DEC, which could duplicate many of the duties that SWCDs are already trained and capable of performing.  

In the interest of efficiencies and best use of resources, NYACD supports compensation by DEC and Ag and Markets to SWCDs, for responding to the needs of the gas drilling projects in regards to agricultural mediation and erosion and sediment control, vs. the hiring of new DEC staff to address these same issues.  

Funding the Environmental Protection Fund with Real Estate Transfer Tax Revenues

The intended use for the Real Estate Transfer Tax (RETT) is to finance the EPF to provide for capital programs that will protect and enhance New York’s natural resources.  NYACD supports restored full funding of the EPF, at least at the $222 level, by the RETT, and opposed to reductions in the amount of RETT revenue deposited into the EPF. 

NYACD is also opposed to the additional categories that have been added to the EPF in the proposed budget.  Without additional funding, there should not be new programs added to the EPF, particularly, when the new line items are not intended for capital projects and are instead, intended for payment of the state’s property taxes and other payments that would normally come out of the general fund.   Adding of new line items without additional funding puts other already existing EPF programs at risk, such as the Farmland Protection program, which SWCDs assist in drafting and collecting data for landowner applications.   Preserving farmland enhances natural resources, keeps land productive, and maintains open space.   Reducing the amount of revenue within the EPF hurts all New Yorkers as capacity of EPF funded programs will suffer, putting water quality, human health, and other natural resource programs, at risk.   Thank you once again for the opportunity to submit testimony and look forward to working with the Legislature as the budget process continues.  Please contact our organization with any questions.  
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