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Message from the State Conservationist
Conservation planning and effective implementation of practices in the best interest of 
our customers is always what we strive for. This past year, our strong NRCS Idaho team 
worked hard to consistently meet and exceeded our customer’s expectations through hard 
work, transparency, caring attitude, common sense, and incorporating proven science 
methods with every conservation plan prescription for a customer’s operation in an 
economical way that works for them.

I would like to give a huge “Thank You!” to all our customers and partners for your support 
and the confidence you place in NRCS here in Idaho. We do not take our relationships with 
you for granted. Together we are accomplishing great things and is what makes us Team 
Idaho.

This year was met with numerous opportunities and challenges. We rose to the occasion by working collaboratively with 
our partners. By combining our resources with those of our more than 100 partners state-wide and utilizing an outcome-
based approach wherever possible, we are able to make the biggest impacts with the most benefits for the customers and 
our communities. NRCS, with the support of our partners, offers many forms of assistance such as conservation planning, 
engineering design, snow survey data collection, soil health analysis, agronomy and crop science, economic solutions, 
wildlife management, rangeland management, forest health, wildfire prevention, wetland preservation, urban and small 
acreage agriculture, public education, water quality and quantity, science-based prescriptions, and the list goes on. I 
believe that the cornerstone of our agency and our ability to provide our customers with superior technical assistance lies 
in your trust and confidence in each other.

NRCS Idaho has an amazing team of staff with incredible skill sets of many different disciplines such as Agronomists, 
Administrators, Biologists, Engineers, Hydrologists, Foresters, Public Affairs Specialists, Program Support Specialists, 
Soil Conservation Planners, Range Scientists, Soil Scientists and more. We want our customers and partners to utilize 
the extraordinary and wide-ranging skills of our employees.

I was raised on a family farm and ranch in the Red River Valley of North Dakota and know first-hand the importance of our 
farmers and ranchers along with the challenges they face every day. As the State Conservationist for Idaho, I am serious 
about customer service and each day commit our agency in providing the people we serve with the best experience 
possible.

This is the reason why NRCS Idaho is committed to working to ensure that our state’s Tribal members, Beginning 
Farmers and Ranchers, Hispanic producers and other historically underserved communities are aware of all that we have 
to offer and assist them in accessing Farm Bill programs that can benefit their operations. 

In Idaho, we are looking forward to the extraordinary, pivotal, and transitional opportunity afforded to us by the once-in-a-
lifetime funding through the Inflation Reduction and Infrastructure laws passed by Congress. These monies will help more 
producers and our Idahoans directly with the many programs and conservation practices we have available.  Also these 
funds will provide part of the foundation for much needed water infrastructure work that will benefit communities and the 
producers who work the lands of Idaho for the greater good of our wonderful state and our country.

Thank you again for your strong support and for assisting us “Helping People Help the Land.”

Together we are making many positive differences for the good of all of Idaho.

State Conservationist for Idaho
Natural Resources Conservation Service
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NRCS Idaho and Simplot Teaming Up to Help Idaho Agriculture
The USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and the J.R. Simplot Company signed a memorandum 
of agreement on June 28, outlining ways they plan to work cooperatively with their mutual customers to support crop 
production and conservation activities that advance soil health and water quality, as well as farm profitability.

“Having worked with Simplot while I was still a farmer in North Dakota, I understand how valuable this partnership will 
be for agricultural producers in Idaho and other states where Simplot operates,” said Curtis Elke, State Conservationist 
for NRCS in Idaho. “We are especially excited to explore how we can blend NRCS conservation systems and Simplot’s 
precision agriculture data tools to provide our customers with the best recommendations for their management decisions, 
cost-effective conservation practices, and profitable outcomes for their farms.”

Simplot Grower Solutions has agricultural retail locations throughout the state of Idaho, and the nation. They partner with 
farmers to deliver field-proven advice and explore innovative ways to help farmers optimize their resources and profits. 
NRCS will work with employees from Simplot Grower Solutions to help them understand the benefits and applicability 
of NRCS programs and conservation practices. NRCS will also provide NRCS Planner Certification related training for 
select Simplot employees. This will enable both organizations to develop and implement collaborative efforts that equip 
their customer-facing employees to provide their mutual customers with consistent information and technology based on 
current science.

”Simplot Grower Solutions is excited to work with NRCS to foster soil health and water quality practices as both are 
essential to sustaining farmers’ legacies by supporting the long-term viability of their land,” said Troy Bolt, Vice President 
and General Manager of Retail Business for Simplot Grower Solutions. “Our ongoing commitment to growers and 
sustainable agronomy practices align with NRCS’ efforts.”  

This partnership will promote innovation in agricultural and conservation practices for improved soil health which can be 
tied to better productivity. Simplot and NRCS will also discuss trends and mitigation strategies surrounding wind and water 
erosion. 

Curtis Elke (left), NRCS State Conservationist for Idaho, shakes hands with Jeremy Singer, Agronomist and Head of Digital Sales 
with Simplot Grower Solutions, after signing a memorandum of agreement which paves the way for the two organizations to work 
together.



4Annual Report 2022

Conservation Planning Reinvigoration
Conservation planning is the foundation of the Natural Resources Conservation Service. However, as scientific 
discoveries and technological advances are made, it is crucial to revisit and reinvigorate conservation planning to ensure 
that NRCS Idaho staff are equipped with the best and most recent information

In Fiscal Year 2022, we developed a plan that consolidates and integrates conservation planning work as well as ensures 
our staff is the best educated in the nation. The process also gave birth to new ideas and improved beneficial networking 
among planning professionals across both our public and private partnerships.  

Under the plan we have hired two new specialty positions: 
• American Farmland Trust Field Coordinator, and 
• State Urban Conservationist 

These positions will lead outreach efforts to segments of the agricultural community that have not historically taken 
advantage of NRCS programs.

The Goal

The reinvigoration plan seeks to prioritize the landowner’s needs in the planning process as well as improve NRCS 
planners' effectiveness and efficiency.

To better meet landowners' needs, the team has identified the following actions in addition to regular training needs and 
Quality Control:
• Creating “Road Map” brochures of the planning and programs process. These will be developed in cooperation with 

the Idaho Association of Soil Conservation Districts through our established partnership.
• Providing communications training for our conservation planners to better serve our customers.
• Providing documents outlining climate smart improvements and considerations to landowners.

The Training Plan

While NRCS Idaho expects to maintain its robust staff training schedule as part of the plan, there are several additional 
areas that were considered critical to the success of the effort. These include:
• NRCS Idaho staff will remain open to learning from and sharing their knowledge with other states.

Conservation planners work with landowners to find the best prescription to address the landowners' natural resource concerns.



5Annual Report 2022

• Transition back to in-person 
trainings from virtual ones.

• Complete support-staff tailored 
Conservation Assessment 
Ranking Tool (CART) training.

• Ensure that a training library 
is available on the internal 
Sharepoint system and Teams 
channels.

• Post appropriate NRCS-recorded 
conservation practices trainings 
through YouTube for NRCS clients 
to take at their convenience.

• Create a survey to identify specific 
team training needs and identify 
areas for improved efficiencies

• Ensure that planner certifications 
are on track.

Quality Control

To make sure that conservation 
plans for customers meet their high 
expectation, the reinvigoration team 
suggested continuing or implementing 
several actions:
• Coordinate annual spot checks 

with Team Quality Assurance 
Reviews to identify team training 
needs.

• Update the top 10 to 20 
conservation practices and 
implementation requirements to 
Conservation Desktop and FOTG.

• Improve our ability to monitor our 
work by utilizing Technical Service 
Providers and Conservation 
Districts, as well as the use of 
Conservation Evaluation and 
Monitoring Activities (CEMAs)

• Update the planning portal every 
year. 

What's Next for Idaho

NRCS Idaho will continue hiring 
planners and planning support 
staff through direct hire. The State 
Conservationist is working to raise the 
state's employee cap from 133 to 200.
The state is currently at 121 planners.
• 39 Legacy
• 33 Experienced
• 15 Partner Employees
• 34 new hires and those recent 

hires who are working on their first 
certification.

The Idaho Team

Greg Becker – State Resource 
Conservationist, 15 years as a 
district conservationist, and 8 years 
as a private-side forester.                                             
                                               
Cheryl Simmons – Advises on 
Urban and Farmland Protection. 
Serves on the Idaho Technical 
Services staff. Retired NRCS. 
ACES employee. 

Eric Bernsten – Tribal planner, 
former Conservation District 
planner.

Brenda Erhardt – Conservation 
District planner, NRCS partner.

Jim Stevens – Landowner and 
utilizer of farm bill programs, 
former Conservation District board 
member treasurer.

Cameron Williams – NRCS 
planner, farm/ranch owner.

Team Lead as directed by State 
Conservationist Curtis Elke.

From rangeland to row crops, from forestland to specialty crops, NRCS conservation planners help farmers, ranchers and 
private timeber producers achieve their goals while ensuring that America's natural resources and agricultural lands will be 
available to feed, cloth and house us in perpetuity.
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NRCS Programs Help Peaceful Belly Farm Build Up Their Community
By Carly Whitmore, Public Affairs Specialist

As the sun peeks out from behind the clouds, young 
campers scurry over to the awaiting picnic tables with 
baskets of fresh-picked peppers, broccoli, kale and carrots. 
A wood-fired pizza oven is smoking and ready for a farm-
fresh pizza lunch, thanks to Josie. 

Josie Erskine and her husband, Clay, owners of Peaceful 
Belly Farm in Caldwell, Idaho, are leading a Conservation 
Summer Camp, in association with the Ada County Soil 
and Water Conservation District. From water quality to 
sustainable farming practices, campers learn the basics of 
all aspects of conservation over the course of four weeks. 
Josie leads two groups per day, with younger children in the 
morning and older children and pre-teens in the afternoon. 
Using her pollinator habitat, numerous high tunnels, 
organically grown crops and community-based kitchen, 
Josie is teaching the farmers of tomorrow how to be friendly 
to the Earth and its smallest inhabitants. 

Founded in 2002, Peaceful Belly Farm has been working 
to provide healthy, fresh vegetables to members of the 
community. While not having been raised as farmers, Josie 
and Clay found their passion for farming after caring for the 
Polly Bemis Ranch on the Salmon River, where they were 
first introduced to growing vegetables. Shortly thereafter, 
they moved to the Treasure Valley and began growing 
organic vegetables full-time. 

Eight years later, the Erskines attended a community field day, hosted by then-U.S. Representative Walt Minnick, in 
Canyon County, Idaho. They were introduced to USDA-NRCS programs for the first time by the Secretary of Agriculture, 
Tom Vilsack, who was also in attendance. After hearing of the opportunities for organic farmers, Josie and Clay knew they 
had to get involved. 

With raptor perches, cover crops, hedgerows, an irrigation system, high tunnels and more under three Environmental 
Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) contracts, Peaceful Belly Farm has enhanced nearly every aspect of their operation. 
EQIP provides technical and financial assistance to farmers and landowners to address a variety of natural resource 
concerns on their property, including soil health, water quality, wildlife management and drought mitigation. The most 
popular NRCS program, EQIP allows for farmers and landowners to truly tailor their conservation practices to the needs of 
their operation. 

“All of the projects have been really instrumental in helping us try things. We keep building on them, and just getting our 
foot in the door like, ‘yeah, maybe we should try that’,” explained Josie. 

On top of three EQIP contracts, Peaceful Belly is home to the first Agricultural Land Easement (ACEP-ALE) in the 
Treasure Valley – a huge accomplishment for NRCS Idaho. This easement ensures that the land currently owned by 
Peaceful Belly will always be used for agriculture, no matter who owns it. ACEP-ALE ensures that there will be plenty of 
agricultural land for years to come. 

“NRCS is very grateful for our partnership with Peaceful Belly and the Treasure Valley Land Trust, which has led to the 
first Agricultural Land Easement in the Treasure Valley,” said Erin Brooks, a Soil Conservationist for NRCS Idaho. “The 
Treasure Valley is losing irreplaceable farmland to the ever-increasing pressure of development.  Easements like this are 
vital to securing the future of agriculture in Idaho.”

Josie Erskine helps out during an educational event at  
Peaceful Belly Farm.
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Peaceful Belly uses their farm to serve their community in many ways, including a Community Supported Agriculture, 
or CSA, program. Each week, members of the CSA pick up a variety of fruits, vegetables, flowers and herbs grown 
by Peaceful Belly. All of the produce distributed through the CSA is organic, fresh and local, offering members of the 
community an opportunity to be creative and healthy with their cooking. For those with less cooking experience, Peaceful 
Belly offers a free weekly community meal, in which participants hand-pick their ingredients and follow along with a 
professional chef as they prepare their meal. From groups of college students struggling to eat healthy on a budget to 
families who just want to try something new, Peaceful Belly teaches sustainable farm-to-table cooking to everyone.

Josie is especially proud of the school programs Peaceful Belly offers. In addition to the Conservation Summer Camp, 
the farm hosts field trips for students of all ages. During the 2021-2022 school year, they hosted around 800 students. 
For 2022-2023, registration is already rising above 3,500 students. More schools, educators, parents and students are 
interested in this field trip site than ever before.

“We do targeted STEM-based curriculum based on whatever the curriculum is for that age group, and then the biology or 
ecosystem sciences that we can teach,” explained Josie. 

This STEM-based content teaches students not only how to care for the land and grow crops, but also the value 
of farming and sustainable agriculture. She hopes that these types of programs will help the next generation save 
agricultural land from development. 

“You know, nobody’s going to save ag land if they don’t value it. 
And, if they don’t get on a farm, then how do they learn the value 
of it?” Josie emphasized. “So that’s part of it too, is helping people 
value. What we have out here helps people to see it maybe a little 
differently.”

On top of offering programming for children and members of the 
community, Peaceful Belly is also an example for fellow producers 
and landowners in the area. As farmers in the Treasure Valley 
drive past the farm, often they will stop and ask Josie about her 
conservation successes, seeking information about their growing 
practices and the secrets to their success. Twenty four farms have 
started from scratch and continue to thrive because of Peaceful 
Belly’s influence and openness to offering advice. 

“Clay and Josie have been a great community asset to direct 
market growers and NRCS in the Treasure Valley,” said Tate 
Walters, Conservation Team Lead for UDSA-NRCS Idaho. 
“Their passion for soil health, pollinators, and a sustainable 
farm that produces healthy food for them and their community is 
inspiring. Their willingness to share their experience, successes 
and failures is rare and so beneficial to those willing to listen 
and learn. They are constantly trying new things, trying to get 
better results, and their successes and new ideas can often be 
translated into success on other farms.”

NRCS Idaho has hosted a number of trainings, field days and 
demonstrations at Peaceful Belly, as it serves a perfect backdrop 
for a variety of conservation practices.

Peaceful Belly Farm has become a fixture in the Treasure Valley community. People come from all around the area 
to experience their house-made hard cider, fresh entrées from their in-house kitchen and breathtaking environment. 
Pollinator habitats surround the main building, with vibrant purple and orange flowers standing out from across the fields. 
These flowers show just how bright Peaceful Belly is in the community, and how important these types of farms are for 
their local environment and culture. 

Clay Erskine shares some insights about the crops  
surrounding him at Peaceful Belly Farm.
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Putting Conservation on the Ground — FY2022 By the Numbers
For more than 80 years, NRCS has been helping people help the land. We continue to provide Conservation Planning as 
well as Technical and Financial Assistance. In Fiscal Year 2022, our Program funding broke down in the following ways:

EQIP
• 1070 Applications
• 480 Contracts
• 126,506 acres
• $22,089,198

CSP Classic
• 72 Applications
• 55 Contracts
• 196,600.40 acres
• $ 6,740,850 

CSP Renewals
• 43 Applications
• 30 Contracts
• 79,295.10 acres
• $3,319,555.46 

RCPP EQIP 2014
43 Contracts
• 13,360 Acres
• $2,012,165.14

RCPP – 18 Boa Ogoi
• 1 Land Management 

Contract
• 168.37 acres
• $312,419

ACEP-WRE/P
• 6 Landowner Contracts
• $ 1,129,331.85 

ACEP-ALE
• 6 Applications
• 4 Contracts Obligated
• 2 Waiting for Signatures
• 5,333.2 Acres
• $7,032,159

And that money is making a real difference to real Idaho producers. In fact, as part of No-Till November, some of our 
producers offered their experiences with us and our soil health practices. Here is one:

“Moving from a minimum-till to a true no-till system has improved our farms effectiveness and 
efficiencies. Furthermore, the soil quality, organic matter, erosion and water quality has shown significant 
improvement.”

JC Rosenau Farms LLC, Idaho County Producer
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Thanks to the 2018 Farm Bill, 
NRCS has some enhanced tools to 
help producers who want to install 
convervation practices on their 
operations, especially ones that have 
been identified as Climate Smart. 
The General Environmental Quality 
Incentives Program (EQIP) and 
Conservation Stewardship Program 
(CSP) have been given some added 
flexibilities and a “bridge” between 
those two programs has been added. 
This “stepping stone” between 
standard conservation management 
and enhanced management is the 
Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program – Conservation Incentives 
Contract (EQIP-CIC). 

“EQIP, EQIP-CIC, and CSP are all 
ways we can work with ag producers,” 
said Lori Kassib, Assistant State 
Conservationist for Programs for 
NRCS Idaho. “These programs build 
upon each other, enabling us to work 
with farmers to help them achieve 
their conservation, sustainability, 
and profitability goals at the level 
that makes the most sense for their 
particular situation at different stages 
of their stewardship plans.”

EQIP-CIC was piloted in four states in 
2021 and was rolled out to all states in 
2022. This new program provides an 
opportunity to implement limited EQIP 
practices focusing on a list of Climate 
Smart practices. Another aspect 
that sets EQIP-CIC apart is that the 
selected practices do not have to be 
implemented on the entire agriculture 
operation, but rather a specific portion 
of it. EQIP-CIC contracts will last a 
total of five years, with management 
practices receiving an annual payment 
and supporting practices paid when 
they are completed.

In Fiscal Year 2022, NRCS Idaho 
funded 18 cropland contracts under 
CIC totaling $2,682,265. We also 
obligated $324,010 towards eight 
range/pasture/forest for $324,010 
contracts, for a total of 26 EQIP CIC 
contracts worth $3,006,275.

New EQIP-CIC program offers stepping stone to achieve model stewardship

Practices Offered Through EQIP-CIC
• Conservation crop rotation
• Residue and tillage management, no-till
• Amending soil properties with gypsum products
• Prescribed burning
• Cover crop
• Residue and tillage management, reduced till
• Emergency animal mortality management
• Dust control on unpaved roads and surfaces
• Dust management for pen surfaces
• Field operations emissions reduction
• Irrigation water management
• Anionic polyacrylamide (pam) application
• Mulching
• Forage harvest management
• Prescribed grazing
• Grazing land mechanical treatment
• Nutrient management
• Feed management
• Pest management conservation system
• Wetland wildlife habitat management
• Upland wildlife habitat management
• Early successional habitat development-management
• Soil carbon amendment
• Site assessment and soil testing for containments activity
• Soil health testing
• Soil and source testing for nutrient management
• Carbon sequestration and greenhouse gas mitigation 

assessment
• Agricultural energy assessment
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Working with Idaho Tribes
NRCS Idaho is committed to working with the federally-recognized Tribes in the state. In additional to holding quarterly 
meetings where NRCS, the Farm Service Agency and the Risk Management Agency directors share information and hear 
from tribal representatives, we currently have numerous Farm Bill projects happening on tribal lands and tribally owned 
lands, as well as partnership projects. Here are a few examples.

Coeur d'Alene

NRCS is working with the Coeur d'Alene Tribe to develop a 
Healthy Forest Reserve Program (HFRP) easement, which will 
include in-stream restoration, riparian area improvement, and 
forest health practices as part of the restoration plan. NRCS is 
working with tribal specialists to finalize the project's goals and 
practices to address the resource concerns.

The Tribe's Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) 
work includes stream habitat projects for Hangman Creek which 
utilizes Riparian Forest Buffer, Mulching, Fence, and Tree/Shrub 
Site Preparation practices. 

The Coeur d'Alene also have a Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) easement with levee repair work for the Hepton Lake 
area. Restoration work will improve water temperatures for desirable species.

An Equity Cooperative Agreement between the Tribe and NRCS was signed in Fiscal Year 2022 that builds on the Tribe's 
previous Farm Bill work in the Hangman Creek watershed. Outreach to landowners in the project area is anticipated to 
bring additional conservation practices and restoration work to this critical salmon and red band trout habitat.

Kalispel

The Kalispel are a planning partner on wetland easements 
improving wetland values and functions on and adjacent to Tribal 
lands. 

NRCS and the Tribe are part of a collaboration in the Pack River 
Watershed to improve Bull Trout habitat that is important to the 
Kalispel.

In addition, a tribal member sits on the NRCS Idaho Reinvigorating 
Conservation Planning Committee.

Kootenai

We are working with the Kootenai on the Deep Creek restoration 
and the Ball Creek habitat improvement plan. 

We are assisting the Tribe on the Boundary/Smith Creek wetland 
maintenance and improvement.

NRCS and the tribe are partners on a 319 grant through the State of 
Idaho's  Department of Environmental Quality. 
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Nez Perce

In Fiscal Year 2022, we had five active EQIP contracts with the 
Nez Perce. Three of those contacts have tree planting as their 
conservation practice and impact 1,487 acres. Two contracts for 
thinning cover 293 acres.

The Tribe has one of the largest, if not the largest, Conservation 
Stewardship Program projects in the Country. The current 5-year 
contract is worth nearly $300,000.

Shoshone Bannock

NRCS Idaho hired its first dedicated tribal liaison in 2022. This 
person's primary responsibility is to the Shoshone Bannock Tribe 
and the liaison is expected to have regular office hours at the Fort 
Hall Reservation. 

The Tribe has several active EQIP contracts with NRCS through two 
different tribal entities. The Shoshone Agri-Business Corporation 
has a contract for Fencing and Stockwater for Buffalo Pasture. 
Conservation practices under the contract include:
• Fencing 
• Spring development 
• Solar Pumping Plant
• Livestock Pipeline
• Storage Tank, 
• Trough

The Shoshone Bannock Tribe has an active contract for Aspen Regeneration, which practices include:
• Forest Stand Improvement
• Prescribed Burning, and 
• Woody Residue Treatment

The Tribe also has an active Conservation Stewardship Program contract through the Shoshone Agri-business Corp. The 
5-year contract covers slightly less than 3,0000 acres. The enhancements include Advanced Irrigation Water Management 
and Nutrient Management.
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NRCS Idaho assists NRCS Nevada with Soil Health demonstration for IAC
By Shanna Bernal-Fields, Resource Soil Scientist

An Intertribal Agriculture Council (IAC) meeting was held at Cottonwood 
Guest Ranch in Northern Nevada from August 9 to 11, 2022. Members 
of four Nevada tribes were present, in addition to council employees 
and neighboring ranchers. The Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) was invited to present on soil health and provide 
a demonstration of the rainfall simulator to the group. Idaho NRCS 
Resource Soil Scientist Shanna Bernal-Fields and Courtney Cosdon, 
Soil Health Instructor from University of Idaho - Extension brought the 
Boise Soil Health trailer down for the event, at the request of Nevada 
State Soil Scientist Jim Komar.

“I think this soil health collaboration is a great example of the fact that 
regardless of political boundaries, NRCS employees will find a way to 
provide technical assistance to the people we serve,” said Shawn Nield, 
NRCS Idaho State Soil Scientist on the collaboration between Nevada 
and Idaho on this presentation. 

During the event, the group learned about the Cottonwood Guest 
Ranch’s long history from its current owner Agee Smith. The previous 
owners and past practices showed a century of soil degradation. The 
landowners decided to change course around 1980 due to natural resource concerns that would have made the operation 
unsustainable without change and conflicts with federal agencies. Agee shared his inspiring soil health journey with the 

group, including some amazing before and after 
photos of parts of the ranch since implementing 
conservation practices. An example of this is their 
well-tuned grazing management plan. The ranch 
still runs the same amount of cattle but moves 
them more often and utilizes mob grazing. This 
seemingly small change led to major rehabilitation 
of the riparian areas across the ranch. The ranch 
has also utilized a variety of amendments to jump 
start the biology in the soil.  

Bernal-Fields taught the group how to utilize the 
Cropland In Field Soil Health Assessment by 
providing an overview of the tests listed in the 
Assessment, demonstrations of several field 
tests and supplies so participants could try it for 
themselves. Cosdon demonstrated how to use a 
penetrometer to look for soil compaction. Komar 
showed the group how to run a transect to estimate 
soil cover. Five soils were collected from fields 
with different management histories of use around 
the ranch for the rainfall simulator demonstration. 
Attentive attendees were unsurprised that the soil 
that had management incorporating many of the 
soil health principles was in the best condition and 
showed the greatest infiltration and least amount of 

runoff. This was in stark contrast to soils from a nearby field that had little infiltration and significant runoff as it had been 
heavily disturbed and degraded. 

Participants in the Nevada Intertribal Agricultural Council discuss what 
a soil pit revealed about the health of the field’s soil. Idaho NRCS 
Resource Soil Scientist Shanna Bernal-Fields can be seen leading the 
talk (second from the right).

Idaho NRCS Soil Health Educator Courtney 
Cosden prepares a rainfall simulator sampling 
tray reflecting the benchmark degraded  
condition on a Cottonwood Ranch pasture. 
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Conservation Effects Assessment Project Report - Fuel Cost Reduction

USDA’s Conservation Effects Assessment Project (CEAP) has released a new report quantifying the potential fuel savings 
of conservation tillage practices. A blog highlighting key findings – including annual fuel savings a farmer could expect by 
switching from conventional tillage to continuous no-till, and resulting dollars saved per acre – can be found on  
farmers.gov. 

Conservation tillage, meaning at least one of a field’s rotated 
crops is produced with reduced tillage, is one of the most widely 
adopted conservation practices in the United States. The CEAP II 
survey of farmers from 2013 through 2016 indicates that nearly 87 
percent of the nation’s cultivated cropland acres use some form 
of conservation tillage for at least one crop in the crop rotation. In 
addition to the more commonly recognized environmental benefit 
of reduced soil disturbance, conservation tillage significantly 
reduces fuel consumption and therefore emissions from operations. 
Compared to a scenario where all cropland fields are managed 
using continuous conventional tillage, this widespread adoption of 
conservation tillage has resulted in:
• Potential fuel use has been reduced by 763 million gallons of 

diesel equivalents annually, roughly the amount of energy used 
annually by 2.8 million average households.

• Potential emissions have been reduced by 8.5 million tons of CO2 equivalents annually, enough to offset the annual 
CO2 emissions of nearly 1.7 million passenger cars.

• Continuous no-till has been adopted on 33 percent of acres and accounts for 48 percent of the reductions in fuel use 
and emissions.

So what does that mean for Idaho farmers? Well, the folks at Rad Farms in Idaho Country told NRCS staff at the 
Grangeville Field Office, “We have been a no-till farm for over 20 years now and the benefits are incomparable to 
conventional farming. Not only are we seeing a reduction in chemical use, fuel reduction, labor hours reduced, improved 
yields, increased water holding capacity, reduced erosion, and better overall soil health, we are able to start seeding two 
weeks before neighboring farms.”

“...Not only are we seeing a 
reduction in chemical use, fuel 
reduction, labor hours reduced, 

improved yields, increased water 
holding capacity, reduced erosion, 

and better overall soil health, 
we are able to start seeding two 

weeks before neighboring farms.”

— Rad Farms
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NRCS Idaho Snow Survey staff member conducts summer maintenance on one of the 118 SNOTEL sites the team utilizes.
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Snow Survey Conducts Maintenance and Telemetry Upgrades in 2022
By Erin Whorton, Water Supply Specialist

In Fiscal Year 2022, the Idaho snow survey staff focused on delivering accurate, real-time snow and weather data 
through maintenance and telemetry upgrades across its vast network. Each year, all 118 snowtelemetry (SNOTEL) sites 
receive annual maintenance to ensure precipitation and snowpack measurements can occur for a full year. Continuing 
the previous years’ efforts to upgrade the data telemetry system, an additional 36 sites were updated with GOES, cell, or 
iridium satellite telemetry devices. Currently 97% of Idaho sites have current telemetry systems with the remaining four 
sites slated for upgrades by July 2023. The snow staff will focus on installing new temperature sensors across the network 
in the upcoming field season. This is part of a network-wide effort to improve SNOTEL air temperature measurements by 
co-locating more reliable sensors and ultimately, replacing the older air temperature sensors. 

Last fall, thanks to a a program-wide effort, new 30-year hydroclimatology normals were released for public use. The 
updated 1991-2020 reference period allows users to compare the current water year with the historical ‘average’ 
conditions. Danny Tappa, NRCS Idaho Snow Survey Data Collection Officer, published a Special Report on the impacts of 
the new normals on interpreting Idaho water supply conditions. It can be found at the National Water and Climate Center 
website: https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/wcc/home/ .

The Snow Survey team frequently engaged with water users and the public through presentations and media interviews. 
In 2022, Snow staff in Idaho provided 42 interviews to local, regional, and national news outlets. This is almost three 
times as many media interviews were given compared to the previous year. Team members gave 25 presentations to 
update stakeholders on water supply conditions as it evolved each month. With the low reservoir carryover and below 
normal winter snowpack, much of the conversation focused on drought and impacts to irrigation-dependent agricultural 
producers. Outreach presentations included local water advocacy groups and schools, like the Lake Pend Oreille Water 
Keepers, Boise River Enhancement Network, Sandpoint High School, and Boise State University. 

In addition, Erin Whorton, NRCS Idaho Water Supply Specialist, joined the Nampa Drought Task Force as well as NOAA’s 
Pacific Northwest Drought Coordination group. Her work with these groups will help Treasure Valley municipalities better 
understand water supply conditions. 

Due to the importance of the snowpack on Idaho’s annual water supply, additional hydrologists are being hired to serve 
the many users and beneficiaries of Snow Survey data.

Snow Survey team members (left) replace a snow pillow at a SNOTEL site. Trekking in for some winter maintenance. 
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NRCS Water Projects Statewide
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Big Water Round-up
NRCS watershed programs help communities bounce back from natural disasters and prepare for future ones. Some of 
our programs include WaterSMART, Watershed and Flood Prevention Operations (WFPO) and Emergency Watershed 
Protection (EWP) as well as authorities granted to us under Public Law 566. Our dedicated team of engineers and field 
office staff are working on numerous, often large-scale, projects across the state to help communities better address their 
water quantity and quality concerns. Here are current projects sorted by funding source. 

EQIP-Water Management Entity

• The “26.9 Project” with the South Board of Control out of Marsing is converting open canal to a closed pipeline 
delivery system. The service area of the project is about 700 acres. This is similar to the “A2 Lateral” project with the 
South Board of Control approximately two years ago.

• Engineering staff is working on three canal lining projects in the Arco area that are all in construction.

• Construction is under way on the Blaine County Canal Company (BCCC) job near Howe. This project includes 
a fish-friendly diversion structure from the Little Lost River, pipeline entrance structure, and 36-inch high-density 
polyethylene (HDPE) pipeline across Bureau of Land Management property. This is the first phase of what BCCC 
hopes to be several future phases to extend the canal to pipeline conversion.

• We are working on a contract with Twin Lakes Canal Co. in Preston. This project has several facets, including canal to 
pipeline conversion, pumping plant replacement, canal liner, and spillway repair.

EQIP-WaterSMART Initiative (WSI)

• “Marysville Phase 5” is the final phase of a 20,000-acre open canal to closed pipeline delivery system project with the 
North Fremont Canal Systems near Ashton. The design for this portion of the project is nearly complete.

• The "Preston East Lateral” project with Consolidated Irrigation Co. in Preston is in the design phase. This canal to 
pipeline project is nearing the review and approval stage for the designs.

• The “St John East Lateral" near Malad is the third phase of an open canal to closed pipeline delivery system project 
with the St. John group. 

• We are working with the King Hill Irrigation District near Mountain Home. The project will develop a new diversion and 
pumping plant on the Snake River that feeds a new closed pipeline delivery system. This is the first phase of a multi-
year and multi-phase WaterSMART Inititiative (WSI) project. It is similar to the A&B project at Rupert completed in 
2018. As part of this project, a 36-inch PVC pipe is being installed near Hammett. 

• The "Clover Tract" project near Twin Falls encompasses new pumping plants and closed pipeline systems to service 
this area that pulls water from the Twin Falls Canal Company’s High Line Canal. NOTE:  this project doesn’t have a 
raindrop on the map.

Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP)

• Three large “soft conversions” (installation of new pumping plants and irrigation pipeline to utilize surface water and 
service cropland that has previously been served with ground water) are taking place with this project based out of the 
Idaho Falls office.  Each pumping plant services more than five pivots.

• The Boa Ogoi project with Northwestern Band of the Shoshone Nation near Preston was recently approved and 
funded. Engineering by non-NRCS personnel is anticipated on this project which the Tribe hopes will provide a 
foundation for additional projects.
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Watershed Operations – Active projects in planning phase:  Each of the following projects are within weeks of 
submitting Preliminary Draft Watershed Plan-Environmental Assessments to the National Water Management Center 
for review and comment.  After that review, the Draft Plan-Environmental Assessments will go out for another round of 
public comment. That period is followed by the programmatic reviews by staff at national headquarters. Once those are 
complete, each will receive the Chief’s signature authorizing the project.

• We are working with Franklin County, the Cub River Irrigation Company and several others on the North Cache Valley 
Watershed Plan-EA. This project covers irrigation infrastructure modernization, flood damage reduction and other 
benefits. A good portion of the plan area is in Utah.  

• We are working with Flood Control District #15, the Raft River Recharge Group, and others on the Raft River project 
to address aquifer and irrigation water sustainability, flood damage reductions, etc.

• We are working primarily with the City of Cottonwood on a flood damage reduction project that also includes some 
recreation and water quality benefits.

Watershed Operations – Active Preliminary Investigation Feasibility Reports (PIFRs)

• We are working with the Big Lost River Irrigation District to look at their delivery systems on middle Big Lost River and 
the watershed from Mackay Dam downstream through Arco.

• A proposed project by Caribou County and Gentile Valley and Thatcher Irrigation Companies looks at a smaller 
watershed and canal system that diverts from the Bear River just upstream of PacifiCorps’ hydro plant discharge. 

• We are working with Portneuf Marsh Valley Canal Co. and others to look at their Downey Canal canal and the 
watersheds it intercepts from its diversion from the Portneuf River on down through Downey.

• We are working with the Jefferson-Clark Groundwater District and Big Lost River Irrigation District to look at ground 
water recharge in the Mud Lake area. This proposal is primarily to help recharge the East Snake Plain Aquifer near its 
upper end.

Watershed Operations – Potential PIFRs

• We are working with Flood Control District 9, Irrigation Districts and other partners to look at the Middle Big Wood 
River watershed from Ketchum down to the mouth of the valley.  

• The Zena Creek project is a proposal from a private party, the U.S. Forest Service, and the Nez Perce Tribe that is 
looking at fisheries, water supply, and more. The Emmett field office serves the project area located in Valley County.

• In Caldwell, we are working with the Boise Project Board of Control and several irrigation districts and canal 
companies that divert water from the Boise River.

• We are working with several potential groups in the Lewis County area. An example of the partners are the City of 
Kamiah and the Nez Perce Tribe on Lawyers Creek.

EQIP-National Water Quality Initiative

In addition to these large-scale engineering projects, there are EQIP-National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI) projects 
in targeted watersheds in central and southern Idaho.These contracts are done with individual producers, often 
encompassing small acreages or service areas. Some of these are in the implementation phase — and some are in the 
Planning Phase.  

Big Water Round-up
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(Above) Construction takes place on the “26.9 Project” 
with the South Board of Control out of Marsing. This 
project is converting open canal to a closed pipeline 
delivery system. The service area of the project covers 
approximately700 acres.  

(At left) NRCS engineers Cindy Fernandez (foreground) 
and Taylor Schulze check the installation of PVC pipe on 
another section of the project.
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Forest stand improvements in the lower Idaho panhandle.
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Shared Stewardship
By Ara Andrea, Idaho Department of Lands, Idaho Statewide Shared Stewardship Coordinator

Idaho’s Shared Stewardship Initiative continues to coordinate and implement cross-boundary projects on private, state 
and federal forestland designated “high risk” for catastrophic wildfire. The partnerships between NRCS, the Idaho 
Department of Lands (IDL), the U.S. Forest Service, local Soil and Water Conservation Districts and other organizations 
continue to grow and strengthen, resulting in more private acres in the landscapes being treated.

In the northern Priority Landscape, more than 5,900 acres of the Idaho Panhandle National Forests were harvested, 
thinned or received fuels-treatment, with about 900 acres administered by IDL’s Good Neighbor Authority (GNA) foresters. 

In collaboration with Bonner County and NRCS, outreach and landowner assistance in the Scattered Lands focal area 
resulted in more than 1,500 acres of private forestland treated, or contractually scheduled to be treated. Multiple funding 
sources made this possible.

Shared Stewardship funded 26 acres or about 2.1 miles of linear fuel break on state endowment forestland that surrounds 
targeted private parcels. Another 174 acres of treatments were accomplished on state forestlands with the wildland-urban 
interface in Bonner County.

NRCS Panhandle Lakes Team Lead Cindy Lewis reported NRCS EQIP funds supported treatments on 554 acres of 
private forestlands in the Scattered Lands focal area in Fiscal Year 2022 — and are already supporting treatments on 30 
more acres for Fiscal Year 2023.  The table below shows obligated acres in her district (acres planned to be treated in the 
next one to three years).

Funding Source  Sum of Obligation  Sum of Obligated acres
FY Joint Chief 2022  $ 113,972.40       747.6
General EQIP 2022  $ 52,355.10       466.9
Totals    $ 166,327.50    1,214.5

In the southern Priority Landscape, the Boise and Payette National Forests have implemented harvesting or fuels-
treatment operations on almost 12,200 acres, with 2,000 acres administered by IDL’s GNA foresters. Fifteen-acres 
of private forestland were treated as a demonstration site along the Highway 95 Corridor, serving as marketing to 
neighboring subdivision landowners. The result was nearly 70 private acres being treated in this Adams County 
subdivision. An additional 3,200 feet of linear fuel breaks were installed on adjacent endowment forestland. In Valley 
County, almost 100 private acres and 88 acres of endowment forests were treated.

Coordination is now under way with the Boise National Forest and the National Forest Foundation to implement a large 
cross-boundary fuels-reduction project that will be known as the Boise Front Project.

NRCS Weiser-Payette Team Lead Ron Brooks reported that in Adams and Valley counties he and his staff implemented 
10 contracts for forestry practices under General EQIP on 763 acres in Fiscal Year 2022 totalling $32,193. Practices 
implemented include: Forest Stand Improvement, Woody Residue Treatment, Forest Management Plan, and Forest 
Management Practice Design.

In addition, Brooks noted that his team installed forestry practices on 215 acres under four EQIP contracts in the Crouch, 
Centerville, and Idaho City area. Practices implemented through these contracts were Forest Stand Improvement, Woody 
Residue Treatment, and Tree and Shrub Pruning. While these Boise County projects are not part of the current southern-
Idaho Shared Stewardship Priority Landscape, they are right in the middle of IDL’s big Southwest Idaho Landscape (SIL) 
cross-boundary project area.
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Cheatgrass Challenge
The Cheatgrass Challenge marked its third anniversary in Fiscal Year 2022. This 
all hands, all lands approach to tackling the issue of invasive annual grasses 
looks at areas that currently have intact rangeland or range that has low levels 
of invasive grass infestation. 

In order to ensure that private landowners, along with the relevant state and 
federal land management agencies, have their views and concerns addressed, 
the Steering Committee consists of representatives from:

• Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
• Idaho Governor's Office of Species Conservation (OSC)
• United States Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
• United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
• Idaho Department of Fish and Game (IDFG)
• Idaho Department of Lands (IDL)
• United States Forest Service (USFS)
• Idaho Rangeland Conservation Partnership (IRCP)
• Idaho State Department of Agriculture (ISDA)

NRCS and its partners are always interested in expanding participation. As a result, we plan to ask the Agricultural 
Research Service to join our effort in Fiscal Year 2023 as well as the Unites States Bureau of Indian Affairs and the Mule 
Deer Foundation. The director for the Idaho Rangeland Conservation Partnership also recommended reaching out to the 
United States Geological Service as they would be a strong partner in helping us collect and analyze data related to the 
spread or removal or invasive annual grasses from the sagebrush steppe.
Ten projects were funded during the first two years of the challenge. The NRCS Environmental Quality Incentives Program 
provided $404,832 and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation and other partners contributed $460,000. Of the 10 
projects, nine were treatment projects that covered approximately 11,000 acres in total and one inventory project that 
provided necessary planning information for 45,000 acres. More than 10 land owners, including state and federal land 
management agencies, participated in the projects. 

FY2022 Projects
For 2022, the partnership funded six applications totaling 65,651 acres. They are:

1. Lemhi-Upper Birch. This project will treat 701 acres in Tower Kirtley, 350 acres in Hayden Creek and 200 acres in the 
Upper Birch with ground-based spray. Approximately 25 acres will be reseeded. It involves ongoing projects that combine 
direct funding from BLM, Joint Chiefs, and the Mule Deer Foundation.

2. Reynolds Creek #2. This project will treat 3,246 acres of BLM  property and 791 acres of privately held rangeland. 
Planned practices include deferred grazing and prescribed burning. The burning plan(s) will be coordinated and seedling 
acquisition will be handled by IDFG.

3. Lower Birch Creek. This project will scout/spray 37,434 acres (17,892 BLM, 18,268 USFS, 396 IDL, 878 Private). 
Additionally it will ground treat 1,871.7 acres and reseed 270.

4. Grassy Ridge/Sand Creek. This project will provide herbicide treatment on 850 acres and fuel break mowing on 872 
acres of BLM/State-owned lands and 350 acres of privately held rangeland.

5. East Fork. This project will treat 1,500 Acres of BLM-managed lands with aerial herbicide and will ground follow-up 
where needed.
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Active Cheatgrass Challenge project areas FY2020 through FY2022.

6. Sawtooth. This project will treat 150 acres with ground application herbicide, plant 50 acres with sagebrush seedlings 
and seed 25 acres with native grasses. 

Additional News
The Cheatgrass Challenge partnership began to recruit for a Coordinator to help manage the challenge and the 
partnership to ensure staff continuity as well as advocate for the expansion of the effort to other states in the coming 
years. This person will be hired in FY 2023.

The partnership is also working toward a centralized GIS and data tool that will help us track and analyze the efficacy of 
the conservation practices, allowing us to better see the "before" and "after" conditions of the treated lands.

The Idaho Rangeland Resource Commission's publication Life on the Range featured a piece on the Cheatgrass 
Challenge in 2022. The video and printed story shared the expansive vision of the challenge as well as some of the "boots 
on the ground" practice installation. Going forward in FY2023, NRCS will be working on report that will showcase the 
completed 2020 and 2021 projects as well as update projects that are underway. 
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