MINUTES

AGRICULTURAL ADVISORY BOARD

Rachel Carson State Office Building

Room 105, First Floor Conference Room

Harrisburg, PA

October 18, 2006

Michael Firestine, Agribusiness, called the meeting to order.

Attendance

Members

Gerald Seyler, Grain Producer

William Wells Jr., Ornamental Horticulture

Michael Brendle, Poultry Producer

Dr. Douglas Beegle, Penn State University

Walt Peechatka, PennAg Industries Association

David McElhaney, Livestock Producer

Betsy E. Huber, PA Grange

Roxanne Levan, USDA-FSA

Thomas B. Williams, Dairy Producer

Brenda Shambaugh, PA Association of Conservation Districts

Jay Howes, House Agriculture and Rural Affairs Committee (representing Rep. Hershey)

Joel Rotz, PA Farm Bureau

Mike Pechart, PA Department of Agriculture

Cathy Curran Myers, PA Department of Environmental Protection

Agencies, Advisors, and Guests

Mike Lovegreen, Bradford County Conservation District

Kim Snell-Zarcone, Penn Future 

Janis Dean, Citizen's Advisory Council

Doug Brennan, PA Department of Environmental Protection

Bob Gibson, PA Department of Environmental Protection

Steve Taglang, PA Department of Environmental Protection

Duke Adams, PA Department of Environmental Protection

Ann E. Smith, PA Department of Environmental Protection

Andy Zemba, PA Department of Environmental Protection

Jennifer Loudin, PA Department of Environmental Protection

Action on the minutes of the April 19, 2006 and June 21, 2006 meeting

The minutes of both the April 19, 2006 meeting and the June 21, 2006 meeting were approved as distributed.

Meeting dates scheduled for 2007
February 21

April 18

June 13

August 22

October 10

December 19

All meetings will be held in Room 105 of the Rachel Carson State Office Building beginning at 10:00 a.m.

Nutrient Trading Update – Ann E. Smith and Andy Zemba, DEP Water Planning Office

Mr. Zemba explained that DEP is in the process of compiling the information we have received from public comment and the various workgroups together in an integrated package.  That package will include a revised trading policy and appendix document, a comment response from public commentary, a guidance document that will contain helpful information for those interested in submitting a trading proposal, and proceedings of workgroups.

Mr. Zemba added that the next meeting of the Tributary Strategy Committee will be held on November 1, 2006 from 10:00 a.m. to noon in the Rachel Carson State Office Building room 105.   

Ms. Smith passed out a draft document that provides information from the Agriculture Workgroup on Baseline and Threshold Requirements, Trading ratio, and Credit Generation Methodology. 

Andy Zemba explained that with regard to proposals, DEP has received 24 and seven have been approved.  The proposals generate approximately 90000 nitrogen credits and 11000 phosphorus credits.

Ms. Brenda Shambaugh asked Andy Zemba to summarize the proposals that have been approved thus far.  Mr. Zemba responded that 6 of the proposals involve hauling poultry manure to nutrient deficient sites outside of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed.  The other proposal is in Mount Joy Borough, Lancaster County.  It is a joint effort of the local sewer authority working with local farmers to convert from conventional till to no-till practices.

Mr. Thomas Williams asked what is the timeline for the proposals?  Andy Zemba replied that DEP tries to have an answer to the applicant within 30 days.

Stream Reclassification – Richard Shertzer, DEP Water Quality Assessment Program Manager

Mr. Richard Shertzer discussed the scientific evaluation process by which water bodies are classified in Pennsylvania and the importance of the Anti-degradation Program to maintaining and improving water quality in the state.  Mr. Shertzer noted that the Anti-degradation Program is a required component of every state's water quality standard.  It is an effort that is applied to assure that at least some of the waters in the Commonwealth maintain their existing quality and are not degraded by point or non-point source discharges.

Mr. Shertzer explained that there is a process to nominate waters for inclusion in this program that involves a petition to the Environmental Quality Board.  Any person, group, or organization can petition the Environmental Quality Board (EQB )to re-designate a stream.  The re-designation can be to upgrade or downgrade a stream from its current classification.  If the EQB accepts the petition, it is then handed to DEP for assessment through a field survey.  In assessment, DEP is primarily focused on the biological community of the stream to make a determination of the health of the stream.

Mr. Firestine asked what is the criteria for a high quality (HQ) or exceptional value (EV) determination?  Mr. Shertzer responded that it is an aquatic biological index score of 83% or higher of a reference water body that is deemed an HQ stream, and a score of 92% or better deems the water body EV.  

William Wells asked how do you find the rating of a stream?  Mr. Shertzer responded that it is published in Chapter 93, Water Quality Standards, and there is an existing use list available on the DEP website, www.dep.state.pa.us. 

Mr. Williams asked what does DEP measure to determine value of stream?  Mr. Shertzer responded that we measure 4 or 5 components of the physical habitat in the stream.  We have selected about ½ dozen biological metrics to characterize the diversity, structure, and sensitivity of the community and thereby determine the overall health and balance of the stream.  Deputy Secretary Cathy Curran Myers added that we basically look at the diversity of organisms that live in the stream.

Mr. Williams asked what impact a higher designation has on dischargers to a water body?  Mr. Shertzer responded that Point Source dischargers could see a change in effluent permit limits.  Agriculture or Non-Point Source dischargers would not see a change.  Agricultural operations are required to implement cost-effective and reasonable best management practices through existing regulations.  A change in stream reclassification would not put any new or additional regulatory requirements on agricultural operations.

Dr. Doug Beegle noted that under Act 38, P Index nutrient management plans take stream classification into account.  Is there an easy way to obtain this classification information?  Mr. Shertzer replied that they can contact DEP with questions.  Also, DEP is currently working on an electronic version of Chapter 93 and it should be complete by mid 2007.

ACRE Grant Update, Compliance Planning Tool – Mike Lovegreen, District Manager, Bradford County Conservation District

Mr. Mike Lovegreen discussed the joint ACRE grant project between Bradford, Lancaster, and Westmoreland Counties.  The joint grant will be used to develop a self-assessment tool, or packet, to ensure that farmers are in compliance with water quality regulations related to farming.  The Professional Timber Harvesters Action Packet is being used as a template for the three districts to design their tool.  Mr. Lovegreen explained how the different sections of the packet will work together to help a farmer assess their current operations and develop a simple plan for their individual farm.  The first section of the packet provides background on what regulations are applicable to agriculture and their importance.  Mr. Lovegreen noted that in this section they intend to clarify to the reader that completion of this packet does not constitute a plan, and that the recommendations in this packet are broad-reaching and safe practices for most operations.  Farmers seeking specific practices and further information will be directed to contact their local conservation district for assistance. The second section of the packet will assess a farmer's current farming operations through a list of questions about their current practices.  The third section will outline a simple plan that will allow the farmer to begin implementing practices to become compliant with regulations.  The final section will have the appendices that will include worksheet and record keeping forms farmers can use to work towards compliance.  Mr. Lovegreen outlined how they plan to proceed once a rough copy is complete.  The tool will be field tested with local farmers and tweaked to improve usability.  When we are satisfied, we will submit the document to a targeted review audience, such as this Board, DEP, and others to get all needs addressed.

Mr. Firestine stated that the Board would like an opportunity to review the packets and give input.  Mr. Lovegreen said they hope to have a draft for review in early 2007.  Mr. Firestine asked that Mr. Lovegreen attend the February 2007 Board meeting so that the Board can have the opportunity to review it.  Mr. Lovegreen agreed.

Mr. Walt Peechatka asked if sound agronomic practices are being ignored in the tool?  Lovegreen responded that they will promote sound agronomic practices but that the emphasis will be on water quality.  Dr. Beegle noted that he had the same concern.

Dr. Beegle also noted that many groups and government agencies have worked together in recent years to bring consistency across agencies to the agriculture regulations.  Will this be consistent with what has been developed already?  Mr. Lovegreen responded that they are not recreating what has been done already, but working to compile all that information into one usable source for a farmer.

Comments/Issues/Concerns of the Board

Tom Williams stated that he understands that Penn National will be gradually changing from shavings to straw and what is the status of that?  Will this not be causing a larger problem?  Executive Assistant to the Secretary of Agriculture, Mike Pechart responded that while he cannot comment for from Penn National, the manure from the Farm Show goes to the mushroom industry.  The mushroom industry will not be using shavings because it does not produce a quality substrate.
Mr. Firestine noted that the Farm Show uses mulch for bedding and it is recycled.  The mulch is removed, put into piles that generate enough heat to decompose the manure, and is being utilized again.  Mr. Firestine also noted that Penn National generates additional revenue by selling their waste to the mushroom industry.

Mr. Williams asked will the problems for Penn National, the Farm Show, and the small horse owners be solved together?  Will the mushroom industry be a satisfactory disposal?  

Mike Pechart stated that the Department of Agriculture (PDA), Department of Environmental Protection, and Rodeo Institute are working together to look at composting manure and paper products.  PDA is also working with the mushroom industry on two research grants.   

Mr. Williams asked if there is a potential market for composting?  Doug Brennan, DEP, answered that there is an Organics Recycling Task Force of the Professional Recyclers of Pennsylvania.  Their website is: http://www.proprecycles.org/PROP's%20Organics%20Committee.html 

There is also a Pennsylvania Recycling Markets Center.  Those who would like more information can contact Patti Olenick/Georgia Kagle of DEP for more info.
Pertaining to ACRE, Mr. Peechatka shared the Attorney General's activity summary with ACRE.  Between July 2005 and July 2006, the Attorney General Office received 16 requests to review local ordinances, completed investigation on 14, sent 8 notices to municipalities concerning legal problems with their ordinances, and brought 4 legal actions against municipalities in the Commonwealth Court.

Mr. Firestine noted that the DEP Rolling Regulatory Agenda was handed out at today’s meeting and can also be viewed at www.dep.state.pa.us, Keyword:  Public Participation..
Public Comment
Kim Snell-Zarcone stated that the CAFO regulations had recently been updated.  Ms. Zarcone noted that one deadline to submit applications for permit had already passed in April 2006 and a second deadline to apply for permits is January 2007.  Ms. Zarcone stated that Penn Future anticipated several hundred applications to be submitted, however only about fifty have been submitted thus far.  Ms. Zarcone stated that Penn Future has sent a letter to DEP identifying multiple operations in Lancaster County that they feel should be applying for permits.  Copies of the letter were also sent to the individual operators that were identified.  Ms. Zarcone asked the members of the Board to encourage farmers to comply with regulations.

Adjourn

Being no further business of the Board, the meeting was adjourned at 11:30 a.m.

Next meeting is scheduled for December 20, 2006.
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