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Announcements
Landowners and Producers Can Now Enroll in Continuous CRP 
with General Sign-Up to Follow
WASHINGTON, May 14, 2013 — Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack today 
reminded farmers and ranchers that the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
will conduct a four-week Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) general sign-up 
beginning May 20 and ending on June 14. Vilsack also announced the restart of 
sign-up for continuous CRP, including the Conservation Reserve Enhancement 
Program, State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement Initiative, the Highly Erodible 
Land Initiative, the Grassland Restoration Initiative, the Pollinator Habitat 
Initiative and other related initiatives. Sign-up for continuous CRP began on May 
13 and will continue through Sept. 30, 2013.

“As always, we expect strong competition to enroll acres into CRP, and we urge 
interested producers to maximize their environmental benefits and to make cost-
effective offers,” said Vilsack. “CRP is an important program for protecting 
environmentally sensitive lands from erosion and sedimentation, and for ensuring 
the sustainability of our groundwater, lakes, rivers, ponds and streams. Through 
the voluntary participation of our farmers and ranchers, CRP helps us to protect 
our natural resources, preserve wildlife habitat and bring good paying jobs to 
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rural America related to hunting, fishing, and outdoor recreation.  Vilsack 
encouraged producers to look into CRP’s other enrollment opportunities offered 
on a continuous, non-competitive, sign-up basis.

CRP has a 27-year legacy of successfully protecting the nation’s natural 
resources through voluntary participation, while providing significant economic 
and environmental benefits to rural communities across the United States. 
Producers enrolled in CRP plant long-term, resource-conserving covers to 
improve the quality of water, control soil erosion and develop wildlife habitat. In 
return, USDA provides participants with rental payments and cost-share 
assistance. Contract duration is between 10 and 15 years. Currently, 27 million 
acres are enrolled in CRP through 700,000 contracts on 390,000 farms 
throughout the U.S., with enrollment in 49 states and Puerto Rico. Contracts on 
an estimated 3.3 million acres will expire on Sept. 30, 2013. Enrollment authority 
for all types of CRP, which had expired Sept. 30, 2012, was extended through 
2013 by the American Taxpayer Relief Act of 2012.

Offers for general sign-up CRP contracts are ranked according to an 
Environmental Benefits Index (EBI). USDA’s Farm Service Agency (FSA) collects 
data for each of the EBI factors based on the relative environmental benefits for 
the land offered. FSA uses the following factors to assess the environmental 
benefits for the land offered:

• Wildlife habitat benefits resulting from covers on contract acreage;

• Water quality benefits from reduced erosion, runoff and leaching;

• On-farm benefits from reduced erosion;

• Benefits that will likely endure beyond the contract period;

• Air quality benefits from reduced wind erosion; and

• Cost.

CRP soil rental rates for non-irrigated cropland were updated this year to better 
reflect location and market conditions. A nationwide cap was placed on the 
maximum amount that may be paid per acre for the general sign-up. Taken 
together these steps help ensure that taxpayer dollars are spent in a fiscally 
responsible manner while producing the maximum environmental benefits for 
each dollar spent.

CRP is the largest USDA conservation program and continues to make major 
contributions to national efforts to improve water and air quality, prevent soil 



erosion, and protect the most sensitive areas including those prone to flash 
flooding and runoff. At the same time, CRP has helped increase populations of 
pheasants, quail and ducks and is recognized as benefiting certain rare species 
like the sage grouse, the lesser prairie chicken and other grassland birds. 
Highlights of CRP accomplishments include:

The restoration of more than two million acres of wetlands and two million acres 
of riparian buffers;

• Prevention of more than 600 million pounds of nitrogen and more than 100 
million pounds of phosphorous from flowing into our nation’s streams, rivers, and 
lakes.

• Providing $1.8 billion annually to landowners — dollars that make their way into 
local economies, supporting small businesses and creating jobs; and

• Sequestering more carbon than any other conservation program in the country. 
By placing vulnerable cropland into conservation, CRP sequesters carbon in 
plants and soil and reduces both fuel and fertilizer usage. In 2011, CRP resulted 
in carbon sequestration equal to taking almost 10 million cars off the road.

USDA has made a concerted effort to deliver results for the American people, 
even as USDA implements sequestration – the across-the-board budget 
reductions mandated under terms of the Budget Control Act. USDA has already 
undertaken historic efforts since 2009 to save more than $828 million in taxpayer 
funds through targeted, common-sense budget reductions. These reductions 
have put USDA in a better position to carry out its mission, while implementing 
sequester budget reductions in a fair manner that causes as little disruption as 
possible.

The Obama Administration, with Secretary Vilsack’s leadership, has worked 
tirelessly to strengthen rural America, maintain a strong farm safety net and 
create opportunities for America’s farmers and ranchers. U.S. agriculture is 
currently experiencing one of its most productive periods in American history 
thanks to the productivity, resiliency and resourcefulness of our producers.

For more information on CRP and other FSA programs, visit a local FSA service 
center or www.fsa.usda.gov.

USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. To file a complaint of 
discrimination, write: USDA, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 
Office of Adjudication, 1400 Independence Ave., SW, Washington, DC 
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20250-9410 or call (866) 632-9992 (Toll-free Customer Service), (800) 877-8339 
(Local or Federal relay), (866) 377-8642 (Relay voice users).
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Announcements
USDA NRCS Announces funding for Edge of Field Water Quality 
Monitoring in Select Watershed project areas in Arkansas
Little Rock, Ark., May 13, 2013 – Farmers and landowners in Arkansas have until 
June 14, 2013, to submit applications to receive financial assistance for a new 
project to monitor edge of field water quality on agricultural lands in targeted 
watersheds throughout the state.  Applicants can sign up at their local U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service field service 
center.  Producers can use the data from water quality monitoring and evaluation 
to measure the effectiveness of conservation practices and systems such as 
nutrient management, cover crop, and irrigation water management.  Evaluation 
of conservation practice effectiveness through edge of field monitoring will lead to 
a better understanding of nutrient and sediment loading and will assist NRCS 
and participants in adapting or validating the application of conservation 
measures.

“These edge of field monitoring projects will support the great work Arkansas 
producers, working along with our conservation partners, are doing putting 
conservation on the ground to improve water quality, maintain productivity and 
enhance wildlife habitat,” said Arkansas State Conservationist Mike Sullivan.  
“The data from the monitoring will show how voluntary conservation practices are 
having a direct effect on agricultural lands and give them feedback on the many 
positive impacts they are making to improve water quality and soil health.”

Funding for these projects comes from the Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program (EQIP) for monitoring projects in 12-digit priority watersheds which have 
been targeted for funding. “NRCS is working aggressively to improve the health 
of the Mississippi River Basin and other watersheds in the state,” said Sullivan. 
“This funding will help producers implement edge of field water quality monitoring 
in 16 Mississippi River Basin Healthy Watersheds Initiative (MRBI) project areas 
and one watershed in the National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI).”

The MRBI watershed projects that were approved for monitoring in Arkansas are: 
Bayou Boeuf in portions of Ashley and Chicot counties and Morehouse and West 
Carroll parishes in Louisiana; Bayou Meto (middle) in portions of Arkansas, 
Jefferson, Lonoke and Prairie counties; East Arkansas Enterprise Community, 
L’Anguille River in Cross and St. Francis counties; Lower Arkansas (upper) in 



portions of Jefferson, Lonoke and Pulaski counties; L’Anguille in portions of 
Poinsett and Cross Counties; Grand Prairie in portions of Arkansas, Lonoke, 
Prairie and Monroe counties; Big Watershed in a portion of Phillips County; 
Bayou Meto (Arkansas County) in portions of Arkansas, Jefferson and Lonoke 
counties; Little River Ditches in portions of Craighead, Mississippi, and Poinsett 
Counties; Wapanocca in a portion of Crittenden County; Tyronza River in 
portions of Mississippi and Poinsett counties; Point Remove in portions of 
Conway, Pope, Van Buren and Yell counties; Middle Cache in portions of 
Craighead, Jackson, Poinsett and Woodruff counties; Middle Bayou Macon in 
portions of Chicot and Desha counties; Lower St. Francis 2010 in portions of 
Cross, Crittenden, Mississippi, and Poinsett counties; and Lower Bayou Macon in 
portions of Chicot County in Arkansas and East Carroll and West Carroll parishes 
in Louisiana.  The NWQI watershed project that was approved for monitoring is 
Jacks Bayou in parts of Jefferson and Lincoln counties. Landowners will work 
closely with one or more of the monitoring partners including the USDA 
Agricultural Research Service, University of Arkansas at Fayetteville, University 
of Arkansas at Pine Bluff, and Arkansas State University. These groups will assist 
NRCS with monitoring activities within their respective watershed once 
landowners are approved and equipment has been installed.

For additional information, such as practice cap and to check to see if you are 
located in a selected watershed, log on to www.ar.nrcs.usda.gov. To locate a 
local field office, visit http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/main/national/
contact/local.
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Announcements
Natural Resources Conservation Service Accepting Applications 
for 2013 Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program through June 14, 2013
Little Rock, AR, May 16, 2013 – Farmers and landowners statewide have until 
June 14, 2013, to submit applications to receive cost-share assistance to 
implement conservation activities through the Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program 
(WHIP) for the 2013 program year.

In addition, WHIP funding is also available through the USDA StrikeForce 
Initiative in the following counties: Arkansas, Bradley, Chicot, Clark, Columbia, 
Dallas, Desha, Drew, Hempstead, Howard, Jackson, Lafayette, Lawrence, Lee, 
Mississippi, Monroe, Nevada, Newton, Ouachita, Phillips, Randolph, Searcy, 
Sevier, St. Francis, and Woodruff.
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Producers can sign up at their local USDA Natural Resources Conservation 
Service field service center.  “WHIP is a valuable tool to facilitate environmental 
improvements for wildlife, encouraging producers to be good stewards of the 
land,” said Michael Sullivan, state conservationist.

The program addresses wildlife habitat in riparian areas, wetlands, uplands, cave 
ecosystems, and elk and quail habitat. Each area will have specific conservation 
practices eligible for cost-sharing that benefit certain wildlife species.

Applicants will be ranked according to how the wildlife habitat development plan 
will effect certain wildlife populations. The plans will be developed according to 
landowner objectives with assistance from an Arkansas Game and Fish 
Commission biologist and NRCS conservationist. The plans will be implemented 
during a long-term agreement that generally lasts from 5 to 10 years.

A wildlife habitat development plan outlines management practices as well as 
establishment practices such as planting and seeding. Plans include practices to 
manage plant succession in fields and forests and may prescribe management 
techniques such as burning, disking and mowing herbaceous stands.

Plans may also include forest management practices such as forest stand 
improvement by herbicide treatment or harvesting small groups of trees to create 
the proper density, composition and age of the stand for different wildlife species. 
On wetland areas, plans outline dates and rates of water drawdown to encourage 
different species of annual native plants for waterfowl and shorebirds. The 
Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program is a voluntary program for people who want 
to develop and improve wildlife habitat primarily on private land.

For more information on the program, visit http://www.ar.nrcs.usda.gov/
programs/ or contact the local USDA/NRCS field service center.
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Announcements
USDA Announces Final Call for 2012 Census of Agriculture
Don’t Miss Your Chance to Provide the Facts Straight from the 
Farm
WASHINGTON, May 6, 2013 – With the window to respond to the 2012 Census 
of Agriculture officially closing on May 31, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) is urging farmers and ranchers not to miss this opportunity to be counted 
and help determine the future of farming in America. USDA has already received 
more than 2 million completed Census forms.
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“Our nation needs your help to ensure that decisions about U.S. agriculture 
accurately represent you, your communities, and your industry,” said Agriculture 
Secretary Tom Vilsack. “For every 158 people in America there is one farm. I 
urge you to take action today and respond to the Census – your country is 
counting on the information to help ensure a continued supply of food, fiber and 
fuel for generations to come.”

The Census of Agriculture, conducted only once every five years, is the only 
source of consistent and comprehensive agricultural data for every state and 
county in the nation. It looks at farms, value of land, market value of agricultural 
production, farm practices, expenditures, and other factors that affect the way 
farmers and ranchers do business. The information is used by agribusinesses, 
town planners, local governments, and policy makers, as well as farmers, 
ranchers, growers and others to shape farm programs, boost rural services and 
grow the future of farming.

“Agriculture in America is an industry built on tradition, honor and pride,” said 
Vilsack. “We have heard this from the farmers and ranchers who completed their 
Census of Agriculture form. It’s not too late for those who have not yet responded 
to join the generations of producers who participated in the Agriculture Census 
since it was first conducted in 1840. Only you can continue to provide the facts 
straight from the farm.”

The 2012 Census will provide a complete picture of agriculture that will be used 
to shape the future of agriculture, rural America, and the lives of those USDA 
serves for years to come. The deadline to respond to the Census of Agriculture is 
only a few weeks away on May 31. USDA’s National Agricultural Statistics 
Service (NASS) may contact producers by phone or in person to collect Census 
information since time is running out.

Farmers and ranchers can also return their forms by mail or online by visiting a 
secure website, www.agcensus.usda.gov. Federal law requires a response 
from everyone who receives the Census form and requires NASS to keep all 
individual information confidential.

For more information about the Census, including helpful tips on completing your 
Census form, visit www.agcensus.usda.gov or call 1-888-4AG-STAT 
(1-888-424-7828). The Census of Agriculture is your voice, your future, your 
responsibility.
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Watershed Focus:  Big Watershed
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Overview
The Big Watershed Mississippi River Basin Healthy Watersheds Initiative (MRBI) 
Project is a voluntary program that provides financial and technical assistance to 
agricultural producers for addressing water quality concerns in the Big Watershed 
that includes Coffee Creek, North Creek-Big Creek, Outlet Lick Creek, Hurricane 
Ditch, Beaver Bayou, and Johnson Bayou Ditch-Big Creek.

Big Watershed Map

Map courtesy of NRCS.

The USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), in partnership with 
Phillips County Conservation District, has received funding for the initiative. This 
funding is available for landowners in a portion of Phillips County. The project 
area covers 125,846 acres.

Lead Partner
Phillips County Conservation District

Collaborating Partners
Arkansas County Conservation District
Desha County Conservation District
Lee County Conservation District
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Arkansas Game & Fish Commission
Arkansas Natural Resources Commission
University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff Center of Aquaculture & Fisheries (UAPB)
University of Arkansas Division of Agriculture
Helena Chemical Company
Phillips County Government
Cravens-Clark Insurance Company

Project Goals
The goals of the project are to improve water quality, reduce sediment and 
nutrient loads entering the Big Watershed, enhance wetlands, improve fish and 
wildlife habitat benefits, and maintain agricultural productivity by utilizing a 
combination of conservation practices.

Conservation Practice Funding
Funding will be available to eligible landowners through the Environmental 
Quality Incentives Program (EQIP). NRCS will provide financial assistance for a 
variety of conservation practices for the purpose of reducing the amount of 
nutrient runoff and soil erosion associated with agricultural production. Land and 
producer eligibility, adjusted gross income, and all other program criteria for 
participation must be met to participate in this initiative. Agricultural lands are 
eligible for enrollment in the initiative.

How to Apply for MRBI
NRCS and associated conservation partners will deliver this program 
collaboratively. Applications may be obtained and filed with the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service at:

Phillips County Conservation District
Helena Field Service Center
617 Walnut Street, Room 217
Helena, AR 72342
(870) 338-6651, ext. 3

Approved Conservation Practices



1 324 – Deep 
Tillage

2 327 – 
Conservation 
Cover

3 328 – 
Conservation 
Crop Rotation

4 342 – Critical 
Area Planting

5 345 – Residue 
Management, 
Mulch Till

6 382 – Fence
7 393 – Filter 

Strip
8 410 – Grade 

Stabilization 
Structure

9 430 – 
Irrigation 
Pipeline

10 442 – 
Irrigation 
System 
Sprinkler

11 449 – 
Irrigation 
Water 
Management

12 464 – 
Irrigation Land 
Leveling

13 472 – Access 
Control

1 490 – Tree and Shrub Preparation
2 512 – Forage and Biomass Planting
3 516 – Livestock Pipeline
4 528 – Prescribed Grazing
5 533 – Pumping Plant
6 561 – Heavy Use Area Protection
7 587 – Structure for Water Control
8 590 – Nutrient Management
9 595 – Integrated Pest Management
10 612 – Tree and Shrub Establishment
11 614 – Watering Facility
12 642 – Water Well
13 646 – Shallow Water Development and 

Management
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State Water Plan Meetings
Mike Daniels

Arkansas is blessed with tremendous water resources that provide clean drinking 
water, scenic beauty, aquatic habitat, recreation and industrial as well as 
agricultural water supplies.  Protecting our water resources is paramount to our 
future well-being and State economy.   In 2011, the State Legislature voted to 
empower the Arkansas Natural Resources Commission to update the State’s 
“Water Plan” by 2014 as a framework to protect both the quality and quantity of 
water resources for all Arkansans.

An important part of this process is public involvement and input into the plan.  
Every Arkansan can provide input if they wish by attending the public meetings 
listed below.   Now is the time to voice your suggestions and concerns about our 
natural resources.  Since we all require and use water resources, we should help 
protect our water by participating in the planning process.

Upcoming Meetings
June 3, 2013:     Arkadelphia; Henderson State University, Garrison Center; 6:30 
p.m. -8:00 p.m.

June 4, 2013:     Fort Smith; Convention Center; 6:30 p.m.-8:00 p.m.

June 5, 2013:     Little Rock; Arkansas Game and Fish Commission Auditorium; 
1:30 p.m.

June 6, 2013:     Stuttgart; Phillips Community College of the U of A; Grand 
Prairie Center; 6:30 p.m.-8:00 p.m.

June 6, 2013:     Harrison; North Arkansas College; Durand Center; 6:30 p.m. 
-8:00 p.m.

June 11, 2013:   Fayetteville; Pauline Whitaker Animal Science Center; 3:00 p.m. 
and 5:30 p.m.

June 12, 2013:   Clinton; Annex Court House Room; 3:00 p.m. and 5:30 p.m.

June 13, 2013:   Searcy; Carmichael Community Center; 1:00 p.m.

June 17, 2013:   Jonesboro; ASU Convocation Center; 6:30 p.m.-8:00 p.m.

June 18, 2013:   Forrest City; East Arkansas Community College; Fine Arts 
Center; 6:30 p.m.-8:00 p.m.

June 19, 2013:   Heber Springs; Community Center; 5:30 p.m.



June 20, 2013:   Smackover; Arkansas Museum of Natural Resources; 6:30 
p.m.-8:00 p.m.

The following public meetings are in the planning stages. Please check the 
website at www.arwaterplan.arkansas.gov for developing details for all 
meetings.
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Focus on Conservation:  Irrigation Land-Leveling (Practice 464)

Mike Daniels

Precision land-leveling, or precision grading, is the systematic process of 
removing soil from areas of higher elevation and depositing in areas of lower 
elevation in order to create a uniform slope.  Precision grading is an approved 
soil and water conservation practice by the Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS standard 464) that is commonly implemented on the soils used 
for rice production in the Southeastern United States.  A uniform slope for surface 
irrigation helps to increase irrigation efficiency and reduce water loss.  Typically, 
land leveling will reshape the soil surface to a uniform drop of a tenth of a foot 
per hundred feet.  Land-leveled fields usually have straight levees spaced 100 
feet apart whereas non-leveled fields have levees that follow the contour and 
may be variably-spaced depending on the slope.

Precision grading provides many benefits for levee-based flood irrigation of rice 
and soybeans grown in rotation including: i) improved water management, ii) 
more efficient water use, iii) reduction of the number of levees required to 
maintain a given flood depth, iv) reduction of land area dedicated to levees and 
lost to optimum crop production, v) levees that are straight rather than curved to 
follow natural contour and vi) decreased risk of prolonged flooding of soybeans 
which can be detrimental to normal development and growth.
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While land leveling offers many benefits, there also can be risks.  Depending on 
elevation differences, the depth of soil removed, “cuts” can range from 0 inches 
to several feet.  In many cases, part or all of the surface horizons can be 
removed, exposing sub-surface horizons.  If the required soil removal is deep 
enough, sub-surface material may also be removed and deposited on top of 
surface soil.  In many fields, the chemical, biological, and physical properties of 
the exposed and deposited sub-surface material render it unsuitable for profitable 
crop production.  Corrective action is difficult, expensive and may require several 
years of treatment to achieve restoration.  Growing green manures or treating 
freshly leveled ground with 2 tons per acre of raw poultry litter can help reduce 
these concerns.

Of particular concern is exposing soil horizons that contain excessive 
exchangeable sodium or soluble salts.  Soils that naturally contain layers with 
elevated sodium levels at some depth in the profile comprise an estimated 
494,000 acres in Arkansas and include the Lafe, Foley, and Hilleman soil series.   
Proceed with extreme caution and consult your local County Extension office or 
Conservation District office if land leveling these soils.  In some cases, unaffected 
top soil can be stockpiled while leveling subsoil and replaced after leveling is 
complete to avoid exposing areas of high sodium or soluble salts.

Precision land leveling is a sizable investment that can cost hundreds to 
thousands of dollars per acre depending on the depth of cuts required.  Typically, 
land leveling may require moving 100 to 600 cubic yards per acre at a cost 
ranging from $1.15 to a $1.50 per cubic yard.  In 2013, the NRCS in Arkansas 
will cost-share land leveling at a rate of $1.40 per cubic yard.
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Associated practices that can also be cost-shared with land leveling include:  
533-Pumping Plant, 449- Irrigation Water Management, 388 – Irrigation Field 
Ditch, 430 – Irrigation Pipeline, 607 – Surface Drainage, Field Ditch, 608 – 
Surface Drainage, Main or Lateral, 410 – Grade Stabilization Structure, 587 – 
Water Control Structure, and 436 – Irrigation Reservoir.

Land-leveling to improve irrigation efficiency is a popular conservation practice in 
Arkansas with many benefits, however, make sure to determine what’s under 
your topsoil before proceeding to protect against exposing soil layers that are 
poor for crop production.  For more information contact your local County 
Extension Office of your local Conservation District Office.


