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Thank you for your letter of March 30, 2017, on behalf of the members of the Choose Clean 
Water Coalition, regarding funding for restoration of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed. 
I apologize for the delayed response. 

As I stated during my confirmation hearing before the Senate Agriculture, Nutrition, and 
Forestry Committee, the Chesapeake Bay is a national treasure. Continued progress in 
restoration efforts is dependent upon the efforts of farmers and agribusiness leaders who are 
stewards of the land in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed, and there has been substantial progress. 
Assistance from the U.S. Department of Agriculture's (USDA) Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) is important to supporting those efforts. 

The farm bill has historically been an important tool for providing that assistance for agricultural 
conservation in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed. As you stated in your letter, NRCS provided 
about $23 8 million in conservation assistance from fiscal years (FY) 2009 to 2013 through the 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed Initiative (CBWI). More than $195 million of that amount was paid 
directly to producers, and approximately $42 million was delivered as technical assistance (TA) 
in the form of services, such as conservation planning, engineering design, and contract servicing 
for producers. CBWI investments are only a portion of the total investment by NRCS within the 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed. From FY 2009 through 2016, NRCS provided nearly $900 million 
for financial assistance and TA to producers in the watershed through the farm bill and the 
Conservation Technical Assistance Program. 

CBWI and other regional programs were repealed in the 2014 Farm Bill and replaced by the 
Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP), which allows conservation partners to 
request funding through a competitive process in three funding pools. The Chesapeake Bay 
Watershed was designated as one of eight Critical Conservation Areas (CCA) nationally, sharing 
35 percent ofRCPP funding. Including the FY 2017 RCPP round, all funding pools combined 
received pre-proposals requesting more than $4 billion in NRCS program funds. Awards 
through RCPP have totaled $807 million, or 20 percent of the overall requested amount. The 
CCA pool, by comparison, has awarded approximately 55 percent of the requested dollar 
amounts, demonstrating that RCPP has been effective in prioritizing conservation efforts toward 
those designated critical areas. 
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You have expressed concern that USDA is not adequately prioritizing the Chesapeake Bay CCA, 
and I recognize the region has not received the same level of funding under RCPP as it did under 
the repealed CBWI program. Some part of this difference is due to the fact that RCPP must 
address priority resource concerns across the Nation rather than in just one region. However, 
some part of this difference is due to the fact that NRCS received relatively few RCPP proposals 
for the Chesapeake Bay CCA. 

The Chesapeake Bay CCA pool has had 8 projects selected over those years out of 29 requests 
received (28 percent success rate) for $33.2 million dollars. Only one of the national CCAs has 
had a higher success rate for project proposals than the Chesapeake CCA. NRCS State 
Conservationists in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed states have been working diligently with 
potential RCPP partners through workshops and other outreach activities to help guide them in 
development of competitive project proposals. 

You also expressed concern about the percentage of RCPP funding being used for TA. NRCS 
reserves a percentage of project budgets to cover TA supporting the contracts funded under 
RCPP agreements. The majority ofNRCS TA is from the Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program, the dominate program within Chesapeake Bay CCA RCPP projects, and is applied to 
conservation planning, survey, design, and construction assistance. Typically, a fairly minor 
allocation of TA funding goes toward tasks, such as eligibility determinations, ranking, and 
contract management. RCPP projects where partners contribute a higher percentage of TA 
receive a lower percentage of TA from NRCS. The reserved funding covers the multi-year life 
span of the project, and participants would not be able to enter into these Federal financial 
assistan-ce contracts if NRCS did not perform this work. There is no set percentage for the 
portion ofRCPP to be used for TA. Of the 8 RCPP projects selected in the Chesapeake Bay 
CCA, 6 projects used less than 25 percent of the overall project budget for NRCS TA, and 2 
came in at less than 12 percent. The amount of TA is agreed to on a case-by-case basis. RCPP 
agreements that focus on highly technical conservation practices will generally have a higher 
technical assistance rate. 

I understand representatives of the Choose Clean Water Coalition met on April 11 with the 
NRCS State Conservationist for Maryland to learn more about RCPP, and I appreciate you 
starting with a local approach. I look forward to working with the Coalition in taking productive 
steps to further conservation in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed. Please share this response with 
those listed in your letter. 

Sincerely, 


