OFFICE OF SOIL AND WATER CONSERVATION

STATE SOIL AND WATER CONSERVATION COMMISSION
NOVEMBER 18, 2014
12:30 PM

5825 FLORIDA BOULEVARD
VETERANS AUDITORIUM

BATON ROUGE, LA

PROCEEDINGS/MINUTES                 

CALL TO ORDER

Chairman Randell Fletcher called the regular monthly Commission Meeting to order at 12:30 P.M.
ROLL CALL

Chairman Fletcher asked Ms. Laura Edwards to call the roll.

Members and Alternate Members present: Mr. Randell Fletcher, Chairman; Mr. Reggie Skains, Vice-Chairman; Mr. John Compton, Secretary/Treasurer; Mr. Ruben Dauzat; Mr. George Guillory; Mr. Ed Yerger; and Dr. Rogers Leonard.

Members absent: None
A quorum was present.

Others Present:  Mr. Kevin Norton, USDA-NRCS, State Conservationist; Mr. Brad Spicer, LDAF /SSWCC Executive Director; Ms. Laura Edwards LDAF-OSWC; Ms. Faran Dietz, OSWC/Capital SWCD and Ms. Caitlin Lambert, LDAF-OSWC.

PUBLIC COMMENTS
Chairman Fletcher welcomed everyone and asked if there were any public comments and there were none.  Mr. Guillory apologized to the Commission regarding the October 28 meeting not having a quorum and said he brought some ducks for Joey to cook to make up for his absenteeism.
APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES

Chairman Fletcher asked for any comments from the public or Commission members about the Commission September 23, 2014 and the October 28, 2014 minutes.  Chairman Fletcher said, if there were no comments, he would call for a motion to approve the minutes as mailed of the September 23, 2014 and the October 28, 2014 State Commission Meetings.  

Motion:  Mr. Guillory made a motion to approve the minutes as mailed of the September 23, 2014 and the October 28, 2014 State Commission Meetings.  The motion was seconded by Mr. Skains and passed unanimously.

UNFINISHED BUSINESS

Chairman Fletcher said they would now take up Unfinished Business and requested Mr. Spicer to report on the items on the agenda. 
Mr. Spicer said the first item is Retroactive Business from the October 28th Commission Meeting where there was not a quorum.  He said each member has a copy of the news articles regarding Sharpshooters hunting feral hogs in Jefferson Parish; Commissioner Strain’s visit to Winnsboro and his comments on the soft ag market and increasing federal overreach; an article on the Cool Planet Energy, a biofuels company expanding in Alexandria; and Commissioner Strain urging pet owners to have their pets vaccinated against rabies.

He said the next three items are letters from the Avoyelles SWCD: a letter of resignation effective October 31, 2014 from Mr. Charles Dupuy.   Mr. Spicer said Mr. Dupuy has served on the Avoyelles SWCD who has been on the Avoyelles SWCD board for more than fifty years; a letter of resignation from Mr. Larry Sayes of his elected position; and a letter from the Avoyelles SWCD Board requesting Mr. Larry Sayes be appointed into the vacant appointed position formerly held by Mr. Charles Dupuy.

Chairman Fletcher asked if there were any comments from the public or Commission members and there were none.  Chairman Fletcher said if there were no comments from the public or Commission members, he will accept a motion for the resignation on October 31, 2014 of Mr. Charles Dupuy, Avoyelles SWCD, appointed supervisor and the appointment of Mr. Larry Sayes.  
Avoyelles SWCD, Mr. Larry Sayes, appointed to fill the vacant appointed position of Mr. Charles Dupuy.  Term will begin October 31, 2014 and will end February 25, 2015.
Motion: Mr. Skains made a motion to accept Mr. Charles Dupuy’s resignation on October 31, 2014; and to approve the appointment of Mr. Larry Sayes into the vacant appointed position; term will begin October 31, 2014 and will end February 25, 2015.    The motion was seconded by Mr. Compton and passed unanimously.

NRCS/OSWC Farm Bill Cooperative Agreement    

Chairman Fletcher asked Mr. Spicer to review the Farm Bill Agreement with the Commission.  Mr. Spicer said the new Farm Bill Agreement draft is in the process of being completed and asked Mr. Norton if he had any comments.  Mr. Norton said they have finished the agreement and the $450,000 for the 2014 agreement has been obligated and included approximately $60,000 of carryover funds will be added as amendment #1.

NACD Annual Meeting Update

Chairman Fletcher asked Mr. Spicer to review this item with the Commission. Mr. Spicer said that he had visited with Mr. Earl Garber, NACD President and he is requesting that LACD identify some special items to highlight Louisiana such as a Cajun band from New Orleans area for the social and possibly some Louisiana cuisine.

Mr. Spicer said the program is coming together very good.  He said there is a workshop scheduled on Wednesday morning, February 4th and hopefully it will encourage the attendees to stay over Wednesday night.  He said the workshop will include presentations by the Coastal Restoration and Protection Authority, the Corps Commander and Chief of Corps Emergency Operations, New Orleans Port and Mr. Norton will be workshop facilitator. He said there are two tours planned in the afternoon; one to St. Bernard Parish to see the 35-foot hurricane surge protection wall, Mississippi River Divisions and then if time permits, the St. Bernard Port/Harbor. He said the second tour will be to the New Orleans Port Facility, one of the world’s most modern port that was rebuilt after Hurricane Katrina.  He said the participants will also tour the Bonne Carre Spillway and Davis Pond Structures and if time permits, the Port of South Louisiana.
Northeast LA Surface Water Management Committee  
Chairman Fletcher asked Mr. Spicer to report on this item to the Commission.  Mr. Spicer said that he along with Mr. Reggie Skains attended the Northeast Louisiana Surface Water Management Committee last month where Morehouse SWCD requested the Committee to approve a professional services contract to insure Louisiana’s interests are being fully evaluated in the Corps study. He said the Morehouse SWCD and the Committee is requesting the Commission to approve the hiring of Mr. Gene Sullivan, Ex-Conservationist in Arkansas, for $2,000 a month beginning November 15, 2014 and ending November 14, 2015 as the contract consultant to assist with the deliverables and to look after Louisiana’s interest during the Corps’ feasibility study.  Chairman Fletcher asked if there were any comments and there were none, so he called for a motion.
Motion:  Mr. Skains made a motion to approve the Morehouse SWCD to hire Mr. Gene Sullivan as contract consultant at $2,000 per month beginning November 15, 2014 and ending November 14, 2015.   The motion was seconded by Mr. Dauzat and passed unanimously
Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP)
Mr. Spicer said the OSWC was working on a RCPP proposal and asked Mr. Norton if he had any comments on it. Mr. Norton said that last Friday National NRCS Office sent letters to those that submitted proposals informing them that action on the proposal would be delayed until Mid-December.  He said Louisiana has two state level proposals that will be approved at some level and said that we are in good shape and hope it will be in place by January. 
State Commission Convention Election – Area I and Area II
Chairman Fletcher asked Mr. Spicer to review the Area I and Area II Convention with the Commission members.  Mr. Spicer said the election convention was held at Louisiana Tech in Ruston on October 28th and that the election results were: Area I – Reggie Skains, Member and John Patrick Boudreaux, Alternate Member; Area II – Ed Yerger, Jr. Member and Chris Carter, Alternate Member.  Chairman Fletcher congratulated the re-elected as well as the new alternate member Mr. Chris Carter from the Morehouse SWCD.
Chairman Fletcher asked for any comments from the public or Commission on accepting Area I and Area II’s election results and there were none; Chairman Fletcher called for a motion.
Motion:  Mr. Dauzat made a motion to accept Area I and Area II’s election results as: Area I – Reggie Skains, Member and John Patrick Boudreaux, Alternate Member; Area II – Ed Yerger, Jr. Member and Chris Carter, Alternate Member. Term will begin November 18, 2014 and end November 2015.   The motion was seconded by Mr. Guillory and passed unanimously
NEW BUSINESS 

NRCS State Conservationist Report
Chairman Fletcher asked Mr. Norton, State Conservationist, to give the NRCS report.   Mr. Norton thanked the Commission and said it was always good to meet with them.  He said we had a good year in 2014 overall and it was the second highest year for enrollment in the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) and that provides a lot of conservation dollars to support conservation activities on over one million acres. He said the Conservation Update this month highlights the Caddo SWCD Red Bayou Irrigation Project and the front cover shows two large water pumps but only one is actually pumping.  He said they actually started irrigating in July and the producers made excellent crops with the water; he said the one pump handled the water flow needed and there is opportunity for crop acreage growth in the future by using two pumps. He said they started planning for this project in 1997 and with current water delivery efficiency, they will have plenty of opportunity for growth and expansion of the system. He said they originally were to be three pumps, but it was changed to two pumps and they will be able handle plenty of future growth. He said the district did a wonderful job with this project and the district dedication was really important to its success.
Mr. Norton said that he and Mr. Scott Edwards went to speak to the Avoyelles, Rapides and Grant SWCD concerning an opportunity within the region to form a partnership program in the Caney Lake and Bayou Boeuf Project to develop an irrigation water conservation project.  He said the partnerships would secure funding to go along with local development.  He said a lot of people talked about it a long time but could not get enough state appropriated funds.  Mr. Norton said that possibly with some state appropriated funds to hook up with RCPP, we can get these two projects off the drawing board and implemented.  He said NRCS will work with conservation districts, but the districts will have to take the lead on the RCPP proposals so we will work with all of the partners.  He said the Farm Bureau is very interested in the Bayou Boeuf project in the Rapides and Avoyelles parishes and there was a new resolution approved at their last convention to buy a new set of pumps.  He said they have a set of pumps that pumps only one-way and they want to get pumps that pump in both directions, to lift water out as well as let water flow in.  He said this is pretty exciting and a great opportunity.
Mr. Norton reviewed USDA Secretary Tom Vilsack’s two visits to Louisiana, one on October 3rd at the Baton Rouge Airport to announce a 91 million dollar loan to help construct Cool Planet, a biofuel plant in Rapides parish and the other on October 10th at the Louisiana LaBranche Wetlands.  He said that U.S. Agricultural Secretary Tom Vilsack shared how the USDA will help fund the new biofuel startup plant in the state. He said CoolPlant takes multiple sources of biomass and convert it to an ethanol based fuel product and the by-product of that is bio-char, and the Cool Planet is selling it as a soil amendment to put on ag land throughout the world.  He said NRCS is doing due diligence and will be working with the AgCenter to research how the bio-char is as a conservation measure and an amendment to soils.  Mr. Norton said Secretary Vilsack then was in the New Orleans area announcing a partnership agreement with National Wildlife and Fisheries funding from the Deep-Water Horizon agreement.  He said they will look at the WRP component of that in wetland restoration work.  Mr. Norton also said that Deputy Secretary Krysta Harden was also in Louisiana in October as a keynote speaker at the Women in Agribusiness Summit held in New Orleans.  He said Ms. Harden explained that USDA increased the lending limits for micro-loans from $35,000 to $50,000 and simplified the loan process to encourage more beginning and family farmers.
Mr. Norton said the OSWC has put out an informational letter regarding Program Support Specialists (PSS) to the SWCDs and we would like to explore this opportunity to do PSS positions and we will be looking at possibly nine positions, one per resource unit.  He said their computer software is changing and a lot of the computing systems will go to mobile planning where the staff will actually work with the people while they are out in the field, so he does not believe they will get to nine PSS positions, but will only get three or four positions and they will be all that is needed to do this new program.  He said they need to get started and would like to do it with SWCD personnel. He said they will be visiting with districts to make sure the requirements are clearly understood and how we expect those individuals to operate.  He said there has been some discussion for an opportunity to take the district secretary and give them more responsibility and more pay, but this position will be working essentially for NRCS related work and the districts will have to back-fill the district clerical position for district work; this position cannot be done as a collateral assignment.  He said this position will be serving multiple offices and there are time constraints and requirements that must be met so they will be working largely for NRCS. Mr. Norton said they will continue discussions with district as this is a great opportunity for some district employees and districts.
Mr. Norton said the CSP regulations are published and they are getting them implemented.  He said the EQIP and Agricultural Conservation Easement Program regulation are not published yet but we have 270 days from the time the Farm Bill was passed to implement them, but that time has passed so we cannot implement them until we get the regulations published.  He said they are in the process of getting that done and we do have the ability to continue our work and we will be ready to obligate funds when NRCS is given the final go ahead

Mr. Norton said there are typically several retirements at the end of a year and this year he only has one to announce, Ms. Holly Martien, who will retire at the end of December.  He said there may also be two or three more to announce later.  He said Ms. Martien has been a tremendous asset to NRCS.  Mr. Spicer said he will miss her as much as NRCS will due to her invaluable assistance with the LACD annual meetings and other support she provided the OSWC and districts.
Mr. Norton said that completed his report and asked if anyone had any questions or comments and there were none.  

Chairman Fletcher asked Mr. Spicer to review the correspondence.  Mr. Spicer said the first item is a letter from the Caddo SWCD accepting the resignation of Mr. Danny Martin, the Project manager and Supervisor on the Red Bayou Irrigation Project and a copy of Mr. Martin’s resignation letter.  Mr. Spicer said Mr. Martin did a great job in managing the completion of the Red Bayou Irrigation Project. 
Mr. Spicer said the next item is a news release where Commissioner Strain urged the Corps to delay shutting down the Mississippi River to conduct dredging of the ship channel.  He said the Commissioner said we are shipping grain now and restricting shipping on the river will make it more complicated to ship largest grain crop in American history this year.
Mr. Spicer reviewed the State’s proposed budget freeze of an estimated 1.8 million dollars.
Mr. Spicer said that concluded the correspondence.
Supervisor Resignations/Appointments and Reappointments
Chairman Fletcher asked Mr. Spicer to report on the resignations and appointments of supervisors.  Mr. Spicer said there was one resignation this month: Mr. William Sample, appointed position, Caddo SWCD. 
Mr. Spicer said there were no appointments or re-appointments requested by conservation districts this month.
Chairman Fletcher asked for comments from the public or Commission members and there were none; he asked for a motion to approve the resignation of Mr. Sample.

Motion: Mr. Skains made a motion to approve the resignation of Mr. William Sample, Caddo SWCD, appointed position, effective November 6, 2014. The motion was seconded by Mr. Yerger and passed unanimously.

LACD Annual Meeting
Mr. Spicer said the LACD meeting will be January 11-12-13, 2015 at Crowne Plaza Hotel in Baton Rouge.  He said that he, Mr. Kevin Norton and Mr. Ruben Dauzat are meeting to work on the program this afternoon and will send out the draft program in early November.  
Mr. Dauzat said he wanted to stress to all the district supervisors and district staff that LACD has a contract with the hotel on the number of guest rooms the LACD meeting has reserved so attendance is critical.  He also said there would be a pig roast on Sunday on the LSU campus.

State Commission’s Insurance Renewals

Chairman Fletcher asked Mr. Spicer to review the correspondence.  Mr. Spicer said the Commission’s four insurance policies are up for renewal in December. Mr. Spicer said Ms. Edwards has worked with the Turrentine Insurance Agency reviewing bids for the State Commission’s Workers Compensation policy, Directors’ and Officers’ Liability policy and/or the Bond/Crime policy and the Hired and Non-owned Auto Liability policy and that each renewal policy bid was comparable with the current expiring policies.  He said all the insurance companies writing the bids had the highest rating available; A15+.   He said the overall total premium only increased $1,187 this year.  Mr. Spicer said Workers Comp premium is based on employee salaries and due to some salary increases in 2014, the Workers Comp insurance premium bid is somewhat higher than last year’s premium but that overall it actually decreased.  He said in the past nine years we have saved almost five hundred thousand dollars on Workers Comp insurance premiums without a decrease in coverage.   Mr. Spicer said the Directors’ and Officers’ Liability bid is $231 less than the past three years locked-in policy and it is another three-year locked-in premium policy.  He said the Hired and Non-Owned Auto Liability premium also decreased this year by over $500 although some districts increased their coverage.  Mr. Spicer said in the past the Directors’ and Officers’ Liability policy was much higher and we have also saved hundreds of thousands over the years on it.  He said when districts were purchasing their own policies they were paying much more than they should have been paying, so when insurance became available thru the State Commission the districts were able to save considerable money.  

Chairman Fletcher asked if there were any public or Commission member comments regarding the Turrentine Insurance bids and there were none.  Chairman Fletcher called for a motion to accept the insurance bids.

Motion: Mr. Yerger made a motion to accept the insurance bids from Turrentine Insurance Agency for the Directors & Officers Liability and/or Crime/Bond, Workers Compensation and Hired/Non-Owned Auto Liability Insurances. The motion was seconded by Mr. Skains and passed unanimously.

Other Business  
Chairman Fletcher said the next item is Other Business and asked if Dr. Leonard had any comments for the Commission.  Dr. Leonard said there would be a Master Farmer University in Monroe in conjunction with the Ag Expo on January 12, 2015.  He said Phase two of the Master Farmer University would be held one week later.
Dr. Leonard said higher education will likely be cut in January.  He said the largest problem is with retirees on OGB and they are the ones who will feel the largest cuts in the future.
Chairman Fletcher thanked Dr. Leonard for his comments and asked if there were any comments from the public or the Commission members, and there were none.  
Mr. Guillory asked Mr. Norton if he would send a letter to his district regarding if NRCS would insure the ATV and trailer owned by the district and pulled by the NRCS truck.  He said his district has purchased a trailer for the ATV but could not get insurance on it because no one wanted to insure just the trailer.  Mr. Norton said he was not sure but he would check their cooperative agreement and get back with Mr. Guillory.

Mr. Guillory asked Mr. Spicer to check and see what the other districts have done; to see if they are insured and by whom are they insured. He asked who insures the OSWC.   He said the Acadia SWCD cannot get insurance on the ATV and trailer only.
Mr. Spicer said LDAF is self-insured so for the State Commission to insure them, they would have to own the vehicle and trailer.
Mr. Spicer said the OSWC had an inquiry regarding a supervisor’s spouse serving as an Associate board member.  After a discussion it was agreed that would be nepotism covered under State Law and the SSWCC PPM which does not allow nepotism of district staff or district board members.

Chairman Fletcher asked if there were any comments from the Commission or the public regarding Associate members and there was none; he called for a motion.  

Motion: Mr. Yerger made a motion to follow State law and SSWCC PPMs and not allow Associated Members to be supervisor’s spouse or close kin, which is nepotism.  The motion was seconded by Mr. Compton and passed unanimously.

Mr. Dauzat asked that OSWC provide copies of the Hotel Tax Form to be at the hotel check-in desk for LACD attendees to use.

Next meeting

Chairman Fletcher asked the Commission if a December meeting was needed and after a discussion of dates and times, it was determined that the next meeting should be in January 2015.  Chairman Fletcher said the next State Commission Meeting is scheduled for Tuesday, January 14, 2015 at 8:30 A.M. in the Veterans Auditorium, 5825 Florida Boulevard, Baton Rouge, Louisiana. 

PUBLIC COMMENTS
Chairman Fletcher asked if there were any other comments from the public and there were none.  
ADJOURNMENT

Chairman Fletcher said if there was no other business or comments from the public or Commission members, he will accept a motion to adjourn.  
Motion: Mr. Guillory made a motion to adjourn at 1:45 P.M.  The motion was seconded by Mr. Compton and passed unanimously.
/S/ Randell Fletcher
Randell Fletcher, Chairman 
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