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Message From the State Executive Director  
From the Connecticut FSA State Executive Director: 

Summer is here and with summer comes the many farmers markets around our state! I 
always look forward to visiting farmers markets both near and far from my home and taking 
time to talk with the producers that help feed our communities.  I hope to meet many more 
over the course of this summer. If you want me or someone from FSA to come and visit your 
farmers market, or your operation let us know! 

June is Pride Month 



This month USDA is celebrating Pride Month which commemorates years of struggle for civil 
rights and the ongoing pursuit of equal justice under the law for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer community. During Pride Month, we celebrate the achievements and 
resiliency of the LGBTQI+ community. USDA is committed to building cultural competency in 
our workforce, working to move the needle for LGBTQI+ equality for our employees and the 
public we serve. 

Congratulations to the recipients of the Increasing Land, Capital, and Market Access 
for Underserved Producers program funding 

On June 22, the USDA announced its selection of 50 projects for potential award, totaling 
approximately $300 million. These innovative projects will help improve access to land, 
capital, and markets for underserved farmers, ranchers, and forest landowners. The 
Increasing Land, Capital, and Market Access (Increasing Land Access) Program, which is 
funded by President Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act, works to increase access to farm 
ownership opportunities, improve results for those with heirs’ property or fractionated land, 
increase access to markets and capital that affect the ability to access land, and improve land 
ownership, land succession and agricultural business planning. 

Below are two local projects (including one led by our own State Department of Agriculture!) 
and to learn about the 50 locally led projects that will help improve access to land, capital, and 
markets for underserved farmers, ranchers, and forest landowners, please read more here: 
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/increasing-land-access/increasing-land-
capital-and-market-access-program-projects/index 

Project: Increasing Secure Land Tenure and Farm Viability: Supporting Underserved 
Farmers with Long-Term Permanence in Connecticut 
Project Lead Applicant: Connecticut Department of Agriculture 
Geographic Area: Connecticut 

Project: For Us, By Us: Land Access and Non-Extractive Capital Practices 
Project Lead: African Alliance of Rhode Island (AARI) 
Geographic Area: RI: Rhode Island Northeast and Southern New England 

  

Wishing you all a safe, happy, and productive summer! 

Sincerely, 

 

Emily J. Cole, PhD 
State Executive Director 

  

Important Upcoming Dates to Remember:. 



July 14, 2023 - Application deadline for ERP Phase 2 and PARP 

July 15, 2023 - Deadline to report 2022 NAP  and ARC-IC Yields 

July 17, 2023 - Deadline for 2023 Acreage reports 

July 26, 2023 - Deadline for Organic Dairy Marketing Assistance Program (ODMAP) 

August 1, 2023 - Deadline to request farm transfer or reconstitution for 2023 

September 30, 2023 - Deadline to submit 2024 NAP Application for Coverage for Garlic, 
value loss, and controlled environment crops 

Farm Service Agency Now Accepting Nominations 
for Farmers and Ranchers to Serve on Local 
County Committees 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) is now accepting nominations for county 
committee members for elections that will occur later this year. Additionally, USDA’s Farm 
Service Agency (FSA) is unveiling a new GIS tool to make it easier for producers to participate 
in the nomination and election processes for county committee members, who make important 
decisions on how federal farm programs are administered locally. 

All nomination forms for the 2023 election must be postmarked or received in the local FSA 
office by Aug. 1, 2023. 

Elections will occur in certain Local Administrative Areas (LAA) for members. LAAs are 
elective areas for FSA committees in a single county or multi-county jurisdiction and they may 
include LAAs that are focused on an urban or suburban area. 

Customers can locate their LAA through a new GIS locator tool available at 
fsa.usda.gov/elections. 

Agricultural producers may be nominated for candidacy for the county committee if they: 

 Participate or cooperate in a USDA program; and 

 Reside in the LAA that is up for election this year. 

A cooperating producer is someone who has provided information about their farming or 
ranching operation to FSA, even if they have not applied or received program benefits. 
Individuals may nominate themselves or others and qualifying organizations may also 
nominate candidates. USDA encourages minority producers, women and beginning farmers 
or ranchers to nominate, vote and hold office. 

Nationwide, more than 7,700 dedicated members of the agricultural community serve on FSA 
county committees. The committees are made up of three to 11 members who serve three-
year terms. Committee members are vital to how FSA carries out disaster programs, as well 



as conservation, commodity and price support programs, county office employment and other 
agricultural issues. 

More Information 

Producers should contact their local FSA office today to register and find out how to get 
involved in their county’s election, including if their LAA is up for election this year. To be 
considered, a producer must be registered and sign an FSA-669A nomination form. forms and 
other information about FSA county committee elections are available 
at fsa.usda.gov/elections. 

Election ballots will be mailed to eligible voters beginning Nov. 6, 2023. 

USDA Reminds Connecticut Producers to File 
Crop Acreage Reports 
Agricultural producers in Connecticut who have not yet completed their crop acreage reports 
after planting should make an appointment with their U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
Farm Service Agency (FSA) service center before the applicable deadline. 

An acreage report documents a crop grown on a farm or ranch and its intended uses. Filing 
an accurate and timely acreage report for all crops and land uses, including failed acreage 
and prevented planted acreage, can prevent the loss of benefits. 

How to File a Report 

The following acreage reporting dates are applicable in Connecticut: 

July 17, 2023 - Perennial forage, hemp, corn, and most annually tilled crops 

September 30, 2023 - Value loss crops and controlled environment crops 

Acreage reporting dates vary by crop and by county. Contact your local FSA office for a list of 
acreage reporting deadlines by crop. 

To file a crop acreage report, producers need to provide: 

 Crop and crop type or variety. 

 Intended use of the crop. 

 Number of acres of the crop. 

 Map with approximate boundaries for the crop. 

 Planting date(s). 

 Planting pattern, when applicable. 

 Producer shares. 

 Irrigation practice(s). 



 Acreage prevented from planting, when applicable. 

 Other information as required. 

Acreage Reporting Details 

The following exceptions apply to acreage reporting dates: 

 If the crop has not been planted by the acreage reporting date, then the acreage must 
be reported no later than 15 calendar days after planting is completed. 

 If a producer acquires additional acreage after the acreage reporting date, then the 
acreage must be reported no later than 30 calendar days after purchase or acquiring 
the lease. Appropriate documentation must be provided to the county office. 

 If crops are covered by the Noninsured Crop Disaster Assistance Program, acreage 
reports should be submitted by the applicable state, county, or crop-specific reporting 
deadline or 15 calendar days before grazing or harvesting of the crop begins. 

Producers should also report crop acreage they intended to plant, but due to natural disaster, 
were unable to because of a natural disaster. 

Prevented planting acreage must be reported on form CCC-576, Notice of Loss, no later than 
15 calendar days after the final planting date as established by FSA and USDA’s Risk 
Management Agency. 

FSA offers continuous certification for perennial forage. This means after perennial forage is 
reported once and the producer elects continuous certification, the certification remains in 
effect until a change is made. Check with FSA at the local USDA Service Center for more 
information on continuous certification. 

New Option to View, Print and Label Maps on Farmers.gov 

Producers with an eAuth account linked to their USDA customer record can now access their 
FSA farm records, maps and common land units by logging into farmers.gov. A new feature 
will allow producers to export field boundaries as shapefiles and import and view other 
shapefiles, such as precision agriculture boundaries. This will allow producers to view, print 
and label their own maps for acreage reporting purposes. 

Producers who have authority to act on behalf of another customer as a grantee via form 
FSA-211 Power of Attorney, Business Partner Signature Authority, along with other signature 
types, or as a member of a business can now access information in the farmers.gov portal. 

Producers can learn how to use the farmers.gov Farm Records Mapping functionality with this 
fact sheet and these video tutorials. 

More Information 

Producers can make an appointment to report acres by contacting their local USDA Service 
Center. 



USDA Accepts More Than 1 Million Acres in Offers 
Through Conservation Reserve Program General 
Signup   
Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack announced today the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) is accepting more than 1 million acres in this year’s Conservation Reserve Program 
(CRP) General signup. This is one of several signups that USDA’s Farm Service Agency 
(FSA) is holding for the program, and these results reflect the recognition the agricultural 
community give to CRP as a resource for climate-smart agriculture that helps promote plant 
and animal biodiversity as well as healthier soil. 

While offers for new land in this General CRP signup totaled about 295,000 acres nationwide, 
producers submitted re-enrollment offers for 891,000 expiring acres, reflecting the successes 
of participating in CRP longer term. The total number of CRP acres will continue to climb in 
the coming weeks once FSA accepts acres on the Grassland CRP signup, which closed May 
26. Additionally, so far this year, FSA has received 761,000 offered acres for the Continuous 
CRP signup, for which FSA accepts applications year-round. 

The number of accepted acres that are actually enrolled in General CRP will be decided later 
this year. Participating producers and landowners should also remember that submitting and 
accepting a CRP offer is the start of the process, and producers still need to develop a 
conservation plan before enrolling their land. Each year, during the window between offer 
acceptance and land enrollment, some producers change their mind and ultimately decide not 
to enroll some accepted acres without penalty. 

General CRP Signup 

The General CRP Signup 60 ran from February 27 through April 7, 2023. 

Through CRP, producers and landowners establish long-term, resource-conserving plant 
species, such as approved grasses or trees, to control soil erosion, improve soil health and 
water quality, and enhance wildlife habitat on agricultural land. In addition to the other well-
documented benefits, lands enrolled in CRP are playing a key role in climate change 
mitigation efforts across the country. 

In 2021, FSA introduced improvements to the program, which included a new Climate-Smart 
Practice Incentive to increase carbon sequestration and reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 
This incentive provides a 3, 5, or 10 percent incentive payment based on the predominant 
vegetation type for the practices enrolled – from grasses to trees to wetland restoration. 

Other CRP Signups 

Grassland CRP is a working lands program that helps producers and landowners protect 
grassland from conversion while enabling haying and grazing activities to continue. Lands 
enrolled support haying and grazing operations and promotes plant and animal biodiversity. 
Lands are also protected from being converted to uses other than grassland. This year’s 
signup for Grassland CRP ran from April 17 through May 26. 

Under Continuous CRP, producers and landowners can enroll throughout the year. Offers are 
automatically accepted provided the producer and land meet the eligibility requirements and 



the enrollment levels do not exceed the statutory cap. Continuous CRP includes the State 
Acres for Wildlife Enhancement (SAFE) Initiative, the Farmable Wetlands Program (FWP), 
and the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP). Also available is the Clean 
Lakes Estuaries and Rivers (CLEAR) initiative. CLEAR30, a signup opportunity under that 
initiative, was originally piloted in twelve states but has since been expanded nationwide, 
giving producers and landowners across the country the opportunity to enroll in 30-year CRP 
contracts for water quality practices. 

More Information 

To learn more about FSA programs, producers can contact their local USDA Service Center. 
Producers can also prepare maps for acreage reporting as well as manage farm loans and 
view other farm records data and customer information by logging into their farmers.gov 
account. If you don’t have an account, sign up today. 

USDA touches the lives of all Americans each day in so many positive ways. Under the Biden-
Harris Administration, USDA is transforming America’s food system with a greater focus on 
more resilient local and regional food production, fairer markets for all producers, ensuring 
access to safe, healthy and nutritious food in all communities, building new markets and 
streams of income for farmers and producers using climate smart food and forestry practices, 
making historic investments in infrastructure and clean energy capabilities in rural America, 
and committing to equity across the Department by removing systemic barriers and building a 
workforce more representative of America. To learn more, visit usda.gov.   

USDA Announces Corrections to Emergency Relief 
Program Policy to More Accurately Reflect 2020 
and 2021 Natural Disaster Impacts on Crops 
Intended for On-Farm Use 

Duplicative payment provisions for two key conservation programs also clarified 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) is updating the Emergency Relief Program (ERP) 
Phase Two to provide a method for valuing losses and accessing program benefits to eligible 
producers of certain crops, including grapes grown and used by the same producer for wine 
production or forage that is grown, stored and fed to livestock, that do not generate revenue 
directly from the sale of the crop. These updates ensure that ERP benefits are more reflective 
of these producers’ actual crop losses resulting from 2020 and 2021 natural disaster events. 
USDA’s Farm Service Agency (FSA) will begin accepting ERP Phase Two applications from 
eligible wine grape and forage producers once this technical correction to ERP is published in 
the Federal Register and becomes effective, which it anticipates will be on Friday, June 16, 
2023. The deadline to submit applications for ERP Phase Two is July 14. 

Background 

In January 2023, FSA announced ERP Phase Two, designed to wrap-up and fill remaining 
gaps in previous natural disaster assistance for 2020 and 2021. 



To be eligible for ERP Phase Two, producers must have suffered a decrease in allowable 
gross revenue in 2020 or 2021 due to necessary expenses related to losses of eligible crops 
from a qualifying natural disaster event. Assistance is primarily for producers of crops that 
were not covered by Federal Crop Insurance or the Noninsured Crop Disaster Assistance 
Program since crops covered by Federal Crop Insurance and NAP were included in the 
assistance under ERP Phase One administered in 2022. 

Determining Crop Value 

Producers of certain crops now have a method for including crop value in their allowable gross 
revenue for the purpose of determining ERP Phase 2 benefits. 

The value of the eligible crop intended for on-farm use will be based on the producer’s actual 
production of the crop and a price for the crop as determined by FSA’s Deputy Administrator 
for Farm Programs based on the best available data for each crop such as published crop 
price data or the average price obtained by other producers in the area. Acceptable, published 
sources including but are not limited to Federal Crop Insurance Corporation established 
prices, FSA established National Crop Table prices and National Agricultural Statistic Service 
prices. 

Revenue and pricing guidelines for expected revenue for wine grapes and on-farm forage is 
available online for producer reference and convenience when applying for ERP Phase Two. 

Wine grape and forage producers who have already submitted their ERP Phase Two 
applications to FSA have the option of revising the application and updating their allowable 
gross revenue to include crop value if applicable. 

Producers of crops grown for on-farm use other than wine grapes and forage may request 
consideration to use a crop’s value in their allowable gross revenue. Submit requests to 
RA.FSA.DCWA2.ppb@wdc.usda.gov.  FSA’s Deputy Administrator for Farm Programs will 
review submitted requests. 

Additional Technical Corrections – Conservation Programs 

In addition to emergency relief policy updates, FSA has also established policy corrections for 
the Emergency Conservation Program (ECP) and the Emergency Forest Restoration Program 
(EFRP). The policy correction clarifies that federal payments received for the same practice 
will be considered duplicative assistance for producers who receive ECP and EFRP program 
payments. The revised program provisions are related to program updates FSA announced in 
January that give more farmers, ranchers, and tribes the opportunity to apply for and access 
programs that support recovery following natural disasters (see January 10, 2023 news 
release for more information). 

ECP and EFRP provide financial and technical assistance to restore conservation practices 
like fencing, damaged farmland or forests following natural disasters. 

More Information 

FSA offers an online ERP tool to help producers determine what is considered allowable 
gross revenue. 



Producers should contact their local FSA office to make an appointment to apply for ERP 
Phase Two. Producers should also keep in mind that July 15 is a major deadline to complete 
acreage reports for most crops. FSA encourages producers to complete the ERP Phase Two 
application and acreage report during the same office visit.  Applications for the Pandemic 
Assistance Revenue Program, a revenue-based program for losses resulting from the 
pandemic, can also be completed. 

For more information, view the ERP Phase Two Fact Sheet, PARP Fact Sheet, the ERP 
Phase Two-PARP Comparison Fact Sheet, ERP Phase Two application video tutorial, PARP 
application video tutorial, myth-buster blog or contact your local USDA Service Center. 

Biden-Harris Administration Announces Intended 
Investment of Approximately $300 Million in 50 
Projects Increasing Land, Capital, and Market 
Access for Underserved Producers 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) today announced its selection of 50 projects for 
potential award, totaling approximately $300 million. These innovative projects will help 
improve access to land, capital, and markets for underserved farmers, ranchers, and forest 
landowners. The Increasing Land, Capital, and Market Access (Increasing Land Access) 
Program, which is funded by President Biden’s Inflation Reduction Act, works to increase 
access to farm ownership opportunities, improve results for those with heirs’ property or 
fractionated land, increase access to markets and capital that affect the ability to access land, 
and improve land ownership, land succession and agricultural business planning. 

Examples of selectees for potential award include: 

 Community Development Corporation of Oregon will work to provide long term and 
sustainable land access to disadvantaged refugee and immigrant beginning farmers in 
Oregon’s east Multnomah and Clackamas counties. A few of the goals of the project 
are to purchase the currently rented farm, reduce the net cost of the land through a 
conservation or working lands easement, and provide an equitable and engaging 
process of education and training about cooperative land ownership, finance 
concepts, and related USDA programs. 

 The Menominee Indian Tribe of Wisconsin will work to establish an equity capital 
fund to provide support for Tribal producers’ land, equipment, and operational needs. 
Additionally, this project will work to provide targeted technical assistance to Tribal 
producers in developing comprehensive farm and food business plans, including 
conservation plans to support expanded production and access to the full suite of 
USDA and other support resources. 

 Workin’ Rootz will work to increase access to land and capacity-building at five urban 
farms/community market gardens in Detroit which include Workin’ Roots Farm, Love 
n’ Labor, Foster Patch Community Garden, Love Earth Herbal, and Urban Bush 
Sistahs. These farms will serve as resource hubs by sharing infrastructure (tiller, lawn 
tractor, wash and pack, cooler storage, etc.) with other urban farmers and gardeners 
in their prospective neighborhoods. 



 Maine Farmland Trust will work with low-income farmers on access to low-interest 
capital for land purchase or business operations, farm upgrades and infrastructure 
investments that promote viability, technical assistance in the areas of real estate and 
business planning, and more. 

 Alabama A&M University, in collaboration with four other 1890 land grant 
universities (Southern University, Alcorn State University, Fort Valley State 
University, and Tennessee State University) and many other local organizations, 
will provide delivery of technical assistance to underserved farm populations in 
chronically and economically depressed communities of Alabama, Tennessee, and 
Mississippi to ensure the success of existing farmers and ranchers and to rapidly 
increase the numbers of small farm operators in the targeted communities. 

The tentative selectees include national, regional, and local projects that cover 40 states and 
territories including Washington D.C., Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands. USDA will 
work with the selected applicants to finalize the scope and funding levels in the coming 
months. 

Environmental Assessment 

These projects will likely result in the purchase of land, construction of farm infrastructure and 
other activities that could have potential impacts on environmental resources. USDA has 
developed a Programmatic Environmental Assessment for the Increasing Land Access 
Program to evaluate the program’s overarching environmental impacts as they relate to the 
National Environmental Policy Act. 

The environmental assessment is available online for public review. USDA is requesting 
comments on the program’s potential impact on the environment. The feedback will be 
incorporated into the final assessment, as appropriate, prior to a decision. 

USDA will consider comments received by Friday, July 14, 2023, at 5 p.m. EDT. Comments 
received after that date will be considered to the extent possible. 

Comments may be submitted: 

 Electronically at: Land.Access@usda.gov  

 By mail at: Attn: Michael Mannigan, Grants Management Specialist, U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, Farm Service Agency, Outreach Office, 1400 Independence Ave., S.W., 
Washington, DC, 20250-0506 

For more information, contact Michael Mannigan at Land.Access@usda.gov. Persons with 
disabilities who require alternative means for communication should contact the USDA Target 
Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice). 

More Information 

The Increasing Land Access Program was originally announced in August 2022 as part of a 
broader investment to help ensure underserved producers have the resources, tools, 
programs and technical support they need to succeed and is being funded by the Inflation 
Reduction Act. 

The Increasing Land Access Program is part of USDA’s commitment to equity across the 
Department and steps it has taken under Secretary Vilsack’s direction to improve equity and 



access, eliminate barriers to its programs for underserved individuals and communities, and 
build a workforce more representative of America. Earlier in the year, the USDA Equity 
Commission, which is comprised of independent members from diverse backgrounds, 
released its interim recommendations to remove barriers to inclusion and access at USDA. 
The program is also an important component of the Department’s and President Biden’s 
vision to Advance Racial Equity and Support for Underserved Communities Through the 
Federal Government. 

USDA touches the lives of all Americans each day in so many positive ways. In the Biden-
Harris administration, USDA is transforming America’s food system with a greater focus on 
more resilient local and regional food production, fairer markets for all producers, ensuring 
access to safe, healthy and nutritious food in all communities, building new markets and 
streams of income for farmers and producers using climate smart food and forestry practices, 
making historic investments in infrastructure and clean energy capabilities in rural America, 
and committing to equity across the Department by removing systemic barriers and building a 
workforce more representative of America. To learn more, visit usda.gov. 

USDA Announces Additional Assistance for 
Distressed Farmers Facing Financial Risk 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) today announced that beginning in April it will 
provide approximately $123 million in additional, automatic financial assistance for qualifying 
farm loan program borrowers who are facing financial risk, as part of the $3.1 billion to help 
distressed farm loan borrowers that was provided through Section 22006 of the Inflation 
Reduction Act (IRA). The announcement builds on financial assistance offered to borrowers 
through the same program in October 2022. 

The IRA directed USDA to expedite assistance to distressed borrowers of direct or 
guaranteed loans administered by USDA’s Farm Service Agency (FSA) whose operations 
face financial risk. For example, in the October payments, farmers that were 60 days 
delinquent due to challenges like natural disasters, the pandemic or other unexpected 
situations were brought current and had their next installment paid to give them breathing 
room. 

In October 2022, USDA provided approximately $800 million in initial IRA assistance to more 
than 11,000 delinquent direct and guaranteed borrowers and approximately 2,100 
borrowers who had their farms liquidated and still had remaining debt. USDA shared that it 
would conduct case-by-case reviews of about 1,600 complex cases for potential initial relief 
payments, including cases of borrowers in foreclosure or bankruptcy. These case-by-case 
reviews are underway. 

At the same time in October 2022, USDA announced that it anticipated payments using 
separate pandemic relief funding totaling roughly $66 million on over 7,000 direct loans to 
borrowers who used the USDA Farm Service Agency’s disaster-set-aside option during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The majority of these payments have been processed and USDA 
anticipates it will complete all such payments in April 2023. 

New Assistance for Distressed Borrowers 



FSA intends to provide the new round of relief starting in April to additional distressed 
borrowers. This will include approximately $123 million in automatic financial assistance for 
qualifying Farm Loan Program (FLP) direct loan borrowers who meet certain criteria. Similar 
to the automatic payments announced in October 2022, qualifying borrowers will receive an 
individual letter detailing the assistance as payments are made. Distressed borrowers’ 
eligibility for these new categories of automatic payments will be determined based on their 
circumstances as of today. More information about the new categories that make up the $123 
million in assistance announced today and the specific amount of assistance a distressed 
borrower receives can be found described in this fact sheet, IRA Section 22006: Additional 
Automatic Payments, Improved Procedures, and Policy Recommendations. 

To continue to make sure producers are aware of relief potentially available to them, all 
producers with open FLP loans will receive a letter detailing a new opportunity to receive 
assistance if they took certain extraordinary measures to avoid delinquency on their FLP 
loans, such as taking on more debt, selling property or cashing out retirement accounts. The 
letter will provide details on eligibility, the specific types of actions that may qualify for 
assistance, and the process for applying for and providing the documentation to seek that 
assistance. 

These steps are part of a process USDA announced along with the October payments that is 
focused on assisting borrowers unable to make their next scheduled installment. Earlier this 
year, all borrowers should have received a letter detailing the process for seeking this type of 
assistance even before they become delinquent. Borrowers who are within two months of their 
next installment may seek a cashflow analysis from FSA using a recent balance sheet and 
operating plan to determine their eligibility. 

Tax Resources 

USDA will continue to work with the Department of Treasury to help borrowers understand the 
potential tax implications from the receipt of an IRA payment, including that options may be 
available to potentially avoid or alleviate any tax burden incurred as a result of receiving this 
financial assistance. 

In early April, USDA will send a specific set of revised tax documents, educational materials 
and resources to borrowers that received assistance in 2022, including a link to a webinar 
hosted by a group of farm tax experts to provide education on the options available. USDA 
cannot provide tax advice and encourages borrowers to consult their own tax professional, but 
FSA is providing educational materials for borrowers to be aware of the options. USDA has 
tax-related resources available at farmers.gov/taxes. 

Improved Procedures and Policy Recommendations 

FSA is finalizing changes to its policy handbooks to remove unnecessary hurdles, improve 
loan making and loan servicing and provide more flexibility on how loans are structured to 
maximize the opportunities for borrowers.  Additional details on those changes can be found 
in the linked fact sheet and are the start of a broader set of process enhancements. The fact 
sheet also provides information on the eight, no-cost legislative proposals included in the 
Fiscal Year 2024 President’s Budget that are designed to improve the borrower experience. 



Know your Final Planting Dates 
All producers are encouraged to contact their local FSA office for more information on the final 
planting date for specific crops. The final planting dates vary by crop, planting period and 
county so please contact your local FSA office for a list of county-specific planting deadlines. 
The timely planting of a crop, by the final planting date, may prevent loss of program benefits. 

USDA Offers Options for Signing and Sharing 
Documents Online 
Farmers and ranchers working with USDA’s Farm Service Agency or Natural Resources 
Conservation Service can now sign and share documents online in just a few clicks. By using 
Box or OneSpan, producers can digitally complete business transactions without leaving their 
homes or agricultural operations. Both services are free, secure, and available for multiple 
FSA and NRCS programs. 

Box is a secure, cloud-based site where FSA or NRCS documents can be managed and 
shared. Producers who choose to use Box can create a username and password to access 
their secure Box account, where documents can be downloaded, printed, manually signed, 
scanned, uploaded, and shared digitally with Service Center staff. This service is available to 
any FSA or NRCS customer with access to a mobile device or computer with printer 
connectivity. 

OneSpan is a secure eSignature solution for FSA and NRCS customers. Like Box, no 
software downloads or eAuthentication is required for OneSpan. Instead, producers interested 
in eSignature through OneSpan can confirm their identity through two-factor authentication 
using a verification code sent to their mobile device or a personalized question and answer. 
Once identity is confirmed, documents can be reviewed and e-signed through OneSpan via 
the producer’s personal email address. Signed documents immediately become available to 
the appropriate Service Center staff. 

Box and OneSpan are both optional services for customers interested in improved efficiency 
in signing and sharing documents with USDA, and they do not replace existing systems using 
eAuthentication for digital signature. Instead, these tools provide additional digital options for 
producers to use when conducting business with FSA or NRCS. 

USDA Service Center staff are available to help producers get started with Box and OneSpan 
through a few simple steps. Please visit https://www.farmers.gov/working-with-us/service-
center-locator to find your local office and let Service Center staff know you’re interested in 
signing and sharing documents through these new features. In most cases, one quick phone 
call will be all that is needed to initiate the process. 

Visit farmers.gov/mydocs to learn more about Box and OneSpan, steps for getting started, 
and additional resources for conducting business with USDA online. 

  



USDA Seeks Members for Federal Advisory 
Committee for Urban Agriculture and Innovative 
Production 
USDA is seeking nominations for four positions on the Federal Advisory Committee for Urban 
Agriculture and Innovative Production. Nominations will be open to public from May 15, 2023, 
to July 15, 2023. The 12-member Committee, which first convened in March 2022, is part of 
USDA’s efforts to increase support for urban agriculture and innovative production. Members 
of the Committee provide input on policy development and help identify barriers to urban 
agriculture as USDA works to promote urban farming and the economic opportunities it 
provides in cities across the country. 

Members of the Committee include agricultural producers and representatives from the areas 
of higher education or extension programs, non-profits, business and economic development, 
supply chains and financing. The Committee last met in April 2023. 

Nominations 

USDA is seeking nominations for individuals representing a broad spectrum of expertise. Four 
positions are open for nominations including: 

 One individual representing urban agriculture. 

 One individual representing an institution of higher education or extension program. 

 One individual representing business and economic development, which may include 
a business development entity, community development initiatives, a chamber of 
commerce, a city government or a planning organization. 

 One individual representing related experience in urban, indoor and other emerging 
agriculture production practices. 

Individuals who wish to be considered for membership must submit a nomination package 
including the following: 

 A completed background disclosure form (Form AD-755) signed by the 
nominee; https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ad-755.pdf. 

 A brief summary explaining the nominee's interest in one or more open vacancies 
including any unique qualifications that address the membership composition and 
criteria described above. 

 A resume providing the nominee's background, experience, and educational 
qualifications. 

 Recent publications by the nominee relative to extending support for urban agriculture 
or innovative production (optional). 

 Letter(s) of endorsement (optional). 

Nomination packages must be submitted by email to 
UrbanAgricultureFederalAdvisoryCommittee@usda.gov or postmarked by July 15, 2023. If 
sending by mail, packages should be addressed to the Office of Urban Agriculture and 
Innovative Production, Department of Agriculture, 1400 Independence Avenue SW, Room 



4627-S, Washington, DC 20250. Any interested person or organization may nominate 
qualified individuals for membership, including self-nominations. For special accommodations, 
contact Markus Holliday at UrbanAgricultureFederalAdvisoryCommittee@usda.gov. 

Additional details are available in the Federal Register notice.   

USDA Announces New Steps to Enhance Organic 
Markets and Support Producers 
The USDA is taking additional steps as part of its commitment to strengthen the market for 
domestically grown organic goods, and to support producers seeking organic certification. 
These funding opportunities are part of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Organic 
Transition Initiative, launched in fall 2022, which is a suite of offerings to help existing organic 
farmers and those transitioning to organic production and processing. 

Consumer demand for organically produced goods surpassed $67 billion in 2022, and multi-
year trends of strong growth in the sector provide market incentives for U.S. farmers across a 
broad range of products. However, through public comment and listening sessions USDA has 
heard that producers may be less willing to commit to the three-year transition to organic 
certification because of risks related to inadequate organic processing, storage, and handling 
capacity, cost barriers due to limited markets for rotational crops, a lack of certainty about 
market access, and insufficient supply of certain organic ingredients. The organic livestock 
and processed product markets depend heavily on imported agricultural products for feed 
grains and key ingredients. These are longstanding market issues that were brought into 
sharp focus due to the impacts of the pandemic and international conflicts in critical overseas 
organic supply regions, resulting in limitations on certain domestic organic products in the face 
of rising demand. 

Cost Share for Organic Certification 

As part of USDA’s broader effort to support organic producers and in response to stakeholder 
feedback, this year the Farm Service Agency increased the cost share amount under 
the Organic Certification Cost Share Program (OCCSP), which helps organic producers cover 
organic certification costs, to the maximum amount allowed by statute. 

Specifically, FSA will cover up to 75% of costs associated with organic certification, up to $750 
for crops, wild crops, livestock, processing/handling and state organic program fees (California 
only). OCCSP will cover costs incurred from Oct. 1, 2022, through Sept. 30, 2023. 

FSA begins accepting applications for OCCSP Monday, May 15. Applications are due Oct. 31, 
2023. To apply, producers and handlers should contact the FSA at their local USDA Service 
Center. As part of completing the OCCSP application, producers and handlers will need to 
provide documentation of their organic certification and eligible expenses. Organic producers 
and handlers may also apply for OCCSP through participating state departments of 
agriculture. 

FSA is also accepting applications from state departments of agriculture to administer 
OCCSP. FSA will post a synopsis of the funding opportunity on grants.gov and will send more 
information to all eligible state departments of agriculture. Additional details can be found on 



the OCCSP webpage.  More information about these initiatives and more can be found at 
farmers.gov/organic-transition-initiative.   

Five Facts About the United States Drought 
Monitor 
This is likely no surprise to you, but drought persists across the western U.S. and is 
intensifying in some areas. No geographic area is immune to the potential of drought at any 
given time. The U.S. Drought Monitor provides a weekly drought assessment, and it plays an 
important role in USDA programs that help farmers and ranchers recover from drought. 

Fact #1 - Numerous agencies use the Drought Monitor to inform drought-related 
decisions. 

The map identifies areas of drought and labels them by intensity on a weekly basis. It 
categorizes the entire country as being in one of six levels of drought. The first two, None and 
Abnormally Dry (D0), are not considered to be drought. The next four describe increasing 
levels of drought: Moderate (D1), Severe (D2), Extreme (D3) and Exceptional (D4). 

While many entities consult the Drought Monitor for drought information, drought declarations 
are made by federal, state and local agencies that may or may not use the Drought Monitor to 
inform their decisions. Some of the ways USDA uses it to determine a producer’s eligibility for 
certain drought assistance programs, like the Livestock Forage Disaster 
Program and Emergency Haying or Grazing on Conservation Reserve Program acres and to 
“fast-track” Secretarial drought disaster designations. 

Fact #2 - U.S. Drought Monitor is made with more than precipitation data. 

When you think about drought, you probably think about water, or the lack of it. Precipitation 
plays a major role in the creation of the Drought Monitor, but the map’s author 
considers numerous indicators, including drought impacts and local insight from over 450 
expert observers around the country. Authors use several dozen indicators to assess drought, 
including precipitation, streamflow, reservoir levels, temperature and evaporative demand, soil 
moisture and vegetation health. Because the drought monitor depicts both short and long-term 
drought conditions, the authors must look at data for multiple timeframes. The final map 
produced each week represents a summary of the story being told by all the pieces of data. 
To help tell that story, authors don’t just look at data. They converse over the course of the 
map-making week with experts across the country and draw information about drought 
impacts from media reports and private citizens. 

Fact #3 - A real person, using real data, updates the map. 

Each week’s map author, not a computer, processes and analyzes data to update the drought 
monitor. The map authors are trained climatologists or meteorologists from the National 
Drought Mitigation Center at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln (the academic partner and 
website host of the Drought Monitor), the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
and USDA. The author’s job is to do what a computer can’t – use their expertise to reconcile 
the sometimes-conflicting stories told by each stream of data into a single assessment. 



Fact #4 - The Drought Monitor provides a current snapshot, not a forecast. 

The Drought Monitor is a “snapshot” of conditions observed during the most recent week and 
builds off the previous week’s map. The map is released on Thursdays and depicts conditions 
based on data for the week that ended the preceding Tuesday. Rain that falls on the 
Wednesday just before the USDM’s release won’t be reflected until the next map is published. 
This provides a consistent, week-to-week product and gives the author a window to assess 
the data and come up with a final map. 

Fact #5 – Your input can be part of the drought-monitoring process. 

State climatologists and other trained observers in the drought monitoring network relay on-
the-ground information from numerous sources to the US Drought monitor author each week. 
That can include information that you contribute. 

The Drought Monitor serves as a trigger for multiple forms of federal disaster relief for 
agricultural producers, and sometimes producers contact the author to suggest that drought 
conditions in their area are worse than what the latest drought monitor shows. When the 
author gets a call like that, it prompts them to look closely at all available data for that area, to 
see whether measurements of precipitation, temperature, soil moisture and other indicators 
corroborate producer-submitted reports. This is the process that authors follow whether they 
receive one report or one hundred reports, although reports from more points may help state 
officials and others know where to look for impacts. 

There are multiple ways to contribute your observations: 

1. Talk to your state climatologist - Find the current list at the American Association of 
State Climatologists website. 

2. Email - Emails sent to droughtmonitor@unl.edu inform the USDM authors. 

3. Become a CoCoRaHS observer - Submit drought reports along with daily 
precipitation observations to the Community Collaborative Rain, Hail & Snow Network. 

4. Submit Condition Monitoring Observer Reports (CMOR) - go.unl.edu/CMOR. 

For more information, read our Ask the Expert blog with a NDMC climatologist or 
visit farmers.gov/protection-recovery. 
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