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USDA’s Farm Service Agency Expands
Bridges to Opportunity Nationwide
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Farm Service Agency
(FSA) announced the expansion of a unique service for farmers
and ranchers. FSA’s Bridges to Opportunity program provides a
one-stop-shop that connects producers with resources, programs
and educational services offered across the department, as well as
from other USDA partner organizations. Bridges to Opportunity,
which currently provides enhanced customer support to more than
150,000 customers in 20 states, will expand to serve customers
across the country before the end of the month using fiscal year
2016 funds.
FSA’s presence in over 2,100 county offices, in nearly every rural
county, puts the agency in a unique position to partner with nongovernmental organizations to reach thousands of agricultural
producers who can benefit from the programs and services.
Bridges to Opportunity allows FSA employees to search and obtain
a list of all local, state, regional and national organizations that may
be able assist local producers with their specific need. For example,
FSA’s Houston County office in Texas partnered with many
agricultural organizations to serve producers affected by severe
drought. When drought-stricken agricultural producers came to the
county office looking for assistance, FSA employees were able to
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provide traditional services, such as the Livestock Forage Program
and the Emergency loan program administered by FSA, as well as
connect local farmers with local, regional, and national
organizations that provide drought assistance and education.
Bridges to Opportunity was developed by FSA to provide producers
with a more comprehensive customer service experience by
connecting them with other USDA agencies and nonfederal
partners. Through Bridges to Opportunity, FSA county office
employees have the tools to connect farmers, ranchers and anyone
interested in agriculture with customized expertise on topics
ranging including organic production, beginning farmer resources,
integrated pest management, disaster assistance, conservation
practices, agricultural educational courses, loans, grants and other
financial assistance that can start, grow or benefit farming and
ranching operations.
For more information about Bridges to Opportunity, please contact
your local FSA county office.

New Actively Engaged Provisions for Non-Family Joint
Operations or Entities
Many Farm Service Agency programs require all program participants, either individuals or legal
entities, to be “actively engaged in farming”. This means participants provide a significant
contribution to the farming operation, whether it is capital, land, equipment, active personal labor
and/or management. For entities, each partner, stockholder or member with an ownership interest,
must contribute active personal labor and/or management to the operation on a regular basis.
The 2014 Farm Bill established additional payment eligibility provisions relating to the farm
management component of meeting “actively engaged in farming”. These new provisions apply to
joint operations comprised of non-family members or partners, stockholders or persons with an
ownership in the farming operation. Effective for 2016 and subsequent crop years, non-family joint
operations are afforded to one member that may use a significant contribution of active personal
management exclusively to meet the requirements to be determined “actively engaged in farming”.
The person or member will be defined as the Farm Manager for the purposes of administering these
new management provisions.
In some instances, additional persons or members of a non-family member joint operation who
meet the definition of Farm Manager may also be allowed to use such a contribution of active
personal management to meet the eligibility requirements. However, under no circumstances may
the number of Farm Managers in a non-family joint operation exceed a total of three in any given
crop and program year.

USDA Announces Additional Financial Incentives for
Conservation Reserve Program Participants to Improve
Forest Health and Enhance Wildlife Habitat
In an effort to improve wildlife habitat and the health of private forest lands, the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) Farm Service Agency (FSA) announced additional incentives available for
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) participants to actively manage forest lands enrolled in the
program.
Under the provisions of the 2014 Farm Bill, $10 million is available nationwide to eligible CRP

participants. Those selected will be encouraged to thin, prescribe burn or otherwise manage their
forests in order to allow sunlight to reach the forest floor. This will encourage the development of
grasses, forbs and legumes, benefitting numerous species including pollinators and grasslanddependent birds such as the northern bobwhite.
Eligibility is limited to landowners and agricultural producers already enrolled in CRP with
conservation covers primarily containing trees. Incentive payments, not to exceed 150 percent of
the cost to implement a particular customary forestry activity as described, have been established.
CRP participants meeting eligibility requirements and interested in making offers to participate
should visit their local FSA county office.
For more information about FSA conservation programs, visit the FSA office at the local USDA
service center or go to www.fsa.usda.gov/conservation

Organic Producers and Handlers May Apply for Certification
Cost Share Reimbursements; Expanded Eligibility for
Transition and State Certification Cost
Starting March 20, 2017, organic producers and handlers will be able to visit over 2,100 USDA
Farm Service Agency (FSA) offices to apply for federal reimbursement to assist with the cost of
receiving and maintaining organic or transitional certification.
USDA reimburses organic producers up to 75 percent of the cost of organic certification, but only
about half of the nation’s organic operations currently participate in the program. Starting March 20,
USDA will provide a uniform, streamlined process for organic producers and handlers to apply for
organic cost share assistance either by mail or in person.
USDA is making changes to increase participation in the National Organic Certification Cost Share
Program (NOCCSP) and the Agricultural Management Assistance Organic Certification Cost Share
Program, and at the same time provide more opportunities for organic producers to access other
USDA programs, such as disaster protection and loans for farms, facilities and marketing.
Producers can also access information on nonfederal agricultural resources, and get referrals to
local experts, including organic agriculture, through USDA’s Bridges to Opportunity service at the
local FSA office.
Historically, many state departments of agriculture have obtained grants to disburse
reimbursements to those producers and handlers qualifying for cost share assistance. FSA will
continue to partner with states to administer the programs. For states that want to continue to
directly administer the programs, applications will be due Feb. 17, 2017.
Eligible producers include any certified producers or handlers who have paid organic or transitional
certification fees to a USDA-accredited certifying agent. Application fees, inspection costs, fees
related to equivalency agreement/ arrangement requirements, travel/per diem for inspectors, user
fees, sales assessments and postage are all eligible for a cost share reimbursement from USDA.
Once certified, producers and handlers are eligible to receive reimbursement for up to 75 percent of
certification costs each year up to a maximum of $750 per certification scope—crops, livestock, wild
crops and handling. This announcement also adds transitional certification and state organic
program fees as additional scopes.
To learn more about organic certification cost share, please visit www.fsa.usda.gov/organic or
contact a local FSA office by visiting http://offices.usda.gov.

USDA Invests $1.7 Billion to Protect Sensitive Agricultural
Lands through Conservation Reserve Program
More than Half a Million Americans Involved with Protecting 24 Million Acres
USDA will issue nearly $1.7 billion in payments to more than half of a million Americans who have
contracts with the government to protect sensitive agricultural lands. The investment, part of the
voluntary USDA Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), will allow producers to protect almost 24
million acres of wetlands, grasslands and wildlife habitat in 2016.
CRP provides financial assistance to farmers and ranchers who remove environmentally sensitive
land from production to be planted with certain grasses, shrubs and trees that improve water quality,
prevent soil erosion, and increase wildlife habitat. In return for enrolling in CRP, USDA, through the
Farm Service Agency (FSA), provides participants with rental payments and cost-share assistance.
Landowners enter into contracts that last between 10 and 15 years.
More than 1.3 million acres were newly enrolled in CRP in fiscal year 2016 using the continuous
enrollment authority, double the pace of the previous year. In fiscal year 2016, FSA also accepted
411,000 acres through its general enrollment authority, plus 101,000 acres in the new CRPGrasslands program, which balances conservation with working lands. More than 70 percent of the
acres enrolled in CRP-Grasslands are diverse native grasslands under threat of conversion, with
more than 97 percent of the acres having a new, veteran or underserved farmer or rancher as a
primary producer.
CRP has sequestered an annual average of 49 million tons of greenhouse gases, equal to taking
nine million cars off the road, and prevented nine billion tons of soil from erosion, enough to fill 600
million dump trucks.
For more information about CRP, contact your local FSA office or online at www.fsa.usda.gov/crp.
Visitwww.fsa.usda.gov/crpis30 or follower Twitter at #CRPis30 for program anniversary background
and success stories.

MAL and LDP Policy Changes for Crop Years 2015-2018
The Agricultural Act of 2014 authorized 2014-2018 crop year Marketing Assistance Loans (MALs)
and Loan Deficiency Payments (LDPs), with a few minor policy changes.
Among the changes, farm-stored MAL collateral transferred to warehouse storage will retain the
original loan rate, be allowed to transfer only the outstanding farm-stored quantity with no additional
quantity allowed and will no longer require producers to have a paid for measurement service when
moving or commingling loan collateral.
MALs and LDPs provide financing and marketing assistance for wheat, feed grains, soybeans, and
other oilseeds, pulse crops, rice, peanuts, cotton, wool and honey. MALs provide producers interim
financing after harvest to help them meet cash flow needs without having to sell their commodities
when market prices are typically at harvest-time lows. A producer who is eligible to obtain a loan,
but agrees to forgo the loan, may obtain an LDP if such a payment is available. Marketing loan
provisions and LDPs are not available for sugar and extra-long staple cotton.
FSA is now accepting requests for 2016 MALs and LDPs for all eligible commodities after harvest.
Before MAL repayments with a market loan gain or LDP disbursements can be made, producers
must meet the requirements of actively engaged in farming, cash rent tenant and member
contribution.
Commodity certificates are available to loan holders who have outstanding nonrecourse loans for
wheat, upland cotton, rice, feed grains, pulse crops (dry peas, lentils, large and small chickpeas),

peanuts, wool, soybeans and designated minor oilseeds. These certificates can be purchased at
the posted county price (or adjusted world price or national posted price) for the quantity of
commodity under loan, and must be immediately exchanged for the collateral, satisfying the loan.
MALs redeemed with commodity certificates are not subject to the actively engaged in farming,
cash-rent tenant, Adjusted Gross Income provisions or the payment limitation.
To be considered eligible for an LDP, producers must have form CCC-633EZ, Page 1 on file at their
local FSA Office before losing beneficial interest in the crop. Pages 2, 3 or 4 of the form must be
submitted when payment is requested.
The 2014 Farm Bill also establishes payment limitations per individual or entity not to exceed
$125,000 annually on certain commodities for the following program benefits: price loss coverage
payments, agriculture risk coverage payments, marketing loan gains (MLGs) and LDPs. These
payment limitations do not apply to MAL loan disbursements or redemptions using commodity
certificate exchange.
Adjusted Gross Income (AGI) provisions were modified by the 2014 Farm Bill, which states that a
producer whose total applicable three-year average AGI exceeds $900,000 is not eligible to receive
an MLG or LDP. Producers must have a valid CCC-941 on file to earn a market gain of LDP. The
AGI does not apply to MALs redeemed with commodity certificate exchange.
For more information and additional eligibility requirements, please visit a nearby USDA Service
Center or FSA’s website www.fsa.usda.gov.

Filing a Notice of Loss
The CCC-576, Notice of Loss, is used to report failed acreage and prevented planting and may be
completed by any producer with an interest in the crop. Timely filing a Notice of Loss is required for
all crops including grasses. For losses on crops covered by the Non-Insured Crop Disaster
Assistance Program (NAP), you must file a CCC-576, Notice of Loss, in the FSA County Office
within 15 days of the occurrence of the disaster or when losses become apparent or 15 calendar
days after the normal harvest date.
Producers of hand-harvested crops must notify FSA of damage or loss through the administrative
County Office within 72 hours of the date of damage or loss first becomes apparent. This notification
can be provided by filing a CCC-576, email, fax or phone. Producers who notify the County Office
by any method other than by filing the CCC-576 are still required to file a CCC-576, Notice of Loss,
within the required 15 calendar days.
If filing for prevented planting, an acreage report and CCC-576 must be filed within 15 calendar
days of the final planting date for the crop.

Beginning Farmer Loans
FSA assists beginning farmers to finance agricultural enterprises. Under these designated farm loan
programs, FSA can provide financing to eligible applicants through either direct or guaranteed
loans. FSA defines a beginning farmer as a person who:





Has operated a farm for not more than 10 years
Will materially and substantially participate in the operation of the farm
Agrees to participate in a loan assessment, borrower training and financial management
program sponsored by FSA
Does not own a farm in excess of 30 percent of the county’s average size farm.

Additional program information, loan applications, and other materials are available at your local

USDA Service Center. You may also visit www.fsa.usda.gov.

Youth Loans
The Farm Service Agency makes loans to youth to establish and operate agricultural incomeproducing projects in connection with 4-H clubs, FFA and other agricultural groups. Projects must
be planned and operated with the help of the organization advisor, produce sufficient income to
repay the loan and provide the youth with practical business and educational experience. The
maximum loan amount is $5000.
Youth Loan Eligibility Requirements:






Be a citizen of the United States (which includes Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, Guam,
American Samoa, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands) or a legal resident
alien
Be 10 years to 20 years of age
Comply with FSA’s general eligibility requirements
Be unable to get a loan from other sources
Conduct a modest income-producing project in a supervised program of work as outlined
above

Demonstrate capability of planning, managing and operating the project under guidance and
assistance from a project advisor. The project supervisor must recommend the youth loan applicant,
along with providing adequate supervision.
Stop by the county office for help preparing and processing the application forms.

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer and lender. 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 20250-9410 or call (866) 632-9992 (Toll-free Customer
Service), (800) 877-8339 (Local or Federal relay), (866) 377-8642 (Relay voice users).

