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On Farms and Ranches, Every Day is 
Earth Day 
 By: Joe Martin, State Executive Director, Minnesota Farm Service 
Agency and Troy Daniell, State Conservationist, Natural Resources 
Conservation Service 

At USDA, we celebrate Earth Day 2019 by offering a big thank you 
to farmers and ranchers here in Minnesota for all they do. Every 
day we see their efforts to conserve natural resources while 
producing food, fiber and fuel for people in their communities and 
around the world. They are doing what needs to be done to make 
sure we all enjoy the benefits of clean and plentiful water and 
healthy soils, ecosystems and wildlife habitat. 

This year’s Earth Day theme, “Protect Our Species,” highlights the 
responsibility we share in supporting wildlife. Two-thirds of the land 
in the continental United States is privately owned, and the 
decisions that farmers and ranchers make for their land can impact 
wildlife.  

We at USDA believe people and wildlife can thrive together. 
USDA’s Farm Service Agency and Natural Resources 
Conservation Service assist agricultural producers with adopting 
conservation practices that benefit not only farms, ranches and 
forest lands but wildlife species. 

Producers across the nation have played and continue to play 
important roles in helping wildlife species flourish, rebound or 
recover. 

USDA offers a wide array of Farm Bill programs to help Minnesota 
producers make wildlife-friendly improvements to croplands, 
grazing lands and working forests, as well as benefit agricultural 
operations. Programs include the Conservation Reserve Program, 
the Environmental Quality Incentives Program and the Agricultural 
Conservation Easement Program. USDA also offers free 
conservation advice as well and financial assistance to help 
implement conservation practices. 
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If you farm or ranch, we encourage you to reach out to your local 
FSA and NRCS representatives at your nearest USDA service 
center to see if there is a program right for your operation. Find 
your nearest office at farmers.gov/service-locator.  

If you’re not a farmer or rancher, on this Earth Day please thank 
one for the work he or she does to put food on our tables and to 
conserve our natural resources and support our nation’s wildlife. 

 

 
Opportunity to Request a Referendum: Soybean Promotion, 
Research, and Information Program 
The USDA Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) announced that soybean producers may request a 
referendum on the Soybean Promotion and Research Order, as authorized under the Soybean 
Promotion, Research, and Consumer Information Act. Participation in the Request for Referendum 
is voluntary, and producers should only participate if they wish to request a referendum on the 
program. 

The results of the Request for Referendum will be published in a notice in the Federal Register. If at 
least 10 percent of eligible producers, as determined by USDA, participate in the Request for 
Referendum, a referendum will be held within one year from that determination. 

Interested soybean producers may request a referendum during a four-week period beginning on 
May 6 and ending May 31, 2019. Form LS-51-1, Soybean Promotion and Research Order Request 
for Referendum, may be downloaded online, or obtained by mail, fax, or in person from Farm 
Service Agency (FSA) county offices during this time. 

Completed forms and supporting documentation must be returned to the appropriate county FSA 
office by fax or in person no later than close of business May 31, 2019, or if returned by mail, must 
be postmarked by midnight May 31, 2019, and received in the county FSA office by close of 
business on June 6, 2019. 

For detailed information, including eligibility, read the full AMS announcement. To find your local 
office, visit www.farmers.gov. 

 
Higher Limits Now Available on USDA Farm Loans 
2018 Farm Bill Increases Limits and Makes Other Changes to Farm Loans  

Higher limits are now available for borrowers interested in USDA’s farm loans, which help 
agricultural producers purchase farms or cover operating expenses. The 2018 Farm Bill increased 
the amount that producers can borrow through direct and guaranteed loans available through 
USDA’s Farm Service Agency (FSA) and made changes to other loans, such as microloans and 
emergency loans. 

Key changes include: 
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• The Direct Operating Loan limit increased from $300,000 to $400,000, and the Guaranteed 
Operating Loan limit increased from $ 1.429 million to $1.75 million. Operating loans help 
producers pay for normal operating expenses, including machinery and equipment, seed, 
livestock feed, and more. 

• The Direct Farm Ownership Loan limit increased from $300,000 to $600,000, and the 
Guaranteed Farm Ownership Loan limit increased from $1.429 million to $1.75 million. 
Farm ownership loans help producers become owner-operators of family farms as well as 
improve and expand current operations. 

• Producers can now receive both a $50,000 Farm Ownership Microloan and a $50,000 
Operating Microloan. Previously, microloans were limited to a combined $50,000. 
Microloans provide flexible access to credit for small, beginning, niche, and non-traditional 
farm operations. 

• Producers who previously received debt forgiveness as part of an approved FSA 
restructuring plan are now eligible to apply for emergency loans. Previously, these 
producers were ineligible. 

• Beginning and socially disadvantaged producers can now receive up to a 95 percent 
guarantee against the loss of principal and interest on a loan, up from 90 percent. 

About Farm Loans 

Direct farm loans, which include microloans and emergency loans, are financed and serviced by 
FSA, while guaranteed farm loans are financed and serviced by commercial lenders. For 
guaranteed loans, FSA provides a guarantee against possible financial loss of principal and interest. 

For more information on FSA farm loans, visit www.fsa.usda.gov or contact your local USDA service 
center. 

 
Breaking New Ground 
Agricultural producers are reminded to consult with FSA and NRCS before breaking out new ground 
for production purposes as doing so without prior authorization may put a producer’s federal farm 
program benefits in jeopardy. This is especially true for land that must meet Highly Erodible Land 
(HEL) and Wetland Conservation (WC) provisions. 

Producers with HEL determined soils are required to apply tillage, crop residue and rotational 
requirements as specified in their conservation plan.  

Producers should notify FSA as a first point of contact prior to conducting land clearing or drainage 
type projects to ensure the proposed actions meet compliance criteria such as clearing any trees to 
create new cropland, then these areas will need to be reviewed to ensure such work will not risk 
your eligibility for benefits. 

Landowners and operators complete the form AD-1026 - Highly Erodible Land Conservation 
(HELC) and Wetland Conservation (WC) Certification to identify the proposed action and allow FSA 
to determine whether a referral to Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) for further 
review is necessary.   

 
Cover Crop Guidelines 
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Recently the Farm Service Agency (FSA), Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and 
Risk Management Agency (RMA) worked together to develop consistent, simple and a flexible 
policy for cover crop practices. 

The termination and reporting guidelines were updated for cover crops. 

Termination: 
The cover crop termination guidelines provide the timeline for terminating cover crops, are based on 
zones and apply to non-irrigated cropland. To view the zones and additional guidelines visit 
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/landuse/crops/ and click “Cover Crop 
Termination Guidelines.” 

Reporting: 
The intended use of cover only will be used to report cover crops. This includes crops 

that were terminated by tillage and reported with an intended use code of green manure. An FSA 
policy change will allow cover crops to be hayed and grazed. Program eligibility for the cover crop 
that is being hayed or grazed will be determined by each specific program. 

If the crop reported as cover only is harvested for any use other than forage or grazing and is not 
terminated properly, then that crop will no longer be considered a cover crop. 

Crops reported with an intended use of cover only will not count toward the total cropland on the 
farm. In these situations, a subsequent crop will be reported to account for all cropland on the farm. 

Cover crops include grasses, legumes, and forbs, for seasonal cover and other conservation 
purposes. Cover crops are primarily used for erosion control, soil health Improvement, and water 
quality improvement. The cover crop may be terminated by natural causes, such as frost, or 
intentionally terminated through chemical application, crimping, rolling, tillage or cutting. A cover 
crop managed and terminated according to NRCS Cover Crop Termination Guidelines is not 
considered a crop for crop insurance purposes. 

Cover crops can be planted: with no subsequent crop planted, before a subsequent crop, after 
prevented planting acreage, after a planted crop, or into a standing crop. 

 
USDA Fruit, Vegetable and Wild Rice Planting Rules 
Unchanged from Previous Farm Bill 
Farm Service Agency (FSA) has announced fruit, vegetable and wild rice provisions that affect 
producers who intend to participate in certain programs authorized by the Agricultural Act of 2014 
as amended by the Agricultural Improvement Act of 2018.  

Producers who intend to participate in the Agriculture Risk Coverage (ARC) or Price Loss Coverage 
(PLC) programs are subject to an acre-for-acre payment reduction when fruits and nuts, vegetables 
or wild rice are planted on the payment acres of a farm. Payment reductions do not apply to mung 
beans, dry peas, lentils or chickpeas. Planting fruits, vegetables or wild rice on acres that are not 
considered payment acres will not result in a payment reduction.  Farms that are eligible to 
participate in ARC/PLC but are not enrolled for a particular year may plant unlimited fruits, 
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vegetables and wild rice for that year but will not receive ARC/PLC payments for that year. Eligibility 
for succeeding years is not affected. 

Planting and harvesting fruits, vegetables and wild rice on ARC/PLC acreage is subject to the acre-
for-acre payment reduction when those crops are planted on more than 15 percent of the base 
acres of a farm enrolled in ARC using the county coverage or PLC, or more than 35 percent of the 
base acres of a farm enrolled in ARC using the individual coverage. 

Fruits, vegetables and wild rice that are planted in a double-cropping practice will not cause a 
payment reduction if the farm is in a double-cropping region as designated by the USDA’s 
Commodity Credit Corporation. 

 
Tree Assistance Program (TAP) Sign-up 
Orchardists and nursery tree growers who experienced losses from natural disasters during 
calendar year 2019 must submit a TAP application either 90 calendar days after the disaster event 
or the date when the loss is apparent. 

TAP provides financial assistance to qualifying orchardists and nursery tree growers to replant or 
rehabilitate eligible trees, bushes and vines damaged by natural disasters. 

Eligible tree types include trees, bushes or vines that produce an annual crop for commercial 
purposes. Nursery trees include ornamental, fruit, nut and Christmas trees that are produced for 
commercial sale. Trees used for pulp or timber are ineligible. 

To qualify for TAP, orchardists must suffer a qualifying tree, bush or vine loss in excess of 15 
percent mortality from an eligible natural disaster, plus an adjustment for normal mortality. The 
eligible trees, bushes or vines must have been owned when the natural disaster occurred; however, 
eligible growers are not required to own the land on which the eligible trees, bushes and vines were 
planted. 

If the TAP application is approved, the eligible trees, bushes and vines must be replaced within 12 
months from the date the application is approved. The cumulative total quantity of acres planted to 
trees, bushes or vines, for which a producer can receive TAP payments, cannot exceed 500 acres 
annually. 

 
CRP Participants Must Maintain Approved Cover on Acreages 
Enrolled in CRP and Farm Programs 
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) participants are responsible for ensuring adequate, 
approved vegetative and practice cover is maintained to control erosion throughout the life of the 
contract after the practice has been established. Participants must also control undesirable 
vegetation, weeds (including noxious weeds), insects and rodents that may pose a threat to existing 
cover or adversely impact other landowners in the area. 

All CRP maintenance activities, such as mowing, burning, disking and spraying, must be conducted 
outside the primary nesting or brood rearing season for wildlife, which for Minnesota is May 15 
through August 1 for counties including Big Stone, Swift, Kandiyohi, Meeker, Wright, Sherburne, 
Isanti, and Chisago and going south to the IA border.  Counties north of those listed have a primary 



nesting season of June 1 through August 1. However, spot treatment of the acreage may be 
allowed during the primary nesting or brood rearing season if, left untreated, the weeds, insects or 
undesirable species would adversely impact the approved cover. In this instance, spot treatment is 
limited to the affected areas in the field and requires County Committee approval prior to beginning 
the spot treatment. The County Committee will consult with NRCS to determine if such activities are 
needed to maintain the approved cover. 

Annual mowing of CRP for generic weed control, or for cosmetic purposes, is prohibited at all times. 

 
Environmental Review Required Before Project 
Implementation 
The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires Federal agencies to consider all potential 
environmental impacts for federally-funded projects before the project is approved. 

For all Farm Service Agency (FSA) programs, an environmental review must be completed before 
actions are approved, such as site preparation or ground disturbance. These programs include, but 
are not limited to, the Emergency Conservation Program (ECP), Farm Storage Facility Loan 
(FSFL) program and farm loans. If project implementation begins before FSA has completed an 
environmental review, this will result in a denial of the request. There are exceptions regarding the 
Stafford Act and emergencies. It is important to wait until you receive written approval of your 
project proposal before starting any actions, including, but not limited to, vegetation clearing, site 
preparation or ground disturbance. 

Remember to contact your local FSA office early in your planning process to determine what level of 
environmental review is required for your program application so that it can be completed timely. 

Applications cannot be approved contingent upon the completion of an environmental review. FSA 
must have copies of all permits and plans before an application can be approved. 

 
Reminder to FSA Direct and Guaranteed Borrowers with Real 
Estate Security 
Farm Service Agency would like to remind farm loan borrowers who have pledged real estate as 
security for their loans, of key items for maintaining loan collateral. It is required that borrowers must 
obtain prior consent, or approval, by either FSA, for direct loans, or by a guaranteed lender, for any 
transaction affecting real estate security. Examples of these transactions include, but are not limited 
to: 

• Leases of any kind; 
• Easements of any kind; 
• Subordinations; 
• Partial releases, and 
• Sales 

Failure to meet or follow the requirements set forth in the loan agreement, promissory note, and 
other security instruments could lead to nonmonetary default which could jeopardize your current 
and future loans. 



It is critical that borrowers keep an open line of communication with their FSA loan staff or 
guaranteed lender when it comes to changes in their operation. For more information on borrower 
responsibilities, read Your FSA Farm Loan Compass.  

 
Loan Servicing 
There are options for Farm Service Agency loan customers during financial stress. If you are a 
borrower who is unable to make payments on a loan, contact your local FSA Farm Loan Manager to 
learn about the options available to you. 

 
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). 
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