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The Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program (MAEAP) was organized in 1999 as an innovative, proactive program that helps farms of all sizes and all commodities voluntarily prevent or minimize agricultural pollution risks.  MAEAP was developed by a coalition of agriculture farmers, commodity groups, state and federal agencies, and conservation and environmental groups.  MAEAP is a partnership effort, with the Michigan Department of Agriculture (MDA) as the verifying agent.  Each MAEAP System focuses on a different aspect of agricultural risk and is based in broad educational efforts.  Farmers must complete educational requirements and a risk assessment including implementation before becoming eligible for verification.  Re-verification requires a review of the most current risk assessment and implementation of any new requirements – generally due to new regulations or changes in the Right to Farm (RTF) GAAMPs.  MAEAP is based on existing MDA programs and continues to establish a goal of environmental assurance for all Michigan farmers. 

The MAEAP Livestock System primarily focuses on environmental issues related to livestock activities, including manure handling, storage, and field application, as well as conservation practices to protect water and prevent soil erosion.  The System concentrates on production and conservation practices, equipment, structure, and management activities associated with animal production.  The first Livestock verifications began in 2002 with nine verifications.  Currently, 248 farms are verified in this System.  107 are large Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs).  An innovative agreement between USEPA and the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ) signed in 2002 and ending in 2007 allowed CAFOs that had not had a discharge to complete the MAEAP Livestock System in lieu of applying for a National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit.  Of the approximately 200 identified CAFOs at the time, 109 were able to complete the MAEAP Livestock System option.  In Michigan, all CAFOs were required to apply for a NPDES permit by June 2007, based on the number of animals, not evidence of a discharge.  Some existing CAFOs downsized to avoid the permit.

Reasons for striving for MAEAP Livestock System verification remain similar for all animal feeding operations.  Research completed in November 2005 by the Department of Ag Economics at MSU showed that farms of all sizes are concerned about liability and lawsuits on their farms.  Farmers feel more confident that they are in compliance with environmental law and are in conformance with the RTF GAAMPs, affording the opportunity for nuisance protection.  Farmers use the MAEAP sign and logo as a way to communicate to their neighbors and local officials that they are committed to environmental protection.  MAEAP Livestock System verification requires prior RTF Siting GAAMPs verification for expansions and new operations.  Odor management plans are also required.  MAEAP requirements in these areas exceed NPDES requirements and afford positive environmental protection while addressing community issues.  Livestock System verification is also required by law for livestock farms seeking a tax credit for anaerobic digesters. 

A survey conducted by the Center for Economic Analysis in October 2008 by Abdullahi O. Abdulkadri and Stephen R. Miller for the Michigan Groundwater Stewardship Program (MGSP) showed that farm operators are as familiar with MAEAP as they are with most groundwater stewardship programs, although large farm operators are more likely to be familiar with MAEAP and identify it as being beneficial than do small and medium-size farm operators.  In addition, this research found that the decision by farmers to adopt any groundwater stewardship practices is positively influenced by knowledge about groundwater issues, farm acreage, and familiarity with MAEAP, but negatively influenced by age and having a livestock operation.  Research has also reported verification in the Livestock System requires an average of three years and a range of $20,000 – over $100,000 of farm resources for practice changes.  One of the greatest barriers to verification is adequate land base (MSU Oct 2005 research).  The development of the new Livestock*A*Syst now provides an option for re-verification for small and medium sized livestock operations.  Evaluation continues regarding use of this tool for initial verification for small and medium sized livestock operations.


Livestock farms overall that have not requested re-verification (every 3 years) represent 62% of the farms that are due for re-verification.  Of that number, CAFO operations that have not requested re-verification represent 65% of the CAFO operations that are due for re-verification.


Although several livestock farms that were verified more than six years ago have been reverified through two cycles, the large number of farms that have not been reverified is a concern for both the MAEAP Livestock System Committee and the MAEAP Administrative Committee.  Anecdotally, MAEAP leadership has heard that no incentive exists for a livestock farm to be reverified, especially when the farm operator is using their Comprehensive Nutrient Management Plan (CNMP), updates their CNMP and attends educational sessions (MAEAP Phase I meetings).  Some permitted CAFOs have indicated that the NPDES permit-related requirements require significant time, leaving little ‘extra’ time for programs that are not required by law.  Although requirements relating to manure storage have not changed for several years, they have been modified since the first farms were verified when there were not specific requirements for manure storage not built to a specific standard and with no record of installation.  Meeting current standards is cost prohibitive for some small and medium sized farms.  


Small and medium sized farms recently have been authorized to use the Livestock*A*Syst risk assessment for reverification. This tool requires that a CNMP must be maintained and updated. This additional option has resulted in reverification interest in this group. The environmental standard for reverification is consistent for all farms.  


Several initiatives are underway to help address and more closely define the problem. Dr. Sandra Batie, Elton R Smith Endowed Chair at MSU, has received a grant from the Livestock Industry Initiative to survey farmers regarding incentives for reverification and reasons for not becoming reverified. That survey will be sent early this fall.  Additionally, the MDA procedure regarding reverification notification is in process of being modified. Currently, farmers receive a 60 day notice that their farm is due to be reverified. The new process will involve sending an initial letter six months prior to the reverification due date.  A reminder will be sent 30 days prior to expiration.  A follow-up letter for those not requesting reverification will be sent with notice that the verified status will be changed to Inactive. This status will be included with the monthly lists of verified farms sent to MAEAP partners. Verified farmers will be reminded that incentives such as insurance discounts are dependant on an Active status.  


Importantly, exposure to MAEAP through the Livestock System provides opportunity to encourage farmers to complete the Farmstead and Cropping Systems.  Movement into these two systems has also resulted in a comprehensive integration of MAEAP and the Michigan Groundwater Stewardship Program.  Participating growers now have a complete evaluation of their farm and the comfort associated with addressing all environmental risks.  The result is a more viable and sustainable operation.  


The Farmstead System addresses all risks at the farmstead, with a focus on fertilizer, pesticide and fuel risks.  Farm wells and water use are included in this System. The first Farmstead System verifications were completed in 2003 (three verifications). Currently 310 farms are verified in this System.  Farmstead System verified farms that have not requested re-verification (every three years) represent 33% of the farms that are due for re-verification.

The MAEAP Cropping System primarily focuses on the environmental issues related to cropping activities, such as irrigation and water use, soil conservation, and nutrient and pest management.  This system has components focused on environmental issues related to manage diverse commodities.  Risk assessment tools have been developed for field crops and vegetables, orchards and small fruit, nurseries and Christmas trees, and greenhouses.  The first Cropping System verification for field crops was completed in 2005.  The first greenhouse verified using the greenhouse tool was in the spring of 2009.  Currently, 218 farms are verified in this System.  Cropping System verified farms that have not requested re-verification (every three years) represent 28% of the farms that are due for re-verification.

Farmer involvement in new Cropping System tools has resulted in national efforts that benefit Michigan growers.  A collaborative effort with Welch’s and National Grape resulted in the development of GrapeASyst - a tool that combines MAEAP Cropping System requirements with viticultural practices and meets Wal*Mart’s sustainability requirement. The June 2009 Fruit Grower News and the American Fruit Grower magazine both featured articles on Michigan’s efforts. The Michigan Christmas Tree Grower’s Association recently launched a new Environmentally Friendly Farm Certification program whose only requirement is MAEAP verification.  The July “2009 Michigan Decision Makers’ Tour” also included stops at MAEAP verified Hortec, Inc. and VanAgtmael Farms.  Fruit and vegetable growers are indicating that MAEAP verification and a cross-over in requirements for safe food audits (i.e. USDA GAP/GHP) have given them a time and money advantage in completing those audits.  MAEAP staff has confirmed that MAEAP environmental requirements are consistent with those in the food safety audits.  Additionally, food safety related questions, particularly in the area of wells and manure application on fruit and vegetable farms, will be supplemented.  These areas, along with the rigorous record keeping required by MAEAP, position all Michigan growers to move forward in preparation for food safely audits.
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