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Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development
Agricultural Nutrient Best Management Voluntary Practices Program
As of March 31, 2023

Overview

Public Act 87 of 2021 appropriates $25.0 million in one-time general funds for the Agricultural
Nutrient Best Management Voluntary Practices pilot program. The program is focused on water
quality improvements including a reduction of phosphorus levels in the Western Lake Erie Basin
(WLEB). Funds may be expended for any of the following:

e Grants, cost sharing, or other incentives for the implementation of priority practices,
associated equipment, and structures

e Technical support

e Soil or water quality testing

e Education outreach and training

In addition, Public Act 166 of 2022 section 603 requires an annual report providing an overview
of the progress being made and the fund balance in the program.

Strateqgic Coordination

The Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (MDARD) has facilitated and
continues to hold regular meetings with program staff, the Michigan Department of Environment,
Great Lakes, and Energy (EGLE); the Michigan Department of Natural Resources (DNR); and a
stakeholder advisory group to strategize and develop the framework for effectively implementing
these resources. It was determined there are three primary programmatic goals; reducing the
amount of nutrients being applied to agricultural fields, keeping the applied nutrients on the field
for crop usage, and finally technologies for trapping nutrients if they leave the field and enter
Michigan waterways.

The budget also included one position to oversee and coordinate the implementation of this
program. The WLEB Strategist was hired and began work on May 2, 2022. Given the one-time
nature of these funds, the department continues to evaluate funding opportunities and projects to
leverage these funds in an effort to augment current federal programming options; not duplicating
incentivized activities that are covered under federal programs. The department intends to be
complementary to existing programs. MDARD, EGLE, and DNR staff are using an Agriculture
Conservation Planning Framework (ACPF) and associated Agricultural Inventory process
developed by EGLE’s Nonpoint Source Program (NPS) to collect and organize specific, publicly
available, land use data for evaluating and prioritizing sites that have the potential to address
existing nutrient-related resource concerns that influence water quality (Figure 1).

The data and prioritization of sites are being used by the WLEB Strategist, conservation
specialists, department staff, and partners to help prioritize Best Management Practices (BMP)
implementation and engage landowners on opportunities to address agricultural resource
concerns. This ACPF and Agricultural Inventory work is being completed throughout the WLEB
in smaller-scale HUC-12 Subwatersheds (Figure 2). This resource-intensive process is also
providing important information and will be used to inform where the Voluntary Practices Program
conservation dollars can be best invested.
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The following implementation actions identified in Michigan’s Adaptive Management Plan (AMP),
to reduce phosphorus loading into Lake Erie, are ranked in order of importance and serves as the
foundation of the NPS reduction strategy for Michigan’s WLEB watersheds, and are also
considered to be priority BMPs under the Voluntary Practices Program:

¢ Improve nutrient management (i.e., 4R practices — right source, right rate, right time,
right place)

Increase acreage using cover crops

Increase acreage under no-till and/or reduced tillage

Increase miles of riparian buffers/filter strips along critical reaches/drains

Expand use of water quantity management

Develop whole-farm conservation systems

Promote wetland protection/restoration to reduce nutrient loads
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Figure 1. Michigan’s Western Lake Erie Basin priority HUC-8 priority watersheds including
the St. Joseph, Bean Creek, River Raisin, and the Ottawa-Stony and the five smaller-scale
HUC-12 priority subwatersheds, including Lime Creek, Niles Ditch, Stony Creek on the
South Branch River Raisin, Saline River, and the S.S. LaPointe.

Since early 2022, MDARD has met regularly with a large, diverse Voluntary Practices Program
Stakeholder Advisory Group to assist with the development of priority projects and serves as a
“network of networks” providing a two-way conduit for communication to the department. The
Advisory Group determined three priority objectives to achieve Voluntary Practices Program
goals: 1) make better decisions for application of nutrients with the goal of reducing the source
(4Rs — right source, rate, time, and placement); 2) make sure what is applied stays in the root
zone; and 3) intercept/trap nutrients that leave the field. Four major categories of funding were
also identified:

1) Implementation of stacked, in-field and edge-of-field nutrient delivery BMP systems (e.g.,
precision agriculture, precision soil testing, subsurface placement).
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2) Enhance outreach and engagement activities to build trust and accelerate conservation
efforts (e.g., forming the WLEB Science Advisory Group, educating and training
conservation technicians and nutrient service providers).

3) Fill gaps related programmatic research and monitoring needs (e.g., effectiveness of
drainage water management technologies, slag filters).

4) Formally tracking BMP implementation from federal and state conservation programs in
the WLEB (e.g., working through the Michigan Conservation Partnership to develop a
BMP implementation tracking system that estimates phosphorus reductions relative to
achieving the 250 metric ton reduction goal outline in the AMP for the WLEB).

Fund Balance
As of March 31, 2023, the program has an available fund balance of $24.8 million.

Going Forward

The department will continue to engage with stakeholders to further implement the three primary
goals of the program and strategically spend down the remaining fund balance.
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