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SUBJECT: Section 503 Agriculture Nutrient Best Management Voluntary Practices Program 

In accordance with Public Act 22 of 2025, Section 503, attached is the required report on the 
Agriculture Nutrient Best Management Voluntary Practices Program. 

If you need any additional information, please contact Sylvia Renteria, Director of Finance and 
Budget, at 517-599-3605. 
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Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development   
Agricultural Nutrient Best Management Voluntary Practices Program 

As of March 31, 2026 

Overview 

Public Act 87 of 2021 appropriates $25 million in one-time general funds for the Agricultural 
Nutrient Best Management Voluntary Practices pilot program (Voluntary Practices Program). The 
pilot program seeks to reduce phosphorus levels and improve water quality in the Western Lake 
Erie Basin (WLEB). Funds may be expended for any of the following: 

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

• Technical support 
• Soil or water quality testing 
• Education outreach and training 

In addition, Public Act 22 of 2025 section 503 requires an annual report providing an overview of 
progress made and the fund balance in the program. 

Strategic Coordination 

The Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development (MDARD) facilitates and holds 
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 to ensure strategic and effective use of 
allocated funding. These partners prioritize projects that:    
• reduce the amount of nutrients applied to agricultural fields,   
• keep the applied nutrients on the field for crop usage, and   
• deploy technologies for trapping nutrients if they leave the field and enter Michigan 

waterways. 

The budget also included one position, the WLEB Strategist who was hired in May 2022, to 
oversee and coordinate the implementation of the Voluntary Practices Program.   Given the one-
time nature of these funds, MDARD continues to evaluate funding opportunities and projects to 
leverage these funds to augment current federal programming options rather than duplicate 
incentivized activities that are covered under federal programs. MDARD, EGLE, and DNR staff 
are prioritizing implementation in five sub watersheds (Figure 1) in the WLEB using an Agriculture 
Conservation Planning Framework and associated Agricultural Inventory process developed by 
EGLE’s Nonpoint Source Program (NPS) to collect and organize specific 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. Michigan’s Western Lake Erie Basin priority Hydrologic Unit Code 8 (HUC-8) 
priority watersheds including the St. Joseph River, Bean Creek, River Raisin, and the 
Ottawa-Stony and the five smaller-scale HUC-12 priority sub watersheds, including Lime 
Creek, Nile Ditch, Stony Creek - South Branch River Raisin, Headwaters Saline River, and 
the S.S. LaPointe. 

Conservation district specialists and technicians, department staff, and external partners are 
using data from the five prioritized sub watersheds to inform Best Management Practices (BMP) 
implementation and engage landowners on opportunities to address agricultural resource 
concerns. This resource-intensive process also provides important information and will be used to 
inform where the Voluntary Practices Program conservation dollars can be best invested. 
MDARD considers the following conservation practices, which are identified in Michigan’s 2025 
Lake Erie Domestic Action Plan as means to reduce phosphorus loading into Lake Erie, as priority 
BMPs under the Voluntary Practices Program: 

• Nutrient management (subsurface application of phosphorus into the root zone using 
rates based on soil test phosphorus recommendations) 

• Cover crops (diverse, year-round, or at minimum overwintering) 
• Conservation crop rotation (diversify with small grains or forage, increase length of 

rotation) 
• No-till or practices that minimize soil disturbance 
• Filter or buffer strips (designed at a sufficient size to reduce phosphorus, planted with 

right type of vegetation, and allowing for biomass removal) 
• Wetlands (with a two-day minimum residence time, continuous flow, and of sufficient size 

to serve as phosphorus sink) 
• Prairie strips and grassed waterways 
• Water and sediment control basins 

https://www.michigan.gov/mdard/-/media/Project/Websites/mdard/documents/environment/wleb/DAP-Update-May-2025.pdf?rev=ef9699a792b849f3af1f68ddc3caa742&hash=C48E50CCC97A64703933C6280E10725C
https://www.michigan.gov/mdard/-/media/Project/Websites/mdard/documents/environment/wleb/DAP-Update-May-2025.pdf?rev=ef9699a792b849f3af1f68ddc3caa742&hash=C48E50CCC97A64703933C6280E10725C
https://www.michigan.gov/egle/-/media/Project/Websites/egle/Documents/Programs/WRD/AOC/Lake-Erie-DAP-2025-Update.pdf


MDARD has partnered with Michigan State University – Institute of Water Research to launch a 
seven-year (2025-2032) $12 million performance-based conservation program that will provide 
incentives to implement all of the above BMPs, except wetlands. Unlike traditional conservation 
programs that provide blanket cost-share for the practice, this performance-based program 
compensates producers based on modeled water quality improvements—specifically 
phosphorus reductions—while offering producers a tailored suite of conservation practices that 
fit their management strategy. 

Status of Sites in the WLEB Enrolled in MAEAP in Fiscal Year 2025 (FY25) 

As of November 17th , 2025, there were 256 sites (i.e., farms or properties) within the WLEB 
enrolled in the Michigan Agriculture Environmental Assurance Program verification process. The 
newly verified conservation practices in FY25 included: 861 acres under Nutrient Management 
Plans (i.e., cropland, pasture, etc.); 575 acres under Conservation Tillage, including multiple 
forms of conservation tillage and grass cover; 108 acres under Cover Crops; and six stabilized 
gullies. Newly verified conservation practices are practices that were either implemented during 
the MAEAP verification process to meet the MAEAP standards and achieve verification or were 
pre-existing but not yet included in the verification process.    

Fund Balance 
As of March 31, 2026, the Voluntary Practices Program has an available fund balance of $535,713 
which is currently programmed with a completion date of September 30, 2026. 

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 in fiscal year 2026. 


	Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development
	Agricultural Nutrient Best Management Voluntary Practices Program
	As of March 31, 2026
	Status of Sites in the WLEB Enrolled in MAEAP in Fiscal Year 2025 (FY25)

