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INTRODUCTION

T
he latest Farm Bill, signed on December 20, 2018, stipulated 

that ten percent of spending on conservation programs by 

the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 

is to be directed to source water protection.  As their website 

indicates, the NRCS “offers financial and technical assistance 

through conservation practices, activities and enhancements to 

help agricultural producers make and maintain improvements on 

their land”.  Most local NRCS employees in New York are located 

at the offices of county soil and water conservation districts.  

The latest Farm Bill also defined other source water protection 

activities involving the NRCS.  I will outline these in this article.

PRIORITY AREAS FOR SOURCE WATER PROTECTION
The NRCS was instructed to define priority area(s) in each 

state to target the ten percent of conservation program funding to 

benefit source water protection.  In New York State, the NY NRCS 

organized an ad-hoc group (including myself) to advise them.  A 

priority source water protection area was defined by NY NRCS to 

include the Finger Lakes and Chesapeake Bay watershed regions 

(Figure 1).  This was based upon an analysis of various data and 

consideration of factors such as the location of Harmful Algal 

Blooms (HABs), Critical Environmental Areas (CEAs), nitrate 

levels at public water systems that were of concern, the Priority 

Waters List (PWL), and the location of assessment and protection 

plans.  This priority area may be refined in the future.  Again, the 

priority area depicted on Figure 1 is the area where NRCS will be 

targeting ten percent of their conservation program funding for 

source water protection.  Conservation programs include the 

Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), which helps 

implement conservation practices that address natural resource 

concerns.

PRIORITY PRACTICES
To support source water protection activities within the 

priority area(s), NRCS will be able to provide producers with 

extra incentive payments for certain practices.  Twelve of these 

priority practices have been identified by NY NRCS.  They involve: 

agrichemical handling facilities, waste storage facilities, residue 

and tillage management - no-till, cover crops, residue and tillage 

management - reduced till, roofs and covers (over a waste 

management facility or an agrichemical handling facility), riparian 

herbaceous cover, riparian forest buffer, filter strips, streambank 

and shoreline protection, nutrient management, and vegetated 

treatment areas.  At the time of the writing of this article, I do not 

have specific information on the enhanced financial assistance 

for source water protection conservation practices located in the 

priority area shown in Figure 1.

WORKING WITH NRCS
If your water system is located in the area highlighted in 

Figure 1 and you feel that the priority practices mentioned 

above may be of use in protecting your drinking water sources, 

I would contact the NRCS and engage with them.  The District 

Conservationist, the NRCS technical assistance individual 

working within your particular county, may be the first to contact.  

You may also wish to contact the Assistant State Conservationist 

for Water Resources.  This individual is located with the New York 

State Office in Syracuse.  The ten percent “set-aside” for source 

water protection by NRCS is a potential tool that water systems 

may wish to investigate if you are within the Chesapeake or Finger 

Lakes watersheds.

As always, feel free to call me at 1-888-NYRURAL ext. 170 or 

email me at winkley@nyruralwater.org with any questions. 
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