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USDA and Maine Potato Board Announce Incentives for Potato Crop Rotations and Soil Improvements
(Presque Isle, ME) - The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Maine Potato Board have announced incentives to encourage producers to extend potato crop rotations and improve soil quality.  Producers willing to adopt practices that improve soil health and environmental quality will be eligible for incentive payments.

Soil quality is the fitness of a soil to support plant and animal productivity, maintain or enhance water and air quality, and support human health and habitation. Soil Organic Matter is a primary indicator of soil quality.

Historically, the Maine Potato Industry had grown the majority of the potato crop as monoculture.  Over the years the industry adopted a two-year rotation cycle, usually with a small grain. Though a two-year rotation cycle is better than growing potatoes as a monoculture, over time, this system generally results in a decline in soil organic matter. This can negatively impact crop yields and quality, increase soil erosion, impact water quality, and decrease biological activity in the soil.

Advantages to increasing Soil Organic Matter include:  

· Increased water holding capacity of the soil

· Improved soil health

· Reduced soil erosion

· Fuel savings

· Water savings

· Pesticide savings

· Fertilizer savings

· Reduced water quality impacts

· Improved potato quality and quantity
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Producers wishing to adopt cropping systems that will improve soil quality have a number of conservation practices to choose from.   Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) technicians and planners can assist interested producers to develop a conservation plan which provides a number of alternatives on which to base management decisions.  A conservation plan is the first step in determining which practices are needed and eligible for incentive payments.

NRCS, through the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), is making flat rate incentive payments available to interested producers who are willing to adopt practices that improve soil and environmental quality. These payments are available for a maximum of three years. The following practices are being made available to aid in this initiative:  


PRACTICE




RATE
· Conservation Crop Rotation  


$55/ac

· Cover Crop




$50/ac

· Seasonal Residue Management

$5/ac

· Nutrient Management



$25/ac

· Pest Management



$22/ac

Dawn Gallagher, Commissioner of the Maine Department of Environmental Protection, says these changes will be positive for the industry.  “Increasing the rotation schedule is a win-win for all,” Gallagher says.  “Not only do you make gains in soil quality you also improve water quality by keeping soil on the farm.  Maine DEP is pleased with the initiative that the Maine potato industry is taking with regard to soil health and water quality, and will be providing the Maine Potato Board with 319 money to help provide additional assistance to potato growers signing up for the EQIP program.”

Eligible producers can sign up (Form CCC-1200) for the EQIP program at their county USDA Agricultural Service Center. The producer’s conservation plan will identify the needed practices. NRCS staff will rank each application based on the level of treatment provided by the agreed-to cropping system. Applications will be selected for funding based on the availability of funds and their overall rank. 

The Maine Potato Board has been working, and will continue to work with USDA NRCS Maine to provide additional assistance to potato growers in Maine in signing up for the EQIP program.  If growers would like any additional assistance or information on this effort, please contact the Timothy Hobbs at the Maine Potato Board at 769-5061 or hobbs@mainepotatoes.com.  
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