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USDA Expands Grasslands Conservation 
Program to Small-Scale Livestock Producers 
Helping Dairy, Beef and Other Producers Protect Working Grasslands in 
43 States   

USDA will accept over 300,000 acres in 43 states that were offered by 
producers during the recent ranking period for the Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP) Grasslands enrollment with emphasis placed on small-
scale livestock operations. Through the voluntary CRP Grasslands 
program, grasslands threatened by development or conversion to row 
crops are maintained as livestock grazing areas, while providing 
important conservation benefits. Approximately 200,000 of the accepted 
acres were offered by small-scale livestock operations.  

The most recent ranking period closed on Dec. 16, 2016, and included 
for the first time a CRP Grasslands practice specifically tailored for small-
scale livestock grazing operations to encourage broader participation. 
Under this ranking period and for future periods, small-scale livestock 
operations with 100 or fewer head of grazing cows (or the equivalent) 
can submit applications to enroll up to 200 acres of grasslands per farm. 
Larger operations may still make offers through the normal process. 
USDA met its goal of 200,000 acres under this small-scale initiative. The 
new practice for small-scale livestock grazing operations encourages 
greater diversity geographically and in all types of livestock operations. 
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Please contact your local 
FSA Office for questions 
specific to your operation 
or county. 

Visit http://go.usa.gov/x9PFS to view the complete list of acres accepted 
by state.    

Participants in CRP Grasslands establish or maintain long-term, 
resource-conserving grasses and other plant species to control soil 
erosion, improve water quality and develop wildlife habitat on marginally 
productive agricultural lands. CRP Grasslands participants can use the 
land for livestock production (e.g. grazing or producing hay), while 
following their conservation and grazing plans in order to maintain the 
cover.   

Small livestock operations or other farming and ranching operations 
interested in participating in CRP Grasslands should contact their local 
FSA office. To learn more about FSA’s conservation programs, visit 
www.fsa.usda.gov/conservation. 

 

New Actively Engaged Provisions for Non-
Family Joint Operations or Entities 
Many Farm Service Agency programs require all program participants, 
either individuals or legal entities, to be “actively engaged in farming”. 
This means participants provide a significant contribution to the farming 
operation, whether it is capital, land, equipment, active personal labor 
and/or management. For entities, each partner, stockholder or member 
with an ownership interest, must contribute active personal labor and/or 
management to the operation on a regular basis.  

The 2014 Farm Bill established additional payment eligibility provisions 
relating to the farm management component of meeting “actively 
engaged in farming”. These new provisions apply to joint operations 
comprised of non-family members or partners, stockholders or persons 
with an ownership in the farming operation. Effective for 2016 and 
subsequent crop years, non-family joint operations are afforded to one 
member that may use a significant contribution of active personal 
management exclusively to meet the requirements to be determined 
“actively engaged in farming”. The person or member will be defined as 
the Farm Manager for the purposes of administering these new 
management provisions.    

In some instances, additional persons or members of a non-family 
member joint operation who meet the definition of Farm Manager may 
also be allowed to use such a contribution of active personal 
management to meet the eligibility requirements. However, under no 
circumstances may the number of Farm Managers in a non-family joint 
operation exceed a total of three in any given crop and program year.  

 

 

USDA’s Farm Service Agency Expands Bridges to Opportunity 
Nationwide 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Farm Service Agency (FSA) announced the expansion 
of a unique service for farmers and ranchers. FSA’s Bridges to Opportunity program provides a one-
stop-shop that connects producers with resources, programs and educational services offered 
across the department, as well as from other USDA partner organizations. Bridges to Opportunity, 
which currently provides enhanced customer support to more than 150,000 customers in 20 states, 
will expand to serve customers across the country before the end of the month using fiscal year 2016 
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funds.   

FSA’s presence in over 2,100 county offices, in nearly every rural county, puts the agency in a 
unique position to partner with non-governmental organizations to reach thousands of agricultural 
producers who can benefit from the programs and services.  Bridges to Opportunity allows FSA 
employees to search and obtain a list of all local, state, regional and national organizations that may 
be able assist local producers with their specific need. For example, FSA’s Houston County office in 
Texas partnered with many agricultural organizations to serve producers affected by severe drought.  
When drought-stricken agricultural producers came to the county office looking for assistance, FSA 
employees were able to provide traditional services, such as the Livestock Forage Program and the 
Emergency loan program administered by FSA, as well as connect local farmers with local, regional, 
and national organizations that provide drought assistance and education.  

Bridges to Opportunity was developed by FSA to provide producers with a more comprehensive 
customer service experience by connecting them with other USDA agencies and nonfederal 
partners. Through Bridges to Opportunity, FSA county office employees have the tools to connect 
farmers, ranchers and anyone interested in agriculture with customized expertise on topics ranging 
including organic production, beginning farmer resources, integrated pest management, disaster 
assistance, conservation practices, agricultural educational courses, loans, grants and other financial 
assistance that can start, grow or benefit farming and ranching operations.  

For more information about Bridges to Opportunity, please contact your local FSA county office.  

 

Organic Producers and Handlers May Apply for Certification 
Cost Share Reimbursements; Expanded Eligibility for 
Transition and State Certification Cost 
Starting March 20, 2017, organic producers and handlers will be able to visit over 2,100 USDA Farm 
Service Agency (FSA) offices to apply for federal reimbursement to assist with the cost of receiving 
and maintaining organic or transitional certification. 

USDA reimburses organic producers up to 75 percent of the cost of organic certification, but only 
about half of the nation’s organic operations currently participate in the program. Starting March 20, 
USDA will provide a uniform, streamlined process for organic producers and handlers to apply for 
organic cost share assistance either by mail or in person. 

USDA is making changes to increase participation in the National Organic Certification Cost Share 
Program (NOCCSP) and the Agricultural Management Assistance Organic Certification Cost Share 
Program, and at the same time provide more opportunities for organic producers to access other 
USDA programs, such as disaster protection and loans for farms, facilities and marketing. Producers 
can also access information on nonfederal agricultural resources, and get referrals to local experts, 
including organic agriculture, through USDA’s Bridges to Opportunity service at the local FSA office. 

Historically, many state departments of agriculture have obtained grants to disburse reimbursements 
to those producers and handlers qualifying for cost share assistance. FSA will continue to partner 
with states to administer the programs. For states that want to continue to directly administer the 
programs, applications will be due Feb. 17, 2017.    

Eligible producers include any certified producers or handlers who have paid organic or transitional 
certification fees to a USDA-accredited certifying agent. Application fees, inspection costs, fees 
related to equivalency agreement/ arrangement requirements, travel/per diem for inspectors, user 
fees, sales assessments and postage are all eligible for a cost share reimbursement from USDA. 

Once certified, producers and handlers are eligible to receive reimbursement for up to 75 percent of 
certification costs each year up to a maximum of $750 per certification scope—crops, livestock, wild 
crops and handling. This announcement also adds transitional certification and state organic 
program fees as additional scopes. 
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To learn more about organic certification cost share, please visit www.fsa.usda.gov/organic or 
contact a local FSA office by visiting http://offices.usda.gov. 

 

Crop Insurance Deadline Nears in Florida 
Florida Growers Need to Make Insurance Decisions Soon  

VALDOSTA, Ga., Feb. 9, 2017 - USDA’s Risk Management Agency (RMA) reminds Florida corn, 
cotton, flue-cured tobacco, grain sorghum, peanut, and soybean growers the final date to apply for 
crop insurance coverage is February 28. Current policyholders who wish to make changes to their 
existing coverage also have until the February 28 sales closing date to do so.  

Crop insurance provides protection against a loss in production due to natural perils, such as drought 
or excessive moisture. Coverage is available for corn, cotton, peanuts, and soybeans in many 
Florida counties. Also, coverage is available for flue-cured tobacco in Alachua, Columbia, Gadsden, 
Gilchrist, Hamilton, Lafayette, Madison, and Suwannee counties and grain sorghum in Calhoun, 
Escambia, Jackson, Jefferson, and Levy counties.  

Growers are encouraged to visit their crop insurance agent soon to learn specific details for the 2017 
crop year. A list of crop insurance agents is available at all USDA Service Centers and online at the 
RMA Agent Locator. Growers can use the RMA Cost Estimator to get a premium amount estimate of 
their insurance needs online. Learn more about crop insurance and the modern farm safety net at 
http://www.rma.usda.gov/.  

 

USDA Offers Targeted Farm Loan Funding for Underserved 
Groups and Beginning Farmers 
The USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA) reminds producers that FSA offers targeted farm ownership 
and farm operating loans to assist underserved applicants as well as beginning farmers and 
ranchers.   

USDA defines underserved applicants as a group whose members have been subjected to racial, 
ethnic, or gender prejudice because of their identity as members of the group without regard to their 
individual qualities. For farm loan program purposes, targeted underserved groups are women, 
African Americans, American Indians and Alaskan Natives, Hispanics and Asians and Pacific 
Islanders.   

Underserved or beginning farmers and ranchers who cannot obtain commercial credit from a bank 
can apply for either FSA direct loans or guaranteed loans. Direct loans are made to applicants by 
FSA. Guaranteed loans are made by lending institutions who arrange for FSA to guarantee the loan. 
FSA can guarantee up to 95 percent of the loss of principal and interest on a loan. The FSA 
guarantee allows lenders to make agricultural credit available to producers who do not meet the 
lender's normal underwriting criteria.   

The direct and guaranteed loan program provides for two types of loans:  farm ownership loans and 
farm operating loans. In addition to customary farm operating and ownership loans, FSA now offers 
Microloans through the direct loan program. The focus of Microloans is on the financing needs of 
small, beginning farmer, niche and non-traditional farm operations. Microloans are available for both 
ownership and operating finance needs. To learn more about microloans, visit 
www.fsa.usda.gov/microloans.   

To qualify as a beginning producer, the individual or entity must meet the eligibility requirements 
outlined for direct or guaranteed loans. Additionally, individuals and all entity members must have 
operated a farm for less than 10 years. Applicants must materially or substantially participate in the 
operation.   

For more information on FSA’s farm loan programs and targeted underserved and beginning farmer 
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guidelines, visit www.fsa.usda.gov/farmloans. 

 

Preauthorized Debit Available for Farm Loan Borrowers 
USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA) has implemented pre-authorized debit (PAD) for Farm Loan 
Program (FLP) borrowers. PAD is a voluntary and alternative method for making weekly, bi-weekly, 
monthly, quarterly, semi-annual or annual payments on loans.   

PAD payments are pre authorized transactions that allow the National Financial and Accounting 
Operations Center (NFAOC) to electronically collect loan payments from a customer’s account at a 
financial institution.   

PAD may be useful for borrowers who use nonfarm income from regular wages or salary to make 
payments on loans or adjustment offers or for payments from seasonal produce stands. PAD can 
only be established for future payments.  

To request PAD, customers, along with their financial institution, must fill out form RD 3550-28. This 
form has no expiration date, but a separate form RD 3550-28 must be completed for each loan to 
which payments are to be applied. A fillable form can be accessed on the USDA Rural Development 
(RD) website at http://www.rd.usda.gov/publications/regulations-guidelines. Click forms and search 
for “Form 3550-28.”   

If you have a “filter” on the account at your financial institution, you will need to provide the financial 
institution with the following information: Origination ID: 1220040804, Agency Name: USDA RD 
DCFO.  

PAD is offered by FSA at no cost. Check with your financial institution to discuss any potential cost. 
Preauthorized debit has no expiration date, but you can cancel at any time by submitting a written 
request to your local FSA office. If a preauthorized debit agreement receives three payment 
rejections within a three month period, the preauthorized debt agreement will be cancelled by FSA. 
The payment amount and due date of your loan is not affected by a cancellation of preauthorized 
debit. You are responsible to ensure your full payment is made by the due date.  

For more information about PAD, contact your local FSA office. To find a local FSA office, visit 
http://offices.usda.gov 

 

Selected Interest Rates for February 2017 

90-Day Treasury Bill 
.500 

Farm Operating Loans — Direct 
2.875 

Farm Ownership Loans — Direct 
4.00 

Farm Ownership Loans — Direct Down Payment, Beginning Farmer or Rancher 
1.50 

Emergency Loans 
3.875 
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Dates to Remember 

Feb 20 - Federal Holiday Observed.  Offices Closed.  

 

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer and lender. To file a complaint of discrimination, 
write: USDA, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, Office of Adjudication, 1400 
Independence Ave., SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (866) 632-9992 (Toll-free Customer 
Service), (800) 877-8339 (Local or Federal relay), (866) 377-8642 (Relay voice users). 

 


