
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Office of Environmental Farming and Innovation                8-28-18 
California Department of Food and Agriculture 
1220 N Street 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
Re: Healthy Soils Program Draft Request for Grant Application (RGA) 
 
Dear OEFI Staff, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this draft RGA. On behalf of the undersigned 25 
organizations, we respectfully request your consideration of our recommendations below. 
 
Our comments reflect our shared vision of a program that maximizes impact, provides 
producers with a positive experience, and further elevates CDFA’s role as an innovative and 
effective agency. 
 
We want to first commend and thank OEFI staff for proposing some significant improvements 
to the program guidelines, application, and application process. These improvements include: 

1. Removing the 3rd year cost-sharing requirement 
2. Extending the application period from six weeks to eight weeks 



3. Planning for a November through January application period – a more convenient time 
for most producers 

4. Adding 12 new practices to the program 
5. Improving the user-friendliness of the budget spreadsheet 

 
These proposed changes address a number of concerns raised by stakeholders in 2017 and will 
increase producer interest and participation in the program. Thanks again to OEFI staff for their 
responsiveness. 
 
There are still a number of ways the program must be improved in order to achieve its full 
potential and improve the likelihood of full subscription of its significantly increased funding. 
Based on our review of the RGA and the feedback many of our organizations have gathered 
from producers, we offer the recommendations attached. Thank you for the opportunity to 
provide input. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Brian Shobe 
Associate Policy Director 
California Climate & Agriculture Network  
 
Rex Dufour 
Western Regional Office Director 
National Center for Appropriate Technology  
 
Jan Derecho 
Executive Director 
Ecological Farming Association 
 
Torri Estrada 
Executive Director 
Carbon Cycle Institute 
 
Karen Buhr 
Executive Director 
California Association of Resource 
Conservation Districts 
 
Nancy Scolari 
Executive Director 
Marin Resource Conservation District 
 
 
 

David S. Gates, Jr. 
Vice President, Vineyard Operations 
Ridge Vineyards, Inc. 
 
Lauren Tucker 
Executive Director 
Kiss the Ground 
 
Laurel Marcus 
Executive Director 
Certified Fish Friendly Farming 
 
Craig Macmillan, Ph.D. 
Technical Program Manager 
Vineyard Team 
 
Dave Runsten 
Policy Director 
Community Alliance with Family Farmers  
 
Lisa Lurie 
Executive Director 
Santa Cruz Resource Conservation District 
 
 
 
 



Nick Lapis 
Director of Advocacy 
Californians Against Waste 
 
Rebecca Burgess 
Executive Director 
Fibershed 
 
Patricia Carillo 
Executive Director 
Agriculture and Land-Based Training 
Association 
 
Sigrid Wright 
CEO/Executive Director 
Community Environmental Council 
 
Anna Olsen 
Executive Director 
Cachuma Resource Conservation District 
 
Michael Dimock 
President 
Roots of Change 
 
Rebecca Spector 
West Coast Director 
Center for Food Safety 
 

Valerie Minton Quinto 
Executive Director 
Sonoma Resource Conservation District 
 
Brittany Jensen 
Executive Director 
Gold Ridge Resource Conservation District 
 
Lance Andersen 
Agricultural Program Director 
Mission Resource Conservation District 
 
Sheryl Landrum 
Executive Director 
Resource Conservation District of Greater 
San Diego County 
 
Dave Henson 
Executive Director 
Occidental Arts & Ecology Center 
 
Megan McCluer 
Executive Director 
Mendocino County Resource Conservation 
District 
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Summary of Recommendations for the Healthy Soils Program 
(in order of priority) 

 
� 1. Allow previously awarded APNs to be eligible for new practices within the APN 
 
� 2. Remove or revise unnecessary short essay questions (Incentives) 

 
� 3. Drop Demonstration Type A Projects; focus program on maximizing practice adoption  
 
� 4. Make it easier to get advanced payments to minimize cashflow challenges 
 
� 5. Replace 120-farmer participation requirement with SMART goals (Demonstration) 
 
� 6. Clarify the role of soil testing and have qualified third parties do it (Incentives) 
 
� 7. Change the date implementation must start by in order to allow spring practices 
 
� 8. Implement third party verification (Incentives) 
 
� 9. Institute a 2-step application process with a short pre-proposal (Demonstration) 

 
� 10. Provide a scoring rubric for the evaluation criteria 
 
� 11. Add an SDFR checkbox to the application to ensure Farmer Equity Act compliance   
 
We offer additional recommendations to ease farmer participation in the program at the end. 
 
 

Recommendations for Draft Healthy Soils Program RGAs 
(in order of priority) 

 
1. Allow previously awarded APNs to be eligible for new practices within the APN 
Stacking Healthy Soils practices has synergistic benefits, so the program should encourage 
producers to do so. If producers want to adopt 1-2 new practices at a time over multiple rounds 
in order to make their transition to a suite of Healthy Soils practices manageable, the program 
should accommodate that. CDFA can effectively prevent double-dipping for the same practice 
while still allowing producers to adopt new practices on a previously funded APN.  
 
2. Remove or revise unnecessary short essay questions (Incentives) 
The length and complexity of the application in the first-round intimidated farmers and 
prevented many from applying or completing their applications. The application’s four short 
essay questions are particularly confusing and time-consuming to farmers, in part because it is 
unclear if and how they relate to the evaluation criteria, and in part because the word limit 



indirectly pressures them to write responses that are 1-2 pages in length. These questions are 
unnecessary to meet ARB’s or Proposition 68’s requirements for GGRF programs and give an 
unfair advantage to producers who can afford outside consultants or administrative staff to 
complete their applications, or who have strong English language and writing skills. Removing 
or revising them will also significantly reduce the workload for application reviewers. 
 
We strongly recommend removing the following questions: 
 
“Explain why this project is important to the agricultural operation.”  (page 26, section II, 
question 1) 
This appears to bear no relationship to evaluation criteria. If CDFA wants quotes about the 
importance of the program, that would be best accomplished by asking award recipients. 
 
“Describe how you plan to assess and measure possible changes and impacts after project 
implementation.” (page 26, section II, question 3) 
This also appears to bear no relationship to evaluation criteria. This question forces applicants 
to guess what CDFA is looking for and propose assessment and measurement plans that may be 
both unnecessary and scientifically inappropriate. Program evaluation should not be the 
responsibility of the producer. 
 
“Describe environmental benefits achieved through implementing the proposed project in the 
short (within three years) and long term (beyond three years). Describe how the proposed 
project will improve soil health. Provide a qualitative description of the environmental co-
benefits of the proposed project such as water and air quality improvements, and ecosystem 
services.” (page 27, section IV) 
The current literature on these practices can provide this information. Practices’ co-benefits can 
simply be added up in the review stage to determine a score for “Soil Health and Environmental 
Co-benefits.” 
 
We strongly recommend revising the following question to have multiple checkbox answers 
(instead of an essay) that directly relate to a scoring rubric for the evaluation criteria: 
 
“Describe how the project will be sustained beyond the project term. Include anticipated 
learning or successes from the implemented management practices and how this will affect 
future adoption (e.g.  continuing the practice(s) in the long-term (>3 years) and/or adding the 
practice(s) to new fields).” (page 26, section II, question 2) 
Checkbox examples:  

� If successful, I am interested in expanding healthy soils to more acres on my farm 
� I am interested in applying for additional healthy soils practices in the future 
� I would be willing to host other farmers to learn about my experience 

  
 
 



3. Drop Demonstration Type A Projects; focus program on maximizing practice adoption 
(Demonstration) 
As a community of farmers, researchers, TA providers, and advocates, we greatly value and 
actively advocate for increased funding for research on climate-smart agricultural practices 
through a variety of policies, agencies, and programs. However, we continue to oppose the use 
of HSP funding for research purposes because: 1) the program will not fund the kind of long-
term research that is needed to address the most pressing research questions and advance 
important climate change models; and 2) demonstration projects were included in the 
legislation establishing the Heathy Soils program to encourage producer outreach, farmer-to-
farmer education, and real-life demonstration, the combination of which is often considered 
the most effective way to convince producers to adopt new practices. The demonstration 
projects were never intended for research. As a reminder, the statute establishing the Healthy 
Soils Program says nothing about research: “On-farm demonstration projects means projects 
that incorporate farm management practices that result in greenhouse gas benefits across all 
farming types with the intent to establish or promote healthy soils.”1 
 
As such, we strongly oppose the proposal to use demonstration projects to research the 
proposed practices that CDFA has determined do not have sufficient peer-reviewed research to 
incorporate into the Incentives or Demonstration Type B projects. 
 
4. Make it easier to get advanced payments to minimize cashflow challenges 
Most farmers face a cashflow challenge every spring and early summer as they pay for months 
of inputs and labor but have no harvest to earn revenue from. As such, paying tens of 
thousands of dollars upfront to implement a practice and then waiting 6-12 weeks for 
reimbursement can put a serious financial strain on farmers during lean times of the year. 
Whereas the previous RGA said grant recipients would be eligible to receive up to 25 percent of 
the total grant award in an advanced payment, this draft RGA has removed that line. Please 
reinstate it and make it easier for farmers to receive the advanced payment, as we heard from 
a number of recipients that it was difficult to obtain in the first round. 
 
5. Replace 120-farmer participation requirement with SMART goals (Demonstration) 
The Demonstration Project requirement that 120 unique farmers or ranchers visit the 
demonstration site during the 3-year project period is impractical for some agricultural regions. 
A number of farmers and TA providers told us that in their rural regions, where farmers have to 
travel long distances to attend events, having a dozen or more farmers attend their events is 
considered a success. Thus, they considered the 120-farmer attendance requirement unrealistic 
and decided not to apply, despite having strong candidates for demonstration sites. 
 
6. Clarify the role of soil testing and have qualified third parties do it (Incentives) 
This spring, we heard from staff that CDFA is requiring farmers to conduct three years of soil 
testing for the explicit purpose of confirming that soil organic matter is increasing and carbon is 
being captured. We were told by staff that if the soil tests do not demonstrate significant 

                                                        
1 FAC Div. 1, Ch.3, Article 8.5, Section 569 



increases in soil carbon, that could lead to some practices becoming ineligible in the program. 
We have attached our letter from earlier this year that details our concerns about this approach 
to and use of soil testing.  
 
The soil testing requirement is not necessary for the program to be “science-based” (it is 
already science-based), nor does the requirement conform with scientific expectations about 
the high intensity of sampling required to demonstrate soil organic matter accumulation in such 
a short period. Such testing should not be expected to provide more accurate or reliable data 
than the scientific literature used to inform the program’s development and quantification 
methodology. 
 

Thus, soil testing should not be viewed as verification of the efficacy of the practices. CDFA 
should end the requirement for producers to conduct annual soil testing and instead clarify the 
role of soil testing in the program and contract with third parties with relevant expertise (e.g. 
Cooperative Extension, RCDs, etc.) to conduct soil testing from a sub-set of projects over time. 
 
7. Change the date implementation must start by in order to allow spring practices  
The draft RGA states that implementation must begin no later than November 30, 2019, while 
the project year is listed as July, 2019 to June 30, 2020. We do not understand the rationale for 
requiring project implementation to begin 6 months before the project year ends. This will 
likely prevent farmers from applying compost during the late winter and early spring, when it is 
most strategic for them to do so. If program funds must be liquidated before June 30, 2020, 
couldn’t CDFA instead require reimbursement forms for the first year of implementation to be 
submitted by March 30, giving CDFA 90 full days to process and issue reimbursements? 
 
8. Implement third party verification (Incentives) 
Beyond just ensuring appropriate implementation of projects, farm visits for project verification 
are an opportunity to troubleshoot practice implementation challenges, share notes about 
what other farmers in the area are doing, and build a relationship. All of those actions are best 
done by local TA providers – RCDs, Extension, etc. - who know the area’s crops, climate, and 
producers and have a long-term interest in building producer relationships. Plus, local TA 
providers have more flexibility to verify practices when producers need to implement them. For 
example, in a wet year, there are limited and unpredictable windows for compost application. 
We recommend CDFA reconsider their verification approach for the HSP incentives projects in 
recognition of the logistical challenges it would bring upon CDFA program staff and producers, 
as well as the value of fostering relationships between local TA providers and producers. 
 
9. Institute a 2-step application process with a short pre-proposal (Demonstration) 
This is standard for other agencies (e.g. WCB and DOC) implementing large and complex grants. 
A two-step application with a pre-proposal facilitates better communication between the 
administering agency and applicants, resulting in more successful applications. This process 
also reduces the upfront burden on the applicants. 
 
 



10. Provide a scoring rubric for the evaluation criteria 
For example, the category of “Project Feasibility” in the Incentives RGA is worth up to 40 out of 
100 points in the application, but applicants are not given any indication about how reviewers 
will determine “feasibility.” Providing guiding questions or scoring rubrics is a common and best 
practice for competitive grant programs – one which we hope CDFA will adopt in its final RGA. 
 
11. Add an SDFR checkbox to the application to ensure Farmer Equity Act compliance  
Adding a socially disadvantaged farmer/rancher (as defined in Section 512 of the Food and 
Agricultural Code) checkbox to the application will allow CDFA to assess their program 
participation, which is necessary to meet the requirements of the Farmer Equity Act. 
 
 
 

Additional Recommendations to Ease Farmer Participation in the 
Healthy Soils Program 

 
Allow real-time responses to questions submitted during the application period 
We consistently heard feedback during and after the first application period that waiting for 
days (sometimes over a week) for responses to questions through CDFA’s Q&A “rounds” system 
significantly delayed applicants’ progress towards completing their application. The first round 
of the Healthy Soils program had an unusually high incomplete-to-complete application ratio, 
resulting in an undersubscribed program. Improving the response time to applicants’ questions 
– while maintaining fairness and transparency – is one important way to reduce barriers to 
successful application submission. 
 
Ensure the new platform allows applicants to share applications with TA providers  
To facilitate application assistance, please ensure the new application platform allows 
applicants to conveniently share their application with TA providers. 
 
Provide a multilingual outreach toolkit (e.g. flyer, FAQ, and sample application)  
The absence of promotional materials and sample applications (in English, Spanish, or other 
languages spoken by California farmers) in the first round of the program forced individual TA 
providers to either create their own or go without, which was an inefficient use of resources 
and especially limited outreach and TA to farmers with limited English proficiency. We 
recommend creating a toolkit of multilingual, promotional and application assistance materials 
for the program, including a flyer/brochure, FAQ, and sample application. By having CDFA 
prepare these materials and translate them into the multiple languages spoken by California 
farmers, CDFA can ensure accuracy while maximizing outreach efficacy and efficiency. 
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Karen Ross, Secretary       May 25, 2018 
California Department of Food and Agriculture 
1220 N Street  
Sacramento, CA 95814 
 
Re: Healthy Soil Program Implementation Concerns, Request for Changes 
 
Dear Secretary Ross, 
 
Thank you for your time on this important issue. We are writing to provide a number of specific 
recommendations that we believe will improve farmer interest in and overall implementation of 
the Healthy Soils Program. We have identified key concerns that have prevented widespread 
subscription to the program at a scale matching the demand that we see on the ground. Other 
concerns relate to how the program will demonstrate its own success.  
 
While we have had concerns about the program for some time, and have expressed these to CDFA 
over the life of the program, recent meetings have demonstrated that many of our concerns 
remain and there is no clear and transparent process in place to address them.  These issues have 
implications for the long-term viability of the Healthy Soils Program.  
 
We believe this program can grow and be successful. To achieve this, program accessibility and 
practicality, as well as how the relevant science is understood and applied, need to be improved. 
What follow are our specific concerns and recommendations moving forward. 
 
 
1. Application: Onerous and burdensome 
We remain concerned that the application for Healthy Soils Incentives and Demonstration projects 
is burdensome and overly complex. We have discussed these issues with CDFA in the past. Based 
on our experiences with other GGRF programs (e.g. WCB’s adaptation program, DOC’s SALCP), we 
request the following. 
 
Recommendations:  

• For demonstration projects, require a short pre-proposal that will allow CDFA to discuss 
project readiness with applicants.  This is standard for WCB and DOC and allows for 
improved communication and facilitates successful applications. 

• Follow the Food and Ag Code definition of Demonstration projects and drop the research 
components of the projects. FAC Div. 1, Ch.3, Article 8.5, Section 569: “On-farm 
demonstration projects” means projects that incorporate farm management practices that 
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result in greenhouse gas benefits across all farming types with the intent to establish or 
promote healthy soils” 

• Develop a check-box application for the Healthy Soils Incentives program, similar to CA 
NRCS’ EQIP program application.  Drop all essay and narrative questions. 

• Publish a selection criteria for how all applications will be scored. 
 
2. Public Process: Role of EFA SAP, Public comment 
CDFA staff appears to misunderstand the statutory requirements for input from the 
Environmental Farming Act Science Advisory Panel on Healthy Soils program guidelines. During 
our recent meeting with CDFA staff, when asked when the SAP would be given an opportunity to 
review and comment on updated Healthy Soils Program guidelines, staff responded that SAP does 
not need to review the guidelines or weigh in on administrative aspects of the program because 
their role is simply to advise on the science of the practices.  
 
This is in direct contradiction to the statutory mandate of SAP; FAC Div. 1, Ch.3, Article 8.5, Section 
569 (3) states: “The panel shall also advise the department on scientific findings, [Healthy Soils 
Program] framework, guidelines, grower incentives, and providing technical assistance.”  
 
CDFA’s misunderstanding of the SAP’s role overlooks the opportunity to leverage panel members’ 
experience and expertise administering or utilizing on-farm conservation programs. While the 
Department has ultimate decision-making authority over the program, the panel should be 
acknowledged and engaged for its expertise and critical role in the development of the program.  
 
This lack of clear public process is currently impacting the program. CDFA has not indicated 
whether or not public comment will be solicited on the most recent list of new practices CDFA is 
considering for the Healthy Soils Program, despite hearing from several EFA SAP members at the 
May meeting that they would like public comment to be received before the next SAP meeting. We 
would like to see a process similar to that offered by ARB or the Department of Conservation, 
which includes a draft to be reviewed, a minimum of a 30-day public comment period, and a final 
SAP meeting where the revised draft, based on public comment, is finalized. CDFA has 
inconsistently asked the SAP members to vote on issues before it. We would like the SAP to vote 
on the final program guidelines and related changes to the program, including new practices, 
understanding the SAP’s role remains advisory.   
 
For the third round of Healthy Soils Program guidelines, we request the following timeline for 
2018: 

o July or August meeting of SAP: Draft Healthy Soils Program Guidelines presented by 
CDFA staff and included in the ten-day notice of the meeting 

o August or September:  Deadline for public comment on the guidelines (no less than 
30-day public comment period) 

o September or October meeting of the SAP:  The revised program guidelines are 
discussed and finalized.   
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Recommendations:  
• The EFA SAP must be consulted on new, draft program guidelines. Additionally, a well-

advertised public process must be developed for Healthy Soils program development, 
including a minimum of a 30-day public comment period. We request the timeline above be 
adopted for the next round of program guideline development. 

• We ask that CDFA provide a public comment period on the new practices proposal, with 
comments due in advance of the July meeting of the EFA SAP.  All comments should be 
made available to the SAP members. 

 
3. Soil testing: Inappropriate expectations  
In our recent meeting, we heard from staff that CDFA is requiring farmers to conduct three years 
of soil testing for every Healthy Soils incentive project to confirm that soil organic matter is 
increasing and carbon is being captured. We were told by staff that if the soil tests do not 
demonstrate significant increases in soil carbon, that could lead to some practices becoming 
ineligible for future incentives funds. This is a self-imposed expectation by CDFA that is 
problematic on several fronts, including: 
  

1. Incentive projects are not controlled experiments: Farming practices are not sufficiently 
controlled over the project period to attribute changes in soil organic matter to HSP 
practice adoption, nor should they be.  

2. The signal-to-noise problem: Research has already demonstrated that all of these practices 
will result in accumulation of soil organic matter and sequestered carbon.  This may occur 
slowly (in some cases over decades) and variably over the applied acreage. Given the 
inherent variability of individual farm and ranch land soils, the amount of sampling 
necessary to capture a statistically significant increase in organic matter after three years 
(let alone annually) is an unreasonable expectation. 

3. Finally, the expectation that projects demonstrate soil organic matter accumulation was 
described by CDFA staff as the justification for requiring three consecutive applications of a 
practice on the same field over a 3-year project period. This is despite the fact that in some 
cases a 1-year application (e.g. rangeland compost) or every-other-year application (e.g. 
vineyard mulch and compost) is considered the best management (or most practical) 
practice. 

 
The soil testing requirement is not necessary for the program to be “science-based” (the program 
is already science-based, which is why it received funding and approval from Air CA Resources 
Board), nor does this requirement conform with scientific expectations around sampling to 
demonstrate soil organic matter accumulation. Such testing should not be expected to provide 
better data than can be found in the rigorous literature review that was used to inform the 
development of the program and the ARB’s quantification methodology for the program. 
 
Recommendations:  

• Soil testing should not be viewed as verification of the efficacy of the practices. CDFA 
should end the requirement for farmers to conduct annual soil testing. Rather, CDFA should 
contract with a third party with relevant soil testing expertise (e.g. Cooperative Extension, 
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RCDs, etc.) to conduct soil testing from a percentage of the projects over time and clarify 
the role of soil testing in the program.  

• The program should allow for one-year application rates for rangeland compost, as 
supported by the best available science, and every-other-year application of compost and 
mulch for vineyards, as supported by widely accepted practice.   

 
4. New Practices: Inconsistent Use of Science 
There is a lack of transparency on the scientific basis for certain Healthy Soils practice guidelines, 
particularly with respect to compost applications. In 2017, CDFA published a white paper and 
convened a subcommittee to develop incentivized compost application rates. Despite significant 
objections to the white paper’s recommended application rates from members of the scientific 
community, farmers, CalRecycle and policy advocates, CDFA did not address these concerns. 
Rather, the compost rates, which impact the agronomic effectiveness of the practice and its 
sequestration potential, remained unchanged.    
 
Prior to the first round of Healthy Soils Program funding, CDFA staff expressed a willingness to 
revisit compost application rates in subsequent funding rounds. However, at our recent meeting 
with CDFA staff, we were told the issue of compost rates is closed and were offered no future 
process for re-evaluating the rates. This is despite a recommendation in CDFA’s white paper that 
compost application rates be reconsidered following an opportunity for more scientific review. 
The Department has also occasionally referenced concerns regarding compost by other agencies 
(CalRecycle, SWRCB), but has never cited specific regulations, or written or verbal statements 
from those agencies that would allow for a detailed discussion or response. 
 
We also have concerns about the lack of transparency in the inclusion of slow release fertilizers. 
CDFA has failed to offer any scientific justification (e.g. literature review, examples of studies) that 
demonstrates the efficacy of slow release fertilizer use in California and its ability to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and increase carbon sequestration.   
 
Recommendations:  

• CDFA should publish criteria for how the department will determine the inclusion or 
exclusion of practices in the Healthy Soils program. Prior to completing those criteria CDFA 
should provide a draft set of criteria to the EFA SAP to review and comment on. Public 
stakeholders should also have an opportunity to comment.  

• Compost rates and the related white paper must be opened up for public discussion and 
revision.  

• Slow release fertilizers should not be allowed into the program without justification, 
including a literature review on the efficacy of the practice in California.  

 

   
We represent an important constituency of the Healthy Soils Program. We are the leading 
advocates for legislative funding and represent farmers who are exceptionally invested in the 
greenhouse gas emission reductions and soil health benefits of the Program. We hope to see this 
program be tremendously successful and greatly expand in size.  
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As we continue to advocate for renewed and expanded program funding in the current budget 
process, we need both improved program implementation and a more transparent public process 
moving forward. 
 
We appreciate the opportunity to make you aware of our concerns and hope to be able to discuss 
them further with you. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Jeanne Merrill, Brian Shobe    Torri Estrada, Jeff Creque 
California Climate & Agriculture Network  Carbon Cycle Institute 
 
David Runsten     John Wick 
Community Alliance with Family Farmers  Owner, Nicasio Native Grass Ranch 
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