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APPENDIX – STATE REPORTS  

 
KENTUCKY  

ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY INCENTIVES PROGRAM 
 
 

OVERVIEW 
 

Kentucky received an average of $12.3 million in EQIP technical and financial assistance 
funds per year from 2003 to 2007, ranking it 9th out of the 10 states that border the 
Mississippi River for EQIP funds. Each of the 120 counties in Kentucky is grouped into 
one of 14 different pooling areas and all of the state’s EQIP funds are distributed to 
these 14 geographic pooling areas.  

Applications to participate in EQIP are evaluated using the specific ranking criteria 
document (called the Kentucky EQIP Application Field Worksheet) for the pooling area 
where the applicant’s operation is located. Each of the 14 Worksheets has: (1) 5 
questions, related to national EQIP priorities that are the same for each pooling area (2) 
8 questions related to state criteria that are the same for each pooling area, (3) 9 to 10 
different local issue questions specific to each of the 14 pooling areas, and (4) a cost-
efficiency component.  

The Kentucky State Technical Committee provides input on the funding allocation 
formula to the 14 pooling areas and the statewide priority resource concerns, 
recommends issues for the state level component of the Worksheet, and determines 
the weights of each section of the ranking criteria document. Local Work Groups in 
each of the 14 pooling areas identify and prioritize their resource concerns and create a 
list of “local issue” questions for use in the ranking tool. All local issue questions are 
reviewed and approved by the State Conservationist. 

 

KENTUCKY EQIP WEBSITE 

http://www.ky.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/EQIP2008/index2008.html 

 

CONTACTS 

Tony Nott 
EQIP Principal 
859-224-7377 
tony.nott@ky.usda.gov 
 

Deena Wheby 
Assistant State Conservationist 
859-224-7350 
deena.wheby@ky.usda.gov  
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FUNDING AND REACH OF EQIP 
 
EQIP funding is allocated to states using a national formula. The chart below shows the 
amount of financial and technical assistance Kentucky has received from FY 2003 to 
2007 and the number of contracts awarded each fiscal year. A total of 4,426 contracts 
have been entered into with producers between 2003 and 2007 providing $61.4 million 
and addressing nearly 330,152 acres in the state. 
 

 
Source: EWG compiled annual data from EQIP’s “Allocation” and “Contract” tables found on the USDA 
NRCS website: http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/EQIP/. 
 
KEY FACTORS ANALYSIS 
 
We analyzed the following factors for indications of the extent to which EQIP in 
Kentucky is focused on reducing sediment and nutrient loads to streams, lakes, and 
rivers: (1) the presence or absence of qualitative or quantitative goals for pollutant 
reductions, (2) methods used to allocate state-level funds to counties or other sub-state 
levels or to specific projects or priorities, and (3) the application ranking criteria used to 
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select participants in EQIP. We relied primarily on the information and data presented 
on the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) website to complete this 
analysis and followed up on our investigation with interviews of the state EQIP program 
manager. 
 
Goals 
 
EWG did not find evidence to suggest that Kentucky EQIP has a) established explicit 
quantitative or qualitative goals for EQIP to clean up agricultural sources of pollution, b) 
identified which lakes, streams, or tributaries are priorities for improvement, c) set a 
timetable to achieve those goals, or d) established a means to track progress toward 
the goals. Kentucky’s application ranking systems do create an implicit set of priorities 
for treating water quality, but measurable goals and timelines do not exist. 
 
EWG recommends that Kentucky EQIP set clear and specific goals for how much and 
what types of agricultural pollution need to be reduced, which lakes, streams or 
tributaries are priorities for improvement, and a timetable to achieve those goals. EWG 
also recommends that Kentucky EQIP develop systems to track, evaluate, and report on 
the environmental performance of EQIP. 

 
Fund Allocation 
 
All of Kentucky’s EQIP funds are distributed to the 14 pooling areas.  

 
   Source: http://www.ky.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/EQIP2008/map142007.html 
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Kentucky’s 120 counties are grouped into one of the 14 pooling areas with about 6 to 
11 counties comprising each pool. While each of the 14-pooled areas is guaranteed to 
receive funding, individual counties within each pooling area are not guaranteed 
funding. According to Tony Nott, Kentucky EQIP Principal, the State Technical 
Committee sets up the pooling areas and determines the regional formulas to allocate 
funds.  
 
A state allocation formula is used to allocate funds to each of these 14 pooling areas.  
The formula is based on a variety of factors, including: 

1. Number of livestock 
2. Number of farms 
3. Acres of prime farmland  
4. Water quality concerns* 
5. Wildlife concerns. 

 
*The water quality concerns include the consideration of the Kentucky Department of 
Water’s 305b report, agricultural-impaired waters, Outstanding Resource Waters, wild 
rivers, karst basin areas, wells and public water supply areas in each pooling area. The 
last time Kentucky EQIP reviewed this allocation formula was 2004 and Nott anticipates 
a new review of the formula soon.  
 
EWG recommends that if funds are allocated directly to local jurisdictions, Kentucky 
EQIP should use allocation formulas based primarily on natural resource and 
environmental factors (rather than generic production factors) to channel more funding 
to localities with significant environmental problems associated with agriculture. 

EWG recommends that Kentucky EQIP's best opportunity for improving water quality is 
to fund well-designed, watershed-based clean-up projects. This approach encourages 
multiple farmers within a watershed to reduce pollution to a specific lake, stream, or 
tributary to the Mississippi River.  

The problem-solving advantages of this approach are well understood.  They include 
focusing resources in specific locations to solve well-defined problems using a strategy 
that directs funding to those farmers within the watershed who can do the most to 
reduce pollution. Ideally, such water quality improvement projects include developing 
monitoring and evaluation systems to adjust the strategy and resource allocations 
based on the results that are being realized. Ramping up the emphasis in EQIP on such 
watershed-based clean-up projects would dramatically increase the effectiveness of the 
program. 

EWG recommends that Kentucky EQIP allocate 60 percent of its EQIP funds to 
watershed-based clean-up projects by 2012. Kentucky EQIP should then allocate the 
remaining 40 percent of funds by 2012 to funding pools that target high priority natural 
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resource and environmental problems. These state-level funding pools create important 
opportunities to focus EQIP on the most pressing designated problems. The funding 
pools allow EQIP managers to select the best applications from all the applications 
proposing to address the same natural resource or environmental problem. 

 
 
Application Ranking Criteria 
 
Applications to participate in EQIP are evaluated using the specific ranking criteria 
document (called the Kentucky EQIP Application Field Worksheet) for the pooling area 
where the applicant’s operation is located. Each of the 14 Worksheets has: (1) 5 
questions, related to national EQIP priorities that are the same for each pooling area (2) 
8 questions related to state criteria that are identical in each pooling area, (3) 7 to 10 
different local issue questions specific to each of the 14 pooling areas, and (4) a cost-
efficiency component. See Box 1 for background information on the cost-efficiency 
score. 

 

Box 1. The Cost-Efficiency Score 
 
A cost-efficiency score is generated for each application to determine how effective the 
cost-shared practices will be at addressing the priority resource concerns (soil, water, air, 
plant, animal, and human). The cost-efficiency score is calculated by multiplying the 
practice(s)’  

Conservation Practice Physical Effects (CPPE) value(s) 
x Service life of the practice(s) 

/ Average cost of installing and maintaining the practice(s) 
 
NRCS maintains a national database of each practice’s CPPE value. CPPE values range 
from -5 to + 5 reflecting the practice’s ability to worsen or improve each resource 
concern. The CPPE value can be modified by the state or local jurisdiction to reflect the 
soil, weather, topographic, and other state or local conditions that may impact the 
effectiveness of the practice.   
 
All 10 Mississippi River border states are using the NRCS Pro-Tracts Cost-Efficiency 
software to calculate a Cost-Efficiency score for each application. However, because the 
Cost-Efficiency score is embedded in the software, this step in the ranking process is not 
transparent since the state EQIP managers were unable to fulfill our request of reviewing 
the CPPE values given to practices funded by EQIP.  

 
 
Kentucky assigns 15 percent of the total ranking score to the national issues section, 20 
percent to the state issues section, 30 percent to the local issues section, and 35 
percent to the cost effectiveness factor. For information purposes, to achieve the 
aforementioned percentage of the total ranking score specified, the total points in the 
national section are multiplied by 0.6, the total points in the state section are multiplied 
by 0.8, and the total points in the local section are multiplied by 0.6. These multipliers 
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are used to adjust the points in each section to achieve the desired percentage of 
points for each section. After each section’s total points has been added up and 
adjusted by the weighting system, applications that receive a greater total point score 
get a higher priority for selection. 
 
According to Nott, the EQIP application process usually begins with a farmer inquiring 
at one of the 120 Soil Conservation and Water Quality Districts (SWCD) about a 
particular practice or problem they’re experiencing.  One of the Soil Conservationists or 
the District Conservationists would open up a case file of the farmer, complete an 
application, do a field visit with the farmer and fill out the Application Field Worksheet. 
The Conservationist then enters the results of the Worksheet into the national ProTracts 
database system.  
 
Applications are collected at the SWCDs, ranked at the 90 or so Farm Service Agency 
Centers, and then sent to the State Conservationist’s office where the ranked 
applications are then pooled into the 14 pooling areas. The EQIP personnel and the 
State Conservationist will determine a ranking cut-off score for each pool based on the 
funding available for each pool. Applications that have ranking scores lower than the 
cut-off score will be deemed ineligible for competition for funds in that pooling area. 
Applications will be awarded contracts in order of their ranking score. If there are funds 
leftover in one pooling area, they can be shifted to fund applications in another pooling 
area rather than fund applications that are below the cut-off score. 
 
Each of the 14 Field Worksheets is a two-page document. (See Appendix for the 
Worksheet for Pooling Area 1 for FY2007, which was the most recent one available 
online) The first page lists National, State, and Local Issue questions. The second page 
is a checklist of 40 resource concerns and 40 eligible practices. However not all 40 
resource concerns or practices are considered priorities in each pooling area. Thus, 
applications that pick the resource concerns and the practices that are priorities in each 
pooling area will receive greater ranking priority. 
 
All the ranking criteria questions are in a Yes/No format and no points are provided 
online. Nott provided a version of the FY 2007 Application Field Worksheet for Pooling 
Area 1 with the points displayed.  
 
To determine how much emphasis Kentucky EQIP places on the reduction of nutrient 
and sediment pollution and on geographic priority areas, we attempted a rough 
estimate of the percentage of raw, un-weighted points assigned to questions that 
appear to address these priorities. We acknowledge that this approach is incomplete 
and potentially misleading, as it does not account for the effect of the cost-efficiency 
score in the ranking criteria. We did not evaluate the cost-efficiency score since it is 
necessary to know which practices will be funded by EQIP in each application. We did 
include a review of the effect of the multipliers on the points provided in each National, 
State, and Local Issues section. 
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Overall, the lack of specificity in the ranking criteria made it difficult to identify points 
for reducing sediment and nutrient pollution and points for applications located in 
priority areas. Those complications are described in Box 2. 
 
 

Box 2. The Lack of Specificity in Ranking Criteria 
 
The ranking criteria in all 10 Mississippi River border states lacked sufficient specificity for 
us to determine with real certainty the emphasis each state was giving in its ranking 
sheets to the reduction of sediment and nutrient pollution and to areas of geographic 
importance. For example, many ranking factors do not specify the particular source of 
natural resource or environmental problems, such as sediment or nutrient loss from 
cropland. Instead, the ranking factors refer to more generic sources of problems, such as 
nonpoint source pollution.  
 
In those cases where more specific types of pollutants like sediments or nutrients were 
cited, they were usually included in a longer list of pollutants, such as pathogens, 
pesticides, or excess salinity, making determination of the priorities implicit in the ranking 
criteria difficult. A similar lack of specificity hampered our ability to determine the 
emphasis placed on location of an application within a priority watershed or other 
geographic unit. 
 
Despite these difficulties, it is clear that the factors used in ranking criteria and the 
priority assigned those factors through point allocations and multipliers are critical 
determinants of effectiveness of EQIP in reducing sediment and nutrient pollution. 

 
 
Regarding emphasis on geographic priorities, a review of the FY 2007 Application Field 
Worksheet for Pooling Area 1 with the points displayed  (see Appendix) indicates that 
Kentucky does not appear to give much emphasis to geographic priorities. In the 
National Issues section, Kentucky asks National Priorities Question 1 which includes a 
reference to impaired watersheds: 
 

“Will the treatment you intend to implement using EQIP result in considerable 
reductions of non-point source pollution, such as nutrients, sediment, 
pesticides, excess salinity in impaired watersheds, groundwater 
contamination or point source contamination from confined animal feeding 
operations?” 

 
This question does give some priority to an application located in an impaired 
watershed as part of a larger priority for addressing nonpoint and point source 
pollution.  
 
The State Issues section of Kentucky’s Pooling Area 1 ranking sheet clearly gives points 
for two geographic priority areas: 
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“Is the majority of the application’s acreage included in either a Kentucky 
Department of Water (DOW) identified watershed or high quality waters / 
classified stream?” (7 out of 100 total state section points or 7 percent) 
 
“Is the majority of the application’s acreage included in either a well head 
protection area or karst area as identified by DOW?” (also 7 out of 100 
total state section points or 7 percent).  

 
The Local Issues section does give 10 points for the following geographic priority: 
 

“Does all fencing in this application exclude livestock by a minimum of 20’ 
from sensitive areas such as water, woods, and wetlands?” 

 
The 24 points for these 3 geographic priority factors represent just 6 percent of the 400 
total points in the entire ranking system. 
 
Regarding emphasis on reducing nutrient and sediment pollution, a review of 
Kentucky’s Pooling Area 1 ranking sheet does not provide clear answers about 
how much priority Kentucky EQIP places on these two specific water quality 
impairments. For example, the National Priority Question 1 does mention the 
words “nutrients” and “sediment” but the question lacks sufficient specificity for 
us to distinguish between points awarded for treatment of nutrients and 
sediments versus points awarded for reducing excess salinity or pesticides.  
 
The National Priorities Question 4 does allocate 24 points (24 percent of the 100 total 
points available from the National Priorities section) for applications that specifically 
address soil erosion and sedimentation.  
 

“Will the treatment you intend to implement using EQIP result in a 
considerable reduction in soil erosion and sedimentation from unacceptable 
levels on agricultural land?” 

 
In the State Issues section, there is one question related to water quality (installing 
buffers along surface waters and/or limiting livestock access to streams) and it receives 
the highest number of points, 20 out of 100 possible points (20 percent). Another 
question asks if the planned practices on cropland will reduce erosion and it receives 15 
out 100 points (15 percent). However, there is no indication that the erosion occurring 
on the applicant’s cropland may be causing a sedimentation problem in a body of 
water.  
 
In the Local Issues Section of Worksheet for Pooling Area 11 (which is the only pooling 
area that is contiguous with the Mississippi River), there are 9 local questions. Three of 
                                                
1 ftp://ftp-fc.sc.egov.usda.gov/KY/EQIP/EQIP2007/PA01.pdf  
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the 9 questions provide points for addressing soil erosion: a) gully erosion – 70 points, 
b) ALL actively eroding gullies – 50 points, and c) streambank erosion – 8 points. Again, 
there is no discussion of whether these erosion problems are causing sedimentation 
problems. Three other questions relate to protecting water quality: a) inclusion of filter 
strips, buffers, borders – 30 points, b) fencing of livestock 20’ from sensitive areas – 10 
points, and c) stream crossing protection – 4 points. In total, these 6 out of 9 questions 
are likely to result in a reduction in sediment and nutrient pollution and provide 172 of 
the 200 possible local section points (86 percent).  
 
Thus, 255 out of 400 maximum possible points (64 percent) in Kentucky’s Pooling Area 
1 Application Field Worksheet are provided for applications that are likely to reduce 
sedimentation and nutrient pollution and are located in geographically important areas. 
This evaluation of raw, un-weighted points is incomplete as it excludes the potential 
impact of the ranking criteria multipliers. 
 
EWG applied the multipliers for the national (0.6), state (0.8) and local (0.6) issues 
section to the raw points estimated above and found that the points changed 
significantly. The multipliers slightly reduced the 64 percent of the raw, un-weighted 
points (255 out of 400) in the Pooling Area 1 Worksheet awarded for addressing the 
priority problems in priority areas to 62 percent (81 out of 130 weighted points). The 
percentage of points awarded in the national section for our priority issues was 24 
percent (24 out of 100 points) and remained 24 percent (7.2 out of 30 weighted points) 
when the multiplier was applied. The 49 percent of points (49 out of 100 points) in the 
state section for the priority issues dropped to 48 percent (19.2 out of 40 weighted 
points) when the multiplier was applied. And the 91 percent of points (182 out of 200 
points) in the local section remained at 91 percent (54.6 out of 60 weighted points) 
when the multiplier was applied.  
 
Despite Kentucky EQIP appearing to give about 60 percent of unweighted points in the 
reviewed Worksheet to the most pressing concerns – nutrient and sediment pollution 
reduction in high priority areas – only about 2 percent of points are given to 
applications from priority watersheds. Thus, it is unlikely that Kentucky’s ranking system 
can ensure that applications in the priority watersheds will rise to the top of the ranking 
list and get selected for funding.  
 
EWG recommends that Kentucky EQIP revise their ranking systems to increase the 
priority given to applications located in high priority watersheds that will reduce 
sediment and nutrient pollution. Sediment and nutrient pollution are the two most 
important pollutants of streams, lakes, and reservoirs in the 10 states bordering the 
Mississippi River, the main stem of the Mississippi River, and the Dead Zone in the Gulf 
of Mexico. 
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Conclusion 
 

We find that EQIP has not been deployed as effectively as it could be in Kentucky or 
any of the 9 states that border the Mississippi River. The methods used to decide how 
to spend EQIP dollars within the state and which farmers will get those dollars are more 
likely to result in diffuse and fragmented efforts to reduce pollution from farms rather 
than the focused and coordinated effort needed to solve both local and regional water 
pollution problems. 
 
Watershed-based water quality clean-up projects are the best use of federal taxpayer 
resources and offer the greatest hope for cleaning up the unintended environmental 
damage of agriculture. These projects entail setting goals to clean up specific bodies of 
water that are deemed the highest priorities, determining how many of the most cost 
effective practices are needed, and persuading key farmers to participate in the project. 
  
To quickly ramp up the effectiveness of EQIP, Kentucky NRCS should: 
 

1. Set clear and specific goals for how much pollution needs to be reduced, which 
lakes, streams or tributaries are priorities for improvement, and a timetable to 
achieve those goals. 
 

2. Use 60 percent of EQIP dollars by 2012 to fund watershed-based water quality 
clean-up projects that encourage multiple farmers within selected watersheds to 
reduce pollution to specific lakes, streams, or tributaries to the Mississippi River.  

 
3. Use 40 percent of EQIP funds by 2012 in state-level funding pools to target the 

highest priority natural resource and environmental problems in each state.  
 

4. Select farmers to participate in EQIP who can do the most to contribute to 
watershed-based clean-up projects or solve high priority problems. 

 



Environmental Working Group 12 

APPENDIX—2007 Kentucky EQIP Ranking Criteria 
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KY-EQIP Ranking Tool Summary for FY2007 – Priority Area 1 – provided by 
Tony Nott. 
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