LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE REPORT

SDASCOE FALL BOARD WALL, SD, (actually Huron) 2008
By Larry Olsen, SDASCOE Legislative Chair
Much has happened since the SDASCOE convention. First and most important is the passage of the new farm bill in June. Given the present economic problems, we are probably very fortunate that an extension of the previous bill was not passed. South Dakota hosted the North West Area Rally. FSA Administrator Teresa Lassiter attended and spoke to the NWA.
The Knowledge Bank report was brought up. This was the top down to the STO level review. There were I believe 52 recommendations. Many of which are not able to be implemented because they are statutory items and require legislation to change. I had a questions/concern regarding the report. In the report it was suggested that the DDs be the supervisors of the CEDs. I asked why the knowledge bank report went beyond the scope of their review to make this recommendation and on what basis did they make the recommendation. No COC, CED, PT or producer was ever contacted. No one from NASCOE (President, VP, Treas., Sec, or Exec Board member), NAFEC was ever contacted. I would have to call into question the entire  report. Ms. Lassiter explained that the report did say that they went beyond the scope of the review and that there were no plans to implement this recommendation.
The NASCOE Convention was held in Omaha, NE. 

From the NASCOE Convention. I have plagiarized some of Mike Mayfield and Loren Nelson’s (NASCOE Legislative Chairs) reports in mine.  

The passage of the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 Farm Bill covers the 2008-2012 crop years. NASCOE seems to have been very successful with our efforts during the farm bill development process. Even though conservation administration was not obtained, the message the membership took to their legislators on FSA’s abilities, and recommendations of efficiency garnered FSA numerous new responsibilities. In addition, NASCOE is expected to be instrumental if initiated upon the completion of the farm bill. Conservation administration will be a major topic of discussion if reorganization becomes reality. 

Chairman Peterson has indicated that he plans to move on USDA reorganization after a brief break from the Farm Bill. Listed below are some of the farm bill highlights that affect FSA:

· Maintained our position in all current farm programs and conservation programs

· Permanent Disaster Program administration

-Emergency Conservation Program

-Livestock Indemnity Program

-Emergency Assistance for Livestock, Honey Bees and Farm Raised Fish

-Tree Assistance Program

-Supplemental Revenue Assistance Program

· Average Crop Revenue Election administration (ACRE)

· FSA IT modernization (Section 1618)

· GSA vs. Local leasing authority review (Section 1620)

· Extended the MILC Program

· Included hay as an eligible commodity for the FSFL program (Section 1614)

· Non Insured Assistance Program Expansion

· Semi-Annual deceased producer reconciliation report (Section 1611) 

· Geographically Disadvantaged Farmer Assistance (Section 1621)

· Signature authority clarification (Section 1617)

· Ability to Donate Excess and Surplus Computers in Rural areas (Section 14220)

· Prohibition on closure of Farm Service Agency county offices (Section 14212)

- According to discussions held with Capitol Hill and USDA, the 20 mile provision will only be applied to approximately 60 offices nationwide. NASCOE will watch this provision closely and will work with the department to make sure this provision is used responsibly.  

Crop insurance and several other entities were pushing hard to be assigned some of these new program responsibilities. The track record of FSA and the diligence of NASCOE members in the legislative process have prevailed in the assignment of these duties. Hopefully, some of the operational changes that were suggested by our members and inserted by legislators will assist FSA in getting the job done. Our responsibility will be to deliver these programs with the same fervor, compassion and efficiency as demonstrated over the past 70 years.  

NASCOE wants to thank every member that sent a letter, made a personal contact or assisted in any way in our farm bill successes. Members should be very proud of how NASCOE was asked to engage in the development of this bill. As always NASCOE’s strength is dependent on the commitment of the members and all deserve a resounding WELL DONE.

At the convention the main issue brought forward was what would we like to see come out of a possible reorganization? The Legislative Committee wants suggestions. NASCOE wants to be in the front of any possible reorganization instead of having to react. 

Another smaller issue was the recommendation on whether to have a “Full” Legislative Conference this next year. Since the big push is over with the farm bill passage. There are no major issues to push for, although there are always benefit issues to pursue. It was suggested that maybe there should be just a mini-legislative conference mainly targeting Ag Committee Member States. It costs around $70,000.00 to hold a full legislative conference. A mini, costs approximately a third of that. 
I suggested a mini legislative conference. With the farm bill passage there are no major issues, but we still need to show presence with our Congressional members for benefit increases and other possible legislative needs in the future. We do not want to give up the good relationships and networking that has taken place. A decision will be made by the NASCOE Execs later on.
Biggest news item from the Legislative meetings at the convention was the two House of Representative Bill concerning FERS Sick Leave. 
HR-1108 was passed by the House. YEAH! This bill would give length of service credit for unused FER employee accumulated sick leave. There are some time restrictions on implementation. Only ¾ of day credit if exercised within three years of enactment. Three years after enactment days of unused sick leave except those counted in determining avg. pay or annuity eligibility under the subchapter of the bill (not exactly sure what that means), but should mainly be full days. The Senate is expected to pick up the bill as written. Passage in the Senate looks to be certain. It is expected that the President would sign the legislation. 
HR 5573 submitted by Congressman Jerry Moran of Virginia has, which NASCOE put out a cap wiz alert on this earlier. Hopefully, everyone responded to this. HR-5573 still has not reached the House floor. This bill would allow a FERS employee to obtain partially compensated for unused sick leave. A lump-sum payment not to exceed $10,000 for unused sick leave. I do not know the particulars on this bill. The draft of the bill is sketchy. 
I learned something else from Barbara Boyd from Human Resources. FERS will max out at 35%, which I assume she meant under the proposed bill. FERS annuity is based on number of years length of service and does not have a 35% or year limit. This would make a difference for some. If your length of service is that or more under FERS, adding on length of service for your unused sick leave would not help you. In that case you would be better off with the lump sum option. 
To all SDASCOE members, have a great fall of 2008 and again it is the membership that is the strength of the organization.  
The opinions and comments expressed in this report are those of the author.  Most of the material in this report is a gathering of bits and pieces of several news articles and personal contacts.  This article does not represent official policy.
Respectfully submitted, 
Larry Olsen, Legislative Chairperson

