Vermont PES and Soil Health Working Group: Draft Workplans for “Task Groups”
v. April 27 2021
Costs, Benefits, and Allocation (Economics) Task Group

1. Explore options for a recommended price for a unit of soil health or other unit of ecosystem service or benefit provided (April 28 and May 12)
· Recall PES price paid is for outcomes
· Look at units, not practices
· Goal is to have something we can measure and then attach a price to
· Consider pricing examples from other countries, states (e.g. France for dairy)
· Look at expense of meeting the goal (input costs, measuring cost)
· Need to factor these into the price paid
· Need to include a margin of profitability as well for landowner/business
· Need buffer for risk
· Do we want to include a public participation component to this proposal development process?
· Explore the specific unit of soil health 
· One unit could capture multiple ecosystem services
· Example Soil Health measurement: https://www.landandleadership.org/fact-sheet-measure-soil-structure.html
· Propose soil health unit and a pricing model by May 26

2. Analyze the potential quantifiable future benefits of the recommended payment for ecosystem services approach, including for nutrient reduction, flood mitigation and prevention, and carbon sequestered (May 12 and May 26)
· Estimate what losing now/current costs related to climate changes
· From here can calculate avoided costs
· Explore if it is possible to consider costs incurred by the public, consumers, etc.
· Public health costs and issues (e.g. algae blooms, flooding)
· Consumer costs (e.g. paying higher food prices)
· Consider if this benefit information is essential to setting the price paid
· Do benefits need to be monetary or is there a story to tell?
· Is there available research that offers estimates that we can use?
· How are the data and/or stories different for nutrient reduction, flood mitigation/prevention, and carbon sequestration?
· Do we want to include a public participation component to this proposal development process?
· Consider avoided cost pilot study in a town/county, subwatershed
· Draft and release RFP, if appropriate in May 
· Propose benefits to the ecosystem services payment approach by June 9

3. Propose eligibility criteria for persons participating in the program (June 9 and June 23)
· Confirm is setting a baseline or meeting a threshold
· VESP is an example of meeting a target threshold 
· Consider performance measures
· Consider eligibility requirements
· Meet RAPs?
· Others?
· How can you educate and outreach at the program to honor early adopters and incentivize participation?
· How can you ensure ‘everyone’ has the same access to opportunity and information?
· Do we want to include a public participation component to this proposal development process?
· Discussion of strategies to incentivize staying at a high standard/level of performance
· Explore models for payment examples
· One model proposed:
· Get paid more for the sooner you adopt
· Late adopters pay for what early adopters do
· Payment decreases over time
· Propose eligibility criteria for program participation by June 23

Soil Health Task Group

Ideally, this group can advance some work between meetings to gather research and draft up key questions.

1. Before 4/28 meeting by email: Review and refine workplan
2. Identify metrics that relate soil health indicators to the desired ecosystem services, bracketing and scoping knowledge gaps: 
a. 4/28: discuss flood mitigation and water quality
b. 5/12: discuss carbon sequestration and biodiversity
i. Gather data in shared repository; create plain language summary of what we know and don’t know
ii. Identify where indicators for benefits may overlap or be in tension (if at all)
iii.  Identify the rough scale of where benefits accrue (e.g. hyper local, watershed, beyond)
3. 5/26: Articulate research questions to address knowledge gaps, begin to formulate and prioritize RFPs 
i. Identify research questions, scope, possible timeline
ii. Consider what can advance before research questions are answered, and what relies on new information
4. 6/9: Develop preliminary integrated soil health definition, vet with full Working Group
5. 6/23: Iterate:
a. Revise definition per feedback and coordination with other work streams (especially Economics teams’ charge to define unit of SH)
b. Revise RFP(s), vet with full Working Group 

Programs Task Group

6. Inventory existing programs that pay for some kind of conservation practice or outcome (April 28 and May 12)
· Utilize VT AAFM inventory developed for the Vermont Climate Council
· Include primarily NRCS, VT DEC and AAFM, VACB, and VT tax benefits
· Consider secondarily other programs from NGOs, and others
· Review these programs against core elements of a PES program outlined by Juan A.

7. Analyze existing programs from the inventory (May 12 and May 26)
· What are gaps in payments for ecosystem services the WG cares about (water quality, flood prevention, carbon sequestration, habitat and biodiversity conservation)?
· Gaps may be few or no programs for that ESG (ecosystem goods and services)
· Gaps may be insufficient coverage in the state, scale or kind of farm or farmer, insufficient dollars to meet need, or other
· Do any of these programs hold promise as a model or a foundation on which to build a ESG program?
· Could more than one streams of funding be aggregated into a single payment or more integrated approach on farm and to farmers?
· Could any of these programs be housed under an umbrella or “clearinghouse” somewhat like the approach Winston in the CIG grant suggests?
· What other learnings can we glean from them?
· How do we integrate with or consider the on-going PES research programs in VT that are underway but have longer timelines (3 to 5 years)?

8. Developing a program definition and criteria (June 9)
· What do we mean or how would we define a “program” as envisioned by the legislature?
· From Statute:  “a recommended payment for ecosystem services approach the State should pursue that benefits water quality, flood resilience, and climate stability, including ecosystem services to prioritize and capital or funding sources available for payments.”
· From Statute:  “proposed methods for incorporating the recommended payment for ecosystem services approach into existing research and funding programs.”
· What are program framework options for the full group to consider:  1) create a new, additional PES program or pilot to build from; 2) revise, reform or consolidate one or more existing VT programs; 3) create a clearinghouse or “umbrella” program; 4) other?
· Developing principles or criteria for  a “good” program building on the PES WG 2020 Principles

9. Identifying any shorter-term research to assist in program development (June 23)
· From the 2020 report:  “What existing, modified, or emerging new technologies can be utilized to truly measure performance and outcomes (beyond Soil Health since that is covered in other task effort)?
· Do we recommend any research or outside funded support for tool identification, program design, or other needed funded technical assistance?

