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Introduction 
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Farm Service Agency (FSA) proposes to 
implement a Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) Agreement within the Rio Grande 
Basin in the State of Colorado. CREP provides financial and technical assistance to producers for ceasing 
active agricultural production and installing an approved conservation practice on enrolled land aimed at 
reducing soil erosion, improving water quality and quantity, and enhancing wildlife habitat. The proposed 
cost of the Rio Grande CREP is approximately $125 million. Funding sources for the program would be 
80 percent Federal and 20 percent non-Federal.  

The proposed CREP would occur within Special Improvement District No. 1 of the Rio Grande Water 
Conservation District (Subdistrict No. 1) which contains portions of Alamosa, Rio Grande, and Saguache 
Counties. This area (part of the San Luis Valley) is considered high alpine desert and is bounded on the 
east by the Sangre de Cristo Mountains and on the west by the San Juan Mountains. Due to the limited 
amount of precipitation, agriculture in this area is heavily dependent on center pivot sprinkler systems to 
irrigate cropland. The water supply system in the area contains a deep confined aquifer and a shallower 
unconfined aquifer separated by a series of clay layers. The water levels of the aquifer system are 
declining. Irrigated agriculture is the largest water use in the Rio Grande Basin, consuming over 85 
percent of all water used. 

Under the proposed CREP, up to 40,000 acres of irrigated cropland would be enrolled in 14 or 15 year 
contracts. Producers that enroll in CREP would also be required to retire their water rights for the duration 
of the contract. Producers would have the option to permanently retire their water rights for additional 
financial incentives utilizing non-Federal funds. A Focus Area has also been established in Rio Grande 
County around certain streams in the Rio Grande Basin. Reducing irrigation and agricultural production 
in this area would provide the greatest benefit to the aquifer and increase streamflows; therefore, to 
maximize participation producers in the Focus Area would be eligible for additional financial incentives 
(utilizing non-Federal funds). The primary objectives of the Rio Grande CREP are to: 

• Reduce soil erosion from approximately 681,252 tons to approximately 149,487 tons per year on all 
acres enrolled in CREP. 

• Establish up to 40,000 acres of habitat for numerous wildlife species, including several aquatic and 
wetland dependent species that are declining due to habitat degradation. 

• Reduce fertilizer and pesticide application by approximately 20 percent over the CREP Area and 
eliminate the need for herbicides and fertilizer on all enrolled acres. 

• Establish up to 40,000 acres of native vegetation throughout the CREP Area. 
• Restore and enhance up to 750 acres of degraded wetlands. 



• Reduce agricultural use of the confined and unconfined aquifer in the Rio Grande Basin by 
approximately 60,060 acre-feet of ground water per year (12 percent water savings within CREP 
Area and 5 percent savings within entire Basin). 

• Increase streamflows in streams associated with the CREP Area. 
• Reduce energy consumption at all enrolled farms from reduced irrigation. 
• Reduce the percentage of ground water test wells containing nitrogen levels above U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) standards. 

Preferred Alternative 

The Preferred Alternative is to implement a CREP Agreement for the Rio Grande Basin in Colorado. 
Specifically, the Rio Grande CREP seeks to retire up to 40,000 acres of irrigated cropland within portions 
of Rio Grande, Alamosa, and Saguache counties and establish approved conservation practices to 
conserve water, improve water quality, reduce soil erosion, and enhance wildlife habitat.  

Reasons for Finding of No Significant Impact 

In consideration of the analysis documented in the Programmatic Environmental Assessment (PEA) and 
in accordance with Council on Environmental Quality regulations 1508.27, the preferred alternative 
would not constitute a major State or Federal action affecting the human and natural environment. 
Therefore, this Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) has been prepared and an Environmental 
Impact Statement will not be prepared. This determination is based on the following: 

1. Long-term beneficial impacts and short-term localized impacts would occur with the preferred 
alternative. Neither of these impacts would be considered significant.  

2. The preferred alternative would not affect public health or safety. 
3. Unique characteristics of the geographic area (cultural resources, park lands, prime farmlands, 

wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, and ecologically critical areas) would be preserved with 
implementation of the preferred alternative.  

4. The potential impacts on the quality of the human environment are not considered highly 
controversial.  

5. The potential impacts on the human environment as described in the PEA are not uncertain nor do 
they involve unique or unknown risks. 

6. The preferred alternative would not establish a precedent for future actions with significant 
effects or represent a decision in principle about a future consideration. 

7. Cumulative impacts of the preferred alternative in combination with other recent, ongoing, or 
foreseeable future actions are not expected to be significant. 

8. The preferred alternative would not adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures, or 
objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  

9. The preferred alternative would have long-term beneficial impacts to water quality and quantity, 
wildlife and their habitats, including endangered and threatened species under the Endangered 
Species Act of 1973. 

10. The preferred alternative does not threaten a violation of Federal, State, or local law imposed for 
the protection of the environment.  



Determination 

On the basis of the analysis and information contained in the PEA and FONSI, it is my determination that 
adoption of the preferred alternative does not constitute a major Federal action affecting the quality of the 
human and natural environment. Since the proposed Rio Grande CREP Agreement has not been finalized 
as of the signing of this FONSI, the agency and state partners may adjust the details of the Agreement 
during negotiations. Unless those changes result in an expansion of the CREP Area or changes to the 
goals of the Agreement addressed in the PEA, this FONSI is still applicable. 

APPROVED:   August 9, 2012 
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