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July 22, 2008—via e-mail

The Honorable Dennis Cardoza
Chairman

Subcommittee on Horticulture and Organic Agriculture

Committee on Agriculture

Room 1301 Longworth House Office Building

U.S. House of Representatives

Washington, DC  20515

Dear Mr. Chairman:

On behalf of the Pollinator Partnership (P2), thank you for strengthening the June 26 Subcommittee hearing record on pollinator health through your own observations and questions of witnesses.   P2 is a nonprofit organization headquartered in San Francisco, California.  P2’s mission is to catalyze stewardship of biodiversity.  P2 places a high priority on efforts to protect and enhance animal pollinators (invertebrates, birds and mammals) and their habitats in both working and wild lands.  
At the June 26 hearing, you pointed out that it has been more than a year since the first oversight hearing on this issue, and that while the problems appear to be worsening few if any answers are evident.  You repeatedly emphasized how important it is to address pollinator health issues expeditiously and that it would be unacceptable for USDA to come back to the Subcommittee even a few months into the future and indicate that no answers are yet available.  In particular, I greatly appreciate your closing observations that (1) funding constraints should not be the limiting factor to addressing CCD and other health issues threatening pollinators and ag pollination services, and (2) native pollinators are disappearing and that should be of concern to all of us.   
On several occasions during the hearing, you asked for information about any additional resource or funding needs that if not met will constrain USDA's efforts to resolve pollinator health issues on an expedited basis.  The Pollinator Partnership would like to take this opportunity to respond at least in part to your important question.  In developing our response, we polled our Honeybee Health Improvement Task Force for feedback and have been collaborating informally with two other witnesses—Maryann Frazier (Penn State) and Dr. Keith Delaplane (University of Georgia).
I would like to first emphasize that our comments should not be misconstrued as critical of USDA’s current research efforts.  We appreciate that USDA has established a Department-wide task force and is increasing research funding to implement a CCD action plan.  However, we do believe more can and must be done to provide maximum opportunity for timely answers to critical pollinator health issues.  Our intention is to be supportive by offering the best information we can in a short time frame about remaining barriers and gaps in the hope that sufficient resources are provided to researchers and other stakeholders to develop the science and implementing actions needed in the near term to address current pollinator health issues and to provide for sustainable pollinator health in the future.
The Pollinator Partnership’s observations and recommendations follow:

1. Issue—Need to Embrace Innovative Approaches, Non-Traditional Disciplines:  The current research funding system and decision process at USDA appears to be heavily biased toward funding those already engaged in honeybee research and not to recruit from the larger body of scientists with relevant expertise in non-traditional areas.   However, several witnesses at the June 26 hearing emphasized that scientists in other fields, such as human epidemiology, will be needed to develop answers to CCD and other pollinator health issues.  

P2 Recommendation:   USDA should be encouraged to actively seek out, recruit and help fund the involvement of relevant expertise in non-traditional disciplines that are being identified by leading-edge researchers as necessary to develop timely answers and remedies to the current pollinator health crisis.

2. Issue—Pollinator Health Goes Beyond CCD & Honeybees:  As the Subcommittee has recognized and witnesses reaffirmed, pollinator health involves more than CCD and goes beyond the health of honeybees.  Serious honeybee health issues predate the CCD outbreak, and there is growing evidence that native pollinators that provide significant pollination services to agriculture and healthy wildlife ecosystems are at risk.  We are pleased that some of the research being funded reflects these important realities.   However, we believe additional research should be undertaken to address these dimensions.
P2 Recommendation:  USDA should be encouraged to enhance honeybee health research beyond CCD and to include native pollinator health.
3. Issue—Habitat Conservation:  The toolbox of solutions to pollinator health goes beyond research and extension.  Pollinator habitat conservation is also essential to any comprehensive, sustainable solution.  One area where the science is already clear is that habitat is an important component to the health of both honeybees and native pollinators, and that habitat losses have contributed to the declining health of pollinators.  We have found that concerned citizens from all walks of life, including farmers and ranchers, are hungry for ways they can take action now to help pollinators.  That is why the Pollinator Partnership launched the new ecoregional planting guides for pollinators during National Pollinator Week, and signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the National Association of Conservation Districts with the objective of collaborating to get word out about the guides through the nation’s local conservation districts.  However, resources are sorely lacking to conduct the outreach and partnering needed to realize the potential of this ‘grassroots’ tool.
P2 Recommendation:  Congress and/or USDA could help by providing funding needed to facilitate this initiative and other collaborative efforts targeting pollinator health, like the North American Pollinator Protection Campaign (NAPPC), which is managed by the Pollinator Partnership.
4. Issue—SCRI Match Requirement an Unintended Barrier:  Research on specialty crop pollination is specifically identified as eligible for funding under the Specialty Crop Research Initiative (SCRI) under the new Farm Bill.  This offers exciting potential.  USDA, CSREES is already inviting proposals in the current fiscal year on an expedited basis.  However, the Farm Bill passed by Congress requires a 1:1 match of funds or in-kind support from non-Federal sources in an amount that is at least equal to the amount provided by the agency.  There is no provision for a waiver of this requirement no matter how critical the research project might be.  This has caused several unintended consequences that are proving to be detrimental to progress on funding and conducting critical pollinator health research.  
· While USDA, ARS is eligible to apply for funding through the SCRI, ARS is effectively precluded from doing so because the agency has no mechanism or capability for generating a non-federal match.  It takes years to establish relationships and the capability to do so.  This requirement would appear to effectively preclude ARS from seeking funding needed to pursue additional research beyond the research of the agency’s current funding.
· Researchers who submitted proposals that are not to be included in the Coordinated Agricultural Project (CAP) grant are reportedly being encouraged to resubmit proposals deemed meritorious by the CAP review committee through the SCRI.  This happened to one team of investigators—including three members of the National Academy of Sciences—that submitted a proposal with an innovative, non-traditional approach to CCD research (predictive epidemiology based on genomic analysis).  However, the 1:1 match requirement reportedly makes it unlikely that the team will be able to submit the proposal through the SCRI process.
P2 Recommendation:  Provide for a waiver of the match in the SCRI when research projects are identified whose outcomes are needed to help address an urgent need like CCD.  At a minimum, Congress could help find innovative ways to meet the match requirement.
5. Issue—More Timely Decisions Needed re Research Funding:  The single annual submission cycle at USDA, CSREES for research grants, combined with the lengthy peer review process, may be appropriate for longer-term research needs but is proving to be a significant barrier to timely research on pressing pollinator health concerns, including CCD.  For example, we are now well into the third year of a steadily deteriorating situation due to CCD, and well over a year since this Subcommittee held its first oversight hearing on CCD.  Yet CSREES has still not finalized approval on the first grant specifically to address this problem.  

P2 Recommendation:  USDA should be encouraged to move on a more timely basis to fund worthy university research projects when problems of this magnitude and urgency arise.  

6. Issue—Identify and Fund Research Gaps:  USDA has apparently decided to fund a single CAP under the National Research Initiative (NRI) to address CCD.   While this attempted comprehensive approach may have merits, putting all of the extramural research funding on pollinator health into one basket risks leaving significant gaps that may prove critical. 
P2 Recommendation:  USDA should be encouraged to aggressively seek to identify critical research gaps and either fund or help identify funding for same.  

7. Issue—Habitat Conservation Two Steps Back, One Step Forward:  While the Farm Bill Conservation Title offers considerable promise to improve pollinator habitat, we are concerned that pollinator habitat conservation efforts will be set back due to policies being taken through the Conservation Reserve Program in an effort to address high commodity prices, such as a penalty-free early out.  Pollinator habitat needs should also be taken into account to the extent practicable when allowing haying and grazing.  Reportedly commercial beekeepers now rely on CRP acreage as important forage for up to 40 percent of their hives.

P2 Recommendation:  We urge Congress to signal opposition to any proposal to allow penalty free early outs to existing CRP contracts, and to adequately fund future CRP enrollment contracts.

8. Issue—APHIS Monitoring & Enforcement:  APHIS does not have sufficient funding to conduct necessary monitoring and oversight needed to adequately determine the existing nature and extent of problems with managed pollinators or to enforce existing laws governing imports and trans-regional shipments of honeybees and other managed pollinators.  Unauthorized movements are believed to exacerbate the spread of pathogens and diseases.
P2 Recommendation:  We urge Congress to provide sufficient funding to APHIS for monitoring and enforcement of managed pollinators.
The Pollinator Partnership is pleased to see the recent announcement by USDA, CSREES formally approving funding of a 4-year CAP project.   While this is an important step in the right direction and complements the important work being done by the CCD Working Team, we believe more needs to be done.  
Our recommendations are referenced against our understanding of efforts being undertaken by both the CCD Working Team and the CAP Team, as well as recommendations contained in the National Academies October 2006 report, “Status of Pollinators in North America,” which was made possible through a multi-year campaign by NAPPC.   The study and report pre-date news about CCD, and the panel included leading pollinator researchers in North America.  Your Subcommittee heard testimony at the hearing in 2007 on CCD by Dr. May Berenbaum, who chaired the panel.  The panel’s recommendations reflect the longstanding need for additional research on the health of managed bees and other pollinators, and they are still relevant and timely.   For example:
· “USDA should expand its efforts to encourage innovative approaches to protecting honey bee health and improve genetic stocks of honey bees.”

· “NSF and USDA should recognize pollination as a cross-cutting theme in their competitive grants programs and work together to integrate research…..”

· “APHIS should ensure its regulations prohibit introduction of new pests and parasites along with imported bees, and Congress should expand the Honeybee Act of 1922 to include culturing of bumble bees….To prevent pathogen spillover to wild populations, APHIS should require that any commercially produced bumble bee colony shipped within the U.S. be certified as disease-free.”

· “…..as pollinator demands rise and shortages become likely….USDA should establish discovery surveys for crop pollinators…to identify the contributions of wild species….”
We have reviewed supplemental testimony submitted by Maryann Frazier on behalf of the CCD Working Team members and monitored ongoing efforts by the Dr. Delaplane and the CAP Team to provide additional input for your consideration.  The Pollinator Partnership supports their specific and reasoned recommendations about critical research gaps and resource needs.   In particular, the Pollinator Partnership supports the identified need to expeditiously resolve the issue of payment for necessary lab testing.  This appears to be a bottleneck time-wise and a drain on precious funds needed for research.
Whether this letter is still timely for inclusion in the hearing record or not, we hope you find our information and recommendations to be of some value as you carry out your important oversight and policy responsibilities.  The Pollinator Partnership stands ready to work with you, the Subcommittee and interested stakeholders to help ensure that the health of honeybees and native pollinators is restored and sustained for the benefit of agriculture, consumers and healthy ecosystems.  We will continue to work through our Honeybee Health Improvement Task Force, the ecoregional planting guides habitat initiative and other leveraged partnership efforts to help fund the research and promote habitat actions needed to provide for sustainable pollinator health of managed bees and wild pollinators.
Sincerely,
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Laurie Davies Adams

Executive Director
CC:   The Honorable Randy Neugebauer, Ranking Member
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