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December 4, 2015
TESTIMONY OF COMMISSIONER CARLOS ROBLES OF 
THE VI DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
31ST LEGISLATURE – COMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, AGRICULTURE, and PLANNING
Good afternoon to the Senator Jeanette Millin-Young, Chairperson of the Committee on Economic Development, Agriculture, and Planning, other committee members and non-committee members present, and to the viewing and listening audience. 
I bring you greetings from the hard working men and women of the Virgin Islands Department of Agriculture (VIDOA). I want to thank you for the opportunity to update this body and the people of the Virgin Islands on the expenditures associated with Act # 7751, which appropriated $500,000.00 to the Department of Agriculture for emergency drought relief for to aid the territory’s farmers. 
The drought of 2015 was one of the worse environmental challenges to hit the struggling agriculture industry since the mid-seventies according to many older farmers. All three islands were adversely affected by the extremely low and at times no rainfall with St. Croix experiencing the worse of the precipitation deficit. The daily periodicals and social media were awash with articles, commentary and pictures of the deteriorating conditions on a few livestock farms. On August 26, 2015, US Department of Agriculture’s Secretary Thomas Vilsack declared to Governor Kenneth Mapp that he was “designating St. Croix County in the US Virgin Islands, as a primary natural disaster area.”  
 We at the VIDOA did our best to provide hay, feed, and water for livestock farmers despite our limited resources and manpower. I want to thank my St. Croix team, especially the land preparation and mechanics crew who on a weekly basis for several months, baled hay under extremely difficult environmental conditions from various locations around St. Croix. I want to thank the many individuals and a few businesses that publically and privately augmented our resources by providing assistance to struggling livestock farmers on St. Croix. Kudos are also in order to my St. Thomas team for their efforts to make water available for the Dorothea and Bordeaux farmers.  Our main dam in Dorothea went dry and our well was producing inconsistently as the drought prolonged. Aging and deteriorating irrigation pipes compounded the problems at times but we worked through the challenges. 
The drought of 2015 also gave us an opportunity to observe the strengths and weakness of the various components of our production delivery system as well as the production practices within the farming community. Needless to say there is a tremendous amount of work that needs to be done to strengthen our delivery systems and the production practices and infrastructure within the agriculture community. Given the issues associated climate change, a commitment must be made to provide the resources needed to as humanly possible and practical, mitigate the effects of future droughts that are predicted to occur. 
 In my letter of request for funds to you dated August 20, 2015, I indicated that the priority areas for the expenditures of these funds are as follows:
1. The purchase of hay and animal feed for both districts. 

2. The purchase of a 2000-3000 gallon water truck for the St. Croix district. 

3. Expanding the irrigation infrastructure and water storage capacity in both districts

4. Repair and upgrading of the department’s walk-in freezer and coolers on St. Croix. 

Other possible expenditures include the purchase a new hay baler for the St. Croix district and forage seeds for the reestablishment of pastures in both districts which were severely damaged in the drought. 

The $500,000.00 appropriated by this body and supported by Governor Mapp through Act #7751 was a step in that direction.  The funds became available from the Office of Management and Budget to the VIDOA on September 15, 2015. 
To date, we have expended $176,544.12 and have encumbered $140,718.07 for an obligated total of $317,262.19. The breakdown of expenditures are as follows:
	EXPENDITURES
	AMOUNT
	Major Purchases

	CAPITAL OUTLAY
	$240,350.00
	4K Gals. Water Truck, Hay Baling Equipment, Commercial Seed Spreader

	SUPPLIES
	$62,904.71
	Hay, Animal Feed, Grass Seeds, Fruit Trees, Waterlines Repairs Supplies.  

	TRAVEL
	$3,007.48
	Three Staff to Puerto Rico to visit hay vendors, water truck company, machinery company, etc.  

	PROFESSIONAL SERV.
	$11,000.00
	Refrigeration work on walk-in freezer and coolers to be used by farmers to store excess products.


 The balance of the funds, approximately $180,000.00 will be expended in the following areas:
1. Expansion of the irrigation infrastructure and water storage in both districts 
2. Purchase of at least three (3) National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration certified weather stations for rainfall data collection ($7,300.00).
3. Purchase of two (2) 10,000 gallon water tanks ($7,000.00) and reconstruction of the support columns for the tanks and contractual work.
Despite the fact that we have entered a period of increased rainfall activity, the VIDOA continues to monitor overall environmental conditions on the ground. Livestock farmers on St. Croix in particular still face challenges with pasture development. While many pastures for the most part have recovered and reseeded, the drought and the consequential overgrazing have rendered a number of pastures barren or unsuitable for providing sustenance for livestock. These pastures are now populated with noxious weeds, such as physic nut and Mexican creeper, which are not palatable for livestock to consume. VIDOA will collaborate with the University of the Virgin Islands Agricultural Experiment Station to help farmers reestablish a portion of their pastures. The ponds and dams in the Community Gardens area are below 1/3 of their capacity. Rainfall patterns across the island are still unpredictable in that it may rain heavily in one part of St. Croix and no rain in another location. Conditions on St. Thomas and St. John have improved tremendously over the last two months with rain events almost every two weeks across most of the islands. 


The Drought Relief funds have been a welcomed investment in the development of portions of our infrastructure and delivery system and the continued survival of many in the agriculture industry. Expenditures from this fund will also help in the mitigation against similar drought situations that may arise in the future. 
Thank you once again madam chair for the opportunity provide this brief testimony and I look forward to your questions at this time.
[    ]  St. John:


#11 Estate Carolina


Coral Bay, V.I. 00830


Telephone:  (340) 776-6274


Fax:  (340) 693-5065











[    ]  St. Thomas: 


#7944 Estate Dorothea


Dorothea, V.I. 00802


Telephone:  (340) 774-5182


Fax:  (340) 774-1823








[  ]  St. Croix: 


#1 Estate Lower Love


Kingshill, V.I. 00850


Telephone:  (340) 778-0997


Fax:  (340) 778-7977











THE UNITED STATES VIRGIN ISLANDS DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE











