Secretary’s Monthly Report to the State Board of Agriculture – March 25, 2026
 
U.S. Drought Monitor: Drought conditions remain across New Jersey, with Moderate Drought (D1) covering approximately 80- to 85-percent of the state; Severe Drought (D2) affecting roughly 10 to 15 percent (primarily in northwestern New Jersey and at the southern tip), and Abnormally Dry (D0) conditions comprising the remaining 5 to 10 percent in portions of central and coastal New Jersey. Overall, the trend in drought status has remained largely stable, with no meaningful statewide improvement, and drought intensity remains consistent with February.
· Ongoing Conditions: The persistence of D1 and D2 classifications reflects continued precipitation deficits and below-normal hydrologic indicators, including streamflow and groundwater levels. Short-term precipitation has provided limited improvement, but longer-term deficits remain.
· Seasonal Outlook: The U.S. Seasonal Drought Outlook (March–May 2026) indicates that drought is expected to persist across much of the Mid-Atlantic region. This outlook reflects anticipated large-scale climate patterns and suggests that meaningful drought improvement is unlikely in the near term.

Jersey Fresh Campaign 2026: Director and staff have continued weekly meetings with the ad agency, and the campaign has been approved. This year, it will include a partnership with the Jersey BlueClaws baseball team, which, for one day in August, will become the Jersey Tomatoes within a special deal with MLB Minor League administration’s approval. Staff continue to work with OIT and a vendor to tweak the FindJerseyFresh.com website. Staff are shipping and delivering point-of-purchase materials, writing articles, continuing to publish and disseminate Jersey Fresh social media updates. 

Dairy Issues: Director and staff attended the NE DBIC Summit in Albany. Staff will be submitting applications to be on the planning group for the development of a Northeast innovation center. The center so far is mainly focused on the New England states, but we hope to leverage work with Rutgers Extension and others to help build innovation projects our producers/processors need. Also, major focus on small ruminant milk production and processing. Work continues with the processor that completed the NE-DBIC grant to segregate New Jersey milk for school purchases and Jersey Fresh quality grading program products.

Strategic Planning: The State Board established a Strategic Planning Committee to collaborate with NJDA leadership on the development and design of the agency’s Strategic Plan. Draft versions of the Mission, Vision, Goals, and Core Values have been completed and are currently under review. The Chief of Staff convened an internal Communications Team composed of key staff members from NJDA, including SADC and OFSA. The team is actively developing a comprehensive communication plan aimed at enhancing coordination and streamlining communication with both internal and external stakeholders. A Succession Planning survey was created and distributed to all division directors. The team is currently awaiting responses, after which a formal report will be prepared for the Secretary and the State Board.

Summer EBT: The Summer EBT Unit has been actively preparing for the third year of program implementation. In collaboration with NJDA leadership, the team submitted the finalized 2026 Plan for Operations and Management (POM), along with all supporting documentation, to USDA on February 13. Initial feedback from the USDA Mid-Atlantic Regional Office was highly positive, with no additional questions or comments. The POM is now under review by the National Office, and NJDA anticipates a formal response by the end of the month.
Farmland Assessment: Division staff have input key data from the FY2022 Farmland Assessment Applications, ensuring accuracy of information into the New Jersey Agriculture Tax Record Database for the tabulation of statistical reporting for USDA-NASS. Division continues to communicate with Rutgers regarding modifications to the Soil Evaluation Mapping tool being designed for Farmland Assessment, with a goal of launching the new tool today. The Division of Taxation informed the division that the online Farmland Assessment portal will have a soft launch that will include four counties in 2026 – Camden, Cape May, Mercer and Somerset. The portal should launch in late April. 

Beekeeping/Colony Condition: The State Apiarist received a few calls and emails regarding dead colonies. This is a common occurrence after the winter months for beekeepers who did not fully prepare for winter by controlling Varroa mite levels. Necropsies will be performed on some bee samples to check for disease and mites. It’s expected there would be higher-than-normal winter losses for beekeepers, due to mismanagement of mites, winter temperatures, and seasonal precipitation. Bees are currently hibernating and taking cleansing flights when the temperature gets above 50 degrees. 

Woodland Easement Purchase Program: The program will largely mimic the Farmland Preservation Program in process. The law specifically calls for easement values to be established the same way as Farmland Preservation values, including the use of a Statewide Formula. We are aware that most of our partners are already stretched thin due to the increase of applications and stewardship issues. To that end, the SADC envisions, at least initially, administering this Woodland Easement Purchase Program much like SADC Direct applications for Farmland Preservation Applications.

Pathology Examinations and Testing: The Pathology Laboratory Section for the month of February completed a total of 523 tests and/or procedures. Tests and/or procedures involved gross necropsy examination; histopathologic (microscopic), immunohistochemical, and parasitological preparation and evaluation; and, in some cases, additional diagnostic tests for other laboratory sections (e.g., bacteriology, virology, and molecular diagnostics). 

School Nutrition Program: In recognition of National School Breakfast Week, unit representatives Erlisa Levin and Katie Hunter joined the Division Director at Hunger Free New Jersey’s event held at the Belleville School District on March 4, 2026. The event highlighted the district’s exemplary school breakfast program. Belleville School District has consistently provided breakfast to K–8 students for many years and has successfully implemented “breakfast after the bell” options, serving as a model for school districts across New Jersey.

New Jersey Agritourism Grant Program (NJATP): Pre-screening is completed of applications. Total number of eligible applications is 346. Review scheduled to be completed by the end of March/early April. Development of contracts, notice of award, and post-award materials finalized between NJDA and NJ Travel and Tourism.
USDA - Specialty Crop Block Grant Program (SCBGP): Awaiting funding information regarding 2026 SCBGP from USDA which comes between February and March.

Nursery Inspection Program: Program staff conducted 51 dealer inspections and 10 nursery inspections during February. These inspections include an examination of overwintering nursery stock to determine whether it remains free from insect and disease pests and a review of nursery stock source certification. Horticultural staff also conducted 66 Phytosanitary inspections conducted during the month. These inspections certified plant material for shipment to other states and countries. There were nine federal phytosanitary inspections of 1,165 bulbs, 3,675 tubers, 700 unrooted plant cuttings and 2,800 plug plants to Canada.
