NRCS Practice Standards and Specifications

The following guidelines for development and use of NRCS conservation practice standards and specifications combine the information from 450 GM Part 401 Technical Guides Policy, and from 450-VI-NHCP National Handbook of Conservation Practices (11-2001).

When a practice is installed according to criteria specified in the practice standard and the plans and specifications:

· The landowner receives a conservation product that solves the apparent resource problem,

· The contractor understands his/her responsibility in providing a quality job on the ground and is not required to warranty a product beyond the requirements of the standard, and

· The NRCS is protected by being assured that its employees are working within the scope of their employment.
Each NHCP standard is to be formally reviewed by the National Conservation Practice Standards Subcommittee (NCPS) at least once every 5 years from its date of issuance or date of review to determine if the standard is needed and reflects the latest acceptable technology. If revisions are needed, the revised standard will establish the current minimum level of acceptable quality for planning, designing, installing, operating, and maintaining the conservation practices. If no revisions are required, the date of the last review will be added to the date of issue. Example: (Sept. 77 - 6/99).

The National Handbook of Conservation Practices (NHCP) establishes a national standard for each conservation practice.  If a state chooses to adopt a NHCP standard, the State Conservationist has 1 year after the issuance of the new or revised standard to directly issue the standard, or develop a state modified standard for use in the Field Office Technical Guide.

The State Conservationist, in consultation with the State Technical Committee, shall establish a policy and procedure to publish or otherwise distribute for public review and comment, as a minimum, those revisions to practice standards that pertain to highly erodible land and wetland provisions of Title XII of the Food Security Act of 1985, as amended. "Revision" shall mean any technical change made to adapt National Conservation Practice Standards to State resource conditions.

PRACTICE STANDARDS

Practice standards establish the minimum level of acceptable quality for planning, designing, installing, operating, and maintaining conservation practices. 

Each conservation practice standard has the following sections:

1. The official name, practice code, and units of measure for the practice

2. Definition of the practice (required)

3. Purpose(s) (required)

4. Condition where the practice applies (required)

5. Criteria supporting each purpose (required)

6. Considerations for practice design and installation (optional but recommended)

7. Minimum requirements for plans and specifications (optional but recommended)

8. Minimum requirements for the operation and maintenance plan (optional but recommended)

9. References (optional but recommended)

The official practice name, definition, practice code, and unit of measure are established nationally and are not to be changed. 

Definition Section

Established nationally and not to be altered or supplemented by States.

Purposes Section

The primary conservation reasons for which the practice is applied are listed under the purpose section.  Secondary purposes or incidental benefits are not appropriate in this section.

States may only add or delete purposes by requesting, in writing, a variance from the Director of the Conservation Engineering or Ecological Sciences Divisions.

Each purpose must be supported by appropriate criteria in the CRITERA section.

NOTE: The following sections of the practice standard can be modified by the states as needed.

Criteria Section

Criteria must be presented for each purpose listed.  As a minimum, a GENERAL CRITERA statement that is applicable to all purposes is used.  ADDITIONAL CRITERA for some or all of the purposes may be needed if there are design elements that apply only to that purpose.  

This section shall include important design elements about which decisions must be made, including any necessary minimum and maximum limits.

Design tools and procedures are not to be included but can be referenced. These references are generally listed in the REFERENCES section.

Long lists, such as seeding information, should be referenced.  Other conservation practice standards may be referenced in the criteria section if they have design procedures or technologies that are applicable.

Each criteria section contained in the standard shall be documented with a rationale statement explaining the reasoning behind the requirements.  This material may be housed and hidden electronically within the standard document, or may be in separate case files.

Consideration Section

Additional details that could enhance application for both primary and secondary conservation benefits should be brought to the planner's attention, which will enhance the overall system. 

Plans and Specifications Section

This section states that plans and specifications are to be prepared for specific field sites, based on the standard.

Plans and specifications include construction plans, drawings, job sheets, or other similar documents.  These documents are to specify the requirements for installing the practice, such as the kind, amount, or quality of materials to be used, or timing or sequence of installation or application activities.

Operation and Maintenance Section

Include the required management actions and corrective actions that contribute to the longevity and functioning of the practice.  

Operation encompasses normal management actions, such as mowing for weed control and other similar actions.

Maintenance involves corrective actions, such as needed repairs due to normal wear and tear, replacement of components at periodic intervals during the life of the practice, and other similar activities.

References Section

This section should list the technical references that are used to plan or design the practice. This reference list shall be as short as possible.

PRACTICE SPECIFICATIONS

Practice specification guidance, developed by each State, establishes and lists terms and conditions, and how the practice standard will be made site-specific.

Specifications are not part of the NHCP or conservation practice standards, but are separate documents. 

Practice specifications establish the technical details and workmanship required to install a practice on specific sites and the quality and extent of the materials to be used. NHCP exhibit 4 provides an example of a practice specification.

(a) Conservation practice specifications are site-specific guides that establish the technical details and workmanship required to install the conservation practice in accordance with the requirements of the conservation practice standard. Information in the conservation practice standard guides the development of the specification.

(b) Specifications to guide practice installation are to be developed by the States. Additional details should be added as needed to produce site-specific specifications for individual installations.

(c) Specifications include items that are necessary and appropriate when applying the practice to site-specific locations. Examples include the details of site preparation and protection, instructions for use of materials described in the standard, or guidance for performing installation operations not directly addressed in the standard. Statements in the specifications are not to conflict with the requirements of the standard.

(d) Specifications for practices are to be developed by the States in consideration of the wide variations in soils, climate, and topography present within and among the different States. The State Conservationist will approve state-developed specifications with consultation with the State Technical Guide Committee. Specifications are to meet the requirements of Federal, State, or local ordinances or regulations.

Arizona Practice Standards and Specification Guidelines

The Conservation Practice Standard establishes the standards for methods, materials, timing, and other requirements for the practice. Arizona will revise the national standards, as necessary, to include the information that was formerly in the specifications that established criteria for the practice.

The Practice Specification is a site specific document that established the site specific details and workmanship required for the practice being installed or applied. The specification will include general specifications, specification sheets, a location map, plan maps, drawings, designs and other information as needed. 

Practice Standards Contents

Name, Code, Units

Definition

Purpose(s)

Condition(s) Where Practice Applies

Criteria - important design elements about which decisions must be made, including any necessary minimum and maximum limits

· Required material kinds, sizes, quality

· System requirements (ie irrigation efficiencies, proper use levels)

· NRCS decision requirements (ie types of cement for salinity levels, type of fence required for wildlife considerations)

· Producer choice options (ie fence wooden corner posts or steel corner posts)

· References to Tech Guide, or other references for long plant lists etc.

· Design tools and procedures are NOT to be included

· Cultural Resource Statement

· Threatened, Endangered or Protected Species

· Permits (State Lands, Federal Lands, Tribal, 404, 401, Local)

· Utilities Statement

· Environmental Evaluation Requirements

General criteria is criteria that applies to all stated purposes. Additional criteria is specific additional criteria that applies only to one or more of the stated purposes.

Considerations

Plans and Specifications

Operation and Maintenance (include expected practice life span for Az)

References (Manuals, handbooks or other references used to plan or design the practice)

Practice Plans and Specifications

Practice standards establish the minimum level of acceptable quality for planning, designing, installing, operating, and maintaining conservation practices.  Plans and Specifications establish exactly how the practice will be installed or applied on a specific piece of land.  Plans and specifications will include the following information at a minimum.

1. Location Map  - showing the general location and legal descriptions where the practice is being installed or applied. The general location map for the conservation plan case file can be used. The location map will include the following information.
Date

Client Name

NRCS Field Office

Conservation District

County

2. Plan Map - detailed map of where the practice is being installed or applied, including field or pasture numbers and acres, and the specific location of practice components as necessary.  This information can be displayed on the conservation plan map for some practices. A separate plan map specific to the practice will be needed for some practices. The plan map will be labeled with the following information:

Date

Client Name

NRCS Field Office

Conservation District

County

Legal Descriptions

Field / Pasture Number or Name, Land Use, and Acres

Practice Name, Program, and Year Planned

3. Specification Sheet - The practice standards establishes the minimum level of acceptable quality for planning, designing, installing, operating, and maintaining conservation practices. Where the practice standard provides all of the necessary information to apply or install the practice on the site, the specification sheet will state that the practice will be installed according to the requirements in the practice standard. The Specification Sheet will contain the following information.

· Date

· Client Name

· NRCS Field Office

· Conservation District

· County

· Program

· Purposes - selected from the practice standard

· Pre-Construction Clearances (cultural, ESA, permit requirements etc) (attach maps of any areas to avoid, approved ingress and egress routes that were cleared etc)

· Site Preparation - where practice requires site preparation

· Materials - Kinds, amounts, and location of materials to be installed (attach drawings or design sheets as needed)

· Application - where timing, or sequence of management practice application (attach drawings or design sheets as needed)

· Operation and Maintenance - any additional site specific requirements not covered in the practice standard.

· Designed By Signature

· Reviewed By Signature (office check)

· Job Class for the practice being installed where applicable

· Approval By Signature (and practice approval authority) where applicable

· Client Signature

· Construction Check - Checked By, Meets Specs, Does not Meet Specs

4. Specification  - Where appropriate or necessary, specifications may be developed by the State Office discipline specialists that includes requirements that will apply to all installations or applications of the practice. This will be a separate document that is attached to the specification sheet. The requirements established in the practice standard should not be duplicated in the specification.

