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Conservation Planning Objective

The objective in conservation planning is to help each client attain sustainable use and sound management of soil, water, air, plant, and animal resources.  The purpose is to prevent the degradation of resources and to ensure their sustained use and productivity, while considering the client’s economic and social needs. 

(1)  The NRCS conservation planning process emphasizes development of resource management systems (RMS).  An RMS is a combination of conservation practices and resource management activities for the treatment of all identified resource concerns for soil, water, air, plants, animals, and humans that meets or exceeds the quality criteria in the FOTG for resource sustainability. 

(2)  The minimum level of treatment to strive for in the planning process is the RMS.  Progressive planning is used to work toward an RMS when a client is ready, willing, and able to make some, but not all of the decisions necessary to achieve an RMS level of management.
When programs or initiatives exist, for example, Highly Erodible Land provisions, that define other levels of planning for specific resource issues, clients will be offered alternatives that, as a minimum, meet the criteria of those programs.  However, the conservation planner will encourage the client, who is a participant in programs that are related to specific resource issues, to develop an RMS plan.  This will help the client identify and address all resource concerns and provide a plan to use with other existing or future programs.

Resource management objectives of NRCS’ clients are addressed through the development of individual conservation plans, areawide conservation assessments, and areawide conservation plans.  Clients develop plans and assessments with conservation planning assistance from NRCS, Conservation Districts, Resource Conservation and Development Councils, and other appropriate sources.  NRCS conservation planning assistance is based on ecological, economic, and social considerations relative to the resources.  When NRCS provides conservation planning assistance, on-site visits with clients are an integral part of that assistance.

Conservation plans are the basis for all assistance NRCS provides to clients and the basic tool for them to manage their natural resources.  The conservation plan, however, is just one product of the planning process.  The greatest value comes by having the client engaged in every step of the planning process.  The client develops an understanding of the natural resource issues, interactions and treatments necessary for resource sustainability.

The contents of Section III can help planners guide agricultural producers (clients) through the following phases of the NRCS 9-Step Planning Process:

· Step #1 - Identify Problems & Opportunities

· Step #3 - Inventory Resources

· Step #4 - Analyze Resource Data

· Step #5 - Formulate Alternatives

· Step #6 – Evaluate Alternatives

· Step #9 - Evaluate Plan

Section III Contents

Section III of the Pacific Islands Area Field Office Technical Guide includes the following sections: 

A. Quality Criteria – Quality criteria are quantitative or qualitative statements of the treatment level required to achieve a Resource Management System (RMS) for identified resource concerns for a particular land use.  The Quality Criteria Table includes resource concerns, “state” quality criteria, quality criteria assessment tools, quality criteria measurement units and tools.  
The plan is to develop one Quality Criteria for the entire Pacific Islands Area by combining Hawaii’s and the Pacific Basin’s Quality Criteria.  Until such time that this can be done, the Hawaii and the Pacific Basin Quality Criteria are included in separate sub-sections.  
B. Guidance Documents 
Section III-B. includes Conservation System Guides (CSGs) which are a new type of guidance document.  CSG is a term developed to denote information regarding most frequently used conservation systems used for each land use in a Common Resource Area (CRA).  CSGs are derived from existing RMS information in the FOTG and are developed on a computer web-based electronic system.  
CSGs replace the older RMS Guidance Documents which have been archived in Section III.  Guidance documents provide examples of treatment alternatives common within the Field Office service area. These documents show the resource considerations and concerns being addressed, the practices needed to achieve a RMS level, and the effects of the practices on the resource concerns.  
C. Major Land Resource Areas or Common Resource Areas 
Section III-C.1. includes information about MLRAs and CRAs.

West Area (formerly Pacific Basin) Conservation System Guides were developed for specific land uses within their eight (8) Major Land Resource Areas (MLRAs).  MLRAs are geographically associated land resource units.

East Area (formerly State of Hawaii) Conservation System Guides were developed for specific land uses within Common Resource Areas (CRA).  CRAs are created by subdividing MLRAs by resource concerns, soil groups, hydrologic units, resource use, topography, other landscape features, and human considerations affecting use and treatment needs.  The CRAs for the State of Hawaii were revised in 2004.  Twenty-one CRAs were identified on the eight major islands in the state.

The East Area (Hawaii) FOTG also includes archived Section III.C-2. Benchmark System Worksheets and Section III-C.3. Options Worksheets.  Benchmark System Worksheets list commonly identified natural resource concerns for each CRA. It documents existing resource conditions and describes the possible effects (magnitude) of the problem on the site.  Options Worksheets lists “standard” or “pre-set” combinations of conservation practices that address the resource problems identified in its associated CRA. Also listed are descriptions of the effects and impacts (change in condition) of the proposed treatment on the SWAPA resources.  Again, both of these older types of documents have been replaced by CSGs however, they are archived and maintained in Section III for informational purposes.

D. Legislated Programs – Includes conservation systems established to meet levels of treatment defined by legislated programs and initiatives that are different from RMS criteria.  The East Area (Hawaii) FOTG includes archived Basic and Alternative Conservation Systems developed to comply with the Food Security Act (FSA) of 1985 in this section.  The West Area (Pacific Basin) has no documents in this section.
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· Quality Criteria Guidance: General Manual Title 450 – Technology, Part 401 – Technical Guides, Subpart C -   Resource Management System Quality Criteria and Guidance Documents: http://policy.nrcs.usda.gov/scripts/lpsiis.dll/GM/gm_450_401_c.htm
· National Planning Procedures Handbook (NPPH): http://policy.nrcs.usda.gov/scripts/lpsiis.dll/H/H_180_600.htm.  NPPH provides procedures and guidance on implementing the Conservation Planning Policy, including relationships to the Field Office Technical Guide.  
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