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Arizona NRCS Conservation Planning Policy

AZ409.0
General

This document supplements 180-GM Part 409 Conservation Planning Policy.

A) State Conservationist

1. The State Conservationist will maintain a list of Arizona NRCS employees who are certified conservation planners. 

2. Certification will be for a maximum of three years.  Certification may be less than three years if circumstances necessitate.

B) Assistant State Conservationist for Technology

1. The Assistant State Conservationist for Technology will develop and maintain the Arizona Planning Policy and conservation planning certification requirements. 

2. The Assistant State Conservationist for Technology will develop and maintain employee approval authority for non-engineering conservation practices.

3. The Assistant State Conservationist for Technology will develop and maintain Field Office Technical Guides, Manuals, Handbooks and other technical materials needed for conservation planning in the Field Offices. 

C) State Conservation Engineer

1. The State Conservation Engineer will develop and maintain employee approval authority for engineering practices.

2. The State Conservation Engineer will developing and maintain Engineering Manuals, Handbooks, and other engineering technical materials needed for conservation planning and practice design in the Field Offices.

D) Resource Support Teams

1. The Resource Support Teams are responsible for quality assurance of NRCS conservation planning in Arizona. Resource Support Teams will review the conservation planning and conservation practice approval authority for all field office employees at least once every 3 years, or when requested by employee, and recommend changes to the employees direct supervisor and the Assistant State Conservationist for Technology, and the State Conservation Engineer. 

2. The Resource Support Teams will schedule a Conservation Planning Course training session each year to cover modules 6-10 for any new employees who need conservation planning certification in Arizona. NRCS Employees who transfer in from other states are required to attend the Arizona session to cover modules 6-10.

3. The Resource Support Teams will complete an interdisciplinary review of conservation plans submitted for completion of the NRCS Conservation Planning Course.  The conservation plan will be reviewed in the field with the client, in the presence of a Resource Support Team member, to determine the client’s involvement in the planning process and to determine whether all resource concerns were adequately identified and addressed in the conservation plan.

4. The Resource Support Teams will conduct reviews of conservation plans written, and the practices being planned, designed, and applied by the employees in each Field Office. Over a maximum 3-year period, all of the practices that have been planned and applied by an employee will be reviewed for completeness and accuracy. Conservation planning certification, job approval authority for engineering practices, and approval authority for non-engineering practices will be reviewed with the employee and the employees direct supervisor, and revised as needed during the field office quality assurance reviews or when requested by the employee.

E) District Conservationist

1. The District Conservationist is responsible for ensuring that employees develop and implement an individual development plan (IDP) that will ensure each employee meets the requirements for conservation planning certification, and practice approval authority needed to provide planning assistance in the work area.  The District Conservationist will review, with the employee, the IDP, Conservation Planning Certification, Non-Engineering Practice Approval Authority and Engineering Job Approval Authority on an annual basis.

2. The District Conservationist is responsible for insuring that all new employees are scheduled to complete the Conservation Planning Course within the first year of employment.

F) Employee

1. The employee is responsible for obtaining and maintaining planning certification and non-engineering practice approval authority.  The employee is responsible for obtaining training, keeping records and providing evidence to NRCS of meeting minimum certification requirements.

2. The employees record will include conservation planning certification, individual development plans showing formal and informal training received, Non-Engineering Practice Approval Authority and Engineering Job Approval Authority for the design and certification of all conservation practices listed in Section IV of the Field Office Technical Guide.

3. The employee will schedule and complete the training needed to obtaining the conservation planning approval authority required for their position.

4. The employee will schedule and complete the requirements for obtaining the approval authority required for designing the common practices used in the Field Office work area.

AZ409.4
Coordinated Resource Management

NRCS coordinated planning assistance on intermingled private, State Trust, Tribal, and Federal lands is conducted under the Arizona Memorandum of Understanding for Coordinated Resource Management.  NRCS employees will contact the appropriate agencies when working on intermingled land ownership, and work with other agencies to develop coordinated plans whenever possible. 

Federal lands are the responsibility of the appropriate federal agency and are not inventoried, planned, or monitored by the NRCS unless the planning process is done with a representative of the federal agency as part of a coordinated resource management plan, or unless other special arrangements for reimbursement are made.  NRCS assistance on State Trust and American Indian land in Arizona does not require an agreement for reimbursement.

AZ409.5
 Documenting Conservation Planning Data 

NRCS conservation planning assistance will comply with all applicable Federal, State, Tribal and local laws, regulations, rules, policy statements and Executive Orders.

The Customer Service Toolkit (CST) will be used to document and maintain all conservation plans. Field Offices are required to use the Customer Service Toolkit to document Conservation Management System plans and contracts, including the practices to be applied, the schedule for application, and the application or installation of the practices.  NRCS technical assistance notes will be maintained in the Customer Service Toolkit. All electronic documents, correspondence, inventory worksheets, and other information related to the conservation plan will be stored in the CST customer folder. A paper case file will also be created and maintained for each conservation plan to store maps, written correspondence, practice designs, monitoring worksheets, and other documentation that is not in electronic format.  

The Performance and Results Measurement System (PRMS) is a national web-interface tool that enables NRCS personnel and outside users to review agency accomplishments for each State or Field Office at any time. The system documents NRCS Strategic Performance Plan accomplishments. Employees are responsible for reporting completed conservation plans and conservation practices in PRMS at least every two weeks.

At least one complete RMS alternative will be provided for the entire property or Conservation Management Unit.  The RMS alternatives will be documented in the case file.

Conservation practices applied must be documented in the Customer Service Toolkit within 2 weeks of the practice being certified as meeting NRCS specifications. Those conservation practices that are being tracked nationally in PRMS must also be documented in PRMS within 2 weeks of being certified.  Documentation that certifies that the practice was applied to NRCS specifications must be stored in the case file, or electronically in the Customer Service Toolkit customer folder.

AZ409.9
Minimum Criteria to Achieve an NRCS Certified Conservation Planner Designation

Arizona NRCS employees, district employees, volunteers, third party vendors, and others employed or utilized by NRCS to provide conservation planning assistance must meet the minimum standards for Approved Conservation Planners outlined in 180-GM Part 409.9 and this supplement.

A) Resource Management Systems

Conservation planning certification in Arizona is for all to the Resource Management System(s) being planned in an employee's geographical location.  Conservation Planning approval authority includes the following kinds of Resource Management Systems: 

· Cropland Resource Management Systems– cultivated land, normally irrigated in Arizona, primarily used to produce hand or machine harvested crops and forage.

· Pastureland Resource Management Systems – cultivated land, normally irrigated in Arizona, used for grazing livestock.

· Rangeland Resource Management Systems – native or natural vegetation with less than 25% tree canopy.

· Forestland Resource Management Systems – native or natural vegetation with 25% or more tree canopy.

· Wildlife Resource Management Systems – areas being managed primarily for wildlife species

· Urban Resource Management Systems – developed urban areas.

· Comprehensive Nutrient Management Plans – Resource Management Systems for animal feeding operations. (Additional training is required for this RMS)

B) Conservation Planning Certification Designation

Approval authority for conservation planning certification is documented on the AZ-CPC-1 form.  Conservation practice approval authority will be documented on the AZ-CPC-2 form.

Certified Conservation Planner (Planner)

This certification requires the completion of the NRCS Conservation Planning Course and the development of a complete Resource Management System (RMS) plan for a Conservation Management Unit (CMU). NRCS employees and others who have completed the NRCS Conservation Planning Training, and have demonstrated that they understand and are able to assist land users in developing complete RMS conservation plans obtain this level of certification. Within 12 months of obtaining Planner level certification the employee is also required to obtain Planner level approval authority to independently plan, design, and approve the common non-engineering practices associated with the land use. The employee is also required to obtain engineering job approval authority to design and check the common engineering practices associated with the Resource Management Systems being planned.


Certified Conservation Planners shall acquire at least forty (40) hours of training and have a minimum of one RMS plan reviewed to update or maintain their planning skills every three years, maximum.  The forty hours of training can be from formal or informal training sessions, workshops or conferences.  Supervisors and Resource Support Teams share responsibility to identify opportunities for employees to obtain needed or additional training.  Training received must be documented on the Individual Development Plan and a copy sent to the Assistant State Conservationist for Technology.
C) Required Certification Levels for NRCS Employees

New Field Office employees with planning responsibility are required to become certified conservation planners during their initial 12-month probation period. During this training period, they are required to develop plans but do not have the authority to sign those plans.

GS-9 Soil Conservationists and Rangeland Management Specialists are required to be certified conservation planners for the common land uses they are responsible for in their work area.

Soil Conservation Technicians and Rangeland Technicians are required to be certified conservation planners for the common land uses they are responsible for in their work area.

Resource Support Team Engineers are required to be certified conservation planners for the common land uses they are responsible for in their work area.

GS-11/12 District Conservationists, Soil Conservationists, Agronomists, Wildlife Biologists, and Rangeland Management Specialists are required to have the necessary skills to train employees in conservation planning and non-engineering practice approval authority for the common land uses in their area of responsibility. 

D) Renewal of Conservation Planning Certification

Conservation Planning Certification must be renewed every 3 years for each employee providing NRCS Conservation Planning assistance, and for Resource Support Team and State Office specialists responsible for providing conservation planning certification and training. The Resource Support Teams and/or State Office Technology Staff will review conservation plans developed by employees and renew Conservation Planning Certification during Quality Assurance reviews. If Quality Assurance reviews are not scheduled, the employee is responsible for scheduling an RST review of their planning assistance for re-certification 12 months prior to expiration of their certification. State and Resource Support Team specialists who do not provide direct planning assistance to clients will be required to demonstrate an understanding of the planning process, and the planning and design of the common practices associated with the type of Resource Management System.

If it is determined that an employee is not performing at the required certification level for conservation planning, the supervisor will prepare a 90 day training plan that will bring the employee to the required skill level.  The employee's conservation planning certification will be suspended for the 90-day training period.  During the 90 day training period, the employee will be required to develop one complete RMS conservation plan and have the plan reviewed and approved with the client by the Resource Support Team.

If the deficiency is for one or more conservation practices, the supervisor will prepare a 90-day training plan that will bring the employee to the required skill level for the practice(s). The employee's practice approval authority will be suspended for the specified practice(s) during the 90-day training period. The employee will be required to complete a survey, plan and/or design for the identified conservation practice(s) during the 90day period. The conservation practice survey, plan and/or design must be approved by the Resource Support Team or State Office Technology Staff. The Resource Support Team or State Office Technology Staff will accompany the employee during a construction or application check. 

If the employee is unable to demonstrate the required skill level, a determination will be made by the State Conservationist to provide additional training, or reassign the employee to other duties.
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