NRCS Conservation Planning

Conservation planning and technical assistance is the core business of NRCS. The NRCS objective in conservation planning is to help the client achieve sound use and management of soil, water, air, plant, and animal resources to prevent their degradation, and assure their sustained use and productivity, while considering economic and social needs. Planning to a Resource Management System (RMS) level is necessary to meet sustained use of the resources.

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.

NRCS Conservation Planning Terms

Conservation Management Unit (CMU) 

A field, group of fields, or other land units of the same land use and having similar treatment needs and planned management. CMU is a grouping by the planner to simplify planning activities and facilitate development of resource management systems. A CMU has definite boundaries, such as fence, drainage, vegetation, topography, soil lines, or land use. 

Resource Management System

A Resource Management System 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. 

Quality Criteria

A quantitative or qualitative statement of a treatment level required to achieve an RMS for identified resource considerations for a particular land area. It is established in accordance with local, state, and federal programs and regulations in consideration of ecological, economic, and social effects. 

Indicator 

The description or measurement of a resource concern that, when observed periodically, indicates or demonstrates trends. Directly linked to indicators are target values which identify a specific quantitative or qualitative estimate for the desired state of the resource concern. 

Benchmark Condition 

The present condition or situation that is used as a point of reference to measure change in resource conditions resulting from conservation treatment. 

Target Value 

Identifies a specific value to be used in conjunction with an indicator. 

Resource Problem 

The condition related to one or more resources that does not meet the minimum acceptable condition levels as established by resource quality criteria shown in the FOTG, Section III. 

Effects 

The anticipated or experienced results of applying one or more conservation treatments on a planning unit in a particular resource setting. They include both on-site and off-site results of applied conservation treatments. They are measures of a level of outcome and may be expressed in ecological, economic, or social terms. 

Planning Standards

The Planning Standards established in the National Planning Procedures Handbook identify the minimum quality level to which each step in the planning process must be carried out in order to help the client develop a successful plan. The planning standard establishes the condition expected to exist at the successful completion of each planning step. 

Step 1 Identify Problems and Opportunities

Standard:

The client’s resource problems, opportunities, and concerns are identified and documented

Products:

· Identification and documentation of problems, opportunities, and concerns in the case file assistance notes.

· Communication with the client.

Step 2 Determine Objectives

Standard:

The client’s objectives are clearly stated and documented.

Products:

· A list of the client’s objectives recorded in the case file

Step 3 Inventory Resources

Standard:

Sufficient data and information are gathered to analyze and understand the natural resource condition in the planning area.

Products:

· Detailed inventories of the planning unit, as well as related off-site information

· Information on human considerations

· Identification of other ecological concerns, such as threatened and endangered species

· Identification of cultural resources

· Land units, locations, determinations, and client/land relationships described

· Identification of infrastructure physical features such as roads, houses, fences, utilities

· Identification of how the client manages resources, including kinds, amounts, and timing of management activities

· Benchmark data for the planning area

· Assistance notes for technical services provided to the client

Step 4 Analyze Resource Data

Standard:

The benchmark condition is documented.  Results are displayed in easily understood formats depicting current natural resource conditions, physical characteristics of the planning unit, and comparison between existing and potential conditions. The causes of the resource problems are identified.  An environmental evaluation is documented.

Products:

· A complete analysis of all resources inventoried

· A clear statement of the benchmark condition of the planning unit and related areas

· Environmental evaluation

· Cultural resources evaluation

· Other program and legal evaluations

· Identification of the causes or conditions that resulted in the resource problems complete definition of problems, opportunities, and concerns

· A complete statement of objectives

· New quality criteria are established as needed

Step 5 Formulate Alternatives

Standard:

Alternative treatments are developed to meet quality criteria, the objectives of the client, and in the case of an area wide conservation plan, the objectives of the client in conjunction with the stakeholders.

Products:

· A description of the alternatives available to the client

Step 6 Evaluate Alternatives

Standard:

The effects of each alternative are evaluated and the impacts are described.  The alternatives are compared to the benchmark conditions to evaluate their ability to solve problems, meet quality criteria, and meet the client’s objectives.

Products:

· A set of practical CMS alternatives that are compatible with client and NRCS objectives

· A record of public participation for area wide conservation planning

· A resource impact summary (RIS) worksheet, for each alternative, displaying the effects and impacts for the client to consider and use as the basis for decision making for the conservation plan

· Technical assistance notes reflecting the discussions between the planner and the client

Step 7 Make Decisions

Standard:

A conservation management system is selected based on the client’s clear understanding of the impacts of each alternative.  The selected alternative is recorded in the client’s plan.

Products:

· The plan document with the selected alternative, including potential program or implementation opportunities, and operation and maintenance.

· Schedule of conservation system and practice implementation

· Record of public participation for area wide conservation plans

· NEPA documentation

· Revised RIS worksheet for a conservation plan

Step 8 Implement The Plan

Standard:

The client has adequate information and understanding to implement, operate, and maintain the planned conservation systems.  Practices implemented with NRCS technical assistance will be installed according to NRCS standards and specifications.

Products:

· Conservation practices applied

· Conservation management systems applied

· Communication with the clients and stakeholders

· Updated plan document

· Conservation plan revision notes

· Technical assistance notes

· Conservation contract where applicable

Step 9 Evaluate the Plan

Standard:

The planner maintains contact with the client to determine whether the implementation results are meeting ecological, economic, and social objectives and solving conservation problems in a manner satisfactory to the client and beneficial to the resources. 

Products:

· Resource impacts that are different from those predicted are fed back into the FOTG development process (adaptive management).

· Products:

· Operation and maintenance reports

· Outline of maintenance needs or other changes

· A decision to update or revise the plan, if needed

· Technical assistance notes indicating the effectiveness of the plan

· Case studies, if appropriate, following the guidance provided in FOTG, Section V

· Recommendations for changes in practice standards, specifications, or designs

· Recommendations for changes in FOTG materials

· A decision to revise of expand implementation strategies

· Updated conservation plan effects

· Updated CPPE and guidance documents

· Updated management system templates

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 

The 1970 Act that requires federal agencies to consider the effects on the environment of proposed federal actions. This Act established the requirement for conducting environmental evaluations and for the preparation of environmental assessments and environmental impact statements. 

