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This subsection summarizes NRCS responsibilities regarding consideration of natural areas during all conservation planning and technical assistance activities.  NRCS policy and procedures for natural areas is stated in GM 190, Section 410.23.  Natural areas are defined as land or water units where natural conditions are maintained insofar as possible.  Natural conditions usually result from allowing ordinary physical and biological processes to operate with a minimum of human intervention.  Manipulations may be required on natural areas to maintain or restore features that the areas were established to protect.

Natural areas may be designated areas of Federal government, non-Federal government, or privately controlled land.  Designation may be formal, as provided for under Federal regulations for areas of Federal land to be administered as natural areas, or by foundations or conservation organizations specifically created to acquire and maintain natural areas. Designation may be informal in the case of private landowners who designate a specific area as a natural area and manage it accordingly.  

Natural areas are established and maintained for a variety of purposes including:

· Furthering science and education.  Natural areas provide sites for research and outdoor classrooms for study of plant and animal communities in environments with particular ecological conditions.

· Monitoring the surrounding environment.  Natural areas serve as gauges against which to evaluate changes in land use, vegetation, animal life, air quality, or other environmental values.

· Providing recreation attractions.  Natural areas are valued by many people for their scenic, wild, and undisturbed character but must be protected, as needed, to prevent disturbance or alteration of the resources.

· Preserving unique values.  Natural areas may be established to protect scenic, biologic, geologic, or paleontologic features.

· Serving as a genetic base for native plants and animals.  Natural areas may be established to preserve examples of land and water ecosystems with their full range of genetic diversity of native plants and animals including threatened and endangered species.


NRCS policy is to recognize natural areas, if so dedicated, as a land use, and support the designation of appropriate natural areas.

Specifically, NRCS employees will:

(1)  Furnish technical assistance to representatives of administering agencies, foundations, groups, and individuals when requested through conservation districts. Conservation district officers will be encouraged to recognize appropriate natural area concepts and programs and to participate in them.

(2)  Report to STC's abuses and potential or actual damages to natural areas that may be found in the course of ordinary business.

(3)  Cooperate with professional societies, groups, and individuals in locating areas suitable for and needed as natural areas.

(4) Inform land users about the impact their decisions may have on adjacent or nearby natural areas.  Land users will be encouraged to consult with concerned agencies, societies, and individuals to arrive at mutually satisfactory land use and treatment.

Following are lists of some Natural Areas designated by federal or state programs. This is NOT an all-inclusive list. National and State Parks, National Forests, National Recreation Areas, National Wildlife Refuges, State Wildlife Management Areas, and other public lands as well as lands designated by private landowners, may also be considered Natural Areas.

Research Natural Areas

The Forest Service Research Natural Area (RNA) network permanently protects some of the finest examples of natural ecosystems for purposes of scientific study, baseline monitoring, education, and maintenance of biological diversity. These protected areas, which are maintained in natural condition and managed with minimal human intervention, are available for non-manipulative research and low-impact educational activities. The RNA network includes:
· High quality examples of widespread ecosystems in natural condition
· Unique ecosystems and ecological features
· Plants and animals of special concern and their habitat

RNAs help conserve biological diversity at the genetic, species, ecosystem and landscape scales.
RNAs representing widespread ecosystems in natural condition serve as baseline or reference areas that can be used for evaluating manipulative land management practices in comparable plant communities and ecosystems. RNAs are managed to maintain the natural features and processes for which the areas were designated. As such, RNAs are an excellent scientific resource for natural history research, ecosystem studies, long-term ecological studies of succession and other environmental changes.

The Research Natural Area designation is used by several federal land management agencies including the Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, Fish and Wildlife Service, and National Park Service. Of these agencies, the Forest Service has been the most recently active in designating RNAs.

A Forest Service publication, Research Natural Areas on National Forest System Lands in Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Utah, and Western Wyoming: A Guidebook for Scientists, Managers, and Educators provides a listing of designated RNAs in Idaho. The publication may be viewed or downloaded at: http://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs/rmrs_gtr069.pdf

Idaho Natural Heritage Program

The Idaho Natural Heritage Program is the leading source of information on the precise locations and conditions of at-risk species and threatened ecosystems.  Consistent standards for collecting and managing data allow information from multiple organizations to be shared and combined regionally, nationally, and internationally through the Idaho Fish and Wildlife Information System (formerly the Idaho Conservation Data Center) and the NatureServe network.

The Idaho Natural Heritage Program maintains a list of Natural Areas and Conservation Sites Publications at: https://fishandgame.idaho.gov/content/page/natural-areas-and-conservation-sites-publications-idaho-natural-heritage-program

The Nature Conservancy Preserves and Conservation Projects

The Nature Conservancy (TNC) purchased its first Idaho preserve, Silver Creek, in 1976. Since then, TNC has helped to conserve more than 400,000 acres of iconic Idaho landscapes and habitat. A listing of TNC preserves and conservation projects in Idaho is available at:
http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/regions/northamerica/unitedstates/idaho/placesweprotect/index.htm


Idaho NRCS	1	August 5, 2013
