Technical Soil Services Plan
In Illinois, each administrative Area has oneGS-12 Resource Soil Scientist (RSS).  This document will show the necessity of having an additional RSS on each Area staff.  It will first show how the CTA soils workload was handled in the past and then discuss the present workload and needs.
Past SOILS assistance to Field Offices for CTA
1)  In the1970s through the 1980s there was an abundance of soil scientists in Illinois because of the acceleration of the National Cooperative Soil Survey.  The GS-11 soil survey leaders were part of the Area staff and were supervised by the Area Conservationist.  Some Areas had 3 or 4 soil survey party leaders and 6-12 soil scientists.  The soil scientists in the soil survey party were associated with the Field Office staff and many were co-located in the same office.  There was a direct working relationship among the soil survey office, the Field Office, and the Area Office.  Soil scientists were in-tune to the needs of the Field Office and often times the soil survey leaders acted as RSSs, doing many on-site investigations for the FOs, helping with Area soils needs, and assisting the Area Conservationist with other duties as assigned.  Many times, the Soil Survey Leader was called on to be Acting DC as people changed positions and moved on.  At that time, most Areas didn’t have an Area Soil Scientist on staff, mostly because of the abundance of soil scientists in the state.

2) In the late 1980s and early 1990s as the “once-over” soil survey was being completed and there were fewer soil scientists in the state, Area Conservationists added an Area Soil Scientist to the staff to handle the workload that had previously been assigned to the soil survey leaders.  The soil scientist who filled these positions came from the group who had an understanding of Field Office and Area Office operations.  In northeastern and northwestern Illinois a second soil scientist was added to the Area staff because of high workloads.  Eventually, each Area had two RSSs; a GS-12 and a GS-11.  In the 2000s, as the GS-12 RSSs retired or transferred, the GS-11 RSS was usually promoted to fill the GS-12 vacancy, however the GS-11 RSS position was left vacant.  The new soil survey offices eventually were located in separate offices away from the Area Office and from the Field Office.  This physical separation was the start of separation of the soil survey staff from the CTA side of the agency.

3) In the 2000s the few remaining soil survey teams were transferred to supervision under the State Soil Scientist.  Now they were no longer physically or administratively associated with the CTA duties of the agency, furthering their estrangement from the conservation side of NRCS. They no longer provided the assistance to the Field Offices as they had during the previous decades.  Their sole focus was on updating the soil surveys.  Although they assisted with CTA projects, the RSSs handled most of those requests and projects.

4) As the more mature and experienced soil scientists retired or moved up the ladder, the newer soil scientists who were hired had few opportunities to connect with Field Offices and Area Offices to develop an understanding of CTA.  Soil survey offices became MLRA offices and interaction of the MLRA staff with the Field and Area Offices was virtually eliminated.  The newer soil scientists have little or no knowledge of CTA and, except for two or three individuals who are certified to conduct wetland determinations, assistance from MRLA offices is now relegated to an occasional soil boring.  We have had a good working relationship between MLRA offices and Area Offices and MLRA offices are supposed to contribute 15% of their time to CTA technical soil services (TSS).  However, the 15% of TSS activity will be allowed to include traditional soil survey activities, database maintenance, vehicle maintenance, and other activities that aren’t immediately beneficial to Field Offices.  MLRA offices have almost no connection to Field Offices nor do they have much of an understanding of conservation programs.  A few of the MLRA soil scientists may not even be able to explain the definition of the acronyms for EQIP, CRP, WHIP, WRP, and etc.

5) Starting in FY 2014, MLRA offices will no longer be supervised by the State Soil Scientist in Illinois, completing their total estrangement and divorce from the Field Office and CTA.  Any CTA assistance we request will need to go through channels.  MLRA leaders who have an understanding of CTA are all eligible to retire.  The focus of MLRA soil scientists for the next 5 years is to complete SDJR projects and to populate the NASIS database.  They are discouraged from going to the field until these projects are complete.  Their focus is not on providing TSS support to the Field Office or on developing an understanding of NRCS conservation programs.  The focus of the MLRA office is on database management.  Without field activities and interaction with Field Offices, these soil scientists will be ill-prepared to provide the TSS that our Field Offices require.
Present SOILS assistance to Field Offices for CTA
A) Illinois has 5 Area GS-12 RSSs (Higgins, Suhl, Bramstedt, Fitch, Fehrenbacher), plus one RSS (Windhorn) in the state office (who is actually the state geologist by title).  Three of the RSSs, as well as the state geologist/RSS, are eligible to retire today.  One RSS is approaching eligibility to retire, and one is new to his position and ‘should’ be with NRCS for more than 10 years.  Where will we find the next RSS with the knowledge and experience necessary to do the job?
B) A career ladder and training for RSSs is non-existent.  In the past, RSSs were selected from the soil scientists who had soil survey experience and connection to Field Offices.  That pool is no longer in existence.  Most candidates for RSS will now have very little CTA experience.  Who will teach them about CTA activities?  How will they develop a LESA? Will they know how to complete a Farmland Conversion Impact Rating?  Who will teach them about Quality Assurance Reviews?  Do they even know what NRI is?  There are many other aspects of soils and CTA where new candidates will have no knowledge and no skills.  Having a career ladder and a mentor to provide training for an RSS position is critical.
C) Workload
a. Wetlands:  The wetland workload is huge and although we have wetland teams, we have placed a large burden on everyone to assume additional duties without additional help.  RSSs attempt to handle the field investigations and coordinate the teams, but the workload is so great that it cannot be accomplished in a timely manner.  Field Offices (District Conservationists) provide much of the help, yet this workload is not the same priority as their contract workload and the DCs are burdened with tasks that are not reportable items.  Soils are always the limiting factor in the skill of non-soil scientists to conduct wetland determinations.  Only a soil scientist with wetland delineation training can do the job well and reduce the number of appeals and reconsiderations.  Currently, we have only two or three MLRA soil scientists who are certified and trained to do wetland delineations.  Their 15% assistance does not meet our needs.  A second RSS in high workload areas would help tremendously to handle this workload.
b. Engineering Application:  With the wetland workload being so dominant, very little engineering investigations are being conducted for conservation structures.  Soil borings should be conducted on many more practices than are currently being investigated.  A second RSS would allow more opportunities to conduct soil borings and evaluations.
c. Training:  Illinois has had a tremendous team of experienced soil scientists who have been able to teach our own Field Office employees about the base resource of our agency – soil.  This ability to train our own has been a tremendous cost-saving to the state and has helped Illinois NRCS to develop conservationists who have the right kind of knowledge to excel in protecting the resource.  With our RSSs approaching retirement, who else has the skills to provide the training that is currently done so well in Illinois?
d. Soil Health:  This initiative, while only a recent addition to the workload, is being promoted by NHQ and appears that it will be around awhile.  To teach it well requires special training to understand the life cycles, chemical process, nutrient cycling, tillage practices, etc. that aren’t discussed in the soil survey program nor in Soil Taxonomy.  With the current workload of wetlands, promotion of soil health is not getting the attention that it should.  Having an additional RSS would allow for more hands-on training for our FO staff and more demos for producers.  Soil Scientists should be primary contacts in soil health.
e. Technical Assistance and Programs:  The ARSS will be needed to assist in the application of any updates to soil data and interpretations as they relate to programs or CTA application. Examples (K, T, LS values)(Conversion of the frozen soils data to current data).

Summary
1.  We have an aging workforce of RSSs.
2. We have no career ladder for hiring experienced RSSs.
3. There is no training specifically established to prepare one for an RSS position.
4. We will receive diminishing CTA assistance from MLRA offices and the newer soil scientists in those offices have little knowledge of CTA programs.
5. We have a workload that is more than our existing staff can handle on a timely basis.
6. RSSs provide invaluable state-wide training to our Field Office employees.
7. RSSs are not able to give adequate attention to soil health and other initiatives because of the current workload
8. As it stands now, we cannot rely on the pipeline of the MLRA offices to provide qualified RSS candidates for future vacancies.
Solution – Add a second RSS to each Area staff at the GS9/11 level
1.  to assist with the wetland workload
2. to reduce the burden on the Field Offices
3. to allow the RSSs to conduct soil evaluations for engineering practices on a more regular basis
4. to continue to provide adequate training to our Field Offices
5. to develop a career ladder and training for the future RSSs
6. to keep Illinois NRCS at an expert level when it comes to providing soils information to the Field Office
7. to help Illinois NRCS excel at getting quality conservation on the ground
8. to comply with separation of duties
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Diagram 1 shows the structure as it was in FY 2013.  The initiation of reorganization occurred in FY 2013.  Positions highlighted in orange are positions that were not supported in the national SSD reorganization plan.  Diagram 2 shows current FY 2014 Structure and personnel.  Positions highlighted in green indicate personnel eligible for retirement. 
Soil Survey Reorganization removed the supervision of the MLRA offices from the State Soil Scientist and does not support the position of Assistant State Soil Scientist, whose dominant role has been technical support to the State Soil Scientist, MLRA Soil Staff, and liaison between the Resource Soil Scientists and the data they use.  The State Soil Scientist no longer manages the soil survey offices or provides the technical supervision.  The SSS role is that of caretaker of the state data, to provide liaison duties between the State Conservationist, the Assistant State Conservationists, the Resource Soil Scientists, the MLRA offices, the MO Regional Director, and the Cooperators of the state and to be part of the soil survey management team.  The State Soil Scientist is also responsible for the management of Technical Soil Services, the maintenance of the Cooperative Soil Survey, the Plan to Maintain the Soil Survey of Illinois, and the delivery of soils information to users, which includes input for the organization and delivery of wetland duties and soil health.  Training needs and equipment needs relative to soils for RSSs, MLRAs SSs, and Field office personnel are also important tasks the SSS should be responsible for to maintain the integrity of the strong soil program we have had in this state.  How can these responsibilities be realized without open lines of communication between the SSS and the field soil scientists?
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TSS needs
Develop plan of action to maintain the quality of services available to internal and external customers including a request for GS 7/9/11 soil scientists to train in Illinois and be mentored by those with several years’ experience to maintain the continuity and integrity of services provided.  Ensure that Soil Scientists are doing Soil Science related duties in line with the job description and that the Fieldwork and training to develop and maintain these skills is provided.

Develop meeting schedule for collaboration and continuity of Technical soil services and to maintain updates of data changes throughout the state on a bi-annual timeframe -- to include training, reports, and discussion.  

Create open communication framework that includes agreement that the State Soil Scientist can directly contact and request services from the Resource Soil Scientists and the MLRA Project Leaders, and that the Resource Soil Scientists can directly contact the MLRA Project Leaders for assistance. 

*GIS assistance* 






