Executive Summary for Technical Soil Services Plan

Resource Soil Scientist responsibilities
According to policy in the National Technical Soil Services Handbook, the responsibility of the Resource Soil Scientist (RSS) is to provide technical soil services for NRCS field offices. In Illinois, these services include, but are not limited to:

· Technical Policy and Program Services
· Quality assurance reviews
· Technical soil data review
· eFOTG soil data population and review
· NRI
· LESA/FPPA
· Soil Health

· Planning Services
· Technical soil interpretations for conservation planning
· HEL investigations and determinations
· Wetland determinations and investigations
· Program assistance
· EQIP
· WRP
· CRP
· WHIP
· FPPA

· Site-Specific Soil Investigations
· Order 1 mapping
· Engineering assistance for all structures
· On-site wetland investigations and determinations
· On-site HEL investigations and determinations
· Research

· Expert Services for Judicial Requests
· Wetland appeals and reconsiderations
· Wetland Conservation Compliance Coordination

· Informational Services
· Outreach
· Other federal agencies, state and local units of government
· Professional organizations
· Soil and Water Conservation Districts, other local organizations
· Envirothon, Land Judging, Soil Health, Organic farming
· Universities, cooperative sampling, academic investigations
· Cooperative Soil Survey and partnership enhancement
· Training
· Use of Soil Survey
· GPS, remote sensing technologies, new technologies\methods
· Soil interpretations
· Land judging
· Hydric soils
· Intro to Soils
· Local interpretations and evaluations of NCSS standards and procedures
· Other Duties as assigned

Current status

· Each RSS is responsible for all the activities listed above, and more, in more than 20 counties. 
· There are currently 5 RSS’S, one in each administrative area. Current wetland conservation compliance workloads in each area require more than 80% of RSS time. This prevents them from performing the remainder of their other policy mandated duties. 
· Because RSS’s are spending so much of their time on wetland conservation compliance, they are unable to assist Field Office staff with their priorities for writing and maintaining contracts.
· Three of the RSS’s, 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.  There is no career ladder or track that will enable succession by experienced staff. 
· As much as 15% of MLRA Soil Scientist time has been pledged to states for CTA activities, but there is no solid guidance as to what can be charged to that time. Generally, MLRA Soil Scientists have neither experience nor mandate to provide the needed field assistance. 
· NRI Collection cycles don’t happen at predictable intervals, but during a cycle RSS’s must drop everything else to meet program mandated deadlines.
· FY2013 had 23 Soil Scientists available for input into technical soil services.  FY 2014 starts with 20.  Of the 20 left, over half are eligible to retire right now. 
· The State Soil Scientist in the past had more influence in being able to provide TSS through MLRA and RSS’s.  The current structure does not make this efficient. 

Action Proposals

1. Add GS-9/11 RSS in each area or where dictated by workload

Adding additional RSS will:

· Provide a career track opportunity for the assistant to learn requisite skills so that when a RSS moves or retires there is a qualified individual ready to take their place
· Spread the wetland determination workload, which would thereby
· Allow the RSS’s to concentrate on soil evaluations for Field Office priority programs
· Free up field office staff to do conservation work

2. Create Area Resource Teams with GS-11 RSS as Team leader. 

Creating teams, led by RSS’s will:
· Ensure consistency in operations
· Maintain separation of duties
· Free up field office staff to do conservation work
· If compliance workload is reduced by new Farm Bill, team will assist with whole farm plans, soil health initiatives and, resource inventory and assessment workloads

3. Enable open lines of communication between RSS’s, State Soil Scientist, Leadership, and line staff
 
Open lines of communication will:
· Provide flexibility for quick response to dynamic workload changes
· Ensure efficient workload management
· Reduce the likelihood of appeals, re-certifications, complaints about poor service, and missed deadlines
