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Section III – Field Office Technical Guide

Highly Erodible Land (HEL)
Treatment Criteria
Cropland - Alternative Conservation Systems (ACS) 
The ACS only applies to plans and systems developed to carry out the provisions of the 1985, 1990, and 1996 Farm Bills for Highly Erodible Land Cropland (HELC). The ACS will consist of the needed conservation practices and management to meet the following criteria: 

1. For ACS Plans developed prior to July 3, 1996.

A.
Benchmark ACS for use on land within the State of Maine on HELC: 
(1) A crop rotation system such that at least 40% of the cycle is in close growing crops with potatoes produced not more than 6 years out of 10 years.
(2) All cultural operations are preformed as close to the contour as practical.
(3) Ephemeral gully erosion shall be treated with appropriate agronomic, cultural or other practices.

(4) Other equivalent systems that achieve the same or higher treatment of sheet, rill and ephemeral gully erosion are acceptable.

B.
Benchmark ACS for potato production for land within Maine except areas covered by St. John Valley, Central Aroostook and Southern Aroostook Soil and Water Conservation Districts on HELC fields: 
1) A crop rotation system of 1 year potatoes and 1 year grain corn shall be used.

2) All cultural operations are preformed as close to the contour as practical.

3) Winter cover (on potatoes).
4) Ephemeral gully erosion shall be treated with appropriate agronomic, cultural or other practices.

5) Other equivalent systems that achieve the same or higher treatment of sheet, rill and ephemeral gully erosion are acceptable.

C. Benchmark ACS for intensive vegetable production for land within Maine on HELC fields:
1) Winter cover crop or crop residue management applied annually.

2) All cultural operations are performed as close to contour as practical (see Code 557).

3) Ephemeral gully erosion shall be treated with appropriate agronomic, cultural or other practices
4) Other equivalent systems that achieve the same or higher treatment of sheet, rill and ephemeral gully erosion are acceptable. 

D. Benchmark ACS for corn production for land within Maine on HELC fields:
1) A crop rotation system such that at least 50% of the cycle is in hay will be followed.
2) All cultural operations are performed as close to contour as practical (see Code 557).

3) Ephemeral gully erosion shall be treated with appropriate agronomic, cultural or other practices
4) Other equivalent systems that achieve the same or higher treatment of sheet, rill and ephemeral gully erosion are acceptable. 
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A.
The conservation system (ACS) shall achieve a soil loss reduction, using RUSLE2, of 75% of the "Potential Erosion" (PE) not to exceed 2 times the tolerable soil loss for the predominant HEL soil map unit in the HELC field; and ephemeral gully erosion is controlled to meet the FOTG quality criteria. 

Definition: Predominate HEL Soil Map Unit.  The predominant map unit is defined as that HEL map unit that has the most erosion potential, unless the HEL map unit is less than 20% of the total HELC acreage. In the case where the most erosive HEL soil map unit is less than 20% of the field HEL acreage then the next most erosive map unit becomes the predominant soil map unit without regard to size. 

Definition: "Potential Erosion" (PE).  Using RUSLE (R*K*LS = PE) 

Example PE: R (100) * K (.32) * LS (.9) = 28.8 tons/acre/year PE Applying the 75% reduction (28.8) * 25% = 7.2 tons/acre/year. If the tolerable soil loss is T = 3 then the less than 2T rule is used. The maximum ACS soil loss would be 6 tons/acre/year. 

B. All ACS's will be planned and documented as a result of actual length and slope field
measurements of RUSLE2. Typical values for length and slope are not valid.


C. ACS's more than 2T. 

In cases where the District Conservationist determines that the criteria for an ACS of 2T does not appear to be technically or economically feasible the District Conservationist may request a special ACS from the NRCS state conservationist. Approvals for ACS's exceeding 2T can only be made for a defined area or community. ACS's exceeding 2T cannot be made for individual farms or tracts. 

The District Conservationist shall provide detailed documentation to the NRCS State Conservationist as to why an ACS is either not technically feasible and/or economically feasible. The NRCS state conservationist will approve or disapprove requests for ACS's between 2T and 4T per the NFSAM. 

Basic Conservation System (BCS) 
The BCS for cropland only applies to conservation plans and systems developed to carry out the certain HEL provisions of the Farm Bills. The BCS will consist of the needed practices and management to reduce sheet and rill erosion to the soil loss tolerance level prescribed for the soil type and treats concentrated (ephemeral gully erosion) flow to the quality criteria level. 
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