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Resource Management Systems and Quality Criteria

Conservation Planning and Conservation Systems

___________________________________________________________________________________

INTRODUCTION

NRCS provides conservation planning and technical assistance to decision-makers to protect, maintain, and improve soil, water, air, plant and animal resources and related human considerations.  This section of the Field Office Technical Guide (FOTG) establishes appropriate conservation management systems, quality criteria and guidance documents that will be used in the planning process to develop treatment levels that address natural resource concerns and human considerations. Levels of treatment are defined by Nevada’s planning policy, legislated programs and initiatives.  Applicable national, State and local laws, rules and regulations will be followed during the development and implementation of conservation plans.  

Conservation Planning Process

Conservation planning is a natural resource problem solving and management process.  The process integrates economic, social, and ecological considerations to meet private and public needs.  This approach, which emphasizes desired future conditions, helps improve natural resource management, minimize conflict, and address problems and opportunities.  The planning process used by NRCS is discussed in detail in the National Planning Procedures Handbook (NPPH).

Phase One of the planning process begins with a determination of the landowner's problems, opportunities, and concerns related to natural resources and human considerations within the planning area.

Once a determination of problems and opportunities is made, the client’s planning objectives are documented.  An expression of objectives requires an understanding of desired future conditions for the planning area as compared to existing conditions.  Resource inventories and an analysis of resource data are then completed for the planning area with a focus on the concerns and objectives identified by the landowner.  The analysis should clearly establish cause and effect relationships.  Analysis of the inventory data includes a comparison of present resource conditions to standardized resource quality criteria developed to help assess the kind, amount, and extent of existing and potential resource problems. 

In the Phase Two of the planning process, broad ranges of technically feasible conservation alternatives are developed with the client.  Conservation alternatives are structural, vegetative and management measures that mitigate existing or potential adverse impacts on the resources.  The purpose of formulating alternatives is to provide the client with the most effective, efficient, and economical conservation treatments that will address identified resource concerns and will be acceptable for solving problems, addressing opportunities, and meet the stated objectives of the client or specific program or initiative.

A suite of conservation alternatives is selected by the client and developed into a conservation plan.  The plan describes the schedule of operations and activities needed to solve the identified natural resource concerns and problems.  The conservation plan should include all contiguous and non-contiguous land that is part of the client’s enterprise, including land owned and rented. 

Phase Three of the planning process entails the installation of the selected alternatives and continuing evaluations of the effectiveness of the plan as it is implemented.  Implementation of the planned practices is expected to provide for the long-term conservation, protection, and/or improvement of the resource base.

Resource Management Systems

The minimum planning level in Nevada will be at the Resource Management System (RMS) level for a farm or tract.  A RMS is developed by selecting a combination of management and structural and/or vegetative conservation practices, that when installed, will, at a minimum, meet or exceed the land use quality criteria established for soil, water, air, plant and animals resources and the objectives of the client.  Additional federal, state, tribal or local quality criteria may also be required.

The relative effectiveness of the practices selected to solve the problems and concerns of the conservation planning unit are presented in the Conservation Practice Physical Effects (CPPRE) Matrix in Section V of the eFOTG.

When economic, social or cultural constraints prohibit a client from implementing an RMS plan or one or more resource concerns in the Planning area will not meet minimum NRCS Quality Criteria, a progressive plan may be developed.  A progressive plan may be developed that incorporates achievable portions of a RMS plan and allows the client to make decisions in stages on the use and treatment requirements for the planning unit with the potential that all needed RMS decisions will be made at some time in the future.  

Conservation Systems

If legislated State, federal, tribal or local programs require different levels of treatment or target one or more, but not all, identified resource problems and concerns, a RMS plan may not be required.  Planning may be accomplished at a Conservation System level.  The required level of planning is by Conservation Management Unit (CMU).  

A CMU is defined as a field, group of fields or other land units of the same land use and having similar treatment needs and planned management.  A combination of resource management and structural and/or vegetative practices will be planned that achieve the specified level of treatment required by the program for the specific resource concern(s).  Nevada conservation planning policy requires that at least 1 RMS plan alternative be provided to the client for the CMU and the client is encouraged to develop an RMS plan for the entire farm or tract.  

For example, an RMS plan is not required for an individual to carry out the Highly Erodible Lands (HEL) provisions of the Food Security Act of 1985, as amended by the Food, Agriculture, Conservation, and Trade Act of 1990, and the Federal Agricultural Improvement and Reform Act of 1996.  In this case, a client is only required to develop a Basic Conservation System (BCS) which is an erosion control system for treating only sheet, rill, wind, and ephemeral gully erosion on highly erodible land.  The BCS must achieve soil loss tolerance requirements for the principal soil it is designed to protect and may not be equivalent to the quality criteria required for erosion reduction in an RMS plan.  The BCS may be a component of a Resource Management System (RMS) 

As appropriate, program criteria and related guidance documents will be established and will be placed in this section of the eFOTG under separate heading as Table III. 
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