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Helping People Help the Land

Helping People Help the Land

Helping our clients manage their natural resources and achieve their goals while at 
the same time meeting the producers responsibility to care for the land

NRCS is USDA’s technical agency for providing assistance to private land managers, 
conservation districts, tribes, and other organizations in planning and carrying out 
conservation activities and programs

NRCS works with many partners to fulfill our mission.



Soil Erosion
Soil Health
Efficient use/storage of water
Diversity
Economics
Flood control
Water quality
Wildlife
Partnerships
Relationships
Human/ Social considerations



Hugh Hammond Bennet Principles as outlined in his text 
“Elements of Conservation” dated 1947

Consider the needs and capabilities of each acre within 
the plan

Consider the client’s facilities, machinery, 
and economic situation

Incorporate the client’s willingness to try 
new practices

Consider the land’s relationship to the entire farm, 
ranch, or watershed

Ensure the conservationist’s presence out on the land

4



Emphasis: What the land (natural resources) 
needs, not what the producer wants

• Identify and assess resource concerns
– Site visits, Planning Criteria, assessment 

tools
• Work with clients to develop solutions

– Alternatives, Conservation practices, 
discussions with client

• Provide assistance to implement 
solutions on the ground
– Technical Assistance – site visits, IR’s, 

designs
– Financial Assistance



Soil
Water

Air
Plants

Animals
Energy
Human
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What are Natural 
Resources

(SWAPAE+H)



What is a Conservation Plan
A conservation plan is the 

record of decisions and 
supporting information for 
treatment of a unit of land 

meeting planning criteria for 
one or more identified natural 

resource concerns as a result of 
the planning process.
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Desired Future Condition

A quantitative or qualitative expression 
of an ecological, economic, or 
social condition one is attempting 
to achieve. This goal is compared 
with the predicted outcomes of 
alternative implementation options. 
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• Establish relationship between client, 
planner and Land
– Client – Planning objectives need to be 

based on clients needs and values regarding 
the use, management and treatment of 
area, history

– Planner – Experience and knowledge of the 
area, solutions to problems and ability to 
influence or motivate client

– Land - Soil-water-plant-animal interactions

• Planning = Transfer of Knowledge
– Listen to client – guide them to decision 

making
– Landowners put conservation on the ground 

– we influence them and motivate them.

Client

PlannerLand

Clients will make and implement sound decisions if they understand their resources, 
natural resource concerns and opportunities, and the effects of their decisions.



• Conservation Planning Process – re-affirms these principles
– In the field with the client, consider every acre, onsite and off site 

impacts, client resources, client objectives, 

• Dynamic Process (9 Steps) used to Develop, Implement and 
Evaluate Conservation Plans
– Farm/Ranch level
– Area wide / watershed / landscape

• Comprehensive Planning Effort
– Sets foundation for implementing conservation on land – 

including FB programs
– Meets needs of resources, client, agency and public
– Planning intensity same for all levels of planning, regardless of 

expected outcome, size, scope, complexity and/or funding
• Requires high level of knowledge, skills and ability as well 

ability to use professional judgement
– Planner Certification
– Training
– Experience

Our Foundation - Conservation Planning
Conservation Planning – Its what we DO!

1. Producer 
seeks cost share 

“what do you 
have money 

for?” or (I 
want….”

2. FO assists with 
application for program 
Decision made by client in 

office. What the client 
“wants” drives the process 
versus what the land needs 

3. Planning based on what the 
producer wants and what the 
program requires (i.e. ranking)
What Resource Concern do we 

use for…
CART

4. Contract 
developed
Application 
Approved = 

CD 
Plan/Contract

5. Practices 
applied, 

certified and 
payment made

NOT Conservation 
Planning!



Policy and Guidance for 
Conservation Planning

Yes, the boring stuff…..



Guidance Resources
To assist the planner throughout the process, NRCS 
maintains various policy, manuals, handbooks, and guides.  



National Planning Directives
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/asl/national/people/employee/

• Established to help implement legislated laws 
and regulations

– Interpret laws to make them more understandable
• Sources of Direction for Conservation Planning  

– Policy (GM 180, 190)
– Procedure (NPPH)
– Manuals (FSA Compliance, Programs)  
– Handbooks
– Technical Guidance (GM450, FOTG)
– Tools (FOTG, Internal)
– Program Guidance (Programs Manuals and 

handbooks)



 Conservation Planning Policy GM180, Part 409 - Key Points

• Conservation plans are the basis for all assistance 
NRCS provides to clients

• Purpose - to prevent the degradation of resources 
and to ensure their sustained use and productivity, 
while considering the client’s economic and social 
needs. 

• Conservation planning is conducted with the 
client – In the field

• Work progressively towards a resource 
management system (RMS) level of 
management. 

• Conservation plan is developed and 
documents the client’s selected alternative. 



 

• Title 180, National Planning Procedures Handbook, 
Part 600 (180-NPPH-600), provides procedures and 
guidance on implementing the NRCS conservation 
planning process. 

• Establishes standards (Handout)
• All plans approved / signed by NRCS designated 

Level III Planner and Client
• The signature of the NRCS conservation 

planner certifies that the conservation plan 
meets the needs of the client; NRCS 
conservation planning policy, procedures, and 
standards; and any applicable program or 
provision requirements.

Conservation Planning Policy GM180, Part 409 - Key Points



A conservation planner is a person who 
possesses the necessary skills, training, and 
experience to implement the NRCS planning 
process to meet client objectives in solving 
resource concerns. 
Employees/partners will be designated one of 
the following roles:

• Level I Conservation Planner
• Level II (Technical Specialist)
• Level III Conservation Planner

Conservation Planning Policy GM180, Part 409 - Key Points



 

• Policy requires that all conservation planning 
conducted by NRCS follow guidance in the FOTG.

• All NRCS-designated conservation planners will 
develop conservation plans that contain 
conservation practices that meet all NRCS 
standards and specifications as documented in the 
FOTG. 

Conservation Planning Policy GM180, Part 409 - Key Points



The Field Office Technical Guides
The FOTG are the primary technical reference for NRCS and are localized to apply 
specifically to an identified geographic area. 

http://efotg.sc.egov.usda.gov/



The FOTG contains five sections supporting the technical aspects 
of conservation planning activities as identified below: 

I 

The Field Office Technical Guides

• “All certified conservation planners will develop 
conservation plans that contain conservation 
practices that meet NRCS standards and 
specifications as documented in the FOTG”. From 
GM Title 180, Part 409, 409.3 G. 



Job Approval Authority
• Applies to all practices

• Engineering (NEM Section 210 Part 501)
• ECS (GM 190 Part 417 (state supplement)

• What is JAA - The certification granted to an individual that has
demonstrated the appropriate knowledge, skill, and abilities to plan,
design, and certify installation of a given conservation practice

• Must be earned – not automatic - After Level I achieved
Experience
Training
Demonstrated competence

• Cannot operate without it and/or outside limits assigned
NRCS Policy
State Law - Engineering 



Job Approval Authority

• Ensures practices are: 
• Planned Properly
• Designed to accepted criteria
• Constructed / implemented to 

meet design life and safety 
requirements

• Inventory & Evaluation (Planning)
• On-site observations, assessment tools
• Preparation of sound alternative 

solutions of sufficient intensity for the 
cooperator to make treatment 
decisions

• Design
• Developing supporting data, 

drawings/specifications to ensure that 
the planned practice will meet the 
purpose for which it is installed

• Includes setting specific inspection or 
monitoring requirements

• Installation
• Confirmation that the practice is installed 

according to the conservation practice 
standard, specifications, and certification 
of practice completion



JAA
• Operate within your JAA

– Know what you are 
assigned– don’t plan, design 
or certify for anything not 
assigned

– Know CPS standards
– Only work on CPS you are 

comfortable with – OK to 
rely on others



Wrap Up

Conservation planners have a great deal of information 
available to them through policy, manuals, handbooks, 
the FOTG, bulletins and circulars.  

Much of this information can be found in eDirectives, 
however other sources may be on a shelf or in a file 
cabinet in the field or State office. 
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