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NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE

Purpose Statement

The mission of the Natural Resources Conservation Service is “Helping People Help the Land.” The agency
accomplishes its mission by providing products and services that enable people to be good stewards of the Nation’s
soil, water, and related natural resources on non-Federal lands. The formation of the Soil Conservation Service
(SCS) marked the beginning of the Federal government’s enduring commitment to conserving natural resources on
private lands. Originally established by Congress in 1935, the agency was later renamed NRCS pursuant to Public
Law 103-354, the Department of Agriculture Reorganization Act of 1994 (7 U.S.C. 6962). From the beginning, the
agency brought a national focus to the emerging resource issues of the Dust Bowl era: prevention of wind and water
erosion. Desperate to retain its productive Midwest soils, the Nation turned to SCS for technical guidance and
advice on minimizing the impacts of erosion. Although the Dust Bowl has passed, the relationship between
landowners and the agency remains.

Over the last 75 years, the agency expanded its services to become a conservation leader for all natural resources:
soil, water, air, plants, and animals. Now, as NRCS, its primary focus is to ensure that private lands are conserved,
restored, and made more resilient to environmental challenges, like climate change. NRCS is a primary contributor
to achieving the USDA Strategic Goal that ensures our national forests and private working lands are conserved,
restored, and made more resilient to climate change, while enhancing water resources. This is accomplished through
a variety of programs aimed at preserving and restoring our private lands, mitigating the effects of climate change,
and making the landscape more resilient. NRCS partners with private landowners to provide technical and financial
assistance to help protect farm and ranch lands and private forestland.

Seventy percent of the land in the United States is privately owned, making stewardship by private landowners and
land managers absolutely critical to the health of our Nation’s environment. These are the people who make day-to-
day decisions about natural resource use and management on non-Federal lands, and NRCS offers them the
technology, technical and financial assistance needed to benefit the resources, sustain productive lands, and maintain
healthy ecosystems.

Science and technology are the critical foundation to effective conservation. NRCS experts from many disciplines
come together to help landowners conserve natural resources in efficient, smart, and sustainable ways. Whether
developed in a laboratory or on the land, NRCS science and technology helps landowners make the right decisions
for every natural resource concern.

NRCS’s Conservation Delivery System provides services directly to the landowner or land manager in cooperation
with conservation districts. Conservation districts are units of local government created by State law and exist in
every county and territory of the United States. Conservation districts are responsible for providing guidance to the
agency on local resource concerns and serving as the voice of the local community on resource issues.

NRCS also works in partnership with State and local agencies, locally elected or appointed farmer committees,
Federal agencies, tribal governments, and private sector organizations to encourage cooperation and facilitate
leveraging of the financial and technical resources these groups can offer. By bringing together groups that have a
common and vested interest in the local landscape, community, or watershed, NRCS facilitates collaboration among
groups that collectively support sustainable agriculture and maintain natural resource quality.

Under this umbrella of agency mission and local cooperation, NRCS employees help landowners and land managers
understand the natural processes that shape their environment, how conservation measures can improve the quality
of that environment, and what conservation measures will work best on their land. NRCS employees provide these
services directly to the customer. Field offices at USDA Service Centers are in nearly every county and territory of
the United States. NRCS employees’ technical expertise and understanding of local resource concerns and
challenges result in conservation solutions that last. In the words of the first NRCS Chief, Hugh Hammond
Bennett — “If we take care of the land, it will take care of us.”

Conservation Operations. Conservation Operations is authorized by the Soil Conservation and Domestic
Allotment Act of 1935, P.L. 74-46 (16 U.S.C. 590a-590f) and the Soil and Water Resources Conservation Act of
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NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE

1977, (16 U.S.C. 2001-2009). The purpose of Conservation Operations is to provide technical assistance supported
by science-based technology and tools that help people conserve, maintain, and improve the Nation’s natural
resources. Conservation Operations has four major program components: Conservation Technical Assistance
(CTA); Soil Survey; Snow Survey and Water Supply Forecasting (SSWSF); and Plant Materials Centers (PMCs).

Conservation Technical Assistance Program (CTA). The CTA Program has a long history as NRCS’s conservation
planning program, helping to develop and deliver conservation technologies and practices to private landowners,
conservation districts, tribal, and other organizations.

Through the CTA Program, NRCS helps land managers develop comprehensive conservation plans that include
activities which: reduce soil loss from erosion; address soil, water quality, water conservation, air quality, and
agricultural waste management concerns; reduce potential damage caused by excess water and sedimentation or
drought; enhance the quality of fish and wildlife habitat; improve the long-term sustainability of all lands, including
cropland, forestland, grazing lands, coastal lands, and developed or developing lands; and facilitate changes in land
use as needed for natural resource protection and sustainability.

Since its inception, CTA funding has provided the agency with the infrastructure and technology needed to proactively
address national conservation priorities that have significant impacts on our resources while maintaining a sustainable and
productive agriculture sector. At the same time, CTA provides the flexibility required to be responsive to national priorities
and ever-evolving conservation technology. The need to maintain technical capacity at the field level is imperative in
developing and delivering the needed conservation assistance to landowners on privately owned land.

CTA funding is used to:

e Provide conservation technical assistance to individuals or groups of decision makers, and to communities,
conservation districts, units of State, tribal and local government, and others to voluntarily conserve, maintain,
and improve natural resources;

e Provide collaborative community, watershed, and area-wide technical assistance with units of government so
they can develop and implement resource management plans that conserve, maintain, and improve our natural
resources at appropriate scales;

e Provide conservation technical assistance to help agricultural producers comply with the Highly Erodible Land
(HEL) and Wetland (Swampbuster) Conservation Compliance Provisions of the 1985 Food Security Act, as
amended by subsequent Farm Bills;

e Provide conservation technical assistance to aid private landowners in complying with other Federal, State,
tribal, and local environmental regulations and related requirements, and prepare them to become eligible to
participate in other Federal, State, and local conservation programs;

e Collect, analyze, interpret, display, and disseminate information about the status, condition, and trends of soil,
water, and related natural resources so people can make informed decisions for natural resource use and
management;

o  Assess the effects of conservation practices and systems on the condition of natural resources; and

o Develop, adapt, and transfer effective science-based technologies and tools for assessment, management, and
conservation of natural resources.

Soil Survey. NRCS’s Soil Surveys provide the public with information on the properties, capabilities, and
conservation treatment needs of their soils through the use of soil maps and interpretive analyses. Soil Surveys help
people make informed land use and management decisions that take into consideration various soil characteristics
and capabilities, ensuring their soil is kept healthy and productive. In addition, it provides soils information and
interpretation to individuals or groups of decision-makers, and to communities, States, and others to aid sound
decision-making in the wise use and management of soil resources;

NRCS conducts Soil Surveys cooperatively with other Federal agencies, Land Grant Universities, State agencies,
Tribes, and local governments. NRCS’s major Soil Survey objectives are to:

Inventory and map the soil resource on all lands of the United States;

Keep soil surveys relevant to meet emerging and ever-changing needs;

Interpret the data and make soil survey information available to meet public needs;

Promote and provide technical assistance in the use of soil survey information; and
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e Lead the National Cooperative Soil Survey Program.

A major challenge is integrating soils data for 3,000 counties across the Nation into a single dataset that eliminates
discrepancies in older Soil Surveys, which do not have the same level of detail as newer Soil Surveys and which
often use outdated mapping and classification concepts. Until recently, Soil Survey information reflected the
“average” condition of soil properties without providing information on differences induced by different
management systems and land uses. Soil Surveys are now being updated to create a seamless soil survey across all
counties and States and to provide information on soil properties that change depending on land use and
management.

Soil Survey information is the foundation of resource planning conducted by land-users and policy makers. Soil
Surveys provide vital information needed to support sustainable and productive soils in the United States. Emerging
environmental issues (e.g., soil carbon stocks, nutrient management, and healthy soils) require that the soil survey
collect and interpret new data to best inform decision makers.

In addition to providing Soil Survey data to the public, NRCS also maintains a National Soil Survey Center that
integrates and adds to the current soil science and provides information for the effective application of the Soil
Survey to help make good land management possible. The Soil Survey Center develops national soil policy,
technical guidance, procedures, and standards. It conducts soil research investigations, operates a soil survey
laboratory, develops handbooks and manuals, provides training, develops and maintains soil survey data systems;
and plans regional work conferences.

Snow Survey and Water Supply Forecasts. The program collects high elevation snow data in the Western United
States and provides managers and users with snowpack data and water supply forecasts. NRCS field staff collects
and analyzes data on snow depth, snow water equivalent, and other climate parameters at over 2,022 remote, high
elevation sites. The program is actively transitioning to a fully automated system that provides near-real time data
available on the internet. At the present time, 862 of these remote data collection sites (SNOTEL) are currently
automated. The data are used to provide estimates of annual water availability, spring runoff, and summer stream
flows. Climate change researchers have increasingly accessed the data for evaluating trends in the Western United
States. The water supply forecasts are used by individuals, Tribes, organizations, and units of government for
decisions relating to agricultural production, hydroelectric power generation, fish and wildlife management,
municipal and industrial water supply, reservoir management, urban development, flood control, recreation, and
water quality management. Western Federal water management agencies include these forecasts in their water
management functions. Reports on the snowpack characteristics are used by the ski industry, transportation
departments and others to plan their seasonal work in remote mountainous areas.

The objectives of the program are to:

e Provide reliable, accurate and timely forecasts of surface water supply to water managers and water users in the
west;

o Efficiently obtain, manage, and disseminate high quality data and information on snow, water, climate, and
hydrologic conditions; and

e Provide climate data to support NRCS conservation planning tools.

In addition, the Soil Climate Analysis Network provides similar climate information as well as soil moisture and
temperature data at lower elevations. The network consists of 191 sites in the 48 contiguous United States, Alaska,
Hawaii, and Puerto Rico/Virgin Islands.

Plant Material Centers (PMCs). The PMCs identify, test, evaluate, and demonstrate the performance of plants and
plant technologies to solve natural resource problems and improve the utilization of natural resources. Thus, PMCs
contribute to reducing soil erosion; increasing cropland soil health and productivity; restoring wetlands, improving
water quality, and improving wildlife habitat (including pollinators); protecting streambank and riparian areas;
stabilizing coastal dunes; producing biomass; improving air quality; and addressing other conservation treatment
needs. PMCs have a long and successful history of selecting and testing plant materials for resource conservation
which has, in large part, accomplished the purpose of increasing the availability of conservation plant material to the
public.
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PMC:s are realigning their activities to better focus on: 1) the utilization of plants for specific objectives and
purposes, such as soil health, soil stabilization, and pollinator/wildlife habitat; 2) the collection of data to improve
conservation planning efforts; and 3) the validation of plant materials for use in NRCS vegetative conservation
practices. The shift in focus aligns PMCs with current NRCS needs to ensure that conservation practices are
scientifically-based, to improve the knowledge of NRCS field staff through PMC-led training sessions and
demonstrations, and to develop recommendations to meet new and emerging natural resource issues. This new
focus expands existing efforts to improve technology transfer. For example, 2,500 documents are now available
online describing how to select and use plants for conserving or improving natural resources. The work at PMCs is
carried out cooperatively with State and Federal agencies, universities, Tribes, commercial businesses, and seed and
nursery associations. PMC activities directly benefit private landowners as well as Federal and State land managing
agencies.

Watershed and Flood Prevention Operations Program. Through the programs, NRCS cooperates with State and
local agencies, tribal governments, and other Federal agencies to prevent damage caused by erosion, floodwater, and
sediment, to further the conservation, development, utilization, and disposal of water, and advance the conservation
and utilization of the land. Authorization includes the Watershed Operations Program authorized by the Flood
Control Act of 1944 (P.L. 78-534) and the Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Program authorized by P.L.
83-566 (16 U.S.C. 1001-1008), as amended.

The Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Program is available nationwide to protect and improve watersheds
up to 250,000 acres in size (small watersheds). Currently, there are approximately 302 active small watershed
projects throughout the country. The Watershed Operations Program is available only in areas authorized by statute;
these areas cover about 38 million acres in 11 States. Objectives of the program are to provide technical and
financial assistance to install watershed improvement measures to reduce flood, sedimentation, and erosion damage;
improve the conservation, development, utilization, and disposal of water; and advance the conservation and proper
utilization of land in authorized watersheds.

Emergency Watershed Protection Program. The program reduces hazards to life and property in watersheds
damaged by severe natural events. An emergency exists when a watershed is suddenly impaired by flood, fire,
drought, wind, or other natural causes that result in threats to life and property. The emergency area need not be
declared a national disaster area to be eligible for assistance; however, a Presidential disaster declaration is one
method for establishing eligibility. The program is authorized by Section 216 of the Flood Control Act of 1950 (33
U.S.C. 701b-1), as amended, and Sections 403-405 of the Agricultural Credit Act of 1978 (16 U.S.C. 2203-2205), as
amended.

Objectives of the program are to provide technical and financial assistance for disaster cleanup, restoration of
watershed conveyance, and subsequent stabilizing of streambanks and levees. The program also allows for
relocation of properties outside floodplains in lieu of restoration in cases where it is more cost effective. Local
people are generally employed on a short-term basis to assist with disaster recovery. Activities include:

1) establishing quick vegetative cover on denuded land, sloping steep land, and eroding banks; 2) opening
dangerously restricted channels; 3) repairing diversions and levees; 4) purchasing floodplain easements; and 5) other
emergency work.

Watershed Rehabilitation Program. This dam rehabilitation program provides both financial and technical
assistance to communities for addressing public health, safety concerns, and environmental impacts of aging dams.
The program is authorized under Section 14 of the Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Act (16 U.S.C.
1012), as amended.

Local communities have constructed more than 11,700 watershed dams with assistance from NRCS. These dams
protect America’s communities and natural resources with flood control, but many also provide the primary source
of drinking water for the area or offer recreation and wildlife benefits. Funding is used for rehabilitation projects to
bring the dam up to current safety standards through planning, design, and construction of the rehabilitation project,
but may also be used for dam removal. The program may provide up to 65 percent of the total cost of the
rehabilitation projects; Federal funds cannot be used for operation and maintenance.
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Water Bank Program. The program focuses technical and financial assistance on flooded cropland, flooded hay
and pasture land, and flooded forestland. NRCS received Water Bank Program funding in 2012 and held a sign-up
in Minnesota, North Dakota, and South Dakota, which have experienced significant flooding of agricultural land.
Landowners and operators have non-renewable ten-year rental agreements to receive annual payments to protect
wetlands and provide wildlife habitat by preventing adverse land uses and activities, such as drainage, that would
destroy the wetland characteristics of those lands. Program participants who wish to establish or maintain
conservation practices may apply for financial assistance through other NRCS or State financial assistance programs
where available.

Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP). EQIP advances the voluntary application of conservation
practices to promote agricultural production, forest management, and environmental quality as compatible uses.
Conservation practices funded through EQIP help producers improve the condition of soil, water, air, and other
natural resources. The program assists owners and operators of agricultural and forest land with the identification of
natural resource problems and opportunities in their operation and provides assistance to solve identified problems
in an environmentally beneficial and cost-effective manner. The program, which is authorized by Sections 1240
through 1240G and Section 1241(a) of the Food Security Act of 1985, was amended and re-authorized through 2018
by Sections 2201 through 2208 and Section 2601 of the Agricultural Act of 2014.

Although EQIP specifically addresses resource concerns on working farms and ranches, implementation of the
program creates benefits that extend well beyond the farm. Conservation practices funded through EQIP contracts
accrue significant environmental benefits, including improved grazing lands, improved air quality, enhanced fish
and wildlife habitat, sustainable plant and soil conditions, improved water quality and quantity, reduced soil erosion,
and energy conservation that provide important ancillary economic and social benefits.

In 2016, of the total EQIP funding, NRCS will again use at least $4 million to support an initiative to increase the
availability and access to nutritious forage for pollinators in a targeted multi-state area (North Dakota, South Dakota,
Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan) that is home to nearly 75 percent of the Nation's managed honeybee
population during the prime summer forage months. This continues the pollinator efforts started in 2014 and
continued in 2015.

In 2016, NRCS will take actions to ensure that riparian buffers receive priority for funding through Farm Bill
conservation programs to the extent practicable and work with NOAA and EPA to jointly develop a science-based
map that identifies the highest priority areas in the region for salmon habitat restoration, with the goal of using this
map to target outreach efforts and federal funding.

Conservation Security Program. The Conservation Security Program was a voluntary program that provided
financial and technical assistance for the conservation, protection, and improvement of natural resources on tribal
and private working lands. It provided payments for producers who practice good stewardship on their agricultural
lands and provided incentives for those who wanted to do more. Under the 2008 Farm Bill, NRCS is not authorized
to enter into new Conservation Security Program contracts but continues to make payments to producers with five-
to ten-year contracts from prior years.

The program was authorized by Section 2002 of the 2002 Farm Bill, which amended the Food Security Act of 1985
by adding Chapter 2, Subchapter A, Conservation Security Program. Section 2301(b) of the 2008 Farm Bill
stipulated that a Conservation Security Program contract may not be entered into or renewed after September 30,
2008. Pursuant to Section 1241(a)(3) of the Food Security Act of 1985, as amended by Section 2601(a) of the
Agricultural Act of 2014, the Secretary shall make payments on contracts entered into before September 30, 2008,
using such sums as are necessary.

Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP). The purpose of CSP is to encourage producers to address resource
concerns in a comprehensive manner by undertaking additional conservation activities and improving, maintaining,
and managing existing conservation activities. The program, which is authorized by Sections 1238E through 1238G
and Section 1241(a) of the Food Security Act of 1985, was amended and re-authorized through 2018 by Sections
2101 and Section 2601 of the Agricultural Act of 2014.
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CSP encourages agricultural and forestry producers to maintain existing conservation activities and to adopt
additional ones on their operations. CSP provides opportunities to both recognize excellent stewards and deliver
valuable new conservation. The program helps producers identify natural resource problems in their operation and
provides technical and financial assistance to solve those problems in an environmentally beneficial and cost-
effective manner. CSP addresses seven natural resource concerns (soil quality, soil erosion, water quantity, water
quality, air quality, plant resources, and animal resources) as well as energy.

CSP is a voluntary program available through a continuous sign-up process, with announced cut-off dates for

ranking and funding applications. This allows producers to submit their applications at any time. Applications are

evaluated relative to other applications addressing similar priority resource concerns to facilitate a competitive

ranking process among applications that face similar resource challenges. The 2008 Farm Bill prescribed the

following factors for evaluating and ranking applications:

e Level of conservation treatment on all applicable priority resource concerns at the time of application;

o Degree to which the proposed conservation treatment on applicable priority resource concerns effectively
increases conservation performance;

e Number of applicable priority resource concerns proposed to be treated to meet or exceed the stewardship
threshold by the end of the contract; and

e Extent to which other resource concerns, in addition to priority resource concerns, will be addressed to meet or
exceed the stewardship threshold by the end of the contract period.

Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP). ACEP consists of two components: 1) an agricultural
land easement component under which NRCS assists eligible entities to protect agricultural land by limiting non-
agricultural uses of that land through the purchase of agricultural land easements and 2) a wetland reserve easement
component under which NRCS provides financial and technical assistance directly to landowners to restore, protect
and enhance wetlands through the purchase of wetlands reserve easements. ACEP consolidates the purposes of
three easement programs that were repealed by the Agricultural Act of 2014: the Wetlands Reserve Program, the
Grassland Reserve Program, and the Farm and Ranch Land Protection Program. ACEP is authorized through 2018
by Sections 1265 through 1265D and Section 1241(a) of the Food Security Act of 1985, as amended by Sections
2301 and 2601 of the Agricultural Act of 2014.

Through the agricultural land easement component, ACEP helps farmers and ranchers keep their land in agriculture.
The program also protects grazing uses and related conservation values by conserving grassland, including
rangeland, pastureland and shrubland. Eligible entities include an Indian Tribe, State government, local
government, or a nongovernmental organization which has a farmland or grassland protection program that
purchases agricultural land easements for the purpose of protecting agriculture use and related conservation values,
including grazing uses and related conservation values, by limiting conversion to non-agricultural uses of the land.

Through the wetland reserve easement component, ACEP provides technical and financial assistance directly to
private landowners and Indian Tribes to restore, protect, and enhance wetlands through the purchase of a wetlands
reserve easement or 30-year contract. Wetlands provide habitat for fish and wildlife, including threatened and
endangered species, improve water quality by filtering sediments and chemicals, reduce flooding, recharge
groundwater, protect biological diversity, and provide opportunities for educational, scientific and limited
recreational activities.

To enroll land through agricultural land easements, NRCS enters into cooperative agreements with eligible entities
that include the terms and conditions under which the eligible entity is permitted to use ACEP cost-share assistance,
including the development of an agricultural land easement plan. This plan will promote the long-term viability of
the land.

To enroll land through wetland reserve easements, NRCS enters into purchase agreement with eligible private
landowners or Indian Tribes that includes the right for NRCS to develop and implement a wetland reserve
restoration easement plan. This plan restores, protects, and enhances the wetlands functions and values of the land.
NRCS may authorize enrolled land to be used for compatible economic uses, including activities such as hunting
and fishing, managed timber harvest, or periodic haying or grazing if such uses are consistent with the long-term
protection and enhancement of the wetland resources for which the easement was established.
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Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP). RCPP promotes the implementation of conservation
activities through agreements between partners and producers. RCPP combines the purposes of four former Title
XII conservation programs — the Agricultural Water Enhancement Program, the Chesapeake Bay Watershed
Program, the Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative, and the Great Lakes Basin Program. Through
agreements between partners and conservation program contracts directly with producers, RCPP helps implement
conservation projects that may focus on water quality and quantity, soil erosion, wildlife habitat, drought mitigation
and flood control or other regional priorities. RCPP is authorized through 2018 by Sections 1271 through 1271F of
the Food Security Act of 1985, as amended by Section 2401 of the Agricultural Act of 2014.

RCPP partners include agricultural or silvicultural producer associations or other groups of producers, State or local
governments, Indian Tribes, farmer cooperatives, municipal water treatment entities, irrigation districts,
conservation driven nongovernmental organizations, and institutions of higher education are eligible. Agricultural
and nonindustrial private forest lands may enter into RCPP contracts to receive financial and technical assistance as
part of an RCPP partner agreement. Producers may receive assistance without a partner if the land is located in a
partner project area or a critical conservation area designated by NRCS. RCPP contracts with producers are
implemented through the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program, the Environmental Quality Incentives
Program, the Conservation Stewardship Program, or the Healthy Forests Reserve Program.

RCPP increases the restoration and sustainable use of soil, water, wildlife and related natural resources on regional
or watershed scales by encouraging partners to cooperate with producers. Producers receive technical and financial
assistance through RCPP while NRCS and its partners help producers install and maintain conservation activities.
Partners contribute and leverage funding for partnership projects and assess the results.

Agricultural Management Assistance Program (AMA). AMA provides technical and financial assistance in 16
States: Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey,
New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Utah, Vermont, West Virginia, and Wyoming. AMA is funded through the
Commodity Credit Corporation. The program is authorized by Section 524(b) of the Federal Crop Insurance Act (7
U.S.C 1524(b)), as amended. Section 524(b)(4)(B) provides $10,000,000 each year for the program, of which 50
percent is allocated to NRCS ($15,000,000 was provided for each fiscal year from 2008 through 2014).

Under the program, NRCS provides technical and financial assistance to producers to construct or improve water
management structures or irrigation structures; plant trees for windbreaks; and take actions to improve water quality.
In addition, the Risk Management Agency provides AMA financial assistance to producers purchasing crop
insurance to reduce revenue risk. The Agricultural Marketing Service also provides AMA financial assistance to
program participants receiving certification or continuation of certification as an organic producer.

Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentives Program (VPA-HIP). The program encourages private
landowners to voluntarily make their land available to the public for wildlife-dependent recreation. States and
Tribes approved for funding in program use the funds as incentives to encourage private landowners of farms,
ranches, and forests to make that land available to the public for wildlife-dependent recreation. This may include
hunting or fishing. The overall goal of VPA-HIP is to enhance wildlife habitat and management and to boost local
economies through activities that attract wildlife enthusiasts.

Healthy Forests Reserve Program. The program assists landowners in restoring, enhancing, and protecting forest
ecosystems to: promote the recovery of threatened and endangered species; improve biodiversity; and enhance
carbon sequestration. The program is authorized by Sections 501 through 508 of the Healthy Forests Restoration
Act of 2003 (P.L. 108-148) as amended by Section 8203 of the Agricultural Act of 2014 (P.L. 113-79).

Programmatic and Landscape Conservation Initiatives. To address critical, regionally important conservation
needs, NRCS and its partners have established programmatic and landscape-scale initiatives to provide additional
support to voluntary conservation on private lands. NRCS has targeted funding to support the initiatives through a
variety of Farm Bill conservation programs. NRCS technical assistance is also provided through its CTA Program.
Technical and financial support may also come from partners.
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Each initiative is intended to raise awareness of a specific resource concern or opportunity, to stimulate interest and
commitment for voluntary action, to help focus funding, and to optimize conservation results. By coordinating
NRCS’ efforts with other Federal agencies, State and local governments, and other groups, efficiency and
effectiveness are optimized; additional resources are generated from partners to expand capacity and accelerate
action; and mutual support is established for core conservation practices/systems that benefit the watershed,
ecosystem, or species of concern.

Following are some of the initiatives of national significance.

National Water Quality Initiative. NRCS works with farmers and ranchers in small watersheds throughout the
Nation to improve water quality where this is a critical concern. NRCS worked collaboratively with the
Environmental Protection Agency at the national level to develop a framework for selecting high-priority
watersheds where State water quality agencies and NRCS could target outreach and assistance to demonstrate
improvements in water quality. NRCS identified priority watersheds through the help of local partnerships and State
water quality agencies. Partners sometimes offer financial assistance in addition to NRCS programs. NRCS will
continue to coordinate with local and State agencies, conservation districts, nongovernmental organizations and
others to implement this initiative. This strategic approach will leverage funds and provide streamlined assistance to
help individual agricultural producers take needed actions to reduce the runoff of sediment, nutrients and pathogens
into waterways where water quality is a critical concern. Water quality-related conservation practices benefit
agricultural producers by lowering input costs and enhancing the productivity of working lands. Eligible producers
will receive assistance under EQIP for installing conservation systems that may include practices such as nutrient
management, cover crops, conservation cropping systems, filter strips, terraces, and in some cases, edge-of-field
water quality monitoring.

Sage-Grouse Initiative. This initiative focuses on protecting and conserving sage-grouse habitat in California,
Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, North Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. The
objective is to alleviate or reduce threats to sage-grouse habitat and facilitate the sustainability of working

ranches. The Sage-Grouse Initiative targets conservation delivery within high sage-grouse abundance centers or
‘core areas’ rather than provide palliative care to small and declining populations. NRCS and the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service completed a range-wide conference report under the Endangered Species Act in which NRCS
identified a suite of 40 conservation practices that are beneficial to sage-grouse. Landowners benefit from the
conference report because it provides predictability regarding identified conservation activities if sage-grouse are
listed under the Endangered Species Act.

Longleaf Pine Initiative. Longleaf pine forests once covered more than 90 million acres in the Southeastern United
States, serving as one of the most diverse ecosystems outside of the tropics. Today only 3.4 million acres remain
and provide critical habitat for 29 threatened or endangered species. The longleaf pine ecosystem range includes
portions of Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia.
The objective of this initiative is to protect and restore longleaf pine forest ecosystems in these States.

Bay-Delta Initiative. The Bay-Delta Initiative covers important estuary ecosystems within California’s
Sacramento/San Joaquin River Delta and the San Francisco Bay Estuary (Bay-Delta). The Bay-Delta supplies water
for 22 million people, and supports a $28 billion a year agriculture industry in California. In response to the
Administration’s Interim Federal Action Plan, NRCS has made the Bay-Delta a nationally recognized conservation
initiative based on a Federal and State partnership in support of balancing water quality concerns, water supply, and
ecosystem restoration in the Central Valley.

Gulf of Mexico Initiative. NRCS and its conservation partners developed this initiative in response to the
Deepwater Horizon oil spill and it incorporates what the public and communities requested through their input into
the Gulf Coast Ecosystem Restoration Task Force Strategy to restore the Gulf Coast. Through this initiative, NRCS
assists farmers and ranchers to address water quality and wildlife resource concerns with voluntary conservation in
priority areas along seven major rivers that drain to the Gulf.

Lesser Prairie-Chicken Initiative. NRCS developed this initiative to provide landowners assistance in priority areas
of the lesser prairie-chicken’s current and historic range for the protection, enhancement, and expansion of suitable
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habitat, while also helping agricultural producers sustain their agricultural operations. Lesser prairie-chicken
populations can be found in parts of Colorado, Kansas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas. Because of habitat loss
and population decline, the lesser prairie-chicken is Federally-listing as a threatened species. NRCS hopes to aid in
the sustainability and population increase of the lesser prairie-chicken and has cooperated with the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service to develop a conference opinion for the lesser prairie-chicken, through which farmers and ranchers
can receive predictability under the Endangered Species Act.

Mississippi River Basin Healthy Watersheds Initiative. The MRBI was established in 2010 and covers Arkansas,
Kentucky, Illinois, Indiana, lowa, Louisiana, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Ohio, South Dakota, Tennessee, and
Wisconsin. It was established to improve the health of watersheds within the Mississippi River Basin through the
reduction of nutrient runoff, restoration and enhancement of wildlife habitat, wetland restoration, and maintenance
of agricultural productivity. Through 2012, NRCS had 123 partnership agreements in place to implement projects in
640 small watersheds under this initiative.

Great Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI). GLRI was authorized as an Environmental Protection Agency program
in October 2009, and is implemented through a taskforce of 16 Federal departments and agencies who developed the
Great Lakes Restoration Action Plan (2010 — 2014) to guide restoration efforts. GLRI aggressively addresses five
priorities: 1) clean up the most polluted areas of the Great Lakes; 2) combat invasive species; 3) protect watersheds
and shorelines from run-off; 4) restore wetlands; and 5) work with strategic partners on education, evaluation, and
outreach. With GLRI funding, NRCS is able to accelerate assistance to farmers working to address phosphorous
loading and other critical resource concerns in priority watersheds of the Great Lakes basin.

Ogallala Aquifer Initiative (OAI). The OAI is designed to reduce the quantity of water removed from the aquifer
and to improve water quality using conservation practices on cropland and rangeland. Nebraska, Texas, Kansas,
Colorado, New Mexico, Oklahoma, South Dakota, and Wyoming are all part of the OAI. Groundwater withdrawal
from the aquifer exceeds the natural recharge rate and intensive agricultural practices have increased the potential
for long-term water quality degradation. The goals of the OAI are to re-establish the equilibrium of water recharge
and water removal from the aquifer over time, and to maintain water quality.

North Central Wetlands Conservation Initiative. The Prairie Pothole Region of North Dakota, South Dakota,
Minnesota, and lowa, is critical to North American waterfowl. Under the terms and conditions of 7 CFR 12.6,
NRCS is required to make certified wetland determinations in this region, and to identify the sites that meet
applicable wetland criteria.

Technical Service Provider Assistance (TSP). Under the TSP, individuals or entities are certified by NRCS to
assist landowners and agricultural producers in applying conservation practices on the land. TSPs expand and
accelerate NRCS’s ability to plan and apply conservation practices that enhance, restore or conserve the Nation’s
soil, water, and related natural resources on non-Federal land.

Use of third parties to conduct conservation work is authorized under Section 1242 of the Food Security Act of
1985, as amended, which requires the Secretary of Agriculture to provide technical assistance under the Food
Security Act Title XI1I conservation programs to a producer eligible for that assistance 1) directly; 2) through an
agreement with a third-party provider; or 3) at the option of the producer, through a payment to the producer for an
approved third-party provider, if available. Section 1242 also requires that USDA establish a system for approving
individuals and entities to provide technical assistance to carry out conservation programs, and establish the amounts
and methods for payments for that assistance. Technical assistance includes conservation planning and conservation
practice design and implementation.

Repealed Programs. The Agricultural Act of 2014 repealed several Title X1I Conservation Programs as of the date
of enactment, including three easement programs — the Wetlands Reserve, Grassland Reserve, and Farm and Ranch
Lands Protection Programs; three financial assistance programs — the Agricultural Water Enhancement, Wildlife
Habitat Incentive, and Chesapeake Bay Watershed Programs; and the Cooperative Conservation Partnership
Initiative. The purposes for many of these programs have been transferred to other programs, including new
programs authorized by the current act. For example, the purposes of the easement programs are now served by
ACEP, while the purposes of Agricultural Water Enhancement Program, Chesapeake Bay Watershed Program and
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Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative are now served by the RCPP. The purposes of Wildlife Habitat
Incentive Program are now included in EQIP.

The Agricultural Act of 2014 includes language for the repealed programs that preserves the validity of existing
contracts, agreements, and easements (i.e., those entered into before the date of enactment of the Agricultural Act of
2014). There is also language that makes funding that was made available for the repealed programs between 2009
and 2013 available to carry out those existing contracts, agreements, and easements. When the prior year funding is
exhausted, the Agricultural Act of 2014 allows the Secretary to use funding from the successor programs (ACEP,
RCPP, and EQIP, as appropriate), to continue to carry out those existing contracts, agreements, and easements.

Workforce Status and Locations. As of September 30, 2014, NRCS had 10,117 full time employees with
permanent appointments. Of this total, 386 employees were located in the Washington, DC metropolitan area, and
9,731 employees were located outside of the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area.

Organizational Structure. NRCS is a line and staff organization. The line of authority begins with the Chief and
extends down through: the Associate Chiefs for Conservation and Operations; Four Regional Conservationists
(Northeast, Southeast, Central,West); State Conservationists, Deputy Chiefs; Assistant State Conservationists,
District Conservationists and Division Directors. Line officers are responsible for direct assistance to the public.
Staff positions provide specialized technical or administrative assistance to line officers.

During 2014, NRCS had 2,605 offices located across the Nation. This represents the number of locations where
NRCS operates or conducts mission-related activities (e.g., offices, warehouses, Plant Materials Centers, etc.) and
reports at least one full time equivalent at the location. In addition, this number includes locations used for
conservation testing, research and storage. This year’s number reflects work done to clean up the Corporate Property
Automated Information System as part of the Center of Excellence project and remove duplications, inactive and
cooperative agreements from the database.

National Headquarters. NRCS assumes Departmental leadership for programs and other activities assigned by the
Secretary of Agriculture, through the Under Secretary for Natural Resources and Environment. The Chief,
Associate Chiefs, Regional Conservationists, and Deputy Chiefs carry out national headquarters functions. The
functions include: 1) planning, formulating, and directing NRCS programs, budgets, and activities; 2) developing
program policy, procedures, guidelines, and standards; 3) leading and coordinating with other agencies, constituent
groups, and organizations; and 4) strategic planning and development of strategic initiatives.

Primarily located in the Washington, DC metropolitan area, national headquarters is responsible for the framework
for national technology development and delivery within the agency. Natural resource technology is developed and
delivered through Headquarters and Management Offices including: Office of the Chief; Office of the Associate
Chief for Conservation; Office of the Associate Chief for Operations; Office of the Deputy Chief Areas; Regional
Conservationists, and other management or leadership components.

Centers. Technological guidance and direction is also provided through the NRCS Centers, including the National
Design, Construction and Soil Mechanics Center; National Soil Survey Center; National Water and Climate Center;
Information Technology Center; National Water Management Center; National Employee Development Center;
National Geospatial Center of Excellence; National Agroforestry Center; and three National Technology Support
Centers (NTSCs) located in the eastern, central, and western areas of the Nation. NTSCs acquire and/or develop
new science and technology in order to provide cutting-edge technological support and direct assistance, and to
transfer technologies to States, the Pacific Islands Area, and the Caribbean Area. NTSCs also develop and maintain
national technical standards and other technological procedures and references. Centers are co-located with other
NRCS field offices whenever possible.

State Offices. State Offices provide program planning and direction, consistency and accountability, and
administration of a comprehensive soil, water, and related resource conservation program for each State, the Pacific
Islands Area (including Hawaii), and the Caribbean Area. State Offices also have the responsibility for the technical
integrity of NRCS activities, technology transfer and training, marketing of agency programs and initiatives, and
administrative operations and processing. State Offices partner with other Federal and State agencies to provide
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solutions to State resource issues. A State Conservationist heads each State Office. In the Pacific Islands Area and
the Caribbean Area offices, a Director serves in a leadership role similar to that of a State Conservationist.

Service Center Offices. Personalized, one-on-one service is provided by NRCS employees located in Service
Centers or specialized offices, which is the majority of NRCS employees. Service Centers and specialized offices
support customers to prevent or solve natural resource problems on their land and in their communities. Service
Center staff work side-by-side with employees of local conservation districts and State conservation agencies. The
Service Centers function as clearinghouses for natural resource information and help people gain access to
knowledge and assistance available from local, State, regional, and national sources. They are located in all States,
Puerto Rico, U.S. Virgin Islands, American Samoa, Guam, the Northern Mariana Islands, Micronesia, Palau, and the
Marshall Islands. The specialized offices are located across the Nation and deliver technical or financial assistance
for specific resource concerns such as water quality improvement.

Support Offices. Support offices provide critical technical and administrative support to Service Centers and other
NRCS offices. Support offices include: 1) area offices that provide administrative and technical support to a group
of Service Centers; 2) project offices that are headquarters for watershed or river basin planning and construction
activities; 3) soil survey offices and Major Land Resource Areas offices that inventory and map the soil resource on
private lands, resulting in current and consistent interpretations and data sets; and 4) plant material centers that test,
select, and release plants for conservation purposes in selected plant growth regions throughout the United States.

Accountability. NRCS regularly collects program performance data through a set of data collection tools,
processes, and related software that provide information on a routine basis to support agency strategic and
performance planning, budget formulation, workforce planning, and accountability activities. This Accountability
Information Management System tracks and evaluates field and State level conservation planning efforts and
practice implementation through the Performance Results System. In addition to the Accountability Information
Management System, NRCS implements a suite of actions to improve accountability:

Compliance Activities.

e Conducted three functional reviews, nine program delivery reviews, two national reviews and ten civil rights
reviews to ensure compliance is monitored throughout the agency on a consistent basis. NRCS’s priority is to
improve agency quality assurance and quality controls by reforming financial processes, streamlining business
processes, enhancing the workforce, and increasing information quality.

e Conducted HEL Conservation and Swampbuster Compliance reviews on 23,627 tracts.

e NRCS had a total of 50 audits open in 2014, including 43 open audits at the start of 2014. NRCS closed 16 of
the open audits, leaving 34 audits open at the end of the year. Of the 16 audits closed, 11 had no
recommendations for NRCS follow-up. Within the open audits, there were 33 audit recommendations closed in
2014, while 51 recommendations remain open.

Data Collection, Management, and Analysis.

e  Security of Data - Continued to upgrade agency accountability software applications and hardware security to
correctly safeguard all private and sensitive information, including Personally Identifiable Information, in order
to remain in compliance with the Federal Information Security Management Act and National Institute of
Standards and Technology Special Publication 800-53.

e Completeness of Data — The reported performance measures are based on data reported through September
30, 2014. Numerous data quality mechanisms within PRS ensure the completeness of each performance
record entry. Each performance record must adhere to a set of quality assurance requirements during the
upload process. Business rules, definitions, and internal controls enforce accountability policies or business
requirements and diagnose potential entry errors. Error reports are generated for managers at multiple levels
to review for completeness or rejected entries, including the Strategic Planning and Accountability Deputy
Area staff. On an annual basis the State Conservationists certify that the data is complete.

¢ Reliability of Data — The data reported for performance measures was determined within PRS based on
information validated and received from the National Planning and Agreements Database (NPAD). NPAD
receives data from both Customer Service Toolkit (Toolkit), the agency’s approved conservation planning
software, and the Program Contracts System (ProTracts). ProTracts is a web-enabled application used to
manage NRCS conservation program applications, cost-share contracts, and program fund management.
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Conservation plans are developed in consultation with the customer, created with Toolkit, and
warehoused in the NPAD. Applied conservation practices are date- stamped, geo-referenced, and linked
to a variety of agency data enabling detailed quality-assurance reviews. Periodic reviews are conducted by
State office and headquarters personnel to assess the accuracy of reported data.

e Linking Performance to Programs — To ensure program accountability and evaluate program efficiency,
data on performance measures for conservation applied must be linked to the program that funded the practice
and staff time needed to carry out each activity. Where more than one program is used to apply practices
on the same land unit, each program is credited under the performance measure. The chief sources of data for
these performance measures are NPAD for all conservation practices, and the National Easement Staging Tool
for all easement-related data.

Completed and On-going Audits.

2014 Government Accounting Office (GAQ) and Office of Inspector General (OIG) closed audits:

e GAO 361379, Federal Wind Energy Initiatives (GAO-13-136), (February 2011). Final Report issued March 11,
2013. No USDA recommendations. Closed for NRCS effective January 14, 2014.

e GAO 361404, Great Lakes Restoration Initiatives (GAO-13-797), (July 2012). Final report issued September
27, 2013. No USDA recommendations. Closed for NRCS effective September 27, 2013.

e GAO 361418, USDA Implementation of Adjusted Gross Income Limitations for Farm Programs, (GAO-13-
741), (June 2012). Final report issued August 29, 2013. No USDA recommendations. Closed for NRCS
effective June 23, 2014.

e GAO 361444, Workforce Decision Mission Linkage and Leading Practice use (GAO-14-288), (October 2012).
Final report issued March 31, 2014. NRCS had no recommendations in this audit. Audit recommendations
were directed to OHRM, FSA and RD. Closed for NRCS effective August 28, 2014.

e GAO 361452, NUCLEAR NONPROLIFERATION: Additional actions needed to increase the Security of U.S.
Industrial Radiological Sources, (GAO-14-293), (November 2012). Final report issued June 6, 2014. NRCS
had no recommendations in this audit. Closed for NRCS effective June 12, 2014.

e GAO 361454, FRESHWATER: Supply concerns continue and uncertainties complicate planning, (GAO-14-
430), (November 2012). Final report issued May 22, 2014. No recommendations issued. Closed for NRCS
effective May 22, 2014.

e GAO 361465, Potential Overlap and Duplication among Federal Farm Safety Net Programs, (GAO-14-428),
(February 2013). Final report issued July 19, 2014. No NRCS recommendations. Closed for NRCS effective
August 7, 2014.

e GAO 542215, Selected agencies plan to use workforce mobility to reduce space, but most efforts are too new to
have realized savings, (GAO-14-41), (February 2013). Final report issued Oct 17, 2013. Closed for NRCS
effective January 23, 2014.

¢ OIG 10601-0001-22, Oversight and Compliance Activities, (August 2011). Final report issued February 7,
2013. Closed for NRCS effective June 10, 2014.

e OIG 10601-0006-KC, Disaster Assistance EWP, (January 2009). Final report issued April 5, 2011. Closed for
NRCS effective January 14, 2014.

e 0OIG 10703-0001-31, Recovery Act-Emergency Watershed Protection Program-Floodplain Easements and
Watershed Operations Program-Phase 111, (February 2012). Final report issued March 14, 2013. Closed for
NRCS effective May 6, 2014.

e OIG 10703-0004-KC, Recovery Act, Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Operations Program, Field
Confirmations, Phase Il, (July 2010). Final report issued July 24, 2012. Closed for NRCS effective January 15,
2014.

e 0IG 50024-0003-11, Calendar Year 2012 Executive Order 13520, Eliminating Improper Payments, High-
Dollar Overpayments Report Review, (December 2012). Final report issued August 22, 2013. NRCS
addressed all reporting requirements. Closed for NRCS effective June 23, 2014.

e OIG 50024-0004-11, Improper Payment Elimination and Recovery Act of 2010 (IPERA) Compliance Review
for Fiscal Year 2012, (December 2012). Final report issued March 14, 2013. Single NRCS-applicable
recommendation closed January 14, 2014. Closed for NRCS effective January 14, 2014.
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OIG 50501-0004-12, Fiscal Year 2013 Federal Information Security Management Act (FISMA), (April 2013).
Final Report issued November 26, 2013. No NRCS recommendations. Closed for NRCS effective March 20,
2014.

OIG 50703-02-13, Analysis of Jobs Reported for American Recovery and Reinvestment Act-USDA Federal
Reporting.Gov Data Quality —Review, (January 2012). Final report issued November 30, 2012. Single OCFO-
directed recommendation has final action. Closed for NRCS effective August 21, 2014.

2014 Government Accounting Office (GAQ) and Office of Inspector General (OIG) active audits:

GAO 360644, Agricultural Conservation: USDA should improve its process for allocating funds to States for
the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, (GAO-06-969), (September 2006). GAO closed both
recommendations—one as implemented and one as not-implemented. Will close for NRCS effective December
2014.

GAO 361251, Nonpoint Source Water Pollution: Greater oversight and additional data needed for key
Environment Protection Agency Water Program (GAO-12-335) (November 2010). Final report issued July,
2012. NRCS report on a 319 Watershed contract review to address the September 20, 2012, USDA Statement
of Action is under executive review.

GAO 361397, USDA Payments to the Deceased (GAO-13-503) (April 2012). Final Report issued June 28,
2013. Statement of Action has one NRCS recommendation. The MOU between Social Security
Administration and USDA was fully executed in April 2014. NRCS has continued the monthly adjudication
process for Do Not Pay.

GAO 361435, Missouri River Flood and Drought: Experts agree the US Army Corps of Engineers took
appropriate action given the circumstances, but should examine new forecasting techniques (GAO-14-741),
(November 2012). Final report issued September 12, 2014. Report recommendations are for the US Army
Corps of Engineers.

GAO 361488, Ocean Acidification: Federal response under way, but actions needed to understand and address
potential impacts, (GAO-14-736), (August 2013). Final report issued September 12, 2014. GAO advised on
October 28, 2014 that they do not need a Statement of Action from USDA on this job.

GAO 361531, Climate Change: USDA’s Ongoing efforts can be enhanced with better metrics and more
relevant information for farmers, (GAO-14-755) (September 2013). Final report released September 26, 2014.
USDA to develop performance measures that better reflect the breadth of USDA climate change efforts.

GAO 361551, Great Lakes Restoration (February 2014), NRCS has addressed several questionnaires. Review
ongoing.

GAO 361619, Status of implementation of the February 2013 upper Missouri River basin soil and snowpack
monitoring proposal (November 2014), Entrance conference conducted December 8, 2014. Review ongoing.
OIG 10099-0001-31, NRCS’s Administration of Easement Programs in Wyoming (March, 2013). Final report
issued September 27, 2013. Recommendations 5 and 6 are closed. Recommendations 1through 4 and 7 remain
open.

OIG 10401-0002-FM, NRCS Financial Statements for Fiscal Year 2008, (January 2008). Final report issued
November 13, 2008. Will close for NRCS effective October 9, 2014.

OIG 10401-0003-FM, Financial Statement Audit Fiscal Year 2009, (October 2009). Final report issued
November 10, 2009. Will close for NRCS effective November 24, 2014.

OIG 10401-0004-FM, Natural Resources Conservation Service’s Financial Statements for Fiscal Year 2010
(January 2010). Final report issued November 2010. Recommendations 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 and 7 are closed.
Recommendation 5 remains open.

OIG 10401-0001-11, NRCS Financial Statement Audit Fiscal Year 2011 (February 2011). Final report issued
November, 2011. Recommendations 1, 2, 3, 6 and 7 are closed. Recommendations 4 and 5 remain open.

OIG 10401-0002-11, NRCS Financial Statement Audit Fiscal Year 2012 (March 2012). Final report issued
November 9, 2012. Recommendations 1, 2, 4, 5 and 7 are closed. Recommendations 3 and 6 remain open.
OIG 10601-0001-23, Controls over Land Valuations for Conservation Easements (September 2013), Review
ongoing.

OIG 10601-0001-31, Environmental Quality Incentives Program (December 2012). Final report issued July 24,
2014. Recommendations 1through 3 are open. Recommendations 4 through 6 are closed.

OIG 10601-0001-32, NRCS Conservation Stewardship Program (October 2013). Field work in progress.
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OIG 10601-0002-31, NRCS Conservation Easement Compliance (May 2013). Final report issued July 30,
2014. All 11 recommendations remain open.

OIG 10601-0003-31, NRCS: Wetland Conservation Provisions in the Prairie Pothole Region (August 2014).
Field work in progress.

OIG 10601-0004-KC, NRCS Conservation Security Program (CSP) (November 2006). Final report issued
June, 2009. Recommendations 1 through 7 and 10 through 23 are closed. Recommendations 8 and 9 remain
open.

0O1G-10703-0001-AT, ARRA-Rehabilitation of Flood Control Dams (September 2010). Final report issued
March 25, 2013. Recommendations 2 through 4 are closed. Recommendations 1 and 5 remain open.

OIG 10703-0001-KC, (Phase 1) Emergency Watershed Protection Program Floodplain Easements (April 2009).
Final report issued September, 2010. Report includes Fast Reports dated August 19, 2009 and November 19,
2009. Recommendations 1through 3 and 5 through 7 are closed. Recommendation 4 remains open.
0O1G-10703-0003-KC (Phase 2), Emergency Watershed Protection Program, Easement Applications on Non-
Agricultural Lands (January 2010). Final report issued March 4, 2012. Recommendations 1 and 3 are closed.
Recommendation 2 remains open.

OIG 10703-0005-KC (Phase 2), ARRA Emergency Watershed Protection Program Floodplain Easements (July
2010), Final report issued March 14, 2013. Recommendations 1through 4, 6 and 7 are closed.
Recommendation 5 remains open.

OIG 10704-0001-32, Migratory Bird Habitat Initiative: NRCS response to issues caused by the Deepwater
Horizon/British Petroleum Qil Spill (BP) (December 2010). Final report issued August 9, 2012.
Recommendations 2 through 5 are closed. Recommendation 1 remains open.

OIG 50024-0005-11, Improper Payments Elimination and Recovery Act Compliance Review for Fiscal Year
2013 (January 2014). Final report issued April 15, 2014. All recommendations directed to OCFO. NRCS
Office of CFO will have subsidiary responsibilities.

OIG 50024-0006-11, EO 13520, Reducing Improper Payments, High-Dollar Overpayments Reports Review for
Fiscal Year 2013 (January 2014). Final report issued August 13, 2014. Audit has one NRCS recommendation,
which remains open.

OIG 50024-0007-11, EO 13520, Reducing Improper Payments, High-Dollar Overpayments Reports Review for
Fiscal Year 2014 (October 2014), Entrance Conference conducted on December 1, 2014. Review ongoing.
OIG 50024-0008-11, Improper Payments Elimination and Recovery Act Compliance Review for Fiscal Year
2014 (October 2014), Entrance Conference conducted on December 1, 2014. Review ongoing.

OIG 50099-0001-23, USDA's Controls over Economy Act Transfers and Green Book Program Charges
(August 2012). Final report issued September 18, 2014. OCFO and NRCS to jointly review applicable
agreements, and take necessary corrective actions.

OIG 50501-0006-12, Fiscal Year 2014 Federal Information Security Management Act (FISMA) (March 2014).
Audit in progress.

OIG 50501-0005-12, Cloud Computing Initiative — Status of Cloud—Computing Environments within the
Federal Government (December 2013). Final report issued September 26, 2014. Audit has one NRCS
recommendation which remains open.

OIG 50601-0003-31, Beginning Farmers and Ranchers (January 2014), Discussion Draft received December 1,
2014. Exit conference is pending.

OIG 50601-0003-22, Coordination of USDA Farm Program Compliance — Farm Service Agency, Risk
Management Agency, and NRCS (October 2014), Entrance Conference conducted October 23, 2014. Field

work in progress.
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Available Funds and Staff Years (SYs)

(Dollars in thousands)

2013 Actual 2014 Actual 2015 Enacted 2016 Estimate
Item
Amount SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs
Discretionary Programs:
Private Lands Conservation Operations............... $830,998 5,345 812,939 5,916 846,428 6,077 831,231 5,920
Watershed & Flood Prevention Operation............ 245,454 81 - 67 78,581 70 200,000 77
Watershed Rehabilitation Program..................... 14,700 29 273,880 40 165,120 34 - -
Water BanK.......ooovvuiiiiiiiiiiie e - - 4,000 1 4,000 1 - -
Total, Discretionary Appropriation....................... 1,091,152 5455 1,090,819 6,024 1,094,129 6,182 1,031,231 5,997
RECISSION. .. et e e -23,620 - 1,968 - - - -20,100 -
SEQUESEFALION. .. ...veiet it e -52,434 - -11,880 - -11,178 - - -
Transfers IN.....oee e s s 144 - 144 - - - 774,612 5,532
Adjusted Appropriation............... «ooeiveniinn 1,015,242 5455 1,081,051 6,024 1,082,951 6,182 1,785,743 11,529
Balance Available, SOY..........cooiiiiis s 231,936 - 419,080 - 385,873 - 154,121 -
Unobligated Balance of Approp, Reduced .............. - - - - - - -68,942 -
Other Adjustments (Net)..........covvver vvvveniennnn. 85,584 - 37,529 - -8,726 - -60,812 -
Total Available............coooiiiiiiiis 1,332,762 5,455 1,537,660 6,024 1,460,098 6,182 1,810,110 11,529
Lapsing BalanCes. ..........coovviiiiiiiiiiiiiins e -146 - -144 - - - - -
Balance Available, EOY .. . -419,574 - -385,873 - -154,174 - - -
ObligationS. .. ...cviveietiiiiii i e e 913,042 5,455 1,151,643 6,024 1,305,924 6,182 1,810,110 11,529
Obligations under other USDA appropriations:
Farm Security & Rural Investment Program ............ 3,238,427 5,019 2,945,932 4,269 3,747,300 5,001 3,814,221 5,532
Transfers OUL.........ooovvviiiiiiiiiis e, - - - - - - -774,612  -5532
Reimbursements for technical services to Federal and Non-Federal:
USDA Planning & application (FSA-CRP) 64,920 611 - - - - - -
Other Federal and Non-Federal Reimbursements 72,066 197 50,667 189 67,000 143 67,000 143
Total Reimbursements...... ....coooviiiiiiiiieiienen. 136,986 808 50,667 189 67,000 143 67,000 143
Total, NRCS......itiitiiniin it e 4,288,455 11,282 4,148,242 10,482 5,120,224 11,326 4,916,719 11,672
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Permanent Positions by Grade and Staff Year Summary

2013 Actual 2014 Actual 2015 Enacted 2016 Estimate
Item D.C. Field Total D.C. Field Total D.C. Field Total D.C. Field Total
SES...ccoveve 22 2 24 22 4 26 22 4 26 22 4 26
95 73 168 88 91 179 76 81 157 79 83 162
206 177 383 132 250 382 118 223 341 121 230 351
120 553 673 70 652 722 62 581 643 64 599 663
60 2,886 2,946 33 3,005 3,038 29 2,679 2,708 30 2,761 2,791
66 2,412 2,478 26 2,507 2,533 23 2,235 2,258 24 2,303 2,327
1 38 39 - 36 36 - 32 32 - 33 33
62 1,639 1,701 22 1,832 1,854 20 1,633 1,653 20 1,683 1,703
18 449 467 18 872 890 16 777 793 17 801 818
35 1,466 1,501 14 1,729 1,743 12 1,541 1,553 13 1,588 1,601
2 347 349 1 420 421 1 374 375 1 386 387
8 237 245 2 454 456 2 405 407 2 417 419
4 205 209 2 222 224 2 198 200 2 204 206
1 39 40 2 157 159 2 140 142 2 144 146
3 34 37 1 40 41 1 36 37 1 37 38
- 1 1 - 1 1 - 1 1 - 1 1

Total Perm.

Positions....... 703 10,558 11,261 433 12,272 12,705 386 10,940 11,326 398 11,274 11,672
Unfilled, EQY.. 320 576 896 47 2,541 2,588 - - - - - -
Total, Perm.

Full-Time

Employment,

EOY..cocovenne 383 9,982 10,365 386 9,731 10,117 386 10,940 11,326 398 11,274 11,672
Staff Year Est... 724 9,947 10,671 1,080 9,402 10,482 386 10,940 11,326 398 11,274 11,672
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Size, Composition and Cost of Motor Vehicle Fleet

As a field-based agency, NRCS has a significant number of employees who require vehicles to visit field offices, job
sites (farms and ranches), and other areas where public transportation is non-existent, uneconomical, or inadequate.
Because they drive on agricultural land to provide technical assistance to farmers and ranchers, and often transport
large engineering and other field equipment, employees need access to pickup trucks and sport utility vehicles.
NRCS maintains a fleet of vehicles distributed among service centers and field, area, and State offices in the 50
States, the Caribbean, and the Pacific Basin areas. The majority of the vehicles are owned by the agency, others are
leased through the General Services Administration (GSA). The vehicles are assigned to an office location, and
several employees use a single vehicle. Efforts are made to share vehicles with other co-located USDA agencies
when feasible to minimize the number of vehicles at a location and maximize their use in the most efficient and
cost-effective manner.

To ensure that vehicles are safe and reliable, NRCS requires annual vehicle inspections per States” motor vehicle
regulations. The Federal Management Regulation 102-34.280 sets forth the minimum number of years or number of
miles an agency must keep its vehicles before replacement. NRCS policy is to replace motor vehicles based on
economy, environmental, and safety requirements.

Changes to the motor vehicle fleet. At the end of 2014, NRCS had a fleet of 8,791 vehicles, of which 8,517 were
agency owned, and 274 were GSA leased vehicles. NRCS fleet size was decreased by 125 vehicles from 2013 to
2014. In 2014, NRCS commenced using the Wright Express fleet card program which records and provides
extensive data on fleet operation costs. NRCS is also planning to replace a large number of older vehicles from
inventory that do not meet the Department of Energy and Environmental Protection Agency guidelines in 2015 and
2016.

Development of the NRCS Vehicle Management Strategy. NRCS chartered a Vehicle Management Strategy
Workgroup, which developed a three-year plan outlining a proactive approach to optimize the use of NRCS
vehicles. Full implementation of this plan will further reduce costs, address vehicle replacements to aid in reducing
greenhouse gas emissions, and ensure the NRCS vehicle allocation methodology meets Federal fleet guidelines and
policies, while also meeting mission needs.

Managing the motor vehicle fleet to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. In order to meet Federally-mandated
requirements to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, NRCS purchases alternative fuel vehicles, where such fuels are
available, and hybrid vehicles where they are not. In remote rural areas, there may be few or no alternative fuel
options. In the coming year, the agency will continue to focus on purchasing alternative fuel vehicles where there is
adequate access to such fuels, and hybrid vehicles in other locations in order to meet greenhouse gas emission
targets.
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Size, Composition, and Annual Operating Costs of Vehicle Fleet

- 1
Number of Vehicles by Type Annual
Fiscal [Sedans and| Light Trucks, SUVs, | Medium Ambu- Heavy Total | Operating
Year Station and Vans Duty lances Buses Duty |Numberof| Costs
Wagons Vehicles Vehicles | Vehicles | ($in 000)
4x2 4x4
2013 792 2,794 4,928 379 - 1 22 8,916 15,584
Change -16 -9 -95 -7 - - +2 -125 +1,715
2014 776 2,785 4,833 372 - 1 24 8,791 17,2992
Change -41 -141 +76 -5 - - - -111 -48
2015 735 2,644 4,909 367 - 1 24 8,680 17,251
Change -4 -35 +80 -15 - - -1 +25 +222
2016 731 2,609 4,989 352 - 1 23 8,705 17,473

! Vehicles reported are both agency-owned and GSA-leased.

2 The FY14 annual operating cost was reported from the Wright Express fleet card program.
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PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS

The estimates include appropriation language for this item as follows (new language underscored; deleted matter
enclosed in brackets):

Private Lands Conservation Operations

For necessary expenses for carrying out the provisions of the Act of April 27, 1935 (16 U.S.C. 590a-f),
including preparation of conservation plans and establishment of measures to conserve soil and water
(including farm irrigation and land drainage and such special measures for soil and water management as may
be necessary to prevent floods and the siltation of reservoirs and to control agricultural related pollutants);
operation of conservation plant materials centers; classification and mapping of soil; dissemination of
information; acquisition of lands, water, and interests therein for use in the plant materials program by
donation, exchange, or purchase at a nominal cost not to exceed $100 pursuant to the Act of August 3, 1956
(7 U.S.C. 428a); purchase and erection or alteration or improvement of permanent and temporary buildings;
and operation and maintenance of aircraft, [$846,428,000]$831,231,000, to remain available until

1  September 30, [2016]2017: Provided, That appropriations hereunder shall be available pursuant to
7 U.S.C. 2250 for construction and improvement of buildings and public improvements at plant materials
centers, except that the cost of alterations and improvements to other buildings and other public improvements
shall not exceed $250,000: Provided further, That when buildings or other structures are erected on

2 non-Federal land, that the right to use such land is obtained as provided in 7 U.S.C. 2250a.[: Provided further,
That of the amounts made available under this heading, $5,600,000, shall remain available until expended for
the authorities under 16 U.S.C. 1001-1005 and 1007-1009 for authorized ongoing watershed projects with a
primary purpose of providing water to rural communities.]

3 In addition, $774,612,000, to be available for the same time period and for the same purposes as the
appropriation from which transferred, shall be derived by transfer from the Farm Security and Rural
Investment Program for technical assistance in support of conservation programs authorized by Title XII of the
Food Security Act of 1985, as amended (16 U.S.C. 3801-3862); Section 524(b) of the Federal Crop Insurance
Act, as amended (7 U.S.C. 1524(b)); and Section 502 of the Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003, as
amended (16 U.S.C. 6572): Provided further, That, upon a determination that additional funding is necessary
for technical assistance for the purposes provided herein, additional such amounts may be derived by transfer
from the Farm Security and Rural Investment Program: Provided further, That any portion of the funding
derived by transfer deemed not necessary for the purposes provided herein may be transferred to the Farm
Security and Rural Investment Program: Provided further, That the transfer authority provided under this
heading is in addition to any other transfer authority provided elsewhere in this Act.

The first change in language proposes deletion of “2016” and insertion of “2017” to provide two year funds
availability.

The second change in language proposes deletion of language for authorized ongoing watershed projects with a
primary purpose of providing water to rural communities.

The third change proposes insertion of language to allow the transfer of funds from the Farm Security and Rural
Investment Program for technical assistance in support of conservation programs. See page 27-34 for more details
on the Private Lands Conservation Operations Appropriation Language Changes.
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PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS

Lead-Off Tabular Statement

Budget EStIMALe, 2016.........cceiiierieieeieiceie ettt sa e $831,231,000
2015 ENACLEU. .....eeevieeteieteeste ettt e s 846,428,000
Change iN APPrOPIIALION. .......oviiiiii ettt se e se e ene -15,197,000
Adjusted Appropriations
Budget Estimate, Current Law 2016...........cceivevieiereiieieecerese e e e svesie e sessesneses $831,231,000
Change Due to Proposed Appropriations Language Changes..........ccocoovrvrereieeneeeeeneenn +774,612,000
NEE 20168 REGUESL. ... ettt st et sttt sttt ettt bbbttt et e sbe e abe e sb et e neere e +1,605,843,000
PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS
Summary of Increases and Decreases
(Dollars in thousands)
2013 2014 2015 2016 2016

Program Actual ~ Change  Change

Change  Estimate

Discretionary Appropriations:
Private Lands Conservation Operations:

Conservation Technical AsSiStance ..........c.c.o....... $675,771 +$38,612 +%$33,345
SO SUIVEY ..ot 73,809 46,191 -
Snow Survey & Water Supply Forecasting........... 8,580 +720 -
Plant Materials CEenters.........cocoovvevvveirieeieiieenens 8,673 +727 -

-$14,698  $733,030

+94 80,094
-363 8,937
-230 9,170

766,833 +46,250  +33,345

Transfer from Mandatory Programs..................... -

-15,197 831,231
+774,612 774,612

Total Private Lands Conservation Operations.... 766,833 +46,250  +33,345

+759,415 1,605,843
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PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS

Project Statement
Adjusted Appropriations Detail and Staff Years (SYs)

(Dollars in thousands)

Program 2013 Actual 2014 Actual 2015 Enacted Inc. or Dec. 2016 Estimate
Amount SYs  Amount SYs Amount  SYs  Amount SYs  Amount SYs
Discretionary Appropriations:
Private Lands Conservation Operations:
1. Technical Assistance............... $675,771 4,691 $714,383 5,387  $747,728 5547 -$14,698 (1) -157 $733,030 5,390
2. Soil Survey.......ccooevieiiiinn. 73,809 517 80,000 402 80,000 403 +94 (2) - 80,094 403
3. SNOW SUIVeY......coceeericrieenne 8,580 52 9,300 50 9,300 50 -363 (3) - 8,937 50
4. Plant Materials...........ccccovnueee 8,673 85 9,400 77 9,400 77 -230 (4) - 9,170 77
Total Adjusted Approp........ 766,833 5,345 813,083 5,916 846,428 6,077  -15,197 -157 831,231 5,920
Rescissions and
Transfers (Net)........coovvveeerennnnn. 22,503 - -144 - - - - - - -
Sequestration..........cceeeeirirerenenns 41,662 - - - - - - - - -

Total Appropriation................ 830,998 5,345 812,939 5,916 846,428 6,077  -15,197 -157 831,231 5,920
Transfers In:

Congressional Relations.......... 144 - 144 - - - - - - -
RESCISSION.....vecveveieieiie e -22,503 - - - - - - - - -
Sequestration..........ccceeeeerrerenenns -41,662 - - - - - - - - -
Bal. Available, SOY 1/................. 57,135 - 44,361 - 61,417 - -45,605 - 15,812 -
Recoveries, Other (Net) 9,816 - 4,141 - - - -15812 - -15,812 -

Total Available............ccccceuune 833,928 5,345 861,585 5,916 907,845 6,077 -76,614 -157 831,231 5,920
Bal. Available, EQY 1/................. -44,361 - -61,417 - -15,812 - 15,812 - - -

Total Obligations...........c.cc...... 789,567 5,345 800,168 5,916 892,033 6,077  -60,802 -157 831,231 5,920
1/ Includes Reimbursable carryover.

Total Appropriation................ 830,998 5,345 812,939 5,916 846,428 6,077  -15,197 -157 831,231 5,920
Proposed Language Changes:

Transfer from Farm Bill TA.... - - - - - - +774,612 +5,532 774,612 5,532

Adjusted Appropriation.......... 830,998 5,345 812,939 5,916 846,428 6,077 +759,415 +5,375 1,605,843 11,452
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PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS

Project Statement
Obligations Detail and Staff Years (SYs)

(Dollars in thousands)

Program 2013 Actual 2014 Actual 2015 Enacted Inc. or Dec. 2016 Estimate
Amount  SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs

Discretionary Obligations:
Private Lands Conservation Operations:
1. Technical Assistance................ $698,655 4,691 $700,069 5,387 $787,696 5,547 -$54,666 -157 $733,030 5,390
3. Soil Survey......ccoocveveviiien 73,925 517 81,777 402 83,910 403 -3,816 - 80,094 403
4. SNOW SUIVEY.....ccoceriiieieiniine 8,007 52 9,599 50 10,136 50 -1,199 - 8,937 50
5. Plant Materials........... 8,980 85 8,723 77 10,291 77 -1,121 - 9,170 77

Total Obligations........ 789,567 5,345 800,168 5,916 892,033 6,077 -60,802  -157 831,231 5,920
Bal. Available, EQY 1/ 44,361 - 61,417 - 15,812 - -15,812 - - -

Total Available...........ccccevennnn. 833,928 5,345 861,585 5916 907,845 6,077 -76,614  -157 831,231 5,920
Transfers IN......cccveveviiienciennnn, -144 - -144 - - - - - - -
RESCISSION......ceviiteeiicriceece e, 22,503 - - - - - - - - -
Sequestration.........coeeveeeienereennnns 41,662 - - - - - - - - -
Bal. Available, SOY 1/................... -57,135 - -44,361 - -61,417 - +45,605 - 15,812 -
Recoveries, Other (Net).................. -9,816 - -4,141 - - - +15812 - 15,812 -

Total Appropriation.................. 830,998 5,345 812,939 5916 846,428 6,077 -15,197  -157 831,231 5,920
Proposed Language Changes:

Transfer from Farm Bill TA..... - - - - - - 4774612 +5532 774,612 5,532

Adjusted Appropriation............ 830,998 5,345 812,939 5916 846,428 6,077 +759,415 +5,375 1,605,843 11,452

Y Includes Reimbursable carryover.
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PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS

Justification of Increases and Decreases

The Private Lands Conservation Operations account has a net decrease of $15,197,000 and a decrease of 157 staff
years from the 2015 levels for the account ($846,428,000 and 6,077 staff years available in 2015). NRCS will
manage the decrease by continuing the controls on the hiring process at National Headquarters to ensure there is a
proper business justification for filling critical hires; reducing the funding level for all support cost (including travel,
training, and maintenance of facilities); and curtailing the level of agreements and contracts implemented with local,
state and private entities that assist with the implementation of conservation.

In addition to the activities and functions specifically described in the budget request, current year and budget year
base funds will be used to carry out activities and functions consistent with the full range of authorities and activities
delegated to the agency.

The other changes in the account include increases of $14,670,000 for the Conservation Delivery Streamlining
Initiative (CDSI) to implement at the field level; $6,402,000 for the proposed pay increase; $5,000,000 for the
Conservation Effects Assessment Project (CEAP) national reassessment; $3,781,000 for the decentralization of
General Services Administration Rental Payments and Department of Homeland Security payments; and $248,000
for Federal Employee Health Benefits costs.

The changes in the programs funded in this account are as follows:

(1) A net decrease of $14,698,000 and a decrease of 157 staff years for Conservation Technical Assistance (CTA)
($747,728,000 and 5,547 staff years available in 2015):

CTA is the foundation for NRCS’s ability to deliver effective conservation. CTA provides the flexibility to
work with agricultural producers to prepare foundational conservation plans so that they can wisely invest in
conservation actions on their operations, as well as with partner organizations to develop innovative responses
to conservation challenges and opportunities. Base funding for CTA will continue to provide important
technical assistance helping land managers to reduce soil loss from erosion; address soil, water quality, water
conservation, air quality, and agricultural waste management concerns; reduce potential damage caused by
excess water and sedimentation or drought; enhance the quality of fish and wildlife habitat; improve the long-
term sustainability of all lands, including cropland, forestland, grazing lands, coastal lands, and developed or
developing lands; and facilitate changes in land use as needed for natural resource protection and sustainability.

NRCS works to support and enhance sustainable, economically viable and resilient landscapes and
communities, which supports USDA Strategic Goal 2: Ensure our national forests and private working lands
are conserved, restored, and made more resilient to climate change, while enhancing our water resources.
NRCS draws on a long history of helping people help the land. We work in close partnership with farmers,
ranchers, forest landowners, local and State governments, other Federal agencies, and numerous non-
governmental entities to maintain healthy and productive working landscapes.

In 2016, NRCS proposes to accelerate proven approaches to conservation that generate results at broader scales,
leverage tools and resources to gain efficiencies in service delivery, and optimize use of existing authorities that
will strengthen rural communities. NRCS proposes to: 1) accelerate conservation results at the landscape scale,
building on partnerships and new science and policy tools to focus resources and create non-traditional
incentives; 2) support farm- and ranch-specific conservation results producers rely on to achieve their economic
objectives and regulatory requirements; 3) afford conservation access to more producers and leverage State and
local government technical capacity; and 4) take a new look at existing authorities to amplify community action
to build natural resource based economic opportunities and accelerate preparedness planning related to climate-
driven natural resource effects. More specifically, NRCS proposes to:
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Target technical and financial resources to achieve landscape-scale conservation objectives and address the
most pressing issues affecting landscape resilience. NRCS will work to protect ecosystems, address water
resource concerns, and restore habitat for at-risk species in large-scale ecosystems. NRCS will also bring
to bear the best available science and work collaboratively with partners to strategically target conservation
investments in priority landscapes to generate the most cost-effective return for producers and taxpayers.
NRCS will accelerate the achievement of natural resource conservation outcomes by dedicating financial
assistance to priority landscapes and systems of practices mitigating impacts of short- and long-term
drought. NRCS will also coordinate investments on public and private land to accelerate implementation
of soil health management systems to improve and sustain the soil’s capacity for mitigating extreme
drought and flooding events.

Leverage partnerships to increase financial resources, expand technical capacity, and accelerate
conservation implementation by partnering with State, Federal, and other stakeholders to leverage Federal
funds for delivering and assessing conservation investments in healthy soils, and to accelerate efforts to
adapt and mitigate the effects of a changing climate on functioning landscapes. NRCS will participate in
and support Departmental efforts to address short-term and long-term impacts of the drought on agriculture.
NRCS will also collaborate with natural resource partners to implement Ecological Site Descriptions to
interpret and project changes in vegetative communities based on both natural disturbances and
management activities to inform and guide conservation planning, programs, and natural resources
management. NRCS will target and coordinate with partners (National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration, National Aeronautics and Space Administration, Federal Emergency Management Agency,
Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, and others) the data and technology tools required for rapid
response and recovery to disasters in order to mitigate damage to natural and human resources and
minimize economic impacts. NRCS will support USDA’s Regional Hubs for Risk Adaptation and
Mitigation to Climate Change with natural resource, inventory, and forecasting data and information;
provide input and guidance on applied research, information, and technology needs to help individuals and
communities collaborate to restore, protect, and enhance landscape resilience in the face of climate change.
Finally, NRCS will establish competitive grants that leverage non-Federal partnerships to identify and
implement community based approaches for mitigating and adapting to climate change, including risk
reduction, green development, and community based resource planning.

Accelerate innovation and program process improvement by supporting development of ecosystem markets
to improve natural resource conditions at a lower cost, to accelerate the adoption of voluntary conservation
measures on private land, and to attract new funding sources to private lands conservation. This will
integrate regulatory “certainty” for private landowners to work cooperatively with us to restore critical
habitat and improve water quality - provide certainty through our Federal and State partners to producers
that they can continue making a living off of their farms and ranches no matter the decision in the future for
a given species or watershed. NRCS will develop and adapt conservation systems, including engineering
standards and plant materials, to address increased climate variability, increase focus on air quality issues,
including NRCS assistance with combustion system improvements, including engine replacements and
other technologies, and develop and optimize conservation systems for carbon sequestration and
greenhouse gas reductions.

Inform conservation-based decision-making through prioritized investments in science-based tools and
data, including advancing knowledge of dynamic soil properties (how soils change with land use) to
improve and develop conservation practices and soil health management systems to help adapt to climate
change, to minimize land degradation, and to improve the health of the soil, water, animal, plant, air, and
energy ecosystems. NRCS will support applied research and modeling to identify cost effective strategies
to maximize the benefits of conservation and improve soil health. Through the CEAP initiatives, NRCS
will establish a continuing, statistically-valid survey process to track progress in conservation adoption and
conservation investment benefits to the Nation’s water quality, soil health, and agricultural productivity.

In FY 2016, NRCS will continue efforts to increase resiliency across the agency, which supports USDA
Strategic Goal 5: Create a USDA for the 21% century That Is High-Performing, Efficient, and Adaptable. NRCS
proposes to continue to improve its administrative processes and to streamline conservation delivery.

NRCS proposes to continue the investment in the CDSI, which implements a more effective, efficient, and
sustainable business model for delivering conservation assistance. Through reduced document handling,
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reduced decision and approval times, improved access to best-available information and technology, and
staffing strategies that are aligned with streamlined processes, NRCS and USDA will benefit from a more
efficient business model. More critically, NRCS customers will benefit by:

e Reducing the average number of trips that clients will have to make to an NRCS field office;
Enabling NRCS and clients to finalize conservation planning and decision-making while in the field;
Accelerating the timeline between applying for a program and having a signed contract;
Accelerating the time between applying a practice and receiving payment for that practice; and
Offering clients 24/7/365 service for many tasks.

NRCS will complete implementation of Administrative Transformation, which will build a better business and
administrative structure for the future. NRCS is standardizing how we provide services by establishing a single,
consistent set of standards to guide the work and a common set of tools to support the work. These changes will
improve the efficiency of our administrative business operations. This will improve consistency in the quality
of business and administrative services, lower the costs of delivering our business and administrative services,
achieve effectiveness and efficiency in our operations, and introduce innovation to enhance performance.

NRCS will continue to assess and reduce its office space to ensure the agency is able to provide service to our
customers in a cost-effective manner. This will be especially critical as CDSI continues to be implemented
because the new technology will change how NRCS interacts with its customers. States will continue to lead
this effort because they have the greatest knowledge regarding local needs. However, NRCS will provide an
incentive to States that voluntarily reduce their physical footprint by using space as a factor in the fund
allocation process to States. States that reduce space costs will be able to realize additional resources to support
boots on the ground conservation activities.

NRCS will also streamline its compliance review activities while ensuring appropriate oversight for programs
with a higher risk for improper payments. The NRCS Compliance Strategy: FY 2014 through FY 2017 presents
an integrated framework to manage compliance and oversight activities and includes goals, objectives, and
strategic initiatives tailored to meet NRCS needs, Government Accountability Office’s internal control
standards and the OMB Circular A-123, Management’s Responsibility for Internal Controls. The NRCS
Compliance Strategy is designed to help the agency improve internal controls and increase accountability by
reforming financial procedures, address risks within the changing business and statutory environment, be
proactive and responsive to shifting priorities, and provide overall guidance to identify risks for fraud, waste,
abuse and mismanagement.

In summary, NRCS will work to create more resilient and sustainable landscapes through its conservation
programs, and will work to create a more resilient and efficient organization to support and deliver those
conservation programs in the future.

a. An.increase of $5,791,000 for pay costs ($1,165,000 for annualization of the 2015 pay increase and
$4.626,000 for the 2016 pay increase).

The increase for pay will enable NRCS to maintain a staffing only technical assistance level critical to the
agency’s mission. The pay cost funds are needed to avoid any disruption or delays in the CTA program
activities and will be used to pay the increased salaries and benefits cost for the 5,390 staff years funded in
the 2016 Budget Request.

b. An.increase of $14,670,000 to continue the investment in the Conservation Delivery Streamlining Initiative
(CDSI), which will improve the cost effectiveness, timeliness, and accountability of NRCS’s program

delivery.

CDSI is a multi-year effort to integrate information technology and business process improvements that
will eliminate duplicative program administrative tasks, reduce overhead costs, and free NRCS technical
field staff to refocus on conservation planning and customer service. Ultimately, implementation of CDSI
should reduce the time agency staff in state and field offices devote to administrative processes.
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FY 2016 will be a critical year for the implementation of CDSI, as NRCS rolls out the mobile tool to field
staff. To accomplish this will require a significant increase in the development activities for the Client
Gateway, Conservation Desktop, and the Mobile Planning Tool, including integrating resource assessment
tools into these systems. In addition, NRCS will need to invest in a Customer Relationship Management
tool. The total increase in development costs is $13,158,000 (from $15,386,000 in 2015), and 2016 should
be the peak year for such costs. Other areas of increase include Operations and Maintenance costs
($920,000) and planning ($592,000).

An increase of $5,000,000 for the Conservation Effects Assessment Project (CEAP) National Re-
Assessment.

CEAP provides quantitative, science-based estimates of the effects of conservation practices on the
condition of the Nation’s natural resource base and environment. CEAP also quantifies the effects of
conservation practices and programs on fish and wildlife and informs decision making to maximize
benefits for species of concern while maintaining sustainable agricultural production. CEAP collaborates
with nearly 60 partners and works very closely with several USDA and other Federal and State agencies as
well as universities and non-governmental organizations. This funding increase will support the CEAP
project refresh through data collection, analyses, and development of additional benefits for a seven year
period, and will include additional support for developing quantifiable conservation benefits for wetlands,
wildlife, and grazing lands. The benefit estimates will be scientifically supported by watershed level
research by our partners. The original CEAP survey provided the agency the ability to provide estimates of
benefits and conservation outcomes from the conservation that was in place during the 2003 to 2006 time
period. Without a refresh of this information and continued development of benefit estimates, the existing
data will no longer support agency activities as it grows older and less relevant to the ever changing
challenges for American agriculture and the environment.

An increase of $3,781,000 for the decentralization of General Services Administration Rental Payments
and Department of Homeland Security payments ($28,720,000 available in 2015).

In FY 2015, the President’s Budget proposed to eliminate the centralized account for General Services
Administration Rents and DHS costs and distribute those costs to the agencies based on space occupancy
(NRCS’s share of those costs was $28,720,000). In addition, NRCS is a service center agency and
occupies non-General Services Administration space throughout the country to ensure access for producers
to NRCS’s conservation programs. Although NRCS is working to meet the Department’s goal of reducing
space by 25 percent, it must ensure that changes in the space occupied do not negatively affect access to the
conservation programs. It is anticipated that the complete implementation of CDSI will provide
opportunities to consolidate space in 2017 and beyond, but the final effect will not be known until after
2016.

An increase of $248,000 to partially fund increased Federal Employees Health Benefits costs. Remaining
cost will be absorbed by the program.

The Office of Personnel Management issued a final rule that modified eligibility for coverage under the
Federal Employees Health Benefits Program to certain temporary, seasonal, and intermittent Federal
employees. The request includes a total of $248,000 to cover this cost.

A decrease of $44,188,000 and a reduction of 157 staff years in Conservation Technical Assistance (CTA)
in support of conservation plans written and delivery of conservation programs.

Conservation planning is a continuous, iterative process whereby resource assessment and evaluation of
alternatives are funded through the CTA account while final plan implementation and evaluation are
provided with mandatory Farm Bill funding. It is anticipated that this reduction will have measurable
effect on the number of plans written and the assistance provided to producers. In terms of environmental
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outcomes, the funding reduction will result in lost conservation opportunities and reduced natural resource
benefits. NRCS estimates that the reduction in CTA will result in the following lost benefits:

Almost 694,000 tons of sediment loss prevention.
Almost 9.8 million pounds of nitrogen loss prevention.
Over 1.7 million pounds of phosphorus loss prevention.
Over 18,200 tons of carbon sequestration in soils.

The agency has already implemented a number of cost-saving measures because of sequester and the
constrained budget circumstances anticipated for the foreseeable future. For example, NRCS has
implemented controls on the hiring process at National Headquarters to ensure there is a proper business
justification for filling critical hires. NRCS has also realized cost savings in travel, partially through
implementation of enhanced communications tools, including video teleconferencing capabilities.
Information Technology costs have been a focus of attention as NRCS has improved its overall practices,
including procurement practices (moving to fixed-cost contracts, for example), and ensuring that the correct
inventory of software applications is available without waste or redundancy. NRCS has reduced its vehicle
fleet and the associated operating costs, and is working to ensure it has the proper mix of vehicles to
provide service to producers without having surplus capacity. Finally, NRCS has also worked to lower its
contracting costs, ensuring that the agency manages its contracts for goods and services by doing more
streamlined acquisitions, including utilizing more strategic sourcing initiatives.

In addition, NRCS has worked towards implementing Administrative Transformation, which rationalizes
and streamlines administrative functions for the agency, including human resources, finance, acquisitions,
and property. This effort will ensure the agency has the right mix of skills and abilities to manage its
resources and support conservation delivery at the lowest possible cost.

(2) A netincrease of $94,000 in funding and no change in staff years for the Soil Survey Program ($80,000,000 and

403 staff years available in 2015).

The major NRCS objectives of the National Cooperative Soil Survey Program are to:

e Inventory the soil resources on all lands of the United States;

Keep soil surveys relevant to meet emerging and ever-changing needs;

Interpret the data and make soil survey information available to meet public needs;
Collaborate with State technical staff and partners to develop ecological site descriptions;
Promote and provide technical assistance in the use of soil survey information; and

Lead the National Cooperative Soil Survey Program.

The agency conducts soil surveys cooperatively with other Federal agencies, Land Grant Universities, State
agencies, Tribes, and local governments. Base funding for Soil Survey will continue to fund mapping and
interpretative analyses that provide the public with information on the properties, capabilities and conservation
treatment needs of their soils through soil surveys. The vital work of the NRCS soil survey program will
continue in improved ways to address user needs. The program provides soil maps, databases, and soil
interpretative data for all lands of the U.S. as well as direct technical support to the American public.

a.

An increase of $493,000 for pay costs ($122,000 for annualization of the 2015 pay increase and $371,000
for the 2016 pay increase).

The increase for pay will enable NRCS to maintain current staffing levels, which are critical to the
agency’s mission. The pay cost funds are needed to avoid any disruption or delays in the Soil Survey
program activities and will be used to pay the increased salaries and benefits cost for the 403 staff years
funded in the 2016 Budget Request.
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A decrease of $399,000 and no change in staff years within program activities.

The decrease in funding will be managed through cost savings and efficiencies in the program. The Soil
Survey Program within NRCS provides information to meet current and future needs, interpret soil and
ecosystem services for various uses, and makes these data and information available for public use. NRCS
proposes to deliver the program through the following activities:

e Harmonize soils data across county and State lines, including multiple land uses, new and archived
information to develop new digital soil mapping efforts to meet geospatial modeling requirements for
multiple needs. Develop data models and collect validation data for dynamic soil properties to allow
the prediction of management and natural disturbance effects on ecosystem services at various spatial
and temporal scales;

e Standardize and maintain policy and protocols for the taxonomic, soil property and ecological site
information and to make data collection, storage, and delivery more efficient and effective;

o Develop integrated technical tools and information to assist planners and land managers predict and
assess soil health, ecosystem and landscape sustainability and implement sustainable management
systems; and

e Develop innovative data sharing and information delivery tools and products to reach multiple
stakeholders from underserved audiences to the most technically advanced.

(3) A net decrease of 363,000 and no change in staff years for Snow Survey and Water Supply Forecasting

(SSWSF) ($9,300,000 and 50 staff years available in 2015):

The (SSWSF) Program’s mission is to measure snow and other climatic data in order to provide water supply
forecasts and products that interpret the effect of current and future weather conditions on conservation
practices. Base funding for SSWSF will continue to fund snowpack data and water supply forecasts.
Continuing base funding is crucial to ensuring the continued success of the program for NRCS to provide land
managers and users with snow pack data and water supply forecast for the Western United States, including
water managers, other agencies, municipalities and private individuals who access the National Water and
Climate Center annually.

a.

An increase of $51,000 for pay costs ($13,000 for annualization of the 2015 pay increase and $38,000 for
the 2016 pay increase).

The increase for pay will enable NRCS to support staffing levels that are critical to the agency’s mission.
The pay cost funds are needed to avoid any disruption or delays in the SSWSF program activities and will
be used to pay the increased salaries and benefits cost for the 50 staff years funded in the 2016 Budget
Request.

A decrease of $414,000 and no change in staff years for program activities.

NRCS will continue to make available critical snow/water forecasting data to Western States and water
managers, other agencies, municipalities and private individuals who access the National Water and
Climate Center annually.

The SSWSF program has been a cooperative program since funding began in 1935. Traditionally, the
program has partnered with individuals; Federal, State, and local governments; Tribal councils; and
Canadian and Mexican agencies to administer the snow survey activities and collect valuable climate data.
Federal partners include the National Weather Service, United States Forest Service, Bureau of
Reclamation, Army Corps of Engineers, Bureau of Land Management, United States Geological Survey,
Bonneville Power Administration, and NRCS field offices. Representatives from 12 Western States have
traditionally participated in the data collection and funding. Tribal entities collect climate data for use in
water supply forecasts that directly benefit them. Snow and climate data collection activities are very
important for managing water resources and complying with long established treaties between Canada and
Mexico.
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The SSWSF operates, maintains, and controls the only operational, quality-controlled, high elevation
climate network in the world. The SNOTEL network is designed to collect snowpack and related climatic
and soils data at 880 (currently) remote sites in the western U.S. and Alaska. This network, which has been
operating continuously since 1978, uses meteor-burst communications technology to collect data in near
real-time at two receiving master stations.

The major function of the SNOTEL network is to provide data that are used to provide water supply
forecasts at over 700 locations in the West in support of irrigated agriculture. Many of these locations are
major reservoirs that are managed for multiple uses. Besides river and reservoir management, the network
also provides data for emergency decisions for floods and droughts, administration of recreational
resources, power generation, climate variability studies, air and water quality investigations, climate
change, and endangered species habitat. It is used to make adjustments for satellite modeling of spatial
snow cover extent, water content, snow depth, and soil moisture worldwide. SNOTEL data will become
increasingly more valuable to estimate water availability in the West as the demand increases.

Programs have been developed and guidelines are being written to discontinue manual snow courses that
are not deemed essential to water supply forecasting. All essential snow courses will be converted to
SNOTEL sites. This will result in field labor cost savings, provide for more daily climate stations for
model use, and provide a safer work environment for program and partnered personnel by decreasing time
spent in a harsh winter environment.

(4) A net decrease of $230,000 in funding and no change in staff years for the Plant Materials Centers (PMCs)
($9,400,000 and 77 staff years available in 2015):

Our Nation continues to be challenged by environmental stresses, both natural, such as extreme drought
challenging the productivity of cropland, pastures, and rangeland, and human-induced, such as heavy nutrient
loads which impair the quality of our water and productivity of our streams, lakes, and oceans. Plants and
vegetative technologies specific for a location or purpose are tools to help mitigate these challenges and build
resilient landscapes to mitigate future stresses.

PMCs evaluate plants and plant technologies to meet the specific conservation requirements of diverse
environments. PMCs have a long and successful history of selecting and releasing plants and plant technologies
that serve a variety of natural resource needs. Much of that success is due to their unique nationwide network
and ability to test vegetative solutions in a variety of environments. PMCs provide vegetative tools and
information to increase the efficiency of conservation planning and effectiveness of conservation treatments.
These vegetative tools increase the reliability of efforts to improve soil health; establish high quality livestock
forage; create buffers of all kinds; stabilize soil in crop fields, along stream banks and shorelines, and after
disturbances; improve water and air quality; and improve wildlife habitat, including habitat for managed and
native pollinators. The work of PMCs increases the resiliency of our agricultural systems and ecosystems by
providing appropriate plants for unique geographic locations and environmental conditions.

Funding for PMCs will continue to allow for the testing, evaluation, and demonstration of plant technologies
used to solve natural resource problems. Improving the utilization of natural resources such as increasing
diversity in plant communities; building resiliency in rangeland and pasture plants to mitigate the effects of
drought; supporting certainty efforts for at-risk wildlife, water, and air quality; improving recommendations for
cover crops to increase cropland soil health; and developing buffer recommendations to improve air and water
quality are critical. PMCs will continue their tradition of delivering high quality, timely, science-based products
to support NRCS conservation activities, initiative and emphasis areas, and delivery of Farm Bill programs.

As a result of these efforts, NRCS field staff, Federal and State partners, and land owners and land managers,
will have vegetative guidance to meet specific conservation challenges. The availability of these products will
improve the efficiency of NRCS conservation planning as well as the consistency and success of vegetative
conservation treatments.
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NRCS continues to improve the structure and function of the Plant Materials Center Program. Recent activities
include facility assessments and an examination of PMC structure and function. The facility assessments
examined facility condition, energy use, and sustainability to gain a better understanding of our owned real
property assets and opportunities to more effectively manage them. As NRCS begins to use this information, it
will help the agency implement the Freeze the Footprint initiative, address deferred maintenance issues, and
improve energy efficiency. Improvements to PMC processes will ensure that the program remains focused to
its tradition of high-quality products.

a.

An increase of $67,000 for pay costs ($17,000 for annualization of the 2015 pay increase and $50,000 for
the 2016 pay increase).

The increase for pay will enable NRCS to maintain current staffing levels, which are critical to the
agency’s mission. The pay cost funds are needed to avoid any disruption or delays in the PMCs activities
and will be used to pay the increased salaries and benefits cost for the 77 staff years funded in the 2016
Budget Request.

A decrease of $297,000 and no change in staff years for program activities.

The decrease in funding will be managed through cost savings and efficiencies in the program. The PMC
program provides vegetative solutions to our Nation’s natural resource challenges. PMCs will continue to
provide field demonstrations and training sessions to field staff and landowners to disseminate new tools
and techniques. PMCs will also continue their tradition of delivering high quality, timely, science-based
products to the extent possible to support NRCS conservation activities, initiative and emphasis areas, and
delivery of Farm Bill programs.
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PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS

Geographic Breakdown of Obligations and Staff Years (SYs)

(Dollars in thousands)

. 2013 Actual 2014 Actual 2015 Enacted 2016 Estimate
State/Territory

Amount SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs
Alabama...........cccccoveenene. $7,966 71 $9,643 82 $10,755 84 $10,045 82
Alaska.........ccoceoevveeieinnn. 3,882 34 3,807 29 4,193 30 3,884 29
AriZONa......c.oceveeieeirieeae, 5,977 52 6,135 62 6,866 64 6,375 62
Arkansas........cccceeeevveennenne. 10,399 73 10,025 94 11,261 97 10,471 94
California.........cccccoveeeenen. 17,573 127 17,529 149 19,628 153 18,278 149
Colorado.......c..ccceeevveuenen. 10,948 97 12,522 106 13,973 109 12,961 106
Connecticut...........cccu...... 3,000 21 3,031 21 3,385 22 3,157 21
Delaware.........cccccoveveeennnns 1,584 12 1,894 14 2,115 14 1,973 14
Florida........ccovevivvireennnn. 8,341 65 8,458 82 9,489 81 8,826 79
Georgia.......oovvvvevveveeiiennns 6,802 85 10,759 97 12,074 102 11,237 99
Hawaii.........cooooiveinenenne, 6,468 46 6,952 60 7,814 60 7,263 58
Idaho......ccooeiiiiieici, 8,297 70 8,923 86 9,969 88 9,226 86
HHNOIS ..o, 15,848 98 14,905 138 16,721 145 15,573 141
Indiana.......c.ccoeveeeviireinnennn. 10,433 77 12,041 103 13,478 106 12,559 103
IOWa......ooiiiiicciiccieciee, 22,787 145 20,514 181 23,029 186 21,443 181
Kansas.......ccccoceeeeeiveenenne. 17,565 129 17,359 193 19,473 199 18,124 193
Kentucky........coocoeveviiinannn. 11,160 83 10,862 100 12,185 103 11,348 100
Louisiana..........ccccceeevenen. 9,982 60 10,359 105 11,625 108 10,815 105
Maine.......coeevieieieee. 3,899 35 4,241 38 4,745 39 4,422 38
Maryland..........cccccoeviinennn. 4,044 35 4,869 37 5,456 38 5,068 37
Massachusetts.................... 3,001 25 3,469 26 3,857 27 3,600 26
Michigan........ccccoevvinennn, 10,998 71 9,835 90 11,041 93 10,271 90
Minnesota.........cccceceveeenen. 11,343 92 12,757 108 14,270 111 13,300 108
MIiSSISSIPPI..cvveverieiiiiiienne, 13,874 93 12,961 115 14,554 118 13,545 115
MiSSOUN....veeveeereiiireiriennns 17,501 138 25,243 217 28,371 223 26,399 217
Montana..........cccccecevveennenne. 12,699 111 13,479 134 15,047 138 13,956 134
Nebraska.........ccccceeeevrennenn. 15,739 114 14,608 136 16,371 140 15,250 136
Nevada........coeeeveviieineinens 3,179 27 3,487 27 3,884 28 3,596 27
New Hampshire................. 2,783 16 2,934 27 3,281 28 3,058 27
New Jersey......ccoecevvvrnann 3,875 29 4,085 35 4,592 36 4,261 35
New Mexico.........coocun...... 7,350 60 7,425 55 8,328 56 7,732 55
New YorK........cooeeeveennnne. 8,485 63 8,542 74 9,594 76 8,922 74
North Carolina................... 7,884 68 8,175 76 9,139 78 8,518 76
North Dakota..................... 12,255 95 12,505 124 14,043 128 13,060 124
Ohio...oociciciiec, 10,395 80 10,104 89 11,329 92 10,552 89
Oklahoma..........cccccueeunnne. 14,695 101 13,355 150 14,980 154 13,951 150
Oregon......cccecevevveiveniennnnns 9,219 78 10,030 74 11,152 76 10,330 74
Pennsylvania.............c....... 9,483 65 9,292 80 10,411 82 9,699 80
Puerto Rico.......cc.ccoceuennee. 3,174 22 3,070 30 3,435 30 3,199 30
Rhode Island..................... 1,985 12 2,330 20 2,603 21 2,427 20
South Carolina................... 6,267 51 6,612 57 7,411 59 6,904 57
South Dakota..................... 10,564 89 10,684 105 11,975 108 11,155 105
TEeNNESSEe. ....ccvevveerveennene. 11,936 81 10,954 106 12,278 109 11,437 106
TEXAS..ccveereeeree et 32,762 261 33,726 304 37,874 313 35,228 304
Utah......oocooiiiiee 5,377 45 6,658 55 7,394 49 6,838 55
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PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS

Geographic Breakdown of Obligations and Staff Years (SYs)

(Dollars in thousands)

. 2013 Actual 2014 Actual 2015 Enacted 2016 Estimate
State/Territory

Amount SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs Amount SYs

Vermont........ccoceeeeveneenas 3,008 24 3,633 31 3,949 39 3,682 31
Virginia......ccooceeeenieiiennn, 6,297 58 8,077 82 9,052 84 8,432 82
Washington..............cc....... 10,028 73 10,446 97 11,713 99 10,886 97
West Virginia.........c.......... 6,390 49 6,675 67 7,485 70 6,930 67
WiSCONSIN......ccoveeriiriireennens 11,274 85 11,513 113 12,913 115 12,026 113
Wyoming.......cccceveeeveenennn, 6,569 53 6,372 58 7,107 59 6,641 58
National Hdqtr................... 307,945 1,415 290,568 1,377 322,155 1,410 300,898 1,381
National Centers................ 4,274 289 11,835 - 12,211 - 11,500 -
Undistributed FB TA*...... - - - - - - - -
Obligations..........c.......... 789,567 5,345 800,168 5,916 892,033 6,077 831,231 5,920
Bal. Available, EQY......... 44,361 - 61,417 - 15,812 - - -
Total, Available............... 833,928 5,345 861,585 5,916 907,845 6,077 831,231 5,920

Private Lands Conservation Operations Account to consolidate technical assistance funding in the Private Lands

Conservation Operations Account.

27-32



NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE

PRIVATE LANDS CONSERVATION OPERATIONS

Classification by Objects

(Dollars in thousands)

Personnel Compensation:
Washington, D.C.......cccvivvviiiieeeres e

11
12
13.0

Total personnel compensation...........c..c..c......
Personal benefits..........ccooevevncineneincinens
Benefits for former personnel............c.............

Total, personnel comp. and benefits.............

Other Objects:

21.0
22.0
23.1
23.2
23.3
24.0
25.2
254
26.0
31.0
32.0
41.0
42.0

99.9

Travel and transportation of persons................
Transportation of things.........cccccevvevvverierienn,
Rental payments to GSA........cccccovcevevceveniennn.
Rental payments to others...........c..ccoovervevvennnne
Communications, utilities, and misc. charges..
Printing and reproduction.............ccccceevvevrnnnne
Other SEIVICES.....c..evrveirierieiriese e
Operation and maintenance of facilities...........
Supplies and materials..........ccocoeevvevrvnrinrennne.
EQUIPMENt......ooiie e
Land and StrUCLUTES.........cooevrerieirieinicrieiees
GraNntS....ooviiee e
Insurance Claims and Indemnities...................
Total, Other Objects.......ccccvevevviiveiverieien,

Total, new obligations...........cc.cccevviverenns

Position Data:
Average Salary (dollars), ES Position............c.cc......
Average Salary (dollars), GS Position......................
Average Grade, GS POSItioN.........ccccccevevevnresesinnn
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2013 2014 2015 2016

Actual Actual Enacted Estimate
$26,609 $23,751 $27,112  $53,855
351,891 348,838 358,545 712,199
378,500 372,589 385,657 766,054
121,032 129,501 134,068 264,481
468 287 300 373
500,000 502,377 520,025 1,030,908
37,738 27,809 28,858 38,146
1,443 1,045 1,090 1,382
- 995 26,379 30,160
33,041 37,651 14,008 41,697
3,069 2,901 3,012 5,628
1,426 470 489 619
46,217 77,682 90,790 62,098
137,283 115,956 172,571 336,196
13,169 10,752 11,178 19,623
15,163 22,611 23,501 39,234
182 -140 5 18

-43 -36 - -
879 95 127 134
289,567 297,791 372,008 574,935
789,567 800,168 892,033 1,605,843

$165,337  $169,567 $170,364 $172,068

$66,606 $69,075 $68,631  $69,317

10.0 10.0 10.0 10.0
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Private Lands Conservation Operations — Appropriations Language Changes

Explanation of Changes:

The 2016 President’s Budget proposes renaming the Conservation Operations account to Private Lands
Conservation Operations (PLCO), and would consolidate the discretionary and mandatory technical assistance
funding into a single account for reporting purposes.

NRCS utilizes this funding to provide technical assistance that helps people conserve, maintain, and improve the
Nation’s natural resources. This technical assistance, supported by science-based technology, provides agricultural
producers and others with the knowledge and conservation tools they need to enact conservation activities on the
lands they manage. Technical assistance funding also supports mandatory conservation programs managed by
NRCS in the Farm Security and Rural Investment Program (FSRI) account, which is funded by transfers from the
Commodity Credit Corporation.

The proposed account would consolidate the technical assistance funding currently provided in the Conservation
Operations (discretionary) and FSRI (mandatory) accounts. Of the amounts provided in the FSRI account, $775
million of technical assistance funding would transfer to PLCO, with allowance for additional transfers, if needed.

This proposed change consolidates all technical assistance funding into a single account for reporting purposes, and
would not increase or decrease the amount available for technical assistance. This proposal also would not change
the authorities or the period of availability of the mandatory funding.
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CONSERVATION OPERATIONS ACCOUNT

STATUS OF PROGRAMS

Current Activities.

Background. Conservation Operations is authorized by the Soil Conservation and Domestic Allotment Act of 1935
(P.L. 74-46; 16 U.S.C. 590a-590f) and the Soil and Water Resources Conservation Act of 1977 (RCA) (16 U.S.C.
2001-2009). The purpose of Conservation Operations is to provide technical assistance supported by science-based
technology and tools that help people conserve, maintain, and improve the Nation’s natural resources. Conservation
Operations has four major program components: Conservation Technical Assistance (CTA); Soil Survey; Snow
Survey and Water Supply Forecasting (SSWSF); and Plant Materials Centers (PMCs).

Funding in the Conservation Operations account provides for the development and delivery of a major portion of the
products and services associated with four of the agency’s five business lines: 1) Conservation Planning and
Technical Consultation; 2) Conservation Implementation; 3) Natural Resource Inventory and Assessment; and

4) Natural Resource Technology Transfer. The fifth business line, Financial Assistance, is funded primarily through
other conservation programs.

Agency Strategic Plan. The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Strategic Plan (2011-2015) sets the
vision, direction and priorities for NRCS in helping people use science-based technology and tools to conserve,
maintain, and improve the Nation’s natural resources. This plan is used to develop tactics to deliver on this core
mission. The plan is focused on three overarching priorities:

1) Get more conservation on the ground — This is the agency’s mission. NRCS is committed to developing,
implementing, and evaluating strategic conservation solutions; delivering the highest quality technical
expertise; and proactively addressing emerging natural resource issues.

2) Increase organizational effectiveness and efficiency — NRCS will change as needed to ensure that the right
people with the right skills are in the right places to get conservation on the ground and produce the results
that our customers and stakeholders expect.

3) Create a climate where private lands conservation will thrive — VVoluntary, incentive-based conservation
is the best way to achieve positive environmental results, and that requires strong partnerships and coalitions
to promote an ethic of conservation stewardship among America’s private landowners.

In 2014, the agency further refined key outcome-based performance measures that were supported by available
conservation science and agency business tools. The selected measures reflect the effect of NRCS’s efforts while
working with private landowners and managers. These measures are also compliant with the Government
Performance and Results Modernization Act of 2010, and provide a transparent link between budgetary investment,
outputs, and outcomes.

CONSERVATION TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

Current Activities.

NRCS is USDA'’s principal agency for providing Conservation Technical Assistance to private landowners,
conservation districts, Indian Tribes, and other organizations. Through the CTA Program, NRCS helps land managers
reduce soil loss from erosion; address soil, water quality, water conservation, air quality, and agricultural waste
management concerns; reduce potential damage caused by excess water and sedimentation or drought; enhance the
quality of fish and wildlife habitat; improve the long-term sustainability of all lands, including cropland, forestland,
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grazing lands, coastal lands, and developed or developing lands; and facilitate changes in land use as needed for
natural resource protection and sustainability.

Program Objectives. The CTA Program provides agricultural producers and others with the knowledge and
conservation tools they need to conserve, maintain, and improve the natural resources on the lands they manage.
Through the program, NRCS conservation professionals and partners provide science-based technical assistance to
land managers so they can take appropriate actions on their farms, ranches, and watersheds to conserve resources,
enhance the environment, and ensure the commercial viability of agriculture.

Program Operations. Technical assistance starts with a science-based assessment of the resource concerns and
opportunities on farms and ranches and in watersheds. NRCS professionals then provide farmers and ranchers with
the best options for addressing resource concerns and taking advantage of opportunities. Trained NRCS
conservationists understand the synergies of various conservation practices and activities and can recommend the best
strategies to get desired results on the land. Through the development of a conservation plan, resource-related
problems are addressed as producers and NRCS work together to use the information gleaned from the planning
process to make decisions, implement plans, and put conservation practices in place.

Technical assistance does not stop with implementation; annual follow up or reassessment helps determine the
effectiveness of the plan for the land manager. Technical assistance is an ongoing process of science-based
assessment, action, reassessment, and adjusted action. Science-based technical assistance helps producers understand
how their operations affect the environment, and how they can manage their operations to make a profit while
improving the natural resources. It connects what happens on one farm with what happens on neighboring farms so
that measurable natural resource improvements can be made on the broader landscape. Finally, technical assistance is
about innovation - developing, testing, and transferring new conservation practices and systems that better meet the
needs of producers and the environment.

NRCS conservation technical assistance addresses at the local level, where public policy truly supports private action,
those natural resource conservation issues that are of State and national concerns. The NRCS Chief establishes CTA
Program national priorities and initiatives on a yearly or multi-year basis in order to focus agency resources on
specific program objectives. States may establish additional priorities and initiatives for the CTA Program. The
agency utilizes various approaches to focus CTA Program resources on national and State priorities and initiatives.
These approaches include, but are not limited to:

e Strategically positioning staff to address natural resource needs;

e Locating program funds to address natural resource needs based upon priorities and initiatives;

e  Establishing short-term and long-term performance measures and goals;

e Formulating, enhancing, and expanding partnerships through memoranda of understanding and cooperative

agreements;

Developing and transferring new and innovative technologies;

e Delivering conservation planning and other technical assistance to help producers meet eligibility requirements
for USDA programs and other Federal, State, and local conservation programs;

e Conducting technical and program evaluations and assessments on the effectiveness of conservation practice

implementation;

Conducting resource inventories and assessments;

Developing and delivering training;

Expanding technical capacity, including the use of Technical Service Providers (TSPs); and

e  Developing public information and outreach strategies.

2014 Activities.

In 2014, CTA Program activities included:

e Continued from FY 2013 technologies and conservation practices that addressed emerging challenges and
opportunities for producers in areas including organic production systems, on farm energy management, air
quality improvement, and enhancement of pollinator populations, to improve on farm resource conditions ;

e Provided assistance to producers to improve soil health and productivity in States impacted by the historic
drought to improve production yields;
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e Continued implementation of the Working Lands for Wildlife, a partnership between NRCS and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service to use agency technical assistance combined with financial assistance to combat the decline
of seven specific wildlife species;

e  Addressed on farm resource concerns for a growing number of specialized production enterprises that include
aquaculture, specialty crops, and sustainable and organic farming;

e Engaged producers who are new to production agriculture and have higher demands for technical assistance or
had not previously participated in NRCS programs, but who are critical in solving the identified resource
concerns in special initiative areas;

e Entered into agreements with conservation partnerships in order to leverage local funds and provide additional
focused technical assistance through landscape-scale conservation initiatives such as the Chesapeake Bay, Great
Lakes, Sage Grouse, Gulf of Mexico, and the Mississippi River Basin;

e  Addressed continued growing producer demand for pre-program conservation planning support for Farm Bill
programs such as the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, and Conservation Stewardship Program to
increase program participation;

e Designed natural resource conservation systems to reduce the risk of loss from climatic events such as drought,
fire and flood, and to mitigate their effects and reduce risk to production;

o Initiated changes to business processes that will support implementation of the Conservation Delivery
Streamlining Initiative (CDSI). This effort is referred to as Foundational Maintenance Improvement and included
migrating all conservation planning data from the National Conservation Planning Database (NCP) to the new
National Planning and Agreements Database (NPAD), modifying Customer Service Toolkit, the planning
software used by filed planners, to work in the new database, and implementing a corporate document
management system to enhance technical assistance capabilities to producers.

Get Conservation on the Ground.

Through the CTA Program, NRCS’s field staff provides technical assistance to customers in the planning and
application of science-based conservation practices and systems on non-Federal private lands. This technical
assistance provides public and private benefits through soil and water quality improvements, water conservation,
healthier grazing and forest land ecosystems, and wildlife habitat improvement. The 2014 examples of CTA Program
results are:

Maintain productive working farms and ranches. NRCS helps ensure soil health, which is the foundation for

productive working farms and ranches. Soil health leads to sustained production of a safe, healthy, and abundant food

supply.

e In 2014, NRCS assisted in developing conservation plans on 28.6 million acres. In accordance with those plans,
conservation practices and systems designed to improve soil quality were applied to 6.2 million acres of cropland,
with CTA program support.

e  With CTA program support, NRCS helped the owners and managers of grazing and forest land apply
conservation to improve the resource base on 12.3 million acres.

Eliminate and reduce impairments to water bodies. NRCS works with agricultural producers to help them conserve

water and reduce the potential for pollutants to move off-site into water bodies, streams, and rivers. This reduces

input costs to the producer and protects water quality.

e Over 18.2 million acres of agricultural land had conservation practices applied as designed by NRCS to improve
off-site water quality.

e Nearly 0.8 million acres of conservation practices were applied to improve irrigation water use efficiency, which
reduces costs to the producer and reduces groundwater withdrawals and surface runoff.

Decrease threats to “candidate” and threatened and endangered species. Nearly 70 percent of the fish and wildlife
habitat in the United States is on privately-owned lands. The creation and restoration of wildlife habitat on private
lands is vital to decreasing the threats to species already listed as threatened or endangered or have potential to be
listed (“candidate” species). NRCS works with landowners and managers to assist them with wildlife habitat
improvement and wetland restoration, providing increased recreational opportunities and vital ecosystem services.
e Nearly 6.1 million acres had conservation practices and systems applied to improve wildlife habitat.
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o Creation, restoration, and enhancement of wetlands which provide critical wildlife habitat, was accomplished on
over 12,000 acres.

Grazing Lands Conservation.

Grazing lands comprise an economic resource base in all 50 States and provide food, fiber, clean air and water,
wildlife habitat, and open space. According to the NRCS National Resource Inventory (NRI), the 528 million acres of
privately-owned range and pasture lands make up over 27 percent of the total acreage of the contiguous 48 States.
These lands constitute the largest private land use category, exceeding both forestlands (21 percent) and cropland (18
percent). Properly managed grazing land has multiple benefits, including reduced storm water runoff, improved
carbon storage in the soil, wildlife habitat, and beautiful open space. In 2014, NRCS conservationists helped ranchers
and farmers understand the basic principles of rangeland and pastureland soil health; install facilitating practices (such
as pipelines, tanks, ponds, fences, erosions control structures) as needed; and begin the management regimen
necessary to conserve, protect, and properly utilize these resources.

NRCS partners with the Grazing Lands Conservation Coalition, a non-governmental nationwide consortium of
individuals, organizations, and agencies working together to maintain and improve the management and the health of
the Nation’s grazing lands. This coalition has spurred major increases in the knowledge and skills of NRCS
conservationists and the planning and application of conservation of grazing land management, which facilitates
adoption of grazing conservation practices. In 2014, over 25 million acres of grazing land had conservation practices
applied. NRCS also partners with the National Cattlemen’s Foundation to recognize outstanding ranch and farm
managers/conservationists through the Environmental Stewardship Awards. This program encourages all producers in
America to strive for better land management on their farm or ranch for the future generations.

The additional focus on grazing lands conservation conveyed by the Coalition also had additional benefits. For
example, grazing lands conservation partners worked with NRCS helped to expand the NRI of non-forested Bureau of
Land Management (BLM) lands in order to provide a statistically-based sample design that is common to both
agencies. This new partnership is expanding both agencies’ understanding of the ecology of the “greater landscape”
encompassing the intertwined public and privately managed lands. Understanding of management needs for the Sage
Grouse now aids the efforts of private ranchers, agencies, and non-government organizations that dedicate their time
and knowledge to habitat restoration for this species. BLM is providing NRCS $12.5 million over five years for the
service, and data collection is planned through 2015. This inventory is critical for both agencies since these Federal
lands are intertwined with non-Federal rangelands where land management units typically span both ownership types.

NRCS’s Ecological Site Information System (ESIS) continues to provide the capability to produce automated
ecological site descriptions from the data stored in its database. Joint policy between Department of Interior Bureau
of Land Management, NRCS and the Forest Service efficiently pools the agencies’ technical resources behind the
development and use of Ecological Site Descriptions (ESDs) to describe site characteristics, plant communities, and
use interpretations for grazing land and forestland. ESD development training is ongoing and all three agencies
provide staff support and participation. NRCS partners with the Society for Range Management (SRM) to provide
multi-agency training in ESD development. This technology improves land management planning capabilities for
agencies and the public by providing consistency among the agencies’ classification, technology development,
planning, and blueprints for ecological improvement of grazing lands across the Nation, and will have implications
and applications in other countries.

Clean Water Activities. NRCS promotes the implementation of conservation practices on America’s working lands to
address key water quality issues and help safeguard the Nation’s streams, lakes, rivers, and coastal and ocean
resources. These conservation practices help mitigate the potential environmental risks posed by animal feeding
operations and the impairment of water resources by nutrients, sediment, and pesticides. NRCS works with the
agricultural community and implements conservation actions to address water quality resource concerns at the farm
and field scales. The agency also provides the leadership needed to enhance coordination with the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), Army Corps of Engineers, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, and other
Federal agencies in areas of mutual interest. Specific areas in which NRCS provides technical leadership include:
Concentrated Animal Feeding Operation (CAFO) Rule implementation; nutrient management; pesticide drift under
the Clean Water Act; Chesapeake Bay, Great Lakes, and Mississippi River Basin restoration efforts; Gulf of Mexico
Initiative; National Ocean Policy; U.S. Coral Reef Task Force; and conservation assistance to reduce hypoxia and
improve water quality across the landscape.
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NRCS has embarked upon a series of national and regional conservation initiatives that protect and conserve water
quality and quantity. For example, under the National Water Quality Initiative, which began in 2012, each State
identified one to three watersheds in which to concentrate efforts and coordinate with State water quality agencies. In
2014, NRCS provided nearly $33 million in financial assistance to help farmers and ranchers implement conservation
systems that reduce nitrogen, phosphorous, sediment and pathogen contributions from agricultural land in 174 priority
watersheds where water quality is a critical concern. The goal of this initiative is to improve water quality and
eventually delist stream segments from the EPA’s 303(d) list of impaired streams. The landowners and producers
participating in the initiative receive conservation payments to work on the land in a sustainable way, which provides
cleaner water while keeping the land productive into the future. Communities benefit by having clean waterways,
safer drinking water, and healthy habitat for fish and wildlife. The National Water Quality Initiative is also piloting
use of the Water Quality Index for Agricultural Runoff for prescribing conservation practices that will improve overall
quality of the water leaving the farm fields. This tool is useful for easily communicating conservation practice
benefits on water quality to the public.

Comprehensive Nutrient Management Plans (CNMPs). The release of nutrients from agricultural operations (e.g.,
over-fertilization, animal waste disposal, and dairy runoff) is a recognized source of contamination for the Nation’s
waterways. Voluntary CNMPs are an effective tool for addressing these water quality problems associated with
agriculture. An average CNMPs takes approximately 100 hours of staff time to develop. Since 2011, NRCS,
conservation partners, and TSPs assisted over 7,500 livestock and poultry producers in developing new CNMPs.
Because these plans are voluntary in nature and may at times involve large financial investments on the part of the
landowner or manager, this is viewed as a relatively high level of success.

Pathogens. The protection of food products from pathogen contamination, and the need for pathogen management
from the standpoint of food safety, continues to be a growing issue. In partnership with the University of California,
to address the role of conservation in food safety and disease control, NRCS revised its waterborne pathogen
publication to reflect current science, and developed a web-based training course for NRCS personnel. Today, the
training tool provides a means to understand waterborne pathogens in agricultural watersheds including their fate and
transport, their importance to agriculture, and their control.

Hypoxia. USDA continued to participate on the Mississippi River/Gulf of Mexico Watershed Nutrient Task Force in
2014. NRCS served as the USDA point of contact on the Task Force Coordinating Committee. NRCS also
participated in four Task Force sub-committees with assigned responsibility to provide technical assistance and
guidance to the Deputy Under Secretary and the Task Force in implementing the Hypoxia Action Plan. The Hypoxia
Action Plan is designed to reduce the size of the hypoxic zone in the Gulf, thus restoring and protecting the waters
within the Mississippi/Atchafalaya River Basin and improving community and economic conditions across the Basin.
In 2014, the mid-summer northern Gulf of Mexico hypoxic zone was down to 5,052 square miles in size, which is
slightly below the 5-year average, but still much larger than the size goal (1,930 square miles or 5,000 square
kilometers) set by the Hypoxia Task Force.

Water Quality Leadership. During 2014, NRCS led the development, advancement, and demonstration of new and

innovative approaches to improving water quality. The following activities highlight some of these advances:

e In 2014, NRCS made available for implementation of two new conservation activities for edge-of-field water
quality monitoring—one for system installation and one for data collection and evaluation. Edge-of-field
monitoring can provide defensible information on the efficacy of conservation practices, helping farmers improve
and verify the effectiveness of agricultural conservation practices and systems on their farm and fields. Using
these new conservation activities, NRCS provided financial assistance to producers through EQIP for 22 edge-of-
field monitoring projects located in National Water Quality Initiative and regional water quality initiative
watersheds.

e NRCS has developed a web-based tool to help producers easily calculate the quality of water flowing off their
fields. The web-based tool, the Water Quality Index for Agricultural Runoff (WQlag), allows a producer to input
variables for a field, such as slope, soil characteristics, nutrient and pest management, tillage, and conservation
practices. The WQlag takes the complex scientific information of the variables and synthesizes them into a single
number. NRCS scientists chose a solution inspired by the Dow Jones Industrial Average and worked to develop a
tool that could clearly communicate to farmers and ranchers with a single, easy-to-understand number.

e NRCS continues to complete regional reports from the Conservation Effects Assessment Project (CEAP). In
2014, the agency completed Assessment of the Effects of Conservation Practices on Cultivated Cropland report
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for the Souris-Red-Rainy Basin, which drains eastern North Dakota, western and northern Minnesota, and a small
part of northeastern South Dakota. This assessment, as with others in the series, uses a sampling and modeling
approach to quantify the environmental benefits that farmers and conservation programs are currently providing
to society, and explore prospects for attaining additional benefits with further conservation treatment. Computer
modeling simulations indicate that farmers’ use of conservation practices in the Souris-Red-Rainy Basin has
helped reduce sediment and nutrient losses from farm fields and loadings in rivers and streams in the region.
However, these model simulations also show that additional water quality benefits can be achieved in the area. It
is estimated that 75 percent of the cultivated cropland acres in the region have a low level of need for additional
conservation practices, while 25 percent of the acres have a moderate need for additional treatment, all to reduce
sediment and nutrient losses associated with wind erosion.

e NRCS continues to collaborate with agricultural groups and States to gather agricultural data for use in meeting
the EPA requirements for watershed implementation plans as a result of the Chesapeake Bay Total Maximum
Daily Load (TMDL). NRCS participates in a poultry litter working group that has gathered “real world” numbers
on litter production and nutrients of the Delaware-Maryland-Virginia area that suggests previous estimates may
have been excessive. The working group has also enlisted the cooperation of the poultry integrators to provide
real numbers of producers and birds produced that will assist Chesapeake Bay modelers in increasing the
accuracy of the next model run.

e NRCS, through the Watershed Partnership program of the U.S. Coral Reef Task Force, is working with producers
in watersheds to voluntarily implement conservation practices to avoid, control, and trap sediment and nutrient
runoff and improve wildlife habitat while maintaining agricultural productivity. NRCS provides outreach and
technical assistance to landowners enrolled in the EQIP program that propagate native trees to plant in critical
areas and help ensure wildlife conservation practices are properly implemented with certified conservation
practices. NRCS is also working to engage local landowners in adopting conservation practices by offering cost-
share incentives through several voluntary land conservation programs.

National Resources Inventory (NRI) Program and Conservation Effects Assessment Project (CEAP). NRCS
acquires, analyzes, interprets, and delivers data and information on natural resources through the NRI program and
CEAP. Several pieces of legislation authorize the NRI, in particular the Rural Development Act of 1972. CEAP was
authorized under the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 Conference Report to Accompany H.R. 2646
(4a, b) and the Soil and Water Resources Conservation Act of 1977 (RCA) (as amended by the Food, Conservation
and Energy Act of 2008, P.L. 110-246, 122 Stat. 1651) [16 U.S.C. 2001-2009].

Natural resources data and information, conservation program data, and data from other Federal and non-Federal
sources are compiled in the NRI. These data provide the basic scientific information necessary to inform sound
natural resource planning and decision-making at many landscape levels. The NRI assesses natural resource
conditions and trends on non-Federal lands, including privately-owned land, tribal and trust lands, and lands
controlled by State and local governments. In all, the NRI provides information on over 75 percent of the Nation’s
land area. Data and analyses from the NRI are essential for developing appropriate and effective conservation
programs, sound agricultural policy, realistic strategic and performance plans, and informing national farm policy
discussion through the Farm Bill process. The NRI program is designed to provide data for assessing outcomes of
existing legislative mandates, such as the appraisals required by the RCA and the periodic Farm Bills. NRI data
provide the scientific basis for the development of practical programs and sensible policies that support and promote
agricultural development, expand the economy, restore and preserve the quality of the environment, and advance
social values.

The NRI is a statistical survey that inventories scientifically selected sample sites located in every county across the
United States and in the Caribbean Area and Pacific Basin. From 1977 to 1997, NRI was conducted on five-year
cycles. Since 2001, a statistically sound subset of the 800,000 NRI sample sites nationwide has been selected every
year for data collection. Collecting NRI data on an annual basis provides NRCS with the flexibility and capability to
gather scientific information on emerging natural resource issues. The most valuable aspect of the NRI is its ability to
capture long-term trends. This trending information is instrumental in evaluating the effects of conservation programs
and policies over time. Major releases of NRI data are mandated by law and scheduled for every five years; data from
the 2012 Annual NRI are being processed for release in August 2015. An interim release of 2010 NRI data occurred
in December 2013 as described below. The NRI is performed in cooperation with the lowa State University Center
for Survey Statistics and Methodology. 2014 NRI activities included:

27-40



NRI Production Work. In 2014, the Remote Sensing Laboratories were collecting 2013 NRI data from images of
over 73,000 sample sites and over 200,000 points. The contracts to acquire aerial photography have been
awarded for over 66,000 segments for the 2014 NRI.

2010 NRI Release. In December 2013, the first NRI “mid-cycle” release occurred with the posting of the 2010
NRI Summary Report on the NRI website. An extensive set of tables of estimates was developed for the report;
additional tables were provided to each NRCS State office, and numerous requests for custom tables and datasets
were filled.

NRI Rangeland Resource Assessment Report. In June 2014, an assessment was released on the status of the
Nation’s non-Federal rangeland. The NRI Rangeland On-site Survey, conducted from 2004-2011, provided the
data for this report.

2010 NRI Wetlands Module. A module analyzing wetlands using data from the newly released 2010 NRI was
released in September 2014.

Update of Geospatial Data. The geospatial data that help define the NRI domain were updated to more accurately
represent current and historical Federal land ownership, current and historical water acre totals, and changes
resulting from updated hydrologic unit boundaries.

NRI Survey of Farming and Conservation Practices. NRCS and the National Agricultural Statistics Service
(NASS) continued their partnership in an effort to obtain updated NRI CEAP survey data in order to develop a
revised assessment of the environmental effects of conservation programs and practices implemented within the
Chesapeake Bay Watershed, the Des Moines River and Western Lake Erie Basins, the California Bay-Delta
Watershed, and the Lower Mississippi-St. Francis Watershed. This work updates CEAP results based on data
collected in the first CEAP survey from 2003 to 2006. Data review, database construction, and modeling
activities for the Chesapeake Bay were completed in the fourth quarter of 2013; the report was released in
December 2013. The Western Lake Erie Basin and Des Moines River Watershed, data review, database
construction, and modeling activities were performed in late 2013 and continued into the first half of 2014. Draft
reports will be prepared, reviewed, and released in early 2015. Data collection activities supporting the California
Bay-Delta area occurred in late 2013 and early 2014. Planning for the Lower Mississippi-St. Francis Watershed
survey started in early 2014. Data collection for this area began in late 2014.

On-site Data Collection on Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Lands. NRCS is continuing an interagency
agreement with the BLM to implement a national approach for monitoring rangeland resources by expanding NRI
data collection on BLM lands and intensifying sampling in core Sage Grouse habitat. The agreement, scheduled
for 2011 to 2015, may be renewed. A survey system, developed with BLM funding, regularly provides
scientifically credible information on the status of non-forested BLM lands in 13 Western and Midwestern

States. Data collected as part of this agreement are being reviewed by an interagency team and will be used in
reports for the Sage Grouse and Great Basin initiatives and will contribute to BLM’s ongoing monitoring
program. Adoption of standardized NRI protocols on BLM-managed landscapes enhances NRCS’s leadership on
grazing lands, benefits BLM surveys by providing a well-proven sampling framework, and enables compilation
of a consistent and comprehensive database. Combining information derived from NRI data collected on BLM-
managed lands with data obtained from NRI points on non-Federal lands provides a statistically sound, thorough,
area-wide representation of all western grazing lands.

Implementation of Remote Sensing to Monitor Stewardship Lands (Easements). In 2012, NRCS Resource
Inventory Division’s Remote Sensing Laboratories, the NRCS Easement Programs Division, and the National
Geospatial Center for Excellence completed a research pilot to evaluate a web-based Geographic Information
System (GIS) tool, GeoObserver, which was modified for the purpose of conducting remote sensing of
stewardship lands. Using high resolution imagery, staff at the Remote Sensing Laboratories established baseline
measurements on easements in 2013. Beginning in 2014, remote sensing is being used to detect change on
easements by comparing baseline measurements with current year imagery. The use of remote sensing promotes
efficiency and national standardization of easement monitoring.

Prairie Pothole Wetland Determinations. The Central Remote Sensing Laboratory (CRSL) is assisting States with
the backlog of NRCS wetland determinations in the Prairie Pothole Region. The CRSL provided preliminary
determinations on the location and extent of wetlands, as well as other information compiled from imagery, soils
maps, and other sources, based on criteria designated by the wetland specialist from each State. Deliverables to
the States for this effort include the Wetland Certification Form (ND-CPA-340A), wetland determination base
map, and digitized wetland shape files. In 2013, 450 wetland determinations were completed; 947 determinations
were made in 2014. This partnership supports the North Central Wetlands Conservation Initiative for NRCS.
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CEAP is a multi-agency effort designed to quantify the environmental benefits of applying conservation practices on
agricultural land, and to provide a scientific basis for managing the agricultural landscape for environmental quality.
Findings from projects completed under CEAP are used to guide USDA conservation policy and program
development and to help conservationists, farmers, and ranchers make more informed conservation decisions.

CEAP assessments are carried out at national, regional, and watershed scales. The national assessments for cropland,
grazing lands, wetlands, and wildlife are designed to provide summary estimates of conservation practice benefits.
Additional “what-if” scenarios are run in various models to assess the potential of USDA conservation programs to
meet the Nation’s environmental and conservation goals. Watershed assessment studies provide more detailed, in-
depth assessments of smaller areas.

The 2014 CEAP activities included:

Cropland Assessment. Reports 8, 9, and 10 in the nationwide series of CEAP-Cropland assessment reports were

released to the public in 2014. The reports on the Pacific Northwest Basin and the South Atlantic-Gulf Basin were

released in June, followed by the report on the Souris-Red-Rainy Basin in August. An updated Chesapeake Bay

report was released in December 2013. This report not only quantified conservation gains in the region between the

benchmark study (2003-2006) and re-survey (2011), but also clearly demonstrated the value derived from the

benchmark survey. Findings for the ten basins assessed showed that, on average, the use of conservation practices

reduced:

e Edge-of-field sediment losses by 51.2 percent, with reduction magnitudes ranging from 27 in the Lower
Muississippi Basin to 73 percent in the Missouri Basin;

e Nitrogen losses with surface runoff by 44.1 percent, with reduction magnitudes ranging from 26 percent in the
Lower Mississippi Basin to 67 percent in the Souris-Red-Rainy drainage;

e Nitrogen losses through subsurface pathways by 32.2 percent, with reduction magnitudes ranging from 5 percent
in the Lower Mississippi Basin to 71 percent in the Souris-Red-Rainy; and

e Total phosphorus losses by 43.6 percent, with reduction magnitudes ranging from 33 percent in the Ohio-
Tennessee Basin to 59 percent in the Missouri Basin.

Reports for the Delaware and Texas Gulf regions are being finalized and prepared for official release in early 2015.
These reports will complete the nationwide series of benchmark CEAP Cropland assessment reports. Planning is
underway and funding is being secured for the second national CEAP cropland survey, to be conducted from 2015 to
early 2017.

In addition, analyses of the environmental effects of applying conservation practices continue to provide Agency
leadership with vital information for decision making in optimizing the use of available conservation resources while
increasing ecosystem benefits and minimizing the risk of agricultural yield losses. The CEAP Cropland component
scientists participated in several collaborative efforts with interagency and university groups related to potential
improvements in conservation efforts in the context of numerous initiatives, including the Grazing Land Conservation
Initiative, Mississippi River Basin Healthy Watersheds Initiative, and Gulf of Mexico Initiative. Assistance was
provided for the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative Il in setting reasonable conservation practice adoption goals in the
Western Lake Erie Basin. The CEAP Cropland team also collaborated with the CEAP Wildlife component leader to
assist in a project, led by the Nature Conservancy, on the development of appropriate water quality goals in the Great
Lakes region. Additionally, Cropland CEAP provided estimates of benefits to soil health from adoption of practices
supported by NRCS programs (CSP and EQIP), initiated the use of climate change estimates with NRI CEAP data to
develop techniques to assess conservation needs under projected climate challenges, and cooperated with EPA to
develop improved protocols for representing nutrient addition in the Chesapeake Bay Model.

Wetlands Assessment. Five project reports were completed in 2014: “Functional Differences between Natural and
Restored Wetlands in the Glaciated Interior Plains,” a final version of “Integrating CEAP-Wetlands Integrated
Landscape Model Outputs into the National Resources Inventory Framework: A Pilot Effort in the Great Plains,”
“Land Use and Conservation Reserve Program Effects on the Persistence of Playa Wetlands in the High Plains,”
“Phosphorus Speciation as an Indicator of Land Use and Conservation Practices on Prairie Pothole Region Wetland
Condition,” and an Integrated Landscape Model report — Potential models for predicting pesticide residues and
occurrence in Great Plains wetlands. In addition to the reports, two CEAP Science Notes were published in 2014:
“Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) for Improved Mapping of Wetland Resources and Assessment of Wetland
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Conservation Practices” and “Conserving Prairie Pothole Wetlands and Surrounding Grasslands: Evaluating Effects

on Amphibians.”

Wetlands activities include:

e The Glaciated Interior Plains report on wetlands and the effects of conservation programs contained several
significant findings. Soil properties (organic carbon) and nutrient pools (nitrogen, phosphorus), denitrification,
and Phosphorus Sorption Index (PSI) were measured in natural depressional wetlands, depressional wetlands
restored through the USDA Wetland Reserve Program, adjacent natural riparian buffers, adjacent riparian buffers
restored through the USDA Conservation Reserve Program, and agricultural fields. The study objective was to
determine the effects of conservation, based on the extent to which ecosystem services are provided through
restoration in different hydrogeomorphic settings. Organic carbon and nutrient pools (nitrogen, phosphorus), PSI,
and denitrification were greater in natural than in 5- to 10-year old restored wetlands.

¢ Inriparian soils, carbon and nutrient pools, PSI, and denitrification were comparable between restored and natural
systems, suggesting that these services develop quickly after restoration. Restored depressional wetlands had
lower soil organic carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus relative to agricultural soils, whereas the opposite trend was
observed in restored riparian soils.

o Restored riparian buffers achieved equivalence to natural riparian buffers within four years; whereas, restored
depressional wetlands took longer to provide these ecosystem services at levels comparable to natural wetlands.

o Restored depressional wetlands and riparian buffers provide ecosystem services lost through previous conversion
to agriculture; however, development of these ecosystem services depends on hydrodynamics, soil parent material
and soil texture, and disturbance regime of the site.

Wildlife Assessment. CEAP-Wildlife regional assessments completed in 2014 include:

e Application of Ground-truth for Classification and Quantification of Bird Movements on Migratory Bird Habitat
Initiative Sites in Southwest Louisiana;

o Aregional assessment of the relationships of conservation practices to Northern Bobwhite and other priority
grassland bird breeding populations in the Central Hardwoods Bird Conservation region;

o Evaluation of Sage-Grouse and habitat responses to Sage-Grouse-friendly livestock grazing strategies in
Montana;

o CEAP Conservation Insight — Farm Bill Conservation Programs Can Help Meet the Needs of Spring-Migrating
Waterfowl in Southern Oregon-Northeastern California (late CY 2013);

e CEAP Conservation Insight — Relationship of Lesser Prairie-Chicken Lek Presence and Density to Grassland
Conservation Programs (2014);

e CEAP Conservation Insight — Wyoming’s Core Area Policy and Conservation Easements Benefit Sage-Grouse
(2014); and

e CEAP Conservation Insight — Targeted Conifer Removal: A Proactive Solution to Conserving Sage-Grouse
(2014).

Assessments initiated in prior years were continued in 2014, including assessments of the effects of conservation
practices associated with the Working Lands for Wildlife effort involving Golden-Winged Warblers, New England
Cottontails, and Southwestern Willow Flycatchers. Work also continued on producing science-based outcome
reporting and technical tools for effective delivery of the Lesser Prairie-Chicken and Sage Grouse Initiatives (LPCI
and SGI, respectively). The multi-partner effort to develop biological endpoints, particularly aquatic biota metrics, for
CEAP water quality modeling efforts in the Western Lake Erie Basin continued in 2014. This is a major effort to link
CEAP wildlife and cropland components. The CEAP wildlife component also continued efforts to integrate
biodiversity metrics with CEAP grazing lands modeling in the desert Southwest. Efforts to integrate findings from
SGI and LPCI were undertaken as well.

Grazing Lands Assessment. As with other CEAP components, the Agricultural Research Service (ARS) and several
Universities remain key partners with the Grazing Lands component. Additionally, various NRCS State Offices are
providing needed technical input.

Primary CEAP Grazing Lands component activities and accomplishments in 2014 include the following:
e Incorporation of the Rangeland Hydrology and Erosion Model (RHEM) into the Agricultural
Policy/Environmental eXtender Model (APEX) is almost complete. APEX is the over-arching model that will be
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used by the CEAP Modeling Team to run conservation scenario simulations on the Nation’s grazing lands.
RHEM is expected to be fully operational by December 2014.

Collaboration with the National Ecological Site Team, Ecological Site Specialists, and ARS in Las Cruces, New
Mexico, is producing generalized State-and-Transition Models for groups of ecological sites. Current work is in
Major Land Resource Areas (MLRA) 74 (Kansas) and 77C (Texas/New Mexico). This project will align CEAP
modeling needs on grazing lands with spatial resolution at the MLRA scale, which is necessary for analysis. It
also will provide products to teams developing Ecological Site Descriptions.

Plant growth data and rangeland monitoring projects are ongoing with partners in Arizona (private ranchers and
San Carlos Apache Tribe) and Montana (NRCS and ARS at Fort Keogh). One of the Arizona projects is tracking
production and leaf area of woody plants, using techniques not previously attempted. A new ARS/NRCS joint
publication on the topic is planned for 2015 or 2016.

The CEAP Modeling Team is collaborating with the Texas A&M Blackland Research and Extension Center on
improving grazing and plant growth algorithms in APEX. The team has made some changes and identified
additional routines required to simulate grazing and plant growth/response in a more realistic manner. Some of
the new additions to APEX grazing lands modeling routines include variable forage intake rate based on forage
quality factors, forage preference, variable manure output, and evaluation of animal performance.

Collaboration with ARS-Tucson has produced a remote sensing woody plant map and cover estimation technique
using no-cost imagery. Validation of the resulting algorithm was performed using very high resolution (0.3 m)
National Resources Inventory imagery. The newly developed spatial maps of woody cover can be used to assess
the effectiveness of brush removal treatments (currently for two sites on the Empire Ranch in southeastern
Arizona, MLRA 41). Results showed the developed algorithm produced viable (root-mean-square error equal 8.7
percent) maps of woody cover that could be used to successfully track the occurrence of brush removal, as well as
monitor presence or lack of subsequent reemergence. This work provides land managers with an operational
means of determining where to allocate resources to implement brush management, as well as a cost-effective
method of monitoring the effects of their efforts. Continued collaboration is ongoing for more MLRA’s. The
study will be published in the Journal of Applied Remote Sensing.

CEAP Watershed Assessment Studies. This was a milestone year for the CEAP Watershed Assessment Studies, being
the 10" year for long-term watershed assessment projects.

CEAP activities include the following:

A symposium highlighting key findings of the CEAP Watershed Studies was pre