Conservation Programs and Sustainable Agriculture in the USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
The NRCS is an agency within the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) whose mission is to provide leadership in a partnership effort to help people conserve, maintain, and improve the nation's natural resources and environment.  NRCS provides a technical framework for Sustainable Agriculture through:
· Conservation Programs and Conservation Practice Standards
· The National Resource Inventory

· The Conservation Effects Assessment Project

NRCS conservation programs help people reduce soil erosion, enhance water supplies, improve water quality, increase wildlife habitat, and reduce damages caused by floods and other natural disasters. Public benefits include enhanced natural resources that help sustain agricultural productivity and environmental quality while supporting continued economic development, recreation, and scenic beauty. NRCS accomplishes many of its conservation goals by administering programs created by the Farm Bill. These voluntary programs provide financial incentives to land managers. An example of the (2002, 2008) Farm Bill conservation programs is Agricultural Management Assistance (AMA) which provides cost share assistance to agricultural producers to voluntarily address issues such as water management, water quality, and erosion control by incorporating conservation into their farming operations. Producers may construct or improve water management structures or irrigation structures; plant trees for windbreaks or to improve water quality; and mitigate risk through production diversification or resource conservation practices, including soil erosion control, integrated pest management, or transition to organic farming. Incentive payments may be made to encourage a producer to perform land management practices, such as nutrient management, manure management, integrated pest management, irrigation water management and wildlife habitat management.
NRCS conservation practice standards provide guidance for applying conservation technology on the land and set the minimum acceptable level for application of the technology.  Each state determines which National conservation practice standards are applicable in their state. States add the technical detail needed to effectively use the standards at the Field Office level, and issue them as state conservation practice standards.  State conservation practice standards may be found in Section IV of the Field Office Technical Guide (FOTG). Field Office Technical guides are the primary scientific references for NRCS. They contain technical information about the conservation of soil, water, air, and related plant and animal resources. Appropriate parts of the Field Office Technical Guides are available on the internet as data bases, computer programs, and other electronic-based materials.  
The National Resources Inventory (NRI) is a statistical survey of natural resource conditions and trends on non-Federal land in the United States — non-Federal land includes privately owned lands, tribal and trust lands, and lands controlled by state and local governments. The NRI provides nationally consistent statistical data on how these lands are used and on changes in land use patterns. Land uses of particular interest are those involving wetlands, and the production of agricultural and timber products. The NRI is a longitudinal sample survey conducted by the USDA-NRCS, in cooperation with Iowa State University’s Center for Survey Statistics and Methodology. The NRI was conducted on a five-year cycle during the period 1982 to 1997, but is now conducted annually. NRI data were collected every five years for 800,000 sample sites; annual NRI data collection occurs at slightly less than 25 percent of these same sample sites. Current estimates cover the contiguous 48 states. Future estimates will also cover Hawaii, Alaska, the Caribbean, and selected Pacific Basin islands.

The Conservation Effects Assessment Project (CEAP) began in 2003 as a multi-agency effort to quantify the environmental benefits of conservation practices used by private landowners participating in selected U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) conservation programs. Conservation practices that have been assessed include conservation buffers; erosion control; wetlands conservation and restoration; establishment of wildlife habitat; and management of grazing land, tillage, irrigation water, nutrients, and pests. The project consists of three components: 

· National Assessment - Providing national summary estimates of conservation practice benefits and assessing the potential for USDA conservation programs to meet the nation’s environmental and conservation goals. The National Resources Inventory (NRI) provides the scientific framework for the National Assessment component of CEAP.  
· Watershed Assessment Studies - Basic research on conservation practices in selected watersheds nationwide to provide a framework for evaluating and improving performance of national assessment models. Presently there are three CEAP watershed categories: 
· ARS Benchmark Watersheds. These Agricultural Research Service watershed studies will provide information needed to verify the accuracy of models used in the National Assessment. 
· Special Emphasis Watersheds established by the Natural Resources Conservation Service address specific resource concerns, such as manure management from animal feeding operation and water use and conservation on irrigated cropland. 

· Competitive Grants Watersheds, established by the Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service, will focus on understanding on how best to schedule and locate conservation efforts within a watershed in order to achieve locally defined water quality goals. 

· Bibliographies and Literature Reviews - Current literature on conservation programs. 

· Effects of Agricultural Conservation Practices on Fish and Wildlife, August 2008 

· Wetlands in Agricultural Landscapes, September 2006 

· Environmental Effects of Conservation Practices on Grazing Lands, September 2006 

· Environmental Effects of U.S. Department of Agriculture Conservation Programs, August 2004 

· Implementing Agricultural Conservation Practices: Barriers and Incentives, August 2004 

· Data and Modeling for Environmental Credit Trading, August 2004 

· Agricultural Conservation Practices and Related Issues: Reviews of the State of the Art and Research Needs, August 2004 

