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Background – NRCS has led the soil health movement across this nation. Soils are connected to all NRCS resource concerns and are the basic, most vital resource that drives farm production and risk, as well as conservation. The optimal functioning of healthy soils secures national food production and reduces the level to which disasters, weather extremes impact agriculture and our society’s well-being. 
NRCS developed an award-winning media campaign in 2013 that raised awareness across a broad range of stakeholders, and spurred organizations and individuals across the nation into action. We established the Soil Health Division with a staff of regional and national specialists providing leadership, vision, training, direct assistance, and science and technology integration to soil health efforts across the country. Creation of the division lead to NRCS strategies and training which ultimately help producers in implementing science-based, effective, economically viable soil health management systems on the nation’s diverse agricultural lands, in collaboration with partner organizations. The agency has also provided technical and financial soil health support and leadership to a diverse range of partners.
This movement continues to grow, with partners from universities, state agencies, agriculture and food industry and conservation groups among others charging ahead to implement strategic actions within their respective scopes. A growing number of states including California, Maryland, Nebraska and New Mexico have already passed legislation on soil health. Both The Nature Conservancy (TNC) the Soil Health Institute (SHI) have public national soil health action plans, and a Coordinating Coalition for Soil Health has coalesced that includes the major partners with interest in soil health.  Furthermore the 2018 Farm Bill has provided the agency with a significant opportunity to integrate soil health throughout agency and departmental programs and services for our stakeholders. 
Continued agency leadership must focus on priority actions and leverage partnerships to implement the best, most efficient and effective investments of taxpayer dollars to create long-term, broad scale change on the landscape that provides society with all the known benefits of healthy soils. These benefits include win-win opportunities for both conservation and production as they produce the following goals through better soil function: 
· improved infiltration and reduced runoff
· increased water availability and resilience to extreme weather
· reduced erosion and flooding
· improved water and air quality
· improved nutrient cycling and pest suppression
· improved habitat for soil organisms and biodiversity
· reduced input costs and improved yield and crop quality 
· increased producer profits
· reduced producer risk
· secure and sustained long-term food, fiber, and fuel production


Mission, Vision or Outcomes for Soil Health:
Vision: To make soil health management systems commonplace on our nation’s working lands. 
Mission: Providing the best available soil health science, training, guidance, and technical resources to internal and external customers to improve soil health and functioning of our nation’s working lands. 
Outcomes: 
· Increased and effective outreach and education to help people understand soil health.
· Observed sharing between neighboring producers, organizations, States, etc of successes and methods of improving soil health.
· Staff and producers are as familiar with practices benefiting soil health as they currently are with practices to reduce soil erosion.
· Observed soil health management systems on both cropland and pastureland.
· Elevate NRCS at every level to “First Call” status among the agriculture community and industry.


Strategic Goals: 
· Provide Soil Health Leadership
· [bookmark: _Hlk31118798]Enhance Technical Expertise and Capacity
· [bookmark: _Hlk31122365]Increase soil health management systems implementation
· Build Partnerships
· [bookmark: _Hlk31124518]Expand Education and Outreach
· Evaluate, Quantify, and Share Benefits and Outcomes

[bookmark: _Hlk31111360]

Provide Soil Health Leadership
[bookmark: _Hlk34914456]Soil health management systems (SHMS) are complex and require a high level of expertise. There is a need for State level expertise from specialists who can truly devote time to advancing field staff knowledge, engaging in technical exchange, and leading partnerships. Access to a specialist or team of specialists at the State level is critical to enabling conservation planners to obtain the necessary knowledge, skills and abilities to have meaningful dialog with customers.
Objectives and actions Increase all staff expertise on soil health. Increase the number of highly trained soil health specialists within the State to provide training and high-level customer service
a. [bookmark: _Hlk31113103]Designated soil health team leadership and strengthened collaboration with the Soil Health Division, continued training and assistance to field staff on technical challenges in SHMS planning. 
b. Expand knowledge and collaboration on SHMS across all State technical disciplines to create soil health teams.
c. Promote the exchange of soil health technology between staff at all levels and key partners and stakeholders to provide continuity of message across agricultural sectors.
d. Use producer feedback or input to continually incorporate technological advances at the farm level and in applicable conservation practice standards.
e. Convene groups to address specialty crop production (truck crops) strategies to overcome SHMS implementation.

II. Establish and fully support State Soil Health Teams and Points of contact 
a. Team members receive training and support to elevate their skill level to be able to assist other employees and partners in the area with quality technical assistance related to soil health. 
b. Team member workloads focus on soil health activities.
c. Team members are provided enhanced opportunities to attend high level outside training, conferences, or workshops. 
d. There is an expectation that team members will report on all training events attended to ensure information transfer to other employees.
e. Team members are the first contact for soil health technical assistance and must be capable of providing training and presentations within each respective area beyond what field staff can lead.
f. Hold State-level Soil Health Team meetings at least twice per year to share information, successes, and prioritize training and other technical needs.
g. Review and update the state soil health strategy annually.

III. Leadership establishes soil health management performance measures in employee performance plans 
a. Develop Performance measures from state soil health strategic plan.
b. Hold employees accountable to their soil health performance measures. 
c. Require meaningful engagement with customers and partners on soil health so the local field staff become the “First Call” soil health resource in their county. 



Enhance Technical Expertise and Capacity
Agency and key partner staff are soil health experts and leaders that collaborate effectively.  Require each NRCS conservation planner to regularly attend training to maintain skill, knowledge, ability to engage, and consistency of message, and to remain in the forefront of advancing technologies.   
Objectives and actions 
IV. Training: Leadership Team will make soil health a priority in training 
a. Leadership Team members will ensure their employees communicate their training needs as early in the fiscal year as possible, and throughout the year as applicable, to be added to the State training plan.
b. [bookmark: _Hlk31202898]Conduct State-level skills assessment for specialists and planners to better target knowledge gaps.
c. Use mentoring from advanced conservation producers/crop advisors/agency planners.
d. Assure all Certified Conservation Planners receive required Soil Health training.
e. Elevate basic/fundamental soil, agronomy, and grazing knowledge across all agency planning staff by offering basics and 101 type training.
f. Promote field staff attendance at State and local workshops to improve practical knowledge of local cropping and grazing systems. 
g. Encourage more interaction between area resource soil scientists and field staff.
h. Promote cross training of disciplines for better integration of SHMS

V. Increase soil health training availability and quality across state staff to build expertise
a. Encourage soil health specialists to obtain professional certification and continuing education (e.g. American Society of Agronomy Certified Crop Advisor: Sustainability Specialty (ASA-CCA-SPP)).
b. Recruit skilled educators and provide them with effective training in presentation, media and adult instruction.
c. Make training modules available online to increase availability of classroom-based lessons to complement field-based learning.
d. Explore/create MOU’s and agreements with key partners to help host and deliver introductory and advanced soil health events and training.

VI. Advance knowledge and understanding of SHMS through mastery-level, specialized continuing education opportunities

a. Establish advanced soil health curriculum 
b. Encourage soil health specialists and agronomic conservation planners to obtain professional certification and continuing education (e.g.  ASA-CCA-SPP or Certified Professional Agronomist).
c. Identify annual regional or national level conferences and meetings that provide continuing education and technical exchange for Soil Health teams and specialists.


Increase Soil Health Management Systems Implementation

Soil health is foundational to nearly every aspect of conservation planning and implementation of NRCS technical and financial assistance programs. Assuring the integration of soil health science and technology into policy and program guidelines will result in greater adoption of SHMS on working lands.  
Objectives and actions 
VII. Science and Technology Development & Integration: Ensure Soil Health Science & Technology used by state is up to date and relevant for our customers

a. Identify and make needed updates in conservation practice standards and financial assistance program guidelines to meet producer needs and address agency Soil Health priorities.
b. SRC with input from Soil Health Teams, and the Soil Health Division will facilitate regular technology exchange with leading research institutions and scientists, key innovative or successful producers and others to analyze the latest soil health information, research, and technologies related to SHMS. Incorporate information into guidance and technical resources to ensure that all conservation planning efforts address State priority resource concerns.
c. State Soil Scientist and SRC/Ecological Sciences staff will coordinate efforts to collect, evaluate, and share data with the Soil Health Division and Soil and Plant Science Division collaboration on the soil health database and SHMS documentation in the Ecosystem Dynamics Interpretive Tool (EDIT).
d. Evaluate financial, programmatic, and technical efforts that occur in the field office and enable efficiencies to allow conservation planners and technical employees to focus on getting SHMS implemented.
e. Use Soil Health Division expertise to assist with technical documents, initiatives, projects and proposals related to soil health.
f. Evaluate and adopt Soil Health assessment tools that are most relevant for use within the State.


VIII. Planning and Program Delivery: Soil health is an integral part of conservation planning with soil health principles integrated throughout the planning and application process
a. Maintain coordination with the Soil Health Division concentrating on the four national goals of training, assessment, planning and implementation.
b. Evaluate financial and programmatic efforts to ensure practical and logical delivery and success, without limiting the use or adoption of SHMS.
c. Evaluate the effectiveness of financial assistance opportunities annually with State Technical Committee.
d. Use financial assistance programs to encourage adoption of new technologies and assessments that are important for identifying resource concerns and quantifying the effectiveness of a practice or system of practices to improve soil health.
e. Update resource concerns, planning criteria, and practice standards to adequately provide for soil health management system planning and implementation. 
d. Prioritize the successful integration and implementation of SHMS across State programs guidelines.



Expand Education and Outreach
 
State supports soil health education, collaboration and outreach efforts and assures messaging is communicated consistently as key mechanisms to educate producers, conservationists, and the general public about SHMS within the State. 
Objectives and actions 
IX. Leadership communicates soil health as an agency priority


a. Communicate timely information on soil health during recurring calls or meetings with stakeholders, boards and partners.
b. Dedicate external affairs staff time and resources to soil health.
c. Share the State soil health strategies with stakeholders, boards and partners. 
d. Provide outreach and education regarding soil health principles to agricultural producers throughout State.

X. NRCS and Partner employees utilize educational and outreach opportunities to promote soil health
a. State Soil Health Specialists are available and supported as presenters and trainers at soil health events.
b. Improve use of soil health demonstrations (e.g. aggregate stability, infiltration, the small, and in-field rainfall simulators that can demonstrate soil function).
c. Make available soil health-focused educational resources.
d. Support staff providing soil health presentations and assistance at local events when practical (e.g. SWCD workshops, poster contests, Earth Day activities, grassland evaluation contests, Envirothon competitions, Future Farmers of America contests, agricultural fairs, field days, pasture walks).



Build Partnerships

Agency recognized by partners and the public as a leader in soil health. 
Objectives and actions 
Engage local and State-level partners to ensure opportunities for a joint focus on soil health are captured for the State
a. Include partner staff in agency training opportunities to further their knowledge of soil health. 
b. Enlist the help of Soil Health Division specialists to provide support when needed. 
c. Communicate with ag industries regarding their current concept of soil health, their role in promoting soil health, and sustainable agricultural production, as well as needs for technical assistance from NRCS. 
d. [bookmark: _GoBack]Work to address stakeholder concerns and engage them in soil health opportunities keeping NRCS as a “First Call” resource across the agricultural industry. 
e. Explore opportunities to leverage existing and develop new partnerships to facilitate training and adoption of SHMS through agreements and MOUs.
f. Explore opportunities for outreach and awareness efforts in coordination with external affairs, partners, and the media, leveraging ability to co-brand products and outreach campaigns.
g. Pursue efforts that establish partnerships to coordinate, deliver, and assess training. 
h. Expand engagement with the State Technical Committee and Soil Health Subcommittees within the state of Delaware to address local soil health issues.







Evaluate, Quantify, and Share Benefits and Outcomes

Agency continues to use the long-held ability to ground-truth our science and practices through follow-up and evaluation with our customers. This assures that our conservation systems are practical, logical, and relevant as new science and technology emerges.
Objectives and actions 	
XI. Develop mechanisms for quantifying soil health outcomes with agency tools - assess soil health benefits

a. Develop economic case studies of successful SHMS.
b. Adapt national In-Field Assessment tool for planners to capture and document relevant local conditions and soil health resource concerns. 
c. Integrate soil health laboratory methods (Technical Note 450-03) to assess and track soil health outcomes.
d. Use USDA and NRCS Tools, models, and reporting system to capture adoption trends and progress in SHMS.
e. Facilitate input and feedback from our customers and stakeholders on best methods to track progress in soil function by using Edge of Field Monitoring, State CIGs, successful producer roundtables, and the State Technical Committee
f. Share by integrating findings into conservation practice standards, technical notes and financial assistance program guidelines (see objective VIII above)
g. Sponsor and/or participate in statewide soil health conferences where outcomes can be shared.
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