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Good morning, and thank you, Steve [Ventura] and Cindy [Stiles}. Thank you for having me. . I can see from the introduction that we have quite a few folks from NRCS here but then we also have representatives from a full suite of NCSS partnership---Universities, state governments, other federal agencies such as the Park Service, Forest Service, BLM and BIA and also folks from the private sector. I also see that we have representation from our Canadian neighbors as well as a rep from the EU. Students from UWI are also represented in this mix.

I want to talk with you this morning about the future for soil surveys and soil scientists, and what we’re doing in NRCS to get all the information you’ve been collecting onto the Web. First, I want you to know how I have enjoyed working with the staffs of NRCS to put conservation on the land and shepherd the Agency into our New Farm Bill. 

Bill Puckett the NRCS Deputy Chief for Soil Survey and Resource Assessment and Mike Golden the Director of the Soil Survey Division have kept me briefed on the progress that National Cooperative Soil Survey has made in mapping the soils of the US and putting that information on the WEB Soil Survey.  I fully support the National Cooperative Soil Survey and all it represents in terms of collaborative research and coordinated production mapping of the soils of the US

The Soil Survey has given me the opportunity to see the world from a new point of view.  Only last month I attended an Earth Day event with Secretary Johanns in which we introduced the representative Sunnyside soil of the District of Columbia and collected with the Maryland soils staff the most recent soil monolith to the US Soil Monolith collection for the Smithsonian.  It was a beautiful day at the National Arboretum with perfect weather and the Maryland soil scientists escorted me into the pit and I looked at my first soil profile ever--5 feet under.  Maybe it was the great weather or maybe just the buzz of interest from the crowd  or the Guy in the Sammy Soil Costume jumping around, but I really enjoyed that time looking at the soil and putting some of this work that you do into perspective.  Next week I am scheduled to go to Illinois to do another soil pit sampling and I am really looking forward to getting my hands dirty and seeing what this soil survey field work is all about.
When I am thinking about NRCS’s work and future objectives, I often speak about three immediate goals: The first-- ensuring we can meet new challenges This means flexibility of our resource information systems to adapt to new questions

 My second goal is making conservation easier; both for the planner as well as the customer
and  the third goal is demonstrating the benefits of conservation so that even a child on an urban street can understand.

The National Cooperative Soil Survey is a good example of following the principles of making information easy to understand and assessable. The Web Soil Survey has proved to be an easy and assessable tool for obtaining soil survey information. Web Soil Survey offers immediate access and will permit our customers to get just the data they want. It has cut publication costs and provided information more quickly after the fieldwork is completed. 

I am most impressed with the cooperation between the Land grant universities and the state office staffs and their commitment to good science and getting implemented the program implemented for all to use.  I realize that the Web Soil Survey was not built with NRCSs resources alone.  Nothing could have happened without our state, local  and University partners assisting with digitizing the SSURGO data and testing prototypes of the Web Soil Survey for many years to put out the best product.  After one year we surpassed over a million individuals using the Web Soil Survey.  Now the rest of agency is considering the Web Soil Survey as the prototype for all resource data delivery geospatially.   
We now have first generation soil surveys covering more than 96 percent of the private lands in the U.S. We owe it to our customers to complete the job. They need our work—sooner than later. I support the Soil Survey Divisions efforts whole heartedly to finish the first generation surveys that are left to do on private lands.  I encourage our sister agencies serving the public lands Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management to work side by side with us to get some equivalent soils information on the public lands that have none.  In addition we are rearranging our soil survey offices to position themselves for the future.  By 2010 we hope to have consolidated our 254 one-and-2 -person offices into well equipped and staffed 145 offices organized by Major Land Resource Areas and common land forms.  We will then be in position to focus our workforce on investigations by landform to improve the database and focus on measuring and modeling for applications for new interpretations such as soil quality and near surface properties. We hope to consolidate all the lab data geospatially with the help of the NCSS partnership as well as  create an open file system for reports similar to the USGS system or perhaps better..

Equally critical is getting our soil surveys digitized so that they can be assessed by all on Web.  Many of technology tools that you plan to talk this week in committee should help deal with this workload and improve the quality of the products. National assessments show that soil erosion on U.S. cropland has dropped dramatically. Wetland losses have been stopped and we're now achieving some gain.  We will still invest in protecting for these resources but we will have new questions to ask as well.  I have seen improvements in delivery of soils information and applications through decision support systems developing quickly within the next year dealing with these new questions----With limited resources in the past, progress to develop these decision support  tools has been based on years of collaboration.  Examples are  the WINPST model, Soil Conditioning Index (SCI) and COMET-VR. Hopefully with improved computer power and technological focus, we will now be ready to use these simplified tools to reflect information for programs even if we can’t measure every site.  I encourage you to explore applications of soils information to solutions of air quality—best management practices and their environmental benefits of controlling PM10 and PM2.5 microns dust critical for controlling asthma which is rising exponentially in our suburban and rural interface areas where agriculture and cities meet in the dry west. A growing challenge relates to the balance between water use for farming, urban needs, and environment. This year the National Soil Survey Center took a group to the American Planning Association National Meeting in Philadelphia to show off the web Soil Survey and its applications and APA begged them to come back next year with an even larger venue. 

More issues on the horizon--There is concern over greenhouse gases and its relationship with carbon sequestration and soil quality. And most recently there are questions over the implications of more farmland going into renewable energy production or biofuels.  When soils information is available to everyone, how will soil surveys help in developing farm policy and conservation management concerning these issues?
I challenge you to continue exploring ways to interpret the soil survey for conservation of productivity on working lands.  The Administration’s Farm Bill policy shows a commitment in the sheer scope of the proposal: 
the Conservation Title is receiving a $7.8 billion increase over the baseline from FY 2008 – 2017. The Secretary’s package increases Environmental Quality Incentives Program funding by 30 percent or $4.7 billion from FY 2008-2017 and makes the program easier for farmers, ranchers and NRCS field staff. 
This proposal streamlines activities, reduces redundancy and takes the best attributes of existing conservation programs and rolls them into EQIP. The Secretary’s proposal also nearly doubles our commitment to land conservation through a new Private Lands Protection Program. 
In addition, the Conservation Security Program is expanded to nationwide coverage with an expanded CSP enrollment to 96 million acres over the next 10-years-a dedication to conservation stewardship that is without precedence. 
In the area of wetlands, the Farm Bill proposal seeks to expand the Wetlands Reserve Program to a total of 3.5 million acres, or an area larger than the size of Connecticut. In 2006, USDA expenditures on conservation programs, including our technical assistance, were about $5 billion. That's 60 percent more than five years ago. Our data indicates that 15 percent of all U.S. farms received conservation payments in 2004.

But even beyond the commitment of financial resources, I would remind you that the Farm Bill isn’t all about the money. The Administration’s Farm Bill proposal contains the right policy at the right time. For example, dedicating funds for limited resource and beginning farmers, strengthening our ability to target resources to large scale regional watershed challenges, and further clarifying program authorities are just a few of the improvements in this proposal. The proposal also sets the stage for the future with respect to moving U.S. agriculture toward greener farm support policies that will make Farm Bills more defensible to trading partners.  We will look for criteria in the soil survey to support trading of carbon sequestration, wetland values 
When all is said and done, we need agriculture conservation policy and a national seamless soil survey that builds on a successful past, but also prepares us for the future.
	
	


I often use my bookshelf as a demonstration tool to visitors and a methodology for sounding out customers and their needs.  On a visit to the NRCS National Geospatial Development Center in West Virginia I spied demonstration display of a runoff model on someone’s desk.  What a great tool I thought to illustrate erosion and potential for surface protection with conservation practices and increasing carbon through no-till. Even I can understand it with a quick look. I immediately asked if they could make me my own model to show visitors to my office. This infiltration and erosion simulator was designed at the National Geospatial Development Center in West Virginia by Henry Ferguson, an NRCS soil scientist, and Drake Asberry, a student at West Virginia University, and constructed by the research support staff at West Virginia University and sits right my desk.
 
More people ought to be considering soil data when they make decisions. That means we need to make soil data more easily accessible and understandable. We have to break out of technical terminology and fancy computer programs whenever we can, so the average person can use the soil survey information. Make it fun Make it easy to understand and more people will use it.

Finally, a few challenges to our students in the audience. Come Work for us.  We need you.
Of 19 agencies and executive offices NRCS placed second among USDA agencies in the 2007 Best Places to Work in the Federal Government report. According to the report compiled by American University and the Partnership for Public Service, NRCS employees are appreciated for their hard work and dedication and are enthusiastic and engaged in what they do. These results were based on the responses of more than 221,000 employees of which 11000 work for NRCS.
In addition to employee engagement rating, agencies are scored on 10 workplace environment categories with one of the key questions being "What drives worker engagement?" The results of the 2007 Best Places to Work in the Federal Government study show that employee satisfaction is driven primarily by three workplace categories: effective leadership, the match between employee skills and the mission of the organization, and work/life balance.

We all know that conservation doesn’t just happen but is the result of leadership, partnership, and smart management of resources. The same is true with a high-performing organization. Agency-wide leadership is required to ensure a great work environment and for us to maintain the NRCS conservation legacy. As this year’s report says, "when employees are enthusiastic about where they work and engaged in what they do, obstacles seem smaller, difficult problems give way more easily to innovative solutions, and outcomes tend to regularly exceed expectations.". My appreciation goes to the national Cooperative Soil survey Partnership and those who work side-by-side with agricultural producers helping to keep our land bountiful, prosperous and healthy. Non-federal ag and forest lands occupy 1.4 billion acres, nearly 70 percent of the contiguous United States. These lands are the habitat that supports our wildlife and the lands that filter the groundwater we drink. While farmers are great caretakers of our natural resources, farming and ranching can have unintended consequences. New issues emerge, and conservation continually evolves.  I see the US Soil Survey as part of that cutting edge.  I encourage you this week to engage and explore new options for land and water conservation.  I look forward to hearing from Dr. Puckett and Mr. Golden as what is accomplished by the end of the week.
Thank you.
	
	


