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The National Association of State Conservation Agencies (NASCA) signed a memorandum of understanding to become a part of the National Cooperative Soil Survey (NCSS) in 2003.  Staff members from state conservation agencies in Missouri and Ohio are participating in this conference.  

State conservation agencies were formed as a result of President Franklin Roosevelt’s personal letter to governors in 1937, encouraging their support for legislation modeled after the Standard State Soil Conservation District Law.  Twenty-two states enacted laws based on the standard law in that same year, and by 1947, soil conservation district laws were enacted in every state.

NASCA was created in 1967, and today it consists of 55 member agencies from the 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, American Samoa, the Virgin Islands, and Guam.  As one might expect, agencies that originated from a model bill submitted to 55 different legislatures 60 to 70 years ago are anything but identical today.    

About 40 full-time soil scientists are currently employed by state conservation agencies, including 20 in Missouri, nine in Ohio, five in North Carolina, and three in Kentucky.  Conservation agencies in some other states employ one soil scientist or contribute toward staffing by NRCS or Experiment Stations.  
To prepare my presentation, I asked current NASCA President Pete Jahraus of South Dakota to send out a questionnaire I had prepared, to all 55 member agencies.  I wrote the questions to learn how the conservation agencies perceive the need in their state for updating soils information where soil surveys have been completed and how they anticipate NRCS’ plans
to reorganize soil survey project office staffing by MLRAs will impact updating in their state.
Conservation agencies from the following nine states responded: Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, South Carolina, Washington, and West Virginia.  Two of the states have MLRA Offices that were established by NRCS’ reorganization in the mid-90s.  One of the states will have only one MLRA soil survey office located within the state, responsible for a soil survey area that includes 35 percent of the state, and parts of four other MLRA soil survey areas with offices located in other states.  At the other extreme, one of the states will have NRCS soil scientists located within the state for four of the seven MLRA soil survey areas covering parts of its state, with responsibility for updating in 95 percent of the state.  Four of the conservation agencies that responded have at least one soil scientist on staff, and all but two provide funding or staff support for the soil survey in their state.
Eight of the respondents felt that updating existing soils information was critical for 20 to 50 percent of their states.  Concerning how update work would be served by NRCS soil scientists under the new arrangement, three felt that it would be better, four thought it would be worse, and the two others reserved judgment but expressed concerns.  Two expected the plan to be fully implemented by 2008, and two others expected it to be implemented in 2009.  Three thought that a process had been developed for communicating update needs to project office staffs based in other states.

In general, conservation agencies in states with MLRA Offices, with 85 percent or more of the state having soil survey offices located within the state, or that provide little support were less concerned than agencies with one or more soil scientist on staff or with a high interest in updating soils information.  Clear and timely communication will be the key to building and maintaining conservation agency partnerships with soil survey programs as state boundary “seams” dissolve for NRCS soil scientists in MLRA soil survey offices.

