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Conservation Planning 
 
CPA-52 Documentation - Guidance             June 14, 2016  

Madison, WI 
 
Introduction 
The Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) uses one conservation planning process outlined in 
the agency’s National Planning Procedures Handbook (NPPH).  During the conservation planning 
process, NRCS provides technical assistance to clients to help them solve natural resource problems or 
improve their resource management. An Environmental Evaluation (EE) is conducted concurrent with 
the planning process, helping to ensure both the client and NRCS remain in compliance with applicable 
laws and regulations.  Documentation of the EE also aids NRCS compliance with the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (NPPH 180, Part 600.0 K (11)).   
 
Purpose 
An NRCS “Conservation Plan” represents, and records, final decisions made during the conservation 
planning process, and can serve as a basis for conservation program contracting; however, Conservation 
Plans are not documentation of the planning process itself.  The purpose of this guidance document is to 
help NRCS-Wisconsin employees, agency partners, and Technical Service Providers (TSPs) understand 
the role of the EE and how to complete National Form (CPA-52) as a means of documenting our 
conservation planning process and ensuring NRCS compliance with NEPA and other applicable 
requirements. 
 
Selected Policy References 

1. GM 180, Part 409.1 B - Purpose of Conservation Planning is to ensure sound management of 
Soil, Water, Air, Plant, Animal, Energy and Human (SWAPAE+H) Resources.  That is to address 
eligible resource concerns!  NRCS has 9-broad categories of natural resource concerns that are 
eligible for program funding: 

a. Soil Erosion 
b. Soil Quality  
c. Excess Water 
d. Insufficient Water 
e. Water Quality 

f. Air Quality 
g. Plant Degradation 
h. Inadequate Habitat 

Fish/Wildlife 
i. Livestock Production limitation

 
2. GM 190, Part 410.5 A - NRCS will document the planning process on the CPA-52.   
3. GM 190, Part 410.25 H (ii) - Each State Conservationist (STC) is the Responsible Federal Official 

(RFO) in all NRCS-assisted programs administered within the State.  The STC will assign a staff 
person who has basic knowledge of landforms, soils, water, and related plant and animal 
ecosystems to provide technical oversight to ensure that assistance to land users and project 
sponsors on the wise use, conservation, and preservation of flood plains is compatible with 
national policy….. 

4. GM 190, Part 410.4 K - …. NRCS STCs or their designee (in Wisconsin this has been delegated to 
District Conservationists) are RFO for compliance with the provisions of NEPA…. 

5. GM 190, Part 410.25 H (III) - The district conservationist is delegated the responsibility for 
providing technical assistance and approving financial assistance to land users in non-project 
actions, where applicable, and for deciding what constitutes an adverse effect…. 
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6. GM 190, Part 410.25 H (i) – The NRCS Chief, STCs, and district conservationist are the RFOs in 
NRCS for implementing the policies expressed in these rules.   

7. GM 190, Part 410.26 F (2) – NRCS will complete an EE according to GM-190, Part 410, Section 
410.5 and 7 C.F.R. Section 650.5.  The client is responsible for obtaining all required Federal, 
State, Tribal, or local permits. 

8. GM 190, Part 410.30 B (xvii) - …Actions include the circumstance where the RFOs fail to act and 
that failure to act is reviewable by courts or administrative tribunals under the Administrative 
Procedure Act or other applicable law as agency action. 

9. NECH, Part 600.17 A (2) – Baseline data (Benchmark Conditions) “are to be documented…” 
10. NECH, Part 600.17 A (6) – Alternatives “are to be inventoried and estimated…” 
11. NPPH, Part 600.12 3 (iii) - All NRCS planning activities will be conducted in compliance with NEPA 

and other applicable requirements for the protection of the environment. 
12. NPPH, Part 600.23 C (10) – “Resource Inventories will” obtain information needed to comply 

with NEPA. 
13. NPPH, Part 600.31 C (15) – The NRCS case file contain environmental documentation CPA-52, 

Environmental Evaluation Worksheet, and any other documents needed to meet the 
requirements of NEPA… 

14. NPPH, Part 600.41 A - NEPA requirements will be incorporated into all steps and actives of the 
planning process and will not be considered as a separate process or requirement.  Planners will 
identify the level of NEPA documentation required for each planning activity as early in the 
planning process as possible, and incorporate activities into each planning step to ensure that 
information required for NEPA documentation is developed simultaneously with the plan 
document. 

15. NPPH, Part 600.41 C (1) – NRCS is required to conduct an EE for all planning an financial 
assistance, including development of individual conservation plans (as well as component plans, 
such as Nutrient Management Plans and Comprehensive Nutrient Management Plans). 

16. NPPH, Part 600.51 A (1) - ….The identified problems and opportunities and the decision-maker 
and stakeholder objectives guide the remainder of the planning process and are the basis for 
the purpose and need for action that are documented on Form CPA-52… 

 
NRCS Planning Process Corresponding CPA-52 Sections 
Step-1 – Problem Identification Section-E – Need for Action 
Step-2 – Determine Objectives Section-D – Objectives 
Step-3 – Inventory Resources Section-F – Resource Concerns/Benchmark Cond. 
Step 3 – Inventory Resources Section G - Special Environmental Concerns 
Step-4 – Analyze Resource Data Section-F – Resource Concerns/Benchmark Cond. 
Step-4 – Analyze Resource Data Section G - Special Environmental Concerns 
Step-5 – Formulate Alternative Section-H – Alternatives 
Step 6 – Evaluate Alternatives Section I – Effects of Alternatives – No Action 
Step-6 – Evaluate Alternatives Section-I – Effects of Alternatives – Alternative-1+ 
Step 6 – Evaluate Alternatives  Section J – Special Concerns – No Action 
Step 6 – Evaluate Alternatives  Section J – Special Concerns – Alternative 1+ 
Step-7 – Make Decision Section-K – Other Agencies and Public Concerns 
Step-7 – Make Decision Section-M – Findings – Preferred Alternative 
Step-7 – Make Decision Additional Notes – Job Approval Authority 
Step-7 – Make Decision Additional Notes 
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NPPH 180, Part 600.2 (13) defines Benchmark Condition as “The present condition of identified resource 
concerns and special environmental concerns that is used as a point of reference to measure changes in 
resource conditions resulting from conservation treatment.”  This information is generally obtained in 
Steps 3 and 4 of the conservation planning process.  By comparison Planning Criteria is defined as “A 
quantitative or qualitative statement of a treatment level required to achieve a minimum level of 
treatment for a given resource concern for a particular land area.” (NPPH 180, Part 600.2 (101)).  
Planning Criteria can be found in Section III of the electronic Field Office Technical Guide (eFOTG).    
Inventory methods and evaluation of alternatives generally require conservation tools (e.g., RUSLE2) to 
be utilized in establishing a Benchmark Condition and a planned treatment to meet Planning Criteria.  
That is, the results of two runs of each tool should be documented on the CPA-52, with supporting 
attached and/or referenced to provide documentation of results. 
 
General Guidance 
The general guidance below provides some example statements that may be used in the pertinent 
sections of the CPA-52: 

1. Step-1 – Problem Identification and Section-E – Need for Action – Record Eligible Resource 
Concerns (only to the level of the 9-broad resource concerns category), and Landuse.   For 
Example, Soil Erosion – Cropland, Plant Degradation – Pasture, Water Quality – Cropland, etc. 

 
 
 

2. Step-2 – Determine Objectives and Section-D – Objectives – Record very brief summations of 
the client’s objectives.  Some examples might include, but not be limited to reduce soil erosion, 
improve water quality, increase wildlife habitat, improve forest management, etc.   One might 
also use another example like the one below: 
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3. Step-3 Inventory Resources and Step-4 Analyze Resource Data and Section-F – Resource 
Concerns and Existing/Benchmark Conditions – Record Benchmark Condition developed with 
the appropriate Inventory Method/Assessment Tool as found in Wisconsin eFOTG – Section III.  

Record the tool used to assess the benchmark conditions and the results. 
 
Using Soil Erosion – Cropland – Sheet, Rill, & Wind Erosion as an example, RUSLE2 will be the 
primary tool to calculate erosion rates.  Results of the RUSLE2 calculation - based on field 
conditions, soils, cropping patterns, etc. - should be recorded in this section of the CPA-52.  
Therefore, Section F might look like: Fields 1 & 3 = 9.0 TAY (This will help the planner/reviewer 
know RUSLE2 has been run to make such a calculation, and such documentation should be 
located adjacent to the CPA-52 to support the recorded results).   

 
Another example for Soil Quality – Cropland – Organic Matter Depletion might look like: OM 
=1% (This will help the planner/reviewer know a soil test has been conducted and the soil test 
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results should be included in the file as documentation to support results recorded on the CPA-
52). 

 
A summary of all current conservation planning tools is located in Appendix A 
 
 

4. Step-3 Inventory Resources and Step-4 Analyze Resource Data and Section-G – Special 
Environmental Concerns – Document Existing/Benchmark Conditions – NRCS must consider  
Special Environmental Concerns during the planning process.  Steps 3 and 4 represent the 
planner’s opportunity to determine if some of these Special Environmental Concerns are 
present in the planning area.  The Special Environmental Concerns include: 

• Clean Air Act 
• Clean Water Act 
• Coastal Zone Management 
• Coral Reefs 
• Cultural Resources 
• Endangered and Threatened 

Species 
• Environmental Justice 
• Essential Fish Habitat 
• Floodplain Management 

• Invasive Species 
• Migratory Birds/Bald and 

Golden Eagle Protection Act 
• Natural Areas 
• Prime and Unique Farmlands 
• Riparian Areas 
• Scenic Beauty 
• Wetlands 
• Wilde and Scenic Rivers 

 
 

When conducting inventories and analyzing resource data, record the presence of any found in 
this documenting existing/benchmark conditions section of Section G on the CPA-52: 
 
A complete sample CPA-52 can be found in Attachment B 
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5. Step 5 – Develop Alternatives and Section-H – Alternatives – No Action – Provide very brief 
description of existing operation.  For example, continued continuous corn/soybean rotation.  
 

6.  Step 5 – Develop Alternatives and Section-H – Alternatives – Alternative-1 – Record the planned 
practice code(s) only.  A list of NRCS practice codes can be found in the Wisconsin eFOTG – 
Section IV – Table of Contents.  An example record might be 328, 329, 340, 410. (repeat for 
additional alternatives) 
 

7. Step 6 – Evaluate Alternatives and Section-I – Effects of Alternatives – No Action – Restate 
Benchmark Condition, or show deterioration of resource concern as appropriate.  If the 
Benchmark Condition and No Action Alternative will not meet Planning Criteria (PC) as outlined 
in Wisconsin’s eFOTG - Section III, make sure to select the NOT meet PC box. 
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8. Step 6 – Evaluate Alternatives and Section-J – Special Environmental Concerns – No Action – 

Record potential impacts to Special Environmental Concerns in a brief statement.  For example, 
potential negative impact to Johnson Creek, Reduced Habitat for Golden Winged Warbler, No 
Impact on Floodplain, Coral Reefs Not Present, etc.  Be sure statements are consistent with 
inventory methods used, and benchmark conditions established, and can be defensible (i.e., 
supported by information in the case file or sources cited on the CPA-52). 
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9.  Step 6 – Evaluate Alternatives and Section-I – Effects of Alternatives – Alternative-1- Record 
quantitative or qualitative results of planned practices using the outcomes from proper 
assessment methods (i.e. RUSLE2, BERT, PCS, SVAP, BEPI, WHSI, etc).  NOTE: This is a separate 
calculation from Benchmark Conditions to document planned practices will meet Planning 
Criteria.  Using our earlier example of Soil Erosion – Sheet, Rill, & Wind; the estimated erosion 
rate with installed conservation practices will need to be recorded.  Again, the documentation to 
support the estimated effect of conservation practices should accompany the CPA-52. 

 
Some quantification of Effects of Alternatives might require a separate calculation from the 
method used to quantify our Benchmark Conditions.  Using the Soil Quality Degradation – 
Organic Matter Depletion example earlier.  The Soil Test was needed to determine existing 
Organic Matter (OM) for comparison to the historic OM of the soil(s) within the planning area.   
To determine/document our planned practices will have a positive impact on the degraded 
resource, in this case, a separate tool is used to determine/document improvements (e.g. the 
Soil Conditioning Index (SCI) from RUSLE2). 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 NOTE: the NOT meet PC box is checked in this case because it takes much time to build OM and 

the assessment method to improve the resource base does not directly correlate to Planning 
Criteria.  It will take Step 9 (Evaluate the Plan), or future Resource Inventor and Analysis (Steps 3 
and 4) to determine if the resource concern continues using this example. 
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10. Step 6 – Evaluate Alternatives and Section-J – Special Environmental Concerns – Alternative-1 - 
Record potential impacts to Special Environmental Concerns in a brief statement.  For example, 
potential positive impact to Little River, or Increased Habitat for Golden Winged Warbler, Coral 
Reefs Not Present, No impact to Floodplain, etc.  Be sure statements are consistent with 
inventory methods used, and benchmark conditions established. (repeat for additional 
alternatives). For example, Cultural Resources/Historic Properties might look like: Review 
completed by Lori VanHulle indicating non present. 

 
11. Step-7 – Make Decisions and Section-K – Other Agencies and Broad Public Concerns – Identify 

any permits need for Conservation Plan Implementation. 

 
12. Step-7 – Make Decisions and Section-M – Preferred Alternative – Record the preferred 

alternative of the client by checking the appropriate box 

 
13. Step-7 – Make Decision and Additional Notes Section – Record Practice Job Approval Authority 

in the planning process to document practices planned by those with proper job approval 
authority, and any actions taken to day related to permitting. 

 
a. GM 450, Part 405.1 D (2) (i) - Inform the landowner or operator in writing or verbally 

that it is his or her responsibility to comply with applicable laws and regulations 
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b. GM 450, Part 405.1 D (2) (iii) - Furnish the landowner or operator, on request, any 
available information needed to obtain rights, permits, or approvals necessary to 
construct, operate, and maintain the practice.   

c. GM 450, Part 405.1 D (2) (iv) - Provide further technical assistance only after the 
landowner or operator obtains required rights, permits, and approvals necessary to 
construct, operate, maintain, and apply practices. (High Priority Applicants, or Medium if 
they have finished designs and permits by Contract Deadline) 

d. GM 450, Part 405.1 E - NRCS employees are not to procure permits, rights, or approvals 
or enforce laws and regulations. 
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Attachment A 
Conservation Planning Tools 

Wisconsin eFOTG – Section III 
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Attachment B 
Sample CPA-52 
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