
Introduction 
Environmental stewardship 

and resource conservation – 
core values of the organic 
movement – are now written 
into national organic stan-
dards, making it a federally 
regulated industry. These 
values are mirrored to a great 
extent in the goals and strate-
gies of USDA’s Natural Re-
sources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) and, to a lesser ex-
tent, the Cooperative Exten-
sion Service (CES). 

Farmers, agriculture, and 
the public will be better 
served when NRCS, Resource 
Conservation District (RCD) 
personnel and members, and 
other agricultural profession-
als better understand the requirements 

for organic certi-
fication, its rela-
tionship to re-
source conser-
vation, and pro-
grams that sup-
port both. 

This project was designed 
to help NRCS and RCD staff in 
California better understand 
organic practices and the 
common ground that exists 
between NRCS and RCD mis-
sions and organic agriculture. 
Objectives 

1. Provide agricultural pro-
fessionals with greater 
understanding of USDA’s 
National Organic Pro-
gram 

2. Describe and demon-
strate the common goals 
and strategies between 
national organic stan-
dards and conservation 
program recommended 
practices 

3. Increase the capacity of 
publicly supported agri-
cultural professionals to 
address the information 
needs of organic, transi-
tional, and aspiring or-
ganic farmers 

Approaches 
The National Center for 

Appropriate Technology deliv-
ered four workshops/trainings 
about organics to NRCS and 
other agriculture profession-
als around the state. Through 
its small grants program, 
NCAT provided training to 10 
RCDs and their members in 
California, including one tribal 
RCD. In addition, NCAT gave a 
presentation about organics 
to the NRCS California State 
Technical Advisory Committee 
and the NRCS Field Office 
Technical Guide Committee. 

The intent of these presen-
tations was to: 
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Soil quality demonstrations proved to be good teachers.  



• Developed an 
NRCS/California 
Organics Cost 
Share under the 
IPM Practice 
Standard 
(EQIP), which 
pays organic 
growers $100/
acre (up to 
$10,000) to 
underwrite tran-
sition costs 

• NCAT invited to 
become a mem-
ber of the NRCS Soil 
Quality Cadre 

• Established ongoing rela-
tionships with NRCS at 
federal, state, and county 
levels 

• Conducted additional 
NRCS training (post pro-
ject) in 2007 for 30 Cali-
fornia staff 

Future Recommendations 
In view of the growing pres-

ence of organics in the mar-
ket and by farmers wishing to 
transition to organics, there is 
a real need for NRCS staff 
around the country to develop 
a better understanding of 
organic practices and their 
conservation benefits. 

NCAT staff found that dem-
onstrating real-world differ-

• Build relationships at all 
NRCS levels; this hap-
pens before and after 
project is completed 

• Understand NRCS priori-
ties and relate them to 
organic production sys-
tems 

• Educate NRCS staff with 
scientific documentation 
about organics 

• Provide hands-on demon-
strations and fieldwork 
on organic farms when-
ever possible 

• Understand other states’ 
approaches to cost-
sharing organics 

• Make NRCS the “good 
guys” 

Tools Developed 
• Organic Jeopardy game 

(effective & fun review 
tool) 

• Fieldwork on soils at 
organic farms 

• PowerPoint presenta-
tions about organics and 
natural conservation of 
the Big Five (plant, ani-
mal, air, water, and soil) 

• Soil quality demonstra-
tions (organic vs. conven-
tional soils – seeing is 
believing) 

• NRCS-Organics Conser-
vation Practices Cross-
Compliance Chart (a.k.a. 
The Rosetta Stone) 

Outcomes 
Because of the information 

conveyed to NRCS and the 
relationships developed as a 
result of this project, NRCS 
planned to incorporate some 
basic information about or-
ganics and organic practices 
as a component of ongoing 
NRCS soil quality training held 
around the country as many 
as 8-10 times a year. 

Other specific outcomes of 
this project: 

• Trained 396 NRCS and 
RCD personnel in Califor-
nia about organic certifi-
cation and practices 

ences between soils man-
aged organically and those 
not so managed is an effec-
tive teaching tool that should 
be included whenever possi-
ble. 

 ▪▪▪ 
ATTRA – the National Sus-

tainable Agriculture Informa-
tion Service – is managed by 
the National Center for Appro-
priate Technology (NCAT) and 
is funded under a grant from 
the USDA’s Rural Business-
Cooperative Service. 

Visit the NCAT website, 
www.ncat.org, or the ATTRA 
website, www.attra.ncat.org. 
for information, or call 1-800-
346-9140. To learn more 
about this project, contact 
Rex Dufour, rexd@ncat.org. 
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The Western Region, 
one of four SARE re-
gions nationwide, is ad-

ministered through 
Utah State University. 
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Organic Jeopardy was an effective training tool for showing how the 
new organic standards and NRCS standards are often parallel. 

Training was conducted in both the class-
room and in the field. 


