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Range condition data (e.g., SRM 1989) indicated that trend in range 
condition was up or static on about 85% of U.S. rangelands, public and 
private. 

Critics pointed out that the same data showed that most public rangelands 
are in “poor” or “fair” condition and conclude that this situation indicates a 
failure of current management and a need for drastic action as proposed, 
for example, in Rangeland Reform ‘94 (USDI/USDA 1994)

USDA NRCS established Grazing Lands Institute and with some reluctance 
(due to inertia) began to adopt Range Health in mid 1990’s.
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Soil quality perceptions 

Soil survey interpretations used to define and protect "prime farmland"
fail to address most biological components of soils.

General concern about soil resources is not new. Lowdermilk (1953), stated 
that, "if soil is destroyed, then our liberty of choice and action is gone, 
condemning this and future generations to needless privations and 
dangers".

A new approach for resource evaluation was also
advocated by Aldo Leopold, in his book A Sand County
Almanac, and subsequent writings.





Soil quality was identified as an emphasis area of the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS) in 1993 with the establishment of the Soil Quality Institute (SQI)

Institute scientists were attached to specific universities.  Accelerate incorporation of science.

The mission of the Soil Quality Institute (SQI) of the was to develop and disseminate tools for soil quality 
assessment

The first, “the Soil Quality Card Design Guide”, provides a nine-step process for conducting workshops to 
guide farmers in the development of locally adapted soil quality assessment cards

The second, the Soil Quality Test Kit Guide, provides instructions and interpretations for 11 field tests 
representing physical, chemical, and biological properties of soil.

The Soil Quality Institute ( and other Technical Institutes of USDA NRCS) were abolished and staff 
reassigned around 2004





The Conservation Effects Assessment Project (CEAP) was initiated in 2003 by 
the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) in partnership with the 
Agricultural Research Service and the National Institute of Food and 
Agriculture in response to requests from Congress and the Office of 
Management and Budget for greater accountability of US taxpayers’ 
investments in conservation programs

Initiated by a substantial increase in conservation funding in the 2002 Farm 
Bill and recognition of the need to bring environmental management, 
including the numerous services provided by ecosystems, on par with 
traditional emphasis on sustainable agricultural production

The Rangeland CEAP Synthesis was formally initiated in 2006 and involved 
40 rangeland scientists over 3 1/2 years





Following are the seven major conservation practices and two crosscutting 
issues addressed within the Rangeland CEAP Synthesis: 

• Prescribed Grazing 
• Prescribed Burning 
• Brush Management 
• Range Planting 
• Riparian Herbaceous Cover 
• Upland Wildlife Habitat Management 
• Herbaceous Weed Control 
• Landscape Analysis (crosscutting chapter) 
• Socioeconomics and Ecosystem Services (crosscutting chapter) 

Chapters underwent rigorous peer review by three recognized experts who 
had not been affiliated with CEAP



This comprehensive synthesis of peer-reviewed research broadly supports 
the overall NRCS approach to conservation planning and validates the 
ecological foundations of many of the purposes addressed in the 
conservation practice standards.  But…

The equivocal nature of a portion of the Rangeland CEAP findings reflects the 
minimal investment made by the USDA and the rangeland profession in 
formally assessing conservation practice effectiveness. 

In essence, monitoring lacking – for a USDA expenditure of hundreds of 
millions of dollars.





Bibliographies and Literature Syntheses

For the pasture/hayland effort, teams of prominent scientists with expertise 
related to four selected conservation standards were formed in 2008 to 
search thoroughly, compile, interpret, and synthesize the scientific literature 
regarding its support of production and environmental outcomes

Chapters on practice standards include: 
• Planting for Hay, Silage, and Biomass 
• Prescribed Grazing 
• Forage Harvest Management 
• Nutrient Management 

Each writing team answered the basic questions of 1) does the literature 
document that the practice accomplishes its goals; 2) if so, how effectively 
does it work; 3) if not, why not; and 4) how can the practice be improved? 
Areas needing some or additional research were pointed out





The term “Health” was purposely chosen instead of “quality”.  
• Quality implies analysis and quantifying
• Health implies management actions that leads to a 

condition or state, there is something that can be done 
to change it in a positive trend

Soil Health 
Planning Principles
Manage more by Disturbing Soil Less
Use Diversity of Plants to add diversity to Soil Micro-organisms 
Grow Living Roots Throughout the year
Keep the Soil Covered as Much as Possible
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