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Webinar Purpose & Background
• Introduce new USDA 
organic guidance

•USDA National Organic 
Program & Natural 
Resources Conservation 
Service collaboration

• Audience for this webinar 



Outline

• Purpose of guidance 
and roles

• Examples
• NRCS assistance 
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Purpose & Scope

§ 205.200 requires operations to “maintain or improve 
the natural resources of the operation, including soil and 
water quality.”

Guidance

Photo by USDA NRCS Photo by USDA NRCS



Purpose & Scope

§ 205.2 defines “natural resources of the operation” as the 
“physical, hydrological, and biological features of a production 
operation, including soil, water, wetlands, woodlands, and 
wildlife.” 

Certified operations are required to implement measures that 
support natural resource conservation and biodiversity in 
addition to maintaining soil or water quality. 

Guidance



Purpose & Scope

Given the broad scope of these definitions (riparian area, 
crop diversity, soil condition, etc), the guidance provides 
examples of practices that support these conservation 
principles and demonstrate compliance with § 205.200 
(Appendix A: Examples of Activities).

Guidance



Roles: Certified Operations 

• In the Organic System Plan (OSP), producers must 
describe the activities they will undertake to 
comprehensively conserve biodiversity by maintaining 
or improving all natural resources and monitoring 
approach (ex: species counts for biodiversity)

• Producers must maintain any records to demonstrate 
compliance (ex: activity logs, water testing results, etc)
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Roles: Certified Operations 

• MODEL OSP 

Guidance
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Roles: Certified Operations 

• Operations that also participate in 
USDA Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) activities may refer to a 
current conservation plan and/or 
contract developed in conjunction with 
NRCS or other conservation agency as 
part of their OSP, to meet the 
requirements.  

• More on NRCS later

Guidance
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Roles: Certified Operations 

• Practices implemented to maintain or improve natural 
resources or biodiversity on a portion of the land that 
is not certified but is adjacent to the certified land may 
be included in OSP, if the practices directly benefit the 
certified land. 

• Ex: Grassed waterways or riparian strips adjacent to 
cropland can support the operation’s overall water and 
soil quality. 

Guidance



Roles: Certifiers 

• Ensure the OSP includes practices 
and a monitoring plan to 
comprehensively support natural 
resources and biodiversity 
conservation. 

• Verify that operations are 
implementing the OSP including 
observing practices during 
inspection. 

Guidance



Roles: Inspectors  

• Inspectors must be able to recognize and evaluate 
conservation activities and improvement needed. 

• Verify the accuracy and implementation of activities 
and monitoring approach

Guidance



Examples



Soil Stability & Water Quality

Frequency, intensity, and timing of grazing is closely 
managed to protect soil and water quality; animals moved 
every few days to new paddock while leaving adequate 
forage and not overgrazing.  

Maintaining or improving natural resources (example): 

Millet pasture post-grazing



Soil Stability & Water Quality
Concern: 

Maintaining or improving natural resources? 

Ex: Cows have access to the riparian area and the pasture 
plan does not describe how overgrazing of this area will be 
prevented.

Credit: 123RoyaltyFree.



Soil Stability
NRCS Prescribed Grazing (528)

• Increased stock densities with short (5 days or less) 
grazing periods and longer rest periods (45 to 365 days)

• Locate livestock watering and supplemental feeding 
areas as far from water bodies as possible 

• Minimize concentrated livestock areas to enhance 
nutrient distribution and improve ground cover 

• Riparian zones may be grazed at an intensity to keep 
desired vegetation healthy. Ensure that overuse does not 
occur and there is no damage to stream banks. Riparian 
areas may need to be fenced as separate paddocks



Soil Stability

Roller crimper used to 
minimize disturbance/tillage 
and provide mulch over soil 
to protect against erosion 
and runoff. 

Maintaining or improving 
natural resources 
(example): 



Soil Stability

Concern: 

Excessive tillage without 
plan to mitigate disturbance

Erosion issues in one of four 
fields
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Soil Stability
Activities to mitigate disturbance—soil erosion and soil 
health

• Covering soil/cover crops
• Compost/manure applications
• Strip tillage
• Reducing depth of disturbance
• Terracing
• Contour farming 
• Mulching
• Intercropping 



Soil Stability

NRCS Reduced Tillage (345) 

• Varies based on site-specific conditions 
• Use tool (RUSLE2, WEPS) to determine the: amount of 

surface residue needed; time of year residue needed and 
amount of soil disturbance allowed to reduce erosion to 
a desired level. 



Soil Stability

Highly Erodible Land Conservation (HEL)

• Producers participating in many farm bill programs (FSA, 
NRCS, etc) must be in HEL compliance

• If farming HEL, producer must follow NRCS approved 
conservation plan that substantially reduces soil loss 
(RUSLE2 & WEPS)

• NRCS determines if land is HE (based on soil surveys; or 
soil type, slope and slope length estimates with field visit 
if no survey)



Soil Stability
Highly Erodible Land Conservation (HEL)

• Natural Resources and Biodiversity Conservation (NOP 
5020) Response to Comments 

• Guidance doesn’t require HEL certification (would be 
new requirement), but: 

• “NOP agrees that any organically certified land that is 
found to be out of compliance with the HELC and WC 
program, would be out of compliance with § 205.200.” 



Soil Composition
Maintaining or improving natural resources (example): 

Producer adds compost annually (based on crop nutrient 
needs), grows cover crops that produce a high biomass, and 
rotates crops to increase soil organic matter.  Soil is tested and 
over time the percentage of soil organic matter has increased.  

Rye & phacelia cover crop Sudan grass cover crop 



Soil Composition
Concern: 
Does this maintain or improve soil composition/quality? 

Ex: Multiple successions planted, plant residue removed, 
little/no crop rotation, no cover crops used, specialty product 
used for fertility (blood meal, fish product)



Soil Composition
NRCS Cover Crop (340) 

• One of the purposes: Maintain or increase soil health 
and organic matter content (relevant considerations)

• Cover crop species selected to produce higher volumes 
of organic material and root mass

• Planted as early as possible and terminated as late as 
possible to maximize biomass

• To build organic matter, the crop rotation & cover crop 
will score a Soil Conditioning Index (SCI) value > 0 
(RUSLE2)



Supporting Wildlife

Establishing diverse mixtures of plants to provide food, habitat, 
or shelter for pollinators, insects, and other beneficials

Maintaining or improving natural resources (example): 

Beetle bank between cropped rows



Supporting Wildlife

Using strategic mowing, tilling, and harvesting methods to 
preserve sites where wildlife raise their young. 

Maintaining or improving natural resources (example): 



Supporting Wildlife

Little diversity in crop rotation (only small 
grains), no buffer or in field habitat for 
wildlife.   

Concern: 

Maintaining or improving natural resources? 



Native Species & Natural Areas

Conserving and restoring wildlife and native plant communities 
specific to the site (forests, shrublands, woodlands, grasslands, 
riparian habitat, and wetland areas). 

Maintaining or improving natural resources (example) : 

Native plants in “corner” not 
irrigated by central pivot 



Native Species & Natural Areas

Restoring riparian areas or wetlands to native habitat (NRCS 
PLANTS database). Or allowing riparian areas to be recolonized 
through natural processes. 

Maintaining or improving natural resources (example) : 

Opportunity to restore riparian area 
Credit: 123RoyaltyFree. Photo by USDA NRCS



Native Species & Natural Areas

Ex: Converting ½ acre of natural area with native plant 
species—including a rare native plant—and wildlife habitat into 
crop production land.  

Concern: 

Maintaining or improving natural resources? 



Invasive Plants & Animals

Closely monitoring invasive plants and animals threatening 
natural areas.  Controlling invasive species before they spread.

Maintaining or improving natural resources (example) : 



Co-Management 

J. Baumgartner



Water Quantity

Using drip irrigation to conserve water quantity; restoring 
riparian habitat and wetland areas that absorb and hold water 
for long periods to support water cycling. 

Maintaining or improving natural resources (example) : 



Crop rotation practice standard.
The producer must implement a crop rotation … that provide the 
following functions that are applicable to the operation: 

(a) Maintain or improve soil organic matter content; 
(b) Provide for pest management in annual and perennial crops; 
(c) Manage deficient or excess plant nutrients; and 
(d) Provide erosion control. 

(§205.205 Crop rotation practice standard.)

Crop Rotation



Crop Rotation  

Concern: 

Does this rotation 
maintain or improve 
soil organic matter & 
provide erosion 
control?  



Crop Rotation  

NRCS Conservation Crop Rotation standard (328)

• Crops must produce sufficient biomass to reduce erosion 
by water or wind to within acceptable soil loss levels. 

• If cash crops do not meet this criteria, use a cover crop. 
• Needed biomass determined using tools (RUSLE2, WEPS)
• To improve soil quality/soil organic matter, must produce 

a positive SCI (organic matter) value in NRCS tool 



Crop Rotation  

NRCS Soil Health Crop Rotation (CSP Enhancement)

Crop rotation with: 
• A perennial grass, a legume, a legume-grass mixture, a 

grass-forb, or a grass-legume-forb mixture, grown at 
least 2 consecutive years. 

• For other years, each crop must be preceded or followed 
by a cover crop. 



Concerns? 

• First, producer update and submit OSP that specifically 
addresses the conservation concern and a timeline for 
implementation. 

• ACA assess if sufficient. 
• If at the next inspection the producer is not complying 

with OSP, possible noncompliance. 
• Provide resources such as NRCS (next) 



Noncompliance? 

• Inspector finds that a producer is not following their OSP
• Immediate and significant concern could lead directly to 

noncompliance

Credit: 123RoyaltyFree.
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“Sammy Soil” Photo by USDA NRCS

NRCS 
Assistance



NOP-NRCS Crosswalk

Crosswalk matches USDA organic regulations with 
NRCS conservation practices.

NOP
NRCS resource 
concern NRCS practices

205.205 Crop Rotation Soil erosion
Conservation crop 
rotations (328)

Soil condition Cover crops (340)

Water quality
Nutrient 
management (590)



Organic Farming Handbook 

Developed in partnership with 
many organizations to support 
NRCS field staff working with 
organic producers. Covers organic 
farming principles, NOP-NRCS 
crosswalk, identifies key resources 
to guide conservation on organic 
farms. 



An NRCS Conservation Activity Plan that helps 
farmers who are interested in transitioning from 

conventional farming practices to organic 
production by addressing the natural resource 

concerns on their operation. 

Conservation Plan Supporting 
Organic Transition 

(CAP 138)



RUSLE 2 
Inventory 
Section II

NRCS Practice 
Summary 
Section III

Resource 
Inventory 
Section I

Resource 
Inventory 
Supplement

NOP OSP NRCS CAP 138



• May serve as a portion of an OSP, but it is not a 
replacement for one.

• The producer is responsible for completing all 
of the OSP requirements not addressed by the 
Resource Inventory.

• The Resource Inventory, when submitted with 
the CAP 138 Resource Inventory Supplement, 
contains all of the required components of an 
OSP 

Resource Inventory



CAP 138 Resource Inventory Supplement



CAP 138 & TSPs
NOP 2617

• CAP 138 must be 
accepted as OSP

• Certification 
staff/inspectors 
can be TSPs, but 
that individual 
cannot perform 
certification 
activities on that 
farm for 2 years









Questions? 
Comments?  

Jessica Walden
jessica.walden@ams.usda.gov

202-740-4923

Ben Bowell
benjamin.bowell@por.usda.gov

503-580-4767 

mailto:jessica.walden@ams.usda.gov
mailto:Benjamin.bowell@por.usda.gov
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