National Association of Conservation Districts

September 9, 2025

The Honorable Brooke Rollins
Secretary

United States Department of Agriculture
1400 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20250

Dear Secretary Rollins,

On behalf of the National Association of Conservation Districts (NACD), thank you for the
opportunity to provide input on USDA’s proposed reorganization plan. NACD applauds USDA’s
efforts to strengthen the efficiency and effectiveness of federal operations, with the goals of
stewarding taxpayer dollars and ensuring producers receive timely, high-quality services.

NACD represents America’s 3,000 conservation districts, their respective state and territory
associations, and the 17,000 locally elected leaders who serve on their governing boards.
Conservation districts are local units of government, established under state law to carry out a
variety of natural resource conservation programs at the local level. They work with millions of
cooperating landowners and operators across the country to help them voluntarily conserve
natural resources.

Conservation districts work side-by-side with USDA partners in local communities across the
country, giving them unique insights into the impacts of USDA programs at the local, state, and
national levels. As USDA considers changes affecting the Natural Resources Conservation
Service (NRCS), Forest Service, and mission support functions, we offer the following
comments, questions, and recommendations.

Natural Resources Conservation Service

America’s voluntary, locally led conservation delivery system depends on NRCS maintaining a
strong and visible presence in local communities nationwide. Providing producers stability and
continuity of services is a mutual priority for NRCS and NACD. With that lens, NACD
respectfully raises the following questions and comments for consideration.

a. Regional Hubs

The Secretary’s memorandum references the realignment of NRCS regions into new hubs, but
provides little detail on how this will be structured or implemented. We encourage USDA to
provide additional information as more detailed plans are developed. NACD discourages any
changes that distance decision-making from local communities, as doing so can disempower
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producers and undermine the voluntary, locally led conservation delivery system that has proven
effective for 90 years.

e Alignment to Regional Hubs. Has USDA determined how states and territories will be
aligned to the five USDA hub locations? What criteria will be utilized to inform the
realignment? How will USDA ensure that the new hub structure provides consistent
support across all states and regions of the country, so that every state and local office is
equipped to provide timely, high-quality services to producers?

e Locally Led Decision-Making. How will USDA ensure that the new hub structure
preserves local decision making, which is guided by producers’ local natural resource
priorities and economic needs? Will states retain the delegated authority and support
needed to keep NRCS services responsive to local agricultural and natural resource
conditions?

e Partnership Engagement. As NRCS adapts its regional structure, how will USDA
ensure strong engagement with conservation districts, state/territory associations and
governments, and other local partners?

e Continuity of Local Service. What steps will USDA take to ensure that this realignment,
especially the support functions, does not interrupt or delay critical services to farmers,
ranchers, and forest stewards, particularly in areas where staffing levels are already
stretched? How will USDA provide timely guidance to the state and field office staff?

b. Headquarters Functions

Certain NRCS headquarters functions are foundational to America’s voluntary, locally led
conservation delivery system. In addition to providing national leadership and program
oversight, the technical staff at headquarters ensure that conservation programs and practices
are science-based, credible, and trusted across the agricultural sector. Farmers, ranchers, forest
stewards, conservation planners, technical service providers, researchers, and companies across
the agricultural supply chain all rely on NRCS standards and data to guide conservation
decisions.

Headquarters also manages critical scientific and data infrastructure, including soil survey
mapping programs/databases, SNOTEL (snow telemetry supporting water supply forecasting),
and the science-based tools and technology that field staff, conservation districts, extension, and
other partners use to help landowners and operators plan and implement conservation effectively.

This expertise makes NRCS headquarters effective in providing objective technical guidance,
ensuring that conservation plans and local solutions are science based, yielding the desired
outcomes. Preserving institutional knowledge and technical expertise is essential to maintaining
NRCS’s and their partners’ credibility, sustaining producer confidence, and ensuring that its field
offices have the guidance and support they need to serve farmers, ranchers, and forest stewards
effectively.
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Relocation of Functions. How will USDA determine which NRCS headquarters
functions will be relocated versus remaining in Washington, D.C.? What criteria will
guide these decisions? What processes will USDA use to ensure the smooth transfer of
institutional knowledge and technical guidance between relocated headquarters
functions, regional hubs, and DC staff? Will the reorganization consider the functions of
each headquarters division and aggregate the staffing to ensure collaboration,
continuity, and accountability for national service functions at the hub location (thereby
avoiding regionalized operations)? How will this impact NRCS'’s current organizational
structure and chain of command?

Retention of Critical Expertise. How will USDA identify mission-critical positions that
must remain in Washington D.C.? Will there be structured retention plans (e.g.,
relocation packages, phased transitions, or hybrid arrangements) to prevent the loss of
critical expertise in key technical and program leadership roles?

Washington, D.C. Presence. How will USDA ensure that the NRCS Chief and senior
leadership have sufficient experienced staff to oversee and coordinate program delivery,
while avoiding siloed or regionalized operations? How will NRCS retain its capacity for
coordination with Congress to ensure that their technical expertise and understanding of
on-the-ground conservation needs continues to inform legislative and policy decisions?
Will there be dedicated resources and leadership to retain the institutional knowledge
critical to practical program outcomes?

Maintaining Technical Standards and Data Infrastructure. How will USDA ensure
that headquarters relocation does not disrupt the development, maintenance, or
application of technical guidance, conservation practice standards, and science-based
tools that field offices and partners rely upon? What steps will be taken to safeguard
critical data infrastructure, including soil databases, SNOTEL, and conservation
planning tools, during and after relocation? How will USDA maintain uninterrupted
access to critical NRCS scientific and data infrastructure during and after the
relocation?

Program Implementation and Field Support. How will NRCS ensure that State
Conservationists and field staff receive timely guidance and support from headquarters,
so that locally led conservation remains responsive to producers’ priorities?

Engagement with Field Partners. How will USDA ensure headquarters staff remain
sufficiently connected to conservation districts, their associations and state/territory
agencies, and other partners to continue supporting the locally led conservation delivery
system?
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Forest Service

The effective management of public and private forestland is crucial to the health and
sustainability of landscapes across the country. The U.S. contains hundreds of millions of acres
of public forests and more than half of the nation’s forestland is privately owned and managed.
Forest Service’s State, Private, and Tribal Forestry organization helps provide private forest
stewards and managers the resources, tools, and technical assistance to manage their forests
effectively. Conservation districts work closely with these staft, as well as many other units
within the Forest Service, to help individual forest owners, state and local governments
effectively stewards their lands.

With that, NACD has the following questions about USDA’s plan to phase out Forest Service’s
nine (9) regional offices over the next year.

e Scope of Changes. When contemplating the plan to phase out the regional offices, which
functions, positions, and roles will be impacted and how (e.g., realigned, relocated,
eliminated)? What does the “future state” organizational structure look like for realigned
positions? Can USDA comment on which Forest Service units will handle the work
performed by any eliminated functions or roles?

e Statutory and Regulatory Changes. Regional offices are assigned specific functions
and responsibilities by statute and regulation. Will USDA undertake a formal rulemaking
process before finalizing the reorganization plan? For responsibilities explicitly assigned
by statute, how does USDA plan to manage those functions during and after the
transition?

e Oversight and Governance. How will USDA maintain clear oversight, accountability,
and a clear chain of command for local staff who previously reported through Regional
Offices? What is USDA's process to update Directives and ensure that manuals,
handbooks, and delegations of authority are compliant with statute and current
regulations while supporting the most efficient and effective organizational structure and
processes? How will USDA ensure that forest managers have the flexibility and authority
to make decisions and implement action plans that reflect local conditions, needs, and
priorities?

¢ Local Coordination and Decision Making. Conservation districts and their respective
state agencies and associations coordinate closely with their regional, state, and local
Forest Service partners to ensure that individual forest stewardship plans, as well as state
and regional action plans, reflect local conditions and needs. How will USDA ensure that
action plans remain locally led and responsive to on-the-ground conditions?

e Partner and Interagency Coordination. How will USDA handle cross-jurisdictional

work? What mechanisms will USDA implement to ensure that urgent projects, such as fire
recovery, invasive species, or forest health crises, are not delayed during the transition?
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e Impacts of the Federal Wildland Fire Service. How does Executive Order 14308
“Empowering Commonsense Wildfire Prevention and Response,” which directs the
consolidation of all federal wildland fire programs into a new service within the
Department of Interior (DOI), impact USDA's reorganization plan? Will USDA and DOI
publish a detailed reorganization plan for public comment and Tribal consultation?

Mission Support Functions

NACD is concerned about further centralization of mission support functions, particularly at the
Farm Production and Conservation (FPAC) mission area. While the creation of the FPAC
Business Center was intended to consolidate business functions and achieve greater efficiency
and effectiveness, experience to date shows that these goals have not always been realized.

o Common function is not equivalent to specialized expertise. Budget and
public/legislative affairs are shared functions across agencies, but effective execution
requires a deep understanding of each agency, statutory authorities, programs, funding
streams, and operational needs.

For example, NRCS is an agency funded by discretionary and mandatory conservation
programs, not a salaries and expense (S&E) account like many federal agencies. This
requires a strong understanding of each program and the appropriate distribution between
technical and financial assistance funds. Driven by legislation, the NRCS budgetary
approach requires analytics, nuanced decision making, and accountability. This approach
provides for greater responsiveness to producer needs and local conditions. Similarly, a
deep understanding of NRCS programs, services, and budget is essential to
communicating effectively with both the public and Congress.

Because of the specialized expertise required, centralization of these functions away from
the NRCS Chief is unlikely to create efficiencies. Rather, it risks undermining the
agency’s effectiveness and responsiveness. NACD therefore recommends retaining
budget, legislative, and public affairs function at the agency level.

o Delegations of authority. The award and administration of grants and agreements are
central to NRCS’s work. They are mission critical instruments that extend the agency’s
reach, capacity, and expertise to deliver on their mission. Unlike procurement contracts,
which simply acquire goods or services, grants and cooperative agreements allow NRCS
to work with partners to achieve public good and advance their mission. Through these
instruments, NRCS can leverage the expertise and infrastructure of conservation districts,
state agencies, and other partners to provide direct technical assistance to producers,

NACD e 509 Capitol Ct, NE ¢ Washington,SDC 20002 * (202) 547-6223 » www.nacdnet.org



National Association of Conservation Districts

implement conservation practices, and advance locally led priorities.

Administering grants and agreements is distinct from contracting. Contracting authority
rests with warranted contracting officers and ultimately the Senior Procurement
Executive. In contrast, agency heads such as the NRCS and Forest Service Chiefs are
delegated authority to obligate grants and agreements to further mission delivery.
Partners and awardees also contribute significant match, allowing the agency to leverage
state, local, and private sector funds and resources to achieve a shared mission.

Further centralizing the grants and agreements function may create additional
bottlenecks, slowing delivery to producers, and weakening the essential partnership
between the Chief and conservation partners who are instrumental in delivering technical
assistance and implementing Farm Bill conservation programs. Because grants and
agreements are directly tied to natural resource outcomes and service to producers,
decision-making authority and support to administer such instruments should remain
within the agency. This ensures that awards are aligned with NRCS priorities, responsive
to landowners’ and operators’ needs, and delivered in a timely manner.

Where USDA determines centralization is appropriate for common services (e.g., HR, fleet
management, leasing), NACD urges the Department to establish clear accountability for
performance and service quality. NACD supports USDA’s efforts to improve operations and
deliver better outcomes for producers. However, further centralization without accountability
risks undermining effectiveness.

In the private sector, shared service centers operate like standalone businesses. They are
responsible for their own profit and loss statements and must remain competitive to continue
operating. Their success depends on being held accountable for high-quality services through
competitive contracting mechanisms and legally binding service-level agreements (SLAs). For
example, effective shared service centers are required to submit competitive bids, like any other
external vendor, and their performance is measured against clear service and cost benchmarks.

In contrast, federal mission support agencies, such as the FPAC Business Center, receive direct
appropriations and collect additional funding for shared expenses without specific contract
mechanisms that guarantee timeliness, responsiveness, quality standards, or cost-effectiveness.
Without these levers, there is little incentive for a federal shared service center to provide
competitively priced services, improve timeliness, or adapt to the needs of the client agencies. In
any shared service center, there should be specific mechanisms that measure service and
demonstrate that each agency’s needs and priorities are being met in real time and agencies are
not deprioritized if there are capacity issues within an administrative function.

NACD recommends USDA adopt true shared service principles — complete with SLAs, customer
feedback mechanisms, and contracting competition — to ensure business functions deliver value
and efficiency. This USDA reorganization effort provides the opportunity to learn from previous
initiatives and create a more effective and responsive model for shared support services.
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Conclusion

Conservation districts operate at the local level and their board members are elected by the
communities they serve. Most are producers, landowners and operators themselves. These
representatives bring firsthand knowledge of local priorities and needs, helping ensure that
reforms strengthen service to producers across the country and enhance community resilience.
As USDA develops more detailed reorganization plans at the mission area and agency level,
NACD looks forward to the opportunity to review and provide further comment.

Sincerely,

M/Q @{W

Gary Blair, President
National Association of Conservation Districts
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