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Q&A with Rich Deusterhause, NACD Senior Advisor

Rich Duesterhaus, NACD’s 
Senior Advisor, was seven 
years old when NACD was 
formed in 1946. Working on 
his family’s farms in Illinois 
and Missouri, he aspired 
to be a farmer. A summer 
internship with the Soil 
Conservation Service, now 
NRCS, changed that. Rich 
began to see a career path 
complimentary to agriculture 
in soil conservation.

Now, at 87, Rich has dedicated over six decades to a career in 
conservation. He held multiple roles with the Soil Conservation Service, 
including State Conservationist, Assistant, and Deputy Chief. Rich was 
also once the Executive Director of the National Conservation District 
Employees Association and President of the Soil and Water Conservation 
Society.

NACD sat down for an interview with this influential octogenarian to help 
celebrate NACD’s 80th anniversary. 

What are some of the significant changes you’ve seen in 
conservation districts over the decades?

Staffing is one. Many districts did not have employees. This would have 
been around 1959-1960. Working for the Soil Conservation Service, we 
were asked to go to the districts to see if we could get them to hire a 
technician. We managed over time to get the districts to hire about 1,000 
conservation technicians by the early 1970s. That was the beginning of 
getting districts involved in staffing for the technical side of things, and 
it mushroomed after that.

Urbanization is another. In the 1960s, the Soil Conservation Service also 
moved in a big way to urban conservation work. Some leaders saw how 
soil information could help people locate septic tanks and learn where 
not to build houses, things like that. They helped the soil scientists and 
other people see that there were interpretations that could be made 
from soil data that the Soil Conservation Service hadn’t even thought 
about. There was a lot of good information not only for agriculture, but 
also important for urban uses of land. 

What’s an important lesson you’ve learned?

How important relationships are. In every location I’ve worked in, I get 
more done by learning about people and what they’re interested in. Not 
coming in saying “I’ve got the solutions for all your problems,” that’s not 
the approach that works, but facilitating and supporting peer-to-peer 
learning and relationship-building. I could say, “Well, you know, Sam has 
been doing this for three years. Talk to him before you decide to do 
it.” I think that peer-to-peer relationships are really, really important to 
conservation and what Hugh Hammond Bennett and the people in the 
USDA understood in 1937.

Read the full Q&A with Rich at nacdnet.org/blog.

2026
SUMMER

Join Us in Michigan This July

NACD is continuing our celebration of 80 years 
with our 2026 Summer Conservation Forum & 
Tours! Hosted in partnership with the Michigan 
Association of Conservation Districts, our meeting 
will take place on July 17-21, 2026. Join us to 
continue exploring the theme, “Deep Roots, Bold 
Horizons.” 

During the meeting, hear about natural resource 
issues affecting conservation districts and 
perspectives from our leadership and partners. 
Attendees will also have the opportunity to 
experience local conservation initiatives through 
our two days of tours.

Registration is open online through July 10 and 
available onsite. See the full Summer Meeting 
agenda at nacdnet.org or with the QR code above.

Last year, NACD, conservation districts, state and 
territory associations, and conservation partners 
across the U.S. continued to deliver natural resources 
conservation for working and natural lands. In our 
revamped 2025 NACD Annual Report, you’ll find 

updates on advocacy 
and education efforts, 
NACD’s grant programs, 
activities across the 
seven regions, the 
association’s Fiscal 
Year 2025 finances, and 
more!

See NACD’s 2025 Annual Report
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What’s Up in Washington? Government Affairs Updates
Farm Bill
Last month, the Senate Agriculture 
Committee released a Farm Bill 
discussion draft designed to establish 
a baseline for bipartisan engagement. 
The draft includes several conservation-
related provisions, including updates 
related to the Conservation Reserve 
Program, the Forest Conservation 
Easement Program, state soil health 
grants, Technical Service Provider 
reform, and Conservation Practice 
Standard reform. For conservation 
districts, this is an important opportunity 
to review how proposed conservation 
title changes could affect locally led 
conservation, technical assistance, 
easement programs, soil health work, 
and conservation practice delivery. 
Please feel free to reach out to the 
NACD Government Affairs team with any 
questions or concerns.

Fiscal Year 2027 Appropriations
The House recently passed the Fiscal Year 
2027 Agriculture, Rural Development, 
Food and Drug Administration and 
Related Agencies appropriations bill, 
which includes a total of $26.27 billion in 
discretionary funding. Within that total, 
the bill provides $22.5 billion for USDA. 

This bill provides $800 million for NRCS 
Conservation Operations, which includes 
$636.243 million for Conservation 

Technical Assistance (CTA). Though 
this is $50 million below Fiscal Year 2026 
enacted levels, Congress continues to 
support conservation operations despite 
the President’s proposed budget zeroing 
out CTA. NACD and other conservation 
groups are following the Senate 
discussion and markup and expect 
similar funding levels to be proposed.

Additionally, the House Appropriations 
Committee recently approved the Interior, 
Environment and Related Agencies 
Appropriations Act. The bill will now move 
to the House floor for final debate and 
vote while the Senate Appropriations 
Committee develops its version. While 
movement is promising, there are 12 
appropriations bills required to be 
passed by September 30 to fully fund the 
federal government and there continue 
to be discussions around the need for 
a possible reconciliation/continuing 
resolution to secure funding through the 
midterm elections. 

CIG and RCPP Funding
USDA has announced $65 million 
available through the Conservation 
Innovation Grants (CIG) program and 
up to $310 million available through 
the Regional Conservation Partnership 
Program (RCPP) for partner-led 
conservation projects. See the notices of 
funding for both programs at grants.gov. 

Membership Corner: NACD Membership Updates
Upcoming Region Meetings
Region Meeting are great opportunities 
to network with nearby members and 
learn more about conservation in your 
region. Five of our seven regions are 
gathering in August or September, so 
mark your calendar and make your 
travel plans! 

•	 Southeast: August 9-12 in Cherokee, 
North Carolina

•	 Northeast: August 24-27 in 
Wilmington, Deleware

•	 Southwest and Pacific: August 24-
28 in Tamuning, Guam

•	 South Central: September 17-18 in 
Louisiana

Professional Development
NACD has multiple learning opportunities 
over the summer to support your 
ongoing professional development. 

On July 19-20, during NACD’s Summer 
Meeting, join us for in-person training 
that includes two agroforestry training 
sessions and two sessions on the 
National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration’s (NASA) data products 
and web tools for supporting agriculture 
and conservation district needs.

On August 5, at 4:00 p.m. ET, learn from 
Unified Wood Economy about regional 
wood utilization projects and their “Urban 
Wood Utilization Guide: A Playbook for 
Establishing a Municipal Program.” The 
webinar will cover how districts can get 
started, what funding pathways exist, and 
how to align this work with your existing 
conservation mission.

Learn more at nacdnet.org. Watch past 
webinars on NACD’s YouTube page.

Become a Friend of NACD
If you’re looking for a way to directly 
support innovative conservation 
projects, consider becoming a Friend of 
NACD! Through this program, we grant 
up to $2,500 to districts with creative 
approaches to implementing locally 
led conservation. Our next call for grant 
applications will be this fall.

Visit nacdnet.org/friends to donate. 
Donations of $100 or more will receive 
our limited edition 80th anniversary 
t-shirt. Subject to availability. Email 
membership@nacdnet.org to arrange 
shipping.

To celebrate NACD’s 80th anniversary this year, the 
NACD Presidents Association debuted their new 
publication, Finding the Founders, allowing readers 
to travel back in time to meet the conservation 
leaders present at NACD’s first meeting in 
Chicago on July 25, 1946. This short booklet shares 
information on the individuals at the forefront of the 
locally led conservation movement all those years 
ago and is available digitally by scanning the QR 
code below. 

The Presidents Association has also arranged 
for a limited reprint of the book, “Land, Water and 
People: A History of the National Association of 
Soil Conservation Districts from the Beginning Until 
1961.” This publication chronicles the formation and 
early years of NACD. Copies of this book will be 
available for purchase at NACD’s Summer Meeting 
this month in Grand Rapids, MI.

Read About the History of NACD

NACD wishes all a happy, healthy, and safe 
celebration of America’s 250 years this summer. 
We are proud that agriculture and conservation 
remain a critical part of our countries’ history and 
future. 

Celebrating America’s 250th!

Want more frequent updates from NACD? 
Subscribe to our weekly email newsletter 
eResource at bit.ly/NACD-eResource.


