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National Plant Materials Program

Strategic Plan

The Program created in 1935 as the Soil Conservation Service (SCS) Division of Nurseries, later becoming the SCS Plant Materials Program, and known today as the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Plant Materials Program, has always had a mission to find plant solutions to conservation problems. 

Based on the belief of Dr. Franklin J. Crider that “in most cases nature has evolved a plant for almost every growing condition,” twenty-six Plant Materials Centers around the nation have released over 500 conservation plants to date.  Finding unique plants to meet unique conservation needs continues to be the focus of the Plant Materials Program now and into the future.
Mission

The mission of the NRCS Plant Materials Program is to deliver effective state-of-the-art plant science technology to meet the nation’s natural resources conservation needs.
Vision 
The NRCS Plant Materials Program is recognized as the nation’s source for plant solutions to meet natural resources conservation needs.
Structure and Operation of the Plant Materials Program

The Plant Materials Program is a nationwide network of 26 Plant Materials Centers (PMCs) and associated Plant Materials Specialists based in ecologically distinct service areas (see Appendix A for PMC locations and service areas).  Together, these centers and specialists seek out plants and plant technology to restore critical habitats, mitigate environmental concerns, and sustain healthy natural resources.  Efforts are focused on unique resource concerns for which existing plants or technology do not exist.
PMCs evaluate plants for specific conservation traits, select top performing accessions, and make these materials available to the public as conservation plant releases.  PMCs also develop innovative techniques for land managers to use and manage a variety of conservation plants.  Plant Materials Specialists transfer information about new plant releases and offer on-the-ground assistance with conservation plantings.
The authority to operate the Plant Materials Program is provided through the following laws and regulations:

(a)  Soil Conservation Act of 1935 (Public Law 74‑46, 49 Stat. 163; 16 USC 590 [a-f]).  This act provides for basic authority for the Soil Conservation Service (now the Natural Resources Conservation Service) Plant Materials Program.
(b)  Soil and Water Resources Conservation Act of 1977 (Public Law 95-192; 16 USC 40). Ensures that the Department of Agriculture possesses information, technical expertise, and a delivery system for providing assistance to land users to address resource conservation issues.

(c)  NRCS Policy on the Operation of Plant Materials Centers (1984) (7 CFR 613) Clarifies the role, activity, and function of NRCS Plant Materials Centers to support NRCS conservation activities.  
Plant Materials Program Strategic Goals and Objectives
In carrying out the mission of the NRCS Plant Materials Program, we work to achieve the following goals.
Strategic Goal 1 – Identify and evaluate plants and develop technology for their successful establishment and maintenance to solve natural resources conservation problems.  
Plant solutions help reduce the gap between the level of environmental quality the public demands and the level of environmental quality that farmers, ranchers, and forest landowners would otherwise provide.  Historically, plants provided a major part of the solution to many of the severe environmental problems faced by our country.  As the scope of environmental concerns has expanded, a wider range of plant solutions are now needed to address them.

Objective 1.1 - Conserve and enhance soil resources with plant science technology
While excess erosion has been reduced using improved plants and vegetative management strategies, persistent and new soil resource concerns require new conservation efforts.  The biological, chemical, and physical processes that occur in soils are important drivers of agriculture’s productivity.  These processes cannot be simply bypassed with other inputs.

Soil degradation is not just the loss of soil through soil erosion.  Processes can be interrupted even while the soil stays in place, through means such as compaction, crusting, salinization, or loss of organic matter.

The challenge is to maintain the Nation’s soils as a means to achieve multiple resource protection benefits, including reduced runoff and erosion, increased carbon sequestration, and improved productivity and sustainability.  Maintaining and enhancing the nation’s soil resources on both public and private lands will require a proactive development and application of plant materials releases and technology.
Baseline
Erosion control and reclamation/restoration on private and public lands continues to be a high resource need on cropland, forestland, mine land, along highways and coast lines, and in areas impacted by natural disasters such as fires.  There are an estimated total of 106.4 million acres where erosion control measures are needed annually on these lands.  The Plant Materials Program currently builds the capacity to protect or improve the health of 1.7 million acres of lands subject to excessive erosion annually (average 2001-2003).  The use of selected plants and plant technology will play a key role in controlling erosion on these lands, with the added benefits of improving agricultural land health and reducing the invasion of noxious weeds on disturbed lands.
Performance Goal

The Plant Materials Program will maintain foundation seeds stocks, continue to improve technologies for existing plants, and will select new plant species and technologies with the capacity to reduce erosion and improve reclamation/revegetation efforts on 11 million acres (cumulative) by 2010.
Objective 1.2 -   Improve water quality and quantity with plant science technology
Agricultural operations can be the source of sediments, nutrients, organic matter, chemicals, and pathogens in the nation’s surface streams, lakes, estuaries and ground water.  Sediment has been recognized as the largest contributor degrading water quality.  In addition, nutrients and chemicals applied in agriculture systems may reach water sources through runoff and by leaching through the soil profile to contaminate ground water.  Plant materials and technical assistance can significantly reduce nutrient, chemical and sediment runoff from agricultural lands (cropland, forest land, grazing land, AFO/CAFO, wetlands, and riparian areas).

Nationwide, agriculture accounts for nearly 80 percent of all water consumption.  Increasingly, in all regions, demand for water is growing faster than supply.  Plant materials and technical support for improved management can help farmers, ranchers, and land managers reduce water usage on agricultural and urban land and provide some regulatory and drought relief for those who must cut back.
Baseline

Water quality in wetlands, streams, and lakes affects human health as well as habitat for aquatic species and other wildlife.  It is estimated that vegetative treatment on more than 46 million acres is needed to improve water quality.  The Plant Materials Program currently builds the capacity to annually protect or enhance 2.1 million acres of land to improve water quality (average 2001-2003).  Improvement of vegetation in wetlands and the establishment of vegetative buffers are critical to improve water quality. 
Performance Goal

The Plant Materials Program will maintain foundation seeds stocks, continue to improve technologies for existing plants, and will select new plant species and technologies to have the capacity to treat 13.8 million acres (cumulative) by 2010 to improve water quality.
Objective 1.3 - Improve air quality with plant science technology
Odors and particulates generated through agricultural activities contribute to reduced air quality across the country.  As urbanization encroaches on agricultural lands, communities at the rural/urban interface are becoming more sensitive to these issues.  In addition, greenhouse gas emissions caused by agricultural activities, such as the use of nitrogen fertilizers, animal waste management, and on-farm fuel use, contribute to non-agricultural sources that degrade air quality.  
The challenge is to identify and implement low-cost opportunities to reduce odor and particulate emissions from agricultural sources and to increase carbon storage.  Plant materials and plant technology filter airborne pollutants and reduce greenhouse gases through the storage of carbon in plant tissues and soils.
Objective 1.4 - Enhance wildlife and fish resources with plant science technology 
A healthy landscape provides critical habitat, food, and shelter to a diversity of wildlife and aquatic species.  Improvements to the landscape - including wetlands, streams and rivers, grasslands, range lands, flood plains, and forests - provide ecosystems that support wildlife and aquatic species.  The use of plants to improve habitats has helped significantly in the past several years, and has yielded substantial benefits.

There are many opportunities to introduce wildlife components to planned conservation practices.  Increased use of plants and plant technology important to wildlife and aquatic species will restore habitats and enhance populations.
Strategic Goal 2.  Provide plant materials and plant technology that are economically feasible for solving conservation problems. 
Conservation plant species and plant technology are used to address a wide variety of natural resource conservation needs throughout the U.S.  Plants offer a natural solution for stabilizing soil, improving water quality, and providing food for livestock and wildlife.  To be viable in the marketplace and for use in conservation systems, plant materials must be affordable as well as readily available.  The technology used to establish and maintain plants in conservation systems must be readily applicable and tailored to field-level use.
For over 60 years, the NRCS Plant Materials Program has selected plants to meet critical conservation needs.  The success of conservation work in the U.S. is based on the distribution of high-quality seed, plants, and technical information from the Plant Materials Program.

Objective 2.1 - Provide for and promote the commercial production of NRCS plant releases so that adequate seed and plants are available to meet conservation needs.
The production of high-quality seed and plants by Plant Materials Centers is an important part of the process of delivering plants and technology for use in conservation.  Seeds and plants are made available to commercial growers for the large scale production.  Landowners and land managers purchase these commercially available plant materials for use in reclamation work and to vegetate millions of acres that address resource conservation and production objectives.  

The relationship between the Plant Materials Program and commercial growers facilitates the rapid and affordable increase of seeds and plants to meet user demand.  With this system in place to provide plant solutions, commercial production of Plant Materials Program conservation plants will adequately meet anticipated needs for application to conservation programs.

Annual Goal 1
New conservation plant releases will be made to commercial growers.  These new conservation plants will be produced to meet the resource conservation needs of the objectives in Strategic Goal 1.
Annual Goal 2
Foundation seed and plant stocks will be maintained to ensure that PMCs can meet request from existing and new commercial growers.
Objective 2.2 - Maintain and improve the productivity of agricultural lands through plants and plant management technology.
Healthy-diverse plant communities resist degradation when beset by natural disasters such as flooding and drought and quickly recover their beneficial functions.  They combat invasive species and respond efficiently and quickly to energy inputs to achieve maximum yields.  Educational and technical assistance entails providing data on appropriate plant species as well as disseminating information on ways to use the data and how to apply sustainable production techniques.  Well-planned conservation practices that use appropriate plants and plant management are good insurance against drought, pests, and diseases and result in improved yields.
Baseline
There are about 588 million acres of rangeland and pastureland on private lands in the United States.  355 million acres are considered below the desired quality for grazing.  The Plant Materials Program currently builds the capacity to improve the health of 1.9 million acres of grazing lands annually (average 2001-2003).  Through the use of selected plants and plant technology, the health of these lands can be improved for greater productivity under more intensive management and for greater ecological benefits, such as the improvement of wildlife habitat.
Performance Goal

The Plant Materials Program will maintain foundation seeds stocks, continue to improve technologies for existing PMC plants, and will select new plant species and technologies to have the capacity to improve grazing conditions on 12.1 million acres (cumulative) by 2010.
Objective 2.3 – Increase the alternative uses and specialized uses of conservation plant releases to meet emerging needs
The recent increases in energy prices faced by producers throughout the country emphasize the need to find new ways to improve the energy efficiency of U.S. agriculture.  In the future, the challenge will be to improve energy efficiency in ways that maintain the productive capacity of the land while benefiting the environment.  Development of more efficient machinery and new seed varieties can improve energy efficiency.  While bio-energy and bio-products can replace fossil fuels, the challenge is to overcome the barriers to economic feasibility and ensure that the production of energy raw materials is environmentally beneficial at the farm level.  There are opportunities to increase the use of conservation plants and plant residues in the conversion to various forms of energy and bio-products.

In addition, there are many opportunities to integrate existing and new conservation plant releases into the ornamental horticulture industry.  Many of the plants selected for conservation attributes also have aesthetic and low-maintenance characteristics, such as for low water usage.  There is an economic potential for the landscape and ornamental nursery industry to increase and market Plant Materials Program conservation plants and plant technology as a healthy way to improve our environment.
Strategic Goal 3 - Provide equal access for all Americans to the Plant Materials Program.

The Plant Materials Program has the potential to provide a wealth of information to land owners, land managers, and the public on the use and management of conservation plant species for the protection of the nation’s natural resources.  It is important that Plant Materials look at a number of different delivery methods for the transfer and dissemination of plant materials information.
Objective 3.1 –Deliver products and services fairly and equitably

It is the goal of NRCS and the Plant Materials Program to make sure that all people looking for information on conservation plants and plant technology be able to find it and use it.  Historically, some of the information developed by Plant Materials Centers has had difficulty reaching the end-user.  It is imperative that technical information developed by the Plant Materials Program be available through a variety of means to make sure that NRCS staff and conservation partners have the tools they need to address resource conservation problems..
Annual Goal 1

Written technical documents will be prepared and transferred to customers.  These technical documents will directly impact the ability of NRCS staff and conservation partners to accomplish the conservation work described in Strategic Goal 1.
Annual Goal 2
Technical training will be provided to NRCS staff and conservation partners.  This direct training will directly impact the ability of staff and partners to accomplish the conservation work described in Strategic Goal 1.
Objective 3.2 – Promote the Plant Materials Program through an effective marketing and program delivery
The Plant Materials Program will carry out an aggressive marketing and public information effort in order to maximize awareness of the program and ensure that potential users know what information is available from the program.  The program will maintain one national marketing specialist/public affairs specialist position in order to coordinate and facilitate the delivery of information to the public.  The Plant Materials Web site will be the focal point of information and technology delivery so that anyone can get plant information at anytime.
Objective 3.3 - Increased use of plant materials to address human health, safety, cultural, and aesthetic issues.

The Plant Materials Program focuses on the use of plants and plant technology for natural resource conservation.  Many of the plants and much of the technology we develop can be evaluated for other purposes, such as to protect cultural resources and beautify our surroundings.  Traditional conservation plants compliment these human aspects in many ways.  For example, the use of drought tolerant plants in traditional landscapes, termed “xeriscaping”, has been important to help conserve water resources for homeowners and municipalities.  Culturally significant plants, used by Native Americans for centuries, are very useful for many conservation practices; e.g., sweetgrass, a grass used for ceremonies and crafts, has much application as a native species for use in waterways to reduce erosion and improve water quality.
The Plant Materials Program will continue to integrate the use of conservation plants to improve healthful and safe environments, to beautify our surroundings in an ecologically sound manner, and to assist Native Americans with the preservation of plants used in their culture.
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