Title 440 – Conservation Programs Manual

Part 507 – Conservation Stewardship Program

Subpart H – Application Evaluation and Acceptance Process
507.70  Preapplication Servicing
 
A.  Unless otherwise authorized, State-developed screening tools are not allowed for CSP.
B.  National Headquarters will provide States with screening questionnaires for the Landscape Conservation Initiative (LCI).  
(1)  Applicants must complete and submit to NRCS the LCI-specific screening questionnaires so that NRCS can determine eligibility for dedicated LCI ranking pools.

(2)  NRCS will maintain these completed screening questionnaires in the applicant case file.
507.71  Applications 

A.  General

(1)  The CSP application process follows guidance in Title 440, Conservation Programs Manual (CPM), Part 512, Subpart C. This section contains additional requirements that may differ from guidance contained in part 512, subpart C. If there is a conflict between part 512 and part 507, the guidance in part 507 prevails for the purpose of CSP. 

(2)  Applications must be accepted, evaluated, and administered using a fair, transparent, and consistent process. 
(3)  The case file must contain all documentation used to evaluate the application and determine program eligibility. 
B.  Continuous Signup 

(1)  NRCS will accept CSP applications on a continuous basis. Applicants must submit Form NRCS-CPA-1200, “Conservation Program Application,” for the entire agricultural or nonindustrial private forestland (NIPF) operation. 
Along with the NRCS-CPA-1200 producers must submit an agricultural or NIPF operation delineation. See section 507.72B(3).
(2)  National Headquarters will announce one or more ranking periods each fiscal year to allow for evaluation, ranking, and selection of applications for funding.  To the extent practicable, one ranking period will occur in the first quarter of the fiscal year.  
(3)  Applications must be entered into ProTracts under the appropriate signup number immediately upon receipt from the applicant as per 440-CPM, Part 512. Users are responsible to complete the necessary actions to move applications to the correct signup or ranking pool if the user accidentally entered the applications in the wrong signup or ranking pool. 

(4)  The State Conservationist may establish internal deadlines for evaluating, ranking, and selecting applications for funding in ProTracts after National Headquarters announces the ranking period and application cutoff date. States must plan accordingly to manage their workload and meet national deadlines. Note: State Conservationists and partners may establish application cutoff dates for RCPP projects.
C.  Contract Renewal

Participants requesting contract renewal must submit Form NRCS-CPA-1200, “Conservation Program Application,” along with other required documents outlined in section 507.102 prior to the renewal application cutoff date. Renewal application cutoff dates will be scheduled early enough in the year to allow adequate time for evaluation and funding prior to expiration of the initial contract.  
Note: Contracts transferred after the renewal application cutoff date are not eligible for renewal. 

507.72  Application Guidance

A.  Accepting Applications
See 440-CPM, Part 512, Subpart C, for guidance on accepting a program application.  
B.  Application Information
(1)  Form NRCS-CPA 1200, “Conservation Program Application,” must contain all required information and appropriate signatures in order to be considered a complete application.   
Applicants requesting consideration as a veteran, socially disadvantaged, or beginning farmer or rancher must self-certify by marking all applicable status boxes on Form NRCS-CPA-1200, “Conservation Program Application.” 

(2)  Agricultural land applications will compete separately from NIPF applications.  See section 507.52B(3).  An applicant with both NIPF and agricultural land will have the following options:

(i)  One application for NIPF.
(ii)  One application for agricultural land.
(iii)  Two applications, one for each land type.  When two applications are submitted, each must independently meet stewardship threshold eligibility requirements.
Note: Farmstead and associated agricultural land (AAL) that is part of an operation may only be offered in one application. Example: A producer has an agricultural land application and a NIPF application. The producer must decide under which application to evaluate the farmstead and AAL. If the application that contains the AAL is not selected for funding, the applicant may request that NRCS include the AAL in the application that is selected for funding. NRCS will decide if this change may be made prior to obligation of the selected application. 
(3)  Along with submitting the Form NRCS-CPA-1200, “Conservation Program Application,” an applicant must provide a map, aerial photograph, or overlay that—
(i)  Identifies the applicant’s entire agricultural operation or NIPF. 
(ii)  Delineates the boundaries of eligible land and associated acreage amounts.  The applicant must designate the land uses present (i.e., crop, pasture, range, NIPF, AAL, and farmstead) in their operation.  NRCS should provide definitions of land uses, if needed, to aid applicants in designating land uses. See Title 180, National Planning Procedures Handbook, Part 600, Subpart A, “General,” for assistance with land use information. 
Note: States may develop supplemental guidance on determining when AAL may be included as part of agricultural or NIPF field land unit boundaries. 
(iii)  Identifies land where the applicant is listed as the operator in FSA records, but is not included in the CSP application. Examples are: ineligible land, land that is not under the effective control of the applicant for the contract period, or land that is associated with a substantially separate operation. The purpose is to identify clearly land that will not be evaluated or included in the application.  This documentation must be maintained in the case file. 
(4)  In cases where NRCS has deferred an application from a previous ranking period, a complete review of the applicant’s information and agricultural or NIPF operation delineation is required prior to evaluating the application. 
C.  Operations Crossing Ranking Pool Boundaries
(1)  An applicant with an operation that crosses ranking pool boundaries will be ranked in the ranking pool where the majority of the land occurs.
(2)  An applicant who operates land across State lines may submit their application in either State.  This may or may not be the State or ranking pool area where the largest acreage portion of the operation occurs. However, NRCS will evaluate the application using the Conservation Activity Evaluation Tool (CAET) templates for the ranking pool in which the largest acreage portion of the operation occurs.  The servicing State will coordinate with adjacent States to complete the evaluation.  There are two options for completion of the CAET: 
(i)  The servicing office may gain access to the adjacent State’s templates and complete the evaluation.
(ii)  The State with the largest acreage portion will evaluate the application and produce the needed reports for the servicing office.
(3)  Applications included in LCI ranking pools must have the majority of their operation within the designated LCI area.  
D.  Applications for New Land
(1)  See figure 507-H1 for guidance regarding adding new land after an operation is enrolled in CSP under an existing contract.
Figure 507-H1
	IF A PARTICIPANT:
	THEN:

	Adds land to their operation by gaining control through ownership, lease, or agreement 
	An application may be made on “new land” (i.e., newly acquired or newly eligible) to compete for an additional contract in a subsequent ranking period. 

	Has ineligible land in their operation that becomes eligible (e.g., expired or transitioning CRP land in the last year of the CRP contract)
	


(2)  Any application for “new land” must include all new land, under effective control, in the participant’s operation that is not covered by any existing contract.
(3) Applications and contracts enrolled on new land are not eligible to receive the minimum contract payment unless there are no active contracts that are receiving a minimum payment for the same operation.  See guidance in section 507.93B.
E.  Starting Conservation Activities Included in the CPC
Refer to 440-CPM, Part 512, Subpart C, Section 512.23C, for guidance. Early start implementation waivers are not applicable to renewal applications per section 507.102G.
507.73  Actions to Facilitate Evaluation and Ranking 
Actions to facilitate evaluation and ranking include but are not limited to the following: 
(1)  The State Conservationist, with advice from the State Technical Committee and local working groups, will take the following actions to facilitate the evaluation and ranking of applications:

(i)  Establish ranking pools within the State.  Ranking pools may be based on landscape conservation initiative areas, watersheds, geographic areas, or other appropriate regions within a State.  Separate ranking pools must be established for agricultural land and NIPF. 
· States must ensure that there are separate ranking pools for beginning farmers or ranchers (BFR) and socially disadvantaged farmers or ranchers (SDFR), with at least one ranking pool for each group in both agricultural land and NIPF. 

· A State must have a minimum of six ranking pools unless the State has LCI ranking pools, in which case 3 additional ranking pools per LCI area would be added to the minimum number of ranking pools. 
(ii)  Identify five targeted resource concerns for each ranking pool. 
(iii)  Identify the resource conserving crops that are required for improvement or adoption of the resource conserving crop rotations.
(iv)  Develop lists of critical erosion periods, wildlife species of concern, high-residue plants, etc. that are required for stewardship threshold eligibility requirement determinations.
(2)  In addition to actions identified at section 507.32, the State Conservationist must take the following actions at the time of the signup announcement to facilitate the evaluation and ranking of applications:

(i)  Publicize ranking pools and targeted resource concern information on the State Web site.

(ii)  Publicize the resource conserving crop information on the State Web site.

(iii)  Update the State Web site with other signup-related information, such as the payment rates, activity list, enhancement job sheets, and State supplements. 

(iv)  Issue State guidance related to the evaluation and ranking tools. Refer to guidance in section 507.74.

507.74  Application Evaluation Process

A. General
(1)  States will use the CAET to evaluate the stewardship threshold eligibility requirements of each application.  States are prohibited from using any alternate tools or processes to evaluate applications. The evaluation process determines if minimum program requirements are met. See section 507.75 for the application ranking process.
(2)  The applicant must meet the stewardship threshold eligibility requirements, which include both of the following: 

(i)  At the time of application, meet or exceed the stewardship threshold eligibility requirement for at least two resource concerns on each land use and on each management system within a land use. 

(ii)  At a minimum, meet or exceed the stewardship threshold eligibility requirement for at least one additional resource concern on each land use by the end of the conservation stewardship contract. This may be met by installing and adopting additional conservation activities and by improving, maintaining, and managing existing conservation activities across the entire agricultural operation in a manner that increases or exceeds the conservation benefits in place at the time the contract application is accepted.
Note: Section 507.74A(2)(i) is required at both the land use level and on all land use management systems. Section 507.74A(2)(ii) is required only at the land use level.
Note: Contract renewal applications have a different set of conservation stewardship threshold eligibility requirements. See section 507.102. 
(3)  CAET Overview 
In addition to determining if the stewardship threshold eligibility requirement is met, NRCS also uses the CAET to inventory resource conditions, determine existing land stewardship, and identify additional conservation activities the applicant wishes to adopt through the CSP contract.  The following information includes key concepts of the CAET:
· NHQ staff will establish national CAET templates, which will be further customized by each State. NHQ will identify the nationally required evaluation test statements prior to releasing the national land use templates to the States.
· States must customize the CAET templates to identify applicable evaluation test statements for each resource concerns cause for each evaluation set. 
· Field offices will use the State-released CAET templates for each evaluation set and land use to evaluate each eligible land use within an operation. 
· Field offices will evaluate all resource concerns and resource concern causes applicable to the land use. Applicable resource concern causes may vary between resource concerns, land uses, and evaluation sets. 
· Resource concerns are considered met when all applicable resource concern causes within the resource concern are met. 
· States may elect to use planning criteria instead of the evaluation tests when a current conservation plan exists on an applicant’s operation and appropriate planning tools have been completed (or can be completed independently of conservation plan development) to allow the user to effectively evaluate the resource concern cause using the planning criteria.

-  In the CAET, the field user selects whether to evaluate a specific resource concern cause using planning criteria or evaluation tests. Based on the responses to either the planning criteria or the evaluation tests, the CAET will determine when a resource concern cause is met. 
-  The evaluation tests or planning criteria define the minimum criteria needed to be met for the resource concern cause. The planning criteria is not needed to validate the evaluation test.
-  The National Planning Procedures Handbook (Section 600.23, “Step 3 – Inventory Resources”) and the planning criteria established by the States (eFOTG, Section III) provide guidance on how resource concern causes are identified.  The conservation planner should exercise professional judgement when determining which method or combination of methods listed will be most appropriate for the field conditions encountered.

-  States must consider the following factors when establishing State guidance:

--  State workload

--  Fund availability to conduct planning activities early in the process

--  Impacts to field offices

--  Applicants crossing State boundaries   
· States must conduct sufficient quality assurance to ensure all producers are treated equitably and sufficient documentation exists in the case file to support the evaluations made. When planning criteria is used to evaluate the cause of a resource concern, the appropriate documentation for that cause should be verified by the reviewer. 
B.  Customization of CAET by State Office Personnel
(1)  NHQ staff will identify the nationally applicable evaluation test statements prior to releasing the national land use CAET templates to the States.  Nationally applicable evaluation tests will appear as “N-Yes” (National-Yes) in the templates.  States will not be able to edit or remove any “N-Yes” evaluation tests.

(2)  States must customize the CAET templates to identify the applicable evaluation test statements for each resource concern and resource concern cause for each designated evaluation set within their State by developing unique CAET land use templates for each evaluation set.  
(i)  The State Conservationist may not delegate the responsibility of customization below the State office level. 
(ii)  To ensure both programmatic and technical considerations are included in the State customization of the CAET, staff from the financial assistance programs, ecological sciences, and engineering disciplines must collaborate to set up the tools.  
(iii)  States must conduct sufficient quality assurance to avoid having to issue revisions during a signup period.
(3)  Prior to a signup, the following actions will be taken to customize the State CAET templates for each applicable land use within an evaluation set:
(i)  Identify the five targeted resource concerns for each evaluation set. The five targeted resource concerns for an evaluation set in CAET must match the ranking pool targeted resource concerns entered in ProTracts.
(ii)  Determine applicability of each evaluation test for every listed resource concern cause within a resource concern by selecting “S-Yes” (State-Yes), “C-Yes” (Conditionally-Yes) or “NA.” 
· Identify which evaluation tests are always applicable within the State. These will be identified as “S-Yes.”  These are in addition to those set as required by NHQ (“N-Yes”). 
· Identify which evaluation tests are conditionally yes or optional (“C-Yes”). During the evaluation process, field users have the option to change a “C-Yes” evaluation test to “NA” depending on the applicant’s operation and local considerations. 
· Identify which evaluation tests are not applicable to the land use or evaluation set by selecting “NA.” Note: If a State selects “NA” for all resource concern causes under a resource concern, the resource concern will not be applicable.
· Refer to the CAET user guide located on USDA Connect for additional guidance. 
(iii)  See figure 507-H2 for the number of potential resource concerns applicable to each land use. 
Figure 507-H2:  Number of Potential Resource Concerns Applicable to Each Land Use
	Land Use
	Number of Potential Resource Concerns

	Crop
	10

	Pasture
	10

	Range
	8

	Forest
	10

	Associated Agricultural Land
	10

	Farmstead
	9


 (4)  The CAET will automatically populate soil erosion and water quality degradation as required resource concerns for the Farmstead exemption. States must also select air quality if the evaluation set falls within an air quality attainment area. States have the flexibility to select additional resource concerns that must be met in order for an applicant to qualify for the exemption. Refer to section 507.80C for additional guidance related to the farmstead exemption.
Note:  Required resource concerns only apply to the exemption and have no impact on meeting basic stewardship threshold eligibility to participate in CSP.
(5)  The CAET will not populate nor allow States to populate specific resource concerns in order for a producer to qualify for the AAL exemption. The AAL exemption does not require specific resource concerns to be met to qualify for the exemption. Therefore, if the applicant is meeting two resource concerns at the time of application, then CAET will determine that the AAL exemption requirement is met.  See section 507.80C for additional guidance related to the AAL exemption. 
C.  Stewardship Threshold Eligibility Evaluations.—NRCS field offices will evaluate applications meeting applicant and land eligibility using the CAET to determine if the stewardship threshold eligibility requirement is met. 

(1)  NRCS must determine the number of CAET evaluations to complete for each application using available CAET templates. The following guidance represents the minimum requirement for any application. 
(i)  Per Operation.—Each application must have at least one CAET evaluation (i.e., one completed CAET template) per eligible land use.  This includes farmstead and associated agricultural land if it is part of the operation.  
(ii)  Per Eligible Land Use.—If a land use contains more than one management system (i.e., rotations), NRCS must complete a separate CAET evaluation for each unique management system using available CAET templates. 
(2)  Complete the evaluation of the operation using the applicable CAET templates.  Follow guidance in section 507.74A(3) and in the CAET user guide located on USDA Connect.
(3)  Verify section 507.74A(2)(i) is met on all eligible land uses and land use management systems. If any evaluation does not meet the minimum stewardship threshold eligibility requirement, then the application is ineligible. Notify the applicant per section 512.24B(5). 
(4)  If all evaluations for an application meet the minimum stewardship threshold eligibility requirements, then new conservation activities agreed to during the evaluation must be planned on each eligible land use. See section 507.80C for farmstead and associated agricultural land exemptions.  
(5)  New conservation activities can be planned as follows: 
(i)  If an applicant meets exactly two resource concerns at the time of application, then to meet or exceed an additional resource concern by the end of the contract: 
Applicants must select enhancements, practices, or both to address all resource concern causes within a resource concern not met at the time of application.  

(ii)  For applicants to meet or exceed an additional resource concern by the end of the contract when three or more resource concerns were met at the time of application:

· Applicants must select enhancements, practices, or both on any resource concern cause within a resource concern met at the time of application, or
· Applicants must select enhancements, practices, or both on all resource concern causes within a resource concern not met at time of application.

 (iii)  NRCS must schedule in the stewardship plan and contract any practice identified in the CAET evaluation.  Practices receiving financial assistance through other programs may not be used to meet an additional resource concern by the end of the contract.

(6)  After each evaluation is completed, the evaluation must be saved and uploaded to DMS. After the user completes each evaluation, the user must print and upload the CAET reports to DMS as part of the applicant’s official case file. The CAET reports to be printed and uploaded are the—
(i)  Operation Summary Report.
(ii)  Applicable Resource Concern Causes Met.
(iii)  Applicable Resource Concern Causes Not Met.
(iv)  List of Enhancements and Practices Planned for the Management System.

(7)  Transfer the CAET summary information into the “CAET Summary Report” in ProTracts.
D.  Quality Assurance – Area and State Offices.—Quality assurance will be conducted prior to preapproving an application. The following are the minimum requirements that must be reviewed: 

(1)  Ensure the guidance required in 507.74C is met on each evaluation completed for an application.  
(2)  Ensure that the field user completed all required CAET evaluations for the application.

(3)  Ensure all evaluations and supporting documentation are uploaded to DMS. 
507.75 Application Ranking Process

A.  Processing Applications.—Guidance for ranking eligible applications is found in 440-CPM, Part 512, Subpart C, Sections 512.24 and 512.25. The following is additional guidance to meet CSP program requirements: 

(1)  Only eligible applications that meet the stewardship threshold eligibility requirements as determined by the CAET will be ranked.

(2)  Eligible applications will be considered in the ranking pool designated by the applicant at the time of application. An application may only compete in one ranking pool at a time. 

(3)  The State Conservationist or designated conservationist may not assign a higher priority to any application because the applicant is willing to accept a lower payment than the applicant would otherwise be eligible to receive.
B.  Field offices will rank all eligible applications using the Application, Evaluation, and Ranking Tool (AERT) accessed through ProTracts (see 440-CPM, Part 512, Subpart C, Section 512.25). 
C.  NRCS ranks CSP applications based on the following statutory ranking factors:
(1)  Level of conservation treatment on all targeted resource concerns at the time of application.
(2)  Degree to which the proposed conservation activities effectively increase conservation performance.
(3)  Number of targeted resource concerns proposed to be treated to meet or exceed the stewardship threshold by the end of the contract.
(4)  Extent to which nontargeted resource concerns will be addressed to meet or exceed the stewardship threshold by the end of the contract period.
(5)  Extent to which resource concerns will be addressed when transitioning from the conservation reserve program to agricultural production.
D.  In the event two or more applications receive the same ranking score, the application that represents the lowest program cost will be given higher priority. If a tie still exists, see section 512.25E(2) for more details on tie breakers and assigning codes in ProTracts.
E.  National, State, and local ranking questions must follow the guidance below:
(1)  Questions are to be resource concern based and size neutral.
(2)  Must be developed and made publicly available at the time of signup announcement. 

(3)  The total points available in the AERT is 1000.  Points assigned for each set of questions must equal: 

(i)  National = 500 points (50 percent of the total ranking points)
(ii)  State = 300 points (30 percent of the total ranking points)
(iii)  Local =150 points (15 percent of the total ranking points)
(iv)  Efficiency score = 50 points (5 percent of the total ranking points)
(4)  Ranking questions must not be based on NRCS-required actions. For example, it is not appropriate to include a ranking question that gives points to an applicant who has a conservation plan already in place.

(5)  NHQ will provide ranking questions for the LCI as applicable. 
Note: Additional LCI guidance will be provided by national instruction or national bulletin from the national LCI coordinators. 
507.76  Planning Conservation Activities in the CAET
A.  This section provides general guidance for planning conservation activities in the CAET. This guidance is supplemented with the CAET user guide located on USDA Connect. Refer to subpart I for additional guidance related to conservation activities. 

B.  General Scheduling Requirements in the CAET

(1)  Applicants will not receive credit in the CAET for meeting or exceeding a resource concern by the end of the contract unless both of the following apply:

(i)  All unmet causes are addressed by adoption of a conservation activity.
(ii)  The user confirms that planned activities will meet or exceed each resource concern cause that was not met at time of application.
(2)  Applicants may choose to adopt a conservation activity in order to exceed a resource concern by the end of the contract that was met but not exceeded at the time of application.

(3)  If the applicant has already met the requirement to address one additional resource concern by the end of the contract, the applicant may choose to adopt any conservation activity to increase conservation without meeting or exceeding a resource concern by the end of the contract.

(4)  Applicants are not required to plan the base practice in CSP in addition to the enhancement.
C.  Enhancements
(1)  Applicants may adopt an enhancement in order to exceed a resource concern by the end of the contract that was met or exceeded at the time of application.
(2)  Applicants may adopt an enhancement in order to exceed a resource concern not met at time of application, if additional activities will be adopted to address all resource concern causes not met for that resource concern.
(3)  Applicants may adopt an enhancement for any resource concern without addressing all resource concern causes not met within that resource concern, in order to increase the level of conservation, only if the applicant has already met the additionality requirement by adopting an additional activity to meet or exceed another resource concern.

(4)  All enhancements included in the CAET must be included in the stewardship plan unless all of the following requirements are met:

(i)  The enhancements are required to address unmet resource concern causes needed to meet or exceed a resource concern by the end of the contract in CAET.
(ii)  The enhancements are listed on the incompatible enhancement list because they would represent a duplicative payment.
(iii)  One of the duplicative enhancements is included in the stewardship plan and the toolkit narrative is adjusted to add a reference to the duplicative enhancement names that were included in the CAET. 

Example:  An applicant is not currently meeting the resource concern cause for “Soil Erosion-Sheet and Rill Erosion” and the resource concern cause for “Soil Erosion-Wind Erosion.”  The user selects both E329101Z to address sheet and rill erosion cause and E329102Z to address the wind erosion cause.  These enhancements are duplicative activities and adoption of either will provide the level of conservation needed to address both causes.  While both must be selected in CAET to be credited for meeting the resource concern of “Soil Erosion,” only one will be planned in the stewardship plan. The narrative for the planned enhancement will be adjusted to include a reference to the duplicative enhancement that was not planned in Toolkit.

D.  Enhancement Bundles

(1)  Once a bundle is selected for implementation, all component enhancements that make up the bundle must be independently selected in the CAET evaluations for the land use.

(2)  The CAET will identify potential bundles based on planned enhancements. The user is required to indicate when a bundle is being planned.  

(3)  The planned bundle and its component enhancements will be shown on the report of planned enhancements and practices.

(4)  Planning a bundle in Toolkit is discussed in section 507.81E.
E.  Conservation Practices
(1)  The CAET will identify resource concern stewardship threshold eligibility requirements by land use that are not being met with existing conservation activities. However, practices can be scheduled regardless of whether or not the applicant meets the resource concern at the time of application.

(2)  Practices may be planned to meet a resource concern not met at time of application if both of the following apply:

(i)  The planned practices will address all causes within the resource concern that are not met at time of application.
(ii)  The user indicates that the resource concern cause will be met or exceeded with the selected conservation practice and, if applicable, conservation activities.

(4)  Practices may be planned on a resource concern cause that is already met, only if the practice will increase the level of conservation on the land use.

(5)  If the applicant wishes to receive payment for the practice through CSP it must be included in the CAET.

(6)  If the base practice will be implemented in another program or at the applicant’s own expense, it must not be selected in the CAET. 
(7)  Practices that will not receive financial assistance through CSP should not be entered into the CAET.
F.  Onsite Field Verification of CAET Planned Activities.—The additional conservation activities a producer agrees to install will be tentatively identified by the applicant during the application process (prior to onsite field verification).  

(1)  During onsite field verification, NRCS will make a final determination on the required conservation activities a participant must install to meet the agreed-upon resource concern stewardship threshold eligibility requirements.  

(2)  During onsite field verification for preapproved applicants, if a determination is made that additional conservation activities are needed, then those activities must be scheduled and applied.  

(3)  The reports generated from the CAET (i.e., Operation Summary Report, Applicable Resource Concern Causes Met, Applicable Resource Concern Causes Not Met, and List of Enhancements and Practices Planned for the Management System), should be used to facilitate onsite field verification and document any identified additional conservation activities needed during the field verification. 
507.77  Application Determinations
A.  General
(1)  Users will assign “High priority” in ProTracts to applications for veteran farmers or ranchers in the beginning farmer or rancher ranking pools. In the socially disadvantaged farmer or rancher ranking pools, users will apply high priority in ProTracts for applications for veterans who also self-certify as beginning farmer or ranchers. All eligible high priority applications will be ranked and considered for funding before other applications in these ranking pools are ranked and subsequently considered for funding.  See section 512.25D(1)(i).

(2)  The State Conservationist or designated conservationist will make preapproval determinations within each ranking pool based on order of ranking scores. Eligible applications within a ranking pool must not be skipped to allow funding of a lower-ranked application. 
(3)  NRCS will use the CSP preapproval template letter in section 507.133 to notify applicants of funding selection. Users must not use the preapproval letter contained in part 512 for CSP as it does not include specific program provisions such as payment and contract limitations, renewal provisions, etc.

(4)  Users may not defer eligible applications until instructed to do so by NHQ when the funds or acres have been exhausted (typically at the end of the obligation period) per 440-CPM, Part 512, Subpart C. 
B.  Refer to 440-CPM, Part 512, Subpart C, Sections 512.24B and 512.27, for guidance related to notification requirements for ineligibility determinations and unfunded applications deferred to the next ranking period. 
507.78  Field Verification

A.  General 
NRCS will conduct onsite field verification for each preapproved application to substantiate the accuracy of the eligibility determinations, management system information, CAET resource concern cause evaluation test or planning criteria responses, and conservation activities the applicant provided to NRCS during the application process.  NRCS must complete field verification prior to contract approval and obligation.

B.  Applicant Records

(1)  The applicant must make available to NRCS, upon request, appropriate records documenting eligibility, production system information documented in the CAET, and applied conservation activities.  In addition, NRCS should review any other documentation needed to validate applicant eligibility, including but not limited to, operator status, actively engaged producer information, payment share distribution, and compliance with the Transparency Act (i.e., DUNS/SAMs compliance). 
(2)  NRCS will review records when conducting field verification with preapproved applicants.  Examples include but are not limited to, the following:

(i)  Nutrient Management

(ii)  Pest Management

(iii)  Pasture Management

(iv)  Grazing Management

(v)  Forest Management

(vi)  Irrigation Water Management

(vii)  Waste Utilization

(3)  Conservation assistance notes or another State-approved method should be used to document the validity of the records reviewed and any deficiencies. The designated conservationist does not need to collect, store, or recalculate the data contained in the applicant’s records.  The designated conservationist will document whether or not the information appears accurate and records were verified.
C.  Field Verification Process
(1)  NRCS verifies the land use designation based on evidence of how the land is managed and how such land is represented in the FSA record management system, if applicable. In the absence of accurate FSA records, other reliable documentation such as survey maps, tax parcel data, official land use maps, etc., may be used as supporting documentation for NIPF or agricultural operational boundaries and land use acres.

(2)  The designated conservationist will examine the onsite field conditions and written records to determine whether or not they substantiate the information provided by the applicant during the evaluation and ranking process.

(3)  Upon completion of the field verification, NRCS will identify the appropriate condition and action from figure 507-H3.
Figure 507-H3
	IF THE INFORMATION PROVIDED BY THE APPLICANT WAS…
	THEN   

	Accurate
	Proceed with conservation stewardship planning, contract development, and obligation.  

	Inaccurate because written records or documentation are unavailable (excluding expiring or transitioning CRP land.  See section 507.52C)
	The application is ineligible.  The applicant fails to meet the applicant eligibility requirement of supplying information to determine eligibility (see section 507.51A(6) of this part and 7 CFR Section 1470.6(a)(5)).

	Inaccurate because written records, documentation, or field conditions were determined by NRCS to be intentionally misrepresented
	The application is ineligible.  The applicant intentionally misrepresented facts affecting the determination (see section 507.110 and 7 CFR Section 1470.36). 

	Inaccurate because the delineation, written records, documentation, or field conditions were determined by NRCS to be unintentionally misrepresented
	Update the delineation, CAET and rerank the application if needed based on information and conservation activities that can be substantiated. See section 507.80(2) to determine when the CAET must be updated. Notify the applicant of this change.


(4)  Onsite field verification findings are documented using conservation assistance notes or other State-approved method. If the field verification results in the application being ineligible for funding consideration, the “Field Verification Adverse Determination Letter” in section 507.132 is used to notify the applicant.  It is not necessary to issue the “Ineligibility Determination for Conservation Program Contract Letter” contained in 440-CPM, Part 512, Subpart J, Section 512.93, in addition to the CSP Field Verification Adverse Determination Letter. 
(440-507-M, 1st Ed., Amend. 107, Nov 2016)
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