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Title 180 – General Manual  

Part 409 – New Jersey Conservation Planning Policy 
Subpart B – Conservation Planner Designation Levels 

Amended March 2025 
 

NJ409.10 Conservation Planner Designation Levels and Authorities 

A. Level 1 Conservation Planner 
6. The level 1 conservation planner must obtain appropriate ecological science job 

approval authority class as listed in Section NJ409 Exhibit 1. 
7. Candidates for level 1 conservation planner designation must possess and 

demonstrate the knowledge, skills, and abilities listed in Section NJ409 Exhibit 5. 
Candidates must complete the conservation planner proficiency evaluation worksheet 
to ensure the required proficiency level for the level 1 is met and submit for reviewed. 

B. Level 2 Conservation Planner 
7. The level 2 conservation planner must obtain appropriate ecological science job 

approval authority class as listed in Section NJ409 Exhibit 2. 
8. Candidates for level 2 conservation planner designation must possess and 

demonstrate the knowledge, skills, and abilities listed in Section NJ409 Exhibit 5. 
Candidates must complete the conservation planner proficiency evaluation worksheet 
to ensure the required proficiency level for the level 2 is met and submit for reviewed. 

C. Level 3 Certified Conservation Planner 
9. The level 3 certified conservation planner must obtain appropriate ecological science 

& engineering job approval authority class as listed in Section NJ409 Exhibit 3. 
10. Candidates for level 3 certified conservation planner designation must possess and 

demonstrate the knowledge, skills, and abilities listed in Section NJ409 Exhibit 5. 
Candidates must complete the conservation planner proficiency evaluation worksheet 
to ensure the required proficiency level for the level 3 is met and submit for reviewed. 

NJ409.11 Achieving Designation 

A. General 
3. State conservationists may set time periods for individuals to achieve conservation 

planner designation roles. 
a. For example: A soil conservationist will achieve the level 1 conservation planner 

role within 12 months, the level 2 conservation planner role within 18 months, 
and the level 3 certified conservation planner role within 2 years of the effective 



NJ 180 GM 409 Subpart B (amended March 2025) 2 

date of employment in the position. An area resource conservationist will achieve 
the level 4 certified conservation planner role within 18 months of the effective 
date of employment in the position. 
(1) All New Jersey NRCS employees who must obtain the level 1 conservation 

planner role must achieve this role within 24 months of their effective date of 
employment in that position. Level 2 conservation planner role must achieve 
this role within 36 months of their effective date of employment in that 
position. The state conservationist or SRC may grant additional time based on 
extenuating circumstances. A written request must be received by the SRC, 
with concurrence from planner supervisor and ASTC-FO, prior to the set 
deadline and include a timeline showing the start date and the proposed 
completion date of the certification. 

(2) Planners in New Jersey will be considered for level 3 certified conservation 
planner certification after 36 months, but not to exceed 60 months, of their 
effective date of employment. A waiver request may be granted by the SRC 
when training is not offered within the 60-month period, or an extenuating 
circumstance arises during the certification process. A written request must be 
received by the SRC, with concurrence from planner supervisor and ASTC-
FO, prior to the 60-month deadline and include a timeline showing the start 
date and the proposed completion date of the certification. 

b. Individuals pursuing level 1 or 2 conservation planner designation must work 
with their supervisor or the district conservationist to identify a level 3 or 4 
certified conservation planner who will act as their planning mentor through 
initial level 1 or 2 conservation planner designation. The contact information for 
the planning mentor must be provided to the SRC within 3 months of employment 
or commencement of planning responsibilities.  The planner mentor may either be 
the resource conservationist for conservation planning or a current experienced 
field office level 3 or 4 certified conservation planner. The planning mentor will 
act as a guide to the candidate in connecting to appropriate technical experts or 
resources; provide appropriate, but limited direct training to the candidate; serve 
as a resource to the candidate and be available to answer questions and provide 
supplemental assistance once a candidate has received training. 

c. Individuals pursuing level 3 certified conservation planner designation must work 
with their supervisor or the district conservationist to identify a level 3 or 4 
certified conservation planner who will act as their planning mentor through level 
3 certified conservation planner designation.  The contact information for the 
planning mentor must be provided to the SRC within 3 months of achieving level 
2 conservation planner designation or commencement of planning responsibilities 
in NJ. The planner mentor may either be the resource conservationist for 
conservation planning or a current experienced field office level 3 or 4 certified 
conservation planner. The planning mentor will act as a guide to the candidate in 
connecting to appropriate technical experts or resources; provide appropriate, but 
limited direct training to the candidate; serve as a resource to the candidate and be 
available to answer questions and provide supplemental assistance once a 
candidate has received training. 
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4. All individual conservation plans shall follow the New Jersey Conservation Plan 
Review Checklist listed in Section NJ409 Exhibit 4. 
a. A minimum of three plans must be submitted for review representing the diversity 

of land uses and commonly planned practices in the candidate’s work area. 
B. Training 

1. The state conservationist must ensure training is provided to NRCS staff, partner 
employees, and technical service providers (TSP) delivering conservation planning 
services for the agency. This includes the following actions: 
a. Develop a state training plan and budget for conservation planning training.  

(1) The SRC will establish and implement a process to ensure that planners 
receive the appropriate training for certification or renewal of certification 
within the appropriate time frame.  The SRC will work with the assistant state 
conservationist - management and strategy and assistant state conservationist 
– field operations to develop state training needs and for budgetary needs for 
conservation planning training. 

(2) NRCS will make the training and certification process available to all 
conservation district staff, partners, technical service providers and 
cooperating agency personnel who wish to participate and who have 
conservation planning and application as a primary duty in their job 
description. Training and certification are required for individuals who desire 
to participate in NRCS related conservation planning for USDA related 
assistance. 

2. All individuals seeking an NRCS conservation planner designation must complete the 
core competency training requirements in subpart E corresponding to the desired 
designation level.  
a. An individual with proof of course completion as part of the national 

requirements for any role will not have to take the course again unless retraining 
is identified as an appropriate response to a deficiency. See section 409.12(C) for 
more guidance.  

b. All requirements in Section NJ409 Exhibit 1-3 must be completed prior to 
requesting the desired designation level. 

D. Recordkeeping 
1. Individuals are responsible for keeping their own individual development plan or 

partner assignment plan updated in AgLearn to reflect conservation planning training 
needed and completed to maintain or increase their skill level. 
b. The NRCS employee, with approval from the designated AgLearn supervisor, 

retains the primary responsibility for developing the planner’s training path to the 
role they are seeking. Partner employee is responsible for working with their 
immediate supervisor in developing their assignment plans that identify their 
training path to the role they are seeking. Individual technical service providers 
are responsible for adding the appropriate conservation programs to their AgLearn 
as a learning pathway toward their conservation planner designation. For those 
NRCS and partner employees seeking conservation planner designation roles, the 
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supervisor and/or district conservationist will provide names of candidates and the 
planner designation they are seeking to the SRC. The SRC will provide 
information on the appropriate curriculum in AgLearn. Supervisors and 
candidates will confirm the curriculum in AgLearn, add any other required 
training (e.g., “Cultural Resources Training Series…” course), and develop an 
assignment plan/individual development plan (IDP) approved by their supervisor. 

2. The National Conservation Planner Database is the official record of non-TSP 
planners’ designation levels and expiration dates. 
a. The state conservationist is responsible for keeping the National Conservation 

Planner Database updated with current conservation planner information for the 
state, including NRCS employees, volunteers, conservation district employees, 
participating state agency employees, and other partner organizations. 
(3) The SRC will maintain a list using the nationally approved NRCS technology 

for documenting certified conservation planners in the state consisting of 
NRCS employees, volunteers, conservation district employees, state 
conservation agencies, and other cooperating partner personnel that have 
requested to participate. 

E. Privileges when Relocating or Working Across Multiple States 
2. State conservationists must establish a procedure for reviewing and assigning state 

conservation planner designations for individuals relocating to their state.  
a. If an individual with a conservation planner designation transfers into New Jersey 

from another state, the planner will retain their certification, however, will have 
12 months to complete the required New Jersey training as shown in NJ409 
Exhibit 1-3.  In addition, one conservation plan will be reviewed by the SRC or 
designee.  If the policy from the other state does not include the minimum criteria 
required for New Jersey, then those criteria will first be met before requesting 
certification in New Jersey. A waiver request may be granted by the SRC when an 
extenuating circumstance arises during the certification process. A written request 
must be received by the SRC prior to the 12-month deadline and include a 
timeline showing the start date and the proposed completion date. 

NJ409.12 Maintaining Designation 

B. Quality Assurance Review for Planner Designations 
1. The state conservationist must establish a procedure (which may be within the state 

quality assurance plan) to review the conservation plans of each level 2, 3, and 4 
planner at least once every 3 years. 
a. During the 3-year certification period each planner must continue to demonstrate 

proficiency and practice of the conservation planning process by writing each 
year at least one conservation plan for crop, pasture and/or forest. New Jersey’s 
QA/QC process requires one plan to be reviewed each year. The ASTC-FO or 
designee will use the current NJ Conservation Planning QA/QC checklist to 
document this review. 
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b. It is recommended that these reviews be done concurrently with ecological 
science spot checks for efficiency. 

c. The planner can be evaluated by the district conservationist or supervisor on 
completeness and technical adequacy of work completed.  The field review will 
evaluate the planner’s involvement with the decision maker in the planning 
process to determine whether all client objectives and resource concerns 
associated with the planning area are adequately addressed, and whether the client 
understands the alternatives presented and feels satisfied with the planning 
assistance provided. 

d. Additionally, plan reviews may be completed when going through a program’s 
pre-obligation checklist. 

2. Enough conservation plans must be reviewed to determine that the conservation 
planner has developed conservation plans that meet the NRCS planning policy and 
follow the procedures and guidelines listed in the National Planning Procedures 
Handbook (NPPH). 
c. The ASTC-FO or designee may evaluate the planning aptitude of certified 

planners any time but will perform at least one annual review of each certified 
planner to ensure they continue to demonstrate proficiency and are following the 
NRCS planning policy and the procedures listed in the NPPH. This annual quality 
assurance and oversight will be the review of one plan on crop, pasture, or forest 
to maintain planner certification. Use the current NJ Conservation Planning 
QA/QC checklist to document these reviews. For efficiency, these reviews should 
be coordinated with the ecological science spot checks at the field level. A five 
percent spot check of the conservation plans reviewed at the area level will be 
conducted by the State Resource Conservationist annually. 

d. State or area level staff who currently hold or have previously held a conservation 
planner designation, that do not actively write conservation plans as part of their 
primary job duties, can use the administration of quality assurance reviews of 
others’ plans for their own recertification submission. State or area level staff 
cannot substitute a quality assurance review if they have never earned a certified 
planner designation previously (must develop conservation plans for review). 

C. Determining Recertification or Suspension of Conservation Planner Designation  
3. Suspension 

b. Findings, corrective actions, and instructions for recertification will be 
documented in writing. 
(2) The ASTC-FO or the SRC will provide specific guidance to the employee on 

steps necessary to re-establish certification. Deficiencies must be corrected, 
and certification must be re-established within 12 months of revocation. 
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