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Working with the USDA-NRCS 
on Biochar for Soil Health
Goals
§ Understand when the NRCS would 

recommend biochar to farmers.  
à Conservation Planning Process

§ Understand how the NRCS can provide 
financial assistance to farmers for utilizing 
biochar as a soil amendment.
à Farm Bill Conservation Programs
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Planning: Inventory and Evaluation
§ Happens locally; on the farm.
§ Lead by the farmer’s goals and objectives.
§ Identification of Resource Concerns

Resource Concern: Degradation of the soil, water, 
air, plant, animal or energy resource base to the 
extent that the sustainability or intended use of 
the resource is impaired.

§ Evaluation through tools, testing, and/or 
observations.

National Planning Procedures Handbook, Amed. 9, December 2021
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Biochar Treats Resource Concerns 
§ Aggregate Instability
§ Compaction
§ Concentration of salts or other chemicals
§ Organic matter depletion
§ Soil organism habitat loss or degradation

§ Inefficient irrigation water use

§ Plant productivity and health

SOIL

> WATER

> PLANTS

When does a Resource Concern require treatment?
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Evaluating Resource Concerns
§ Client Input/Planner Observations
§ In-field Soil Health Assessment Worksheet
§ Traditional Soil Tests – Organic Matter 
§ Soil Health Testing – Comprehensive/Single
§ Soil Erosion and Tillage Intensity Computer 

Models (RUSLE2)
§ Interpretive GIS Layers – Web Soil Survey

§ Method depends on the Resource Concern 
being evaluated
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In-Field Soil Health Assessment
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Soil Health Testing
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Interpretive GIS Layer

https://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov/Dynamic Soil 
Properties 

Response to 
Biochar
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Planning: Decision Support
§ Problem solving through Conservation 

Practices
§ Structural or vegetative measures, or 

management techniques, used to meet specific 
needs in planning and implementing 
conservation.

§ Based on standards and practice specifications.

§ Soil Carbon Amendment (808/336)
§ The addition of biochar, compost, and 

biochar/compost mixes to soils.

National Planning Procedures Handbook, Amed. 9, December 2021
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Soil Carbon Amendment (808/336)
§ Addresses an identified Resource Concern
§ Requires soil and material testing.
§ Biochar must meet criteria in the standard.
§ Likely planned with a suite of soil health 

practices: 
§ Cover Crops (340)
§ Reduced Tillage/No-till (329/345)
§ Crop Rotation (328)
§ Mulching (484)
§ Nutrient Management (590)
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Soil Carbon Amendment (808/336)
808 – Interim standard adopted by ~22 states
336 – Final standard; review of federal register 

comments underway.
States currently using ICPS 808:

§ Arkansas
§ California

§ Caribbean Area

§ Colorado

§ Delaware

§ Idaho
§ Illinois

§ Indiana

§ Massachusetts
§ Maryland

§ Maine

§ Montana

§ Michigan

§ Nebraska
§ New Hampshire

§ New Jersey

§ New York
§ Oregon

§ Hawaii/Pacific Islands

§ Texas

§ Utah

§ Vermont
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Field Office Technical Guide

https://efotg.sc.egov.usda.gov/

§ Repository for 
state specific 
technical 
information. 

§ Practice details 
found in:

Section 4 >> Practice 
Standards and 

Supporting 
Documents
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Conservation Programs
§ Primary NRCS Conservation Programs for 

the application of biochar:
§ Environmental Quality Incentives Program 

(EQIP)
§ Agricultural Management Assistance (AMA)
§ Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP)

§ Provide technical and financial assistance to 
implement planned Conservation Practices.

§ Typically, program contracts are with 
individual farms, farmers, or private 
landowners.

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/programs/
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Payment Schedules
§ Flat-rate payments made to participants based 

on the amount planned and implemented.
e.g. cubic yards of biochar applied to the soil

§ Based on real-world costs for materials and 
labor.

§ National payment rates; adjusted regionally.
§ Payment rates updated/set once per fiscal year.
§ Revised cost data are always welcome.

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/national/programs/financial/?cid=nrcseprd1853230
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Payment Schedules
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Payment Schedules
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Application and Evaluation
§ Participants complete Conservation 

Practices based on implementation 
requirements.

§ Local NRCS staff verify implementation.

§ Payment amount is based on:
Payment schedule rate x amount implemented 

§ Additional biochar treatments may be 
necessary based on a post-treatment 
evaluation of resource concerns.


