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Building Blocks: Adaptive Management Practices for Working Lands 

Overview:	
  
In	
  April	
  2015,	
  USDA	
  Secretary	
  Vilsack	
  announced	
  10	
  Building	
  Blocks,	
  which	
  are	
  voluntary,	
  incentive-­‐based	
  
adaptive	
  management	
  practices	
  for	
  working	
  lands	
  that	
  provide	
  multiple	
  economic	
  and	
  environmental	
  benefits	
  
while	
  also	
  increasing	
  resilience	
  to	
  a	
  changing	
  climate,	
  and	
  extreme	
  weather	
  events.	
  The	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  are	
  also	
  
designed	
  to	
  meet	
  the	
  needs	
  of	
  agricultural	
  producers	
  by	
  increasing	
  productivity	
  and	
  improving	
  efficiency,	
  and	
  to	
  
build	
  partnerships	
  among	
  stakeholders.	
  
	
  
The	
  USDA	
  Northern	
  Plains	
  Regional	
  Climate	
  Hub	
  (NPRCH)	
  organized	
  two	
  sub-­‐regional	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  workshops	
  
in	
  March	
  2016.	
  The	
  workshops	
  were	
  organized	
  in	
  conjunction	
  with	
  a	
  Climate	
  and	
  Agriculture	
  Tools	
  Workshop	
  
hosted	
  by	
  our	
  partners	
  at	
  the	
  High	
  Plains	
  Regional	
  Climate	
  Center,	
  the	
  National	
  Integrated	
  Drought	
  Information	
  
System,	
  the	
  National	
  Oceanic	
  and	
  Atmospheric	
  Administration,	
  and	
  the	
  American	
  Association	
  of	
  State	
  
Climatologists.	
  The	
  purpose	
  of	
  the	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  workshops	
  was	
  to	
  engage	
  with	
  and	
  share	
  information	
  among	
  
USDA	
  family	
  agencies,	
  1914	
  Cooperative	
  Extension,	
  and	
  state	
  climate	
  office	
  partners,	
  and	
  to	
  identify	
  needs	
  and	
  
opportunities	
  in	
  the	
  region	
  that	
  correspond	
  with	
  the	
  Building	
  Blocks.	
  The	
  first	
  workshop	
  was	
  in	
  Brookings,	
  SD	
  
March	
  1	
  –	
  2	
  and	
  the	
  second	
  workshop	
  was	
  in	
  Casper,	
  WY	
  March	
  15	
  –	
  16.	
  The	
  following	
  is	
  a	
  list	
  of	
  goals	
  and	
  
opportunities	
  identified	
  during	
  the	
  workshops,	
  and	
  an	
  outline	
  of	
  how	
  the	
  USDA	
  NPRCH	
  will	
  move	
  forward	
  to	
  
advance	
  the	
  knowledge	
  and	
  use	
  of	
  the	
  USDA	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  throughout	
  the	
  region.	
  

Goals	
  and	
  Opportunities	
  Synthesis:	
  
• Offer	
  state	
  level	
  trainings	
  about	
  individual	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  for	
  the	
  targeted	
  agency	
  audience	
  
• Demonstrate	
  and	
  emphasize	
  the	
  economic	
  benefits	
  of	
  the	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  to	
  producers,	
  and	
  lenders/bankers	
  to	
  
help	
  with	
  decision-­‐making	
  related	
  to	
  agricultural	
  loans	
  

o Explore	
  opportunities	
  to	
  get	
  more	
  no-­‐till	
  equipment	
  for	
  producers	
  to	
  increase	
  adoption	
  of	
  reduced	
  tillage	
  
• Focus	
  extension	
  and	
  outreach	
  efforts	
  on	
  outcomes	
  instead	
  of	
  practices	
  
• Leverage	
  partnerships	
  and	
  resources	
  to	
  provide	
  deliverables	
  outlined	
  in	
  the	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  
• Facilitate	
  the	
  collaboration	
  among	
  all	
  USDA	
  agencies	
  including	
  Forest	
  Service	
  and	
  Risk	
  Management	
  Agency,	
  as	
  
well	
  as	
  other	
  key	
  agencies	
  such	
  as	
  the	
  Department	
  of	
  Interior’s	
  Bureau	
  of	
  Land	
  Management	
  

• Provide	
  information	
  about	
  available	
  adaptation	
  strategies,	
  including	
  considerations	
  for	
  adopting/not	
  adopting,	
  
by	
  region	
  and	
  state	
  

• Engage	
  with	
  conservation	
  groups	
  (e.g.,	
  Ducks	
  Unlimited,	
  Pheasants	
  Forever,	
  Rocky	
  Mountain	
  Elk	
  Foundation)	
  to	
  
identify	
  overlapping	
  management	
  goals/objectives	
  and	
  opportunities	
  to	
  partner	
  

• Create	
  fact	
  sheets	
  and	
  other	
  materials	
  in	
  simple,	
  non-­‐technical	
  terms	
  to	
  communicate	
  relevant	
  scientific	
  research	
  
and	
  practice	
  implementation	
  for	
  farmers,	
  ranchers,	
  and	
  forest	
  landowners	
  

• Highlight	
  research	
  of	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  strategies	
  and	
  implementation	
  of	
  practices	
  on	
  farmer/rancher	
  operations	
  
in	
  news	
  articles.	
  Facilitate	
  farmers/ranchers	
  telling	
  their	
  story	
  

• Develop	
  a	
  technology	
  and	
  communication	
  plan	
  that	
  ensures	
  the	
  Climate	
  Hubs	
  become	
  the	
  leading	
  portal	
  to	
  
distribute	
  information	
  about	
  agricultural	
  adaptation	
  to	
  weather,	
  and	
  extreme	
  events.	
  The	
  plan	
  should	
  include	
  
smartphone	
  applications,	
  an	
  improved	
  web	
  page,	
  and	
  a	
  stronger	
  web	
  presence.	
  

• Create	
  an	
  access	
  based	
  database	
  hosted	
  on	
  the	
  website	
  where	
  technical	
  documents	
  are	
  stored	
  and	
  accessible	
  to	
  
Climate	
  Hub	
  personnel	
  and	
  partners	
  



To learn more about this USDA Climate Hub visit: www.usda.gov/climatehubs  
To read the NPRCH Vulnerability Assessment visit: http://go.usa.gov/3MJp4 

• The	
  Climate	
  Hubs	
  should	
  be	
  staffed	
  to	
  support	
  the	
  effort	
  ensuring	
  longevity,	
  and	
  to	
  build	
  stronger	
  working	
  
relationships	
  with	
  partners	
  and	
  stakeholders	
  

• The	
  Climate	
  Hubs	
  should	
  engage	
  with,	
  be	
  visible	
  to	
  partners	
  and	
  stakeholders,	
  and	
  be	
  known	
  as	
  a	
  resource	
  for	
  
information	
  about	
  adaptation	
  strategies	
  to	
  build	
  resiliency	
  of	
  agricultural	
  and	
  forestry	
  operations,	
  and	
  natural	
  
resources	
  

	
  
The	
  following	
  are	
  additional	
  goals	
  and	
  opportunities	
  that	
  were	
  raised	
  during	
  the	
  Casper	
  workshop.	
  
• Optimize	
  system	
  function	
  and	
  economic	
  efficiency	
  rather	
  than	
  maximizing	
  production	
  (e.g.,	
  use	
  of	
  cover	
  crops	
  
and	
  legumes	
  to	
  reduce	
  commercial	
  fertilizer	
  use)	
  

• Identify	
  opportunities	
  to	
  increase	
  field	
  agency	
  knowledge	
  and	
  increase	
  communications	
  with	
  producers	
  about	
  
the	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  

• How	
  to	
  increase	
  diversity	
  in	
  cropping	
  systems	
  and	
  vegetation	
  community	
  in	
  pastures	
  to	
  provide	
  a	
  larger	
  suite	
  of	
  
ecosystem	
  services,	
  increase	
  nutrient	
  use	
  efficiency	
  

• Organize	
  Building	
  Block	
  workshops	
  at	
  the	
  state	
  level	
  for	
  agency	
  personnel	
  and	
  Cooperative	
  Extension,	
  and	
  offer	
  a	
  
modified	
  workshop	
  to	
  agricultural	
  producer	
  organizations	
  ensuring	
  the	
  workshops	
  meet	
  the	
  needs	
  of	
  the	
  
targeted	
  audience	
  

• Gain	
  a	
  better	
  understanding	
  of	
  the	
  influence	
  of	
  social	
  sciences	
  in	
  producer	
  decision-­‐making.	
  Why	
  do	
  producers	
  
make	
  changes?	
  

Next	
  Steps	
  and	
  Conclusions:	
  
	
  The	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  Workshops	
  served	
  as	
  an	
  introduction	
  of	
  the	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  to	
  many	
  USDA	
  family	
  agencies	
  
and	
  partners.	
  Additionally,	
  the	
  foundation	
  was	
  laid	
  for	
  the	
  different	
  entities	
  to	
  begin	
  navigating	
  and	
  building	
  
stronger	
  working	
  relationships	
  to	
  serve	
  USDA	
  stakeholders,	
  and	
  to	
  achieve	
  climate	
  smart,	
  resilient	
  agriculture	
  
throughout	
  the	
  Northern	
  Plains.	
  
	
  
The	
  next	
  steps	
  are	
  to	
  organize	
  and	
  offer	
  a	
  series	
  of	
  ¾	
  to	
  1	
  day,	
  stakeholder	
  workshops	
  in	
  each	
  of	
  the	
  Northern	
  
Plain’s	
  6	
  states	
  (Montana,	
  Wyoming,	
  Colorado,	
  North	
  and	
  South	
  Dakota,	
  and	
  Nebraska).	
  The	
  workshops	
  will	
  be	
  
designed	
  for	
  USDA	
  state	
  and	
  local	
  agency	
  personnel,	
  Cooperative	
  Extension,	
  and	
  a	
  similar	
  but	
  tailored	
  workshop	
  
for	
  agricultural	
  organizations.	
  The	
  workshop	
  series	
  will	
  be	
  more	
  focused	
  (highlighting	
  2	
  or	
  3	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  at	
  
each	
  workshop)	
  and	
  include	
  an	
  in-­‐depth	
  exploration	
  of	
  the	
  Building	
  Blocks,	
  available	
  adaptation	
  strategies,	
  and	
  
associated	
  potential	
  outcomes	
  from	
  implementing	
  the	
  practices.	
  The	
  workshops	
  could	
  also	
  serve	
  as	
  an	
  opportunity	
  
for	
  early	
  adopters	
  of	
  adaption	
  strategies	
  to	
  share	
  their	
  stories	
  and	
  answer	
  participant	
  questions.	
  
	
  
Workshop	
  participants	
  will:	
  
	
  
• Gain	
  a	
  greater	
  knowledge	
  base	
  of	
  the	
  Building	
  Blocks	
  
• Increase	
  their	
  understanding	
  of	
  adaptation	
  strategies,	
  including	
  the	
  pros	
  and	
  cons	
  of	
  the	
  different	
  strategies	
  
• Develop	
  a	
  peer	
  and	
  cross-­‐organizational	
  network	
  to	
  enable	
  sharing	
  information	
  and	
  experiences	
  about	
  relevant	
  
Building	
  Block(s)	
  inquiries,	
  share	
  stories	
  about	
  what	
  worked	
  /	
  didn’t	
  work,	
  and	
  share	
  their	
  project	
  outcomes	
  

	
  
The	
  USDA	
  is	
  not	
  new	
  to	
  offering	
  incentive-­‐based	
  management	
  practices,	
  such	
  as	
  the	
  10	
  Building	
  Blocks.	
  However,	
  
creating	
  a	
  network	
  of	
  USDA	
  and	
  partner	
  professionals	
  who	
  understand	
  the	
  suite	
  of	
  available	
  practices,	
  and	
  
opportunities	
  to	
  cross-­‐pollinate	
  among	
  USDA	
  family	
  agencies	
  with	
  the	
  support	
  and	
  input	
  of	
  Cooperative	
  Extension	
  
and	
  agricultural	
  organizations	
  is	
  new.	
  The	
  NPRCH’s	
  goal	
  is	
  to	
  build	
  a	
  solid	
  foundation	
  and	
  network	
  with,	
  and	
  
among	
  key	
  stakeholders.	
  Through	
  these	
  networks,	
  agricultural	
  producers	
  will	
  be	
  more	
  aware	
  of	
  and	
  
knowledgeable	
  about	
  available	
  adaptive	
  management	
  practices	
  that	
  when	
  implemented	
  can	
  increase	
  resiliency	
  of	
  
their	
  operation.	
  The	
  NPRCH	
  looks	
  forward	
  to	
  continuing	
  to	
  work	
  with	
  the	
  many	
  USDA	
  agencies,	
  partners,	
  and	
  
stakeholders.	
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