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Dear NCDEA Enthusiasts,

Welcome to the fourth edition of NCDEA Connections!

As we move through a dynamic year for conservation, this quarter’s newsletter highlights the
strong momentum building across our network - from high-level advocacy in Washington,
DC, to hands-on training opportunities and practical professional development resources
designed to support you in the field every day.

In June, President Melissa Higbee and I traveled to Washington, DC, to represent
conservation district employees at key USDA-NRCS events, including Chief Colton L. Buckley’s
swearing-in ceremony and discussions on the agency’s 2026 priorities and conservation
practice standards. These priorities - centered on locally-led, voluntary conservation - align
closely with our mission and create new opportunities to support districts and producers
nationwide.

We’re excited to share that the Grand Rapids pilot training was a great success, building on
the strong foundation established in San Antonio. We look forward to sharing more
highlights and insights from the event in our next newsletter edition. Registration remains
open for our Mid-Year Training in Gulf Shores, Alabama. Inside, you’ll also find recaps of our
recent webinars on customer service, locally led planning, and confident communications—
practical tools you can use immediately.

Don’t miss the NCDEA Quiz - test your knowledge and have a chance to win some swag!

Thank you for your vital work conserving working lands. 
NCDEA remains committed to advocating for you and
 delivering the resources and connections you need.
Visit www.ncdea.us to stay engaged.

  

Sincerely,
NATIONAL CONSERVATION DISTRICT
EMPLOYEES ASSOCIATION

Executive Director
timothy.riley@ncdea.org

C O N S E R V A T I O N     C O L L A B O R A T I O N     C A P A C I T Y

National Conservation District
Employees Association 
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Preserve and protect agricultural land -
Protecting farmland from development and
degradation while supporting rural economies 
and food security.

Empower farmers and shift to outcome-based 
conservation - Providing producers with tools, 
flexibility, and support for results-driven stewardship.

Modernize infrastructure - Upgrading systems to enhance conservation program delivery.

Expand wildlife conservation and outdoor access - Investing in practices that benefit
wildlife alongside agricultural operations.

Re-center field engagement and strengthen technical expertise - Prioritizing local offices
and field staff to improve service to producers.

Strengthen partnerships and accountability - Streamlining processes while ensuring
transparent, effective use of resources.

Optimize mission delivery through workforce culture - Building a strong internal culture to
support efficient program implementation.

In June 2026, NCDEA President Melissa Higbee and Executive Director Tim Riley traveled to
Washington, DC, to represent the nation’s conservation district employees and the NCDEA
Board of Directors at several important USDA-NRCS events. We are grateful to NRCS for the
invitations and for the opportunity to provide the field-level perspective of conservation
district staff.

NCDEA President Melissa Higbee, NRCS
Chief Colton Buckley, and NCDEA

Executive Director Tim Riley after the
Chief’s Swearing-In Ceremony

NCDEA Active in Washington, DC: Representing
Conservation District Employees at Key USDA-
NRCS Events 
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Chief Colton L. Buckley Swearing-In Ceremony

We had the honor of attending the swearing-in
ceremony for Colton L. Buckley as the 19th Chief of the
Natural Resources Conservation Service. We
congratulate Chief Buckley on this milestone and look
forward to working with him as NRCS advances its
mission under his leadership.

NRCS 2026 Conservation Priorities

During the Conservation Stakeholders Meeting, Chief
Buckley and other NRCS leaders outlined seven key
priorities to guide the agency through FY 2026 and
beyond:

The agency’s updated motto - “Keeping working lands in working hands” - reflects a strong
“Farmer First” approach focused on voluntary, locally led, incentive-based conservation.
These priorities align closely with NCDEA’s work and create exciting opportunities to expand
support for districts and producers nationwide.



Following the incredible success of February’s national training milestone in San Antonio,
Texas, the momentum continued north this July 2026 with a highly successful pilot training in
Grand Rapids, Michigan. The Grand Rapids event directly modeled the formula that made
San Antonio such a groundbreaking success.

The San Antonio Blueprint: Hands-On and Collaborative
In San Antonio, conservation district employees, NRCS staff, Technical Service Providers, and
state agency staff came together for an intensive, coordinated training that combined core
curricula like Soil Health and Sustainability (SHS) and Conservation Planning Part 2 (CP2).
After completing online coursework ahead of time, planners spent several days doing hands-
on field work together at a working farm. Participants raved about the small-group field
learning format and the invaluable confidence builder of walking the landscape alongside
experienced planners from across the country.

Grand Rapids Builds on That Success 
Those same proven approaches were brought to Michigan. The Grand Rapids pilot generated
strong interest, with 101 applications from 11 different states. NCDEA and USDA-NRCS
worked closely behind the scenes to elevate the curriculum and ensure seamless event
execution, delivering the same high-caliber, hands-on experience that defined San Antonio.

Your Input in Action
This entire training initiative was conceived based on direct feedback from conservation
district field staff. NCDEA remains dedicated to ensuring district staff and partners have a
seat at the table and access to professional development that directly impacts their day-to-
day work. The Grand Rapids pilot represents a crucial step in building nationwide capacity for
effective conservation planning.

We look forward to sharing more highlights, lessons learned, and insights from the Grand
Rapids training in our next newsletter edition. Stay tuned for upcoming resources and future
training opportunities spinning out of this exciting framework.

Grand Rapids, MI Pilot Training Models Success
of San Antonio National Training Milestone
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Conservation Practice Standards Review

We also participated in a dedicated stakeholder meeting on proposed updates to
approximately 50 NRCS conservation practice standards. NRCS actively sought input to
ensure the standards remain relevant, flexible, and responsive to real-world resource
concerns faced by producers and district employees.

NCDEA appreciates the chance to contribute practical insights from the field. We remain
committed to collaborating with NRCS to refine these standards and deliver the most
effective technical assistance possible.

Students gather in the morning for a full day of in the field training.



Why You Should Attend

This mid-year training is a premier opportunity to step away from your daily routine to meet,
network, and exchange ideas with conservation district employees and partner organizations
from across the country.

Our carefully curated agenda is designed to equip you with the insights needed to navigate
the evolving landscape of local conservation. Key agenda highlights include:

Gulf Coast Tour: Experience the gulf region’s impact on aviation history, as well as
conservation efforts underway through multiple educational tour stops.
District Relevancy & Engagement: Participatory sessions focused on strengthening
community impact and growing local district engagement.
Designing, Constructing and Operating with Environmental Sensitivities: Learn and
experience The Lodge at Gulf Shores State Park’s unique conservation minded features.
National Partner Leader Panel: Hear directly from national conservation leaders on major
trends and initiatives.

Are you ready to elevate your skills, connect with fellow conservationists, and explore the
unique ecosystems of the Gulf Coast? Registration is officially open for the upcoming NCDEA
Mid-Year Training!

Hosted by the National Conservation District Employees Association (NCDEA) in partnership
with the Southeast Region, this year’s event promises two full days of impactful professional
development, field touring, and invaluable nationwide networking.

Registration is Now Open for the NCDEA Mid-Year
Training in Gulf Shores!
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Ev
en

t at a Glance

Theme:

When:

Where:

Registration Fee:

Wings, Water, and Working Lands: Advancing
Conservation Leadership on the Gulf Coast

Tuesday, September 1 - Wednesday, September 2, 2026

The Lodge at Gulf State Park – Gulf Shores, Alabama

$150.00

Secure Your Spot Today!

Space is limited, so don’t wait to secure your ticket and
lodging.

To Register: Click here to purchase your tickets via
Eventbrite Registration.
To Book Lodging: Reserve your room directly at the
venue through the official Hilton Hotel Booking Link.

Be sure to visit www.ncdea.us and join our mailing list to
ensure you never miss an update on training

opportunities, resources, and association news!

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/wings-water-and-working-lands-advancing-conservation-leadership-tickets-1992002985553?aff=oddtdtcreator
https://group.hilton.com/1t9in3
http://www.ncdea.us/


April 2026 NCDEA Webinar: "Customer Service That Builds Trust"
Presented by: Kayleigh Evans, Farm Bill Engagement & Training Coordinator for the Kentucky
Association of Conservation Districts.

The session offered practical strategies for conservation 
professionals to navigate office challenges, improve 
internal communication, and foster strong community 
connections.

The Four Pillars of Trust: Conservation offices 
frequently face limited staffing, complex bureaucracy, 
and frustrated visitors. Evans outlined Four Pillars of 
Trust to overcome these hurdles:

Reliability: Doing exactly what you say you will do.
Clear Communication: Breaking down complex
rules into understandable terms.
Respect: Treating every visitor with
professionalism and empathy.
Consistency: Delivering the same accurate message across all staff members.

Mastering the "First Contact Rule": To ensure positive initial interactions, Evans
introduced a four-step First Contact Rule:
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NCDEA Webinars: Building Skills & Connections

1.  Be Welcoming: Greet visitors warmly and introduce yourself.
2.  Set Expectations: Use plain language; avoid confusing acronyms or jargon.
3.  Explain Next Steps: Clear up any ambiguity about what happens next.
4.  Be Responsive: Follow up reliably and confirm the customer understands the timeline

When handling difficult situations, staff should practice active listening - listening without
interruption and validating concerns before pivoting to a solution.

Internal Culture Dictates External Service: "Internal communication equals the external
experience," Evans noted. Mixed messages among staff quickly erode public trust. To
prevent internal breakdowns, the webinar highlighted the importance of adapting to
different professional communication styles (Direct, Analytical, Supportive, and Expressive)
and keeping internal messaging action-oriented, clear, and professional.

Practical Tools for Immediate Use: The presentation featured a Customer Service Toolkit
designed for immediate implementation to build office consistency:

Trust-Building Language Guide: Replaces dismissive phrases (e.g., "I don't know") with
proactive alternatives ("Let me find out that answer for you").
First Contact Checklist: Guides staff through warm greetings and plain-language check-
ins.
The Follow-Up Formula: Uses intake checklists, FAQ documents, shared email templates,
and centralized call logs to ensure no landowner drops through the cracks.

Contact & Resources: For questions or to access shared customer service templates,
contact Kayleigh Evans at kayleigh.evans@kyconservation.com or visit www.ncdea.us.

mailto:kayleigh.evans@kyconservation.com
http://www.ncdea.us/
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May 2026 NCDEA Webinar: "Local Working Groups - The Value of Locally-
Led Conservation Planning"
Presented by: Eric Shideler, District Coordinator for the Vermilion County CD in Indiana

The May webinar highlighted how Local Working Groups (LWGs) drive impactful, community-
driven environmental stewardship.

History & Foundations

The Dust Bowl Era: Sparked the beginning of locally-led conservation, establishing Soil
Conservation Districts as a local delivery system for technical assistance.
2008 Farm Bill: Formalized the LWG’s role as an official sub-committee to provide direct
feedback to the State Technical Committee.

Core Roles and Benefits: LWGs conduct conservation needs assessments, identify priority
resource concerns, recommend USDA funding allocations, and assist with public outreach.
This local approach:

Enhances Program Relevance: Addresses real, community-specific issues.
Builds Buy-In: Engaging stakeholders ensures higher participation and sustainable
outcomes.
Leverages Resources: Strong local advocacy attracts additional public and private
funding.

Modernizing Outreach & Engagement: Moving 
away from low-attendance, traditional annual 
meetings, the webinar suggested interactive, 
year-round tactics:

Varied Opportunities: Pairing surveys with
events like ice cream socials or appreciation
lunches.
Digital Tools: Distributing paper or Google
surveys via social media and email.
Intentional Invitations: Actively targeting
diverse groups, including women landowners, forestry stakeholders, and watershed
groups.

Maximizing the Data: Gathering information is only the first step. The webinar emphasized
turning data into actionable results by:

Developing Committees: Creating topic-specific subgroups (e.g., soil health, grazing) to
leverage community support in small offices.
Publishing Summaries: Sharing progress and using visual data infographics (e.g.,
sediment and nutrient reductions) to build transparency.
Creating Learning Networks: Shifting year-round participation from static priority-setting
to collaborative, local learning.

Get Involved: Effective planning requires collaboration between District officials,
NRCS employees, ag producers, and agency partners. For toolkits - including meeting
checklists, templates, and agendas - visit www.ncdea.us or www.wearencpp.org.
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https://www.ncdea.us/
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June 2026 NCDEA Webinar: "Confident Communications"
The June webinar focused on expanding the reach and impact of conservation education.
Bringing together experts from across the field, the session focused on two critical areas of
outreach: engaging youth in the classroom and confidently training adults in the field.
Whether you are trying to catch the attention of a second-grade class or connecting with
seasoned landowners, this webinar highlighted the strategies needed to make your next
presentation a resounding success.

Part 1: Youth Education - Reeling in Classroom Success
Presenter: Celia Miller, Madison County Soil & Water Conservation District in Mississippi

Opening the webinar, Celia Miller shared her expert advice on navigating classroom
dynamics and building strong relationships with local educators. Under the theme "Fish for
the Right Tools for You," Miller emphasized that successful youth education starts long
before you step foot in a school.

Hooking the Teachers: Getting into schools requires proactive and thoughtful
communication. Miller outlined an approach to building a reliable network of teachers:

Word of Mouth: Lean on existing relationships to get your foot in the door.
Targeted Outreach: Look for educators who already show a natural interest in science or
the environment.
Clear Value Propositions: Send letters early in the school year outlining exactly what
programs you offer, making sure to note that they come at absolutely no cost to the
school and include all materials.
The Art of Flexibility: Align your schedule around school breaks and holidays. Always
remind teachers that you are flexible and willing to reschedule when their busy days get
packed.

Celia’s Golden Rule for Youth
Communication: Practice active

listening, use clear and purposeful
language, adapt to unique learning

styles, and always encourage
student voices.

Classroom "Catch of the Day": Once in the
classroom, the focus shifts to hands-on, 
high-energy learning. Programs typically run
for about 30 minutes (15 minutes of
presentation and 15 minutes of interactive
activities). Miller highlighted several highly
successful programs:

Animal Pelts: Discussing habitats and diets while allowing students to physically touch
real pelts.
Chia Pets & Leaf Art: Exploring root systems and how foliage protects the soil.
Incredible Journey: A water cycle game where students transform into raindrops
navigating rivers, glaciers, and soil.
Nature Detective: Giving kids a closer look at the natural world using specialized loupes.
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All recordings and materials from the
NCDEA Webinars can be found on the 

NCDEA YouTube Page

https://www.youtube.com/@NationalConservationDistrictEA


8

Driving Impactful Conversations: When working
with adults, Myers advised moving away from static
lectures and leaning heavily into experiential
learning, group facilitation, self-directed problem
solving, and reflection. Adults want to understand
why they are learning something and how it
immediately applies to their work or land.

Understanding the Adult Learner: Adults do not learn the same way children do. Myers
explained that adult education is influenced by a blend of three critical fields:

1.Humanistic: Focusing heavily on the learner’s specific needs, real-world experiences, and
personal growth.

2.Neuroscience: Understanding how the adult brain processes, remembers, and adapts to
new data.

3.Psychology: Tapping into intrinsic motivations, behaviors, and cognitive processing.

To effectively bridge the gap, educators should explore the Zinn Inventory Education Styles—
which range from Progressive and Humanist to Behaviorist, Liberal, and Radical—to better
align their teaching with the audience's preferences.

Small changes in how we teach
can have a lasting impact on

how adults learn.

-Brandy Myers

Key Learnings for Moving Forward: Myers challenged conservation professionals to step
out of their comfort zones with three parting charges:

Be Intentional: Know your audience and design your training around their tangible
needs.
Be Reflective: Constantly review what worked, what didn't, and how your delivery can
evolve.
Be Courageous: Try new facilitation methods and embrace interactive environments.

Need More Information? If you'd like to reach out to the presenters for resources, program
outlines, or advice, you can connect with them directly: Celia Miller (Youth Programs) at
celia.miller@ms.nacdnet.net, or Brandy Myers (Adult Training) at brandy.myers@ncagr.gov
or explore the NC Soil & Water Conservation Training website at www.ncswctraining.org.

Part 2: Adult Education—Confident Communication in the Field
Presenter: Brandy Myers, Training Coordinator, NCDA&CS Division of Soil & Water Conservation

Transitioning from children to adults, Brandy Myers shifted the conversation toward Adult
Learning Theories and navigating the nuances of teaching mature audiences. Her secret to
success? Living out her core professional values: Curiosity & Connection.

Convene, LLC “Soft Skills” Webinar Trainings is a service provided by
NCDEA to conservation district employees for no charge.
Through the Convene website, District employees have access to an unlimited
number of webinar trainings on a wide variety of “soft skill” topics including
effective communication, conflict management. and productivity and time
management.

Visit www.ncdea.us/training to learn more and access the webinars.

mailto:celia.miller@ms.nacdnet.net
mailto:brandy.myers@ncagr.gov
http://www.ncswctraining.org/
https://www.ncdea.us/training
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Remember that the answers will be discoverable in any of the current or past NCDEA
Connections Newsletters or on the NCDEA website.

1.What’s the name of the webinar service NCDEA provides for free to you for personal skill
development including Conflict Management, Improving Productivity, and Mindset
Coaching, etc.?

2.From the June 2026 NCDEA Webinar; in understanding the adult learner, which critical
field centers on understanding how the adult brain processes, remembers, and adapts to
new data?

3.Which NCDEA Region boasts diversity from mountains to rolling prairies, and who is their
NCDEA Region Director?

4.Who currently serves on the NCDEA Board from Colorado, and what is their position on
the Board?

If you think you know all 4 answers, submit them to timothy.riley@ncdea.org. The first to
submit all 4 correctly may receive some NCDEA swag and be recognized in the next edition of
the NCDEA Connections Newsletter. (Current NCDEA Board members are not eligible to win.)

Answers from last Quarter: Spokane CD, Washington Veterans Support Program - Vets on the Farm; Noxious
Weed Cost Share Program - Eagle County CD, Colorado; Employee Retention Strategy Presenter - Penny
Warwick, NCDEA Southeast Region; NCDEA Board Member from Indiana - Eric Shideler, NCDEA Treasurer

NCDEA Quiz - How well do you know NCDEA?

NCDEA: 1679 S DuPont Hwy, Dover, DE 19901
timothy.riley@ncdea.org

CONNECT
WITH US
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The winner of the Jan - Mar 2026 newsletter quiz was Andrea Farparan, Administrative
Services Manager and Custodian of Records for the Freehold Soil Conservation District in
Freehold, NJ.

Andrea started with the Freehold SCD in Jan, 2005 as part of the clerical staff and now serves
as Administrative Services Manager. In addition, she serves on the Executive Board of the NJ
Conservation District Employees Association as both the Vice President & Secretary. Andrea
is a two time recipient of the NJ Association of Conservation Districts Outstanding
Administrative Professional Award. She has been married 37 years to her husband John and
they have two beautiful daughters they are extremely proud of; Nicole - a VP for JP Morgan
Chase, and Natalie - Health & Physical Education teacher. Andrea enjoys spending her free
time with her family, especially on Long Beach Island (or as she said: “Any beach will do!”)

Fun fact: Andrea’s mother served as the District’s Administrative Manager until 1999!
Congratulations Andrea, and thank you to everyone who participated.

Honorable Mention - Alec Smith, Michigan also got all the answers correct.

https://www.ncdea.us/newsletter
https://www.ncdea.us/newsletter
https://www.ncdea.us/
mailto:timothy.riley@ncdea.org
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