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The Soil Conservation Service was established through the Soil Conservation Act of 1935 after the Dust Bowl catastrophe. This legislation was based, in part, upon results from the 1934 National Erosion Reconnaissance Survey, which was the first formal study of erosion conducted in the Nation. Hugh Hammond Bennett, the agency founder and first administrator, convinced the U.S. Congress that soil erosion was a national menace and that a permanent agency within USDA was needed to call landowners’ attention to their land stewardship opportunities and responsibilities. With the establishment of the Soil Conservation Service, a nationwide partnership of Federal agencies, local conservation districts, and communities was developed to provide assistance to the rural and urban sectors in the conservation of natural resources. Today, NRCS champions the vitality of the land as USDA's lead conservation agency. No other Federal agency speaks for the health of America's private land.

The National Resources Inventory (NRI) was first conducted in 1977, and every 5 years thereafter through 1997. Several less intensive, special-issue inventories also were performed during the 1990s to investigate topical matters of concern and to supplement the NRI. 

The NRI is a statistical survey of natural resource conditions and trends on nonfederal land in the United States - nonfederal lands include privately owned lands, tribal and trust lands, and lands controlled by State and local governments. The NRI provides nationally consistent statistical data on how these lands are used and on changes in land use patterns for the period 1982 – 2001.
Land use is surprisingly dynamic, with annual shifts in and out of different uses. Examining net change in land use reveals general trends, but masks the real extent of land use change over time. In agriculture there are frequent shifts in the use of land among cropland, pastureland, rangeland, and forest land. Each time land use changes, it may affect erosion potential, wildlife habitat, or hydrologic features of the landscape.

Cropland, pastureland, rangeland, and forest land comprise the majority of the Nation’s land resources and thus:

· The condition of these lands influence directly or indirectly the environment enjoyed by the Nation. 

· Meeting the Nation’s objectives for natural resources and environmental quality will depend on how these lands are used and conserved.

