
 

 
 

 

 

      

 
 
 

Department of the Interior and 
Expanding Conservation Corps Partnerships 
Summer 2020 

About Corps 
Modern Conservation Corps are usually non-profit or state-operated programs that engage young adults 
(ages 16 – 30) and post-9/11 veterans (up to age 35) in a term of service completing conservation and 
community improvement projects. During their service, which could last from a few months to a year, 
Corps participants – or “Corpsmembers” – gain work experience and develop in-demand skills. 
Corpsmembers are compensated with a living allowance and, in some cases, may receive an AmeriCorps 
Education Award upon completing their term of service. There are currently 130+ Conservation Corps across 
the country, which collectively engage some 25,000 diverse participants annually. 

History 
The history of Corps dates to the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC): a federal program that put 3 million young 
men to work during the Great Depression. The CCC helped shape America’s public land infrastructure, planting 
3 billion trees, building more than 125,000 miles of roads, 318,000 dams, and 3,000 fire towers. The CCC 
disbanded in 1942, but the model lives on in 21st century Corps. 

What Can Corps Do to Help Address the Backlog? 
Corps partner with resource managers at the federal, state and local level to engage Corpsmembers in a range 
of maintenance and improvement projects. This helps effectively manage current and future maintenance costs. 
Trail construction GIS mapping Grounds maintenance 
Invasive species management Historic preservation Sign installation 
Fuel reduction Species monitoring Dock/boardwalk construction 
Fencing installation Visitor education Data collection 
Campground maintenance Wildfire response Disaster recovery 

DOI and Corps Partnerships – How Does it Work? 
Cooperative Agreements The majority of projects done in partnership between DOI and Corps are 
accomplished through cooperative agreements. The Public Lands Corps Act (PLCA) of 1993 provided the 
Departments of Interior and Agriculture the authority to utilize contracts and cooperative agreements to engage 
Corps on public lands conservation and infrastructure projects. The 21st Century Conservation Service Corps 
Act (21CSC), passed in 2019, updated this legislation to include the Department of Commerce (NOAA). 

Project Development 
• Projects identified at the local level are prioritized and submitted as part of a five-year plan. 
• The plans are then submitted through the regional office to the Washington Office for approval. 
• Once a project is approved and funded, the land manager may use the PLCA authority to enter into a 

cooperative agreement or task agreement with a Corps to complete the work. Many Corps have cooperative 
agreements with some or all of the bureaus. Corps that do not have their own agreement may be able to 
do the project under one of The Corps Network’s agreements. The Corps Network currently has national 
agreements with the National Park Service, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, and the U.S. Forest Service. 

Project Work  Corpsmembers can begin work once a cooperative or task agreement between the Corps and 
the land management unit is signed. Corps organize Corpsmembers into crews of up to ten participants, usually 
supervised by two Crew Leaders. Land managers often meet with Crew Leaders prior to the start of a project to 
give an introduction and instructions. Corps handle their own recruitment, insurance and tools; they are largely 
self-sufficient and can be trusted to complete quality work without heavy oversight, thus freeing time for agency 
staff to focus on other priorities. Based on the projected availability of work and funding for a given season, 
Corps hire and train staff; procure gear, tools, and transportation; and sometimes find Corpsmember housing. 



 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 

 
 
 

Federal Funding for Project Partnerships with Corps 

NPS USFS USFWS BLM 
2019 $25,333,385.40 $72,333,334.64 $6,920,056.00 $8,516,440.85 

2018 $21,292,832.88 $22,923,201.91 $2,248,147.00 $7,870,900.96 

2017 $29,039,227.00 $24,307,399.00 $6,651,333.00 $9,447,738.00 

Total $75,665,445.28 $72,333,334.64 $15,819,536.00 $25,835,078.91 

Benefits of Engaging Corps 
Cost efficiency: A study commissioned by NPS found the agency could save an average of 65% on project 
expenses when partnering with Corps. Corps are cost-effective because they bring additional funding sources.  
Examples of these funding sources include: 
• Fee-for-Service • Facility Operations and • Concessionaire project support 
• AmeriCorps grants Maintenance appropriations • In-kind support 
• Department of Labor grants • Supplemental appropriations • Federal Lands Recreation 
• Foundation grants (disaster recovery) Enhancement Act funds 
• Corporate and individual donations • Friends Groups 

Next generation: Corpsmembers receive training in soft skills – like teamwork, communications, and critical 
thinking. Many Corpsmembers also earn industry-recognized credentials and training in project-specific skills, 
like chainsaw use, pesticide application, and trail building. The Public Lands Corps Act of 1993 (PLCA) exempts 
Corpsmembers from certain Federal labor laws and, as a result of amendments in 2005 and 2016, provides 
Corpsmembers who complete 640 hours of service in a Corps (with 120 hours solely on PLC projects) with two 
years of non-competitive federal hiring eligibility. The PLCA also established a Resource Assistants Program 
(RAP), through which DOI and the Department of Agriculture can engage individual Corpsmembers who are 
in college, or have graduated from college, to assist with more technical projects. RAP members are eligible 
for direct hire by DOI’s land management bureaus. At the end of their term of service, Corpsmembers have 
meaningful work experience and the skills to be America’s next generation of resource professionals. 

The Corps Network 
Established in 1985, The Corps Network is the National Association of Service and Conservation Corps. 
The Corps Network supports Corps through advocacy, funding and projects, and offering expertise in Corps 
operations and programming. 

@TheCorpsNetwork 
The Corps Network 1275 K St NW, Ste 1050 Washington, DC 20005  | 202-737-6272 | www.corpsnetwork.org 

www.corpsnetwork.org


 

   

    

   

 

   

    

   

    

  

 

  

2019 NPS Repair Rehabilitation Projects Cost Savings Analysis 

In 2012, the National Park Service (NPS) Park Facility Maintenance Division (PFMD) conducted a project 

analysis to determine how the costs of engaging a conservation corps to accomplish cyclic maintenance 

activities at national parks compared with the costs of using contractor crews. 

The project analysis determined that, on average, using conservation corps instead of contractor crews 

resulted in a project cost savings of 83%. 

Applying a project cost savings of 83% to 2019 Repair/Rehabilitation projects that potentially could be 

executed by Conservation Corps crews resulted in an overall cost savings of nearly $13.4 million, with 

the average savings per project being $215.9 thousand. See table 1 on the following page 

It should be recognized that actual costs may differ when project costs are developed using the NPS 

cost estimating system with assemblies created specifically for conservation crew labor costs. 



 

     Table 1 2019 NPS R/R Project Cost Savings Analysis 



 

  

 

 

 
 

           

                             
                             

                               
                                 

                                 
                               

                                 
                               

                           
                                   
                                     
                                 
                             

                           
                               
                               

                                 
                                       
     

                             
                                 

                               
                               

                             
                                   

                                 
              

       

       

                     

                   

             

         

 

 
 

 

National Park Service 
U.S. Department of the Interior 

Park Facility Management Division 

Conservation Corps Project Analysis, Fall 2012 
The National Park Service (NPS) Park Facility Maintenance Division (PFMD) conducted a project analysis to 
determine how the costs of engaging a conservation corps to accomplish cyclic maintenance activities at 
national parks compared with the costs of using contractor or NPS crews. The project analysis determined 
that, on average, using conservation crews instead of NPS crews saved 65% with the minimum savings just 
3% and the maximum savings 87%. The analysis found that the savings using conservation corps instead of 
contractor crews were even more significant with average savings of 83% and over $130,000 per project. 

The NPS PFMD together with the Public Lands Service Coalition (PLSC) performed an earlier analysis in the 
summer of 2011 which investigated the costs and potential savings from utilizing conservation corps crews to 
accomplish cyclic maintenance activities at national parks. Utilizing crew composition and costs provided by 
one typical conservation corps and some high level assumptions about the type of work in the NPS 5‐year 
cyclic work plan, the analysis found that using conservation corps crews could save up to 44% over using NPS 
crews. The conservation corps are continually faced with the issue of being able to defensibly describe the 
benefits of corps projects so additional analysis that utilized specific projects to estimate savings was 
performed. With actual completed project information and costs provided by the PLSC, estimates for 
performing the same project work using contractor and NPS crews were completed using the NPS Cost 
Estimating Software System (CESS). The CESS is based on published, industry standard cost data from R.S. 
Means, built on an industry standard platform known as Timberline Estimating, relies on a robust database of 
over 65,000 line items and 9,000 assemblies, and can be used to estimate small and large projects of a wide 
range of types. 

The final results analyzed 15 geographically dispersed projects ranging in complexity with general focus on 
trail related projects. On average, using conservation corps crews instead of NPS crews saved 65% with the 
minimum savings just 3% and the maximum savings 87%. The analysis found that the savings using 
conservation corps instead of contractor crews were even more significant with average savings of 83% and 
over $130,000 per project. In general, the conservation corps crews were consistently the least expensive 
alternative. In dollars, for all 15 selected projects the average savings was over $50,000 over NPS crew costs 
(or $131,000 over contractor crews) with a minimum savings of just $237 and a maximum savings over 
$224,000. See Table 1 for a summary. 

TABLE 1: PROJECT SAVINGS 

Projects Amount of savings Minimum Average Maximum 

2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 12, 13 Savings less than $15,000 $237 $6,826 $13,746 
4, 10, 11, 15, 16 Savings between $15,000 and $100,000 $20,360 $49,783 $77,002 

6, 9, 14 Savings greater than $100,000 $114,551 $151,486 $224,172 

2 through 16 $237 $50,077 $224,172 
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Generally, there were three different groupings of projects based on the savings: 

 Projects with savings less than $15,000 

 Projects with savings between $15,000 and $100,000 

 Projects with savings greater than $100,000 

The three groupings based on savings matched the breakdown by complexity: small, medium and large 
projects. As expected, the contracted cost was always greater than the NPS cost due to the higher labor costs 
for the contracted crews. A summary of the contractor, NPS and Corps costs can be reviewed at the end of the 
document in Table 2: Summary Project Data | Corps, Contracted and NPS Cost Comparison. Two additional 
tables at the end of the document provide additional information by breaking down the Contracted and NPS 
costs into the assemblies and line items that were utilized to build the estimate. See Table 3: Contractor Cost 
by Assembly and Project and Table 4: NPS Cost by Assembly and Project for these details. There were a total of 
13 different assemblies and one line item for downed tree removal utilized for the project cost estimates. 

Methodology 

The steps outlined below defined the methodology used for this analysis. 

1. Collect Sample Projects. A selection of three actual projects provided the starting point for analysis as 
the project team elected to run through the process from start to finish for a small sample size to 
determine what would work and what would need to be refined for roll‐out to additional conservation 
corps. Only one project was eliminated from consideration because of anomalies in the data provided 
and the lack of information necessary for proper follow‐up. 

2. Create Estimates in CESS using data from Sample Projects. Cost estimates in CESS were developed by 
matching the project descriptions and task work to individual line items and cost assemblies from the 
database. Initially three estimates were created, one for the contracted cost, one for the NPS cost and 
one for the conservation corps. It was determined that only the contracted and NPS CESS cost 
estimates would be necessary as the information provided by the conservation corps were the actual 
costs to the NPS for actual projects the conservation corps completed at national parks. 

3. Analyze estimates and determine final requirements for data collection. Once all three projects had 
been estimated in the NPS CESS, a detailed data collection document was created that highlighted the 
most commonly used trails line items and assemblies and the required data elements necessary to 
generate proper estimates in the system. 

4. Collect larger sample size. The data collection document was utilized to collect project data for an 
additional 13 actual completed projects representing nine different conservation corps. 

5. Determine cost savings. Using the project data and the NPS CESS, two estimates per project were 
created and summarized in Excel. The total cost savings was determined by comparing the NPS and 
contractor crew estimates to the actual cost to the NPS for engaging the conservation corps to 
complete the projects. 
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Table 2: Summary Project Data | Corps, Contracted and NPS Cost Comparison 
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Table 3: Contractor Cost by Assembly and Project 

Assembly Desc P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15 P16 
G2040.910‐N050 Campground, Veg. Clearing/Replanting $3,052 
G2040.930‐N020 Trail, Retainer Bar, Timber $128 $559 $123 $13,706 $28,136 
G2040.930‐N021 Trail Steps, Stone $6,995 $10,150 $1,800 $200 

G2040.930‐N100 Trail, Existing Brush Clearing $19,197 $27,923 $17,260 $166,229 $138 $53,511 $72,567 $402 $31,715 $28,661 $46,979 
G2040.930‐N105 Trail, New Brush Clearing $735 $8 $14 
G2040.930‐N805 Stone Retaining Wall $3,675 $30,009 $5,676 $29,573 
G2040.930‐N911 Trail, Water Bar ‐ Timber $690 $330 $977 $4,263 $15,492 
G2040.930‐N912 Trail, Water Bar ‐ Stone $969 $761 $16,556 $10,765 $3,593 $8,016 $2,481 
G2040.930‐N913 Trail, Water Bar ‐ Swale $6,640 $1,375 
G2041.100‐N003 Boardwalk, Typical on grade $18,599 
G2050.100‐N010 Landscape Planting Activities $194 
MG2040 N215 Trail‐ Existing, Repair Tread Surface $9,947 $186,896 $7,105 $150,954 $175,880 $50,534 $26,526 
MG2040 N170 Fencing $6,701 
3113.1320.3100 Downed Tree Removal $4,834 $23,527 

Design Contingency (Std 20%) $1,340 $7,717 $6,881 $8,162 $71,953 $3,628 $2,741 $44,764 $14,422 $15,651 $5,995 $6,343 $37,992 $19,749 $19,406 
Add‐ons (G&A, Overhead, Profit) $3,869 $22,282 $19,868 $23,566 $207,743 $10,474 $7,914 $129,242 $41,639 $45,189 $17,309 $18,314 $109,690 $57,018 $56,030 

Project Totals $11,911 $68,586 $61,156 $72,539 $639,461 $32,241 $24,362 $397,825 $128,171 $139,097 $53,279 $56,372 $337,641 $175,510 $172,469 

Table 4: NPS Cost by Assembly and Project 

Assembly Desc P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15 P16 
G2040.910‐N050 Campground, Veg. Clearing/Replanting $1,981 
G2040.930‐N020 Trail, Retainer Bar, Timber 
G2040.930‐N021 Trail Steps, Stone 
G2040.930‐N100 Trail, Existing Brush Clearing 
G2040.930‐N105 Trail, New Brush Clearing 
G2040.930‐N805 Stone Retaining Wall 
G2040.930‐N911 Trail, Water Bar ‐ Timber 
G2040.930‐N912 Trail, Water Bar ‐ Stone 
G2040.930‐N913 Trail, Water Bar ‐ Swale 
G2041.100‐N003 Boardwalk, Typical on grade 
G2050.100‐N010 Landscape Planting Activities 
MG2040 N215 Trail‐ Existing, Repair Tread Surface 
MG2040 N170 Fencing 
3113.1320.3100 Downed Tree Removal 

Design Contingency (Std 20%) 
Add‐ons (G&A, Overhead, Profit) 

Project Totals 

$3,509 

$702 
$2,026 
$6,237 

$68 

$11,591 
$369 

$2,082 
$400 
$557 

$160 
$4,027 

$4,247 
$12,262 
$37,744 

$303 

$14,073 

$184 
$430 

$3,217 
$3,641 
$10,513 
$32,362 

$3,744 
$8,131 $69,601 

$9,355 
$2,688 

$97,152 

$4,246 $33,888 
$12,259 $97,842 
$37,735 $301,171 

$56 

$74 
$6 

$6,187 

$3,693 

$2,003 
$5,784 

$17,803 

$5,636 $14,938 
$5,387 

$19,737 
$545 

$2,030 

$61,116 

$1,127 $20,751 
$3,254 $59,911 

$10,018 $184,415 

$25,994 

$13,482 

$7,895 
$22,795 
$70,166 

$36,574 
$11 

$3,108 

$7,939 
$22,920 
$70,552 

$254 

$19,451 

$3,941 
$11,378 
$35,024 

$988 
$15,409 

$2,377 
$4,607 

$71,207 

$3,082 $15,836 
$8,898 $45,721 

$27,389 $140,736 

$110 
$17,282 

$10,075 
$1,426 
$557 

$20,459 

$9,982 
$28,819 
$88,710 

$23,678 

$10,749 

$15,656 
$10,017 
$28,920 
$89,020 

Corps Network Project Totals 
Estimated Savings using Corps Crews 

$6,000 
$237 

$24,000 
$13,744 

$12,000 
$20,362 

$25,000 $77,000 
$12,735 $224,171 

$17,200 
$603 

$8,550 $69,863 
$1,468 $114,552 

$20,876 
$49,290 

$21,000 
$49,552 

$22,000 
$13,024 

$21,420 $25,000 
$5,969 $115,736 

$36,000 
$52,710 

$12,000 
$77,020 
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