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Powerhouse Women Conservationists of the SW Area in Indiana – The Power 
is in the Partnership 

by: Morgan Devine Indiana NRCS District Conservationist and Federal Women’s Program 
Manager 

Since the beginning of the Soil Conservation Service (SCS), women have played an 
important role in conservation.  In the earliest era of the conservation movement women rarely 
held field positions.  It was these early women that paved the way for all future female 
conservationists. In what is known today as the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
there is an increasing number of women serving as conservationists, technicians, and all other 
positions.   

 Indiana NRCS is divided into four areas: the northwest (NW), the northeast (NE), the 
southeast (SE), and the southwest (SW).  The SW Area of Indiana contains seventeen service 
centers. Of these service centers, seven have District Conservationist (D.C.s) positions held by 
women.  This means that 41% of the southwest area District Conservationists are women.  This 
high percentage of female representation is a newer phenomenon.  Among these seven female 

NRCS SW Indiana District Conservationists stand with a newly constructed Grassed Waterway and Rock Chute.  From left to right: 
Jessica Harig (D.C. Posey), Stephanie Mitchell (D.C. Gibson), Morgan Devine (D.C. Pike), and Rita Becker Forler (D.C. Vanderburgh) 



The Powerhouse Women of the SW Area of Indiana – “The Power is in the Partnership” 

2 
USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 

 
 

District Conservationists in the SW Area, only one has been a DC for nearly twenty years, while 
three have been D.C.s for about six years, and three have been D.C.s for less than one year.  
Comparatively, as of 2020, 38% of NRCS employees nationwide were female.  These women 
D.C.s in SW Indiana manage 37% of all active contracts, or over 30% of the total dollar 
obligation of SW area contracts which comes out to approximately thirty million dollars.  

 Translating these funds into conservation on the ground comes from the cooperation of 
both NRCS and partner staff within the Indiana Conservation Partnership (ICP).  In the 
southwest, five county Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs) have come together to 
form the “Fab-5” as they are locally called.  The power is in the partnership.  Over the years, 
Posey, Vanderburgh, Warrick, Gibson, and Pike county SWCDs have partnered together along 
with NRCS to collaborate on training, women’s learning circles, workshops, and other projects.  

Three of the seven SW Area female District Conservationists are located in the northern 
half of the area: Cara Bergschneider, Kristi Kennedy, and Amanda Kautz. Four of the seven SW 
Area female District Conservationists are in the southern half of the area, specifically in these 
“Fab 5” counties: Rita Becker Forler (Vanderburgh), Jessica Harig (Posey), Stephanie Mitchell 
(Gibson), and Morgan Devine (Pike). 

Experience in the agency for these women range from only 4 years to over 25.  Rita 
Becker Forler has been a D.C. for 20 years, getting her start in 
the agency in 1987 as a soil conservationist hired under the 
Food Security Act of 1985.  She has been a D.C. in southwest 
Indiana for 20 years, including in Gibson, Spencer/Perry 
counties.  She has been the D.C. for Vanderburgh county since 
2017.  Jessica Harig has worked for NRCS for 18 years in both 
Illinois and Indiana, serving in various roles from a soil 
conservation technician intern, soil conservationist, to a district 
conservationist.  She has been a D.C. for Posey county, Indiana 
since 2014.  Stephanie Mitchell got her start nine years ago 
with NRCS Kentucky as a Soil Conservation Technician.  She 
then moved on to NRCS Indiana to work as an Engineering 
Technician, Soil Conservationist, and now a District 
Conservationist.  She has been a D.C. for Gibson county since 

May 2020.  Morgan Devine has been with the agency since 
2016, hiring on as an Engineering Technician for the SW 
area.  She has only been the D.C. for Pike county since 
November 2020.   

With this range in service comes a variety of experience and perspective.  “I worked with 
no other women when I first started with NRCS” says Jessica Harig.  Harig started in Illinois 
NRCS as a WAE intern who eventually signed on with NRCS full time as a soil conservationist.  
“I knew of three female D.C.s in my state but I didn’t get to work with them.”   She goes on to 
explain the attitudes she faced as a young female employee out in the field. “It was like I was 

Map showing the Indiana NRCS work areas, highlighting 
the “Fab 5” counties within the SW area. 
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either a precious flower or the attitude was 
more ‘get off of my farm - you don’t know 
anything.’”  

 Stephanie Mitchell and Rita 
Becker Forler both echo this sentiment.  
“At my first district job, a female soil 
conservationist technician took me under 
her wing, but then I didn’t work with 
another female for almost 2 years until I 
relocated and met a D.C. in my work area” 
Stephanie shares.  “Until my recent years 
in Indiana, I was usually the only woman 
out in the field.”   

Rita remembers her experience of 
getting hired on in 1987 under the Farm 
Bill 1985 hiring spree.  “Many women were 
hired to carry out the tasks of the 1985 Farm Bill.  At that time, I think many of the mostly male 
NRCS employees and partner staff didn’t know what to make of so many women in a technical 
capacity coming to work for the agency.”  In speaking about it, she recalls feeling the tension 
amongst her coworkers when she first started.  Still, what made it bearable was strong leadership 
within the agency.  For example, she recalls her then supervisor going to bat for her and working 
to get her stationed closer to her family.  

Leadership in the SW area and Indiana NRCS has played a major role in improving 
opportunities for women and other groups in the area and across the state.  A lot has changed 
since the early days of their careers with NRCS.  But one thing is for sure – women continue to 
be an integral part of the NRCS workforce and partnership.  Female employees today are 
walking on the stones set by the women challenging the norms who have come before us.  The 
discussion with these four D.C.s highlights how previous generations have set the scene for 
women employees to succeed today.  Through these challenges and experiences, conservation 
continues to be implemented in the southwest of Indiana and beyond.  The legacy of women in 
the agency throughout its history continues to shape the experience of NRCS employees today. 
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The women D.C.s of the SW area doing an in field soil health assessment.  
Right to left – Morgan Devine, Stephanie Mitchell, Rita Becker Forler, Jessica 
Harig 


