BN o e a s good for ranching

A Blueprint for Creating Long-term, Market-based Incentives for Ranchers to Conserve Sage-Grouse

Vision

A sustainable conservation model that
maintains large and intact landscapes
in order to support viable livestock
ranching and abundant sage-grouse
populations. A future where ranching
is recognized as fully supportive and
beneficial to healthy sage-grouse
habitat and populations and where
public and private investments reward
ranchers for providing these ecosystem
services on private lands.

The Challenge

Working ranches play a critical role
in maintaining large and intact land-
scapes needed to support world-class
wildlife populations. Yet, the viability
of western livestock ranching is
threatened by many factors including
shrinking profit margins, increased
environmental regulation, and an aging
ranching population.

Under these pressures, private
ranchlands are increasingly being sold
and subdivided for other uses generat-
ing concern among the conservation
community because habitat fragmenta-
tion is one of the primary threats to
many at-risk wildlife species, such as
sage-grouse. Sage-grouse are a icon of
western sagebrush rangelands that were
recently placed on a list of species
awaiting protection under the federal
Endangered Species Act; potential regu-
latory protection that would further
challenge viability of western ranching.
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In response to growing concern over
these issues, the USDA Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
recently launched the Sage-Grouse
Initiative (SGI). Through SGI, NRCS
targets federal Farm Bill programs to
alleviate threats to grouse and improve
sustainability of working ranches. SGI
has quickly become one of the largest
conservation success story in the West.
So far, more than $100 million has been
invested with ranchers to improve over
1.5 million acres across the West.

Still, questions remain about how to
ensure SGI conservation outcomes
persist after short-term Farm Bill con-
tracts expire. With record federal defi-
cits and repeated calls to trim budgets,
relying on federal incentives to produce
SGI outcomes indefinitely is unrealistic
at the scale needed to conserve grouse.

A Solution: Linking SGI with
Grassbanking

Linking SGI with the concept of
grassbanking is one novel idea that
would provide the tangible economic
incentives necessary to secure sage-
grouse benefits. A grassbank is a physi-
cal place where forage is made available
to ranchers, at a reduced fee, in ex-
change for conservation benefits being
produced on participant home ranches.
Market-based incentives for ranchers to
apply conservation are generated by
offering forage on the grassbank to will-
ing participants at below market value.
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Grassbanks are designed to achieve con-
servation while helping keep people on
the land.

Building on the successes of SGI,
conservation partners could establish
community-based grassbanks in sage-
grouse ‘core areas’, high abundance
population centers, where ranchers
have already been working to grow
more grouse. Once established, these
SGI-Grassbanks could use the free
market to leverage forage for sage-
grouse conservation indefinitely.

The SGI-Grassbank would enable
SGI to provide initial federal support to
assist producers in making the neces-
sary changes to their ranch and rely on
locally-run grassbanks to provide the
incentives to maintain these benefits
into the future, all while helping to keep
private lands and ranchers in ranching.
In contrast to the traditional model of
setting aside preserves to protect
wildlife, grassbanks represent a new
working lands paradigm that leverages
investments to achieve conservation at
scales that are biologically relevant.

The SGI-Grassbank
represents a new working lands
paradigm that uses the free
market to leverage wildlife
conservation indefinitely.
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How would it work? The SGI-
Grassbank Conservation Model

Any partner interested in commu-
nity-based conservation and ranch
sustainability could initiate and operate
a SGI-Grassbank. The grassbank would
be established in a sage-grouse core
area where SGI is being applied and the
potential to maximize biological
benefits exists. A property of sufficient
size and productivity to leverage land-
scape-scale conservation would be
purchased or leased from a willing
seller and improved for sage-grouse.

Once functioning, the SGI-
Grassbank would leverage additional
benefits on nearby ranches willing to
exchange conservation actions for
access to forage at a reduced price. On
the grassbank, discounts on forage
would be exchanged for management
actions that create a ‘Sage-Grouse
Friendly Ranch.’

Minimum Requirements of a Sage-
Grouse Friendly Ranch:

» Follow SGI conservation plan.
Participants agree to implement
and maintain an NRCS-certified
SGI conservation plan that
addresses all of the identified
threats to sage-grouse and either
meets or exceeds NRCS quality
criteria for sustainable grazing.

» No sod-busting. Participants
agree not to convert native
rangelands to cropland or other
non-native vegetation.

» No sagebrush eradication.
Participants agree to refrain from
active sagebrush control.

SGl conservation plans
provide the metrics for certifying
ranch sustainability and sage-
grouse benefits.
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SGI-Grassbank Benefits

The SGI-Grassbank would play a vital
role in securing outcomes currently being
produced by ranchers participating in
SGI by providing an enduring source of
incentives for participants to continue
managing sustainably after Farm Bill
contracts expire. Recognized threats to
sage-grouse and sustainable ranching
would be alleviated across both the grass-
bank property and participating ranches;
enhancing the integrity of a large and
intact landscape and reducing the need
for regulatory species protection.

The SGI-Grassbank would also have
multiple societal benefits. It would help
keep ranchers ranching, thereby main-
taining rural ways of life and revenue for
local communities. At broader scales,
societal benefits would be garnered by
enhancing sustainable food production
while reducing the need for costly federal
protection of sage-grouse under the En-
dangered Species Act.

Serving as a community-based dem-
onstration ranch, the grassbank would
also provide local ranchers with ready
access to expertise from diverse fields to
help them solve complex challenges
associated with balancing the needs of
livestock, wildlife, and healthy range-
lands.

SGI-Grassbank Financial Plan

A model financial plan has been de-
veloped that illustrates key elements of a
fiscally solvent SGI-Grassbank. Partners
interested in the model can use this
framework when evaluating grassbank
ventures. Financial estimates are broken
down into three main categories: 1) land
and other initial capital expenses, 2) an-
nual operating expenses, and 3) revenue.

The primary start-up cost for the
grassbank is associated with land acquisi-
tion. Land costs could be significantly
reduced if encumbered by a conservation
easement.

Limited annual operating expenses
would be associated with labor, equip-
ment, and supplies needed to coordinate
grassbank management. Expenses could
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be reduced depending upon how the
ranch is managed and the activities
assumed by grassbank participants as
part of lease negotiations.

Revenue would be derived primarily
through leasing of grazing rights on the
grassbank. Projected annual revenue
from grazing fees can be evaluated by
multiplying expected grassbank
productivity by forage value after
discounts. Grazing fees start at Fair
Market Value and are reduced accord-
ingly by discounts earned. In keeping
with the grassbank quid pro quo nature,
discount values would be roughly equal
to the value of conservation benefits
produced on participant home ranches.

The SGI-Grassbank model is
designed to generate at least enough
revenue to pay for anticipated annual
ranch operating expenses. Supplemen-
tal revenue could come from other
opportunities offered on the ranch
including recreation, hay production,
or value-added product marketing.
Ideally, creative ranch management
strategies would be established that
reduce expenses and generate positive
cash flow for the grassbank owner.

Fundraising

Donors, corporations, foundations,
and conservation partners should be
interested in collaborating to finance
grassbank establishment because it
represents a true linking of triple
bottom line performance; achieving
important goals in environmental and
social sustainability in an economically
viable manner. The SGI-Grassbank
builds upon existing federal invest-
ments and uses market-based
incentives to leverage long-term
conservation at landscape scales while
providing tangible benefits for
agricultural producers.

This plan was developed by NRCS in
collaboration with Montana Stockgrowers
Association and the Montana Field Office of
The Nature Conservancy.
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