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A.  INTRODUCTION


The Nature Conservancy of Montana has conducted an analysis of selected Nature Conservancy grassbanks and their application to conserving biologically significant landscapes, both to assess the cost effectiveness and conservation benefits of this innovative tool.  A grassbank is defined as the value-for-value exchange of forage for conservation benefit.


Over the past decade, “grassbanking” has become more widely known among land managers and conservation groups throughout the West as a tool that can deliver conservation. While grassbanking holds great promise in initiating and sustaining land protection and stewardship, grassbanks now have an adequate track record for managers to report important lessons for future practitioners.


In this study, we will try to determine the efforts the Conservancy’s grassbanks have made to meet the value-for-value standard required by the IRS
, whether or not they are achieving long-term conservation at scale, and whether they are economically sustainable.  This study was generously funded by the Liz Claiborne Art Ortenberg Foundation.

B.  THE CURRENT STATUS OF GRASSBANKING


 In her study, Grassbank™ Movement, 2001:  The Status of Grassbank Initiatives in the West, Claire Harper noted that in the summer of 2001, 22 grassbank initiatives were planned or established throughout the western United States.  The original grassbank was formed in the Malpai region of southern Arizona and New Mexico in 1994 and run by the Malpai Borderlands Group (MBG)
, a consortium of ranchers, The Nature Conservancy (TNC), and The Animas Foundation who saw opportunity in seeking common ground between ranchers, conservationists, and public agencies on resource management issues.  In particular, the ranchers were keen on re-establishing a natural fire regime in the Malpai region and curbing subdivision of ranchlands.


Drum Hadley, co-founder of the Malpai Borderlands Group, Director of the Animas Foundation, and owner of the 321,000-acre Gray Ranch conceived of a “grassbank,” a concept whereby ranchers could have access to forage on the Gray Ranch in an equal exchange for the value of conservation practices (including restored fire regime and/or permanent conservation easements) over their ranches.  Subsequently, the MBG oversaw the grassbank agreements and fundraised to compensate the Gray Ranch for the value of the exchanged forage.  This first grassbank resulted in the permanent protection of about 25,000 acres of Malpai rangelands by four ranchers.


According to Bill Miller, spokesperson for the grassbank, MBG has in place a program for cost sharing and technical assistance to facilitate improved grazing practices on grassbank participants’ lands.  Ranchers who participate in the grassbank land management program are in the position of highest priority for this assistance.  Although no conservation easements have recently been exchanged for Malpai grassbank forage, the Gray Ranch now makes leased grass 

available to the original grassbank participants.  This has been especially beneficial because of continued drought in the region.  The Malpai Borderlands Group’s originality and success went on to inspire the establishment of additional grassbanks in subsequent years, the next of which was the Valle Grande Grassbank, established by the Conservation Fund.


The Conservation Fund purchased the 240-acre Triple S Ranch in August 1997 with the intention of starting a grassbank.  Along with ownership of the ranch came an exclusive 36,000-acre grazing allotment on the Santa Fe National Forest that accommodated 325 cow/calf pairs yearlong.  Culturally, the grassbank was born out of a need to reconcile conservationists’ criticism that local public grazing lands were being abused with the outlook of traditional small-scale, Hispanic ranchers.  Many Hispanic ranchers are fighting to return federal land back to Spanish land grants and “grudgingly tolerate federal government ownership of wildlands they see as remnants of Spanish land grants” (The Santa Fe New Mexican, Sunday, August 31, 1997).


Biologically, the grassbank was born out of a recognized need to improve grazing conditions on small Forest allotments by reducing encroaching woody species through the use of fire and mechanical thinning.  (Ecologist Craig Allen estimates that between 1935 and 1981, northern New Mexico lost 55 percent of its grasslands to encroachment by woody species, including pinyon and juniper.)  The Forest and local ranchers saw the opportunity to increase ecological diversity and local ranching viability.  The Forest committed to restoration projects on allotments vacated by grassbank participants in what was named the Valle Grande Grassbank.  Meanwhile, the grassbank participants continued to pay their home grazing allotment fee.  Instead of paying their salting fee to their grazing association, however, they paid the equivalent of the salting fee to the grassbank in exchange for up to three seasons of grassbank use (including a full-time range rider) and the anticipated improvements in post-restoration forage on the home allotment.


The goals of the Valle Grande Grassbank are to 1) improve the ecological health of public grazing lands for the benefit of all creatures dependent on them, 2) improve national forest lands so they can more sustainably support continued livestock grazing at current levels while also providing expanded habitat for both game and non-game wildlife, 3) strengthen the economic and environmental foundation of the northern New Mexico ranching tradition, which is arguably the oldest in the nation, and, 3) show that ranchers, conservationists, and agency personnel can work together for the good of the land and the people who depend on it—and do so in the framework of a model that can be exported to other areas with similar needs.


Funds for purchase of the ranch were provided by a combination of public and private sources, including the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation and the McCune Charitable Foundation.  The project’s largest single donor was the Ford Foundation which paid for the initial feasibility study and subsequent core operations.  The grassbank is sustained by a combination of public and private funding:  EPA 319 Grants for watershed restoration (administered by the New Mexico State Environment Department), USDA Forest Service funding (discretionary funds from the regional forester), and continued funding from both the McCune Charitable Foundation and the Ford Foundation.


Several hurdles were overcome to initiate this grassbank, including opposition from stockgrower groups who were concerned that the Conservation Fund would retire the grazing 

permit as a conservation measure.
  Federal reviews and environmental requirements also had to be met, and an unsuccessful lawsuit was brought by the Forest Guardians, an environmental group opposed to grazing public lands.  Also, several months were devoted to ironing out a memorandum of understanding to clarify the roles of the partners:  Northern New Mexico Stockmen’s Association, The Conservation Fund, the New Mexico State University Cooperative Extension, and the Forest Service.  However, since the summer of 1998, Valle Grande Grassbank has been up and running.  Seven grazing associations from seven different allotments on the Santa Fe and Carson National Forests have brought 260 head of cattle or more to the grassbank annually and the Valle Grande has become recognized and honored for its innovation and public-private partnership.  


The success of the grassbank, especially in the early years, has been shadowed by the slow pace at which the Forest Service has fulfilled its restoration commitments.  By spring 2002, the Forest had completed only one-third of its promised restoration projects, attributing its lack of success to a shortage of resources, re-allocation of funds to emergency fire programs, personnel turnover, and internal legal requirements.  In the long term, ranchers paying higher fees for their participation in the grassbank may become disenchanted with slowed or lacking benefits from Forest restoration projects.


As of fall 2003, it is important to point out that the majority of projects promised by the Forest have been carried out.  One of the major causes of delay at the Forest is due to what may have been an error in the original project planning—the very slow NEPA and archeology processes were not started early enough, so that when the cattle actually were moved to Valle Grande, projects could begin right away.  Progress has been made in scheduling these reviews in a more timely manner.


Grassbank managers also learned that fire is difficult to schedule dependably.  Planning large-acreage fires left participants more vulnerable to failure because these fires require huge commitments of funds, crews, equipment—and these material resources are tightly scheduled throughout the burn season.  If the local burn window doesn’t coincide with the crew and equipment schedule, the burn has to be postponed, often until the following season.  Managers learned to plan more numerous, smaller prescribed fires that may be implemented with local district crews and equipment.


Although the Valle Grande Grassbank is innovative and serves as a public lands grassbank model that may be applicable elsewhere, it does not lend itself well to a comparison of Conservancy initiated grassbanks for several reasons.  First, its objectives are not based on maintaining biodiversity of targeted imperiled species or communities.  Instead, Valle Grande managers have taken on social issues including rural economic support and development and hope to provide an example of collaborative land stewardship—not only with public and private landowners, but with environmentalists, ranchers, hunters, recreationists, fuel-wood cutters, and with different ethnic/cultural groups.  Second, it uses public land at its primary forage base, rather than a Conservancy owned or leased land base.  Because of the involvement of the public land and financing, cost comparisons are made more difficult. 


Manager Maria Sonett plans a cost analysis of Valle Grande during winter 2003.  However, she faces similar problems to other grassbank managers in attempting to attribute values to abstract concepts such as collaboration, removal of mistrust, learning to appreciate different land-use values and beliefs—all of which Valle Grande has been successful in achieving.


Valle Grande provides valuable lessons in working with a federal agency, especially in restoring natural fire regime.  However, given the differences in mission, funding, and accounting, we have chosen not to use Valle Grande for analytical and comparison purposes in this study.

1. The Nature Conservancy Grassbanks

Several grassbank initiatives have come and gone since the Malpai/Gray Ranch experience.  Unlike the Malpai and Valle Grande, most grassbank initiatives could not navigate the complex waters of sustained funding, operations, and monitoring.  Out of the 22 grassbank initiatives mentioned in the Harper report, we have chosen four Conservancy-operated grassbanks to analyze, while recognizing that other worthy grassbanks are up and running.  These Conservancy grassbanks were chosen based on longevity, track record with the grassbank working group, stage of development, and diversity of purpose; Vina Plains, Heart Mountain, Rocky Mountain Front, and Matador Ranch Grassbanks are analyzed in this report.  A closer examination of these grassbanks will help answer our questions about sustainability, cost effectiveness, and furthering the Conservancy’s conservation objectives.  We provide below a brief overview of these grassbanks, the landscapes in which they exist, and the conservation targets they are trying to protect.

a.
Heart Mountain Grassbank - The Nature Conservancy of Wyoming 

The Eastern Absarokas Landscape encompasses over three million acres along the eastern flank of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE).  This landscape takes in the eastern slope and adjacent lowlands of the Absaroka Range, from its northern tip on the Wyoming/ Montana border south to the Owl Creek Range near Thermopolis, Wyoming.  Four major watersheds dominate the landscape:  the Clark’s Fork of the Yellowstone River, the North and South Forks of the Shoshone River, and the Greybull River.  The plant communities range from sagebrush/grassland complexes in the lower elevations to mixed conifers and alpine meadows in the mid to high elevations.  

Forty-five percent of the landscape is controlled by the Shoshone National Forest, 

21 percent by Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 24 percent by private ownership, and the balance shared among Yellowstone National Park, Wind River Reservation, Bureau of Reclamation, and State of Wyoming.  Large blocks of private ranchlands form a buffer along the perimeter of national forest lands and provide essential habitat for migrating ungulates, the wide-ranging carnivores of the GYE, and many other species.  These ranchlands, like many across the West, are increasingly vulnerable to fragmentation, fire suppression, and improper grazing practices.

In the winter of 2000, TNC of Wyoming established a community-based program for the Absarokas region.  Targets for the region are sagebrush/grasslands, a prairie-dog complex, mid-elevation to subalpine conifer matrix, rare plants of the Absarokas and Owl Creeks, and riparian/aquatic systems, as well as the GYE shared targets of migrating ungulates and wide-ranging carnivores.  Primary strategies to abate threats include obtaining conservation easements on significant portions of private ranchlands along the Absaroka front (through donation of conservation easements and collaboration with the Montana Land Reliance and TNC of Montana through the Absaroka-Beartooth Ranchland Trust) and establishing the Heart Mountain Grassbank, which can support the Shoshone National Forest’s extensive burn plan and innovative range management projects.

Description of the Grassbank

TNC of Wyoming purchased the Heart Mountain Ranch in 1999 to protect significant biological and cultural assets from development.  This 15,137-acre ranch includes 5,732 deeded acres and a balance of state and BLM grazing leases.  Approximately 3,000 AUMs (at optimum fertilization) are available on 600 acres of deeded, irrigated farmground, set up for high-intensity/short duration grazing rotations.  Since 2001, a portion of these AUMs were made available as part of the Heart Mountain Grassbank pilot project.

Beginning in February 2001 and continuing throughout the year, an informal group of key grassbank stakeholders were identified and queried for information, feedback, and direction for the grassbank.  These partners include BLM, Shoshone National Forest, Wyoming Game and Fish, Wapiti Ridge Coordinated Resource Management Group, Park County Commissioners, local landowners, and Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation.  Two projects were identified that involved three area ranch families:  1) resting the Bald Ridge USFS allotment for a fuel reduction burn, and 2) resting the top of Sheep Mountain BLM/private lands to improve critical elk winter range vegetation.  These two projects involved the use of 1,700 AUMs of forage (of the potential 3,000 AUMs available) from the Heart Mountain Grassbank.  Contracts for grazing were between the private landowner and TNC.  Monitoring was designated as the responsibility of the government agencies involved in the projects.

During the course of this first pilot year, the following steps were taken to create both a sound and feasible vision for the grassbank, as well as educate and enroll the community in its possibilities: 

· The idea was presented at a community partnering workshop with representation from local community leaders and all local government agencies.

· Informal group of stakeholders were identified and queried.

· Pilot projects were identified and extensive time was spent with participating ranchers to determine the “workability” of the project.

· An independent consultant was contracted to conduct an initial feasibility study and subsequent business plan for the grassbank.

· TNC staff interviewed and filmed various grassbank stakeholders and created an innovative video of the project which has been shown at various venues in the local community as well as at the Wyoming Stockgrowers convention in Casper. 

· A public meeting was held in which the community had an opportunity to learn about the grassbank project and give important feedback.



In May 2002, the key stakeholders gathered to discuss the future of the grassbank project.  Represented at this meeting were Shoshone National Forest, Wapiti Ridge Coordinated Resource Management (CRM) group, Wyoming Game and Fish, Conservancy staff and trustees, landowners, Park County Commissioners, and Meeteetse Conservation District.  They agreed that it was a wonderful resource, that they would like to help manage it, and that they supported a more open CRM process rather than a small, formal board.  The group agreed to call themselves the Heart Mountain Grassbank Group.  



At an August 2002 meeting, draft operating principles were edited and accepted.  A selection sub-committee was appointed to review project applications.  The following mission statement was accepted:  “The mission of the Heart Mountain Grassbank is to maintain open space, wildlife species and their habitats, and natural communities and ecological processes within the Eastern Absarokas Landscape by providing a forage base that affords land management flexibility and local economic opportunity.”



In December 2002, press releases appeared in local papers explaining the grassbank and calling for applications.  The selection committee met in January to review applications and in February made their recommendations to the Heart Mountain Grassbank Group.


Both a fundraising sub-committee and a monitoring sub-committee were formed at the February meeting.  Monitoring of public lands projects is conducted by the respective public agency (Shoshone National Forest or BLM).  The Draper Museum of Natural History is currently considering taking on the monitoring of the grassbank’s irrigated cropland with a staff of graduate researchers to assure sustainable pasture conditions and prevent soil compaction and runoff.  The ranch currently employs a highly efficient drip irrigation system and uses organic fertilizers on the pasture.  



The grassbank grazing fee was established the first season, but ranchers have since estimated their true cost of grazing on federal lands.  Therefore, in the second and third grazing seasons, grazing fees were adjusted upwards.  The Grassbank Group and Wyoming board will address setting future lease rates based on current market values for comparable pasture, discounted for associated conservation practices.

The future of the Heart Mountain Grassbank is uncertain.  The Wyoming program owes $956,000 to the Conservancy’s Land Preservation Fund (LPF) to retire the Heart Mountain Preserve land debt.  This spring, the Wyoming program received verbal commitment of $400,000 of habitat mitigation funds from Wyoming Game and Fish and the Shoshone National Forest to help pay off the Heart Mountain Preserve land debt.  A $400,000 matching grant was pledged by the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation.  However, the mitigation monies were associated with a highway widening project along the North Fork of the Shoshone River and the public subsequently weighed in as favoring permanent land protection within the drainage over the grassbank.  As a result, in August 2003 the public mitigation monies were withdrawn.  Since then, public support for the grassbank has grown and the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation has voiced interest in putting up some portion of the land purchase.  The remainder of the debt could be paid back by selling a disjunct parcel of the ranch that does not affect the goals of the preserve or grassbank.  Depending on the outcome of fundraising, the Wyoming board will decide whether to sell off the grassbank portion of the preserve at its February 2004 meeting.

Accomplishments to Date



Bald Ridge Allotment, Shoshone National Forest.  As mentioned above, the Shoshone National Forest controls 45 percent, or 1,350,000 acres of the land within the Eastern Absarokas Landscape.  Over the next five to ten years the Shoshone Forest intends to implement fuel reduction burns and mechanical fuel reduction on approximately ten cattle grazing allotments 

(22 mechanical treatments or controlled burns ranging in size from 100-8,300 acres over about 115,000 acres).  The immediate purpose of these management treatments is to decrease the risk of catastrophic fire along the urban interface.  However, the long-term purpose is to facilitate a “let-burn” policy on the entire Shoshone National Forest.  Secondary benefits may include increased forage for livestock and wildlife and preventing habitat fragmentation by keeping traditional ranchers on the land.



The Wyoming science director intends to review the Forest burn plan over the next few months to see where the plan’s short-term biological objectives coincide with the Conservancy’s.  If the plan does indeed lead to a reinstatement of the natural fire regime over a significant portion of the Shoshone’s 1.35 million acres of biologically important habitat within the next ten years, it would achieve Conservancy goals at scale by 1) initiating regeneration of younger seral stage forest and the mid-elevation conifer matrix, 2) re-establishment of migratory patterns for bighorn sheep and other large ungulates, and 3) improving food sources and migratory routes for wide-ranging carnivores such as grizzly bears.  Conservancy staff in Wyoming are cooperating with Shoshone Forest with the underlying assumption that Forest managers intend to re-establish a natural fire regime.



Implementation of the burn plan could directly affect at least 13 local ranchers.  While some argue that the Forest should simply give the permittees notice to vacate, both the Forest and the Conservancy are trying to find alternatives to the financial hardship this would create for the livestock operators.  The grassbank appears to be a strategic underpinning of the burn plan that can abate the threat of fire suppression as well as support the integrity of local ranchlands and, secondarily, address the threats of development and subdivision.  Many of the planned burns will involve the removal of cattle from the range for two to four years in order to build up necessary fine fuels for burning and to accommodate inadequate weather conditions that prevent burning.  With limited options for grazing, ranchers have expressed concern over possible sale of cattle or sale of portions of their land to support them during this period. 


To date, the Shoshone National Forest Bald Ridge permittees have used 3,023 AUMs at the Heart Mountain Grassbank to conduct one 200-acre burn over a three-year period, 2001-2003, taking advantage of fuels built up by grazing rest made possible by the use of the grassbank.  According to the Heart Mountain Grassbank Business Plan, December 2002, over the ten-year period (starting in 2001), the Shoshone Forest’s schedule will affect ten allotments and 13 different ranchers for a total of 17,971 AUMs.  These ten allotments scheduled for treatment are tied to approximately 55,000 acres of base private property and involve approximately 115,000 total acres of public land, all within the Eastern Absaroka Landscape.  The Shoshone National Forest’s schedule could potentially result in an average need of nearly 1,800 (+1,091) AUMs annually, although not every burn would require alternate forage at Heart Mountain.  Heart Mountain Grassbank could accommodate up to 3,024 AUMs each year, with optimum investment in fertilization.


The Shoshone National Forest has spent $20,000 to carry out their burn plan to date on 1,000 acres within that portion of the Forest that coincides with Eastern Absaroka Landscape. Aside from the capital cost of $956,000 to buy the grassbank, the Conservancy has made expenditures associated with the grassbank to participate in the fire restoration project on the Shoshone Forest.  Ranchers have instituted monitoring on 1,765 acres of private ranchlands to improve grassland management and have contributed to running the grassbank through grazing fees.


Sheep Mountain Allotment, BLM/private.  Pasture rest was initiated on 5,156 acres of critical elk winter range in the 2001-2003 seasons in order to promote enhanced vigor and diversity of plant communities.  The rested pastures of the Sheep Mountain Allotment support a migratory herd of 300-400 elk during the winter months with heavy snow accumulation and a herd of 100-200 elk during winter months with little snow.  


Cost to the Conservancy to trade grass for resting the Sheep Mountain Allotment (aside from the land purchase) were associated with salaries and benefits, supplies and equipment, taxes, and utilities.  BLM had little to no costs associated with this conservation treatment.  The ranching family displaced from their BLM allotment used 2,330 AUMs on the grassbank during this rest period (2001-2003).  Monitoring is implemented on 2,678 acres of private ranchlands associated with this project.

Analysis

1) Is the Heart Mountain Grassbank addressing the intended targets of its ecoregional planning process?  

Supporting the Shoshone National Forest’s burn plan through use of the grassbank was one of the stated strategies to address biological targets in the ecoregional plan.  If indeed the burn plan progresses beyond a fuel reduction program and on to the reinstatement of a “let burn” policy and natural fire regime, the conservation targets will benefit.  The Wyoming science director agrees that determining the short- and long-term biological benefit of the plan should be crucial to the Conservancy’s determination about whether or not to continue this collaboration.  This and other timely analyses of the grassbank will prompt meetings with Shoshone National Forest and subsequent evaluations in the near future.

Innovative range management, such as at Sheep Mountain, to support migratory ungulates is another identified abatement strategies.  Rest of critical elk winter range speaks to range management, but the value of this project has been called into question (see below).

Obtaining conservation easements on significant portions of private ranchlands along the Absaroka Front was another planned strategy.  The grassbank may indirectly further permanent protection by involving landowners in Conservancy projects and demonstrating that the organization is capable of mutually beneficial partnerships.  However, permanent protection has not been a by-product of the grassbank to date.  

2) What are the tangible conservation benefits that have occurred as a consequence of the grassbank?

Two hundred acres of the Shoshone National Forest were burned in the Absaroka Front in association with the grassbank to help carry out the burn plan.  The biological connection of these fuel reduction burns to the reinstatement of a natural fire regime will be systematically reviewed in fall 2003 in order to determine whether to continue this collaboration.  


Another problem associated with determining benefit is the notion of restoring a “natural fire regime.”  The Conservancy needs to work with Shoshone National Forest to better define  the parameters of a natural fire regime for the Eastern Absarokas including discrete, measurable indicators of this regime that can be monitored to determine if prescribed methods are achieving intended results.


While an obvious and measured short-term benefit to the range (and elk herd that depends on it) was gained over 5,156 acres on the Sheep Mountain allotment, a question has been raised as to the long-term benefit of “rest” as a grassbank outcome unless it somehow allows for a change in ranch management that can build in rest on a cyclical (long-term) basis. 

3) What are the intangible and programmatic benefits and costs associated with this grassbank?

· The Heart Mountain Grassbank has engaged a broad spectrum of both traditional and non-traditional conservation partners.  A former Wyoming Stockgrowers president was recently quoted in the Casper Star Tribune as praising the Conservancy for “thinking outside of the box” (with the grassbank project) and coming up with a plan that helps both ranchers and the environment.  Statements such as this promote goodwill for the Conservancy and hasten the mission, goals, and community-based strategies of the Conservancy’s work in Wyoming.

· Without the Heart Mountain Grassbank, both BLM and the Forest Service would have been faced with having to choose between the livelihoods of the ranchers and resource needs on public lands in order to implement conservation projects at the Sheep Mountain and Bald Ridge allotments, respectively.  Heart Mountain provided land managers with an opportunity to balance resource and economic needs, while avoiding conflicts that often result in negative outcomes for one or both parties.

· Enhanced relationships with the regional ranching community and a heightened awareness of the broad spectrum of interdependencies between conservation and commerce are likely outcomes of the Heart Mountain Grassbank and may increase the potential for permanent land conservation.
4) How much has Heart Mountain Grassbank cost, including TNC, in-kind donations of time, participant, and agency investment?


We estimate the total “cost” of the grassbank to be about $60,000 per year, exclusive of land costs.

5) Could the benefits have been achieved in some other manner and, if so, at what cost?


Out of the discussions over use of the mitigation monies came the notion of a “roving grassbank” whereby the Conservancy could take the same amount of money that’s been invested in the grassbank to cost-share widespread leases for alternative forage for achieving conservation outcomes.  While this concept addresses issues of transportation and proximity to the grassbank  and addresses conservation needs over a potentially broader range, it has not been explored further due to a defined lack of alternate forage available the local area.  Application of this concept in some other areas might be successful.

6) Are we getting conservation value out equal to or greater than what we’ve been spending?


In terms of the value-for-value exchange, we need to further examine what the Forest Service and BLM have paid to implement their programmatic goals in comparison to what it has cost TNC to foster meeting those goals with the grassbank.  We also may need to recognize the intangible costs and benefits in addition to hard costs.  There may need to be a shift in who pays what so that the exchange is more equitable.  Costs and benefit factors of the grassbank are displayed below. 

TABLE 1

COST/BENEFIT FACTORS OF HEART MOUNTAIN GRASSBANK

	Stakeholders
	Costs
	Benefits

	Ranches
	a) application to grassbank for restoration 
    project

b) grazing fees

c) monitoring on home ranch 

d) increased transportation costs of 
    moving livestock
	a) increased amount of quality 
    forage

b) improved nutritional value of 
    forage

c) maintenance of herd size because of 
    grassbank

d) positive public capital with 
    community

	Conservancy
	a) planning and administration costs

b) research and oversight of monitoring

c) grassbank® operations


	a) increase in frequency and cover of 
    native plants

b) improved wildlife habitat

c) improved target viability ranks

d) reduced threat status 

e) way to support fire restoration 
    within the landscape

	BLM, USFS
	a) planning and administration costs 

b) fire implementation costs

c) monitoring


	a) implements programmatic goals 
    for agency

b) staff training and experience

c) reduced wildfire risk

d) improved watersheds, elk winter 
    range, sage grouse habitat, etc. 

e) diffusion of contention between 
    ranchers and federal managers 
    re: implementation of fire plan

	Public
	a) contributions to grassbank


	a) ecosystem health

b) reduced wildfire risk

c) a community that works together
    for conservation


b.   Vina Plains Preserve Grassbank - The Nature Conservancy of California 


The Lassen Foothills project area consists of over 900,000 acres stretching from Mount Lassen to the northern Sacramento Valley—one of the largest unfragmented and most biologically diverse landscapes in California.  Here, large cattle ranches with grasslands, vernal pools, and blue oak woodlands offer a home to the state’s largest migratory herd of deer as well as other species that require large intact habitats.  Basalt-capped mesas and steep canyons surround clear-water creeks harboring native fish, including threatened and endangered native salmon and steelhead.  Ribbons of riparian forests line the five tributaries of the Sacramento River that drain the area, providing breeding habitat for neotropical songbirds that migrate from Central and South America.  


The Conservancy has been active in this area for 20 years, although the Lassen Foothills project began in earnest in 1997.  Conservation targets include a mixture of aquatic, riparian, and upland targets in 11 portfolio sites, including four runs of Chinook salmon, steelhead trout, native grassland and vernal pool species, as well as blue oak woodland habitat.  With over 60,000 acres protected mainly through conservation easements at this time, the Conservancy’s plan is to secure key upland and riparian lands by protecting an additional 70,000 acres, mainly through the acquisition of conservation easements, work to restore native grassland and aquatic and riparian habitat through our cooperative land management program, and by continuing to engage with local organizations, public agencies, and private landowners to achieve common goals.  Habitat fragmentation, development, fire suppression, and invasive species are the largest threats to the project area.  

Description of the Vina Plains Grassbank


After a visit to the Malpai Borderlands Group, speaking with ranchers, and watching landowner interest grow in prescribed burning to control invasive weeds, a grassbank was initiated for the Lassen Foothills project.  It was determined that the 4,600-acre Vina Plains Preserve could be used as a grassbank so that local ranchers could undertake conservation practices, including prescribed burns, on their home places in exchange for a reduced rent at the preserve.  An advisory committee  was established (with representatives from a local landowner conservancy, the county cattlemen’s organization, Natural Resource Conservation Service, and the Extension Service) to work through issues, formulate selection criteria, and help select participants in the grassbank.  The Vina Grassbank® Charter was approved by the advisory committee and lists the following goals:

· Test a new model for managing conservation organization owned grasslands in California

· Enable ranchers to rest their pastures when they conduct prescribed burns for weed 
control or other conservation practices 

· Increase the productivity of the region’s ranches, thus supporting their ability to continue 
ranching

· Encourage local ranchers to consider other conservation strategies 

· Provide for local involvement in the management of Vina Plains Preserve


The Vina Plains Preserve historically had been leased for grazing.  When the ongoing leases expired in spring 2001, TNC entered into a new lease with a local rancher to conduct a burn on his home place while grazing on the preserve at the reduced “grassbank” rate.  The grassbank rate was determined by first assuming that an equal trade of forage between the participating rancher and the TNC grassbank would occur.  The rancher rested his pasture for one year and TNC in turn gave him one year of forage from the bank in exchange.  Since the burn improved the rancher’s property by removing weeds with low palatability while also increasing the nutritional quality of the remaining forage plants, he got value over and above the equal exchange of grass, estimated to be a ten percent increase in forage production over a four-year period.  The rate charged to use the grassbank was therefore set at by calculating the sum benefits of the burn to the rancher.  This is how staff tried to address the value-for-value exchange criteria.


Monitoring is conducted on both the grassbank and the participating ranch.  Residual dry matter (the weight of stubble remaining after the grazing season) is measured to assess the grazing pressure on the properties and also to predict fire behavior.  The impact (measure of success) of the burns are estimated by monitoring pre- and post-fire botanical species composition (point intersect plots along 50-meter transects).  The monitoring is performed and paid for by TNC.  This work, along with fire planning, is used as part of the “in-kind” cost share that enables the California Department of Forestry to conduct the burns.  To date, the burn program has been very successful in reducing weeds in the short term.  Most fires have reduced the targeted weeds by more than 80 percent.


To date, only ranchers in the Lassen Foothills project area are invited to participate in the grassbank program.  The project’s strategic burn plan identifies a 200,000-acre target area where TNC will need to prepare detailed fire plans.  The plans include both prescribed fire and wild fire response scenarios.  To date, over 100,000 acres of land are covered by such plans.  Most of the lands identified in the strategic plan are large mid-elevation oak savanna covered ranches and a state game management area. 

Although the grassbank has generated some interest among local ranchers, TNC staff are concerned that a diversity of ranchers are not approaching TNC to use the grassbank.  A promotional pamphlet was produced and distributed to the local watershed conservancy.  Of the people we contacted, several small ranchers could not afford the cost of the fire and the expense of the lost pasture even if offered the reduced grassbank rate.  Large ranchers are interested at this time, but it is questionable if they really need to graze the bank to participate in a burn.  The average burn size is only 500 acres and these are ranches of many thousands of acres.  One idea is to open up the potential application pool to a larger area of the northern Sacramento Valley.  However, it has not been determined if burning in areas other than the TNC project area is a strategic application of resources.  


A second concern is that the operation of the grassbank takes more staff time than expected.  The constant scheduling and re-scheduling of potential participants, lease writing, fire plan writing, monitoring, and orientation of ranchers unfamiliar with the preserve is time-consuming.  (It takes more than a season to learn how to graze the preserve well.)  Because there is an inconsistency among grazers of the property, more of the day-to-day management will fall on TNC staff.


We have begun to look at transitioning the Vina Grassbank to another operator.  The effort is part of a transition plan for all aspects of the Lassen Foothills project.  An analysis is being conducted to assess the long-term costs of operating the grassbank under various management/ownership scenarios, including gifting the preserve to another non-profit, discontinuing the grassbank, and/or selling all or part of the preserve to either a private party or non-profit with a conservation easement in place. 

Accomplishments to Date


The first year of the grassbank (2001) was unsuccessful because burning was prohibited that spring due to an extreme wildfire season.  The first grassbank associated burn of 500 acres was conducted in spring 2002 to control both medusahead and star thistle on a ranch just north of the grassbank.  The rancher participant grazed cattle over half of the grassbank during the 2002/2003 grazing season, the season after the fire.  The grassbank facilitates the burning of about 1,000 acres a year and is most effective for ranches that own less than 2,000 acres.  However, our latest long-range burning plan targets mostly large ranches of 10,000 acres or greater as these properties make up the bulk of the Lassen Foothills project.  We had planned to have the other half of the property enrolled in the grassbank program, but at the last moment the rancher with whom we had been coordinating a new burn backed out.  It was then too late to find another participant.  The reason given was that since he had to pay to use the bank, he could not afford to burn.  


To date, the grassbank has enabled a single local rancher to burn about 500 acres in the spring of 2002 and a similar amount in the spring of 2003.  In return for each burn he will be allowed winter grazing for 450 AUMs.  Botanical monitoring on the participant’s ranch indicates a major decrease in target weeds.  In 2003 there was a 92 percent reduction in medusahead frequency (75% down to 6.3%) and a 98 percent reduction in average medusahead cover (4.5% down to 0.1%).  Yellow star thistle displayed a 98 percent reduction in cover (2.6% down to 0.05%), but only a 25 percent reduction in frequency (12.5% down to 9.4%).  The average native species richness (number of native species per sampling plot) increased from an average of 7.3 to 7.7 species per plot, and the overall species richness (total number of native species observed) increased dramatically from 34 to 43 species total.  Little data exists on how long the fire effects will last.  Burning appears to be the most cost effective treatment for these species.

Analysis

1)
Is the Vina Plains Grassbank abating threats to targets identified in the conservation 
area plan?


This grassbank was not aimed at permanent protection strategies to address habitat fragmentation because the cost of land was too high relative to the value of forage.  Rather, it focused on habitat restoration, specifically at invasive species control and fire suppression, two of the highest threats to the portfolio sites.  The grassbank has been effective at reducing weeds on a single neighboring ranch and has increased the visibility of TNC’s fire program in the region.  It is hoped that this visibility will help interest other ranchers in the project area to conduct weed control burns.


The grassbank has only played a minor role in building trust/interest with the ranching community to purchase conservation easements, nor was it intended to.  Previous successful easement projects and the fact that TNC has been operating a local working ranch for over 15 years have led to that trust; now interest in easements exceeds the current resources to purchase them.

2)
What are the tangible conservation benefits that have occurred as a consequence of the 
grassbank?


See above.  It is clear that the grassbank has positive local effects.  However, it is uncertain if the small scale of the grassbank will have noticeable effects on the 900,000-acre landscape.  It is also uncertain how long the tangible benefits of the burn will last.

The goals of the Vina Grassbank are: 

· Test a new model for managing conservation organization owned grasslands in California.  The strengths and weakness of the Vina Grassbank have been instructional, both to Lassen program staff and to others in the state wanting to start grassbanks.

· Enable ranchers to rest their pastures when they conduct prescribed burns for weed control or other conservation practices.  This has been only partly successful as we have only been able to work with a single rancher. 

· Increase the productivity of the region’s ranches, thus supporting their ability to continue ranching.  The grassbank is not large enough to have much, if any, effect on the productivity of ranches in the project area.  It may be helping the large ranches, which do not need the service of the bank, to become more comfortable with burning.

· Encourage local ranchers to consider other conservation strategies.  We are uncertain if the bank has helped encourage other conservation strategies on local ranches.

· Provide for local involvement in the management of Vina Plains Preserve.  The one rancher we have engaged in the grassbank is very involved in the grassbank’s management.  In fact, he has offered to buy it!

3)
What are the intangible and programmatic benefits associated with this grassbank?


As stated above, some environmental education/outreach has occurred, especially in elevating weed issues and strategies among local landowners.  The grassbank has also helped add to our research/monitoring information base by establishing another site where pre- and post-fire measurements can be taken. 

4)
How much has the grassbank cost, including TNC, participant, and agency investment?


The Conservancy’s current annual net expenditures for the grassbank are $26,284 (for operations).  The endowment necessary to cover annual costs would amount to $526,000.  Although exact numbers are not known, the rancher’s primary costs from conducting the weed-reducing burns are associated with:

· the cost of the permit to conduct the burn

· a percentage of the cost of conducting monitoring ($250)

· the cost of the rancher’s time during the burn

· the cost of transporting displaced livestock to and from the grassbank


The rancher’s costs from conducting the burns may need to be more closely assessed to determine a more accurate value-for-value exchange.  We also don’t know the decrease in value associated with weed-infested land as opposed to the value of weed-free land.

5)
Could the benefits have been achieved in some other manner and, if so, at what cost?


An effective invasive weed program for the region would have a greater impact on the treatment of invasive weeds, but it would surely cost more than what we spend on the grassbank.  As for individual methodologies, burning appears to be the most cost effective as compared to grazing and herbicide use.

6)
Are we getting conservation value out equal to or greater than what we’ve been 
spending?


If this grassbank is continued, an updated value-for-value exchange analysis should be conducted.  Factors involved in a cost benefit or cost effectiveness analysis would include the following:

TABLE 2

COST/BENEFIT FACTORS OF LASSEN FIRE PROGRAM

	Stakeholders
	Costs
	Benefits

	Ranches
	a) spring forage (3 months)

b) fall forage (4 months)

c) fire management costs

d) air quality permit
	a) increased amount of quality forage

b) improved nutritional value of forage

c) reduced long-term exotic species 
    control costs

d) more bang for buck (resource 
    leveraging/sharing)

	Conservancy
	a) planning and administration costs

b) fire management costs

c) research and monitoring

d) grassbank( operations


	a) increase in frequency & cover of 
    native plants

b) improved wildlife habitat

c) improved target viability ranks

d) reduced threat status

e) more bang for buck (resource 
    leveraging/sharing)

	CDF
	a) planning and administration costs

b) fire management costs


	a) staff training and experience

b) reduced wildfire risk

c) more bang for buck (resource  
    leveraging/sharing)

d) reduced suppression costs (?)

	Public
	a) decreased air quality

b) taxes


	a) ecosystem health

b) reduced wildfire risk

c) reduced suppression costs (?)



Because we own the grassbank outright, the additional cost of running the preserve as a grassbank is not great.  Most of the management associated with the grassbank needs to be done anyway.  The big cost is loss of half the grazing income and increased administration. 


The grassbank does not increase the amount of available forage in the region because it is an equal trade to grass lost by the prescribed fire.  Grazing land is a desired commodity in this region, and we have no problem renting the preserve for a fair market rate.

c.   Rocky Mountain Front Grassbank - The Nature Conservancy of Montana


The Northern Rockies Ecosystem is a vast complex encompassing Glacier National Park, the Bob Marshall Wilderness, and other protected public lands along the spine of the Rockies in Montana, and Alberta and British Columbia in Canada.  The Rocky Mountain Front is a 

two-million-acre mountain/prairie interface on the east side of this ecosystem that stretches for more than 200 linear miles within Alberta and Montana.  Some of the most biologically significant land lies at the base of the mountains, where riparian stringers act as safe passageways for far-ranging carnivores and ungulates moving out onto the plains.  This unique landscape is composed of prairie potholes, aspen glades, and mixed grassland prairie where natural predator-prey systems largely prevail.


The Front’s biological attributes are, to a large degree, supported and buffered by large private ranches.  Ever more frequently, ranchers are facing poor economic circumstances, prospective retirement, and the lure of high values per acre for recreational land.  Sales of remote ranches with high recreational or subdivision values are now commonplace, threatening habitat security.  The Front also faces the prospect of oil and gas development, both in the U.S. and Canada, a scenario that brings with it vehicle corridors, habitat reduction, and introduction of exotic species.  Exotic species already present on the Front threaten both habitat stability and the economic vitality of the area.


The Nature Conservancy of Montana first got involved on the Rocky Mountain Front in 1978 during its acquisition of the Pine Butte Swamp Preserve.  Conservation targets were and still are grizzly bear habitat, wetlands and riparian stringers, and fescue prairie.  The Conservancy’s primary goal for the Front is to maintain core habitat and breeding areas for wide-ranging species by protecting private ranchlands.  Our conservation strategy over the next five years is to secure permanent land protection, via conservation easements and land acquisition, for 85,000 acres along the Front; to continue our community-based conservation and stewardship work with landowners, agency personnel, the Blackfeet People, the Southern Alberta Land Trust Society, and community leaders; and to take specific actions to abate threats, such as initiating a four-county weed management program at the grassroots level and pursuing a grassbank.  TNC’s conservation strategies include leveraging public funds to purchase conservation easements, both through the possible qualification of the Front as a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service project area, thus making it eligible for expenditure of Land and Water Conservation Funding, and through proposed grassland easements administered by the Natural Resources and Conservation Service (NRCS).
Description of the Grassbank

The Rocky Mountain Front pilot grassbank was initiated in the summer of 2001 and is in its third season of operation.  In 1999, as part of our community-based approach, we established a Rocky Mountain Front Advisory Committee.  This 15-member committee has become firmly established and has assumed leadership on major conservation initiatives across the Front, from a pilot grassbank to laying the foundation for major public funding for purchasing conservation easements. 


Members were introduced firsthand to the concept of a grassbank when they visited the Malpai Borderlands Group in the spring of 1999.  There the committee compared the Front’s landownership patterns, costs of production, and weather variables to the Malpai situation and decided that it would like to explore a self-sustaining grassbank concept based primarily on private land on the Front.  Ranchers involved saw this as a potential path to increasing conservation easement protected lands while engaging traditional landowners in a beneficial conservation practice.  We all saw the possibility of a “string of pearls concept” whereby we might acquire through lease, willing landowner, or fee purchase, a north-south string of properties that would all serve as a cumulative grassbank for ranchers along the Front.


The committee was extremely fortunate to have made the acquaintance (through a Choteau banker, rancher, and advisory committee member) of two contiguous landowners who were willing to have their property grazed in exchange for natural resource information, land management, and grassland monitoring.  A lease was signed directly between lessee and the landowners. 


In May 2001, Advisory Committee members and Sue McNeal from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) met with the landowners to work out land management concerns and fencing requirements for a 320-acre grassbank.  Ultimately, the USFWS covered $2,000 of the $2,400 cost of a half-mile of new fencing, while the lessee paid the remainder. 


TNC’s Rocky Mountain Front Stewardship Director and staff from NRCS visited the properties, determined a livestock carrying capacity for the land, and set up monitoring plots.  The lessee grazed 70 head of yearling heifers for 35 days on the pilot grassbank in 2001.  Based in part on the low utilization of forage and minimal impacts to the grassbank, and the addition of 60 acres to the grassbank via additional perimeter fencing, grazing rates were raised from 80 to 120 AUMs and the season of use was switched to fall in 2003.  Post-grazing monitoring by TNC in fall 2002 again showed little permanent impact to riparian areas and low forage utilization.  In exchange for use of the grassbank in 2003, the lessee will rest a 640-acre pasture for 515 days and conduct rangeland monitoring on his home ranch.  Three-year leases have now been signed to provide assurance to both parties and reduce administrative costs for the Conservancy.


One of the grassbank landowners will again participate in a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Partners for Fish & Wildlife Program cost-share grant for a half-mile of permanent perimeter fence, and spring protection while the lessee will provide the cost-share as part of his lease fee.  This fencing will also expand available pasture.  We have devoted considerable attention to assuring that the exchange of forage for conservation is equitable.  Preliminary figures show that the lessee will pay a discounted rate of $6.66 per yearling (not AUM) in cash and make up the remainder of the forage value in resting his home pasture, monitoring, and land management/ weed control of the grassbank.


The Conservancy’s role in the grassbank also has consisted of providing the forum for committee members to work out details of management and general requirements for participation in the grassbank and to bring together the government and non-government participants.  No formal feasibility assessment was conducted because the grassbank use was donated and attendant costs were covered by the agency/lessee cost share described above.  


To further our work in this area, a local banker on our Advisory Committee conducted an economic feasibility assessment of varying scale grassbanks on private properties to determine economic sustainability and conservation outcomes of each.  His findings showed that an ideal grassbank property should have a minimal amount of operations related improvements (irrigation, haying, fencing) and labor intensity to lower the operating expense ratio, and that proximity to grassbank participants is a prime consideration in grassbank selection.  On a three-ranch comparison (2,770-acre, 5,566-acre, and 9,341-acre ranches), the highest rate of return flows from the 5,566-acre ranch under a purchased grassbank scenario, partially because the larger ranch has a relatively higher level of improvements, taxes, and interest. 

Analysis

1)
Is the Rocky Mountain Front Grassbank abating threats to targets identified in the 
conservation area plan?


First of all, it should be said that we were never sufficiently deluded to think that the  (now) 380-acre Rocky Mountain Front (RMF) Grassbank within a two-million-acre landscape would achieve conservation at scale.  We instead used it to test the model of a self-sustaining grassbank (one which required little infusion of outside capital) and as a testing ground to develop protocols for operation, model leases, monitoring systems, and participant selection.  



Whereas the Malpai/Gray Ranch traded forage for conservation easements, the RMF Grassbank was too small to promulgate permanent protection (to address the identified threat of fragmentation), so we concentrated on stewardship practices in exchange for forage.  Indeed, for the first two years of operation, we thought the grassbank offered inadequate forage to request an off-site conservation practice over and above the cost-share and land management services the grassbank lessee provided.  The stewardship practices did address the improvement of fescue grasslands and riparian areas on the grassbank property itself, and through the initiation of monitoring of the grassbank lessee’s property, potential rangeland and riparian improvement of 5,140 acres of off-site ranchland.  


One of the drawbacks of this model is its impermanence.  Since the land is used at the behest of private landowners, TNC cannot assure the longevity of this grassbank.  Conversely, it has no associated land debt or occupancy obligations.


In summary, as a benefit of this analysis, it is now apparent that although resting pasture enhances the health of the fescue grassland (one of our targets) in the short term, rest does little for long-term health of the grassland unless it becomes part of an established rest-rotation system.  Furthermore, to be in keeping with our ecoregional planning strategies, we should gear our requested future offsite conservation practices toward addressing invasive species.  Our work on the RMF Grassbank is not at the landscape level.  However, we do see the potential for it to expand, and we take some credit for helping it serve as an impetus for grassbanking at scale at the Matador Ranch.

2)
What are the tangible conservation benefits that have occurred as a consequence of the 
grassbank?


In 2001 and 2002, forage was exchanged on about 320 acres of the 380-acre grassbank for grassbank land management:  weed control, grazing management, fence repair, and curtailment of trespass livestock.  Monitoring of the grassbank property was also initiated to provide a baseline for future maintenance and/or enhancement of the grasslands and riparian areas.  In addition, in 2001, the grassbank lessee cooperated in post-prescribed burn monitoring conducted by the Conservancy on about 50 acres of his ranch.  This was an experiment Conservancy staff had previously agreed to conduct with the landowner, the purpose of which was to assess increased livestock distribution for better pasture utilization on fescue grasslands. The rancher contends that this practice “put money in his pocket” after a full growing season of rest.  Monitoring shows that the burn has increased the utilization by redistributing cattle in the burned area.  However, we only have two years of data, an inadequate time period over which to determine lasting results.  


In 2003, 60 acres will be added to the grassbank forage base by fencing more pasture and the lessee will establish a monitoring program to improve management of his 5,140-acre ranch’s grassland and riparian resources.  He will also rest 640 acres of leased public land for about 1.5 years.


In summary, over three grazing seasons we will have:

· Established riparian and grassland monitoring to improve long-term management on a 5,140-acre ranch, resulting in increased ecosystem resilience on this land.

· Conducted three years of invasive weed management on 380 acres.

· Conducted post-burn monitoring of about 50 acres of private ranchland to determine the short- and long-term effects of burning on pasture utilization, a practice that could be exported elsewhere on the Front.

· Instigated the rest of 640 acres of grasslands for the short-term benefit (at least 1.5 years) of the full complement of the Front’s wildlife species.


None of these practices are at scale.  However, the monitoring, application of prescribed burns, and rest of pasture have the potential to be long term.

3)
What are the intangible, programmatic, and partnership benefits associated with this 
grassbank?
· Grassbanking has been a unifying project for the RMF Advisory Committee over the past three years. 

· Partnerships between landowners, agencies, and the Conservancy were improved as a result of the grassbank.  

· The pilot grassbank allowed the Conservancy to formulate the administrative and procedural documents and protocols for use in this and other Montana Conservancy grassbanks.  These documents have also been shared with grassbank practitioners 
across the West, hopefully to the benefit of their programs.

· The Conservancy gains the ecosystem service value attributable to the conservation measures of rest, burning, weed control, and post-monitoring stewardship.  Although we don’t know how to place a dollar amount on that value, it is the outcome most in keeping with our organizational mission.

· Ultimately, we think the research, monitoring, and administrative trial and error expanded our information base.  That, in turn, will allow us to increase our strategic decision-making and reduce time lost from making poor management decisions.
· Increased goodwill and monetary contributions are difficult to measure over the short term.  However, the fall 2001 issue of our statewide magazine featured the grassbank and probably contributed, in some immeasurable degree, to our success in fall fundraising.

· An indirect benefit, but perhaps of even more significance in achieving landscape-scale conservation, was that ranchers agreed to monitor their ranches in exchange for potential participation in a grassbank.  In other words, due to the establishment of a 380-acre grassbank (and the prospect of adding future acreage), monitoring could ultimately be conducted on over 22,000 acres of ranchlands on the Front.  The monitoring will allow participants to measure the outcome of their grassland stewardship for the first time and help them improve their management and understanding of their ranches through time.

4)
How much has it cost, including TNC, participant, and agency investment?


Following the 2002 grazing season, we began to closely examine all the costs and benefits of the grassbank to see if we were adhering to a value-for-value exchange (see Table 3).  Through the provision of offering additional AUMs (based on the positive results of post-grazing-season monitoring) and the expansion of pasture via a USFWS cost-share fencing project, we were able to offer adequate forage to request offsite conservation practices.  In the 2003 fall grazing season, the grassbank lessee will rest 640 acres of drought stressed public land lease pasture for 515 days.  Although we had to make some conservative assumptions about increased forage available after rest, we believe that we do meet the value-for-value exchange criteria.


Because we were fortunate enough to have landowners offer their property for the pilot grassbank and because the grassbank lessee and USFWS have participated in the grassbank’s capital improvements, the Conservancy has no capital investment in this project. 


Staff time devoted to the RMF grassbank can be broken into three categories: 

1) programmatic time invested to develop the concept and its operation, 2) day-to-day administration of the grassbank, and 3) monitoring.  Staff time to develop the grassbank project was not accounted for separately from other programmatic hours; suffice it to say that time devoted to developing the project was heavier at the front end (in 2001) and has now diminished.  Time devoted to administering the grassbank falls in two areas—office time spent addressing landowner and lessee concerns, drawing up leases, and addressing administrative issues for cost-share projects, and onsite time spent with the landowner and lessee determining proper management methods.  This involves one percent of the grassbank coordinator’s time and less than one percent of the Rocky Mountain stewardship director’s time.  Because we initiated three-year leases in 2003, we believe administrative costs will decrease.  The total annual cost to the Conservancy of administering the RMF grassbank is estimated at $1,756.


The grassbank participant costs have been covered by grazing fees, property management, and conservation practices.  The USFWS has contributed $4,000 to the grassbank in capital costs for perimeter, wildlife-friendly fencing through its Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program.  This program offers cost share for projects that benefit wildlife (in this case, protection of a pond, a spring, and for improved grassland management) in areas of biological concern to USFWS.  The wildlife-friendly fencing will also assure that ungulates will have safe passage across the prairie.

5)
Could the benefits have been achieved in some other manner and, if so, at what cost?


In lieu of the grassbank, the tangible benefits of improved management through monitoring, research on post-burn grazing, and rested pasture might be able to be achieved by a combination of staff time to conduct the monitoring and payment to the grassbank participant to rest his forage.  However, while the dollar value exchange might be close or equal to running the grassbank, the incentive of alternative forage is removed for the rancher.  Furthermore, the landowners who are making their grass available in exchange for a combination of management and cash now provide the basis for the exchange.  Without this basis, the Conservancy would have to fundraise to pay the lessee to conduct his conservation practices.


Availability of forage for running cattle on the Front is at a premium.  There simply is not a surplus of available grass for livestock operators.  This second essential ingredient of a grassbank—that of a demonstrated economic return for conservation—appears to be key to rancher participation in the first place.  It is unlikely that the lessee would rest 640 acres of pasture unless an alternative forage base was found for his cattle. 


The greatest intangible benefits of grassbanking are an exchange of ideas with the local community and the increase of goodwill toward the Conservancy.  These benefits would have diminished without the grassbank.  First, a variety of stakeholders conceived of various aspects of the RMF grassbank without directly participating in its operation.  If the Conservancy were simply to pay ranchers to conduct certain conservation practices, the wider breadth of contacts would be precluded.  Furthermore, the concept of grassbanking has an almost universal appeal to those interested in the confluence of conservation with traditional ranching.  Grassbanking provides an avenue of possibility and hope for the reconciliation of these often disparate interests.

6)
Are we getting conservation value out equal to or greater than what we’ve been 
spending?


In the greatest sense of the phase “conservation value,” program benefits appear to exceed the $1,756 TNC will spend annually—in ecosystem services, goodwill, community involvement in our programs, and research results from this grassbank.  We have striven to achieve a value-for-value exchange with the grassbank lessee.


It is beyond the scope of this study to determine whether the USFWS could have gotten greater conservation value out of a $4,000 investment elsewhere.  Suffice it to say that the grassbank fencing project was similar to other projects the agency has participated in.  USFWS staff saw an added benefit to participating in a pilot project that might bring more conservation partners and greater habitat protection and landownership stability to the Front.

TABLE 4

COST/BENEFIT FACTORS OF THE

ROCKY MOUNTAIN FRONT CONSERVATION MEASURES

	Stakeholders
	Costs
	Benefits

	Rancher
	a) time, supplies, and herbicide to manage grassbank property 

b) monitoring the home ranch

c) foregone forage due to rest of 640-acre public land lease for 515 days
	a) improved potential for management and enhancement of ranching operation from established riparian and grassland monitoring 

b) increased amount of quality forage and improved nutritional value of forage

c) reduced long-term exotic species control costs 

d) improved stewardship knowledge

e) pasture availability in time of drought

	The Nature Conservancy
	a) planning and administration costs

b) fire management costs

c) research and monitoring,

d) grassbank( operations


	a) abated threat of invasive weeds by conducting three years of invasive weed management on 380 acres 

b) advanced stewardship research by conducting post-burn monitoring of about 50 acres of private ranchland to determine the short- and long-term effects of burning on pasture utilization, a practice that could be exported elsewhere on the Front

c) instigated the rest of 640 acres of grasslands for the short-term benefit (at least 1.5 years) of the full complement of the Front’s wildlife species

d) riparian and grassland monitoring should improve long-term management on a 5,140-acre ranch, resulting in increased ecosystem resilience on this land, including increase in frequency and cover of native plants, improved wildlife habitat, improved target viability ranks, and reduced threat status

e) improved trust and goodwill between partners and served as a focal-point project for the RMF Advisory Committee

f) additional programmatic and partnership benefits listed above

	Landowners
	a) less lease revenue from forage


	a)  land management and patrol during  
 grassbank operation

b)  weed management

c)  capital improvements

d)  improved grassland resource

e)  inclusion in the larger (ranching) 
 community

f)  increased conservation consistent with expressed with values

	USFWS Partners for Fish & Wildlife Program
	a) $4,000 for fencing materials and time spent planning and administering projects
	a) more conservation partners and greater habitat protection and landownership stability to the Front


d. 
Matador Ranch Grassbank - The Nature Conservancy of Montana (Linda Poole and 
Dale Veseth)

The Glaciated Plains spans 2.5 million acres of prairie grasslands and sage steppe at the junction of Montana, Alberta, and Saskatchewan, and features the most intact assemblage of prairie fauna remaining in North America.  Black-tailed prairie dogs, the keystone species, support a guild of rare wildlife including the black-footed ferret, swift fox, mountain plover, ferruginous hawk, and burrowing owl.  In contrast to rangewide declines of 99 percent in black-tailed prairie dogs (and disastrous collateral declines in associated species), Montana’s Glaciated Plains host the densest remaining populations of black-tailed prairie dogs and mountain plovers.  Additionally, the site is the epicenter of endemic birds of the Great Plains, such as Baird’s sparrow, Sprague’s pipit, and chestnut-collared longspur.  Although birds of the Great Plains are suffering the most severe and consistent decline of any bird assemblage in North America, the Glaciated Plains support the full suite of native grassland birds.  Native mixed grass prairie and shrublands predominate in southern portions of the Glaciated Plains, while dryland grain agriculture highly fragments the site in the north.  Our anchor property here is the 60,000-acre Matador Ranch, purchased in January 2000.  Of the total acreage of the Matador, 31,000 acres are owned by the Conservancy, and 29,000 acres are state and federal land leased by the Matador. 

Within the Glaciated Plains, only about 27 percent of the land base is in private ownership, 44 percent is controlled by the Bureau of Land Management, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Fort Belknap Indian Reservation and the State of Montana control 12, 11, and 6 percent, respectively.  Many of the ranches in the area have a significant public lands component. Stakeholders in the area include local ranchers and farmers, local communities and businesses, state and federal agencies (especially BLM, USFWS, and Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks), American Indian tribes (Gros Ventre and Assiniboine of Fort Belknap Indian Community), environmental groups (especially World Wildlife Fund, National Wildlife Federation, Defenders of Wildlife, and Predator Conservation Alliance), recreationists (hunters, fishers, prairie dog shooters, bird watchers, and others) and regional universities.

Description of the Grassbank


The Conservancy’s overarching goal with the Matador Ranch is to meet key conservation objectives within the context of a sustainably managed cattle ranch.  The capital and operational investment made in the ranch is expected to produce significant, lasting conservation at the landscape scale, ideally with a leverage factor of at least five (i.e., TNC aims to have every acre of the Matador directly foster conservation of five acres outside the Matador).  Our program focuses on conservation of native prairie as well as many grassland species (see next section), but we especially want to develop and secure habitat for the establishment of a self-sustaining population of black-footed ferrets, America’s rarest mammal.  Ferrets are completely reliant on prairie dogs for both food and housing (ferrets live in prairie dog burrows), so success with ferrets requires an abundance of prairie dogs in a pattern that favors ferret survival. 


During initial conservation planning in 2000, we envisioned reaching prairie dog acreage goals through a two-pronged program.  First, our goal was to re-establish over 5,000 acres of prairie dogs on the Matador as quickly as possible, through massive transplants of prairie dogs to bolster the few remaining prairie dogs on the ranch.  Second, we planned to secure additional protection for prairie dogs through conservation easements, a proven tool used with great success elsewhere.  Although there were grumblings about easements in the local community, we were encouraged by completion of a USFWS conservation easement that protected prairie dogs (with funds provided by The Nature Conservancy) on a ranch adjoining the Matador in 2001. 

In the three years since our purchase of the Matador, TNC has examined its conservation plan, commitments, and strategies.  In relation to establishment of a large prairie dog complex on the Matador as a nucleus for ferret recovery, visiting experts argued that the Matador Ranch’s dearth of prairie dogs would necessitate a large-scale, multi-year re-introduction effort that would be prohibitively expensive and take 15 years or more to reach our 5,000-acre goal.  Ferret biologists fear that unless there is success in establishing free-ranging ferrets within the next ten years, ferret recovery efforts will fail.  We concluded that relying on the Matador translocation effort to produce the necessary prairie dog complexes in the required timeframe would be foolish.  While TNC remains committed to boosting prairie dog numbers on the Matador, we also needed to quickly secure habitat off the Matador to build a future for ferrets in the Glaciated Plains. 

In relation to use of conservation easements to secure other prairie dog habitat, in the fall of 2001 TNC formed an advisory committee of local ranchers known for good stewardship of their lands.  At the same time, agencies, environmental groups, and other stakeholders were interviewed on how best to achieve sustainable, landscape-scale success in implementing the mission and goals of the Conservancy.  Though both processes pointed us in the direction of forging conservation partnerships with the existing ranchers, we hit a dead end with conservation easements.  We learned that the one ranch that completed a conservation easement to protect prairie dogs was a rare exception to a pervasive and deep-rooted resistance to permanent easements.  We learned that though we had a prairie dog deficit on the Matador, our neighboring ranchers were struggling to feed their cattle, given burgeoning populations of prairie dogs (over 18,000 acres) and a multiple year drought.  While ranchers rejected the idea of conservation easements, they were very interested in developing alternative forage sources and flexibility in management for their cattle herds.

To respond respectfully and strategically to this situation, in the summer of 2002 we leased the Matador to a group of 13 local ranchers.  We ran the cattle in common in two herds, and charged fair market value for the forage.  In the 2003 grazing season, we transitioned into a grassbank where grazing fees were reduced in relation to conservation practices on the home ranches of the lessees.  The 13 lessees have agreed to refrain from any sodbusting and to complete control of noxious weeds on their home ranches.  They receive fee reductions for weed control, sustainable range management, and maintenance of habitat for prairie dogs, ferrets, and sage grouse.


TNC carries $3.5 million in land debt on the Matador, which makes the future of this forage base uncertain.

Analysis

1) Is the Matador Ranch Grassbank addressing the intended targets of the applicable conservation plan?


Primary conservation targets for the Glaciated Plains are the northern mixed grass prairie complex (including grassland communities such as western wheatgrass/green needlegrass, and  birds such as lark bunting, chestnut-collared longspur, and long-billed curlew), prairie dog guild (black-tailed prairie dog, black-footed ferret, mountain plover, swift fox, burrowing owl), sagebrush grasslands (including sage grouse), riparian and wetland communities, and Missouri River badlands.  Future viability of the conservation targets is threatened by conversion of native prairie to cropland, invasion by noxious weeds, excessive control of prairie dogs, sylvatic plague (directly lethal to prairie dogs and ferrets, and indirectly deleterious to mountain plover, burrowing owls, and swift fox), and alteration of fire, grazing, and hydrologic regimes.


The operation of the grassbank is tightly focused on conserving the highest ranked species and communities of concern.  It does this by abating all the activities that most threaten the health and abundance of the most important species and communities of the uplands.  The grassbank prevents sodbusting, noxious weed proliferation, and excessive control of prairie dogs.  It is encouraging better grazing management and protection of sage grouse leks.  

2) What are the tangible conservation benefits that have occurred as a consequence of the grassbank?



Currently, all lease agreements in the grassbank cover one year, so benefits are currently considered short term.  Lessees agree to land management stipulations that cover the operation of their home ranches for the time that their cattle are on the Matador.  With only six months of operation, the Matador Ranch Grassbank has resulted in:

· Creation of a 296,000-acre Weed Prevention Area.  With a need to retain and improve the   99 percent weed-free status of south Phillips County, the Matador Ranch and its lessees formed the state’s first Weed Prevention Area.  All lessees agree to inventory 100 percent of their owned and leased lands annually for the presence of noxious weeds and to formulate and implement control actions for any noxious weeds discovered such as knapweed, leafy spurge, whitetop, toadflax, and houndstongue.  The program is self-policing but is overseen by the Phillips County Extension Agent.
· ​Prevention of sodbusting across 13 private ranches.  All lessees are prohibited from conversion of native rangelands to cropland during the tenure of their lease.  
· Sustainable rangeland management practices were documented across eight ranches, and permanent monitoring plots were established.  Through the Undaunted Stewardship Program of Montana State University and the Montana Stockgrowers Association, eight of the 13 grassbank participants had their ranches evaluated for proper, sustainable range management.  The remaining participants were either on the Reservation or had lease arrangements that would be complicated by this management overlay.  University extension agents visited each of the participating ranches (including the Matador) to review their livestock and range management plans.  The Undaunted Stewardship Program requires range management practices that sustain or enhance grassland resources, as defined by recognized stewardship standards.  Extension agents also provided advice on subjects such as noxious weed control, monitoring, and whole ranch planning.  All of the candidate ranches are expected to be certified as Undaunted Stewards.
· ​Protection from poisoning for prairie dog colonies.  Seven of the lessees agreed to voluntary protection of prairie dog colonies on the public and/or private portions of their home ranches.  All that participated are in the most highly targeted ferret reintroduction areas.  Two lessees didn’t participate because they don’t have prairie dogs on their home places; the remainder did not participate out of fear of potential increased regulation from the Endangered Species Act.  We intend to address this by a combination of potentially higher lease discounts, consideration of USFWS Candidate Conservation Agreements with Assurances, and a rancher-led wildlife plan for the region.  Actual prairie dog acreage protected this year will be determined by Global Positioning System (GPS) surveys done by federal and tribal biologists in the late fall, but we anticipate protection of over 2,000 acres of prairie dog colonies, one-tenth to one-fifth of differing agencies’ goals.
· Protection for sage grouse leks.  Six lessees (all of those who thought they had sage grouse leks) agreed to protect grouse dancing grounds on their private lands from plowing.  This incentive highlights the importance of sage grouse conservation in the region and rewards ranchers who manage for sage grouse.  The number of leks protected through this incentive will be obtained by Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks biologists later in the fall.  The incentive indirectly encourages ranchers to inform state wildlife officials of the location of leks, as that is the only way they can receive credit for lek protection.  In the absence of a compelling reason to report lek locations, ranchers may not provide information to public officials for fear of later entanglements with Endangered Species Act requirements.


By using the 60,000-acre Matador Ranch as a base, we are influencing stewardship across an additional 236,000 acres and are leveraging conservation at a 1:4 ratio.  This leverage factor will change from year to year as we negotiate specific arrangements to meet changing emphasis and opportunities.  We also have the ability to manipulate the “breadth” of our influence versus the “depth” of it.  We could choose to offer higher incentives that would result in fewer lessees or acres enrolled in the program.  This inherent flexibility in the grassbank arrangements is one of our strongest assets.



Within the next year or so, we anticipate broadening the scope of projects covered by the grassbank, refining the fair market exchange rates for various conservation activities versus forage on the Matador, and pinpointing additional landowners that we’d like to invite to participate.

3) What are the intangible and programmatic benefits associated with this grassbank?


According to Dale Veseth, a well-respected local rancher and elected leader of the Matador Ranch Grazing Group (the grassbank lessees), the most important benefits of the grassbank are intangible.  Conservation success in the Glaciated Plains has been stymied for nearly 20 years by low trust and antagonism between ranchers and government agencies.  The stalemate had been escalating in the last few years as prairie dogs and plovers were placed on the list of candidate species for federal listing as threatened or endangered.  Ironically, at the time when cooperation among public and private entities was most needed, it was instead eroding.  The resistance of ranchers to standard conservation actions such as conservation easements and government funded wildlife incentive programs are proof of this stalemate.  Dale Veseth states that the Conservancy, through offering forage to a group of local ranchers, has shifted the dynamic toward trust and cooperation.  


The cross section of ranchers participating in the grassbank includes three families of the Fort Belknap Indian Community, one current and one past county commissioner, the president of the local grazing district, the leader of the community-based Phillips County Prairie Ecosystem Action Council, and some of the oldest and most respected ranching families in the area.  These ranchers are nearly all very conservative and suspicious of new programs with environmental agendas.  Without the “carrot” of the grassbank, we would not be working in close partnership with these ranchers.  We would not be achieving the tangible benefits shown above.  More importantly, we would not be forging the relationships required to transform the entrenched adversarial stance of the local community into one of partnership and innovation.  As a direct outgrowth of the grassbank, we have achieved the first stage of that necessary transformation.  


With assistance from the Conservancy, more than half of the 40 ranchers in the area have organized the South Phillips County Rancher Stewardship Alliance.  The mission of this group is “to develop site-specific stewardship, beneficial to both wildlife and livestock producers.”  The group has been meeting throughout the summer to formulate a plan that “will enhance the future for the ranching community while sustaining wildlife habitat… (and will) facilitate communication and cooperation within the community, and between agencies and conservation organizations….” 

Formation of this group, and the collaborative, goal-oriented approach they are taking to meeting conservation challenges, is an unprecedented stride toward conservation and community success in the Glaciated Plains.  Wayne Elmore, recently retired head of the multi-agency federal taskforce to improve riparian conditions throughout the 11 western states, proclaims this project to be one of the most innovative, powerful examples in the United States of local communities working to develop win-win solutions to environmental and societal issues.  The grassbank was the key that unlocked the potential for this new approach. 

4) How much have they cost, including TNC, participant, and agency investment?


As a result of operating the Matador Grassbank, we anticipate annual operating costs on the Matador to increase by about $25,000 and income to decrease by $40,000-$50,000, for a total “cost” of $65,000-$75,000 per year.  Though we operated the grassbank at a lower cost than this in 2003 (estimated at closer to $50,000), we neglected some needed ranch maintenance, overworked our staff, and charged ranchers more than they will be willing to pay in the future.  The estimates above are a more realistic indication of fair costs for grassbank operation.  We did not include capital costs of land purchase and facilities or most of the annual operating expense of the Matador program as costs of the grassbank.  We attribute those to operation of the Matador as a core preserve where we accomplish key conservation within our own holdings.  


Through our lease incentives, we are compensating for costs for (or income reductions related to) lessees’ conservation practices.  We completed an informal analysis of the actual costs of those items in order to develop the grassbank fee structure so that the grassbank would absorb most, though not all, of the ranchers’ additional costs associated with conservation practices.  We are addressing the required value-for-value exchange by establishing the worth of a conservation measure (e.g., protecting a sage grouse lek) through our “willingness to pay” an incentive, and the lessees’ willingness to accept that as market value.  We will be evaluating whether our incentives were sufficient to achieve our protection goals this year and may offer higher incentives in the future, thus using the “market” to establish higher conservation values.

Agencies did not incur additional costs directly associated with the grassbank.  Instead, the grassbank simply allowed them to achieve their pre-existing management and monitoring objectives across a wider area due to cooperation by grassbank participants.

5) Could the benefits have been achieved in some other manner and, if so, at what cost?


An analysis of the estimated costs, benefits, and timelines for three alternative conservation programs is shown in Table 5.  This coarse comparison of the grassbank model with a) the standard Conservancy practice of operating a preserve and working through indirect influence to affect broader areas, and b) the idea of purchasing all the key conservation properties shows that although key conservation benefits may be achieved in some other manner than the grassbank, this strategy is by far the most cost- and time-effective alternative we’ve identified.
TABLE 5

	COST EFFICACY OF GRASSBANKING VERSUS 

DIRECT ACTION IN THE GLACIATED PLAINS


	
	Option 1:  Matador Ranch, Operated as Grassbank
	Option 2:  Matador Ranch, Operated as Preserve
	Option 3:  Purchase and Operate All Key Ranches

	
	
	
	

	Conservation Strategy:
	Own one ranch and operate it to obtain leverage over key properties to achieve landscape-scale objectives (including habitat for one 10,000-acre and two 1,000-acre complexes)
	Own one ranch and operate it as a unit to meet conservation objectives within ranch boundaries; landscape-scale conservation affected by indirect action only
	Own and operate all key properties required to recover ferret populations (habitat for one 10,000-acre and two 1,000-acre prairie dog complexes)

	
	
	
	

	Capital Expense:
	Buy 60,000-acre Matador Ranch:  $5,000,000 ($5,000 per AU)
	Buy 60,000-acre Matador Ranch:  $5,000,000 ($5,000 per AU)
	Buy Matador plus six other key ranches:  $23,575,000 ($5,000 per AU)

	
	
	
	

	Annual Operating Costs:
	$286,500 

($286.50 per AU)
	$259,500 

($259.50 per AU)
	$1,223,550

($259.50 per AU)

	
	
	
	

	Annual Operating Deficit (Expenses - Income):
	$136,100 

($136.10 per AU)
	$65,100

($65.10 per AU)
	$448,400

($95.10 per AU)

	
	
	
	

	Capital Expense + 

20-Year Operational Deficit:
	$7,722,000 
	$6,302,000 
	$32,542,900 

	
	
	
	

	Estimated Time to Achieve Ferret Habitat Objectives: 
	6 years
	> 15 years
	3 years

	
	
	
	

	Surety of Reaching Ferret Habitat Objectives (Excepting Plague Outbreak):
	High
	Moderate
	Very high

	
	
	
	

	Surety of Protection for Sage Grouse:
	High
	Moderate
	Moderate

	
	
	
	continued….

	Surety of Weed Prevention:
	Very High
	High
	Moderate



	Surety of Protection from Sodbusting:
	High
	Moderate
	Moderate

	
	
	
	

	Leverage of Owned: Conserved Acres:
	1:4
	1:1
	1:1

	
	
	
	

	Level of Local Acceptance and 

Buy-In:
	Very High
	Moderate
	Very Low

	
	
	
	

	Key Benefits:
	Builds cooperative relationships that foster affordable, widespread, flexible conservation success in the future
	Lowest cost alternative; Conservancy would minimize investment drain in NE Montana
	Would also provide opportunity for free-ranging bison herd; if implemented, annual operating deficit would be significantly higher as this analysis assumes grazing income from leases


6) Are we getting conservation value out equal to or greater than what we’ve been spending?


We conducted a cost efficacy analysis indicates that the $60,000 to $75,000 per year spent on the grassbank is the least-cost alternative to achieving TNC’s conservation objectives in the Glaciated Plains.  In fact, without the grassbank, the Glaciated Plains program would be severely limited and might be confined to the Matador Ranch.  

C.  GRASSBANKS COSTS:  VALUING CONSERVATION


A May grassbanking forum, supported by a General Motors Fellowship, was held in Helena, Montana, and attended by grassbank managers from each of the TNC grassbanks examined in this report.  Presentations were made at the forum by economists on the difficulties associated with placing “value” on conservation measures.  Economists told us that “valuing” individual conservation measures is extremely difficult because measurement involves assigning costs to individual conservation components, thus engendering such questions as:  What is the value of a black-footed ferret, or a mile of restored stream, or the increment of forage rejuvenated by fire?  


We were told that there is no simple formula for determining the value of individual conservation measures without extensive and expensive surveys and analytical methodology.  However, economists did offer three methods for potentially determining the worth of conservation measures:  market, hedonic, and contingent valuation.  The market method uses the values of goods that are bought and sold in the market. 


The hedonic method is related to the market method, but the dollar benefits are estimated from the market price of some other good.  For example, in a perfect world where we have two pieces of property that are completely identical, except one is weed-infested and the other isn’t, and they both sell at the some moment, we can take the difference in price between the two properties and assign that as the “value” of removing invasives from the property.  


The third method, contingent valuation, is determined through willingness to pay surveys or some other method of determining willingness to pay for conservation.


If, through these methods, values can be assigned to costs and benefits of a given practice, a cost-benefit analysis could be achieved.  Since assigning dollar values to benefits, especially intangible benefits, is so difficult, cost-effectiveness analysis may be a realistic alternative.  This involves accounting for all the costs involved (basically developing a budget) and coming to organizational agreement beforehand that the conservation targets are worth saving.  Once that is accomplished, the organization compares costs to goals and adopts the least cost alternative for achieving conservation projects.  This seems a reasonable approach.


Forum participants also determined that two sets of economic analysis need to take place associated with grassbanks.  The first is an accounting of the value-for-value exchange of forage for conservation practices between TNC and grassbank lessees.  The second addresses the cost effectiveness of the grassbank itself(whether the grassbank is achieving conservation in the most efficient manner possible.  As we saw in the descriptions of individual grassbanks, these analyses are in varying stages of completion and are not necessarily being derived in a consistent fashion.


TNC grassbank practitioners unanimously voiced the need for assistance in preparing budgets, conservation valuation to assure a value-for-value exchange, and cost-benefit or cost-effectiveness analyses.  At the grassbanking forum it was recognized that TNC’s financial systems do not readily lend themselves to cost accounting for an individual business enterprise.  This is also, then, a hurdle that TNC grassbank managers must overcome if they are to efficiently run grassbanks, assure compliance with legal (IRS) non-profit requirements, and assure that TNC is getting the best conservation practice for the forage exchange.  From economic analysis such as this and ecological monitoring, we will also learn the optimal institutional arrangement for operating grassbanks (i.e., leasing land, running grassbanks on our preserves, participating with public land partners, or some combination of these).  


Interestingly, little organization-wide support has been available for launching and testing the efficacy of grassbanks within TNC.  By and large, program managers initiated grassbanks because of grassbanks’ perceived effectiveness in achieving community-based conservation in the West, particularly at the Malpai and Valle Grande.  Several TNC managers were availed of working group meetings in 2001-2002, supported by the Center for Compatible Economic Development (CCED), an arm of TNC that has since been disbanded.  Grassbank operators, most of whom had been running grassbanks for a year or less, shared their successes and failures and learned about applicable legal requirements from other TNC staff.  Other than that, no organization-wide commitment has been made to adequately fund grassbank model projects.  Further, it is unlikely that support for grassbanks will come from an organization-wide level; instead, some opportunity may exist for state and/or regional level collaboration to provide technical assistance and funding for this innovative tool.


At the current time, each of the Conservancy grassbanks is operating at a deficit, borne by the individual programs.  Grassbanks, therefore, may fail—not necessarily on the backs of their own deficiencies, but because they need adequate capacity and capital investment to prove their worth.  During this “discovery phase,” grassbanks will need infusions of capital from other organizations, philanthropists, or the Conservancy itself.

TNC grassbank operators have listed the suite of costs associated with running their projects:

· Salaries

· Travel

· Meetings

· Training

· Office/Rent

· Capital investment

· Land maintenance

· Weed control

· Conservation practices

· Supplies

· Repairs

· Taxes

· Insurance

· Overhead

· Monitoring

· Operator costs

Also the less tangible, or opportunity costs, would include:

· Less convenience

· More travel

· Potential negative social capital when people don’t understand the concept

· More difficult to explain than perhaps other tools

· Loss of time to work on other projects

· Loss of direct income, generally from leasing at fair market value


Where a grassbank is run in conjunction with a TNC preserve, the grassbank budgets have been formulated by calculating the difference between the cost of running everything on the preserve, minus the costs of grassbanking.  Based on the Matador and Heart Mountain grassbanks, where tangible conservation benefits have the potential to be at scale and enduring, it has and will cost TNC $60,000 to $75,000 per year to run effective grassbanks, excluding land costs.  This seems like a small price to pay for achieving our goals on landscapes of up to a million acres or more.  Perhaps more important, we seem to be affecting the conservation culture of local landowners whose actions and attitudes may endure well beyond our community-based programs.  Unless, however, we decide as an organization to give grassbank models the capacity to continue for adequate time upon which to study them, we may negate a conservation tool that proves equally as effective as conservation easements—even in areas where conservation easements are not locally accepted.


In examining the contributions of TNC, rancher participants, and the agencies, it also appears we may be missing an opportunity to share the burden of grassbank costs.  In the case of the Matador, Heart Mountain, and Vina Plains, TNC has advanced agency programs and conservation goals, perhaps at disproportionately high levels.  


The Matador Grassbank is also contributing to programmatic goals for BLM and the USFWS, yet bearing doubled lease fees on BLM and DNRC leases due to subleases on the Matador allotments.  In both these instances, a better cost analysis is warranted so that a potential case can be made to the agencies to share in more of the costs of running the grassbanks.


In summary, the annual cost of running the Matador, Heart Mountain, and Rocky Mountain Front Grassbanks (exclusive of land costs) does not seem exorbitant in comparison to the potential conservation and programmatic benefits.  The Vina Plains model may not be worth pursuing unless further analysis indicates otherwise.

D.   BENEFITS TO CONSERVATION:  THE BIG PICTURE

To constructively compare benefits of the Conservancy’s grassbanking projects, we drew on reports from the grassbank managers discussed above and on the outcome of the May 2003 grassbank forum.  Benefits discussed below have been separated into four categories:  direct (tangible, quantifiable), indirect (intangible, less quantifiable), societal (those that benefit a community or society at large), and programmatic (those that benefit the Conservancy’s programmatic goals).

Direct Benefits 


Since 2001, Conservancy grassbanks have fostered tangible conservation on private and public lands, including helping the Forest Service achieve prescribed burn plan objectives on the Absaroka Front in Wyoming, using fire and improved grazing practices to combat invasive weeds in the Lassen Hills of California, promoted weed control and grassland habitat improvement on Montana’s Rocky Mountain Front, and improved habitat and established further protections for endangered species in the Glaciated Plains of Montana.


But how extensive has this tangible conservation been?  Has it been at scale and enduring, or does it have the potential to become so? 


At present, the Matador Ranch stands out as the grassbank that appears to be leveraging tangible benefits to conservation targets at scale.  This is largely a result of having a 60,000-acre ranch from which to leverage conservation benefits.  Since Matador grassbank leases are only a one-year term until landownership of the ranch can be fully secured by the Montana program, the beneficial outcomes for conservation targets cannot yet be characterized as “enduring.”  However, advancement of partnerships and conservation strategies are occurring as a result of the grassbank within the ranching community, especially addressing the needs of both endangered species protection and sustainable ranching operations.  Those initiatives, catalyzed by the grassbank, may endure even beyond grassbank operation.  Further, in the case of both the Matador and the Rocky Mountain Front, grassbanks appear to be motivating people to do conservation that money could not buy or that they otherwise would not do.


Heart Mountain Grassbank also has the potential to meet the tests of Conservation by Design.  Since grassbank managers have determined the grassbank could accommodate nearly all the annual AUMs displaced by the Shoshone National Forest burn plan over the next ten years, and because the burn plan is ultimately intended to restore a natural fire regime over a 1.35 million-acre area of biological concern to the Conservancy, threat abatement to conservation targets could be tangible, at scale, and enduring.


Vina Plains Grassbank has met with mixed success.  While the grassbank has allowed project managers to test the efficacy of controlled burns to reduce two species of noxious weeds (threats to conservation targets) and to conduct valuable monitoring on plant species, the grassbank has not attracted participants, nor generated interest (partially because of costs) among community partners to the degree of either Heart Mountain or the Matador.  Further, given its size and available forage, it probably does not have the ability to leverage conservation at scale unless a commitment was made to wed it with additional grassbank properties in the area.  While monitoring has conclusively shown that burning yields tangible beneficial effects on medusahead and star thistle, it is not known at present how long these beneficial effects will last.  


While the Rocky Mountain Front Grassbank is too small to leverage enduring threat abatement to conservation targets at scale, it has achieved both tangible benefits (weed abatement, rest of fescue grasslands, and better management of grasslands and riparian areas) and a remarkable combination of programmatic benefits and goodwill.


Grassbanks can also be a contributor to social stability, such as at the Matador Ranch where several local ranchers are participating in the grassbank, while other area ranches are up for sale.  However, we need to better articulate the benefits of grassbanking to a broad audience.  We need to adequately capture the social, economic, and environmental benefits.

Indirect Benefits

While other methods might have achieved conservation at a lower cost, the intangible benefits of goodwill, education and outreach, and programmatic advancement would often be lost by an alternative approach.  For instance, in the case of Valle Grande, the forest restoration projects might have been completed at a lower cost, but the social advantages would likely have been lost.  In the case of the Matador, the program manager is convinced that no other conservation tool would have allowed TNC to interact with ranchers in the region at this time.


It is also worth examining other programmatic or intangible benefits to TNC and the public that have the potential to be generated by grassbanks

Social Benefits

1. Maintenance of local economic base including 1) sustained or increased weight gain on cattle that contributes additional ranch income, 2) contribution to local economy of lease fee paid on grassbank, and 3) protection of a land base adequate to sustain local agricultural support businesses, such as feed stores and equipment dealers.

2. The societal value of delaying or precluding irreversible activities (e.g., paving agricultural land) and/or ecologically degrading activities (e.g., vegetation community-type conversion from plowing and reduced productivity due to poor grazing practices).

3. Grassbanks have the potential to allow public land managers greater flexibility to engage in innovative conservation strategies that emphasize stewardship across political boundaries.  For example, one of the primary challenges for grassbanks that operate on public land is obtaining a grazing permit from the U.S. Forest Service and placing it in ‘non-use’ status.  Because of the Valle Grande Grassbank model, where grassbank owners were not running their own cattle on the allotment but where conservation was achieved elsewhere on the Forest, the Forest Service approved an interim directive (Number 2230-2001-1) allowing an exception to the permit requirements as long as the allotment was operated as a grassbank.  In this way, grassbanks have already influenced policy change that may open the door for other innovative strategies, particularly if the directive becomes permanent.

Potential Programmatic Benefits

1. Increased ecosystem resilience, resulting in shorter recovery times after natural disturbance such as flood or fire, and hence greater long-term ecosystem and animal productivity.  This could also be a secondary benefit to the landowner.

2. Reduction in barriers to achieving conservation goals, and thus decreased costs for conservation planning and implementation (i.e., value of increased goodwill or maintenance of traditional lifestyles and economies).  May also result in conservation benefits of Conservation Beef® and the Rangelands Institute where grassbanking served as the catalyst for these programs being used.

3. Increased volunteer or monetary contributions to the NGO as a result of goodwill or appreciation of grassbanking.  An example is Heart Mountain(Wyoming benefits from an enhanced ability to fundraise due to the goodwill generated by its grassbank.

4. Accelerated application of the grassbank strategy, and hence accelerated increase in conservation values as a result of education and/or application of best management practices to other landscapes.  This could also be included under the A list when a grassbanker is paid to make a presentation.

5. Reduced costs of conservation strategies as a result of partner contributions of land, money, or other assets.

6. Improved water quality for downstream consumption.  This could be on the A list if the community was willing to pay for a grassbank to be initiated for the purpose of water protection.

7. Improved air quality where restoration of fire regimes results in reduced or improved fire conditions (reduces catastrophic fire).  This could be on the A list if the community was willing to pay for a grassbank to be initiated for the purpose of air quality or fire protection.

8. Increased recreation opportunity and value on restored allotments or where reduced livestock numbers contribute to improvement of recreation experiences.

E.   SUSTAINING GRASSBANKS


After digesting the information presented above, we believe there are three primary aspects crucial to grassbank sustainability.  


The first prerequisite for sustainability is “bio-cultural,” or making sure that grassbanks are established in the right place for the right reasons.  The second is financial, assuring there is sufficient capital and operating support for long-term sustainability of the grassbank.  The third is institutional(the Conservancy needs to provide greater organization-wide support of grassbanks to strengthen their ability to meet consistent standards, share learning between grassbanks, and succeed financially.

1)
Right Place, Right Circumstances


At the May grassbank forum, participants determined that bio-cultural circumstances best suited to grassbanking exist where:

· a large property is available

· there are well-defined conservation threats and targets

· a good grassbank manager is on hand

· the potential exists to maintain good habitat

· an advisory committee is organized (or local community members committed) to administer and/or advise on the grassbank

· the grassbank is catalytic to social unity or change


The quality of the grassbank is critical; it needs to have something that local grazers need, such as abundant water or forage in the aftermath of drought or, in the case of the Matador, the ability to contribute to public agency goals for species recovery.  Findings within this study would also indicate that grassbanks may be most applicable where conservation outcomes could not be achieved through other methods.  They are also likely to be most successful when program directors have reviewed grassbank associated costs prior to initiating a grassbank and have committed to associated long-term funding.  These are the minimum criteria that TNC ought to examine and try to meet before initiating additional grassbanks.

2) 
Financial Backing 


While most existing grassbanks are fairly characterized as being in the research and development phase, this phase is not financially sustainable over the long term and needs a better portfolio of funding strategies.  Most of the grassbanks captured in this report have had to rely on substantial outside support for operations, including Malpai and Valle Grande.  TNC grassbanks have generally required significant capital investments as well and some remain burdened by land debt.  While individual state programs are the primary vehicle by which capital and ongoing operations must be raised for grassbanks within the Conservancy, it would be worth exploring new avenues that could augment the financial challenges grassbanks present for state programs:


Private lands (to increase the supply or reduce the cost of available grassland)

1. Secure privately owned grassbanks by offering ranchland management services in exchange for forage on private lands (as in the Rocky Mountain Front example), thereby avoiding the need for NGO ownership.

2. Enter into three-way agreements whereby new buyers buy the land, sell or donate an easement to the Conservancy, and sell the “grass rights” to local ranchers.

3. Lease forage from private landowners instead of buying the land itself to avoid capital costs.  


Public lands (to increase the supply or reduce the cost of available grasslands and 

        

          administration)

1. Work with Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and state land management agencies to amend policies to allow for and even encourage grassbanks on public lands.  This would include allowing lease of public lands to a “non-consumptive” use entity for grassbanking and allowing certain lands to be rested as part of a grassbank exchange.


Public funding (to increase the supply of capital available for grassbanks)

1. Consider feasibility of changing tax policy to provide tax deductions to donors of grass (currently, donations of hay are tax-deductible while standing forage is not).

2. Create a program of federal and/or state grants and/or loans for grassbanks, potentially through the Farm Bill.

3. Work to pass local bond initiatives to provide public subsidies for a community conservation resource (grassbank).


Private subsidies (to increase the supply of capital available for grassbanks)

1. Conduct a private fundraising campaign within the organization to support a grassbank program including capital for land costs, institutional support, grassbank management, and monitoring.

2. Create a revolving fund or endowment of privately raised philanthropic dollars to support grassbank operations.

3. Continue to seek donor support through individual state programs.


The exception to capital intensive grassbanks is the Rocky Mountain Front model where the grassbank relies on the needs of absentee owners and requires less than $2,000 per year for TNC to operate.  It has been the intention of the Rocky Mountain Front program to pursue a self-sustaining grassbank model where operating costs are captured within the budget and management is borne by the lessees.  While this grassbank model cannot at present boast the same scale of tangible benefit as the others examined in this report, the model may be worth pursuing.  It may, in the long term, be one of the institutional structures TNC chooses to use in the West, a region where absentee ownership of ranchlands is prominent.


On the whole, the Conservancy needs to recognize that successful grassbanks at scale generally require significant investment, much like many of the other conservation tools it uses.  Just as conservation easements are an excellent land protection tool, grassbanking appears to promulgate improved stewardship often on a large scale, sometimes in areas where local acceptance of easements and conservation in general is low.  At present, the Conservancy allocates thousands of hours of staff time and other costs to implementation of permanent land protection, yet it doesn’t view this as a “liability,” nor is the cost of carrying out conservation easements subjected to the same scrutiny as grassbanks.  If TNC is going to embrace grassbanking as a viable tool and an expansion of available practices, then the cost of grassbanking deserves a similar organizational acceptance. 

3)   Institutional Support


The success of grassbanking could be greatly enhanced with a more concerted organizational support structure.  As a result, we have several recommendations.

a)
Designate a staff person within TNC or fund Grassbank, Inc. to champion grassbanking within and outside the organization.  We believe that both the conservation potential and the pitfalls of implementing grassbanking are poorly understood in the organization which can lead to two different problems.  Misunderstanding their great potential to leverage conservation of large landscapes has led to a lack of organizational support for this promising tool.  Misunderstanding of the potential pitfalls of implementing a grassbank has often led to mixed results.  Having a champion support local programs attempting to create grassbanks and their collective results within the larger organization could be very beneficial to the ultimate success of this tool and to expanding the Conservancy’s conservation of major grassland ecosystems within and outside the U.S.

b) 
Hold a meeting with program and regional directors in the West to inform them of the findings of this report to ensure grassbanks are initiated in the most cost effective and supportive fashion.

c)
Assign staff time in western regions over and above grassbank management to potential public policy change, legal advice, fundraising, financial assistance and analysis, monitoring of overall cost effectiveness, and clearinghouse functions for all TNC grassbanks and related materials.

d)
Create a training module on grassbanks as TNC does for conservation easements, made available at regional staff meetings, conservation strategies conferences, and reinforced by a clearinghouse store that distributes the most current information on grassbanking.  Potential sites for the clearinghouse function could be a staff assignment within TNC, the Red Lodge Clearinghouse, or Grassbank, Inc.

e)
Determine from economic analysis and ecological monitoring the optimal institutional arrangements for operating grassbanks (i.e., leasing land, running grassbanks on TNC preserves, participating with public land partners, or some combination of these).

f)
Fundraise at the regional level to help relieve the land debt at grassbank preserves so that grassbanking can be tested with assurance that the land base is secure.  Such fundraising might take the form of a joint proposal for a multi-state grassbank program, based on the conservation of imperiled grasslands, recognized by the Conservancy as one of the most imperiled habitat types in the world.

g)
Inventory all state programs to determine what TNC grassbanks are established and to ensure communication between TNC grassbank practitioners so that quality control and legal requirements are met, on-the-ground learning is shared, and mistakes are not repeated.  

h)
After all grassbanks are inventoried, determine which other grassbanks are worthy of organizational support.

i)
Define specific criteria for evaluation of grassbank success and evaluate the overall conservation effectiveness of grassbanks at specified intervals.

j)
Finally, consider discouraging grassbanks within TNC if minimal adopted standards for success are not met.  At present, several grassbanks are running without consistent direction, support, or analysis.  At best, some will continue to achieve beneficial conservation results.  At worst, the organization runs the risk of supporting or operating grassbank projects that do not meet minimal standards and jeopardize the success of this tool as a whole.
� Given that all grassbank transactions to date have involved charitable organizations, one of the critical questions is how the transaction is structured to ensure that there is a “value-for-value” exchange of forage for conservation to avoid private benefit problems under the Internal Revenue Code. 





� Subsequently, MBG trademarked the name and the concept to protect against its misapplication by unscrupulous users who might be intent on commercial promotion rather than conservation outcomes.  Later, the MBG, TNC and TAF created Grassbank, Inc., a non-profit charitable organization to protect and promote the concept.


� Valle Grande Concept Paper.  1996


� Edwards, C.  2002.  Grassbanks:  A Study of Policy Diffusion and Adaptation in the American West.  Masters�  thesis, University of Colorado at Boulder.





� These benefits were formulated by a grassbank working group in January 2002.  Denver, CO


� From: Heart Mountain Grassbank Business Plan.  December 2002.  Wyoming Chapter of The Nature Conservancy


� These funding options were largely developed by Phil Tabas in 2002, then Director of Development and attorney for Center for Compatible Economic Development, in conjunction with the grassbank working group at a January meeting in Denver, CO.






