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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thanks to the folks back home who make this talk possible.
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Presentation Notes
RSA started in 2003 as a couple dozen ranching families concerned about how endangered species like black-footed ferrets might impact family ranching operations.  More about that very soon.  I want to show here that while we started in south Phillips County, Montana, and while this is still our stronghold, our plan is to develop programs and approaches that will benefit community-led conservation of the northern prairies in portions of five states.
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Ranching has been the primary land use in northcentral Montana since the late 1800’s.  Today our county of 4,200 people and 3 million acres is a ag-based economy.  Family ranches of 10,000 to 60,000 acres are the norm, with almost all labor provided by family members and neighbors helping one another.  While we love the land around us and the wildlife that abounds here, it is agriculture that pays most of the bills and keeps this working landscape diverse, healthy and productive.
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Our success in caring for the land lead directly to the challenges facing us today.  While prairie wildlife has become rare or extinct elsewhere, so far as scientists know, not a single vertebrate species of the northern prairie has been lost.  Of the wildlife seen by Lewis and Clark, only the grizzly, wolf and bison no longer are abundant in our area.  In the 1980’s, conflict began to arise between environmentalists and ranchers over plans to increase number and distribution of prairie dogs, and to reintroduce black-footed ferrets into the landscape.  Mountain plover and burrowing owls were also considered for listing as threatened or endangered, and ranchers feared that their flexibility in managing ranchlands would be impaired.
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Our area is also a stronghold for greater sage grouse, another species petitioned for listing as threatened or endangered.
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And conservation groups concerned about steep, long-term declines in endemic grassland birds (such as this Sprague’s pipit) identified our region as a crucial to conservation of this suite of species which also include long-billed curlew, mountain plover, chestnut-collared and McCown’s longspurs, lark buntings, Baird’s sparrow and others.
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When conservation planners mapped populations of the various species of concern (sage grouse, ferret, plover, grassland birds and prairie dogs), ----
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. . . . Our region popped up as the biodiversity bullseye of the northern Great Plains.
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And in addition, some environmental groups including the World Wildlife Fund and the American Prairie Foundation, have identified the area as the last, best place to assemble a 3 to 6 million acre private wildlife reserve, featuring herds of genetically pure, free-roaming bison.
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So now the ranchers of our area are faced with figuring out where our ranching families, traditions and stewardship fit in the mix of groups concerned with conservation here.  There’s fertile ground for conflict, cooperation and everything in between.
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And it’s enough to make a guy just want to hunker down in some hole and scream!  But that hasn’t been a winning ticket for ranchers here in past times, so RSA is working on a principle-driven, community-led approach for the good of people, the land and wildlife.



“I thank God for the 
chance I’ve had to 
care for this land, to 
raise my family 
here, to be part of 
this community, to 
live surrounded by 
wildlife and good 
neighbors.   I’m not 
saying it’s been 
easy.  Sure it’s been 
a lot of work, but I 
wouldn’t trade it for 
anything. Not ever.”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As RSA board member Bill French says, ranchers here plan on staying on the land.  The challenge is how to create the ecological, social and economic conditions to make that happen.



Ranchers Stewardship Alliance

Our mission is to promote the ecological, 
social and economic conditions that will 
sustain the biodiversity and integrity of 

America’s northern mixed-grass prairie for 
present and future generations.
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In response to ongoing concerns about T&E species, weeds, economics, private property rights and other issues, over two dozen ranch families in south Phillips County banded together in spring of 2003.  With the able assistance of a very savvy consensus builder (Mike Lunn of Oregon), the Alliance produced a principle-based plan for the collaborative stewardship of the area.  The plan calls for respectful relationships and open communication with all interested stakeholders in pursuit of shared goals that will result in continued good stewardship of both the land and human communities.  Having shifted from a stance of wary self-protection to one of engaged problem-solvers, members of the RSA worked with agencies and NGOs to craft the state’s first area plan for the abundance and distribution of prairie dogs.  We are active in sage grouse conservation, riparian management, weed prevention and many other conservation activities.



We support cost-effective, sustainable conservation that 
features private and public cooperation in a working 

landscape stewarded by profitable family ranches and  
thriving rural communities.  

We employ collaboration, education, innovation and sound 
science to conserve and enhance the natural resources and 

pastoral heritage of the northern Great Plains. 
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Our approach emphasizes open communication, careful collaboration, continual monitoring and feedback, and lots and lots of potlucks to bring together our friends well as our critics, so that we can become ever-better stewards of the land and our community.  We’ve learned that there is a need for innovation not just in the ranching community, but also in the conservation community, if we are to keep healthy prairies and abundant wildlife, along with safe, high quality food and fiber we have produced for generations.  One of our key challenges is to turn the tables so that conservation becomes an economic engine for our very rural community.  We strive to have the global attention to the biodiversity of this area become a force to strengthen rather than displace family ranchers who have cared for the land for generations.  As the most cost-effective and time-tested stewards of prairie diversity, ranchers can’t be beat as prairie caretakers.



National Cattlemen’s Beef Association
Environmental Stewardship Awards

2004:  Barthelmess Ranch Corporation

2006:  Mule Tracks 
Cattle Company

2008:  Veseth Cattle 
Company
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The session guidelines asked us to talk about accomplishments of our group.  First and foremost, we are proven land stewards who work hard to safeguard the wildlife and ecosystem processes of the prairies.  Most ranchers in our area have been caring for their land and families for at least three and up to five generations.  While there’s no denying that grazing abuses occurred in the past, only those people who care effectively for the land are able to persist and thrive.  Range and wildlife scientists tell us that our rangelands are in excellent condition, and while several ranches have been singled out for multi-state stewardship awards, these ranches are but a few of the well-managed operations here.  



Phillips County:

99% weed-free,
and working to
stay that way!
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One tremendous benefit of stable, skilled stewardship is that our area is nearly weed-free.  Area ranchers, together with MSU Extension and TNC, started the nation’s first Weed Prevention Area in our county.  RSA continues to be very active in collaborative weed management, working with BLM, NRCS, MSU and many others.



The Nature Conservancy’s
Matador Ranch Grassbank:

A Tool for Collaborative Conservation of Ranchlands
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TNC bought the 60,000 acre Matador Ranch in 2000, and in 2002 began leasing grazing to neighboring ranchers.  In 2003, the arrangement progressed into a grassbank, where the ranchers’ grazing fees are reduced based on the amount and type of conservation they practice on their home ranches.  This is a voluntary program that truly transformed in a very positive way how the ranching and conservation communities view one another in northern Montana.  



Matador Grassbank    2003-2009
Conservation Accomplishments 

• No sodbusting on 10-16 ranches each year

• Weed prevention on ~300,000 acres annually

• University-certified range management on over 120,000 
acres of private lands annually

• ~5,000 acres of prairie dog towns and ~40,000 acres of  
sage grouse habitat areas protected annually

• And most importantly, understanding and goodwill!
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There’s no denying that the Conservancy’s grassbank secures crucial conservation on a massive scale every year, but perhaps even more important is the role the grassbank partnership played in bringing together nearly 20 ranches in a cost-effective conservation partnership with a global non-profit, The Nature Conservancy.  Working together led to understanding between the partners, and with understanding and years of good outcomes, trust has developed.  That trust allows us to partner on an even bigger scale with TNC and others.



BEHAVE, Utah

Blackfoot Challenge, Montana

Carrus Landsystems, Utah

Center for Whole Communities, Vermont

Country Natural Beef, Oregon

Madison Valley Ranchlands Group, Montana

Malpai Borderlands Group, Arizona

Quivira Coalition, New Mexico

Sandhills Task Force, Nebraska
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In 2006, RSA leaders journeyed across the US for self-education through visiting successful groups.  Most trips consisted of three to five scouts from RSA, and the people attending varied between trips, though one person from RSA made it to all the learning exchanges.  We cannot thank our mentors enough!  Lessons learned from these conservation leaders were then incorporated in our thought process as we defined the direction and principles of the RSA.  



• Engage in collaborative conservation and 
community building.

• Encourage ranching and other traditional livelihoods 
which will sustain our native grasslands and 
rural communities for generations to come.

• Collect, implement and disseminate accurate 
information on the ecology and sustainable 
management of the northern grasslands.

• Promote understanding and respect for ranching 
and the critical role it plays in conservation.

Goals of the RSA
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In the start-up phase of RSA, we have specialized in consensus, community outreach and education, with plenty of tours and potlucks.  We’ve provided stop-notch educational opportunities for the entire community, including consensus training with Bob Chadwick, riparian evaluation and management with the National Riparian Service Team, low stress stockmanship with Bud Williams, and Ranching For Profit with Dave Pratt.



2009 NRCS Cooperative Conservation 
Partnership Initiative Project:

Environmental Defense Fund
Ranchers Stewardship Alliance

The Nature Conservancy
World Wildlife Fund
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Our newest success is the earmarking of over $671,000 of NRCS Farm Bill funds for conservation work in our area.  Our goal is to put this money to work on private lands to benefit sage grouse, grassland birds and pronghorn antelope.  Our partners in this 5 year project are Environmental Defense Fund, The Nature Conservancy and World Wildlife Fund, as well as the Natural Resources Conservation Service.



Irons in the Fire
Cost-effective Conservation

Grassbanking, Cooperative Conservation, Consensus  

Prairie Stewardship
Internships, Beginning Rancher Program, Education and 
Outreach, Active Stewardship and Adaptive Management 

Land Protection
Conservation Easements, Management Agreements, 
Successional Planning
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Opportunities for moving forward hinge on our strategic plan, summarized here.  Some of these efforts are ongoing and some exist mostly in planning documents and dreams.  We welcome the input and assistance of others as we work for vibrant prairie communities.    We also are pleased when we have a chance to pay forward the kindness provided to us by our mentors, and we enjoy helping other groups on start-up projects.
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The future of our families, wildlife, and our communities are in our hands as ranching stewards of the northern prairies.  For us to do this sustainably and well, we have come to see the truth in what we learned on our 2006 journeys to leading community-based groups:  Biodiversity is a product of the land and the people of the land.  It is a priceless treasure worth hard work to protect.  Conservation can and must become an economic engine for rural communities such as ours.  We do all the conservation we can afford to do and if we overstep that boundary, we won’t be here in the future.Passing on the land, and excellent stewardship ethics and skills, to the next generation of prairie stewards is our most important work.Partnerships – many and diverse – bring power and balance to conservation.  The challenge is to engage effectively, never letting go of core principles while being innovative and flexible on tools and approaches that can accomplish shared goals.While we’ve advanced this far as a nearly 100% volunteer operation, it takes paid and dedicated staff to keep the wheels on this conservation wagon.  Operational support is hard to come by, yet it is necessary to move forward.All in all, we of the RSA have been blessed with for generations with an unmatched landscape, terrific neighbors and good livestock.  Now with the added blessings of wonderful mentors and partners, we are working toward a bright future for the wildlife, people and prairies of Montana.  



Dale Veseth, President   406.658.2504

Linda Poole, Executive Director   406.658.1141
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Thank you for your time and attention, and please don’t hesitate to contact us with ideas, input, support or questions. 
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