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MAKING IT POSITIVE 
FOR LANDOWNERS TO 
PARTICIPATE IN THE 
CONSERVATION OF WILDLIFE 
MIGRATION CORRIDORS

According to public opinion polls, most Ameri-
cans strongly support wildlife conservation, in-
cluding the conservation of wildlife migration 

corridors. New science and technology are providing 
better information about wildlife migrations, and re-
searchers have documented extraordinary elk, mule 
deer and pronghorn journeys through corridors across 
private and public lands. Films and photographs bring 
to light the challenges these animals face as they nav-
igate obstacles such as highways, fences, subdivisions 
and rivers. In response to this abundance of informa-
tion, a suite of efforts is unfolding to remove barriers 
and conserve migration corridors.

The owners and managers of private working lands 
are essential partners in the conservation of migrating 
wildlife. Most wild ungulate populations use private-
ly owned ranches for habitat during at least a portion 
of their migration cycle. Without landowners’ active 
support, wildlife migration in many parts of the West 
would be significantly restricted, to the detriment of the 
health, genetic diversity and survival of ungulate popu-
lations. It is also well documented that unrestricted mi-

gration contributes to the health of the land, itself, pro-
viding necessary periods of relief from wildlife pressure 
during the year. Working lands that sustain wildlife and 
the landowners who provide and conserve migration 
corridors and wildlife habitat should be recognized for 
their contributions to wildlife conservation and overall 
ecosystem health, and they should be supported and en-
couraged to continue.

Both wildlife and people depend on public and private 
working lands for survival. And just as working lands 
sustain wildlife, so should wildlife be helpful in sustain-
ing working lands. Wildlife are an important econom-
ic driver in western states, and yet in many places the 
working lands that sustain wildlife see the least eco-
nomic benefit and often experience the greatest impact. 
Working lands typically operate with variable and some-
times thin profit margins and a high degree of uncer-
tainty, due to constantly fluctuating markets, weather, 
restrictive regulations and other factors, such as com-
petition for forage, damage to fences, transmission of 
disease to livestock, depredation and hunting pressure. 
This lopsided relationship is unsustainable and dam-

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“Private landowners are key to the 
West. It’s not just about public lands; 

private lands are essential to maintain 
the connectedness of habitats.”

Photo credit: Arnaud Mariat

Introduction
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ing the economic viability of working lands are equal-
ly essential. When done right, they can and should go 
hand in hand. 

Western Landowners Alliance (WLA) proposes chang-
ing this dynamic and making it positive for landowners 
to be part of efforts to conserve wildlife migration corri-
dors—making it positive to be on the map. This will en-
sure support for the interests of both wildlife and land-
owners and conservation of the health and integrity of 
working lands for both people and wildlife. Rather than 
start with risk assessments, conservation should begin 
with assessments of what is already working. Why are 
wildlife using a particular piece of land? What is going 
right there and how can it be supported? Truly recogniz-
ing the benefits of working lands, treating landowners 
as valued partners and finding ways to support rather 
than penalize them for providing habitat is a more pro-
ductive first step. This can mean implementing a whole 
suite of strategies that we will describe in more detail 
within this set of recommendations, from recognition 
and appreciation to flexible management, regulatory as-
surances, risk mitigation, meaningful economic return 
and a greater voice in wildlife management decisions.

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“Private landowners have made 
generational sacrifices to keep their land 
and implement conservation. The public 

should not expect the landowners who 
have made those sacrifices to bear the 
entire burden of conserving wildlife.”

aging to all interests – when landowners are unable to 
maintain their economic sustainability, lands important 
to wildlife see increased risk of development. Currently, 
the West is losing undeveloped land at the rate of nearly 
276,000 acres per year (Theobald, et. al, 2016). Adverse 
effects of wildlife impacts on the bottom line can exac-
erbate this loss. If we want to prevent the fragmentation 
of working lands and support both wildlife and human 
communities, we must ensure that ranches and other 
working lands operations remain economically viable. 

CONSERVATION AND 
ECONOMIC VIABILITY 
TOGETHER

Most wildlife conservation efforts start by iden-
tifying and designating habitats—including 
big game seasonal ranges and movement cor-

ridors—and then assessing threats to them. There is a 
general sentiment among scientists and conservation 
organizations that designating and assigning special 
protections to migration corridors, in order to maintain 
connectivity and ensure that wildlife can move freely, is 
one of the best ways to reduce threats to migrating spe-
cies. However, these designation efforts are often met 
with resistance from rural stakeholders, including land-
owners, land managers and local governments. This is 
largely due to the fact that these efforts are frequently 
designed without input from local communities, partic-
ularly from landowners, who are often deeply familiar 
with local ecosystems and most impacted by land man-
agement decisions. 

Although early landowner engagement is crucial in de-
veloping effective support for conservation practices, 
those with corridors on their properties are often en-
gaged late in the process, if at all. And while economic 
and technical support for private landowners may be 
promoted by conservationists (for example, funding for 
conservation easements or wildlife-friendly fencing), 
often these incentives are not prioritized and funded, 
or they are forgotten entirely. In addition, when wild-
life habitats are designated, affected landowners fear 
restrictions and regulations, increased public scrutiny 
and potential litigation. In this case, conservation strate-
gies can unnecessarily pit wildlife against the needs and 
interests of working lands and the rural communities 
they sustain. In truth, conserving wildlife and sustain-
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THE UPPER RIO GRANDE 
REGION OF COLORADO 
AND NEW MEXICO

The Upper Rio Grande, a region spanning south-
ern Colorado and northern New Mexico, pro-
vides important habitat and connectivity routes 

for migrating wildlife, including elk, mule deer, lynx, 
bighorn sheep and more. The region is made up of a 
mosaic of intermixed public, private and tribal lands. 
Wildlife migrations are generally seasonal in nature, 
with animals moving from low country winter range to 
high country summer range. For example, elk spend the 
summer in the mountains in the high country primarily 
on intermingled private and U.S. Forest Service lands 
and spend the winter in the low country, often on pri-
vate agricultural lands. 

Private landowners and private land managers expe-
rience a variety of economic impacts from seasonal 
wildlife migrations. Private land in the high country 
provides summer habitat, where due to the availability 
of transferable landowner hunting permits, migrating 
wildlife such as elk and mule deer can bring econom-
ic benefit. Conversely, private land in the low country 
provides winter habitat, and landowners can experience 
economic losses when migrating wildlife consume for-
age that would otherwise be sold or fed to livestock. 

Landowner perspectives gained through one-on-one in-
terviews and focus groups with landowners and manag-
ers throughout the Upper Rio Grande provide the foun-
dation for the recommendations contained within this 
report. Western Landowners Alliance offers these rec-
ommendations as a way to support landowners, includ-
ing public land permittees and lessees, in their efforts 
to preserve the viability of their agricultural operations 
while helping to sustain and improve wildlife connec-
tivity and conserve corridors and habitat across private 
and public lands.

Santa Fe

Upper Rio Grande Region
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LEADERSHIP AND 
RECOGNITION

RECOMMENDATION

Engage landowners early and often in 
wildlife management decisions and 
potential wildlife habitat designations 
Landowners in the Upper Rio Grande have expressed a 
strong desire to engage in conversations regarding po-
tential designation and management actions. They have 
also expressed a need for designated landowner repre-
sentation within local working groups. Incorporating 
landowner involvement early and often will increase 
efficacy and promote collaborative solutions that local 
communities can sustain over the long-term.

RECOMMENDATION

Create landowner advisory councils to 
address wildlife connectivity
Landowners who are vested stakeholders and key part-
ners in providing habitat for wildlife should have a seat 
at the table when it comes to wildlife management de-
cisions. In the Upper Rio Grande, private landowners 
and managers have intimate knowledge of wildlife use 
and needs on their lands. WLA recommends that the 
states of Colorado and New Mexico support and con-
vene landowner advisory councils to focus on wildlife 
movement and habitat in the region. This action would 
significantly enhance knowledge of wildlife needs and 
movements. Equally important, it would ensure that 
landowners have a strong voice in important manage-
ment decisions made at the local, state and federal lev-
els that could affect their land and operations. These 
landowner advisory councils could also play a key role 
in the development of potential wildlife habitat desig-
nations, including migration corridor designations, and 
their subsequent management.

Recommendations to support 
landowners in the Upper Rio Grande

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“Landowners need to be represented 
within working groups in proportion to 

how much a designated wildlife corridor 
will impact them. If landowners are 

the most impacted stakeholders, there 
should be a majority of landowners in 

the working group. I’ve served on a board 
where the constituents I represented 

were receiving 40 to 50 percent of the 
impacts, but only had one ninth of 

the representation. This lopsided kind 
of representation doesn’t work.” 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“We need to have a really strong voice. 
It’s the squeaky wheel that gets the 

grease. We don’t always send letters or 
comment on policies on public land, 

even though it’s important. We need to 
voice our opinion and let policymakers 

know what matters to us and what’s 
important to us. We also need better 

coordination on management. There need 
to be more landowners at the table.” 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“If the landowner is at the table when 
planning first starts, that would 

make a difference. It’s important for 
decision making to be from the bottom 

up instead of from the top down.”
westernlandowners.org | 7



RECOMMENDATION

Recognize what is working and tell the 
story
Landowners who are providing wildlife habitat should 
be publicly recognized for their stewardship and the 
role they play in conserving habitat and connectivity. 
Many landowners in the Upper Rio Grande voluntarily 
support wildlife by maintaining open space, forage and 
security, and they also invest time, energy and money 
into improving habitat. In addition, many landowners 
have placed their property in conservation easements, 
ensuring that these lands will remain forever open and 
available for sustaining wildlife and wildlife movement. 
These positive contributions should be recognized and 
communicated broadly.

FINANCIAL SUPPORT

RECOMMENDATION

Continue support for state programs 
related to hunting and access
In Colorado and New Mexico, landowners are provided 
with transferable hunting tags. In Colorado, additional 
hunting and access-related programs are provided by 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife and include Ranching for 
Wildlife and the Colorado Wildlife Habitat Program. 
In New Mexico, landowners are provided with financial 
support related to hunting and access through the De-
partment of Game and Fish’s Private Land Elk License 
Allocation (EPLUS) Program, Open Gate Program and 
Pronghorn Conservation Recognition Program. These 
programs provide critical financial support to private 
landowners and should remain funded and available. 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“We should certainly be central to these 
conversations, but often times we feel we 
don’t have a voice at the table. We want 

to be part of these kinds of conversations 
moving forward and would appreciate 

the opportunity to be included.”

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“It’s hard to make it out here doing 
this job, and the rancher doesn’t 
have enough time to work with 

agencies and legislators and get 
the word out to everyone.” 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“We have to get the word out about 
what conservation is to our friends 

and neighbors, and show them how it 
works here by taking them out on the 

land. We can have good conversations 
and can show them the benefit.” 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“If you don’t let landowners raise 
money off of elk hunting, then you are 

taking away the reward for all the 
work that is being done by private 

landowners to feed and water the elk. 
We are providing habitat that benefits 
elk moving onto and being hunted on 

public land. That is the benefit.”

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“Conservation easements and navigating 
the different land trust programs is 

pretty complicated. These things aren’t 
easily found in one place. We need these 

to be listed in one central location. Put 
it on a website or in a nice document 
so that it can be found and utilized.” 

Photo credit: Sarah Lanier
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RECOMMENDATION

Create a centralized resource that 
highlights existing funding opportunities
Navigating the many existing federal, state and nonprof-
it financial resource programs available to private land-
owners is complicated and cumbersome. A centralized 
resource to provide information on available programs 
and partners in the Upper Rio Grande (including land 
trusts, federal and state programs, key funding dates, 
market-based opportunities and contact information) 
should be curated and advertised widely to landowners. 
Landowners that WLA interviewed expressed a need to 
diversify income, and they are particularly interested in 
learning more about existing market-based opportuni-
ties. They describe the Ducks Unlimited Carbon Pro-
gram and Audubon Conservation Ranching as positive 
initiatives. 

We also recommend providing resource forums for Up-
per Rio Grande landowners. These forums would bring 
local and regional technical experts to communities to 
visit with landowners about available programs and re-
search that may improve their operations and provide 
opportunities for conservation. WLA is well-positioned 
to provide access to information  and host resource fo-
rums in the region.

RECOMMENDATION

Develop and fund a habitat leasing 
program 
A habitat lease could offset landowners’ economic 
losses caused by competition for forage, transmission 
of disease to livestock, depredation or other impacts 
of wildlife migration onto or across their operations. 
This would enable ranches to remain economically vi-
able and intact while supporting wildlife conservation. 
Habitat leases could be developed to pay landowners 
not only for losses but also for management chang-
es intended to provide for migrating wildlife, such as 
changing grazing or haying practices to stockpile forage 
or improve nutritional value of forage. Where applica-
ble, such as in areas where bighorn sheep and domestic 
sheep co-mingle, compensation and technical assistance 
could be made available to assist producers in learning 
about and implementing management changes that may 
mitigate disease transmission. Habitat leases could also 
include technical assistance or other related resources.

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“We would like to see more coordination 
that allows us to better know who we 
can turn to in the area when we have 
questions. We are open to trying new 

things and sharing new and innovative 
approaches, but I feel like we just don’t 

have the time to hunt down every 
program and person out there that can 

help us. Having resources compiled in 
a comprehensive way would be great.”

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“As a way to help us address our 
market challenges, we began really 

looking into the different and diverse 
programs out there that could help our 

operation. With the Ducks Unlimited 
Carbon Credit Program, we improve 
the diversity of our revenue sources 
and market our products knowing 
we are doing the best management 

and providing great products.” 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“We have to diversify so that when the 
market is poor, we can make it. We 

ranchers need help to stay afloat, and 
a habitat lease would be a great tool.” 

westernlandowners.org | 9



RECOMMENDATION

Expand and improve the Colorado 
Habitat Partnership Program (HPP) 
throughout the Upper Rio Grande 

SUB-RECOMMENDATION
Increase engagement with landowners in 
Colorado
Colorado Parks and Wildlife’s HPP, which provides 
funding and technical capacity for habitat improvement 
projects, is currently seeking partnerships with land-
owners who are interested in large-scale habitat proj-
ects. Landowners in Colorado should engage with their 
local HPP committees to access these opportunities and 
learn more. 

SUB-RECOMMENDATION
Expand the HPP forage purchase program 
where appropriate
In Colorado’s San Luis Valley, HPP has developed cre-
ative solutions to address wildlife concerns. Funds have 
been allocated to farmers who provide winter forage to 
wintering wildlife on irrigated hay meadows and other 
crop land. Landowners have left standing forage and 
agreed to let elk graze that forage undisturbed in ex-
change for payment. This reduces problems for adjacent 
landowners, provides wintering elk a place to stay and 
improves relationships between Colorado Parks and 
Wildlife (CPW) and landowners. These agreements are 
made when an area is in the right location, of significant 
size and other factors align. Focusing HPP funds into 
this kind of habitat lease model could extend benefits to 
other winter range areas within the Upper Rio Grande. 
CPW has cited the need for more partnerships and en-
gagement with landowners willing to support wildlife 
to help ensure that innovative initiatives, such as the 
forage purchase program, are implemented in priority 
areas. 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“I like the idea of market-based 
opportunities, but we really need to 
provide education and information 
to the ranchers so they understand 

how to use these programs and what 
is available to them. I’d want to hear 
and see examples of these programs. 

We need to see how things work, 
if we’re going to be interested in 
being a part of these programs.” 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“The margins are too thin for the farmer 
or rancher to pay for wildlife habitat 
improvements. Ranchers and farmers 

should be compensated in some way 
for being good stewards of the land.”

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“HPP committees work differently 
across the State. HPP was developed 

to solve fence and forage issues in this 
area. It has helped to solve some of 

the problems with lower land farmers 
and higher ground ranchers. It has 

worked really well in this area.”
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SUB-RECOMMENDATION
Consider management needs when 
prioritizing HPP projects based on hunting 
access 
It is important that wildlife needs, not public access 
demands, are at the center of funding for habitat im-
provement and wildlife-friendly fencing projects. Since 
HPP funding comes from big game license sales, several 
regional HPP oversight committees have conditioned 
funding on allowing hunting access, where others state 
that it is “not an absolute requirement, but highly rec-
ommended.” For some landowners, a public access re-
quirement is a barrier to enrollment. 

Prioritizing HPP projects and funding based on hunt-
ing access should be evaluated based on management 
needs. For example, recreational access to sport hunters 
seeking antlered big game is generally not necessary for 
management of either population abundance or dis-
tribution, and therefore it should not be included as a 
requirement. On the other hand, fall/winter antlerless 
big game permits are issued and targeted to reduce big 
game populations and/or redistribute problem animals 
from conflict areas. Since HPP funds are often aimed 
at reducing conflict, it may be necessary for antlerless 
hunters to gain access to specific private lands in or-
der to achieve herd management goals. In these specific 
cases, requiring access for management should be part 
of the conversation between CPW and the landowner. 
Landowners may also be receptive to special hunts, 
such as youth or veteran hunts.

SUB-RECOMMENDATION
Develop a similar program in New Mexico
Landowners in New Mexico should work with New 
Mexico Game and Fish to examine the Colorado HPP 
model and consider adopting a similar program in New 
Mexico.

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“We have to talk about fences for wildlife, 
but public access requirements on private 

lands that are tied to cost assistance 
end the discussion. As a private land 
manager, I would like to discourage 

this a little. There is not sufficient 
recognition of the great work we are 

doing to protect habitat. Public access 
needs to be a separate conversation.”

AGENCY PERSPECTIVE

“There is no explicit requirement for 
public access, but CPW would like to 

see a focus on landowners who ensure 
there is some sort of hunting (by clients 

or family or others). For example, in the 
San Luis Valley they actually have a 

hunt coordinator, and this is an option 
for all HPP Committees. The hunt 

coordinator guides hunts in order to 
accomplish the goals of the committee. 

They don’t allow free-for-all access to the 
land. This helps out the landowner and 
accomplishes the wildlife management 

goals. This is a bit of a perception issue. 
CPW does not want access issues to 

get in the way of implementing good 
wildlife management projects.” 

– Pat Tucker 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife
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RECOMMENDATION

Increase funding for voluntary 
conservation and capacity for programs 
and projects in the region

SUB-RECOMMENDATION
Increase or, at a minimum, maintain farm 
bill funding for voluntary conservation 
assistance programs
The Conservation Title of the 2018 Farm Bill (Agricul-
ture Improvement Act 2018) provides for programs that 
improve and sustain working lands and voluntary con-
servation. Landowners and potential partners, includ-
ing state and federal agencies and non-governmental 
organizations, should coordinate with NRCS personnel 
at the local and state levels to identify opportunities to 
put farm bill funding and technical assistance on the 
ground in the Upper Rio Grande. This could include 
utilizing existing programs (such as the Regional Con-
servation Partnership Program (RCPP), Environmental 
Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), Conservation Stew-
ardship Program (CSP) and Conservation Reserve Pro-
gram (CRP)) in order to implement fencing modifica-
tions, habitat improvement projects, advanced grazing 
management and other activities. The 2018 Farm Bill 
expands eligibility for CRP funding to include areas of 
ecological significance, including areas with habitat for 
at-risk species, threatened or endangered species and 
migration corridors. Landowners and NGOs in the re-
gion should work with local and state NRCS staff to 
explore new CRP funding opportunities under this ex-
pansion and to implement existing programs. 

SUB-RECOMMENDATION
Fully fund the Partners for Fish and Wildlife 
Program
The Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program is a 
non-regulatory, voluntary program administered by the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service that provides technical 
and financial assistance to private landowners to meet 
species conservation needs. This program has proven to 
be successful and is well-received by landowners in the 
region due to the flexibility it offers them and the gen-
erally short implementation timelines for accomplish-
ing project goals. Landowners in the Upper Rio Grande 
find that agreements are thorough but not cumbersome. 
However, the Partners for Fish and Wildlife program 
is not adequately funded to meet the demand for the 
program. There is a need to maintain and, ideally, in-
crease funds for this program. Fully funding the Part-
ners Program will enhance the implementation of on-
the-ground projects and could provide needed support 
for Upper Rio Grande landowners. 

RECOMMENDATION

Provide alternative forage and grass 
bank opportunities for landowners 
impacted by migrating wildlife
Grass banks provide alternative forage for ranches that 
are impacted by many variables, including migrating 
wildlife. Opportunities to utilize grass banks should be 
researched and made available to landowners in the 
Upper Rio Grande. For example, Wyoming Game and 
Fish has helped producers in areas with high wildlife 
forage use find alternative pasture for their livestock on 
other lands. This concept should be adopted by wild-
life management agencies in New Mexico and Colora-
do. In addition, federal, state and NGO partners should 
explore the development of policies that would allow 
grass banking.

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“If it is determined that our land lies 
in a corridor, we would be willing 
to work with agencies to preserve 

the corridor. We are willing to work 
with anyone to preserve the wildlife 

in the valley, as long as it doesn’t 
cost us ranchers a lot of money.”

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“If landowners want to get into these 
programs, there is no capacity to help 
them get enrolled. The organizations 

and agencies that have these 
programs are too understaffed.”

12 | Habitat Conservation Strategies for Migrating Wildlife



RECOMMENDATION

Increase funding and coordination for 
conservation easements
Great Outdoors Colorado (GOCO) invests a portion of 
Colorado Lottery proceeds to help preserve and en-
hance the state’s wildlife, parks, trails, rivers and open 
spaces. This is a critical funding mechanism for con-
servation easements in Colorado. A similar state-wide 
funding mechanism to support conservation easements 
would greatly benefit New Mexico landowners. In addi-
tion to increased funding, willing landowners in both 
states and their partners should engage local and state 
land trusts, conservation groups and relevant state and 
federal agencies to prioritize and pursue conservation 
easement opportunities in support of wildlife corridors 
and habitat in the Upper Rio Grande.

RECOMMENDATION

Establish and support a state-managed 
trust fund in New Mexico to sustain and 
implement conservation projects
A state-managed trust fund provides a long-term, reli-
able funding mechanism to enhance and conserve wild-
life habitat and agricultural and natural resource values 
across jurisdictional boundaries. Establishing such a 
trust in New Mexico would provide an opportunity to 
leverage funding by providing a non federal match for 
projects, and it would build partnerships and projects 
that improve wildlife habitat for migrating species. It 
would also provide permanent, reliable funding to en-
sure the long-term certainty that is critical for planning 
multiyear, large-scale projects. 

In New Mexico, a trust fund could also provide a key 
funding mechanism for open space and conservation 
easements similar to the one provided in Colorado by 
GOCO. As another example, Wyoming utilizes the Wild-
life and Natural Resource Trust Fund and an associated 
independent state agency governed by a state-appointed 
board to fund and implement landscape-scale projects 
and conservation easements that benefit the state’s natu-
ral heritage. This model works because funds for projects 
come from interest earned by the trust and because local 
partners develop and implement beneficial projects for 
local landowners, communities and migrating wildlife. 

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“I used a conservation easement to 
address the impacts from development 

that are encroaching on the Ranch. I 
am so proud of my ranching community 

because when I did a conservation 
easement they did it too. I had neighbors 
coming to knock on my door asking me, 

‘Why did you do this?’ and ‘How can 
we do it, too?’ It’s amazing to me how 

much land we have saved as a group.”

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“We have been very pleased with 
the opportunity for our ranch to be 
enrolled in conservation easement 

programs. In fact, almost two thirds 
of the ranch is in easement. For us, 

we feel it’s the right thing to do, it 
gives the animals a safe haven and 

additionally helps keep our operation 
working because there is a tax benefit.”

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“Conservation easements are a tool that 
should be promoted more. A lot of the 
surrounding area is being developed. 

Habitat is being limited as subdivisions 
are popping up when ranches are selling.”

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“People support what they help 
create; they have ownership in it. 

The Wyoming Trust does just that, it 
provides a new fleet of conservation 

funding to accomplish our shared 
goals here in the watershed.”
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RECOMMENDATION

Increase transportation funding and 
planning focused in the Upper Rio 
Grande
Transportation and maintenance projects are often 
planned several years in advance of implementation. 
Dialogue between landowners, wildlife advocates, state 
wildlife biologists and transportation agencies in the 
early planning phases (5-10 years in advance of imple-
mentation) is necessary to better identify priority wild-
life crossings and opportunities to reduce collisions. 
Landowners in these priority areas must be a part of 
these early conversations because crossings may con-
centrate or distribute wildlife in ways that would affect 
adjoining private lands. 

RECOMMENDATION

Support and enhance place-based 
collaboration 
A coordinated and collaborative approach is necessary 
to thinking about and implementing management that 
benefits functionality and connectivity of migration cor-
ridors. Collaborative thinking brings together landown-
ers, technical experts, federal and state agencies, local 
governments, nongovernmental organizations and com-
munities to build upon the successes that have kept cor-
ridors intact and find new opportunities for conserving 
corridors. Additional cross-boundary work should be 
locally led and supported by fostering current partner-
ships in the region. Supporting and increasing the ca-
pacity of key local collaborations is essential for estab-
lishing and implementing community-based solutions 
and improving cooperative relationships. The Chama 
Peak Land Alliance (CPLA) and 2-3-2 Cohesive Strat-
egy Partnership are examples of existing place-based 
groups in the Upper Rio Grande.

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“I would say the best tool for us has been 
CPLA [Chama Peak Land Alliance]. 

This has provided us with a vehicle for 
finding programs and funding sources to 
do habitat work with the help of grants.”

RECOMMENDATION

Update and implement the 2009 MOU 
between Colorado and New Mexico 
wildlife agencies 
Just as wildlife do not recognize public-private bound-
aries, they also do not recognize state boundaries. In 
the Upper Rio Grande, migrating wildlife frequently 
move between Colorado, where they are managed by 
Colorado Parks and Wildlife, and New Mexico, where 
they are managed by New Mexico Game and Fish. A 
2009 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) formal-
ly established an intent for the two states to cooperate 
through data sharing, planning and management of 
wildlife corridors. WLA recommends this MOU be up-
dated and actively implemented.

RECOMMENDATION

Explore programs that reduce or 
eliminate risk during adoption of 
innovative practices
Landowners focused on sustaining economic viability 
are often wary of potential risks involved with the in-
troduction of innovative practices into their operations, 
even when these practices improve their land, opera-
tions and bottom line. One such risk is unexpected or 
underestimated costs of implementation and fine-tun-
ing. The development of a risk mitigation program for 
landowners interested in changing their management 
would help encourage adoption of innovative practic-
es. Ensuring that landowners have access to technical 
support, financial support and support from peers who 
have made similar management adjustments is neces-
sary during transitions. Experts and peers could also 
assist landowners in developing contingency plans. In 
addition, compensation could be made available to cov-
er risks for landowners willing to engage in innovative 
practices to increase and improve wildlife habitat, con-
serve water and build soil health.

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“We really need more coordination 
between wildlife management agencies. 

That will help us and the wildlife 
thrive out here on the land.”
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Photo credit: Lesli Allison
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TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE
Private landowners and managers in the Upper Rio 
Grande would benefit from increased technical assis-
tance support through federal agencies, such as the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture and the USFWS Partners for 
Fish and Wildlife Program, and from state wildlife and 
natural resource management agencies. 

RECOMMENDATION

Employ biologists dedicated to providing 
technical capacity on private lands
Although the Farm Bill is America’s largest source of 
funding for habitat conservation on private lands, the 
NRCS faces capacity issues to implement wildlife hab-
itat projects. Landowners have suggested adding posi-
tions at NRCS for biologists dedicated to private lands 
as a way to improve their access to experts who will 
include wildlife needs in the conservation planning 
process. Partner biologists in the region are needed to 
enhance the local knowledge of wildlife habitat require-
ments and more efficiently monitor ecological responses 
to conservation practices. Improved capacity for shared 
partnerships in the region would increase landowner 
outreach, promote collaborative wildlife conservation 
efforts and provide a centralized location for technical 
and financial assistance information.

LANDOWNER PERSPECTIVE

“Cattle people have to work. We need to 
get things done. It’s a fulltime job, every 
day, year round. We don’t clock in and 

clock out. So, we really need help to get 
more advice, and it needs to be easier to 

gather information that will help us.”

RECOMMENDATION

Provide technical assistance for 
landowners participating in cost-share 
projects
There are a number of cost-share opportunities provided 
by federal and state agencies for fencing modifications, 
invasive species management, livestock grazing manage-
ment and more. In the Upper Rio Grande, we recom-
mend that technical assistance be provided to landown-
ers interested in participating in these programs. 

Photo credit: Virginie Pointeau
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REGULATORY RELIEF/
FLEXIBILITY

RECOMMENDATION

Support efforts to improve property tax 
incentives
Agricultural landowners in New Mexico and Colorado 
can face significant property tax increases when they 
remove land from agricultural production, even when 
removal is required in order to meet state or federal pri-
ority resource management objectives, such as wildlife 
management and watershed restoration. While agricul-
tural production and wildlife conservation are typically 
not mutually exclusive, there are situations in which a 
landowner may need to reduce or remove agricultural 
production to provide support for wildlife. Examples of 
this include fencing off a riparian pasture, separating 
domestic and wild sheep populations, or making forage 
available to wildlife in critical habitat areas. In these cir-
cumstances, the resulting increase in property tax can 
make continued land ownership difficult or impossible. 
When landowners choose to sell property, there is an in-
creased risk of habitat fragmentation. 

WLA recommends legislation, such as the New Mexico 
Rural Heritage Act, that provides a property tax option 
for non-agricultural open land and enables landowners 
to cooperate in meeting state natural resource manage-
ment objectives. This kind of property tax exception not 
only assists in conserving and improving habitat for mi-
grating animals, it also helps families retain ownership 
and conserve agricultural lands for future generations.

RECOMMENDATION

Fund and support policies that enable 
active forest management 
Forested lands in the Upper Rio Grande contribute sig-
nificantly to the welfare of migrating wildlife. These 
forests have experienced shifts in stand structure, age 
classes, susceptibility to insect and disease outbreaks 
and wildfires. Federal resource management plans in 
the region should prioritize active forest management. 
Constraints within land use plans that limit forest man-
agers’ ability to enact appropriate and adaptive man-
agement should be avoided. Forest planning documents 
should emphasize the importance of conserving wildlife 
habitat and wildlife movement on a forest-wide basis.

In addition, ensuring that funds are provided for creat-
ing and staffing cooperative programs that aim to im-
prove habitat, such as the Forest Restoration and Wild-
fire Risk Mitigation (FRWRM) Grant, is essential to the 
ability of landowners to conduct forest management in 
the region. Supporting congressional and state legisla-
tive action to authorize and fund forest improvement 
grant programs and increasing the participation of 
landowners will help ensure the enhancement of wild-
life habitat in the Upper Rio Grande. 

Prescribed fire is an important and useful tool to help 
landowners meet resource needs and management ob-
jectives. The Colorado Prescribed Fire Council advo-
cates for approaches to more flexible permitting related 
to implementing prescribed fire projects, providing a 
unified voice for land managers and others who sup-
port prescribed fire. Landowners should work with the 
Council to advocate and promote the increased, appro-
priate, safe and legal use of prescribed fire as a natural 
resource management tool. Additionally, New Mexico 
and Colorado would benefit from improved flexibility 
to help reduce landowner risk in use of prescribed fire. 

RECOMMENDATION

Provide more flexibility for permittees/
lessees on public grazing allotments 
Appropriate management for wildlife conservation and 
migration that also provides for livestock grazing, eco-
nomic sustainability and other values and uses requires 
whole-systems thinking and the flexibilty necessary 
to implement adaptive management.. Whole-systems 
thinking takes into consideration changes in weather, 
wildlife movements, market conditions and many other 
variables over extended lengths of time. For example, 
when planning for wildlife conservation on working 
lands, adjusting season-of-use could reduce competi-
tion for forage between livestock and ungulates and de-
crease challenges to maintaining fences during migra-
tions. Often, federal grazing permits are rigid and do 
not respond to dynamic, living systems. Increased flexi-
bility through the use of “Outcome Based Management” 
on federally-owned grazing allotments would provide 
benefits to landowners and managers, land health and 
wildlife habitat. 
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Conclusion

Engagement of private landowners and managers, 
including those who operate on public land, is 
critical to supporting wildlife in the Upper Rio 

Grande. Resources, policies and management designed 
to sustain and improve important wildlife habitat and 
habitat connectivity must also be designed to sup-
port landowners who steward that habitat. Without 
well-managed working lands and economically viable 
ranching operations, there is risk of losing the valuable 
open space and habitat that sustain migrating wildlife. 

Adoption of the strategies recommended in this report 
will help provide landowners in the Upper Rio Grande 
with the support they need to maintain the viability of 
their operations while providing habitat for wildlife. 
Landowners and potential partners, such as federal and 
state agencies and NGOs, should work in a coordinated 
manner to develop, improve, fund and implement these 
strategies and to ensure that they and related resources 
are more readily known and accessible to landowners 
throughout the region. The combination of new and 
improved strategies, resources, recognition and a land-
owner voice in the conversation will serve to conserve 
wildlife habitat and corridors, support private landown-
ers and sustain rural communities and livelihoods—
making it positive to be on the map.
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Western Landowners 
Alliance

Western Landowners Alliance was founded 
by landowners to ensure the well-being of 
working lands in the American West and 

the living communities that depend on them, includ-
ing both people and wildlife. Our mission is to advance 
policies and practices that sustain working lands, con-
nected landscapes and native species. We envision a fu-
ture in which western lands remain whole and healthy, 
providing for quality livelihoods on family farms and 
ranches, strong communities, thriving wildlife popula-
tions, and vital natural resources.

FOLLOW US

@VoiceofWLA

@westernlandowners
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