


Last year, Steve and Bonnie
Hess signed a conservation
easement with the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service that paid
them to forego certain devel-
opment rights on their scenic
1,360-acre ranch in Montana’s
Centennial Valley. The ease-
ment purchase, based on an
independent appraisal, made
the difference in the Hess 

family being able to keep their land in their family. And it
enabled their daughter and son-in-law to continue their grazing
lease on an adjacent parcel also under easement. 

Steve, who is active on several state and local agricultural com-
mittees, joins many of his neighbors who have signed conserva-
tion easements with The Nature Conservancy and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service to protect the agricultural values of the
Centennial Valley. Approximately 18,700 acres in the valley are
now under conservation easement.

“People in agriculture are already confined. We
need all the tools we can get. And frankly, we don’t
want the government telling us what we can and can’t do.”

— Steve Hess, on proposals that might restrict
or reduce the benefits of conservation 
easements 

In 1998, the owners of the 
E Bar L Ranch in the Blackfoot
Valley donated a conservation
easement to The Nature
Conservancy that covers the
ranch’s 4,000 deeded acres.
The easement protects the 
scenic ranch from subdivision
and formalizes owner Bill
Potter’s philosophy of sustain-
able management of the ranch’s
roughly 2,000 acres of forest.
That management involves
some timber cutting to create
layers of different-aged trees, an
approach that minimizes insect
damage and the potential for
catastrophic fire. The easement
created a long-term partnership
between the E Bar L (or any

future owners of the property), the University of Montana School
of Forestry and The Nature Conservancy. It called for the univer-
sity’s School of Forestry to continue its 18-year-old forestry
research program on the E Bar L. 

“I wanted an arrangement that made sure any future
owners of this place would continue to use 
sustainable management methods on this property.”

— Bill Potter
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We use conservation easements because they are a cost-effective and highly efficient 
conservation tool on private lands.

For more information about our work in Montana, please contact: 

Katherine Imhoff, director, Montana program,The Nature Conservancy 
(406) 443-0303

PUBLIC BENEFITS 
- Protects wildlife habitat

- Keeps good stewards on 
the land

- Prevents subdivision of a 
rural ranching valley 

LANDOWNER BENEFITS
- Keeps land in the family

- Funding to help the ranching
operation 

The Hess Family, Centennial Valley
PUBLIC BENEFITS 
- Maintains healthy forest in 

the valley 

- Model for sustainable forestry
management

- Offers research and 
demonstration of healthy forest
management that minimizes
insect damage and potential 
for catastrophic fire

- Prevents runoff into the
Blackfoot River 

- Prevents subdivision of 
important forested land along
the scenic Blackfoot River, 
one of Montana's great recre-
ational rivers

LANDOWNER BENEFITS
- Tax benefits enable good 

management

- Guarantees that future owners
will care for the land

E Bar L Ranch, Blackfoot Valley

Centennial Valley landowners Steve and Bonnie Hess signed a conservation easement
because they saw it as a way to keep their land in the family. ©Doug Bostrom

Bill Potter believes the forest of his ranch needs to be actively managed — and so is specified
in the ranch's conservation easement. ©Jim Steinberg


