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At Risk: Funds for Montana

The Nature Conservancy helps
steward both public and private
~ lands, and in Montana, some of our
strongest partners in conserving
both have been ranchers.
That's because a substantial
amount of the rangeland where
Montana ranchers run livestock
is not private property—it's
public land. They have a lease to
use it, and if they sell their ranch, the lease typically
passes to the new owner. But the leased land is held
by the government, meaning it's owned by all of us.

Now imagine, with the already sky-high cost of land and
slim proft margins ranchers must navigate, if a large
portion of the land ranchers ran cattle on was suddenly
sold off by the government. How many of those ranches
would go under? How many family ranches would

never have gotten off the ground without public land to
supplement their acreage and provide additional grass?

If you're like me, you've been following the news this
year about proposals in D.C. to sell off public land.
It appears that this deeply unpopular idea, roundly
opposed by citizens across the political spectrum,
has lost momentum. But new risks have emerged.

Arecent order from the U.S. Department of the Interior
will likely make it harder to use money from the federal
government's Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF)
to protect public land. LWCF is the nation's oldest and
largest source of funding to protect America’s public
lands. It's long had overwhelming bipartisan support,
and because it's funded entirely by offshore oil and gas
leases, it doesn't cost individual taxpayers a penny.
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In Montana, that money has been used to purchase development

rights, through easements, to keep tens of thousands of
acres of agricultural lands in farming and ranching for future

generations. It's also been used to purchase carefully selected

private lands, such as large swaths of former industrial
timberland, that can be transferred to the Bureau of Land
Management, Forest Service or other agency to be managed
as wild and working land. LWCF funding has created more
public land for ranchers to lease, more public forest to
support local timber and tourism economies—and more of
Montana that you and | have access to hunt, fsh and play on.

The new rule wraps the funding in red tape, requiring
county commissioners and the governor’s o¥ce to sign

off any time a landowner wants access to those federal
dollars. Even though a landowner’s application has passed
careful scrutiny and been deemed a worthwhile investment
by federal agencies, local oFcials now essentially

have veto power and can prevent a private property

owner from selling their land or an easement on it.

This issue matters to The Nature Conservancy because
we know how important public land is for keeping family
ranches in business, keeping agricultural communities
vibrant and conserving nature. And in the 55 years we've
been working in Montana, we've increasingly helped create
and caretake public lands—managing forestry, stream and
rangeland projects that yield benefts for nature, yes,

but also provide good local jobs. The stories on pages
8-12 are great examples of work we're doing alongside
people whose livelihoods depend on public lands.

In a divided nation, 79% of Americans agree that protecting

public land is one of the things our government does best. Public

land, the kind that LWCF makes possible, is common ground.

Chris Bryant
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Montana

Where we work

Crown of the Continent
Rugged mountains,
iconic Montana

wildlife such as

bears, lynx and

trout, anq forest Northern Great Plains
cc?mmupltles Wildflower-dotted
thh a tlmbe.r prairie that supports
industry heritage grassland birds,
impressive wildlife
migrations and
multi-generational
ranching communities

High Divide Headwaters

A sea of sagebrush extending from the
Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem that is vital to
wildlife, such as pronghorn and sage-grouse,
and to tight-knit ranching communities

Background: Rocky Mountain Front © Dave Hanna/TNC; Inset clockwise: Cattle on TNC's Matador Ranch © Brett Kuxhausen;

Greater sage-grouse ® Jeremy Roberts/Conservation Media; Lynx ® Kalon Baughan nature.org/montana | 3
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Next-Generation Ranching on a New Grassbank

Webb Ranch will give early-career ranchers—and conservation—a strong start

Bill Webb's favorite thing about his family’s
northern Montana homestead remains virtually
unchanged from when his grandfather settled
there more than a century ago: the pronghorn.
“There have always been abundant antelope,” he
says. “They come out of Canada and pass through
in the fall, and there will be a couple hundred to
apack, traveling together. | just love them.”

Many other things on the ranch have changed, from
the striking decline in sage-grouse to the loss of
neighbors as ranchers retired and their children left
for careers elsewhere. “Back when | was a kid, you
could drive two miles to nd a neighbor. Now you've
got to drive eight miles,” he explains. His own family
decided to consolidate their ranching operation
onto family land closer to Malta. When they put
the original homestead, near Loring, up for sale,
they frst reached out to neighbors before
fnding a buyer in The Nature Conservancy.

TNC had been working with a Montana
rancher-led collaborative nonproft,
Ranchers Stewardship Alliance (RSA), to
fnd a second ranch on which to expand
TNC's promising grassbank program.
While the frst grassbank, at the Matador
Ranch, offers discount grazing leases
in exchange for conservation practices

circa 1949 © Bill Webb

Opposite page clockwise from top left: Pronghorn are a common sight on the Webb Ranch.

© David J. Mitchell; Bill and Patti Webb © Bill Webb; Getting ready for branding on the Webb
Homestead circa 1949 © Bill Webb; Dramatic skies at Webb Ranch © Kelsey Molloy/TNC;

Male blue-winged teal in flight ® 2022 FotoRequest/Shutterstock This page: Webb Homestead

on lessees’ own ranches, the new grassbank will
offer early-career ranchers an opportunity to get
into the business even if they don't own land.

“One problem facing many young people hoping to get
into ranching is the soaring cost of land and leases
that simply prices them out of the market,” says
Kelsey Molloy, TNC's Northern Great Plains director.

The new grassbank, which TNC will donate to RSA
to manage, will provide early-career ranchers with
grazing discounts, mentorship and practical advice
from seasoned ranchers while they experience the
benefts of long-term conservation frst-hand. And
in a line of work where the average age is 59 years
old, an infusion of younger people is essential to
sustaining the schools, grocery stores and other
services that are so vital for rural communities.

“We have a big vision for this grassbank. By
pairing access to land with support, learning

and relationships, we'll help new and growing
ranchers start strong, stay strong and contribute
to a thriving community for generations to
come,” says RSA President Conni French.

Webb was glad to see the family homestead fnd
new life as a grassbank. ‘| think it's a wonderful way

to get young ranchers a foothold in the industry,”
he says. “Anything we can do to get young people
interested in this way of life sounds good to me.”
Meanwhile, on Webb's now-consolidated ranch,
his son returned from school and jobs elsewhere
to join the family business. “He wanted to come
back, his kids love it. It's the best thing ever.”

This project was supported by NFWF and by
the Rauner Family Foundation. TNC’s Vinary
Fund, founded by Vince and Mary Ames

and supported by other contributors, also
helped make the purchase possible.
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Conservation ease
are a clear winner for

Tercely driven to protect the natural
dlife that inhabit the lands they own. Many
landowners and nature

ake sure they remain in good stewardship
for generations to come. Exactly how to do that has
become more complex in recent years as a variety of land

The gold standard has always been conservation
easements—voluntary agreements that permanently
protect the natural values of the property while
ensuring that traditional practices such as ranching,
forest management and other activities can

protection agreements offer different levels of protection.

o¥"

continue as before. With a conservation easement,
the landowner voluntarily agrees to donate or sell
specifc rights associated with their property, such
as the right to subdivide or develop the property
beyond limited commercial or residential uses. The
landowner still owns the land and can sell it or pass

it down to their children or grandchildren, with the
understanding that future landowners must continue
to honor the requirements of the easement.

Forever is a very long time, of course, and for
landowners who are not yet ready to commit to
an easement, conservation leases have emerged
as an alternative. These relatively short-term
agreements, typically 30-40 years in length,
generally commit the landowner to not subdivide
the property, cultivate native soils or otherwise
develop the land during the duration of the lease.

Left to right: Conservation easements protect land and water in places like Horse Prairie, in the High Divide.
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© Jim Berkey/ TNC; Land with easements protect habitat for wildlife such as elk. © Chris Jeans/Shutterstock



While leases have their place, The Nature Conservancy
maintains that conservation easements are far and
away the best way for landowners to ensure that the
effort they've put into stewarding their land, and,

in many cases, their community's agricultural

and forest heritage, will endure. That is because
conservation easements have signifcant practical
advantages compared to leases.

Tax savings for families

Land prices have skyrocketed in Montana, and for
many ranching and farming families, their land
has become far more valuable than what they can
earn from running cattle or cutting trees. Selling
the development rights to the land (by placing a
conservation easement on it) reduces the market

Left: Easements can keep land in agriculture. © Kim Giannone; Inset: Healthier soils from conservation efforts can benefit grazing. © Brett Kuxhausen

value of that land, allowing landowners to pay less
in estate taxes and to potentially seek a federal tax
deduction if they donate a portion of the value of
the easement. By contrast, conservation leases
do not provide a tax advantage. Family agriculture
businesses typically operate with slim margins,

so the tax savings from an easement can mean
the difference between the next generation being
able to inherit the land with enough money to keep

working it and having to sell the land to a developer.

Return on investment for

conservation

Conservation is very often a long game. The work
of restoring streams, combating invasive species,
protecting wildlife corridors and returning forests

to health can require investment over decades,
with a return on that investment that is signifcant
but not immediate. Since more conservation work
needs to be done than funds exist to accomplish
it, it only makes sense that public funding and
philanthropy dollars should go to conserving and
restoring lands that won't be sold off within a

few decades to become a new subdivision or golf
course. Conservation easements ensure that
taxpayers and donors will see their money result
in lasting impact for nature and communities.

So while there are a variety of ways to conserve a
place as extraordinary and diverse as Montana and
each option has its place, conservation easements
provide the greatest beneft to landowners

and their families, as well as for nature.

nature.org/montana | 7



8 | MONTANA'2025 ANNUAL REPORT

Restoring the West'’s Forests

New program leverages efforts across states for Montana's forests and beyond

Across 150 million acres of the western United States
and Canada, dry forests of ponderosa pine, Douglas-fr
and other fre-adapted trees provide diverse habitat

for wildlife, capture rain and snow that become the

water supply for millions of people and help drive rural
economies. When healthy, these forests grow tall and
open, with dappled sunlight that nurtures shrubs and
grasses where deer and elk browse and black bears roam.

But dry forests are under threat, both in Montana and
across the West. They depend on the benefts of low- and
medium-intensity fre, which clears out small trees, dead
vegetation and woody debris. However, dry forests have
become overgrown after more than a century of policies
that removed benefcial fre from the landscape, leaving
forests and communities vulnerable to extreme wildfre.

A new TNC initiative has taken root to address this threat.
Established in 2024, the Western Dry Forests Program

is working closely with states and partners across the
West to help lead collaborative restoration, recognizing
that the greatest beneFts to dry forest ecosystems are
gained by working across federal, state and private lands.

A signifcant obstacle preventing agencies and
landowners from collaborating on burns has been a

lack of clarity on fnancial liability in the event of an

injury on the fre line or an escaped burn. This year, we
supported legislation in Montana, as well as in Washington
and Colorado, that creates more opportunities for
prescribed burning by providing that clarity and offering
protections to those who are well trained and adhere

to best practices while conducting burns. The team
has also been working to research and prioritize where
restoration is most impactful for forests and communities.

In Montana, the broader effort touches down in a

very local way, as forestry staff who live and work

in western Montana collaborate with communities

that are facing a decline in jobs as the state's timber
industry suffers fnancial challenges. A crucial frst
step in forest restoration is reducing the density of
small trees so that controlled burns can safely be
conducted and further improve the forest's health.
Many of the skills and resources needed to thin forests
are the same as those needed for timber harvest: a
workforce of experienced sawyers and heavy equipment
operators, as well as local mills that can turn small logs
into lumber and help offset the cost of the labor.

With enough funding to continue and expand
thinning work and the strong local partnerships TNC
has developed over decades, the declining timber
economy can be transformed into a restoration
economy that offers good-paying jobs for rural
communities who want to continue the region’s long
tradition of making a living and a life in the woods.

TO LEARN MORE

about TNC's efforts to restore
western dry forests, visit
nature.org/westerndryforests

Left top to bottom: Crews prepare for a collaborative burn in the Blackfoot Valley; A drip torch ignites vegetation; Prescribed fire crews
collaborate on a burn. Opposite page: Controlled burns reduce flammable material on the forest floor. © Jeremy Roberts/Conservation Media
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High Tech on the High Divide

Across 250,000 acres of southwest Montana, ranchers are testing
new regenerative grazing tools

Ranching is not a business for the faint-hearted. technology helps us better use our pastures
There's coping with the whims of weather that may and forage,” explains High. “And it cuts down on
leave a rancher searching for water for their cattle in the labor and really opens up the possibilities of
August or helping a calf into the world in the middle what we can do from a grazing perspective.”

of a blinding April snowstorm. Even in good years, it's
hard to turn a proft. Ranching is steeped in tradition,
but modern technology may help make things a

little bit easier on ranchers and the environment.

As these new tools show promise, [
become their greatest ambassad
workshops and word of mouth,
are bringing others on board. To
Across the High Divide Headwaters, The Nature ranches encorg
Conservancy is working with ranchers through have embrag
the Southwest Montana Sagebrush Partnership

to add high-tech tools to their traditional tool bag.

And itis ranchers who are spreading the word. ls and funding.

partners, are

Solar-powered wells and holding basins to coll
snowmelt enable ranchers to spreal i ds
on to more remote pastures, eags
pressure on the more acces
fencing uses electronic colla
towards underutilized areas w
sensitive areas—all without a ph
Virtual fences also help wildlife w
can be thwarted by wire fences. GP
enable ranchers and range riders to
their herd's location without having to geton a
horse or in a truck to track down the animals.

raight-shooting testimonials
respected ranchers who have put the
chnology to the test, will help encourage
others to give the tools a try.

WATCH

See how Montana ranchers
are using virtual fencing
and other technology:
nature.org/mtvirtualfencing

Third-generation rancher Colt High of the Broksle
Ranch is a fan. “We're trying to cut costs and
always improve the efFciency, so having this

Right top to bottom: Rancher Kenny Holland moves cattle
for collaring; Testing the virtual fence technology; A
10 | MONTANA 2025 ANNUAL REPORT freshly collared calf leaves the pen. © Kirk Rasmussen









No one is quite sure why sharp-tailed grouse
disappeared from much of western Montana.
The birds have natural boom-and-bust cycles,
but this bust has lasted more than 20 years. Was
it development or destruction of habitat? Did
weather play a role? Could it have been hunting
or predation? Montana State University graduate
student Luke Johnson may help to unravel the
mystery. He's using The Nature Conservancy's
Matador Ranch to conduct his investigation, and
what he discovers could help improve survival rates
of grouse that are relocated from the Matador to
places further west where they've disappeared.

Sharp-tailed grouse aren't rare, but their elaborate
mating dances attract bird watchers, and they

Unravelling the Mystery
of the Missing Birds

are Montana's favorite game bird, so people would
like to see their numbers improve. For several
years, sharptails captured at the Matador were
trans-located to sites in western Montana with a
goal of re-establishing grouse populations there.
Another team is monitoring where they travel as
well as their mating and brood-rearing success.

Meanwhile, Johnson is studying the conditions in
which that original source population thrives.

“We are going to evaluate cattle grazing, predator
activity, habitat conditions and grouse behavior
to, hopefully, construct a complete picture of
how the ecosystem relationships play out on

Left toright: TNC's Dancing Prairie Preserve near Eureka was once home to sharptails. © Jennifer Shoemaker/TNC;
Sharptails were once common on both sides of the Continental Divide in Montana. © BG Smith/Shutterstock

the ground,” Johnson explains. He'll also roll in
information on weather and temperatures.

Armed with that knowledge, land managers
will have a better idea of where and when to
graze livestock, where to avoid development
and what level of vegetative restoration is ideal
to preserve existing grouse populations.

No one will be able to say defnitively why the
grouse populations dimmed in western Montana,
but this research may provide valuable insights
into where re-introduced birds will have the best
chance at survival and successful reproduction.

nature.org/montana | 13



Dollars
and Sense

June 30, 2025

TNC Statement of Financial Position July 1, 2024-June 30, 2025

June 30, 2024

We put every dollar to use Assets
. ore Cash and Investments $47,669,007 $42,379,489
with care, accountability Endowment Investments $18094,607  $16,924,025
and transpa rency. Conservation Lands $9,457,785 $6,561,794
Conservation Easements $203,862,853 $195,179,853
Conservation Preserves $17,126,777 $17,126,777
Property & Equipment - Net $1,300,117 $1,149,630
of Depreciation
Other Assets $1,315,846 $6,822,050

Total Assets

$298,826,991

$286,143,618

Liabilities $2,125,918 $1,872,600
FY 25 Operating Revenue $23,117,715 Net Assets $296,701,074  $284,271,018
Contributions 46% Total $298,826,991 $286,143,618
Other Income 11%
Investment Income 9% Montana Acres Protected
0
FY 2025 Total
i 0,
Gift of Land & Easement 8% TNC Preserves—8 ) 57.970
Land Sale Proceeds 2% Conservation Easements 7,082 539,154
Conservation Land Purchases 2,707 99,856
for Protection & Transfer
Total 9,789 696,980

Government Grants 24%

These financial results are unaudited, program specific and rounded to the
nearest dollar. Please check nature.org for TNC-wide audited financials that

FY 25 Operating Expenses: $10,472,182 are GAAP compliant.

14 | MONTANA 2025 ANNUAL REPORT Volunteers remove fencing that makes passage difficult for wildlife. © Jim Berkey/ TNC



With Gratitude

We sincerely thank everyone who has made a gift to The Nature Conservancy.
In addition, we would like to acknowledge the specific gifts below that honor

individuals and families.

IN HONOR OF:

Aaron Brock—Elaine Brock

Chris Bryant—Andrea and Michael
Banks Nature Fund

Amy and John Cholnoky—Dorothy Cholnoky

John and Martha Eckey-Karp—Ann Karp
and James Reilly

Carol Fulton—E.E. and Joyce Eck

Janet Karp—Ann Karp and James Reilly
Ann Karp and James Reilly—Valerie Pachl
Nancy Mackinnon—Ishiyama Foundation

Sarah Mclintire—Andrea and Michael
Banks Nature Fund

Kelsey Molloy—Andrea and Michael
Banks Nature Fund, Ron Joseph

Gail Norton—Marcey Anderson

Jeffrey and Antigone Parrish—Andrea
and Michael Banks Nature Fund

Robert and Elaine Suss—Martha Haxby
Bill West—Glenda Barnes

Florence Williams—Andrea and
Michael Banks Nature Fund

IN MEMORY OF:
Dr. John Allen—Dr. Kathryn Allen

Nels Broste—Sally Broste
Alan Carpenter—Kristina Matthes

Maria DaSilva—Karen Olson

Robert Ebner—Loren Ebner
Jim Freeman—Danielle Offerdahl
Alan Gardner—Janet Gardner

John K.H. Griffith — Carole Baumann,
Roy and Mary Lou Booker, The Cashman
Family, Rosemary Engle, Penelope
Gordon, Mary Hektner and John Sacklin,
Arthur and Margie Jacobsen, Robert and
Robin Moore, Larry and Rebecca Williams

Dan Imming—Susan Imming

George Kruer—Curtis Kruer

Janice Lieber—Kay Lieber

Jim Lowrey—Diane and Tom Sanders
Bruce May—Elaine Snyder

Harry and Harriet McCormick
—Roxanne Bryant

Marlene Nauman—Jim and
Maryann Bell

Courtney Tait—Evelyn Anderson,
Marvin Cross, Tammy Ellison,
Monica Garrahan, Rita Gebert,

Rick and Anita Harman, Raela Hulett,
C.A. Jamruszka, Bob and Edna Kuhn,
Georgia Lelan, Cal and Pam Long,
Bradley Lotton, Paula Martin, Barb
Neuwerth, Dolores Noffsinger, Dr. Larry
and Loretta Obie, Teresa Olson, Tom
and Gail Reynolds, Stuart Sedlacek,
Bobby Sheppard, Deb Sokkar, and
Margaret Stallkamp

The Nature Conservancy in Montana Staff

Chris Bryant, Interim Montana State Director

CONSERVATION

Heidi Anderson, SW MT Riparian Project
Manager—Dillon

Jim Berkey, High Divide Headwaters
Director—Missoula

Nathan Birkeland, Rocky Mountain Front
Director—Choteau

Zach Cason, Rangeland Ecologist—Malta

Sean Claffey, SW MT Sagebrush Conservation
Coordinator—Dillon

Dylan DesRosier, Blackfeet Program
Manager—East Glacier

Joe Fitzpatrick, Matador Ranch
Hand—Matador Ranch

Jason Hanlon, Northern Great Plains
Land Steward—Bozeman

Dave Hanna, Crown of the Continent
Director—Choteau

Cat Kelly, Matador Ranch Manager—Matador
Ranch

Steve Kloetzel, Western MT Land
Steward—Ovando—Blackfoot River Valley

Cassandra Kohler, High Divide Restoration
Practitioner—Dillon, MT

Greg Lambert, Land Conservation
Program Manager—Missoula

Sarah Mclintire, Grassland Research
Coordinator—Malta

Kelsey Molloy, Northern Great Plains
Director—Malta

Erika Nunlist, High Divide Headwaters
Stewardship Assistant—Centennial
Sandbhills Preserve

Amy Pearson, Montana GIS Manager—Helena
Alex Romanko, Western MT Forester—Missoula

Mike Schaedel, Western MT Forest
Restoration Director—Missoula

Rebecca Snider, Conservation Information
Manager—Helena

Drew Sovilla, Conservation Easement Program
Manager—Helena

Evan Suhr, Matador Ranch Assistant
Manager—Matador Ranch

Dave Thomas, Rocky Mountain Front Stewardship
Assistant—Pine Butte Preserve

Kelsey Vershum, High Divide Land Protection
Specialist—Dillon

James Waxe, High Divide Headwaters Science
& Land Manager—Centennial Sandhills Preserve

DEVELOPMENT

Jennie Corley, Trustee Liaison/Event
Manager/Development Coordinator—Helena

Alison James, Associate Development
Director—Missoula

Andrew Kimsey, Associate Development
Director—Belgrade

Katie Racette, Development Writer—Butte

Amy Sheppard, Development Program
Manager—Bozeman

Teri Wright, Development Coordinator—Helena

EXTERNAL AFFAIRS

Mark Aagenes, MT Director of External Affairs
& Strategy—Helena

FINANCE & OPERATIONS

Ruby Benasky, Operations & Executive
Assistant—Helena

Whitney Daniel, MT Finance & Operations
Director—Helena

Kaylee Kenison, Operations and Contracts
Specialist—Rochester, WA

Marissa Lytle, People & Operations Manager—Helena

GRANTS

Kim Doherty, Senior Grants Specialist,
MT & UT—Schenectady, NY

Jennifer Gibbons, Grants Specialist—Arnold, MD

MARKETING & COMMUNICATIONS

Paige Cohn, Media Relations Manager,
Rocky Mountains—Helena

Jennifer Shoemaker, Marketing & Communications
Director, MT & WY—Bozeman
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