
Conversion of Expiring Conservation Reserve Program 
(CRP) to Grazing Lands 

Montana Focused Conservation Planning Strategy 

Crow Agency, Hardin, and Billings Work Unit 

 
Location:  Existing and expired CRP acres in Yellowstone and Big Horn Counties 

Goal Statement:  To keep expiring/expired CRP acres in vegetative cover, and to assist producers in 
converting these acres to productive grazing lands for livestock. 

Problem Statement:  In the last three (3) years, approximately 20,167 acres of CRP land has expired, 
with 19,013 acres expiring in the next five years.  These acres can serve as productive grazing land 
through the addition of cross-fencing, stockwater, and grazing management.  While most CRP 
participants may re-apply for CRP as rental agreement expire, budget constraints and competitive bids 
will prevent many offers from being funded.  These acres that go unfunded may sit idle, undergoing 
weed invasion resulting in a decline in plant health, or may be returned to crop production.  Returning 
land to conventional farming methods could contribute to a minimum of 1-2 tons of soil erosion per 
acre per year, where soil erosion had once been zero when in a CRP contract; as well as a lack of plant 
diversity if cropped in a winter wheat-fallow rotation.   
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Project Maps:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map Description:  Blue boundaries are the county boundaries for Big Horn and Yellowstone 
Boundaries; the purple line reflects the Crow Reservation boundary, and the red and black cross 
hatch represents the TIP focus area for Yellowstone and Big Horn counties. These polygons are 
loosely digitized around existing and/or soon to expire Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) acres.  
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Problem Statement and Overview/Background Information 

Purpose/Need:  In recent years, CRP land has expired, or will be expiring in the near future.  These acres 
can serve as productive grazing land with the addition of rangeland infrastructure, such as stockwater 
and cross-fencing, which can be costly out-of-pocket expenses for ag operators.  Since many of these 
CRP acres have been in the program for ten-plus years, it is important to protect USDA’s and the 
taxpayer’s investment in ensuring these acres are protected from excessive erosion once they are no 
longer in the CRP program.  This TIP proposal serves to assist interested applicants in implementing 
these practices on their CRP acres, as well as other grazing acres that can be incorporated into a 
prescribed grazing rotation and are needed to ensure that plant productivity and health can be 
addressed.  If steps aren’t taken now to keep these CRP acres in vegetative cover, these acres may be 
converted to conventional cropping, or left idle.  

Grassland ecosystems have seen dramatic declines over the past few centuries, a decreasing trajectory 
which has continued to this day. Between 2009 and 2015, 53 million acres of intact grassland were 
converted to cropland in the Great Plains Region. One factor leading to grassland conversions is the 
decline of CRP. At the program’s peak in 2007, Montana had the 2nd-highest enrollment in CRP with 
3,480,851 acres. Responding to a nationwide reduction in program capacity, Montana has since then 
seen the most dramatic reduction in CRP of any state, with a loss of 1.98 million acres.  

Map Description:  Blue boundaries are the county boundaries for Big Horn and Yellowstone 
Boundaries; the purple line reflects the Crow Reservation boundary.  
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Grasslands were once the dominant ecosystem in the United States. The advent of the industrial 
revolution and green revolution in the early 20th century resulted in the plowing of native grasslands to 
foster food production at an unprecedented scale and intensity. Conversion continues to this day, and 
grassland ecosystems are widely recognized as among the world’s most endangered (Hoekstra 2005, 
Lark 2015, Noss 1995). Grassland ecosystems typically provide many ecological services on which flora 
and fauna (including humans) depend (PAGE 2000). These include:   

• Sustainable carbon and nutrient cycles that:   

o Maintain soil health and support a diverse microbiological community,   

o Fix and store carbon, nitrogen, and other nutrients,   

o Allow infiltration and water storage, and   

o Enable the use of grassland soils for annual or perennial crop production.   

• Diverse plant communities that:   

o Comprise heterogeneous habitat complexes providing food, shelter, and continuity for 
a diversity of wildlife species,   

o Resist pests and competition from exotic plants,   

o Intercept and/or divert runoff water, sediments, nutrients, and salts, and   

o Enable the husbandry of ungulate and other domestic species for food production.   

Conversion of CRP acres into conventional cropping could also affect local wildlife like ungulates, upland 
game birds, and grassland bird species. CRP lands provide essential forage, cover, and nesting habitat 
through diverse vegetation and irregular habitat that can be enhanced through prescribed grazing.  

In Yellowstone County for 2017-2019 the Local Working Group (LWG) priority has been undesirable 
plant productivity and health.  The LWG felt that a lot of funds had been spent on irrigation and soil 
health improvements, but that the grazinglands of the county had been left out in previous years. This 
TIP ties into the surface water quality priority for the 2020 Yellowstone LWG by preventing erosion from 
occurring once again, and the sediment, nutrients etc. won’t be reaching waterways that can be 
damaged by nutrient-rich runoff and sedimentation.  Some of the expiring CRP acres are located in 
drainages that are listed on the Montana DEQ 303(d) list for sedimentation, including:  Pryor Creek, 
Clarks Fork of the Yellowstone, Duck Creek, and Cottonwood Creek.  The 2019 LWG priority resource 
concern for Big Horn County was Soil Quality Degradation; by addressing Plant Productivity on these CRP 
acres, this TIP proposal will improve soil quality on these acres as well.  This proposal also supports the 
Yellowstone and Big Horn County Long Range Plans, respectively.   

According to 2018 USDA National Ag Statistics Service (NASS) data, the total number of all cattle and 
calves in 2018 for Big Horn County was 73,000, and in Yellowstone County it was 115,000 head.  These 
numbers of livestock constitute a significant need for grazing lands in both counties, and as such, plant 
productivity and health need to be protected on grazed acres.  Adding more grazeable acres to both 
counties will help balance feed and forage needs of ranches. 
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History/Overview of the Conservation Reservation Program:  The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) is 
a land conservation program administered by the Farm Service Agency (FSA). In exchange for a yearly 
rental payment, farmers enrolled in the program agree to remove environmentally sensitive land from 
agricultural production and plant species that will improve environmental health and quality. Contracts 
for land enrolled in CRP are 10-15 years in length. The long-term goal of the program is to re-establish 
valuable land cover to help improve water quality, prevent soil erosion, and reduce loss of wildlife 
habitat.  Signed into law by President Ronald Reagan in 1985, CRP is the largest private-lands 
conservation program in the United States.  CRP Contracts funded through the 2008 and 2014 Farm Bills 
have only allowed grazing of CRP acres as a part of the mid-contract management activity, occurring five 
years into the CRP contract; or else during significant environmental disaster events (commonly 
drought) where emergency CRP grazing is allowed. 

Location:  The project area involves expired or expiring CRP in Yellowstone and Big Horn Counties, as 
well as other grazing acres that may be incorporated into a prescribed grazing rotation.  The acres of 
CRP in Yellowstone County total 32,764 acres, and 8,065 acres in Big Horn County; some of these CRP 
acres are located on the Crow Indian Reservation in both counties.  The majority of these CRP acres have 
been enrolled in the program for anywhere from 10-20 years.  Local ranking questions are expected to 
prioritize areas with the most fragile soils. 

Proposed Alternatives and Actions: 

The below example projects are based upon typical herd sizes within the counties and professional 
experience with the Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology (MBMG) online database of well log 
information. Other conservation planning considerations will be on a case by case basis, such as power 
availability and need for stock water storage.  

No Action Alternative:  As these CRP acres come out of their CRP contracts, some CRP participants may 
re-apply for CRP as their rental agreement expires.  Due to CRP program budget constraints and 
competitive bids, many offers may not be funded.  These acres that go unfunded may sit idle, 
undergoing weed invasion and resulting in a decline in plant health and wildlife habitat, or may be 
annually tilled for crop production.  Returning land to conventional farming methods could contribute to 
a minimum of 1-2 tons of soil erosion per acre per year, where soil erosion had once been zero tons per 
acre when it was in a CRP contract. CRP conversion acres to cropland can also be a prime target for 
conversion to organic grain farming, which would involve a significant increase in soil erosion due to 
tillage being the primary method for weed control in an organic grain rotation.  A decrease in wildlife 
habitat could also reduce the diversity of wildlife species present, as well as increase damage to nearby 
cropland if insufficient habitat is not available to local wildlife species.  

Alternative #1:  This would include appropriate stockwater and fencing projects on expired CRP acres in 
Yellowstone and Big Horn Counties.  The TIP would address water quality issues that would occur on the 
acres and would help improve plant productivity and vigor by enabling grazing animals to utilize forage 
and by encouraging regrowth of grasses and forbs. 

Alternative #2: This would include appropriate stockwater and fencing projects on the expired CRP 
acres, and would also include prescribed grazing on the included acres.  In addition to accomplishing 
what is done through Alternative #1, this second alternative would also further increase plant health by 
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ensuring proper rotations and stocking rates are utilized on these acres to allow for adequate plant 
recovery periods.  This would be the preferred alternative. 

Priority Resource Concern Being Addressed:  Plant productivity and health. 

Additional Resource Concerns Being Addressed:   

• Soil– Organic matter depletion 
• Water– Nutrients transported to surface/ground water 
• Animals – Feed and forage imbalance 
• Animals – Inadequate livestock water quantity, quality and distribution 
• Animals – Terrestrial habitat for wildlife and invertebrates  

As with any projects involving NRCS technical and financial assistance, National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA) concerns will be addressed through environmental evaluations that include tribal consultation, 
cultural resource reviews, and endangered species reviews.   

Goals and Objectives (Desired Future Conditions): 

Project Proposal Goals & Timeline:  With this proposal, our goal is to address the priority resource 
concern through fifteen EQIP Contracts, totaling 10,000 acres.  The project would cover Fiscal Years 
2020-2024, with EQIP signups occurring in FY2020-2023.  FY2024 would be used as a monitoring and 
evaluation year for the project.  By providing this TIP project to Big Horn and Yellowstone Counties, our 
hope is that we can ensure there will be additional grazing acres available in each county for the future.  
Additionally, we will protect USDA’s and the taxpayer’s original investment in these acres by ensuring 
they will remain in herbaceous cover in the future. 

Project Budget:  A total of $876,000 of EQIP funding would be needed to fund this TIP project. Annual 
contracting estimates are based on the FY2019 EQIP Program Guide payment rates (as of the writing of 
this TIP, the FY2020 EQIP Program Guide has not yet been released).  A $5000 cost overrun will be 
figured into the estimated annual payment calculation.  Additionally, a 2% increase in the annual 
estimated costs are figured to allow for increases to future EQIP Cost Lists.  The project examples below 
reflect some common projects that might be completed on these projects, but it isn’t limited only to the 
listed examples. 
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Project Example 1 – Involves a stockwater project, plus three years of prescribed grazing on 600 acres: 

Project Example 2 – Includes a stockwater project, boundary and cross-fences, and three years of 
prescribed grazing on 600 acres: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Practice 
Code Practice Component Unit Cost Unit

Planned 
Amount Total

642 Water Well
Typical Well, 100-600 ft 
with 4" Casing Scenario #4  $      30.95 ft 500  $15,475.00 

516
Livestock 
Pipeline

Buried PVC, IPS, HDPE, PE 
Scenario #1  $         1.14 ft 8000  $   9,120.00 

533
Pumping 
Plant

Photovoltaic-Powered 
Pump, greater than 400 ft 
total head, Scenario #13  $7,259.16 ea 1  $   7,259.16 

533
Pumping 
Plant

Well Pump Test, Scenario 
#66  $2,845.20 ea 1  $   2,845.20 

614
Watering 
Facility

Permanent Drinking with 
Storage, 1000-5000 gallons 
Scenario #3  $         1.33 gal 2400  $   3,192.00 

614
Watering 
Facility

Permanent Drinking with 
Storage, 1000-5000 gallons 
Scenario #3  $         1.33 gal 2400  $   3,192.00 

382 Fence
Barbed/Smooth Wire, 
Scenario #1  $         1.28 ft 10,000  $12,800.00 

528
Prescribed 
Grazing

Pasture Standard, Scenario 
#7 Year 1  $         5.28 ac 600  $   3,168.00 

528
Prescribed 
Grazing

Pasture Standard, Scenario 
#7 Year 2  $         5.28 ac 600  $   3,168.00 

528
Prescribed 
Grazing

Pasture Standard, Scenario 
#7 Year 2  $         5.28 ac 600  $   3,168.00 
Cost Overrun  $5,000.00 ea 1  $   5,000.00 

 $68,387.36 Total
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Total Project Budget: 

 

Practices to Address the TIP Priority Resource Concern: 

• (642) Water Well 
• (533) Pumping Plant 
• (533) Pumping Plant- pumping test 
• (516) Livestock Pipeline 
• (614) Watering Facility 
• (574) Spring Development 
• (382) Fence 
• (528) Prescribed Grazing 

In order to promote proper management of grazing land, a priority will be given to those applicants that 
are willing to implement a Prescribed Grazing plan to ensure that proper grazing management and 
stocking rates are applied on these acres.  Prescribed grazing, stockwater, and fences would also be 
allowed on the non-CRP acres if it allows the participant to implement a grazing plan; but would only be 
allowed with Prescribed Grazing being contracted on the additional acres.  Local ranking points will be 
given to CRP sites based on erosivity of the soil based off of the T-Factor and C-Factors as designated by 
through USDA-NRCS’ Soil Survey information. 

Boundary fence would be allowed on expired CRP acres per policy from the EQIP Program Manual 
515.81 that states: 

 Boundary fence (property line fence) or perimeter fence is 
eligible— 

-- On expired or expiring Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) land to establish a grazing 
operation; however, practices may not be implemented until the CRP contract has 
expired. See section 515.52C regarding eligibility for EQIP on CRP. 

 
If boundary fences are contracted, (528) Prescribed Grazing will be required to be planned with the 
project.   Many CRP acres do not have existing boundary fences, and installation of boundary fences and 
stockwater are the two biggest obstacles to converting expired CRP over to productive grazing land. 
 

 

Year Acres Projected Cost
Approx. # of 

Contracts 
Funded

Year 1 1500 $114,000 2
Year 2 2500 $175,000 3
Year 3 3000 $290,000 5
Year 4 3000 $297,000 5
Year 5 0 $0 0
Total for Project 10000 $876,000 15



P a g e  | 9 
 

Implementation: 

Workload Demands:  At least 80% of the workload demands will be handled by the local Field Offices.  
Some assistance may be needed from engineering staff to survey and design planned stockwater 
projects.  Additional assistance may also be needed from Range Management specialists to complete 
rangeland inventories on considered acres.  Both Field Offices currently have EQIP applications on file 
that would fit into this project proposal, but both offices would also provide education and outreach for 
the proposal. 

Planned Education and Outreach:  Workshops and outreach for this TIP, as well as rangeland 
management will be planned including (but not limited to): 

• TIP and EQIP Outreach Workshops – Two workshops will be planned in Yellowstone County, as 
well as two workshops planned in Big Horn County.  These workshops will provide a general 
overview on how to apply and participate in the EQIP program, as well as the program funding 
available through this TIP project.  These workshops would occur each year of the TIP there is a 
program signup. 

• Basic Rangeland Management Workshop – One workshop will be planned in Yellowstone 
County, and one will be planned in Big Horn County.  These workshops are expected to be held 
in the second year of the TIP. 

Partnerships and Other Funding Sources:  

Partners with this project would include: 

• Big Horn Conservation District (BHCD) – The BHCD supports the local NRCS Field Offices in 
organizing outreach meetings regarding the EQIP TIP signup, as well as educational workshops 
regarding grazing land management.  BHCD also has the ability to apply for the Montana 
Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (MT DNRC) House Bill (HB) 223 grant 
program to assist landowners and USDA-NRCS in providing outreach and education to local 
landowners. 

• Yellowstone Conservation District (YCD) – The YCD supports the local NRCS Field Offices in 
organizing outreach meetings regarding the EQIP TIP signup, as well as educational workshops 
regarding grazing land management.  YCD also has the ability to apply for the Montana 
Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (MT DNRC) House Bill (HB) 223 grant 
program to assist landowners and USDA-NRCS in providing outreach and education to local 
landowners. 

• Montana State University (MSU) Extension Big Horn and Yellowstone Counties – MSU Extension 
are a resource for providing specialists who can present on subject matter pertinent to the TIP 
proposal. 

• Private Landowners – Private landowners will contribute labor and capital towards converting 
expired CRP acres to productive grazing lands.   

Progress, Evaluation, and Assessment:  Progress would be measured by the Hardin Work Unit field staff 
through completing annual contract status reviews.  Both the Work Unit field staff, and the landowners 
will work to monitor plant productivity through baseline grazing inventories, and then by conducting 
annual grazing land monitoring, such as photo-point monitoring and clipped plots.   It is expected that 
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there should be positive averages in plant weights when the fields are regularly grazed following a 
prescribed grazing plan that allows for proper stocking rates and timing of grazing dates. 

Ranking/Prioritization: 

Project Ranking (200 pts total):  Proposed Ranking Questions Would Include: 

1. Conservation practices in the application address the secondary resource concerns of: (Select all 
that apply – 10 points each – total 50 points possible) 

a. Soil - Organic Matter Depletion 
b. Water - Nutrients Transported to surface water 
c. Animals – Inadequate livestock water quantity, quality and distribution 
d. Animals – Feed and forage imbalance 
e. Animals – Terrestrial Habitat for Wildlife and Invertebrates 

 
2. Conservation Practices in the application will treat the resource concern of plant productivity 

and health to NRCS standards where: 
a. The majority of the soils in the application have a T factor of 2 tons/ac or less and a C 

factor of 70 or above (50 points) 
b. The majority of the soils in the application have a T factor of 2 tons/ac or less and a C 

factor between 51 and 69 (40 pts) 
c. The majority of the soils in the application have a T factor of 2 tons/ac or less and a C 

factor below 50 (30 pts) 
d. The majority of the soils in the application have a T factor greater than 2 tons/ac and a C 

factor of 70 or above (20 pts) 
e. The majority of the soil in the application have a T factor greater than 2 tons/ac and a C 

factor of 51-69 (15 pts) 
f. The majority of the soils in the application have a T factor greater than 2/tons/ac and a 

C factor of 50 or less (10 pts) 
 

3. Will Prescribed Grazing (528) be contracted? 
a. 3 years     50 pts 
b. 2 years     25 pts 
c. 1 year     10 pts 
d. Not contracted      0 pts 

 
4. For applications with an existing Pasture Condition Score of 3 or less, conservation practices will 

increase the indicator score by: 
a. 2 points  (50 pts) 
b. 1 point (25) pts 
c. 0 pts or existing pasture condition score of 4 or above (0 pts) 
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Maps to Support the TIP Proposal: 

CRP TIP, T-Factor Map for Yellowstone County - 

 

CRP TIP, T-Factor Map for Big Horn County -  
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CRP TIP, C-Factor Map for Big Horn and Yellowstone Counties -  

 


