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OVERVIEW  
As part of Montana Natural Resource Conservation Service’s (NRCS) Focused Conservation efforts, this 
Targeted Implementation Plan (TIP) was developed to address priority resource concerns identified by the 
Local Working Group (LWG) and outlined in the Circle Field Office’s Long-Range Plan.  

The Local Working Group identified “Inadequate Livestock Water” and “Degraded Plant Condition” on 
grazingland as the highest priority resource concerns to address with conservation efforts throughout McCone 
County. Concerns over being able to pass operations onto the next generation and a declining population 
within the County were also highlighted during the LWG meetings. There is no doubt that all these concerns 
are strongly interrelated.  

Through LWG meetings, outreach, and vested 
interest, it was determined by NRCS and the McCone 
Conservation District that funding to address these 
resource concerns should be prioritized in southern 
McCone County first (Fig. 1). In the future, similar 
funding proposals are expected to address these 
concerns in other parts of the county as the LWG and 
vested interest deem them priorities. The 
determination to target South McCone County first 
was largely based on volume of interest, with over 20 
producers in the area interested in seeking funding 
for livestock water and other practices that facilitate 
improved grazingland management.   

The focus area lies south of the rangeland dominated 
sage-grouse habitat area and the Vida bench, which 
is dominated by annual cropland.  Unlike the 
landscape to the north, the focus area encompasses 
422,000 acres of a mosaic of dryland crop fields, 
introduced pasture (many of which are expired or 

expiring CRP), and native rangeland. Grazing lands make up approximately 280,000 acres of the TIP area. The 
boundary is also partly based on Farm Service Agency (FSA) farms, as to not unintentionally exclude parts of 
grazing operations that lie within or are largely based out of the southern part of the county.   

The lack of livestock water, mixed topography, noncontiguous ownership, and intermixed landuses gives the 
area a unique set of grazingland management challenges to overcome. This landscape diversity also presents 
many management opportunities. With the necessary infrastructure, livestock could be efficiently managed on 
each of these landuses while benefiting another.  For example, utilizing introduced grass during its optimal use 
periods may allow native rangeland to be deferred. Additionally, incorporating livestock onto annual cropland 

Figure 1 -Map of McCone County with the Focus Area of 
the Southern McCone County Grazingland Health TIP 
Area outlined in black. 



as a tool to improve soil health is an attainable possibility that will be considered in conservation planning 
efforts. Though livestock water on annual cropland will not be the focus of this TIP, NRCS hopes that will be 
the next step forward with another TIP in southern McCone County in the near future.  

Grazing operations in the TIP area are generally under-stocked due to the lack of livestock water, fencing, and 
large amounts of expired or soon to expire CRP acres. Though over-grazed areas within these operations may 
exist near water sources and in some pastures, under-grazing is more of a concern over the majority of 
grazingland acres within the TIP area. As a result, de-stocking is not expected to be necessary to implement 
Prescribed Grazing on majority of conservation plans to be written under this TIP.  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 
Livestock water developments and fences are foundational facilitating practices for improving grazingland 
management. With the proper infrastructure in place, grazing can be used as a tool to improve ecological 
function and health and the overall productivity and resiliency of the landscape and the agricultural operation 
that relies upon it. However, due to the capital required to pay for these improvements, many agricultural 
operations in southern McCone County are lacking the basic infrastructure needed to implement a sound 
grazing system.  

In the focus area, common consequences of inadequate infrastructure and/or the lack of properly applied 
grazing management can be seen on the landscape in many ways.  Including, but not limited to varying degrees 
of: 

 

Loss of productivity and increases in shortgrass dominated plant communities, fringed sagewort, and clubmoss 
on native range.  



 

Poor livestock distribution, resulting in overgrazing (without proper plant recovery) and under-grazing. 
Overgrazing and under-grazing often occur within the same field, resulting in degradation to both areas.   

 

Degraded grazingland health resulting in invasion of cheatgrass, Kentucky bluegrass, smooth brome, etc.  

Degradation of riparian, mesic, and woody draws.  

 
 
 



And,  
- Differential/inefficient use of introduced grass and native rangeland that are fenced together 
- Patch grazing as a result of long grazing periods and low stock densities 
- Decreased drought resilience as a result of more bare ground, impacted plant vigor, and degraded soil 

health 
- Decreased pastureland productivity and health 
 

In addition to existing grazingland concerns, 28,436 acres enrolled in the Conservation Reserve Program 
(CRP) are set to expire in 2021 and 2022, within McCone County – much of which is within the focus area. Of 
the producers that responded to outreach efforts, many would like to keep expiring CRP in grazingland, but 
lack the livestock water and/or fence to properly graze the fields. Keeping these CRP lands in permanent 
cover for grazing have attracted additional partner interest in this project, including those with wildlife 
interests. Expiring CRP lands are expected to be become integral parts of planned grazing rotations on many 
of the operations.  

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 
Livestock operations are inherently subject to countless impacts outside of the ranch’s control – prices, 
markets, weather, and natural disasters to name a few. However, if a ranch is established with the necessary 
infrastructure, grazingland management is one thing that can be controlled. Managing their grass and 
pasturelands to be productive, healthy, and resilient is the single most important thing a livestock producer 
can do to keep their operation profitable.  Investing in facilitating practices and grazingland management is 
also one of the most foundational and consequential conservation practices available to the agency and its 
partners – the ecological benefit of healthy grazinglands cannot be understated. This primary goal of this TIP 
has been taken directly from McCone county’s Long Range Plan, and its specifics are based on recent local 
input, being incorporated to make the goal the most timely and relevant to the producers in the TIP area.  

OVERALL GOAL 
Producers, seeking NRCS technical or financial 
assistance, will have livestock water, adequate in 
quality, quantity, and distribution and  the cross fencing 
necessary to implement a grazing rotation that will 
improve the health, productivity, and resilience of 
grazinglands; ultimately making their operations more 
profitable and economically viable, and resilient 
through droughts (Fig. 2) and natural disasters.  

CONSERVATION PLAN OBJECTIVES 
1.     Pastureland: Improve the ecological function of the enrolled acres, demonstrated by a Pasture 

Condition Score (PCS) of 45 or higher on the offered acres, through improved grazing management 
and facilitating practices. 

Local Working Group 
Identified Grazing Land Activities: 

Improving Rangeland Health 
Designing Planned Grazing Rotations  

Developing & Distributing Livestock Water 
Installing Cross-Fencing/Controls Methods 

Reducing Weed Pressure 
 

 
   

 



2.  Rangeland: Create a positive rangeland trend on offered acres through improved grazing 
management and facilitating practices. Specific long-term goals and monitoring methods for each 
grazing unit will be developed based on benchmark conditions and planned management. Line-point 
intercept and photos are expected to be the most commonly used monitoring tools.  

3. Riparian: Where applicable, create a positive riparian trend as documented by permanent photo 
points and, where appropriate, the MT-2 Riparian Assessment. Specific long-term goals and 
monitoring methods for each grazing unit will be developed based on benchmark conditions and 
planned management.  

4. All Land Uses: Significantly improve grazing utilization within each grazing unit. Utilization mapping 
may be used to document and monitor results.  

CONSERVATION EFFORT OBJECTIVES 
 

1.   Enroll and Fund more than 15-20 Conservation Plans Covering Upwards of 50,000 acres: Between 
LWG Meetings, limited outreach efforts, and existing applications, we currently have around 20 
producers that have shown interest within the TIP area. We aim to write conservation plans on and 
fund at least 75% of the number. Given the limited outreach efforts so far, amount of expiring CRP, 
known limitations to grazing rotations in the area, and partner interest in this project, we believe this 
to be an attainable goal if enough funding is available to support the effort.   

2.  Leverage Funds with at least Two Partner Groups: This TIP is expected to draw the interest of several 
partners including American Bird Conservancy, the Bird Conservancy of the Rockies, and the Northern 
Great Plains Joint Venture.   

3. Provide access to at least 2 Educational Events: Educational opportunities on new concepts and 
application of grazing management to improve grazingland health and ranch profitability will be 
shared with and/or provided to participants. Educational events could include speakers, tours, and on-
the-farm demonstrations.  

Through implementation of this TIP, the priority resource concerns of “Inadequate Livestock Water” and 
“Degraded Plant Condition” will be specifically addressed within each conservation plan. Additionally, as a 
result of the installation of basic infrastructure and grazing management, most conservation plans will also 
address soil quality, soil erosion, water quality, and terrestrial habitat concerns.  



 
Figure 2- Dry reservoir in McCone County 

PROPOSED ALTERNATIVES AND ACTIONS 
Develop conservation plans/agreements that provide livestock water, adequate in quality, quantity, and 
distribution, and,  if necessary, cross fencing necessary to implement a grazing rotation that improves the 
health, productivity, and resilience of grazinglands; ultimately making the operation more profitable and 
economically viable, even through droughts and natural disasters.  

Effective grazing rotations in southern McCone County are limited not only by inadequate livestock water, but 
by non-contiguous paddocks, paddocks with mixed landuses/forages, and mixed ownership. To take these into 
consideration and look for potential opportunities to improve grazing management upon multiple landuses 
and additional acres, a whole-ranch view of the grazing rotation will be encouraged during planning, though 
not necessary included in agreements.   

Technological advancements including solar-powered pumps for wells and chargers for electric fence also 
provide opportunities to implement better grazing management in areas where it was previously difficult to 
do so; these will be included as needed during the planning process. 

The conservation activities listed below will be available for financial assistance through this TIP. Livestock 
water and fences will be available as facilitating practices for prescribed grazing management. The 



conservation practice titled ‘Obstruction Removal’ may be used to remove wildlife unfriendly or non-functional 
fences that need to be removed to implement a planned prescribed grazing plan. Producers may choose to 
have their conservation plans written under the umbrella ‘Upland Wildlife Habitat Management’ practice, 
which allows for additional wildlife considerations.  

Conservation plans may include technical assistance for necessary or desired practices not included in the 
funding proposal, such as: livestock shelters, herbaceous weed treatment, forage or range plantings, 
temporary electric fence and upland wildlife management. Partners may be able to help plan and implement 
additional activities.  

To accomplish the stated goal, management plans will be developed for each enrolled grazing unit. 
Management plans will include formal monitoring processes, drought contingency strategies, and wildlife 
considerations. 

Most importantly, educational events pertaining to grazingland management strategies and tool will be offered 
to interested or enrolled applicants. 

Environmental Quality Incentives Program Conservation Activities Include: 

Code Practice Name 
382 
500 

Fence 
Obstruction (Fence) Removal 

642 Water Well 
614 Watering Facility 
516 Livestock Pipeline 
533 Pumping Plant 
528 

 
Prescribed Grazing 
 

645 Upland Wildlife Habitat Mgt* 
* NRCS will not provide payments on this practice; management strategies outlined in an Upland Wildlife 

Habitat plan are generally incorporated into appropriate conservation practices, such as Prescribed Grazing.  

PARTNERSHIPS 
Partnerships are being developed in hopes that implementation of this TIP is a highly collaborative and 
successful effort.  The Bird Conservancy of the Rockies (BCR) and American Bird Conservancy (ABC) are 
expected to play a large role in planning and implementation of this project, especially on those plans that 
contain expiring CRP. The BCR partner biologist in the Glendive Field Office is in partnership with NRCS and 
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks. Aside from technical assistance (TA) provided by this partnership, Bird 
Conservancy of the Rockies has grants available to assist with financial assistance (FA) on projects that may 
need additional cost share, as well as both FA and TA for workshops and outreach. If forage plantings are 
needed as part of the conservation plan, Montana Fish, Wildlife, & Parks may provide funds for the seed.  



The Northern Great Plains Joint Venture (NGPJV) has requested to be part of the dialogue for this TIP and may 
provide FA and TA if it becomes available in subsequent years. The NGPJV has previously had grants available 
that assisted with similar projects throughout the Northern Great Plains and has submitted a request for an 
extension of these funds into 2021 and into the future. 

There is potential for some of these projects to include land owned by the State of Montana and the Bureau 
of Land Management. NRCS has a strong working relationship with both agencies in this area. Each agency may 
provide planning and additional funding for proposed projects.  

As mentioned previously, electric fence provides more opportunities for grazing management, especially as a 
result of reduced costs and labor inputs. Although financial assistance through NRCS is possible for permanent 
electric fence, temporary electric fence is not. Even so, temporary electric fence may be the better option in 
some instances, and this can be determined through the conservation planning process. Partners have 
previously assisted with the purchase of electric fence materials (BCR), including with temporary electric fence 
(ABC), and could be an integral part of the TIP by providing financial assistance in a similar manner, where NRCS 
is unable to do so. 

IMPLEMENTATION AND OUTREACH 
This TIP will have offer signups in two consecutive years, 2021 and 2022. The need for a third year will be 
evaluated in 2022. Contract lengths are expected to be 5 years or less, but in less common scenarios, 
agreements with larger stockwater systems or acreages may take more than 5 years to implement.  

Much of the input necessary to develop this TIP was gathered through initial outreach efforts. Currently, 
around 20 producers have shown interested in the project. Follow-up meetings will be scheduled with each of 
the 20, and, for those that remain interested, planning efforts and rangeland inventories will be started this in 
the summer of 2020.  

Additionally, a list will be generated of producers with expiring CRP in the focus area. Outreach specific to those 
people will be initiated and an educational event will be organized prior to the signup as initial implementation 
of the education goal, to bolster outreach, and provide more information as to the intent of the plan.  

Once this TIP is selected for funding, flyers, press releases, and word of mouth is expected to reach additional 
producers.  

BUDGET 
Though narrow in focus, conservation plans for this TIP may vary widely based the needs and complexity of 
individual grazing units within the priority area. It is estimated that the average sized EQIP contract for this TIP 
would require around $85,000 in EQIP funds. This is based on outreach to interested parties and recently 
funded EQIP contracts in the county. Based on this information, it is estimated this TIP will require around 
$1,700,000 EQIP dollars to reach the goal of funding 15-20 conservation plans.  

  



EQIP Required Funds by Signup Year 

 

Cost Estimate Breakdown for Average-Sized EQIP Contract 

 

PROGRESS EVALUATION & OUTCOMES 
Successful implementation of this TIP will be determined by the improvement of grazingland health, ranch 
profitability, improve livestock distribution and control over grazing utilization, and wildlife habitat on enrolled 
acres.  

1.     Pastureland: Evaluate the enrolled pastureland before and during implemenation using Pasture 
Condition Score (PCS). Goal of a PCS of 45 or higher on the offered acres, through improved grazing 
management and facilitating practices. 

2. Rangeland: Conduct a rangeland inventory prior to implementation to record plant community 
state/phase, establish benchmark Rangeland Health Assessment and Rangeland Trend. During 
implementation establish site-specific long-term goals and monitoring methods for each grazing unit. 
Line-point intercept and photos are expected to be the most commonly used monitoring tools. Goal: 
create a positive rangeland trend on offered acres.   

3. Riparian: Prior to planning, conduct inventories, photo document benchmark conditions, and where 
applicable, complete Riparian Assessments using the MT-2 Form. During implementation establish 
site-specific long-term goals and set up photo monitoring enrolled riparian areas.  Goal: create a 

Fiscal Year Expected No. 
Contracts 

Expected Acres 
Treated 

Average Expected 
Cost Per Contract 

Total Request 
Funds 

2021 6 15,000 $85,000 $510,000 
2022 8 20,000 $85,000 $680,000 
2023 6 15,000 $85,000 $510,000 
Total 20 50,000  $1,700,000 

Practice Cost Per Unit Unit Extent Cost Per Practice 
Fence: Barbed/Smooth Wire $1.93                Ft 10560 $20381 
Fence: Power 
Obstruction (Fence) Removal  

$1.38  
$0.74 

Ft 
Ft 

2640 
2640 

$3643 
$1954 

Pumping Plant: Electric 876.76 HP 1.25 $1096 
Pumping Plant: Well pump test  $151.63  Hours 15 $2275 
Watering Facility: 1500 gallon stocktanks (4) $1.53 Gal 6000 $9180 
Watering Facility: Storage tank $0.59  Gal 5000 $2950  
Livestock Pipeline: Frost Free Buried $1.33  Ft 18480 $24578  

Water Well: Typical Well, 100 to 600 ft depth $28.87  Ft 350 $10105 
Prescribed Grazing – Range Standard (3 years) $0.66 Acre 1920 $3802 
Prescribed Grazing – Pasture Standard (3 yrs) $4.98 Acre 360 $5378 
       $85,342 



positive riparian trend on offered acres and, where applicable, achieve “sustainable” rating on the 
MT-2 Riparian Assessment long-term. 

4. All Land Uses: Pre- and post-treatment utilization mapping in hopes of showing significantly 
improved grazing utilization within each grazing unit.  

5. Education: Provide education events to interested and enrolled participants. Evaluate the success of 
the education events through participant feedback.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Application Ranking Summary:  

2021 Targeted Implementation Plan 
McCone County – Improving Grazingland Health  

 

Select one of the following: 
 
 

1a Does the application include Prescribed Grazing on all enrolled 
grazingland acres? 

Yes  

1b Does the application include Prescribed Grazing on a portion of the 
enrolled grazingland acres? 

Yes  

1c Does the application NOT include Prescribed Grazing? Yes  

Select all that apply: Does the application include… 

2a expiring CRP or CRP that has expired within the last 3 years?    Yes  

2b pastureland with a PCS of less than 30?  Yes  

2c 
native rangeland with negative rangeland trend? Yes  

2d 
none of the above Yes 

 

 

3  Does the application include practices specifically planned to improve      
 riparian function? 

Yes  
 

  No   
       

4 Does the application include practices specifically planned to improve 
wildlife habitat? 

Yes  
 

  No  
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