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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We are with the Audubon Upper Mississippi River office, which is a state office of the National Audubon Society and our work covers Minnesota, Iowa and Missouri. Audubon is a national non-profit organization and our mission is to protect birds and the places they need, today and tomorrow. 
One of the many ways that Audubon fulfils this mission is through prioritizing working lands.




AUDUBON STRATEGIC PLAN 2023–2028 OVERVIEW

American Avocets. Photo: Natalia Kuzmina/Alamy



Our Why:

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Typically, we get the question, “why is a bird conservation organization stepping into the world of ranching?” 
Well our why stems from the drastic declines of grasslands birds. 
In 2019, a study led by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology confirmed that grassland birds have experienced the steepest declines of all suites of birds. The study determined grassland birds are experiencing a decrease of 53% in their population numbers. 
And it’s not just our grassland birds, North America has lost 30% of its birds since 1970, or 2.9 billion birds.
The primary driver of this population decline is habitat loss and degradation; for grassland birds, habitat loss and degradation is due to the conversion of grasslands and prairies to monoculture row-crops

Grasslands and their obligate birds are often overlooked because they aren’t flashy or try to show off like the Amazon forest or a mountain range which are clearly, charismatic systems with brilliant charismatic wildlife. But with a close eye and ear, grasslands are just as amazing (or more in my humble opinion) than any other ecosystem but in more subtle strokes –  “Anyone can love the mountains, it takes a soul to love the prairie”
Before moving into the elements of the ACR program, I wanted to quickly showcase a handful of the unique grassland bird species we are trying to bend the bird curve for through this program. Maybe you’ll recognize a few that you’ve seen on your own fence posts.
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Wings Over Working Lands Initiative

Regenerative Land 
Management Practices

Market-Based Conservation 
Strategies

Thousand Hills Lifetime Grazed Farm, Ellen Schmidt, 2024



Regenerative Land 
Management 

The process of restoring degraded 

soils and habitat using 

management practices based on 

ecological principles.

5



Market-Based Conservation
Connecting conservation-conscious consumers to products that were grown 

or created with environmental standards.
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Audubon Conservation Ranching 

Certification program that partners with 
land stewards and farmers to stabilize 
declining bird populations on privately 
owned grasslands.

Bird-Friendly Maple

Recognition program that integrates 
sustainable forest management practices 
into the maple industry and emphasizes 
bird-friendly practices.

Audubon’s Wings Over Working Lands Programs
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8 Bird-Friendly Maple Program

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While maple syrup can look and taste the same, it can come from forests that are managed in dramatically different ways. Park-like maple monocultures may appeal to our tidy aesthetic and increase sap production over the short-term, but they support relatively low numbers of birds and bird species. In contrast, biologically and structurally diverse sugarbushes offer great places for birds to forage, find cover, and raise their young. They are also likely to have better long-term sap production, fewer forest health problems, and be better able to adapt to the stresses of climate change. 



Canada Warbler Photo: Dale Bonk

Bird-Friendly Maple – What it means

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are the priority species for Audubon's healthy forests Initiative. These are species that in general, across their range are experiencing declines.  They are umbrella species, which we have good data on, that represent the habitat requirements of many other species.   

So, these are not just species that will benefit from well managed forests, but also species that are representative of the variations in age class, habitat structure, and conditions seen over the life span of a forest.  
But again, they’re certainly not the only forest birds species that will benefit from the recommendations in this training series.  Lets take a closer look at a few of the birds included here. 

For more information on these and other species, their habitat requirements, and suggested silviculture practices that will help create their desired conditions, Audubon has produced forest management guides, that we will link to in the chat.  We’ll also provide these digitally via e-mail. 



Canada Warbler Photo: Dale Bonk

Bird-Friendly Maple “MORE THAN MAPLE”

APA 2018 – Randy Streufert

APA 2018 – Shirley Donald

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are the priority species for Audubon's healthy forests Initiative. These are species that in general, across their range are experiencing declines.  They are umbrella species, which we have good data on, that represent the habitat requirements of many other species.   

So, these are not just species that will benefit from well managed forests, but also species that are representative of the variations in age class, habitat structure, and conditions seen over the life span of a forest.  
But again, they’re certainly not the only forest birds species that will benefit from the recommendations in this training series.  Lets take a closer look at a few of the birds included here. 

For more information on these and other species, their habitat requirements, and suggested silviculture practices that will help create their desired conditions, Audubon has produced forest management guides, that we will link to in the chat.  We’ll also provide these digitally via e-mail. 



Canada Warbler Photo: Dale Bonk

Bird-Friendly Maple “LAYER CAKE”

Juan Zamora

APA 2015 – Lorraine Minns

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are the priority species for Audubon's healthy forests Initiative. These are species that in general, across their range are experiencing declines.  They are umbrella species, which we have good data on, that represent the habitat requirements of many other species.   

So, these are not just species that will benefit from well managed forests, but also species that are representative of the variations in age class, habitat structure, and conditions seen over the life span of a forest.  
But again, they’re certainly not the only forest birds species that will benefit from the recommendations in this training series.  Lets take a closer look at a few of the birds included here. 

For more information on these and other species, their habitat requirements, and suggested silviculture practices that will help create their desired conditions, Audubon has produced forest management guides, that we will link to in the chat.  We’ll also provide these digitally via e-mail. 



Canada Warbler Photo: Dale Bonk

Bird-Friendly Maple “DEAD WOOD IS GOOD WOOD”

Bob Hilscher

APA 2016 – Kendall Ronning 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are the priority species for Audubon's healthy forests Initiative. These are species that in general, across their range are experiencing declines.  They are umbrella species, which we have good data on, that represent the habitat requirements of many other species.   

So, these are not just species that will benefit from well managed forests, but also species that are representative of the variations in age class, habitat structure, and conditions seen over the life span of a forest.  
But again, they’re certainly not the only forest birds species that will benefit from the recommendations in this training series.  Lets take a closer look at a few of the birds included here. 

For more information on these and other species, their habitat requirements, and suggested silviculture practices that will help create their desired conditions, Audubon has produced forest management guides, that we will link to in the chat.  We’ll also provide these digitally via e-mail. 



Canada Warbler Photo: Dale Bonk

Bird-Friendly Maple – “SAY YES TO NATIVE PLANTS”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are the priority species for Audubon's healthy forests Initiative. These are species that in general, across their range are experiencing declines.  They are umbrella species, which we have good data on, that represent the habitat requirements of many other species.   

So, these are not just species that will benefit from well managed forests, but also species that are representative of the variations in age class, habitat structure, and conditions seen over the life span of a forest.  
But again, they’re certainly not the only forest birds species that will benefit from the recommendations in this training series.  Lets take a closer look at a few of the birds included here. 

For more information on these and other species, their habitat requirements, and suggested silviculture practices that will help create their desired conditions, Audubon has produced forest management guides, that we will link to in the chat.  We’ll also provide these digitally via e-mail. 



Audubon’s Approach  – 
Bird-Friendly Maple

• EDUCATE maple producers and consumers on 
the importance of healthy forests to birds and 
how they can be partners in conservation efforts

• PROVIDE TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE to 
maple producers on managing sugarbushes with 
birds in mind

• RECOGNIZE maple producers for their efforts 
to incorporate bird habitat into their forest 
management

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
And that’s because, as you can see from this graphic showing forest cover, forests dominate the Atlantic Flyway portion of the eastern United States.  

Forests cover approximately 60% of the land area of NY and 75% of the land area of VT.  Of this, about 75%-80% is privately owned, which is comparable to the percentage of private forest ownership throughout the eastern US.   

Eastern forests are vital to the birds that breed in the forest, winter there, or pass through on migration. 

Unfortunately, many of those species are experiencing population declines.




New Staff!

Jacob Crawford, Forest Ecologist

Jacob.Crawford@audubon.org

mailto:Jacob.Crawford@audubon.org


Our Purpose:
Audubon Conservation Ranching aims to stabilize declining grassland bird populations in 
partnership with land stewards.

The Audubon Certified bird friendly seal 
recognizes lands managed to promote birds and 
biodiversity.

Turning consumers into conservationists through 
the power of their purchase.

Audubon Certified Bird Friendly Seal

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
With the majority of the remaining grasslands under private ownership and managed for grazing, Audubon has recognized the critical importance of partnering with private landowners and land stewards to reverse the declines of grassland bird populations. 
As you all can attest to, a partnership between conservation and working lands is an immense opportunity to improve habitat health and local economies simultaneously.  And this is the idea that the ACR Initiative is bringing into reality as a voluntary, incentive-based conservation program.
ACR is a market-based conservation solution that connects bird friendly livestock management practices to the growing consumer demand to know how and where their food comes from. These consumers have the power to further drive demand for products raised on ACR certified land and thereby encourages more acres/ranchers to join the growing market.




Program Protocols

The Three Pillars

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ACR is built on 3 pillars, which are incorporated into the habitat management plans that our grassland ecologists develop alongside ACR ranchers. These pillars include:
Habitat Management to address site specific actions to benefit the ranch and grassland bird species.
Animal Health and Welfare, where Audubon and ranches demonstrate their commitment to proper cattle care.
Environmental Sustainability, which addresses management practices that result in healthier habitats for wildlife, cattle, and people.




Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Overall, the habitat management plan must meet both the landowner’s and ACR goals and uses regenerative, rotational grazing to create a patchwork landscape.
 
Not all bird species have the same habitat requirements, even within groups such as grassland birds. For example, the preference of horned larks towards lower cover and increased bare ground doffers from the Henslow’s sparrow preference towards multiple years of thatch and thicker cover. It is also not expected that every ranch will support every grassland bird. This allows for flexibility in how habitat management plans are written. This means some paddocks may be mob grazed over short durations, some may be grazed longer periods, while others may be deferred for a year. This helps to create patchiness in habitat while still managing for high yields for cattle. 



ACR in Minnesota

- Four certified farms
- 3,100 acres

- Two pending certifications through third-
party auditor, Food Alliance



• September 2024, $2.5M

• Technical and Financial Assistance
• Bird + Soil Monitoring
• Habitat Practice Cost Share
• Incentive Payments
• Bird Occupancy Payments

• Technical Capacity in MN and IA

• Funding available through 2028

Conservation Innovation Grant



Bird-Friendly Practices Supported

Fence and 
Livestock
Pipeline

Brush 
Management

Native Pasture 
and Hay Planting

Prescribed 
Fire



Bird Occupancy Payments

Participating farms are eligible to receive bird occupancy payments based on the presence of target 
bird species. 

Producers can earn up to $5,000 in a breeding season, or $10,000 for two years. Audubon will 
conduct bird monitoring to determine payment.

Payment Structure:
10-25% target species = $1,500 
25-50% target species = $2,500 
50-75% target species = $3,500 
75%+ target species = $5,000 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Similar concepts have been pioneered successfully by the American Prairie Reserve (americanprairie.org) and Bobolink Project (bobolinkproject.com). 



Bird Monitoring – Autonomous Recording Units

• Songmeter Mini, Wildlife Acoustics

• Monitoring across entire breeding season (Late April – Mid June)

• Collect target bird species occupancy data to inform bird 
occupancy payments

• BirdNet, data analysis platform



More CIG Deliverables

- Organic Valley Dairy Farm Technical 
Assistance

- Bird-Friendly Regenerative Grazing 
BMP Recommendations

- Virginia Tech Conservation Social 
Impact Study

Thousand Hills Lifetime Grazed Farm, Ellen Schmidt, 2024

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Audubon will partner with Virginia Tech to evaluate the impacts of this project’s financial and technical assistance. Dr. Ashley Dayer and her team will coordinate with Audubon’s staff to design interviews evaluating producer motivations for participating in the ACR program, the perceived benefits of the ACR program, and how the associated financial assistance influences their management decisions. This study will be initiated in 2024, with interviews conducted in 2025. Results will inform Audubon and NRCS on how to further improve practices and 
8 
standards for grassland habitat management to best encourage producer participation and adoption, and enhance the benefits of these programs to producers. 
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Email: Sarah.Hewitt@audubon.org
           Dale.Gentry@audubon.org

THANK YOU!
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