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The grasslands of America’s Great Plains represent
one of the most extensive and ecologically
significant rangeland systems in the world.

These working landscapes not only support
diverse wildlife populations but also serve as the
foundation of the nation’s beef industry. With

more than 90 percent of these lands held in private
ownership, conservation success depends on
strong partnerships that respect landowner needs
while sustaining working lands.

To address these challenges, the USDA Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), through
its Working Lands for Wildlife (WLFW) partnership,
established the Lesser Prairie-Chicken Initiative in
2010. The initiative, which ended in 2024, provided
$49.3 million of Farm Bill funding to conservation
practices that kept 1.9 million acres of Great Plains
grasslands intact, providing critical habitat for

the lesser prairie-chicken, while simultaneously
supporting ranching operations. Even though the
formal initiative had ended, the NRCS and WLFW
continue to work across the biome for the benefit
of producers and wildlife.

Success on the Range

The lesser prairie-chicken is a grassland-dependent
species that actively avoids tree cover. Research
supported by WLFW demonstrated that these birds
abandon areas with as little as two percent eastern
redcedar tree cover—equivalent to roughly two
trees per acre. Encroaching conifers such as eastern
redcedar also diminish ranching productivity by
reducing forage availability and limiting water
resources.

Through the initiative, more than 306,000 acres of
rangeland were treated for woody encroachment,
resulting in dual benefits: enhanced profitability for
ranchers and improved habitat conditions for the
lesser prairie-chicken.
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Ranchers also implemented practices that
improved grazing management and enhanced
rangeland health on more than 804,000

acres. Additional practices improved grazing
infrastructure and included: 900 miles of fence
modification, removal, and wildlife-friendly fence
installation; 320 miles of livestock water pipeline to
improve water distribution and availability across
pastures; and 26,000 acres of rangeland planting
that restored desirable vegetation.

While these numbers help tell part of the story,
they add up to improved rangeland productivity,
allowing ranchers to grow more cattle and wildlife
to thrive in healthy, resilient grasslands.

Transition to a Biome-wide
Framework

These investments, along with partner and
landowner contributions, have continued the long-
standing American tradition of people working
with nature to achieve landscape conservation at
scale. The initiative’s 14 years of success provided
NCRS a foundation for creating a framework for
conservation action in one of Americas most
important and iconic landscapes — the Great Plains
Grasslands. This framework expands the win-win
conservation approach beyond the boundaries
established by LPCI, incorporates what was
learned from LPCI, and focuses on the threats
impacting the livelihoods of ranchers from North
Dakota to Texas. At the framework’s core remains
key elements of a shared vision connecting rural
communities, their economies, and the wildlife
that all Americans cherish.

The framework enables local NRCS offices to
collaborate directly with landowners in addressing
the two greatest threats to grassland integrity:
conversion of native grassland and woody species
encroachment.

Regulatory Predictability

A defining feature of the initiative was its
innovative partnership with the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, which provided participating
producers with regulatory predictability, under
the ESA for this threatened species. This
agreement provides a clear path for producers
to manage their agricultural operations with
the confidence that they are in compliance with
endangered species regulations.
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Producers operating within the range of the
lesser prairie-chicken continue to receive
regulatory predictability when they adopt

voluntary conservation practices that mitigate
threats and improve rangeland health.
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Shared Vision,
Shared Success

The Lesser Prairie-Chicken Initiative demonstrated
that voluntary science based conservation provides
a productive path forward for ranchers and this
iconic species. By fostering strong partnerships
with private landowners and leveraging federal
conservation tools, NRCS and WLFW advanced
efforts to sustain one of the nation’s most critical
ecosystems.

Through its transition to a biome-wide framework,
NRCS and WLFW remain committed to ensuring
that America’s grasslands—and the communities
and wildlife they support—continue to thrive.

NRCS worked with 975 ranchers
managing 1.93 million acres
of grasslands over the life
of the initiative.
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