
In the American Southwest, water is a critical 
resource. The availability of clean water and the 
resilience of riparian corridors — the areas along 
rivers and creeks where plants thrive — directly 
support both agricultural production and the 
survival of native wildlife.

Recognizing these connections, the USDA Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), through 
its Working Lands for Wildlife (WLFW partnership, 
initiated the Southwestern Willow Flycatcher 
Initiative in 2012. 

The Initiative, which ended in 2024, supported 
voluntary conservation practices that simultaneously 
benefited ranchers and improved habitat for the 
endangered Southwestern Willow Flycatcher and 
more than 80 other species of wildlife that depend 
on these rare ribbons of green vegetation.

Through the initiative, NRCS and landowners 
demonstrated that working ranches can support 
our shared wildlife heritage alongside agricultural 
production.

Southwestern Willow 
Flycatcher Initiative

FOCUS AREAS

www.nrcs.usda.gov

This concentrated and highly targeted initiative 
improved critical habitat on valuable working 
lands with a taxpayer investment of $9.9 million.

	■ Improved livestock grazing management to 
increase quality and abundance of riparian 
habitat on over 19,400 acres, directly benefiting 
wildlife that rely on these critical habitats. 

	■ Installed or improved 47 miles of wildlife-
friendly fencing and 18.5 miles of livestock 
pipeline to protect and enhance riparian 
habitat, making it easier for ranchers to 
provide water to livestock without damaging 
these sensitive areas. 

	■ Restored and enhanced riparian vegetation 
through 5,700 acres of native planting that 
make these habitats more resilient to drought, 
wildfire, and more suitable for native wildlife. 

	■ Stabilized two miles of stream channels to 
restore wet meadows and late-season riparian 
habitat, boosting forage for livestock and 
wildlife when upland rangelands dry out. 

	■ Addressed brush and invasive weed species on 
nearly 5,500 acres to restore desirable riparian 
vegetation and habitat, improve instream 
flows, and groundwater recharge. 
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The Upper Gila 
River in NM 
and AZ is the 
type of habitat 
that flycatchers 
use during 
their summer 
breeding 
seasons.
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Through a partnership with the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, NRCS secured regulatory 
predictability for agricultural producers who 
participated in the Southwestern Willow Flycatcher 
Initiative. 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. Importantly, 
this assurance continues beyond the formal 
conclusion of the initiative. 

Producers who implement NRCS-supported 
voluntary conservation practices that benefit 
flycatchers and associated riparian species can 
rely on regulatory predictability moving forward.

Regulatory Predictability

The Southwestern Willow Flycatcher Initiative 
illustrates the effectiveness of voluntary, incentive-
based conservation. By leveraging targeted 
investments and collaborative partnerships, NRCS 
and its partners have advanced outcomes that 
serve both agricultural producers and wildlife. 
These results underscore the importance of 
continued cooperative conservation approaches 
that address the ongoing challenges of the 
American Southwest.

Shared Vision, Shared Success

Over the initiative’s 2012-2024 span, NRCS 
worked with 131 ranchers managing 57,000 

acres of riparian areas and associated uplands.
Photo by Jeremy Roberts

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 agency remains 
focused on supporting agricultural producers 
while sustaining riparian habitats that benefit 
the flycatcher as well as more than 80 additional 
species. 

Producers may continue to access NRCS 
financial and technical assistance through 
programs such as the Environmental Quality 
Incentives Program (EQIP). In collaboration 
with conservation partners, NRCS is addressing 
persistent challenges in the region, including 
invasive annual grasses, surface water diversion, 
and groundwater depletion. These efforts reflect 
a long-term commitment to building on previous 
successes and sustaining benefits for both 
agricultural operations and wildlife resources.
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