R: PRIVATE LANDS INITIATIVE (PLI) PROGRAM

Status Report:

History: From the onset of its assigned responsibility to manage and conserve the states

wildlife resources, the Department understood the importance of habitat enhancement on

the land as a means of fulfilling its mission. Effective fish and wildlife management

could only be accomplished through effective management of fish and wildlife habitat.

Through the years, those persons in charge of heading up the Department and its intended

role identified two possible strategies for protecting, conserving, and enhancing that fish

and wildlife habitat base. They also recognized the challenges associated with these

strategies.

One strategy was to acquire portions of the North Dakota land base by the State for the

specific use of fulfilling that mission. Though these publicly owned lands could be

developed and managed with wildlife production and public use as the direct objectives,

financial and political constraints limited these acres to a very small percentage of the

North Dakota land base. These limited acres could not be expected to influence the entire

states wildlife populations.

The other strategy was to influence proper conservation and stewardship on those acres

privately owned. Conservation awareness and assistance was viewed as a necessity in

order to curb the tide of habitat loss and degradation caused by intensive agriculture and

livestock production. Again, the Department, at an early stage, identified efforts directed

toward the private lands in North Dakota as the key to achieving its mission and effective

fish and wildlife management. Consequently, in 1950, Department Commissioner HR.

Morgan announced the agency’s policy on development of the wildlife environment:

The department believes habitat to be of prime importance to the various species of the

states wildlife. According to law the department is responsible for the management of the

states wildlife resources. One of the factors of good management is the improvement of

habitat. The department, limited in finances, realizes that its efforts must be confined to

demonstration and education. It proposes to demonstrate what is possible by way of

environmental improvement on privately owned land as opposed to development on state

land.

Land in private ownership has been decided upon because it represents practically all of

the states land. in contrast, state owned land can never represent more than a small

percentage of game habitat. The department realizes that if accomplishments are to he

achieved toward creation of improved environment, this improvement must take place

upon privately owned land if it ever is to be general enough to influence game

populations.

Because of its desire to make some contribution toward those who are in ownership of

the land upon which the wildlife of the state is produced and harvested, the department

believes this is to be a practical approach.

Through the l950’s the Department through cooperative efforts with the U.S. Soil

Conservation Service (SCS) and ND. Extension Service set about educating the private

landowners about habitat improvement projects and conservation practices that could be

tied in with their farming operation. These included articles and publications such as

Making Land Produce Useful Wildlife, The Burning Question, The Farmer and The

Hunter, and More Trees for More Game. In 1950, the Department also initiated the

Habitat Development Program, a Pittman-Robertson Project that was designed to

demonstrate the proper way to establish woody and herbaceous plantings that would

provide good winter cover for pheasants and other North Dakota game birds. From 1950

to 1967 the Department designed, delivered, and paid local Soil Conservation Districts

(SCD) to plant 13,275,000 trees and shrubs (3,686 wildlife free plantings) on private

lands. Herbaceous winter cover plots in the form of sweet clover plantings became part of

the Departments Habitat Development Program in 1958 to compliment the Soil Bank

Program, a federal program which paid rental and establishment payments to idle

cropland acres back into grass to help reduce the grain surplus.

The advent of the Agricultural Conservation Program (ACP) in 1965 was a real boost to

landowners interested in establishing wildlife habitat on their private land. Though ACP

funding had been available to landowners since 1962 for projects like stock dams, and

draining wetlands, the new ACP practices provided 80% cost-share to producers for

wildlife plantings, wildlife water developments, etc. The Department phased out of its

Habitat Development Program (tree planting program) on private lands as a consequence

of this new funding source now available to landowners. The Department’s main role

became technical support, relying on wildlife clubs and organizations to contribute the

remaining 20% these ACP wildlife projects which are attractive to landowners. Even

without cost sharing, the Department continued to promote private land stewardship

through Acres for Wildlife program it implemented with the Extension Service in the

early 1970’s. The program was aimed at developing small patches of habitat on farms

and ranches.

Several other federal programs in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s benefited the

Department’s goals by protecting and generating wildlife habitat on private land. Two

were the Cropland Adjustment Program (CAP), another grain surplus reduction program,

and the Water Bank Program, a rental program for wetlands and associated uplands. Both

of these federal programs paid landowners rental payments to protect and establish

wildlife habitat while providing a welcome addition to the states huntable acres, which

were more competitively being sought out by North Dakota sportsmen. The Department

was just beginning to realize the influence the federal farm bills could play on the private

landscape in this state.

The passage of an initiated measure in November 1978 enabled the Department to utilize

the dollars generated off the Department’s reserve fund and the creation of the Private

Land Habitat Improvement and Deer Depredation Fund (commonly called the Interest

Money Fund) by HB 1197 during the 1979 Legislative Session was the beginning of a

new age in the Departments private lands program. The new law stated the funds could

be used to alleviate depredation caused by big game animals, develop fish and wildlife

habitat on private land, and enter into cost-sharing agreements with landowners or

agencies working on private land to develop federally sponsored conservation practices.

The majority of funds were used to match USDA’s 75% cost-sharing programs such as

Great Plains Conservation Program (GPCP) and the Agricultural Conservation Program

to establish trees, food plots, legume/grass plantings, and improve water quality on key

watersheds. Funds ($300,000 per biennium) were also earmarked to assist private

landowners experiencing damage to private livestock feed supplies.

A second piece of legislation that was instrumental in advancing the Departments

involvement on private lands was HB1520, which became law in 1981. This law created

a Habitat Stamp, which was originally required by small game hunters for $3 dollars. The

revenue from the sale of this stamp was used to lease plots of wildlife habitat on private

land commonly referred to as Habitat Plots.

Combining the Interest Money Programs cost-sharing capabilities to establish habitat

with the ability to lease habitat using the Habitat Stamp Program, the Department was an

important partner in the development of wildlife habitat in the 1980’s. Only when

establishment of 3 million acres of grass through the USDA Conservation Reserve

Program (CRP) in the 1985 Farm bill did the Departments priority start to switch from

establishing cover to securing access for sportsmen on that cover.

With the abundant CRP acres came the pheasant boom of the early 1990’s, competing

closely with the glory years of the 1940’s. With the increase in many game populations,

came a sharp rise in non-resident hunters in the state and fee-hunting operations. The

issue of access began to overshadow many other land issues, at least in the minds of

sportsmen. As pressure mounted, many sportsmen looked to the Department to find a

solution. In 1997, a bill sponsored outside the Department was passed into law increasing

the Habitat Stamp purchase price from $3 to $5, the two-dollar increase mandated to go

toward purchasing access in problem areas of the state. HB1395 also combined all three

Department private land funds into one, removing many of the previous acres and

funding restrictions. The new flexibility allowed the Department to be more adaptive to

keep up with the ever-changing private land scene.

Current Status: The program and funding authority the Department has achieved and

secured through the years has led to Private Lands Initiative budget appropriations which

now approaches 9.8 million dollars (10.2m-400k for SOL, included coverlocks) in the

2005-2007 biennium and has enabled the Department to establish and make available

thousands of acres of wildlife habitat, more than 685,000 acres of which was available for

the public to access for hunting in the fall of 2004.

Although the Private Lands Program budget is considerable and habitat-based access

programs have experienced substantive acreage growth, it will continue to rely heavily on

the influence of USDA conservation programs and cooperative partnerships with federal,

state, and private wildlife and natural resource conservation agencies and organizations to

address future habitat development and public hunting access needs.

The Private Lands Program continues to administer and deliver the big game depredation

program. The Department assists landowners in alleviating / minimizing damage to

private livestock feed supplies caused by big game animals. The Department provides

manpower, technical assistance, temporary fencing, repellents, scare devices, intercept

baiting, and deer-proof hay yard fences.

Goals:

The Private Lands Initiative component of the Private Lands Program has three primary

goals: I) To conserve and enhance habitats for fish and wildlife populations; 2) To

provide landowners interested in wildlife conservation with assistance for developing and

protecting wildlife habitat; and 3) To provide the public with opportunities to access fish

and wildlife resources on private land, the primary focus being hunting access.

The goal of the depredation component of the Private Lands Program is to continue to

assist private landowners experiencing big game depredation to livestock feed supplies

by providing technical assistance and materials / equipment to minimize or alleviate

damage to livestock feed supplies

Objectives:

1. Continue the Private Lands Initiative expansion in the midst of hunting

commercialization and privatization, by maintaining a competitive edge through

adjusting existing program components, creating new programs, utilize USDA

conservation programs and develop more partnerships that will prove financially

attractive to producers to attain their habitat / wildlife management goals, while

maintaining the Department’s commitment and tradition of delivering habitat- based

access programs across the North Dakota landscape.

Access acreage objectives for the Private Lands Initiative are highlighted in the following

table. Access acres from previous years are shown for comparative purposes.

Year Access Acres

1998 66,340

1999 88,699

2000 119,229

2001 148,522

2002 249,814

2003 300,000

2004 685,000

2005 750,000

2006 800,000

2007 850,000

2008 950,000

2009 1,000,000

2010 1,000,000

2. Continue the big game depredation program by responding to producers depredation

situations, promote shared producer/department responsibility in minimizing alleviating

depredation, and emphasize habitat programs that provide wildlife populations adequate

winter habitat and natural food supplies.

Issues and Strategies:

Issue One: Many agricultural and livestock producers do not understand the

Department’s legitimate responsibility in the management of public wildlife on private

lands in North Dakota.

Strategies:

1. Communicate with producers through outreach programs, news releases and

publications. (WD, CC)

Issue Two: Much of the hunting recreational opportunity is unavailable to the hunting

public due to a variety of access problems.

Strategies:

1. Survey, identify, and prioritize areas of the state where commercialization of

hunting and the privatization of wildlife are causing significant changes in public

hunting access. (WD)

2. Promote and market Private Lands Initiative program components to landowners

in areas of access conflict. (WD, CC)

Issue Three: Educate sportsmen about the Private Land Initiative program.

Strategies:

1. Clarify misunderstandings and unrealistic expectations sportsmen have of PLI

programs through the appropriate media channels. (WD, CC)

Issue Four: Increased PLOTS usage is resulting in problems with hunter distribution

and quality of the hunt.

Strategies:

1. Better distribution of Private Lands Initiative PLOTS programs through GIS

modeling efforts. (WD)

2. Determine hunter densities and distribution on statewide PLOTS areas. (WD)

3. Encourage better landowner / sportsmen relationships through outreach programs.

(WD, CC)

4. Manage hunters afield through license caps, hunter distribution or zone

regulations. (AD, WD)

5. Increase the number of Private Lands Initiative PLOTS. (WD, AD)

Issue Five: Farm bill influence on Private Lands Initiative program.

Strategies:

1. Work with agriculture and conservation groups to continue strong conservation

provisions of USDA Conservation Programs. (WD)

2. Continue and enhance PLI cost-share partnerships with USDA Conservation

Programs. (WD)

3. Department should evaluate the concept of becoming a Technical Service

Provider, participating in the delivery of Fish and Wildlife technical assistance on

private lands. (WD, CC)

4. Designate PLI staff member as Farm Bill Coordinator. (AD, WD)

Issue Six: Response to producers experiencing big game depredation.

Strategies:

1. Respond quickly with a broad repertoire of tools to assist producers in

depredation situations. (WD, ED)

2. Provide producers deer-proof hay yards for long-term/chronic situations. (WD)

3. Communicate with producers the need for reasonable big game harvest on private

lands. (WD, CC)

4. Emphasize habitat programs that provide wildlife population’s adequate winter

habitat and natural food supplies. (WD)

5. Work with big game staff to establish appropriate big game fall harvest levels.

(WD)
