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May 17, 2012

Amy Thornburg

Planning Team Leader

US Fish and Wildlife Service
PO Box 25486

Denver, CO 25486

Dear Ms. Thornburg:

Following are the comments from the Wyoming Department of Agriculture (WDA) on the United States Fish and
Wwildlife Service (USFWS) environmental assessment and draft land protection plan for the proposed Bear River
Watershed Conservation Area (BRWCA).

Our comments are specific to our mission within state government: dedicated to the promotion and enhancement
of Wyoming’s agriculture, natural resources, and quality of life. As this project has major impacts upon our
agricuiture industry, our natural resources and the welfare of our citizens, we believe it is important you continue to
inform us of proposed actions and decisions and provide us the opportunity to express pertinent issues and
concerns.

The WDA supports the conservation, protection and restoration of America’s farm and ranchlands. We believe the
benefits to these programs are multifaceted for the private landowner, the wildlife utilizing these private lands and
the public for their water quality, aesthetic values and open space.

Wyoming is a leading state in the nation for having vast expanses of open space and healthy wildlife populations and
habitat. Much of this is in-part because of our state’s strong agriculture industry. Wyoming’s farmers and ranchers
have proven wildlife and livestock can coexist on shared habitat. Many projects implemented on these farms and
ranches have direct and indirect benefits for wildlife.

A number of private landowners recently participated in the Farm and Ranch Protection Program (FRPP) through the
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), which supports the protection of agricultural lands from
development through easements. Conservation easements are a sensitive subject and are not for everyone. Most
easements are for perpetuity, which causes many landowners great concern. The FRPP is organized through NRCS,
but the easement is held by an organization of the landowners’ choice.

The FRPP’s top priority is to protect working farms and ranches, while recognizing the multiple benefits this has,
including providing wildlife habitat. The USFWS proposed BRWCA top priority is to protect wildlife on private lands.
The WDA have numerous concerns regarding this approach and program. We do not support the federal
government serving as an easement holder. Instead, we support existing organizations, who specialize in easements,
such as the Wyoming Stock Growers Land Trust, Wyoming Land Trust or the Nature Conservancy, to name a few.

These existing organizations may already hold an easement on a given property. The USFWS proposed easements on
private lands could create multiple easement holders on a given property. Should the property owner choose to sell
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in the future, the muitiple easement holders could cause difficulties in the sale of this property, which is an
unforeseen and unintended consequence of a farm or ranch entering into an easement with the USFWS.

Ultimately, we strongly oppose the USFWS proceeding with the BRWCA. We believe the USFWS should not hoid
easements. If federal funding is available, we would encourage this money go through the NRCS and the FRPP
program, not the USFWS. The program is established and landowners have the trust and existing working
relationships with this agriculture friendly agency. Landowners are likely to have skepticism with the USFWS and are
leery of the fine print and long-term consequences of signing an easement with your agency.

A USFWS easement intended for wildlife on private farms and ranches is likely to dictate selection of range
improvements, fence design, restrictions on crop selection or harvest dates, requirements of harvest equipment,
reduced grazing or other detrimental restrictions. We emphasize the top priorities of an easement on working farms
and ranches, should be to keep agricuitural families in production agriculture, while reducing irreversible
development, which may reduce or eliminate both agriculture and wildlife habitat.

The WDA thanks the USFWS for accepting our comments. We encourage the USFWS to reconsider the proposed
BRWCA and refrain from the development of any future easement programs. Please feel free to contact us with
further questions.

Sincerely,
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Jason Fearneyhough
Director

JF/jw

Cc: Governor’s Policy Office
WDA Board of Agriculture
Wyoming Stock Growers Association
Wyoming Wool Growers Association
Rocky Mountain Farmers Union
Wyoming Association of Conservation Districts
Wyoming Farm Bureau Federation
Wyoming State Grazing Board
Wyoming Game and Fish Department
Wyoming NRCS State Office
The Nature Conservancy
Wyoming Land Trust



