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a. Abstract 
The Methow Conservancy is committed to protecting critical habitat for fish and wildlife in the Methow watershed through perpetual conservation easements on private lands. In order to ensure the greatest protection for fish and wildlife across political and ownership boundaries, the Methow Conservancy works collaboratively between private landowners and public agencies, and has invested a significant amount in local conservation outreach and education projects. All three aspects of the Methow Conservancy’s work (easements, education and collaboration) are represented in this proposed project.  The Methow Conservancy has proven its capacity to protect critical habitat in the Methow Valley with its past Riparian Habitat Protection Project success, and was awarded the WDFW Organization of the Year Award for 2001. Funding for the proposed project will allow the Methow Conservancy to protect an unprecedented amount of fish and wildlife habitat with conservation easements in the Methow Valley. 

Conservation easements are growing in popularity and familiarity in the Methow Valley, and the Methow Conservation Easement Project will help to build on the growing success of conservation easements as a voluntary, collaborative, effective and legally binding method for long term land protection. In addition, all conservation easements have a baseline assessment, a stewardship plan and an annual monitoring commitment that the Methow Conservancy must continue into the foreseeable future. 

While conservation easements are an important land protection tool, all conservation easements are not created equal. Many of the past watershed assessments (Limiting Factors Analysis, Subbasin Summary, USFS Watershed Analyses) have identified critical areas for fish, and others (WDFW Priority Habitats Analysis, DNR Natural Heritage Program) have identified critical areas for wildlife. The areas where the greatest population pressure occurs (in the lower portions of each stream reach) are also often the areas of greatest importance to wildlife and at the greatest risk of fragmentation by roads and development. It is important to both identify and prioritize protection of these critical crossroads between people and wildlife. 

In the Methow Basin, only 10% of the total land in the Valley is privately owned, but 40% of the riparian habitat is privately owned. Thus, while private landowners are a small minority in the total Valley ownership, they impact a significant amount of critical habitat for riparian species, and they determine the degree of connectivity between upland and lowland habitats. 

With a firm basis in collaborative participation from several key agencies (the Nature Conservancy, the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, other stakeholders) this Project will help to strategically balance resources between various conservation opportunities and leverage conservation dollars from both private donors and government agencies to ensure protection of the greatest amount of contiguous, biologically important habitat in the Methow Valley. Because this project combines a strategic and scientific foundation to land protection with conservation easement protection, it has the potential to permanently and significantly effect how wildlife, fish and people coexist in the Methow Valley. 

b. Technical and/or scientific background
As described in the Methow Subbasin Summary, “migratory fish and many wildlife species depend on intact, complex, and functioning habitat extending over broad geographic ranges to support healthy populations. Resident, non-migratory populations of fish and wildlife also indirectly depend on basin-wide habitat connectivity since migratory species make essential contributions to overall ecosystem balance, such as providing essential nutrients and maintaining predator/prey balances (NPPC 1996). Essential to any list of factors that limit self-sustaining populations of fish and wildlife in the Methow River drainage is acknowledgement of the overarching habitat destruction and disconnection brought about as a result of human settlement activities within the Columbia River Basin since the early 1800s.” 

Throughout the Columbia Basin, the challenge of balancing land use and land protection has resulted in volumes of guiding principles and scientific research. A large array of habitat assessment and restoration projects have been implemented in the Methow Valley over the past decade, and local commitment and cooperation will be paramount to the ongoing success of these projects. The Methow Conservancy has shown, and will continue to show, a careful and personal approach to habitat protection, with high levels of tangible habitat conservation and restoration success. The Methow Conservancy board and staff are integral parts of the Methow Valley community, which has helped the organization to build the trust, integrity and knowledge necessary for long-term land stewardship. The present success of the Methow Conservancy places the organization in a unique and important position to continue to protect critical habitat through local conservation planning and conservation easements. 

Past assessments of the Methow Watershed (the Methow Subbasin Summary, the WRIA 48 Limiting Factors Anaysis, Restoring and Maintaining Salmonid Populations, Priority Considerations for Protection and Restoration of Salmon Habitat) have specifically focused on the primary importance of 1) protecting the existing functional riparian habitat (40% of which is privately owned in the Methow Valley), of 2) decreasing fragmentation of habitat due to human pressures, and of 3) managing critical fish and wildlife habitat with a scientific approach. The proposed Methow Conservancy Project will meet all three of these basic objectives, and can serve as a model for conservation easement strategies throughout the region. 

The Methow Subbasin Summary states that, “The majority of the watershed is publicly owned and enjoys various levels of protection and active management. However, virtually all of the private ownership and most of the human development is concentrated in the riparian/floodplain, shrub-steppe and dry forest habitats at the lowest elevations. These productive habitats and the species that depend on them have been reduced and fragmented in areas within the sub-watershed.” 

“While the Methow region has accommodated human habitation for close to 7,500 years, substantial changes to overall habitat conditions caused by human activities have taken place in the mid and lower reaches of the basin during the last century. Historic and current logging, mining, agriculture, grazing, and residential and commercial development activities, are largely responsible for altering habitat conditions within the Methow Subbasin.”

Parcels for development are currently in high demand in the Methow Valley. On average, 8% of all existing parcels have changed hands every year over the past 10 years, and the population of the Upper Methow Valley has grown by more than 3% per year in the past 5 years. The rapid growth and demand for pristine building lots has placed an unprecedented amount of pressure on important habitat for both fish and wildlife. A limited window currently exists to protect the best remaining riparian and shrub-steppe habitats, before unplanned development permanently curtails opportunities for larger-scale ecosystem processes to continue (fire, plant succession, migration, competition, spawning, etc.).

The Limiting Factors Analysis (Andonaegui 2000) ranks protecting properly functioning habitat, through conservation easements or acquisition, as the top priority action to protect threatened and endangered anadromous fish in the Methow Subbasin. The first objective of the habitat goal in the Methow Subbasin Summary is to “Protect intact healthy riparian habitat and restore habitat connectivity and overall habitat quality in degraded areas,” and the Subbasin Summary also states that, “…restoring and maintaining functional habitat throughout the Columbia River Basin is essential to successfully restoring and maintaining self-sustaining populations of Fish and Wildlife.”

Similar to the Subbasin Summary and the Limiting Factors Reports, the policies set by the Joint Natural Resource Cabinet in the Statewide Salmon Recovery Strategy to allocate resources for salmon habitat protection direct managers to: 

1. “Allocate a greater portion of state and federal funds to habitat protection than to restoration. 

2. Use scientific principles and information consistent with recovery of healthy salmon populations as the basis to identify and establish geographic priorities for habitat protection and restoration.” 

The Methow Conservation Easement Project will do more than simply protect functional habitat. Each conservation easement will also involve private landowners with the long-term care for their land. All Methow Conservancy conservation easements include a detailed baseline assessment to document existing habitat features, GIS maps, photopoints for annual monitoring and a stewardship plan that helps the landowner plan and fund various restoration or management projects. The landowner and organizationally funded Methow Conservancy Stewardship Endowment finances these activities in perpetuity. 

In addition to the long-term monitoring and baseline assessment components of each conservation easement, the proposed project will help the Methow Conservancy to facilitate development of a single, accessible GIS database for the Methow Valley. The WSCC Limiting Factors Analysis points to the need for integrated data analysis and coordination between agencies, and the Methow Conservancy could become an important instigator in this collaborative process. Because of the large scope and multiple interests that a GIS database should serve, the GIS and planning aspects of the Proposed Project will be done in partnership with the Nature Conservancy, the US Forest Service, Partners in Flight, the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation and the Pacific Biodiversity Institute. 

The GIS coordination and planning aspects of the proposed project serve the need for a scientific approach to conservation planning and creates a visual basis for public education, both of which are specifically cited as priorities in the Alternative Actions for Restoring and Maintaining Salmonid Populations Report (PNW-407). The past Methow Conservancy Riparian Songbird Survey (see section d) has charted the way for the Methow Conservancy to take the lead in mapping, landscape-scale planning, protecting key areas with conservation easements and monitoring protection success over time.  

c. Rationale and significance to Regional Programs
The Methow Conservation Easements Project closely matches many of the National Marine Fisheries Service’s relevant and prudent action (RPA) recommendations for the Columbia Basin. The RPAs that the Methow Conservation Easement Project specifically addresses include:

150
In subbasins with listed salmon and steelhead, BPA shall fund protection of currently productive non-Federal habitat, especially if at risk of being degraded, in accordance with criteria and priorities BPA and NMFS will develop by June 1, 2001.

152
The Action Agencies shall coordinate their efforts and support offsite habitat enhancement measures undertaken by other Federal agencies, states, Tribes, and local governments by:

· Sharing technical expertise and training with Federal, state, Tribal, regional, and local entities (such as watershed councils or private landowners). 

· Using or building on existing data management structures, so all agencies will share water quality and habitat, data, databases, data management, and quality assurance.

· Leveraging funding resources through cooperative projects, agreements and policy development (e.g., cooperation on a whole-river temperature or water quality monitoring or modeling project).

153
BPA shall, working with agricultural incentive programs such as the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, negotiate and fund long-term protection for 100 miles of riparian buffers per year in accordance with criteria BPA and NMFS will develop by June 1, 2001.

154
BPA shall work with the NWPPC to ensure development and updating of subbasin assessments and plans; match state and local funding for coordinated development of watershed assessments and plans; and help fund technical support for subbasin and watershed plan implementation from 2001 to 2006. Planning for priority subbasins should be completed by the 2003 check-in. The action agencies will work with other Federal agencies to ensure that subbasin and watershed assessments and plans are coordinated across non-Federal and Federal land ownerships and programs.

This project represents a relatively novel approach, where a land trust (the Methow Conservancy) will serve as a bridge for land protection between many agencies and individuals. Because of the landscape-scale conservation planning aspects of this project, the Methow Conservancy envisions its role as a hub-of-the-wheel, where many of the individual restoration and monitoring projects serving the NMFS RPAs for the Methow Valley will be recognized, and the various entities will find a local context through which to coordinate individual habitat protection work.

In addition to protecting important habitat for salmonid fish, the proposed project has the potential to proactively protect and enhance habitat for numerous WDFW Priority Species. Habitat protection for species such as the Prairie Falcon, Ferruginous Hawk, Lark Sparrow, Burrowing Owl, Townsend’s Big-Eared Bat and Sharp-tailed Grouse will occur as an additional benefit from the conservation easements and planning of the proposed project. 

d. Relationships to other projects 
The multitude of other projects and funding in the Methow Valley underscores the importance of a strategic and collaborative approach to habitat protection (see enclosed map of Restoration Projects in the Methow Valley). Several other past projects specifically complement the potential habitat protection through the Methow Conservation Easements Project (for a list of all funded projects in the Methow Valley, see the attached spreadsheet):

Land Acquisition and Conservation Easement Projects:

· Methow Watershed Project II (Implemented by WDFW). An ongoing $12 million effort to identify and secure more than 5,000 acres of critical riparian/floodplain habitat and linkages to protected upland through fee title acquisition and conservation easements. BPA contributed over $2 million to purchase conservation easements on portions of over 1000 acres of habitat. (Project completed in 1999).

· Methow Corridors Project, Methow Corridors II Project, Methow Corridors Project III, Methow Watershed Project. Over $20 million of Washington Wildlife Recreation Program (WWRP) funding used to secure several thousand acres of critical lower elevation fish and wildlife habitats. (Project completed in 2001).

· Arrowleaf/Methow River Conservation Easement (BPA Project #200103700). WDFW purchase of prime riparian habitat from the Trust for Public Lands in the form of a conservation easement. (Project not complete).

Planning Projects:

· Partners in Flight Habitat Prioritization, November 2000 to October 2001. This Songbird Conservation Project brought a land trust (the Methow Conservancy) and several conservation biologists (from the U.S. Forest Service, American Bird Conservancy, and the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife) together to survey and recommend ways to protect the best privately owned riparian areas in the Methow Valley. The Project allowed for detailed landscape-level mapping and analysis of Methow Valley songbird habitat, along with extensive landowner conservation education, 7,700 acres of on-the-ground surveys, and an important foundation for conservation easements, monitoring and conservation planning.

· Methow Wildlife Area Management Plan. Plan developed for WDFW lands in the Methow Subbasin to conserve fish and wildlife resources and maximize wildlife-based recreation. Includes removing fish passage barriers and installing fish friendly irrigation components.

· Wildlife species management or recovery plans. WDFW developed Sharp-tailed Grouse Recovery Plan, Lynx Recovery Plan, Elk Management Plan, Black Bear Management Plan, Bald Eagle Recovery Plan.

Related Projects outside of the Methow Valley:

· Conservation Planning by The Nature Conservancy. The Nature Conservancy has developed detailed methods for conserving portfolios of functional conservation areas in various ecoregions around the world. They have developed a consistent “5S” strategy for conservation planning, which systematically identifies priority systems, stresses, sources of stress, strategies and measures of conservation success. Several other land trusts in Washington State, including the Columbia Land Trust and the Skagit Land Trust, have used the Nature Conservancy approach to conservation planning. By implementing consistent methods across the state, there is high likelihood of coordinating regional conservation opportunities and learning from regional successes.

· Eagle Lakes Ranch Acquisition and Restoration (BPA #200002500). This BPA-funded project models a collaborative and scientifically based approach to habitat protection through a conservation easement and leveraged funding from other agencies. It shows how long-term management and monitoring are components of a locally based and regionally coordinated conservation project. 
e. Project history 

Over the past five years the Methow Conservancy has focused primarily on protection of riparian habitats, with funding from two separate Interagency Commission for Recreation Riparian Habitat Program and Salmon Recovery Funding Board grants. The Proposed Project will continue and expand our ongoing work, and it will integrate BPA funding for the first time. 

The Methow Conservancy currently holds 16 conservation easements on 2,672 acres. Of these easements, private landowners donated approximately 43% of the total conservation value, and 57% was funded by grants. While grants have made the Riparian Easement Projects possible, they have not paid for the staff time for planning and negotiation underlying these important transactions. Private fundraising from over 450 members of the Methow Conservancy has helped to pay for the organizational capacity necessary to complete the riparian easements. The past projects that have generated conservation easements for the Methow Conservancy are the following:

· Methow Conservancy Riparian Habitat Project, 1997-2001 (Funded by State of Washington Interagency Committee for Outdoor Recreation). In March of 1997, the Methow Conservancy was awarded a $500,000 grant (later amended to $550,000) from the State of Washington Interagency Committee for Outdoor Recreation (IAC) to be used for the facilitation or purchase of conservation easements that would protect riparian habitat in the Methow Watershed for perpetuity. By the summer of 2001, nine property owners, representing 526 acres and over $930,000 of donated easement value had completed these voluntary conservation restrictions on their properties. The areas include riparian/agricultural lands on the mainstem Methow River and the Little Cub Creek (Rendezvous) complex. Landowners have created protective buffer zones along the critical riparian areas near the river and creeks, have agreed to forest management and land use plans to promote values of watershed and wildlife enhancement, and have agreed that this is to be done for perpetuity. The Methow Conservancy as 'holder' of these easements has a contractual duty to annually monitor these properties for compliance with the terms of the easements and support landowner stewardship where possible.

· Methow Watershed Riparian Acquisition, 2001 (Funded by State of Washington Salmon Recovery Funding Board). The Methow Conservancy was awarded a $1,290,000 grant by the State of Washington Salmon Recovery Funding Board to help protect spring Chinook salmon, bull trout and steelhead trout habitat in the Methow Subbasin in 2001. The award to the Conservancy provides financial assistance to landowners who want to assure that their lands along the Twisp, Chewuch and Methow Rivers remain as relatively pristine habitat for fish and wildlife. The funds are earmarked specifically for new conservation easements on private properties that border the Methow River north of the town of Winthrop, and for the Twisp, and Chewuch rivers. As of September of 2001, seventeen property owners, representing 870 plus acres and over four miles of riverfront in the areas identified by the Upper Columbia Regional Technical team and Washington State Conservation Commission's Limiting Factors Analysis as of the utmost importance to salmon recovery have signed Letters of Understanding to begin the easement process with the Methow Conservancy.

While these projects have surpassed the highest expectations of the Methow Conservancy, we know that much work remains to be done. Because our past grants have focused solely on riparian protection north of Twisp, the critical links between the upland forests and the riparian areas have received little to no conservation attention, and the reaches of the Methow River below Twisp remain unprotected. These linking pieces are primarily agricultural or residential properties, which receive significant human impacts. Impacts from grazing, roads and development can be reduced and damage can be restored, but only if there is a coordinated and organized effort to identify, prioritize and protect the keystone areas. 

f. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
The primary objective of the Methow Conservation Easements Project is to protect the critical links between uplands and lowlands throughout the entire Methow Valley. There are three primary methods that we will use:

Objective 1. Integrate information.

Task 1: Gather and organize existing information, with help from local government and non-profit agencies, for identifying priority habitats. 

Task 2: Based on the Nature Conservancy’s 5S Methods for Ecoregional Conservation Planning, evaluate those areas most at risk of development, most valuable to endangered fish species and which provide the most connectivity between upland forests and lowland riparian areas. 

Method: Use GIS maps and consistent conservation planning methods to collect, catalog and verify information. 

Objective 2: Strategically fund conservation easements that create the greatest amount of conservation benefit at the least cost. 

Task 1: Consider specific benefits for fish, WDFW Priority Habitats and Species, productive farmlands and community education opportunities, 

Method: Leverage an equal amount of donated conservation value for every dollar of BPA grant money spent on conservation easements. 

Objective 3: Protect over 10% of the privately owned riparian areas (or 10,000 riparian-associated acres) in the Methow Valley with conservation easements.

Task 1: Connect 5 key corridors across the Methow Valley linking uplands on both sides of the River, and facilitating wildlife movement, native plant diversity and productive agricultural lands. 

Task 2: Fund conservation easements in areas of the greatest conservation value and leverage. 

Task 3: Fund conservation easements where no other land protection measures exist (i.e. south of Twisp and in upland riparian areas) to seed new protection efforts.

Method: Methow Conservancy staff and board members will evaluate conservation easement opportunities make strategic and accountable decisions in order to maximize conservation values. 

Objective 4: Monitor conservation easement compliance and keep landowners informed

Task 1: Do the annual monitoring, photopoints, special surveys and mapping that are part of the standard Methow Conservancy conservation easement process. 

Task 2: Continuously update conservation easement landowners about conservation or restoration funding opportunities, natural history and community-based conservation projects. 

Method: Methow Conservancy Stewardship Director will be responsible for these ongoing responsibilities. 

g. Facilities and equipment

The Methow Conservancy has the office space, vehicles, computers, mapping systems and software to begin the proposed project, but the unprecedented scale of the conservation easement and prioritization goals requires that the Methow Conservancy budgets for use, maintenance and upgrades of facilities and equipment. In addition, because landowner outreach and education are a significant component of the proposed conservation work, we are requesting funding for a powerpoint projector. 
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Section 10 of 10. Key personnel
Brad Martin, Executive Director, Methow Conservancy. Proposed BPA Project Manager. Brad has been the ED of the Methow Conservancy for the past four years, and has led the organization to implement two Salmon Recovery Funding Board grants that have led to over 2,000 acres of conservation easements in the Methow Valley. Brad will oversee all administrative details of the BPA grant, and will work closely with Methow Conservancy staff and board members to negotiate and complete conservation easements in a professional and timely manner. 

Katharine Bill, Stewardship Director, Methow Conservancy. Proposed BPA Project Conservation Planner. M.F. Yale School of Forestry and Environmental Studies, 2000. Katharine has been a full time employee of the Methow Conservancy since May 2000. She designed and wrote the Methow Conservancy’s Good Neighbor Handbook, which outlines conservation practices and resources for private landowners, and she designed and implemented the 2001 Partners in Flight Riparian Songbird Survey. The Riparian Songbird Survey has led to development of over 20 potential conservation easements on some of the best riparian habitat in the Methow Valley. In the Methow Conservation Easements Project, Katharine will work closely with biologists from the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife and the Washington Nature Conservancy to develop conservation planning methods and a consistent and accessible conservation database. She will also be responsible for designing field surveys and supervising the baseline reporting and annual monitoring aspects of each conservation easement.  
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