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INTRODUCTION 

South Dakota is blessed with a diverse and abundant wildlife resource that both residents and visitors 

value greatly. As a vast majority of South Dakota is privately owned, farmers, ranchers, and other private 

landowners are thus the principal stewards of our wildlife resources and the habitats on which they depend. 

At the same time, South Dakota Game, Fish & Parks (SDGFP) is charged with managing South Dakota's 

public crusr wildlife resources for everyone's use, benefit, and enjoyment. Cooperative relationships and 

collaborative approaches among landowners, SDGFP, and anyone v,-ho enjoys or appreciates South Dakota 

fish and ·wildlife resources are critical. 

SDGFP offers numerous programs and initiatives to assist landowners with integrating wildlife habitat 

conservation into their farm and ranch operations. SDGFP also recognizes the need and desire of hunters 

and anglers co have access to wildlife and recrearion opporcuniries on both public and private lands. Through 

its Private Lands Habicat & Access Program, SDGFP offers several incentives and programs to help make 

this happen. 

In 20 13, SDGFP worked wirh over 3,412 cooperating farmers, ranchers, and landowners ro affect 

wildlife habitat on 17,697 acres, and to provide public hunting access to 1.4 million acres, all resulting in 

$6.27 million being pa.id directly to these habitat and access cooperators. 

The Private Lands Habitat & Access 

Program operates with the follo, ... -ing goals 

in mind: (1) In cooperation with private 

landowners, manage, conserve, and restore 

habitat to sustain diverse wildlife populations; 

and (2) provide the public with high quality 

opportunicies co access fish and wildlife 

resources on private land. SDGFP recognizes 

it can only achieve these goals by maintaining 

existing strong partnerships with local, state, 

and federal agencies; private conservation 

organizations; and most importantly with the 

continued suppon and cooperation of farmers, 

ranchers, and other private landowners. 

FARM BILL CONNECTION 
Perhaps no other government program has had as profound an impact on South Dakota's landscape 

and wildlife population as the Farm Bill. While SDGFP's private lands habitat and access programs and 

incentives will never replace conservation provisions of the Farm Bill, they are designed to both complement 

the federal legislation in a manner that increases soil , water, and wi ld li fe benefits to our State's landscape, and 

meet the needs of lando·wners seeking to establish and enhance wildlife habitat on their farms and ranches. 

South Dakota's two largest industries - agriculture and tourism - generate approximately $5.2 billion 
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annually; and both are heavily dependent on Farm Bill programs. Pheasant hunting alone contributes an 

estimated $ 172 million to South Dakota's economy each year. 

The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) is perhaps the most widely recognized and successful 

conservarion initiative in the lasr five farm bills. CRP puts large blocks of undisturbed grassland habitat on 

the landscape in 10 and 15 c Tota1CRPAcre$ CA<:resEl<piting 

year contracts. In addition 

to providing valuable soil, 

water, and erosion benefi ts, 

CRP helped South Dakota's 

pheasant population reach 

a 62-year high in 2007, 

with hunters harvesting 

approximately 2.1 million 

pheasants. 

Since 2007, South 

Dakota has seen the number 

of CRP acres on the landscape 

decline by one-third. 
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Currently less than 900,000 acres of CRP remain in South Dakota, with future CRP acres showing a steady 

de.dine. Funded through the US Department of.Agriculture (USDA), CRP alone is a $66.5 million per year 

program in South Dakota. 

Another USDA supported program of nearly equal importance to wildlife habitat conservation across 

South Dakota as C RP, the Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP) is a vol untary program offering landov.,-ners 

the opportunity to protect, restore, and enhance wetlands on their property. Landowners may enroll eligible 

lands in either permanent conservation easements or 30-year easements agreements, and is designed to help 

resrore and conserve wetland functions and values, along with protecting valuable wildlife habitat. Wetlands 

are recognized as important landscape feacures char provide numerous benefits ro people and ro fish and 

wildlife, includ ing protecti ng and improving water qualicy, providing fish and wildlife habitats, storing 

floodwaters, and maintaining surface water flow during dry periods. 

Since its inception, WRP - and its precursor E"WPP-FPE - have permanently protected nearly 101,000 

wetland , floodplain, and associated upland acres with 954 voluntary conservation easements with private 

landowners. Additionally, 30-year easements agreements have also protected over 31,500 wetland and 

associated grassland acres in South Dakota. 

Farm bill conservation programs in South Dakota (CRP, \VRP, Grasslands Reserve Program, and 

Environmental Quality Incentive Program) inject nearly $97 million annually in conservation practices across 

South Dakota. SDGFP's entire private lands habitat program funding is budgeted at less than $5 million 

annually, as it is designed to complement farm bill conservation programs like CRP and WRP, not replace 

them. Funding for all conservation programs, including CRP and WRP, face likely cuts in the n€Ai: farm bill, 

maki ng the next five years increasingly challenging for South Dakota's pheasants and other wildlife populations. 
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WILDLIFE PARTNERS PROGRAM 
Beginning in 1975 with alternatives developed by the South Dakota Phea ant Congress - a nonprofit, 

non-governmental, private group of citizens dedicated to bringing back pheasant populations - and later 

through the Pheasants For Everyone program, SDGFP has offered a variety of habitat incentives and programs 

aimed at creating and enhancing wildlife habitat on private land. ll1is current collection of incentives and 

programs is collectively known as the \.Vildlife Partners Program (WPP). 

1l1e need for quality wildlife habi tat on private lands is well known and widely accepted. WPP offers 

a number of coSt share incentives to primarily assist private landovmers with establishing and improving 

pheasant and upland game nesting, escape, and winter cover on their fu rms and ranches. These incentives 

include: 

WOODY HABITAT 

1l1e woody habitat program incentive provides cost-share to landowners for establishing new tree and 

shrub plantings. Woody cover projecrs meeting SDGFP's program guidelines are cost shared at 75%, with 

FOOD HABITAT PLOTS 

a $10,000 maximum payment per 

cooperaror based on the woody cover 

planting size. 

Perhaps the moSt popular SDGFP habitat incentive program with landowners and hunters alike is the 

food habitat plot program. Program incentives include a $20 per acre cost share payment for establishing 

winter food plots, or a $40 per acre 

incentive for food plots located on 

areas enrolled in a Walk-In Area. 



      

NESTING COVER 

Landowners desiring to estabLsh grassland cover for wildlife, over and above wha[ is offe.red through farm 

bill conservation programs like CRP, can obtain cost share through SDGFP's nesting cover program. Landowners 

with projects meeting program guidelines receive 100% reimbursement for grass and seeding costs. Interest in 

establishing nesting cover through this 

program was originally very strong, but 

with the advent of CRP in the 1985 

farm bill, interest in SDGFP's nesting 

cover program waned and remains 

limited due to currently available CRP 

options. 

HABITAT FENCING 

Offering incentives to protect habitat such as riparian areas or new tree and shrub plantings from 

livestock grazing is the goal of the 

habitat fencing program. Cooperawrs 

are provided 100% cost-share on 

fencing material costs for projects 

meeting program guidelines. 

Wood , H abitat 

Food H abi tat Plots 

esting Cover 

H abitat Fencing 

TOTAlS 

81 186 

830 9,434 

9 82 

8 54 

928 9,756 
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$310,089 

$196,546 

$12,013 

$7,645 

$526,293 
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WETLANDS AND GRASSLANDS PROGRAM 
Much of South Dakota's landscape is characterized by diverse and ecologically important grassland 

and ,vetland habitats. With a vast majority of these habitats occurring on private land, partnerships with 

landowners are essential to SDGFP's rnanagemenr of our diverse and economically important fish and 

wildlife populations. 

SDGFP has worked cooperatively with farmers and ranchers to better manage wetland and grassland 

habitats for nearly 3 decades. The Private Lands Wetland and Grassland Habitat Program offers a suite 

of onservarion pra ti es chat benefit wetland or grassland dependent wildlife by assisting producers with 

improvements on working grasslands. 

Private lands biologist located across the state work with landowners - primarily producers engaged in 

grass-based livesrock operations - to plan and implement a variety of on-the-ground conservation practices. 

Technical and financial assistance is provided for the following practices: 

• Wetland Resrorations 

• Wetland Creations and Enhancements 

• Water Development 

• Grassland Restorations 

• Grassland/Grazing Enhancements 

• Riparian Pastures 

• Wildlife Friendly Fence 

For many years wetland creations and 

pond restorations were the principal focus 

of this program, and have been very popular 

with landowners - particularly for west river 

ranchers. In the last decade more emphasis 

has been placed on grazing management, grass restorations, and riparian area fencing to assist producers 

with better managing the remaining, but quickly diminishing grassland habitats across the state. Improved 

grassland management on a landscape scale is important tO sustain a viable livestock industry and the 

diversity of wildlife in South Dakota. 

Cooperative efforts with the US Fish & Wildlife Service, Ducks Unlimited, local conservation districts, 

and ochers are important to effici ently and effectively deliver program funds through partnerships. 

WETI..AND AND GRASSLAND PROGRAM 2013 SUMMARY 

Projects Acres SDGFP Cost-share 

Wetland Restorations, Creations 32 177 $185,433 
and Enhancements 

Grassland and Riparian Restorations 43 7,764 $191,788 
and Enhancements 

TOTALS 75 7,941 $377,221 
~ ~~ ~ 
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COOPERATIVE EFFORTS ON THE GROUND 
To efficiendy and effectively do the necessary work with farmers, ranchers, and landowners across 

South Dakota to create and improve wild.life habitat on their lands, it takes people. Successfully completing 

a wild.life habitat project on private land, even for the most eager and willing landov,mer, can be time 

consuming and at times complex. To help deliver habitat conservation programs, whether farm bill programs 

like CRP, CREP, or WRP, or SDGFP's Wild.life Parmers Program incentives, time and energy must be 

invested in developing and maintaining working relationships with landowners. In order to improve service 

t0 landowners, SDGFP currently provides nearly $350,000 in matching cost share to fund 13 cooperative 

biologist positions throughout South Dakota t0 help deliver wildlife habitat, hunting access, and range 

conservation measures m farmer, ranchers and landowners. These biologists, often located in USDA offices 

across the state, are employed through cooperative agreements with USDA-NRCS and/or non-governmental 

conservation organizations such as Pheasants Forever, Ducks Unlimited, and The National Wild Turkey 

Federation, and assist in affecting wild.life habitat on thousands of acres of farm and ranch lands every year 

by working with hundreds of landowners. 

COOPERATIVE HABITAT BIOWGIST POSffiONS 2013 SUMMARY 

Pheasants Forever Farm Bill Biologists 

Pheasancs Forever Sage Grouse Initiative Biologist 

Ducks Unlimited Migratory Bird Initiative Biologist 

Ducks Unlimited Wetlands Reserve Program Biologist 

Ducks Unlimited Conservation Easement Biologiscs 

ational Wild Turkey Federation Regional Biologist 

Pheasants Forever 
Farm Bill Blologlsts 

~ Pheasant, Forever 
Sage Grouse lnilrative 
Biologist 

Duck$ Unlimited 
Migratory Bird Biologist 

Ducks Unlimited 
Wetlands Reserve 
Program Biologist 

Duck$ Unlimited 
Conservabon 
Easement Biologist 

National Wild Turkey 
Federalion Biologist 

TOTALS 

Positions Acres Affected 

7 78,750 

1 58,865 

1 36,486 

1 26,700 

2 38,229 

1 1,340 

13 240,398 

= 

COOPERATIVE HABITAT BIOLOGIST POSITIONS 
PRIVAI E .ANDS HAB IAT & ACCESS PROGRAM SJMMARY 
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PUBLIC HUNTING ACCESS 

WALK-IN AREAS 

111e Walk-In Area (WIA) program ·was implemented in 1988 with the objective of improving public 

hunring access ro private lands, with a specific emphasis on gaining hunter access co land enrolled in CRP. In 

2013, approximately 1.27 million acres of private land was enrolled in WIA. Total 'vv7IA lease payments to 

private landowners for 2013 are estimated to be $2.1 million dollars. 

WALK-I AREA 
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CONSERVATION RESERVE ENHANCEMENT PROGRAM 

SDGFP partnered with USDA in 2009 to develop a 100,000 acre Conservation Reserve Enhancement 

Program (CREP) in James River Watershed. This partnership effort, designed to enroll private lands into 

CRP habitat practices with a public hunting and fishing access requirement, has cooperated with 790 

landowners to date, and enrolled 82, 139 acres at an annual cost to SD GFP of $3,039,057. 
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LOWER OAHE WATERFOWL ACCESS 

Created in 1998 at the direction of the Legislature, the Lower Oahe \Vaterfowl Access (LO\VA) 

program leases private land around the Pierre & Fr. Pierre area for public waterfowl hunting access, offering 

hunrers field decoy and pass shoocing opporcunides. "lhis program has maintained a hunter satisfaction score 

10 

of approximately 80% since 2003. 

For the 2013,2014 hunting season, 8 

landowners have enrolled 36,700 acres 

in the LOWA at a cost of $212,573 .00 . 
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CONTROLLED HUNTING ACCESS PROGRAM 

The Controlled H unting Access Program (CHAP) began in 2008, with the objective of leasing 

private land for hunting access where the landowners desired to maintain a level of control over the 

number of hunters accessing their property, which hunting seasons access would be allowed, or which 

method of take (e. g. archery, fi rearm) would be allowed on their property. CHAP has grown to include 11 

cooperators enrolling 17,851 acres across the state. On average, payments to cooperating lando-..vners average 

approximately $ 1 per CHAP acre enrolled. 

* 
* 

* CHAPAreas 

Contracts Acres Access Lease Costs 

Walk-In Area 1,600 1,270,000 $2,100,000 

CREP 790 82, 139 $3,039,057 

LOWA.A. 8 36,700 $2 12,573 

CHAP 11 17,851 $17,000 

TOTALS 2,409 1,406,690 $5,368,630 
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