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BACKGROUND 
 
The Wyoming Wildlife and Natural Resource Trust program was established by 
the joint efforts of the Wyoming Legislature and Governor Dave Freudenthal in 
2005.  The purpose of the program is to help maintain and enhance the rich 
wildlife and natural resource heritage of the State of Wyoming. 
 
The Trust is guided by a nine-member Board, appointed by the Governor from 
the stateôs judicial districts.  The office is located in Riverton, and staffed by an 
Executive Director.  The program began accepting applications for funding in 
January 2006, and has processed funding requests ten times in the five years 
following that initial grant period.   
 
In the first five years of the program, the Board has reviewed 440 applications 
from nearly 70 different applicants.  To date, 304 projects were awarded funding, 
meaning that approximately 69% of projects submitted are funded either fully or 
in part. 
 
Generally, the success of applicants has increased, largely due to an increase in 
the quality of applications, and the fact that the Board conducts highly extensive 
reviews of each potential project.  Two members of the program visit each project 
on-the-ground, conduct an extensive review of finances, partnerships, leverage, 
and natural resource contributions. 
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Total funding allocated by the Board in the five year period is $29,523,528.00.  
Using the standard leverage of 5.5 achieved by the program, this translates into 
more than $162 million in work on the ground in Wyoming in five years. 
 
 

 
 

 
Funding for the WWNRT comes primarily from legislative appropriation, both to 
the corpus of the trust account (currently $91 million), and directly to project 
funding (currently $3 million per year).  The initial legislation for the program 
called for a trust account with a minimum of $200 million, at which time the 
program would operate as a ñstand aloneò entity, with operational costs borne by 
interest earned on the Trust Account.  Other funding comes from industry, 
conservation organizations, and individual donors.  Nearly $2,000,000.00 in 
private funding has been contributed to the program since 2006 from nearly 40 
different contributors. 
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PARTNERSHIPS 
 
Partnerships are essential to the success of the program, and project proponents 
include conservation districts, non-profit organizations, federal agencies, state 
agencies, local governments, educational organizations, energy companies, and 
landowners.  Most projects include funding from numerous sources, including 
landowners, federal agricultural and conservation programs, direct agency 
budgets, local resources, and funds derived from outside Wyoming.  In 2010 
alone, the federal Farm and Ranchland Protection Program provided nearly $20 
million in matching funds for conservation easements throughout Wyoming.  
These funds were available to Wyoming primarily as a result of the ability for 
WWNRT to meet requirements to match federal program dollars.  
 
Project sponsors are relatively consistent, by type, but vary by year according to 
a variety of factors, including matching funds available, permitting requirements, 
demand for projects, and others.  Non-government organizations, conservation 
districts, and state agencies (primarily Game and Fish) have consistently been 
the most active partners.  More recently, local governments and other applicants 
have been more active.  While land trusts are technically non-governmental 
organizations, they are tracked separately because their primary activity is the 
purchase of conservation easements. 
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APPLICATION AND FUNDING PROCESS 
 

The WWNRT process is thorough, but fair.  The application form is available 
online, or by request at the agency office, and applications may be submitted at 
any time throughout the year.  All applications received in either funding cycle are 
evaluated by each member of the Board, and given a preliminary ranking of one, 
two, or three, based on the selection criteria.  Each project receives a preliminary 
aggregate score, with nine optimum, and 27 least desirable.  At public meetings 
in April and October, projects are reviewed and discussed, and may be selected 
for a second, on-site review.  At least two representatives of the Board travel to 
each location to evaluate the merits of each potential grant, then present their 
recommendations to the full board.   
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

From left, WWNRT Board members Peggy Colson, Kim Floyd, Ken Banister; 
landowner Brian Espenscheid; and Board member Bob Anderson review the 
North Piney Moose Habitat project near Big Piney in August 2010.  
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WORK ON THE GROUND 
 

The WWNRT attempts to maintain a ñportfolioò of work that represents the 
greatest need in the field.  In the first five years of the program, projects have 
naturally fallen into ten categories of work, with eight of those most common, and 
the bulk of funding has been directed toward those efforts.  It is important to note 
that projects have an ñebb and flowò pattern; at any time, one type of work may 
appear to be most common, only to be surpassed in the next funding cycle by 
another enhancement.  The current funding period is a classic example ï there 
was a huge infusion of matching funds for both conservation easements and fish 
passage in 2009 and 2010.  As a result, those projects rose significantly in the 
total assessment. 
      

 
 

 
ASPEN HABITATS are some of the most important and most neglected in the 

entire Rocky Mountain region.  Encroachment by conifers, lack of fire and timber 
harvest, and loss of groundwater have led to loss of these habitats throughout 
the state.  Treatment primarily includes mechanical removal and prescribed fire.  
Aspen enhancement projects are ongoing in the Wyoming Range, Sierra 
Madres, Absaroka Range, and Laramie Mountains. 
 
CONSERVATION EASEMENTS are a tool used by many traditional ranchers to 
maintain agricultural lands in economic production and maintain important wildlife 
habitat.  Each easement is tailored to the needs of the rancher or farmer, and no 
two are the same, but the general result is maintenance of open space, habitat, 
and economic opportunity. 
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In many areas of the state, fence designs have been radically improved to allow 
wildlife movement, while at the same time, maintaining the functional integrity of 
ranching operations.  Particularly in areas where migration routes for deer and 
antelope are critical, FENCE MODIFICATION provides vital seasonal routes for 

wildlife movement. 
 
 WATER DEVELOPMENT projects throughout the state can serve multiple 
purposes, including improved pasture management, provision of seasonal water 
for wildlife, and development of small wetland habitats of value particularly to 
species like Greater sage-grouse.  
 
Eradication of INVASIVE SPECIES, particularly saltcedar and Russian olive, has 

become a major means of restoring habitat for wildlife, and at the same time, 
returning grazing lands to productive capacity.  Perhaps more importantly, some 
estimates hold that each mature invasive tree or shrub may remove as much as 
200 gallons of water from the landscape on a daily basis.  Restoration of natural 
hydrologic cycles has been shown to increase productivity, while enhancing 
habitats for fish, birds, small mammals and game animals.   
 
 

 
 
Removal of saltcedar and Russian olive on the Nowood River in Big Horn 
County restored natural flood patterns, increased water yield, and provided 
a greater amount of forage for livestock and wildlife.  This ranch was also 
maintained in agricultural production through a conservation easement. 
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RANGE ENHANCEMENTS include a myriad of efforts to maintain production of 
native plants and use patterns.  Included in these projects are efforts to increase 
water retention, eliminate unwanted plants, improve pasture management, and 
enhance wildlife habitats.  More than two million acres of rangeland have been 
treated in the past five years, with more than 200 landowners as partners. 
 

 
 
This view of the Wyoming Range, near Daniel, shows a variety of project 
types.  Rangeland enhancement includes sagebrush treatment and grazing 
management efforts to enhance habitats for sage-grouse and mule deer.  
Aspen habitats in the uplands have been treated with mechanical removal 
of conifers and prescribed fire, and nearly 10,000 acres of private lands 
have been maintained in agriculture through a conservation easement.  
 
 
 
RIVER RESTORATION projects include habitat modification in cases where the 
physical features of streams have been altered, but in many cases include FISH 
PASSAGE features that allow fish to negotiate impediments to migration.  This is 
of particular importance in areas where fish, such as the cutthroat trout and some 
native warm water species, may be considered for special protection.  Natural 
resource enhancements include floodwater management and improvements to 
irrigation infrastructure. 
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Big Goose Creek in Sheridan County (L) and the Laramie River in Albany 
County (R) following structural improvements to restore stream function, 
reduce flooding potential, and increase fish habitat.  These projects include 
instream structures and vegetative enhancements along the stream. 
 
Wetland habitats, like aspen and riparian areas, hold tremendous value for a 
wide array of wildlife species, but also serve to improve water quality, aid in flood 
control, and increase forage production.  Throughout the state, WETLAND 
DEVELOPMENT projects have focused on habitat for trumpeter swans, 

waterfowl, amphibians, and other species.   
 

 
   Muddy Creek wetlands in Carbon County covers nearly 1,000 acres.  

 
 



 

WYOMING WILDLIFE AND NATURAL RESOURCE TRUST 
Status Report ï January 2011 

10 

Finally, while RESEARCH AND INVENTORY are not a primary focus of the 
WWNRT, some efforts to determine need, or to showcase management 
alternatives, have been funded.   Most recently, these include efforts to enhance 
restoration of sagebrush ecosystems following mining, and habitat inventories to 
identify needs for mule deer and moose.  And, some unique projects, such as 
migration routes, are also funded where merit can be shown.   
 

 
LARGE PROJECTS 

 
 
When the Wyoming Wildlife and Natural Resource Trust was created, lawmakers 
and others were concerned that there should be some level of checks and 
balances for projects that required larger amounts of funding.  The threshold for 
ñlarge projectsò was established at $200,000, and projects that receive that 
amount of funding follow an approval process more rigorous than smaller 
initiatives.  Once approved by the WWNRT Board, large projects are forwarded 
to the Select Committee of the Wyoming Legislature for consideration, and 
ultimately to the full Wyoming Legislature for approval. 
 
Because there are many applicants and numerous ways to interpret the law, the 
WWNRT Board has required applicants to make requests in the broadest sense, 
including projects with multiple partners, or projects that will span multiple years.  
If project funding exceeds $200,000, either in a single application or multiple 
related applications, the Board considers it a large project.  In the first year of the 
program, only two projects met the large project threshold, but since that time, 
the partnership between the agency and the legislature has led to a greater 
number of projects receiving legislative review.  This year marks the highest 
number of ñlargeò projects in the history of the program, with 18 applications 
approved by the Wildlife and Natural Resource Trust Board.  A brief summary of 
each project is listed below. 
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GOLDEN WILLOW CONSERVATION EASEMENT 
 

The Golden Willow Ranch, owned by the Kukowski family, is located east of 
Sheridan.  This family ranch has been recognized for their stewardship of natural 
resources, and is dedicated to maintaining the ranch in productive agriculture.  A 
variety of wildlife species inhabit the ranch, and many of those are species ñat 
risk,ò including sharp-tailed grouse, mule deer, antelope, grassland birds and 
other species.  This project is sponsored by the Wyoming Stock Growers 
Agricultural Land Trust, and will be completed in two phases, beginning in 2011. 
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MOWRY RANCH CONSERVATION EASEMENT 
 
The Mowry Ranch project is located near Saratoga, and will maintain a family 
ranching operation, maintain and enhance habitats for mule deer, elk, antelope, 
and Sage-grouse in a Core Population Area.  This area is highly susceptible to 
housing development.  Sponsored by the Wyoming Stock Growers Agricultural 
Land Trust, this easement will include approximately 2,035 acres of native 
rangelands and hay meadows. 
 

McKINNEY RANCH CONSERVATION EASEMENT 

 
The McKinney Ranch is located south of Lander, and is well known for an historic 
stone barn which is still used in agriculture.  The ranch is within one of the most 
productive Sage-grouse Core Population Areas in Wyoming, and is bisected by 
Twin Creek.  Much of the ranch is considered crucial winter rage for mule deer, 
and severe winter habitat for elk.  The private land portion of the ranch consists 
of approximately 2,700 acres.  The project is sponsored by The Conservation 
Fund, and the easement will be held by the Wyoming Stock Growers Agricultural 
Land Trust. 
 

 
 
McKinney Ranch, south of Lander 
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LITTLE SNAKE RIVER ASPEN 
 
Decades of conifer encroachment and lack of natural fire have reduced aspen 
stands in the Little Snake River drainage by tens of thousands of acres in the 
past several decades.  The result is a loss of habitat and concentration of 
numerous species into a shrinking habitat base.  The Little Snake River 
Conservation District has worked with federal agencies, private landowners, and 
the oil-and-gas industry to develop a long-term strategy to address these issues 
in the Sierra Madre Mountains.  In 2011, the project has become a large project. 
 
 

NORTH PINEY MOOSE HABITAT 

 
In 2007, the WWNRT recognized the loss of moose habitat, coupled with other 
species that occupy mountain valleys in western Wyoming.  The result was a 
Moose Habitat Initiative which drew nearly one million dollars in private support 
for conservation of moose habitat.  This project will conserve 10,0000 acres of 
private lands on North Piney Creek, an area where moose are abundant.  The 
project is in a Sage-grouse Core Population Area, and the entire drainage is 
valuable habitat for mule deer, elk, and a wide variety of wetland and riparian 
species.  This project will also maintain a family ranching operation into the sixth 
generation.  The project is sponsored by The Conservation Fund, and the 
easement will be held by the Wyoming Stock Growers Agricultural Land Trust. 
 

 
 

Moose on North Piney Creek, within the proposed easement. 
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SAVERY CREEK RIPARIAN ENHANCEMENT 
 
Beginning in 2006, landowners on Savery Creek began a systematic approach to 
restore river function through a variety of enhancements, including stabilization of 
streambanks, culvert and headgate replacement, restoration of oxbows and other 
floodplains, and enhanced management of livestock and croplands.  This project 
is highly leveraged through a variety of sources, including federal, state, and 
private funds.  This project is sponsored by the Little Snake River Conservation 
District. 
 

 
 
Savery Creek in flood stage. 
 
 

FISH CREEK/GREEN RIVER CONSERVATION EASEMENT 
 
Like the North Piney project, these easements on Fish Creek and the Green 
River will maintain a long-time family ranching operation.  The upper portion of 
the easement is on an upper tributary of South Piney Creek, and the remainder is 
on the Green River south of Big Piney.  Included in the project is a provision for 
public fishing access on more than one mile of the Green River.  Sponsored by 
The Conservation Fund, the easement will be held by the Wyoming Stock 
Growers Agricultural Land Trust. 
 
.   
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TYLER PLACE CONSERVATION EASEMENT 
 
The Tyler Place is a ranch owned by the Fenn family near Pinedale.  Most of the 
ranch is historically important wetland habitats, and those have been enhanced 
greatly by development of a large, shallow-water wetland designed to attract 
trumpeter swans, and the landowners want to maintain the ranching operation, 
viewshed, and wildlife habitat.  The Wyoming Land Trust will hold the easement 
and is sponsor of the project. 
 

BADWATER RANCH CONSERVATION EASEMENT 

 
Located near Lysite in Fremont County, the Badwater Ranch occupies a vast 
expanse of the southern flanks of the Big Horn and Owl Creek Mountains.  This 
longtime ranching operation includes habitat for deer, elk, sage-grouse, and 
antelope, among other species.  Completion of this project on 20,000 acres of 
private land will include access to more than 65,000 acres of public land, and 
enhance hunter access in an area highly coveted by sportsmen.  
 
 

 
 
A view from the south flank of the Big Horn Mountains, looking east. 
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ALTA OPEN LANDS 
 
Alta is one of the most remote towns in Wyoming, and rests on the backside of 
the Teton Range, near the border of Idaho.  Brothers Lorin and Meredith Wilson, 
working with the Jackson Hole Land Trust, have initiated a project that hopes to 
ultimately maintain 28% of the open land, habitat, and agricultural production in 
the valley.  The Alta Open Lands project will restrict development on nearly 500 
acres used to grow barley, hay, and sheep.   

 
VEE CROSS RANCH CONSERVATION EASEMENT 

  
Homesteaded in the 1880s, the Herschler Ranch has been one of the main 
operations on Fontenelle Creek for more than a century.  In addition to a thriving 
cattle operation, the ranch lies within a sage-grouse Core Population Area, and is 
essential habitat for moose, elk, deer, and a variety of wetland and riparian 
species.  In addition to the conservation benefits provided by habitat, this project 
will allow access to thousands of acres of national forest lands that have not 
been available for a number of years.  The 2,128 acre project is sponsored by 
the Wyoming Game and Fish Commission.  
 

   
 

Vee Cross Ranch on Fontenelle Creek 
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ANGLE N RANCH CONSERVATION EASEMENT 
 
The Angle N Ranch in Weston County provides habitat for mule deer, elk, and a 
variety of gamebirds and songbirds.  This property is located in an area where 
development pressures are limiting the expansion and maintenance of family 
ranching operations.  The Wyoming Game and Fish Commission is sponsoring 
this project. 
 

 
 

Angle N Ranch in Weston County 
 
 
 

 
LITTLE SNAKE RIVER RESTORATION 

 
In conjunction with stream restoration on tributaries to the Little Snake River, the 
local Conservation District has worked with numerous landowners and other 
agencies to restore hydrologic function, re-create wetlands, improve irrigation 
infrastructure, and allow migratory passage for Colorado Cutthroat trout and 
other fish species.   This project extends those efforts to the main stem of the 
Little Snake.  
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HF BAR RANCH CONSERVATION EASEMENT 
 
The HF Bar is an historic guest ranch and livestock operation in northern 
Johnson County.  Originally owned by the Horton family, this operation continues 
today as a popular destination and as an invaluable habitat resource.  Adjacent 
to a wildlife habitat unit, and in conjunction with other landowners in the area, this 
project will maintain thousands of acres of prime habitat.  
 

 
 
Riparian habitat on the HF Bar Ranch 
 
 
 

YELLOWTAIL CRM II 
 
Some of the first efforts to eradicate Russian olive and saltcedar in Wyoming 
began with this project in Big Horn County.  The local result is an incredible 
increase in wildlife ï particularly game birds and deer ï as well as increased 
forage, and greater water efficiency.  Perhaps more importantly, this effort has 
led to numerous other projects throughout the Big Horn Basin, with a total impact 
on hundreds of miles of streams.  This will be the final stage in the Yellowtail 
project. 

 
 
 
 


