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March 29, 2004

Testimony submitted to: House Subcommittee on Interior and Related Agencies, Committee on Appropriations

Group submitting outside testimony: High Plains Partnership

Amount requested: $5,000,000

Addressing the Department of Interior, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program

We request that this letter be received as written testimony to support Congressional appropriation for the High Plains Partnership Program.

The High Plains Partnership (HPP) mission is to establish and fully implement a public/private partnership, based on existing programs and organizations, to conserve and enrich the natural heritage of the High Plains region in cooperation with private landowners. SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1  The long-term vision of HPP is to facilitate the conservation and stewardship of native short, mixed and desert grasslands and dependent fish and wildlife resources in a landowner-friendly manner.  
The HPP partners are State Fish and Wildlife Agencies in 11 states (AZ, CO, KS, MT, ND, NE, NM, OK, SD, TX, and WY), Natural Resources Conservation Service, U.S. Forest Service, and other federal agencies; and many private organizations listed at the bottom of this testimony.
Nearly 90 percent of the High Plains is privately owned; therefore, it is essential that public/private partnerships be developed to meet the shared goals of conserving and restoring declining and at-risk wildlife species and the native grassland habitats upon which they depend. HPP promotes the concept that the program can also contribute to the economic viability of private lands by offering private landowners a diverse set of incentive options.  Private lands with diverse vegetative and wildlife communities will become increasingly more valuable, both financially and aesthetically, to individual landowners and the country at large in the future.

The High Plains Partnership was begun in 1998 as a pilot project in the form of a public/private initiative to proactively conserve declining habitats on private lands in 5 states in the southern High Plains.  The remarkable success of the program has led to the current initiative to expand to 11 states, and address many more declining and at-risk wildlife species.  In keeping with the Secretary of the Interior’s 4-C’s philosophy of consultation, communication and cooperation in the service of conservation, the current initiative seeks to increase grassland project funding for all collaborators while providing on-the-ground technical support and financial assistance to private landowners who want to implement habitat management practices that benefit the land and wildlife.

Ultimately, the goal of the HPP is to improve the status of “at-risk” species and ecosystems on private lands to reduce or remove the need for their protection under the Endangered Species Act.  Specific Goals are:

1. improve the status of High Plains species at-risk to reduce or remove their need for  protection under authority of the ESA;

· restore, protect, or enhance 2 million acres of High Plains habitat in 10 years;

· remove the need to list candidates such as the lesser prairie-chicken and  black-tailed prairie dog; 

· recover or down-list species such as the black-footed ferret;

· preclude the listing of numerous other declining grassland species; and

2.
improve the economic viability of lands that are voluntarily managed for declining species in the High Plains by offering a diverse array of financial incentives to private landowners.

A number of funding sources have been utilized during the pilot phase of the HPP.  These sources will continue to be utilized as opportunities arise.  However, to achieve the HPP goals, more stable funding is needed.  To this end, we request that the U.S. Congress appropriate at least the $5 million line item amount President Bush requested be added to the Fish and Wildlife Service’s Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program in his budget request for fiscal year 2005.  

Non-Profit Organizations Supporting the High Plains Partnership:

Environmental Defense

National Wildlife Federation

North American Grouse Partnership

The Nature Conservancy

Wildlife Management Institute







