Water 4 Semi-Annual Progress Report
July 1, 2020 – December 31, 2020
Conserving wet meadows and water for: agriculture; wildlife and fisheries habitat;
groundwater recharge; and landscape resiliency in ways that matter to people.
Water is a common thread connecting wildlife habitat, agriculture, and people in the Intermountain
West. Water 4 was launched in 2019 to drive conservation action based on two guiding principles: 1)
the role that key agricultural lands play in creating that habitat, and 2) a whole-landscape view of the
habitat needs of migratory birds.
Elevating and better understanding
the relationship between publicly and
privately managed wetlands, areas of
multi-species habitat, and the unique
needs of each landscape is central to
the Water 4 mission and to effective
habitat conservation in the
Intermountain West.
Water 4 is built on the principle of
achieving conservation win-wins that
deliver multiple benefits to people
and wildlife. A deep understanding of
different perspectives, needs, and
approaches to habitat delivery is
necessary to ensure effective, lasting,
and community-based conservation.
Science further informs and focuses
Water 4 on strategic landscapes that
have high value to migratory birds, wetland habitat abundance, key public-private land collaboration
patterns, partnership synergy, local leadership, and partner investments.
Thanks to the tremendous contributions of the founding Water 4 investors, we collectively made
significant gains during the reporting period in three main areas: people and partnerships, science and
technology, and communications and outreach. The following report covers the accomplishments
from July through December 2020.
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Partner Investments
The entirety of Water 4’s work in the second half of 2020 was made possible through partner
investments in the initiative. Supporting partners enable the critical boots-on-the-ground field
capacity and behind-the-scenes work that helps to spread the Water 4 backing and message. These
funding partners include:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Oregon NRCS
Montana NRCS
Colorado NRCS
FWS Interior Region 10 Regional Director, Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program, Science
Applications, External Affairs, and Refuges
FWS Interior Region 5/7 Regional Director and Refuges
FWS Interior Region 9 Science Applications, Ecological Services, and Refuges
New Mexico NRCS
Mule Deer Foundation
Utah Division of Wildlife Resources
Idaho Department of Fish and Game

Partnering to Conserve Working Wetlands
Through Water 4, the IWJV has made substantial investments of resources in four landscapes of
importance:
●
●
●
●

Bear River Watershed (Idaho, Utah, Wyoming)
Southern Oregon-Northeastern California (SONEC), including the Klamath Basin
Rio Grande Corridor (Colorado, New Mexico), specifically the San Luis Valley and Middle Rio
Grande
Western Montana

Water 4 initially focused in these
landscapes as a means of helping
partners move the needle on wetland
and wet meadow habitat conservation
around a theme of relevancy to people.
Partner engagement and support has
exceeded our early expectations and
has made it clear that Water 4 will
eventually touch many of the key
landscapes in the Intermountain West.
In 2020, the IWJV nurtured
relationships to support capacity,
communications, partnership
development, and science in these landscapes to inform management decisions and promote habitat
conservation. The IWJV expects to steadily grow the footprint of Water 4 through the transfer of
proven conservation models.
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July – December 2020 Highlights:
● Strengthened and developed partnerships in key landscapes.
● Continued momentum for a set of conservation practices with high value to migratory birds
and agricultural producers—irrigation
infrastructure improvements,
conservation easements, and watershed
restoration.
● Strengthened and identified synergies
with other wildlife focuses, specifically
fisheries and big game interests.
● Participated in digital conferences,
meetings, and workshops/webinars to
draw attention to the importance of
working wet meadows, cross-boundary
collaboration, and multi-species efforts
to expedite conservation.
● Assisted partners in completing two
five-year NRCS Regional Conservation
Partnership Program (RCPP) proposals:
SONEC Working Wet Meadows Initiative RCPP and Upper Colorado River-Yampa and Little
Snake Basins RCPP.
● Supported the development of RCPPs in three other regions that were ultimately postponed or
will be submitted as an Alternative Funding Arrangement (AFA): Bear River Watershed, Western
Montana, and Rio Grande, New Mexico.
o Water 4 supported partners who are developing RCPP proposals in key landscapes,
through technical assistance and Water 4 branding that includes science and
messaging, to strengthen proposals and further elevate Water 4 as a guiding principle
for strategic conservation.
● Increased field delivery capacity for conservation implementation through innovative funding
mechanisms and partnerships; to date, Water 4 has established or supported 12 communitybased, partner-hosted positions focused on implementing Water 4’s objectives in the Rio
Grande, Bear River, Western Montana, Upper Colorado River Basin, SONEC, and Klamath Basin
landscapes.
● Created opportunities for new collaborations in and across areas of wetland importance
through digital networking and information sharing.
● New content regarding agricultural flood-irrigation, migratory birds, and partnership-driven
and community-based conservation was shared by partners such as the Family Farm Alliance,
Network for Landscape Conservation, and Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership.
● Completed groundbreaking research led by the IWJV and University of Montana that
highlights important stopover habitats for three populations of greater sandhill cranes during
their fall and spring migrations.
● Supported collaboration across boundaries (e.g., San Luis Valley/Middle Rio Grande) through
communications including a new video showing the connectivity of the regions (see below).
● Strengthened relationships between state and local NRCS offices and NGO conservation
partners, resulting in new funding sources for habitat conservation and expanded/expedited
conservation between organizations.
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Successes in Key Water 4 Landscapes
Bear River Watershed (Idaho, Utah, Wyoming)
● Strengthened a partnership with the Western Native Trout Initiative through communications
support.
● Celebrated the successful partner completion of a five-year RCPP by publishing an article
highlighting partner involvement and the need for continued investment.
● Catalyzed partner investments, by leveraging Rocky Mountain Power/Pacific Power capacity
funds through the IWJV and the Utah Association of Conservation Districts with the Rich
County Conservation District to support a full-time position (the first one for the Rich County
Conservation District). This position will further assist in developing Water 4 and sagebrush
priority conservation in a critical landscape.
● Completed the first round of interviews for the jointly funded Bear River Watershed
Conservation Coordinator position with the Sagebrush Steppe Land Trust. Ultimately, a
successful candidate was not identified. The position description is being revised and reposted
with hopes for it to be filled in late spring/early summer 2021. The position will work across
geopolitical boundaries to expedite conservation easement investments, leverage partnerships,
and pursue multi-partner funding opportunities.
SONEC, including the Klamath Basin
● The SONEC Working Wet Meadows Initiative RCPP closed in September 2020. This six-year
project brought together a dozen partners in the region to collectively raise over $9 million
dollars for voluntary conservation of wetland resources associated with agricultural lands. The
RCPP funds provided
by NRCS combined
with partner match will
perpetually protect
over 5,000 acres via
two conservation
easements and
directly enhance or
restore nearly 6,000
acres of private lands.
In addition, partner
funds leveraged with
RCPP successfully
funded the
replacement of five
irrigation diversion
structures in Harney
County, Oregon. This
infrastructure will enable productive agriculture that sustains wildlife habitat to continue while
addressing limitations to water management from outdated structures.
● Finished a series of articles focused on collaborative conservation efforts in the Klamath Basin.

4

SONEC, including the Klamath Basin (continued)
● Building on the successful SONEC RCPP, the IWJV and Ducks Unlimited (DU) submitted a new
RCPP proposal that is targeted for collaborative wetland conservation in the Klamath Basin.
This project requests $4.9 million from NRCS to be matched with a slightly higher amount in
partner contributions. These funds will be used to incentivize surrogate wetlands, created by
flooding agricultural lands, to provide near-term certainty in wetland habitats given limited
habitats on the wildlife refuge. The RCPP also includes funding for on-farm irrigation projects
that benefit wetlands while also improving water quality and water quantity issues, which are
high priorities in the Basin.
Rio Grande Corridor (Colorado, New Mexico)
● Published the first of a two-video series intended to elevate the importance of the Rio Grande
Corridor on a flyway scale and build a message of connectivity between the Upper and Middle
Rio Grande.
● Worked with the Alamosa (Colorado) NRCS Field Office to obtain $150,000 of Targeted
Conservation Partnership (TCP) funding for 2021. In 2020, funding supported projects
including replacing four structures through the Ralph Outcalt Trust Project and seven
structures through the Whaylan Lester Project. The TCP was also expanded in December to
include a larger project area.
● Provided funding to DU to facilitate integration of wetland resilience work with Colorado Basin
Roundtable planning, which is actively ongoing and time-sensitive.
● Supported efforts of the Rio Grande Agricultural Land Trust (RGALT) and the Middle Rio
Grande Conservancy District as they develop an RCPP AFA for submittal in 2021.
Western Montana
● Worked with Montana NRCS to host/facilitate a series of meetings with Montana partners
focused on further integrating science into decision making. Discussions are evolving with a
few common themes: interest in further linking/coordinating existing science, working across
habitats, understanding and identifying
paths to address partners’ lingering
questions, and integrating these into a
format that informs Montana NRCS strategic
investments.
● Lake County Conservation District hired
Sarah Ogden as the newest partner position.
Sarah and the IWJV have had a series of
conversations on opportunities for further
integration of efforts within Lake County.
Sarah will support private landowners, the
Ronan NRCS Field Office, and the
Sarah Ogden; photo courtesy LCCD
Conservation District in developing a Targeted
Implementation Plan for the Mission Valley in the
future.
● Supported Blackfoot Challenge partners and worked with the Big Blackfoot Chapter of Trout
Unlimited to complete stream restoration and fish passage projects on Nevada Creek,
Poorman Creek, Stanley Creek and Boles Creek.
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Field Delivery Capacity
Field delivery capacity is a conservation
bottleneck across the Intermountain
West. In many instances, a lack of
capacity means project dollars are left
unexpended and conservation goals
are unattained. In the second half of
2020, Water 4 addressed this
concerning trend by driving funding to
support the following full-time
capacity:
● Rich County Soil and Water
Conservation
Technician/Planner (fall 2020)
● Bear River Watershed
Conservation Coordinator (to
be filled in late spring/early
summer 2021)
● Western Montana: Resource
Conservationist, Lake County
Conservation District (since fall
2020)
● Rio Grande Corridor: Civil
Technician (partner position),
Alamosa NRCS Field Office
(since January 2020)
● SONEC: Lake and Harney County Partner Positions (since spring 2014)
Water 4 continues to support the existing field delivery capacity of key partner organizations to
implement wetland and water conservation:
● Western Montana: Blackfoot Challenge’s Water Steward, Land Steward, and Resource
Conservationist; Big Blackfoot Chapter of Trout Unlimited’s Coordinator
● Rio Grande Corridor: Rio Grande Headwaters Restoration Project’s Intern; Wetland Dynamics
LLC’s Focal Area Committee Coordination; RGALT
● Colorado River: DU
In the Bear River Watershed in 2020, the IWJV cultivated a new model of capacity investment in which
a set of funders provided money directly to Sagebrush Steppe Land Trust to establish a Conservation
Coordinator position. The IWJV created the relationship between the funders and Sagebrush Steppe
Land Trust for this long-term partnership. In the future, the IWJV anticipates using this model more
frequently in other geographies where there is an identified cross-boundary need.
Filling these positions helps IWJV partners support and expand conservation efforts that align and
fulfill the Water 4 mission. New digital methods to provide science and support are emerging rapidly,
and the IWJV’s flexibility allows it to be quick to adopt many of these tools to assist partners in pursuit
of funding. For more specificity regarding projects that harnessed digital tools for outreach, see the
“Communications & Outreach” and “Science & Technical Transfer” sections below.
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Communications & Outreach
Water 4 strives to develop effective communications to help tell the story of the value of working wet
meadows in the Intermountain West and destigmatize flood irrigation practices. Ultimately, Water 4
communicates the stories of local conservation successes, challenges, and opportunities on a flyway
scale.
Successful communications initiatives in the second half of 2020 included:
● Video: The Fragile Flyway
o This video, released in December 2020, explores the role played by wetland habitat and
irrigated agricultural lands along the Rio Grande. It is part one of a two-video series
highlighting the Rio Grande corridor in Colorado’s San Luis Valley and in Central New
Mexico; part two will be released in January 2021.
o The video was circulated widely after its release through the IWJV eNewsletter and
social media channels. It received positive feedback from a large number of partners,
from landowners to politicians.

●

Klamath Basin Series
o These articles intended to highlight the partnership of agriculture and the FWS refuges
in the Klamath Basin, from programs like co-op farming, leased lands, and Walking
Wetlands; to irrigation cooperation among water users; to the links between the
Klamath Basin, California’s Central Valley, and the SONEC landscape; to the importance
of all three areas as critical habitat within the Pacific Flyway.
o The ultimate goal of these articles is to focus attention on collaboration among both
local farmers and land managers in the Basin and policy makers outside of the Basin.
o The final published article, Completing the Puzzle for Pacific Flyway Waterbird Habitat
Conservation reached target audiences via the IWJV website, social media accounts,
and eNewsletters, as well as partner organization email announcements.
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●

Sharing RCPP Success Stories
o An article highlighting the completion of a RCPP in the Bear River looked at the
collaboration behind the river restoration projects that were central to the effort. It also
emphasized the need for continued funding and a shift to a focus on conservation
easements to complement the success of the restoration work, an angle that received
positive feedback from a variety of partners involved both directly and indirectly in the
RCPP.

Another article celebrated the completion of the SONEC RCPP, focusing on the
importance of Environmental Quality Incentives Program and Agricultural Conservation
Easement Program-Agriculture Land Easements in preserving working wet meadow
habitat critical to Pacific Flyway waterbirds.
Intermountain Insights: Working Science for Working Landscapes
o Published an Intermountain Insights breaking down research done by the IWJV and the
University of Montana that documents the importance of the right timing of water
deliveries to working wetland habitats.
Shared resources on the North American Wetlands Conservation Act (NAWCA) grant program
for partners and conservation practitioners, including creating a fact sheet and promoting and
assisting with two well-attended, in-house webinars that discussed the ins and outs of
applying for NAWCA funding.
Maintained a social media presence on Facebook and Instagram to draw attention to the IWJV
and partner communications efforts, with an average of five posts per week on each platform
highlighting IWJV/partner successes and relevant information.
o

●

●

●

Science & Technical Transfer
Water 4 creates new ways to transfer science findings, assess outcomes, and facilitate strategic
conservation delivery investments (see Tech Transfer diagram). In the second half of 2020, this
involved incorporating wetland resiliency science into partner planning efforts and initiating the
development of a decision support tool to integrate spatial information into conservation planning.
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Science and technical transfer in the second half of 2020 included:
● Completed groundbreaking research led by the IWJV and University of Montana that
highlights important stopover habitats for three populations of greater sandhill cranes during
their fall and spring migrations.
● Developed an interactive science tool supporting sandhill crane research. In 2020, Water 4
prepared to accompany all
of its peer-reviewed
research with web-based
tools that allow managers
and users in the field to
explore findings using
interactive maps and
statistics. These tools will
include key biological
findings presented in a
narrative format easily
transferable to planning
documents and associated
funding proposals,
allowing partners to
customize their results
relevant to local, State Conservation Partnership, or flyway needs.
● Successfully completed inaugural partner/science training program: Google Earth Engine for
Systems Ecology and Conservation Design. This semester-long seminar hosted by the University
of Montana and lead by IWJV science staff included 12 natural resource professionals from
around the West, including representatives from the U.S. Geological Survey, Wyoming Game
and Fish Department, Idaho Fish and Game Department, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources,
Louisiana State University, University of California, Davis (UC Davis), and the University of
Montana. Students are trained in the use of emerging technology and cutting-edge techniques
supporting a new era of ecological monitoring and wildlife management in the West. This
series intends to bolster science capacity across the Water 4 partnership by helping to train
agency and NGO staff to conduct their own analyses with these datasets to meet their stateand landscape-level conservation needs. Due to high demand, a spring semester offering of
this course is planned for 16 students.
● Began development of new science to support cross-IWJV and Central Valley Joint Venture
(CVJV) conservation planning and implementation, Pacific Flyway Integrated Landscape
Conservation: Meeting the Needs of Waterfowl and Shorebirds in a New Era of Water Scarcity.
Work will identify emerging ecological bottlenecks by examining long-term effects of climate
change and land use practices influencing patterns of wetland resiliency and waterbird habitat
availability supporting populations in the Pacific Flyway. This science project will provide the
data for the CVJV and IWJV to take a fresh look at how best to sustain habitats in the “one big
landscape” to meet the needs of Pacific Flyway waterfowl and shorebird populations during
the fall migration, winter, and spring migration periods of their annual life cycle. We assembled
a technical team to foster engagement in the science project that will lead to innovative and
connected conservation delivery across JV boundaries in the future.
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●

●

Completed initial analysis of cinnamon teal in western North America, a project led by UC
Davis master's student Desmond Mackell. Work will provide a new perspective on important
wetland habitats supporting teal, particularly the need to protect small isolated sites in arid
landscapes that are heavily used during migration. Final results are expected to be shared with
partners by the end of 2021.
Completed analysis and delivered a final technical report, Monitoring long-term wetland and
rangeland resilience; decision support for Oregon’s Natural Resources Conservation Service to
Oregon NRCS. This new science supports investment strategies that allow agency practitioners
to better support private landowners by identifying and preserving climate-resilient land-use
practices sustaining productive wetland and rangeland habitats. Data is inclusive of all public
and private lands and may be used as a tool to support holistic cross-boundary wetland and
rangeland conservation in Oregon’s ecologically significant landscapes.

Looking to the next six months
We anticipate exploring and implementing new methods of delivery to our partners in the first half of
2021 for the benefit of our partnership and for collaborative migratory bird conservation in the
Intermountain West. A few of the things Water 4 looks forward to in the new year include:
● Developing language and science around the integration of Water 4 and sagebrush initiatives.
● Adopting innovative virtual tools and technologies to bring partners together for sharing new
information, resources, and science across boundaries.
● Incorporating new voices and partners in discussions at local and state levels.
● Transferring current technology and science to on-the-ground practitioners and land
managers.
● Emphasizing communications that seek common ground, as well as stories of transferring
lessons across geographies.
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