
USDA NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE

improving overall rangeland resilience to drought, 
fire, watershed scale, and flooding. From a wildlife 
standpoint, targeting conservation actions close 
to sage grouse breeding and nesting habitats 
helps ensure a reliable source of insects and forbs 
to feed growing chicks as uplands dry out in the 
summer sun.

Anchored in Working Lands for Wildlife 
(WLFW) science, the USDA’s Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) has created a 
cooperative venue for ranchers to restore and 

                  n the range, water is life. Riparian, 
                  wet meadow, and other mesic areas 
                  —places where land meets water—are 
rare but disproportionately important to wildlife 
and working lands. These areas are reservoirs 
of late–season productivity that provide reliable 
water and food for livestock and wildlife during 
the dry summer and fall.

Past degradation and dewatering have reduced 
the size and function of these mesic areas. 
Protecting and restoring these sites is essential to 
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In Brief: Restoration of riparian areas and wet meadows realize 
quantifiable gains in productivity and drought resiliency. 
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application (https://map.sagegrouseinitiative.
com/). Follow–up science extends the importance 
of privately stewarded wet meadows to other 
species, including continental waterbird 
migrations.3,4 

In addition to these insights, WLFW science 
documented the efficacy of various mesic 
restoration techniques. In a retrospective study 
of three watershed–scale restoration projects 
across the West, scientists found that Zeedyk 
structures, beaver dam analogues, and grazing 
management increased riparian and wet meadow 
vegetation productivity by 25 percent and kept 
plants greener longer throughout the growing 
season.5 Restoration efforts also exhibited 
reduced sensitivity to precipitation over time, 
resulting in greater resiliency against the stresses 
of drought and climate variability. Findings 
exemplify the dual benefits of restoration to 
ranching and wildlife.

enhance water resources. Working lands science 
shows private grazing lands are central to water 
conservation in the sagebrush biome. Although 
wet summer habitats cover less than 2 percent 
of the landscape, 50–90 percent are located on 
privately managed ranchlands.1,2 Availability of 
nesting habitat was previously thought to be the 
primary determinant of grouse distributions. 
WLFW science shows that sage grouse also place 
their breeding grounds near water where hens 
go to raise their chicks—with 85 percent of leks 
within six miles of these wet habitats.1 Drought 
sensitivity also structured grouse populations 
wherein landscapes with the greatest uncertainty 
in mesic abundance and distribution supported 
the fewest grouse.2 

To better target management opportunities, 
WLFW scientists mapped these wet resources 
over time across the West and provided these 
data through a free and publicly available web 
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Mesic productivity maps enable managers to visualize the changing productivity of wet their resources 
during drought and deluge.

https://map.sagegrouseinitiative.com/wildlife/songbird-abundance?ll=43.4799,-110.7624&overlay=brsp&opacity=0.80&z=6&basemap=roadmap
https://map.sagegrouseinitiative.com/wildlife/songbird-abundance?ll=43.4799,-110.7624&overlay=brsp&opacity=0.80&z=6&basemap=roadmap


USDA NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE

21

Riparian and Wet Meadow Degradation

WLFW is putting this science into practice 
through technology transfer and training led by 
the NRCS’ West National Technology Support 
Center in partnership with Utah State University’s 
Restoration Consortium, private consultants, 
and other agencies. Together, these groups have 
hosted dozens of field and virtual workshops 
(http://lowtechpbr.restoration.usu.edu/) and 
webinars reaching nearly 2,000 practitioners. 
WLFW also sponsored the publication of technical 
restoration design manuals and pocket guides 
detailing how to implement this low–tech 
restoration work. These efforts have enabled 
more landowners and partners to participate 
in scaling up mesic restoration to improve the 
resiliency of water resources in the region for the 
benefit of people, wildlife, and livestock.

http://lowtechpbr.restoration.usu.edu/
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reveals benefits of natural and simulated beaver 
dams to a threatened population of steelhead 
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