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Conservation Districts (CDs) can help you meet your woodland management 
goals. So, you may ask, what’s a Conservation District and how can a CD help 
me on my land?

What is a Conservation District and 
what does it do?
While we are focused on the western US, CDs range 
from Puerto Rico across the Mainland and west to the 
Pacific Islands. Nearly 3,000 Conservation Districts—
all across the United States - work directly with land-
owners to conserve and promote healthy soils, water, 
forests and wildlife. 

Depending on where you are, Conservation Dis-
tricts may go by different names—“soil and water Con-
servation Districts,” “resource Conservation Districts,” 
“natural resource districts” and “land conservation 
committees”—but they all share a single mission:  to 
coordinate assistance from all available sources—
public and private, local, state and federal—to develop 
locally-driven solutions to natural resources concerns. 
This includes helping you with your woodland—plan-
ning, managing, restoration, and more.

Conservation Districts are units of government es-
tablished under state law to carry out natural resource 
management programs at the local level. Nationwide, 
the 17,000 women and men who serve on their gov-
erning boards work with millions of cooperating land-
owners and operators helping them manage and pro-
tect land and water resources.

So what does this mean to me as a 
woodland owner?
Conservation Districts help woodland and other 
landowners on incentive-based, voluntary actions. 
Conservation Districts are non-regulatory and you 

can receive their assistance with no fear of being 
fined, written up, or otherwise regulated. CDs work 
with local, regional and national partners from other 
agencies, non-governmental organizations Tribes, 
business and many others – and they are more than 
willing to work with you. They can bring ideas that 
you may not have thought of - like using your land 
as silvapasture, for example – graze your cows in a 
woodland growing both trees and grasses.

If you have suffered loss, through a wildfire for ex-
ample, a CD can help you plan restoration, get fund-
ing, and provide management advice.

We have asked three folks from a cross-section 
of the West and knowledgeable in CDs and forest-
ry to answer some simple questions. They obviously 
cannot cover all potentials across so wide an area, 
but can give an inkling on approaches. We intend 
this question and answer format to give a flavor and 
help in understanding how CDs can help woodland 
owners. Laurie Tippin is from Susanville, CA (we’ll call 
her “CA”); Jen Hart is from Gillette, WY (we’ll call her 
WY) and Craig Nelson is from Okanogan, WA (we’ll 
call him WA). All three coordinate, direct, are involved 
in, and otherwise manage forestry and fire on their 
districts. Tippin chairs the forestry committee for the 
California Resources and Conservation Districts As-
sociation. Hart is manager of Campbell County Con-
servation District in Gillette, WY and a member of the 
NACD forestry resource policy group. Nelson manag-
es the Okanogan CD and is a leader in fire response 
and restoration. 

Woodland Owners and Conservation 
Districts: Why Should You Care?
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

What is the best thing a Conservation District can do for a landowner?  
Where can Conservation Districts add value?

CA CDs are go-to hubs for local natural resource conservation providing outreach, information, technical expertise 
and assistance and, sometimes, financial assistance to communities and landowners. One of the greatest bene-
fits CDs provide landowners is their ability to work in a non-regulatory manner to meet the individual needs and 
objectives of the landowner. 

WY Conservation Districts provide a great nexus between landowners and several organizations. In my experience 
many Conservation Districts offer assistance themselves, but even the smaller districts that are not able to assist 
landowners financially are great at providing landowners with information on how other agencies might be able to 
help. CD’s are dedicated to conservation and are always trying to assist landowners in make their own conserva-
tion difference. Conservation Districts can truly add value by providing the landowners with potential options of 
how they can achieve their unique goals in forestry or any other natural recourse area.

WA CD’s services vary widely. Some have foresters who can provide direct technical assistance with forest plans and 
possibly provide cost-share. Others are likely to have contacts with local arborists, foresters, and other technical 
staff they can connect landowners with to provide assistance.

How can a Conservation District help a land owner with fire-related issues (such 
as defensible space, restoration)? 

CA Wildfire is an issue across the nation. Many CDs are staffed with foresters, forestry technicians, engineers and 
biologists (or have access to these experts) who participate in efforts at all levels resulting in achievable guidance 
or requirements reducing wildfire risk across the landscape. CDs are skilled in providing technical assistance to 
landowners reducing the risk and hazards of wildfire on their land. It may be providing one-on-one advice or work-
shops on actions needed to mitigate for wildfire; providing information on local regulations for activities such as 
dead tree removal, thinning, prescribed burning or reforestation; assisting landowners with the development of a 
Forest Management Plan; or offering advice on financial assistance programs available to landowners for manage-
ment of their land (e.g., NRCS EQIP and other programs, state-level forest improvement programs).

WY Conservation Districts can be a great resource when it comes to fire-related issues. This is always a major concern 
in the West and one that will not be going away. Many Conservation Districts provide information and education 
on topics such as defensible space and ways that landowners, both large and small, can make their properties 
more defensible in a wildfire situation. Some Conservation Districts even offer Firewise programs that can assist 
in cost-sharing, planning, and information. Other districts offer assistance to private landowners post-fire with 
seeding recommendations, cost-share assistance, and recommendations on how to best retain top soil.

WA Many CDs provide free home ignition zone assessments to landowners. CD employees will meet with landowners 
and discuss their specific situation, giving on-the spot and follow-up recommendations on actions the landowner 
can take to reduce their risk of catastrophic loss in the case of a wildfire. Some districts even offer fuels reductions 
programs as cost-share to individual property owners such as chipping programs that help entire communities.

Why should a landowner want to use Conservation District services? 

CA As local experts and go-to hubs for resource conservation, CDs can provide landowners information and technical 
assistance they need to make wise decisions about management of their land (forest, farm, or ranch). Working 
with a CD can reduce landowner stress about things such as regulatory agency requirements (who, what, where, 
when), available financial assistance, and local contractors—increasing their confidence in actively and sustain-
ably managing their lands.

WY One of the great things about Conservation Districts is their ability to move quickly. Unlike some federal agencies, 
decision making is happening at the local level. This means that should a natural disaster occur, like a wildfire, 
districts can make quick decisions and be able to assist landowners in emergency situations. Although funding 
is not always immediately available, districts can start by assisting with information and education or work with 
partners to find assistance for almost any natural resource concern. 

WA CDs are non-regulatory and voluntary. There is no requirement to implement the recommendations of CDs unless 
the landowner is accepting cost-share or other funding from the district. Landowners will find local CD personnel 
to be knowledgeable of local conservation issues and resources available to help the landowner.
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How do Conservation Districts differ from other natural resources programs like Cooperative 
Extension, state forestry, Tree Farm System, etc?

CA Even though CDs are subdivisions of state government, they are non-regulatory, their authorities are much more 
flexible than other state government agencies or subdivisions; and landowners’ participation in their programs 
is voluntary. CDs serve a local area, maintain expertise of the local area, live in the local area and understand 
the local needs and concerns thereby creating a level of trust and credibility within their communities and with 
community members. They can work citizen-to-citizen across political and economic divides bringing critical re-
sources and programs to their clients and serving as a primary link between local people and government. Finally, 
the work of CDs is multi-faceted – they serve communities and individuals in numerous ways across a diversity 
of landscapes using a variety of methods.

WY CD’s look at all natural resources and are not only focusing on forests. This allows CD’s to find outside-the-box 
solutions to natural resource concerns. An example is when an area burns, districts are not solely focused on the 
landowners potential harvest loss, but instead are also looking at how the fire will affect the watershed and water 
quality, wildlife, potential production loss for the farmer or a rancher utilizing that piece of property, etc.

WA CDs are designed to provide one-on-one direct technical assistance to landowners by using a multi-disciplinary 
approach bringing all available resources to bear to assist landowners with priority natural resource issues.  CDs 
offer technical assistance, cost-share funding, and education programs to all citizens.

Is there anything else you would tell woodland owners about Conservation Districts?

CA Conservation districts are great collaborators and partners who can leverage resources to achieve the greatest 
impact. Give your local district a call today!

WY As a woodland owner, it is so important to let your local Conservation Districts know if you are facing a natu-
ral resource concern. Conservation districts are grass-roots organizations working with local producers, and 
aiding in elevating local concerns to state and national levels. These concerns can be brought directly to a CD 
board meeting or can also be raised during the annual local working group meeting, sponsored by the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS).

WA CDs are guided by local landowners who are public officials. CD boards are generally comprised of local 
landowners who often have similar natural resource concerns as those they assist. They are truly vested in 
locally-led conservation.

Summary

Available locally, Conservation Districts can help you meet your woodland management goals through free, 
voluntary, non-regulatory, incentive based programs. They tailor solutions to local conditions. They are nimble 
and great connection makers. If you are thinking about what to do with your woodland, making changes, or 
simply want to confirm your ideas, Conservation Districts are a great resource. These are the contact email 
addresses for the CD representatives featured in this article: 

Craig Nelson, craig@okanogancd.org  |  Laurie Tippin, 99ltippin@gmail.com  |  Jen Hart, hart.cccd@gmail.com

S E E D L I N G S

Let’s Grow Together
Nurseries located in:

Alabama | Georgia | Florida | Louisiana | Mississippi | North Carolina

800.633.4506
www.ifcoseedlings.com

Doug Rushton is a 
certified, professional 
forester and a super-
visor on the Thurston 
Conservation District 

– at the south end of Puget Sound. 
He is on the Washington Associa-
tion of Conservation Districts 
executive committee, the NACD 
board, and is a member of the 
NACD forestry group.


