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"Where the land and the people are one". 
   
This statement (above) exemplifies the Sandhills Task Force (STF) 
and what we are about.  
  
Our projects originate from rancher driven goals that meld with 
wildlife and conservation organizations.  The energy is driven by 
desire to improve all aspects of the land and ranching.  
  
The undercurrent of the STF philosophy is molded by Holistic Re-
source Management (HRM).  HRM is a goal orientated thought 
process that encompasses the land, people, wildlife and financial as-
pects of land management. 
  
Whole Ranch Projects:  Typical in the vein that landowners ap-
proach us, with a conscience to improve.  It might be a watering 
project to enhance wildlife habitat, with a nod to profitable ranch-
ing.  I like the “notched weir tubes,” an innovative culvert arrange-
ment that holds groundwater levels, slows downcutting and en-
hances water quality.  These coupled with other water control struc-
tures, restore hydrology and enhance wetlands.  
 
Education:  An important part of the STF, maybe the most impor-
tant.  Outreach at cattle shows, seminars, tours and articles.  We 
partner with state and federal agencies along with universities to 
fund studies on grassland nesting birds such as Long-Billed Curlews   
and grazing systems.   
 
Future:  “Beginning Rancher” mentoring programs.  Paying it for-
ward and sharpening the saw for the next generation.  We are creat-
ing working models for future success.  Using science, experience, 
common sense and fiscal responsibility, the STF takes the long term 
view. 
  
The Sandhills Task Force wants to get it right. Do good work.  Show 
others.  
 
A. B. Cox 



 

 

Since 1992, the STF has continued to promote good land stewardship 
through resource education, partnership building and research.  Listed be-
low are several events and activities made possible by the STF in 2008.  
• “Range/Wildlife Class” - The STF and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS) sponsored multi-day class designed to provide information for 
landowners and agency personnel regarding a variety of land manage-
ment topics specific to the Sandhills.  Having one class during the spring, 
summer, and fall, allowed participants an opportunity to identify plants 
throughout the growing season.  Classroom topics varied widely from 
“Managing for Prairie Grouse,”  “Carbon Sequestration Opportunities,” to 
controlling  invasive trees such as Russian olives and eastern red cedar 
trees.  At the last session, four long-time Sandhills ranchers answered 
questions regarding opportunities and challenges ahead for the ranching 
industry.  

• “Grassroots partnership Tour” - In June, the STF along with The Nature 
Conservancy (TNC) hosted a group of ranchers, TNC staff, and board 
members from Colorado, New Mexico, and California.  The highlights of 
the three day tour was a visit to the TNC Niobrara Preserve, Horse Creek 
Ranch (Beginning Rancher project), and a visit to Mike Kelly’s (STF board 
member) ranch.  

• “Long-Billed Curlew Study” - Virtually no information regarding the 
habitat use, range, and reproductive success of Long-Billed Curlew in Ne-
braska was the motivation for a three-year study initiated by the Univer-
sity of Nebraska, Iowa State University, and Nebraska Game and Parks 
Commission (NGPC).  In support of the project, the STF project coordina-
tor will assist researchers in obtaining permission to conduct field re-
search on privately owned land.  The study will be completed in 2011.  

•  education 
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In 2008, the STF compiled 10 new projects scattered from one end of the Sandhills to the other.  The projects 
ranged from developing planned grazing systems, restoring streams, to removal of invasive species such as east-
ern red cedar and Russian olive trees.  Each project represents an agreement between the landowner and the 
various conservation partners including the USFWS (Partner’s for Fish and Wildlife Program), NGPC, and the 
Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS).  Each partners contribution in the form of technical, logistical 
and financial assistance helps ensure the success of each project.   
 
The STF and conservation partners monitor ongoing habitat enhancement projects throughout the  
10-year agreement length.  Projects are inspected annually to ensure the objectives of both the landowner and 
conservation partners are met.  In most cases, the management considerations outlined in the agreement are 
continued long after the agreement expires.  In fact, three of the 2008 projects are extensions from previous 
agreements in which the landowner recognized both wildlife habitat and production increases.   

 
 

   

  

   

  
 
       

In the 1920’s, a seasonal stream called Hay Springs Creek was impounded and in the ensuing years, a 
large wetland was created.  Before electricity was widely available, community members from Hay 
Springs “cut ice” off the body of water for summertime food storage purposes.  For nearly 90 years, mi-
gratory and resident waterfowl and shorebirds have come to rely on the productivity of this freshwater 
wetland.  In recent years, the dike has failed numerous times due to an inadequate water control struc-
ture and tree growth along the dike.  In October, the STF and the landowner funded a project consisting 
of  tree removal, rebuilding the dike, and installing a variable water control structure.     

Binger Project 

• technical & financial assistance 
  Binger Wetland, Sheridan County 

• habitat by the numbers 

           2008 Annual Report 

Wetland acres restored - 87     Stream miles restored - 5 miles 
Riparian acres restored - 266    Upland acres enhanced -12,716 
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Recent acquisition of a 9,700 acre ranch by the  
Curry Family in Garden County brought about 
a partnership opportunity for the STF, FWS,  
and the landowner.  The ranch has history of  
overgrazing combined with drought, leaving  
the plant communities stressed and lacking  
diversity.  With the addition 9 new wells and  
livestock tanks, over five miles of fence, and  
two solar systems, the new landowner has 
adopted a planned grazing system.  In the  
words of the local NRCS range conservationist, 
“...the grass looks fantastic, I think things have 
turned the corner and headed the right way.”  

 
    
 

Curry Family Partnership 

In 2007, the STF, FWS, NGPC, and the  
landowner completed a stream/wetland  
restoration project that has enhanced several 
stream/wetland complexes on the Gracie  
Creek Ranch.  In 2008, the STF, FWS, and 
landowner found two additional sites on  
Gracie Creek where downcutting activity con-
tinues to threaten a series of wet meadows.  
Mr. Price (landowner) maintains that the sea-
sonal recharge of groundwater is invaluable to 
his ranching operation.  Upon completion, the 
2008 project will complete a restoration in-
cluding 3 miles of stream along with 11 acres 
of wetlands and wet meadows.  

Fryzek Project 

Gracie Creek Ranch 

In Loup County, the landowner, NRCS, FWS  
and STF combined resources and cleared 40  
acres of invasive eastern red cedar trees along  
the Calamus River, north of Burwell.  The  
property is in a “Biologically Unique Landscape 
(BUL)” as identified by the Nebraska Legacy  
Plan.  As a result of the project and the density  
of the trees, several acres of ground were  left  
bare of any vegetation.  The landowner has  
agreed to reseed the disturbed areas as well as  
implementing a  planned grazing system  
designed to discourage regrowth of cedar trees.   



 

 

Greer Project Hanson Project 

Much of the North Loup River, and adjacent  
wetlands in Loup County have become colon- 
ized by invasive eastern red cedar trees and  
dense cattail growth.  In 2008, an opportunity  
to partner with a landowner along the North  
Loup River on a project that will restore 40  
acres of wetlands in addition to a spring fed  
stream became a reality.  The project will  
consist of removing cedar and Russian olives  
trees, as well as installing two variable water 
control structures.  Upon completion, the land-
owner will have the ability to fluctuate the 
water elevation in order to manage cattails and 
encourage vegetation valuable to waterfowl.  
Project work is expected to take place in the 
summer or fall of 2009.   

 

Along the upper reaches of the Cedar River, a 
series of spring fed, backwater sloughs provide 
superb late fall and winter habitat for both 
resident and migrating waterfowl.  In recent 
years, eastern red cedar trees have invaded the 
wetland complexes to the extent that much of 
the habitat is unavailable to waterfowl.  In 
February of 2008, the landowner NRCS, FWS, 
and STF, completed a project that removed 
cedar trees and Russian olive trees from 
within the wetland as well as the surrounding 
uplands.  The landowner and tenant have 
adopted a plan that includes both limited 
grazing and prescribed fire which should con-
trol future growth of invasive trees in and 
around the wetland.    

Hanson Project, Wheeler County  

           2008 Annual Report 



 

 

• russian olives trees in the sandhills  

In 2006, the STF along with a multitude of cons- 
ervation partners began working with Mrs.  
Parker to develop a planned grazing system on  
her ranch along the Niobrara River.  Significant 
improvements in the form of pipelines, fencing, 
wells, and tanks, has allowed Mrs. Parker to  
adopt a planned grazing system.  In only two  
years, noticeable gains have been made in prod- 
uction and the quality and quantity of wildlife  
habitat.  In 2008, the STF entered into an agree- 
ment with Mrs. Parker to remove invasive  
Russian olive trees along the Niobrara River.   
Over one stream mile (both sides) of the river  
were cleared of Russian olive trees.  The trees  
were cut, sprayed, and stacked into piles,  
which will be burned when conditions allow.          

Parker Project Pelster Project 

The Pelster Ranch can be found on the upper 
reaches of the Cedar River in Wheeler County.  
This portion of the Cedar River supports a di-
versity of habitat types and a stable groundwa-
ter table as it meanders through the Pelster 
Ranch.  One very visible threat to the ranch 
and wildlife is the increasing  population of 
eastern red cedar trees along the wet meadows 
and riparian areas.  A summer haying operation 
has prevented the bulk of the trees from matur-
ing and producing more trees.  In the summer 
of 2008, the STF partnered with the landowner 
on a project which included both mechanical 
and chemical treatment of 62 acres of cedar 
trees.  Mr. Pelster and the STF will monitor the 
chemically treated trees for effectiveness in the 
spring and summer of 2009.    

Once thought a benign species beneficial for native wildlife, the Russian olive tree has slowly invaded 
miles of riparian areas across the Sandhills.  Russian olives are resistant to varying water, soil and tempera-
ture conditions.  Left unchecked, the trees will out compete native vegetation, creating a dense monocul-
ture.  Eradication is difficult because of the trees ability to create “shoots” or “suckers” after the tree is cut.  
A combined approach of mechanical cutting, chemical treatment, and moderate grazing will successfully 
eliminate mature trees, as well as insuring against a future invasion.    

Parker Russian olive removal project, Sheridan County 
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Stewart Project 

Switzer Project Young Project 

After several years of discussion, planning and 
designing, a stream restoration project was 
initiated in the fall near the headwaters of the 
Elkhorn River.  This portion of Elkhorn River 
has become degraded in form of extensive 
downcutting and erosion.  Left unchecked, the 
downcutting  will continue to erode and drain 
wet meadows and wetlands.  The restoration 
design includes two phases, which will take 
place in the fall of 2008 and winter of 2009.  
The first phase will include installing a grade 
stabilization structure.  In 2009, the flow will 
be returned to the historic stream channel us-
ing sheet metal weirs, and excavation.  In a 
partnership effort, the project was funded by 
the landowner, NGPC, NRCS (WRP), FWS 
and STF.  Upon completion of both phases of 
the project, the natural hydrology will be re-
stored to 500 acres and one stream mile.      

This project includes both a stream restoration 
on Gracie Creek and cedar clearing near the 
Calamus River in Loup County.  A water con-
trol structure placed in Gracie Creek will work 
in conjunction with several structures on the 
Gracie Creek Ranch (upstream) to restore the 
natural gradient and hydrology.  The tree re-
moval portion of project involved mechanically 
clearing 96 acres of cedar trees from a unit that 
will be managed with a combination of moder-
ate grazing and prescribed fire.  This project is  
adjacent to a 2007 project on a neighboring 
landowner where cedar trees were removed on  
126 acres of grassland and riparian areas.  The 
installation of the water control structure is ex-
pected to take place in the summer of 2009.    

The Young family entered into an agreement 
with STF, Natural Resource District (NRD), and 
the NGPC that includes a planned grazing sys-
tem designed to renew the vigor of native 
plants.  Historically, each unit on the 2,775 acre 
ranch was grazed throughout the summer sea-
son by a small herd of cattle.  The water and 
fencing improvements will allow the land-
owner to limit cattle use to shorter timeframes 
with higher numbers.  In addition, one of the 
ten units will be deferred from grazing during 
the growing season each year of the contract.  
A baseline range survey performed by the 
NRCS in the summer of 2007 will assist the 
landowner and conservation partners achieve 
the habitat objectives outlined for this project.   

Jean Parker, owner of Cross L Cattle Company 
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 “Great dessert of drifting sand where there is neither trees nor soil nor rocks nor wa-

ter nor animals of any kind, excepting some little varicolored turtles, of which there          
are an  infinite number.”   

 
 James Mackay 1776, describing the Sandhills. 

 
 

Deer Creek , Running Water Ranch 



 

 

•  conservation easement acquisition  

          sandhillstaskforce.org 

In 1999, the STF became a land trust with the intention of using conservation 
easements as a mechanism to protect groundwater, wetlands, streams, and unique 
grassland habitat types.  The specific sites are based on several factors, including; 
threat of development or land conversion, a unique landscape feature or habitat 
type and/or beginning rancher projects.  The STF currently holds five conserva-
tion easements located in Cherry and Sheridan Counties.  
In the spring the 2007, a landowner approached the STF concerning his interest in 
placing about perpetual protection on a portion of his ranch, located in the north-
west edge of the Sandhills.  The portion of the ranch that Mr. Budd expressed in-
terest in protecting includes a small, perennial, spring fed stream that flows the 
length of the property.  The consistent flow of Deer Creek supports a self sustain-
ing cool water fishery, including adequate temperatures and gravel deposits to 
support brown trout recruitment.      
In the spring of 2008, the STF drafted a conservation easement which includes re-
strictions on any practices inconsistent with livestock grazing.  Practices such as 
farming, commercial wind turbine development, mining, roads, and building addi-
tional structures are prohibited in perpetuity.  Mr. Budd agreed that the restric-
tions listed in the conservation easement were consistent with his goals to keep 
Deer Creek a “sacred” place for generations to come.     
An appraisal of the property in the late fall of 2008 concluded that the “value” of 
the restrictions outlined in the conservation easement is $220,000.00.  On  
December 22, Byron Eatinger (STF President) and the Budd family signed the 
conservation easement and recorded the document at the Sheridan County Court-
house.    

  



 

 

• financials 

Photography credits: Cover :  (Left side) top—bottom, Niobrara River. Jim Van Winkle/STF; Long-Billed Curlew. 
Cory Gregory; Pawnee Pumpkin Flower. (Right) Gerry Steinauer/NGPC; Nebraska Sandhills. Gerry Steinauer/
NGPC; Dana Larson NRCS. Kyle Graham FWS; Pg 2: Sandhills Task Force board members. Kyle Graham/FWS; Pg 
3 (Top) Range/Wildlife Course - field day. Kyle Graham/FWS. (Right side) top –bottom, Plant identification. Kyle 
Graham/FWS;  Long-Billed Curlew research, Cory Gregory; Pg 4 Binger Wetland Project, Sheridan County. Jim 
Van Winkle/STF. Pg 5: (Top) Sandhills lake. Gerry Steinauer/NGPC; (Bottom) Fryzek cedar removal project, Kyle 
Graham/FWS; Pg 6: Hanson Cedar Removal Project, Wheeler County, Kyle Graham/FWS; Pg 7: Russian olive 
removal project on Niobrara River. Jim Van Winkle/STF; Pg 8: Jean Parker, owner of Cross L Cattle Company; Pg 
9: Deer Creek, Sheridan County; Jim Van Winkle/STF; Pg 10: Jim Van Winkle speaking with Kirk Budd (middle) 
and Roger Vincent (right). Kyle Graham/FWS; Pg 11: left to right, grass seeds. Kyle Graham/FWS; Western prai-
rie fringed orchid; Mel Nenneman/FWS; Longhorn cattle. Kyle Graham/FWS; Long-Billed Curlew nest, Cory 
Gregory; Pg 12: Lone cottonwood tree in Sandhills. Gerry Steinauer/NGPC.  

 
Project STF/FWS NRD COOPERATOR NRCS NGPC TOTALS
Binger 13,219.00 4,281.00 $17,500.00
Curry 31,450.00 41,450.00 5,000.00 $77,900.00
Fryzek 2,040.00 2,185.00 6,992.00 $11,217.00
Gracie Creek 
Ranch

14,365.00 6,500.00 $20,865.00

Greer 13,582.00 2,000.00 $15,582.00
Hansen 3,250.00 1,000.00 4,950.00 $9,200.00
Parker 7,000.00 2,400.00 $9,400.00
Pelster 1,990.00 1,990.00 $3,980.00
Stewart 2,000.00 5,150.00 27,450.00 2,000.00 $36,600.00
Switzer 9,000.00 4,750.00 2,500.00 $16,250.00
Young 17,450.00 3,000.00 8,825.00 6,325.00 $35,600.00
TOTALS $115,346.00 $3,000.00 $80,531.00 $39,392.00 $15,825.00 $254,094.00

           2008 Annual Report 
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Revenues, Resources & Expenditures 
            January 1, 2008—December 16, 2008 

 Income     
 Carryover from 2007 (Cds)   $  474,900.00  
 Money Market Account   $  225,000.00  
 Cooperative Agreements and grant funding   $  77,402.66  
 USFWS Private Stewardship Grants Program   $  40,675.00  

  $       817,977.66  
 Private Grants     
 NGPC Habitat Stamp Funds   $  20,000.00  
 Nebraska Environmental Trust   $  312,000.00  
 EPA/Herbst Construction   $  25,000.00  
 Interest from Cds   $  27,918.40  
 Total New Income   $ 384,918.40 

    
 Expenses     
 Projects, Operations, & Programs - $421,681.37     
    
 Expenses by Program Areas     
 Conservation Easements - $220,000.00     
 Habitat Enhancement Projects - $128,789.54     
 Education and Outreach - $11,650.88     
 Operations - $61,240.95     
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