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Listen, Learn, Liaise: Taking the

Species Out of Species-At-Risk

Through Engagement

By Paul F. Jones, Brad A. Downey, Brandy L. Downey, Katheryn Taylor,

Amanda J. Miller, and Craig Demaere

On the Ground

� Over the past 150 years, cultivation, urbanization,
and industrial activity have replaced much of North
America's native prairie. As such, native prairie
ecosystems are of vital importance to many species
at risk. If society wants to conserve the North
American prairie ecosystem, including the many
species at risk, then partnerships between public
agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and pri-
vate landholders need to be established and
strengthened.

� To benefit the most species at risk, this partnership
should metamorphose from the typical single-spe-
cies management into one that addresses the needs
of multiple species. To that end, we present a
framework that is achieved through voluntary part-
nerships with the ranching community that alleviates
their fear of species at risk and enhances their ability
to manage multiple species at risk on their properties.

� We use the MULTISAR program, delivered since
2002 in the grasslands of southern Alberta, Canada,
as the example of an effective and functioning
multiple-species conservation program that has
applied the framework. Conservation is achieved
through the development of a Habitat Conservation
Strategy that is based on the 4 pillars of 1)
engagement, 2) respect, 3) empowerment, and 4)
monitoring and evaluation.

� We discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the
framework and program based on 15 years’ experi-
ence. As the program built trust and acceptance in
the ranching community, the number of participants
has continuously grown from 1 cooperator to 39 by
2018, conserving 1,600 km2 of prairie habitat in
southern Alberta.

� The process outlined here can be applied across the
grasslands of North America and the world as an
effective approach for engaging landholders in the
conservation of a suite of species at risk.
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Rangelands 41(4):169—177
doi 10.1016/j.rala.2019.05.001
© 2019 The Society for Range Management.

O ver the past 150 years, cultivation, urbanization,
and industrial activity have replaced much of
North America’s temperate grasslands.1 The
remaining grasslands are fragmented into

smaller parcels that are often disconnected from each other
and are at continued risk of further loss and degradation from
multiple uses and cumulative effects.2,3 The grasslands are
considered one of the continent’s most endangered ecosys-
tems,2 so it should not come as a surprise that many of the
species that live in this ecosystem are also at risk and in need of
protection.

Many species at risk occur frequently on private land. For
example over 90% of species at risk in the United States have
habitat on privately owned land,4 and significant species-at-
risk habitat occurs within the agricultural lands of Canada.5,6

Within the grasslands, the majority of private land still
remaining as native is utilized for livestock production.7

Therefore, private landholders and their management deci-
sions play a key role in the conservation of species at risk.
However, there is a disconnect between society’s needs for
conservation and agricultural landholder’s views of govern-
ment policy and specifically endangered species conservation.8

This disconnect is based on the idea that western farmers and
ranchers are known for their “individualism, self-reliance, and
strong antigovernment sentiment”9 and value their rights to
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make management decisions without government interven-
tion.7 Previous studies have confirmed that landholders do in
fact view conservation policy as a violation of their property
rights.8,10,11 The disconnect is likely to widen between
government policy and private landholders as the pressure
for private landholders to conserve the remaining grasslands
intensifies as land conversion and cumulative effects impacts
increase.

If society wants to conserve the temperate grasslands of
North America and their associated wildlife, collaborative,
voluntary partnerships between public agencies, nongovern-
mental organizations, and private landholders need to be
established. These collaborative partnerships are central to the
development of conservation programs for grassland species at
risk and specifically to the growing list of endangered and
threatened species. Therefore, a program with a focus on
multiple species management at the landscape level needs to
be offered to and inclusive of private landholders. Voluntary
partnerships stemming from agreements with private land-
holders have a greater chance of breaking down barriers with
conservation groups (government and nongovernment), as
this provides an opportunity for landholders to provide
specific knowledge of their management, including potentials
and constraints of their operations. This creates a positive
environment for open dialogue and information exchange
around species conservation.

Single-species conservation rose in popularity in the early
2000s and has its roots centered around the notion that
actions for a single umbrella species will provide benefits for a
suite of additional species.12 At the landscape level the notion
may hold true—that is a single species such as sage-grouse
(Centrocercus sp.) may act as an umbrella for other species12

if large intact tracts of native grasslands are conserved.
However, individual species habitat requirements on the
grasslands extends across the different successional vegetation
states (e.g., levels of litter or vegetation height) requiring
management for habitat heterogeneity, not homogeneity, to
facilitate species coexistence. In the absence of habitat
heterogeneity, species will be traded off against each other.
Therefore, single species management in the grassland’s
context does not work because there is not a single identified
umbrella species that will conserve all successional vegetation
states. Management actions for one species, no matter its legal
designation, will have potential implications for a suite of
other species occupying the same range but different niches.
Single-species management over the long term is weighed
down by impracticality for implementation by land managers-
13 and, worse, potential for conflicting management actions at
the scale of the land parcel where actions are implemented. As
more species are listed, coordinated management becomes
more important to prevent the conservation of species at risk
from becoming an insurmountable legal maze for land
managers to navigate through.

There is a need to engage and enable private landholders to
implement recovery actions for multiple species in a manner
that is cost effective, environmentally and socially responsible,
and consistent with species-at-risk legislation (e.g., the

Endangered Species Act in the United States and the Species
at Risk Act in Canada). The engagement should be achieved
through partnerships with a landscape focus. MULTISAR
has developed a framework that addresses landscape-level
conservation actions for species in general—but includes
individual species’ recovery actions within its recovery
plans—through voluntary partnerships with the ranching
community that alleviates their fear of species-at-risk man-
agement and loss of private landholder rights.14–16 We use the
MULTISAR program, developed and delivered in the
temperate grasslands of Alberta, Canada, as our case study
example of an effective and functioning multiple-species
conservation program. Although developed and delivered in
Alberta, Canada, the framework is applicable worldwide
where there is a perceived conflict between private landholder
rights and species-at-risk conservation.

MULTISAR

MULTISAR (http://multisar.ca) is a voluntary steward-
ship program that is focused on achieving multispecies
conservation at a landscape level through a partnership
among private landholders, nongovernment organizations (i.
e., Alberta Conservation Association and Prairie Conserva-
tion Forum), and government agencies (i.e., Alberta Envi-
ronment and Parks) to find management solutions that
mutually benefit the native grassland ecosystem, designated
species at risk, and the ranching operation. MULTISAR
originated in 2002 during the inception of the Species at Risk
Act in Canada to address concerns from both landholders and
federal government departments over the growing number of
designated species, particularly in the grasslands. Landholders
were particularly concerned about the number of single-
species conservation programs being initiated (e.g., Sage-
Grouse Conservation Program, Western Blue Flag Conser-
vation Program, Burrowing Owl Program, Piping Plover
Program) and the fact that they would be inundated by the
same or different organization or agency wanting to inventory
and assist them with the conservation of a single species.
MULTISAR was developed to address these concerns and
empower landholders to manage for species at risk. Conser-
vation actions within MULTISAR are based on four pillars
comprising a nine-step process (Fig. 1). The four key pillars of
the framework are: 1) engagement, 2) respect, 3) empower-
ment, and 4) monitoring and evaluation. The pillars form the
foundation to develop a multispecies habitat conservation
strategy with each participating landholder. We discuss each
pillar in detail.

Engagement

The first pillar is landholder engagement, which occurs
through direct and indirect communication with landholders.
Engagement is achieved through open and honest commu-
nication from all parties that leads to mutual trust and respect.
MULTISAR defines direct engagement as the active partak-
ing in open dialogue related to species-at-risk conservation
with landholders. The conversations are not one way (e.g.,
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conservation or government to landholder) but are an open
dialogue among all parties. Currently the program has focused
on the landholders within the grasslands of southern Alberta.
Initial engagement is achieved through phone calls to set up a
face-to-face meeting with the landholder. Phone calls are
usually made outside of normal business hours (i.e., they are
made at times other than 8:00 AM to 4:30 PM) when
landholders tend to be available. Depending on the level of
comfort by the landholder with species at risk and their
knowledge of the MULTISAR program, more than one
phone call may be needed before a face-to-face meeting can be
scheduled. Most face-to-face meetings occur at the ranch
house (e.g., coffee table chats), though at other times meetings
have occurred at a different location at the request of the
landholder. During the face-to-face meeting, MULTISAR
staff presents the program to the landholder and explain in
detail each of the nine steps (Fig. 1), while taking the time to
answer any questions the landholder may have. At the
conclusion of the meeting, the landholder is presented with a

letter of intent. The letter of intent is a check-the-box list that
outlines what MULTISAR and the landholder are committed
to doing during and following the development of a habitat
conservation strategy. The letter of intent is not signed during
the face-to-face meeting but is left with the landholder to
review, along with the information discussed, before deciding
if they want to commit to participating with MULTISAR in
the development of a habitat conservation strategy (HCS).

Engaging landholders is necessary to build long-term
relationships not only with them but the ranching industry as
a whole. Once relationships are established, it is easier to
discuss topics like species-at-risk habitat and learn from each
other, as the landholder is fully engaged and integrated into
the team. Families who have voluntarily collaborated with
MULTISAR have often been managing the land for several
decades, some with a history of land management that spans
over a century. Building these relationships with landholders
and learning to listen are critical for the success of any
stewardship program. Dialogue provides opportunities to

Figure 1. MULTISAR pillars and steps to achieving conservation of multiple species at risk and their associated habitat.
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openly discuss concerns regarding species at risk and address
often unwarranted fears landholders may harbor toward
species at risk. It is one of the goals of MULTISAR to
reduce the need to use the Shoot-Shovel-Shut-up strategy,17

employed by landholders out of fear, by increasing the level of
Listen-Learn-Liaise, an alternative to species-at-risk man-
agement. To be successful and earn respect it is critical that the
negative connotations and fear felt by landholders that can be
associated with species at risk are removed. Most landholders
will conserve species at risk if they are not negatively impacted
(e.g., economically or personal values compromised), they
remain independent, and their property rights and freedoms
are maintained.4,7,8,18

Once a landholder has agreed to participate in MULTI-
SAR, a team is established to guide the development of the
HCS. The team varies on an individual ranch basis and
consists of the landholder, MULTISAR agrologist (i.e., range
scientist) and biologist, Fish and Wildlife species-at-risk
biologist, and a Public Lands agrologist (if public land is
present as part of the ranching operation). In Alberta,
provincially owned lands (i.e., public land) are leased to
landholders for grazing and are often intermixed and managed
as one unit with the landholder’s deeded land. Therefore, the
day-to-day management decisions made by these landholders,
as agreed to by the Public Lands agrologist, play a role in the
conservation of grassland species at risk on both public and
private lands. The diversity of the team allows for all opinions
based on area of expertise (e.g., species at risk, range health,
economics, or herd management) to be accounted for in the
development of the HCS. Over time, we have realized that all
opinions are valuable and that all interests should be viewed
equally. Strong team dynamics have been built on the
realization that all parties speak the common language of
sustainability and grass. For example, the landholder needs to
sustainably graze their grass to feed their livestock, on public
land the agrologist is responsible for the sustainable manage-
ment of the lease (i.e., manage the grass), and the species-at-
risk biologist requires sustainable grazing to maintain grass as
wildlife habitat. Once this common ground is realized, the
team functions to achieve the maximum goals of all parties.

Indirect engagement occurs using media, including social
media (e.g., websites or Facebook). Simple items such as
program branding can go a long way to creating linkages and
relationships. Conservation groups need to be cognizant that
they are perpetuating the right message. We provide two
examples, the first in which MULTISAR correctly conveyed
the message and the second in which we initially failed to
portray the right message. First, during the early stages of
MULTISAR we were cognizant that our program logo
needed to contain a rancher (Fig. 2). The reasoning behind
including the rancher in our logo was to portray the message
that we realized our program was more than just species at risk
but included the rancher as a central part in the conservation
of those species. This logo serves to create a bridge with the
ranching community.

In the second example, we developed a cartoon (Fig. 3A) to
represent the relationship between a landholder and species at

risk; this cartoon can be interpreted as showing the landholder
that they have some sort of incurable disease. MULTISAR
has since replaced this cartoon with one depicting a
landholder welcoming home his or her species at risk (Fig.
3B) and is designed to show landholders viewing species at
risk in a positive light, as neighbors that share and use the
same piece of land. For any program designed to conserve
species at risk, the next step is to elevate species at risk from
the positive light (neighbors) to one where species at risk can
be viewed as assets, not liabilities, for the landholder.4,7,8,18

Viewing species at risk as assets can open doors for funding to
improve not only habitat for species at risk but also improve
the ranching operation (i.e., funds for fixed assets [e.g.,
portable watering unit] or grazing management strategies).
When in dialogue with the ranching community, MULTI-
SAR stresses the point that having species at risk on their land
can create value to the landholder in the form of a grazing
management plan and funds for improvements on their ranch,
in the hope that landholders will change their opinion of
species at risk from one of a liability to one of an asset.

Change in attitude is not just limited to landholders but
also applies to conservation groups. Ranchers want to be allies
and a part of the solution. The ranching community wants to
be recognized for the fact that landholders are the main reason
why species at risk still exist on the grasslands. Often forgotten
is the fact that landholders with intact grasslands, whether
they were cognizant of the species-at-risk habitat they
provided, have at one point made the decision to keep their
grasslands intact and not convert it to agricultural crop land.7

MULTISAR recognizes the contribution landholders have
made to species-at-risk conservation when discussing the
program within and outside of the ranching community. Once
attitudes change then mutual trust and respect among all
parties can be achieved.

Respect

The second pillar is respect, and it is key to building a long-
term relationship between the landholder and MULTISAR.
MULTISAR defines respect as the regard for the wishes,
rights, economics, or traditions held by landholders. MULTI-
SAR takes time up front during communication to get to
know the participating landholder and their family to build
lasting trust and mutual respect. During meetings, MULTI-
SAR develops relationships with the landholder to understand
what the landholder’s wishes are and what the landholder sees
as goals for the ranch. These relationships are not seen as
short-term but are intended to be long lasting. For example,
with one participating landholder, a long-term relationship
has been established and now MULTISAR biologists are
invited to the landholder’s annual branding event. Being
invited to such private events indicates that respect and trust
between the landholder and MULTISAR has been estab-
lished. Hand-in-hand with maintaining grasslands, landhold-
ers are often intimately in tune with the land. MULTISAR
also respects the fact that landholders have local ecological
knowledge of their land,7 which serves as a baseline. The local
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knowledge provided by the landholder is used to direct on-
the-ground surveys for wildlife, range, and riparian invento-
ries. These surveys form the foundation of the HCS and a
starting point for managing the ranch for livestock and species
at risk.

Respect is also reciprocated from the landholders back to
MULTISAR. The greatest form of respect that MULTISAR
has achieved from landholders is the fact that landholders have
spoken positively about the program to their neighbors.
Cooperating landholders have sold the program to their
neighbors, who have in turn called MULTISAR staff
biologists to inquire about signing up and partnering with
the program. As social norms to participate dictate when trust

and respect are built with individual participating landholders,
word spreads to neighbors and the community, resulting in
additional landholders wanting to join and participate in the
program.19 This is evident by the fact that as of 2018 (the
program started in 2002 with one landholder),MULTISAR is
collaborating with 39 landholders on the conservation of 1,600
km2 (Fig. 4) of predominately native grasslands. These 39
landholders provide habitat for an average of 9.05� 0.74 (SE)
federally listed species at risk (range, 1–18 species with special
concern; endangered species designation based on legislative
status—Canada Species at Risk Act). As the program
established trust and acceptance in the ranching community,
the number of participants has continuously grown (Fig. 4).

Figure 2. MULTISAR logo depicting grassland setting with landholder on a horse at its center. The logo is used as a branding tool for the program and
serves to make a connection between landholders and species at risk that both call the prairies of Alberta, Canada home. Logo produced for the MULTISAR
program by E. Saunders.

Figure 3. Two opposing views of the relationship between landholders and species at risk. The first, A, depicts a negative relationship and portrays the
landholder as having some sort of incurable disease, whereas the second, B, shows the landholder welcoming back his species at risk and is intended to portray the
relationship in a positive light (i.e., neighbors sharing the same piece of ground). Images produced for the MULTISAR program by E. Saunders.
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Empowerment

The third pillar is empowerment. MULTISAR defines
empowerment as enabling individual landholders to act and
make decisions in an independent self-directed manner that
enhances habitat for species at risk and the ranching
operation. MULTISAR empowers landholders by providing
knowledge related to species-at-risk management. Empow-
ering landholders by providing them with all the information
collected on their land enables the landholder to make
decisions on their own as to how to best manage their land
with their economic interests assured, while maintaining,
increasing, or improving the habitat for the species at risk
found on their ranch. Quite often, landholders never see the
results of surveys completed on their land by professionals.
Sharing the results enables landholders to make more
informed land management decisions. For example, we are
aware that one landholder who partnered with MULTISAR
used the information contained (e.g., species’ locations and
restriction timing for development for specific species) within
their HCS to direct where and when an oil and gas company
could drill a well on their land. A second landholder used the
results of the detailed vegetation transects to direct an oil and
gas company as to the appropriate seed mix (i.e., not crested
wheat grass [Agropyron cristatum]) to use was when
reclaiming a pipeline to ensure it met pre-existing develop-
ment conditions.

Each HCS provides the landholder with a map, as well as
associated tables, that displays a plant community inventory
and species’ locations across the entire ranch. During the
meeting to review survey results, the information shared by the
MULTISAR staff with the team is used to determine where
the landholder wants his or her ranch to be in the future given
its current state, what improvements to the ranch the
landholder feels are achievable to empower them to reach
their goal, and to set realistic habitat targets (e.g., increase
litter in pasture A to provide grassland bird habitat, such as

Sprague’s pipit [Anthus spragueii], by installing a portable
watering unit at site X, which results in better cattle
distribution). It is during this stage of the HCS development
that difficult discussions can be had as to what the goals are for
each pasture and the ranch as a whole. For example, at times
inventoried polygons within pastures appear red, indicating
that they are less healthy, maybe due to low litter amounts and
poor structure. The natural reaction of the landholder and
range agrologist on the team is to provide recommendations to
improve the health of the polygon. On the other hand, the
species-at-risk biologist may prefer the current state of the
polygon as the area has low litter amounts and low structure
and provides important habitat for a pair of nesting burrowing
owls (Athene cunicularia). Resolutions to conflicting goals
such as this example are achieved through open dialogue
among all parties at the table, which at times means that
consensus is not achieved but instead compromises are made.

MULTISAR also empowers landholders by providing
funding to implement recommendations contained within an
HCS. Although they may agree with an improvement,
landholders often lack the financial means to implement
recommendations that improve habitat for species at risk (e.g.,
new cross fence to improve cattle distribution) that may or
may not directly improve the economics of the operation itself.
Recommendations within the HCS that are implemented
have the chance of being funded, either partially or in full, by
the MULTISAR program. We view this approach of paying
for the development of the HCS and funding the implemen-
tation of recommendations as a form of sustainable ecological
goods and services. Our form of financing accounts for the
reality that for many landholders, money, time, and labor are
scarce resources allocated among many competing needs and
wants.20 The financial assistance is intended to move the
landholder toward implementation of recommendations that
provide benefits directly to targeted species and prove to be an
economic benefit to the ranch for many years to come (e.g.,

Figure 4. Cumulative number of landholders and square kilometers (both deeded and crown land combined) participating in the MULTISAR program in
Alberta, Canada, 2004 to 2018.
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provision of a portable watering unit increases the fixed asset
value of the ranch). When agreement is achieved between the
landholder and MULTISAR on the implementation of a
recommendation that will require the expenditure of funds (e.
g., fencing material), a habitat enhancement agreement is
signed between both parties that outlines what each party will
contribute (i.e., time and funding) to the project. In addition,
for certain material investments (i.e., a portable electric
fencing unit) a time frame is incorporated within the
agreement, that if conditions are met (i.e., used by the
landholder for its intended purpose), the unit over time
becomes the sole possession of the landholder. The agree-
ments serve two purposes: 1) act as a check-and-balance to
ensure any funds invested in a project are well spent, and 2)
serve as a record of what recommendations from an HCS have
been implemented. As part of the recordkeeping, MULTI-
SAR will then monitor the effects of the investment on
maintaining or enhancing habitat for species at risk.

Monitoring and Evaluation

The fourth pillar is monitoring and evaluation. Conserva-
tion groups continue to face the challenge of demonstrating
that project objectives and goals are being accomplished.
Without effective evaluation or monitoring, there is no way of
measuring the effects of the project.21 MULTISAR’s last
pillar in the process is monitoring and evaluation.22 Moni-
toring and Evaluation occurs on two levels: 1) reassessment of
an HCS, and 2) monitoring of completed enhancement
projects on properties that have a completed HCS. The
evaluation serves as a broadscale assessment of the MULTI-
SAR program as a whole, that is, evaluating whether or not
completing an HCS with landholders results in the mainte-
nance and enhancement of habitat for species at risk across the
landscape. The monitoring completed by MULTISAR serves
to assess if the implementation of recommendations achieved
the habitat- or species-specific goal of the enhancement at the
local (pasture) level. We now discuss in detail MULTISAR’s
enhancement and monitor pillar.

MULTISAR’s success is evaluated on whether the
program successfully maintains or enhances habitat for species
at risk, changes the opinions of landholders toward species-at-
risk conservation, and to a lesser degree whether the habitat is
utilized by targeted species at risk due to uncontrollable
circumstances (i.e., loss of winter habitat). An evaluation of
each HCS completed for the MULTISAR program occurs 5
years after the HCS’s implementation. The focus of this
assessment is to measure the effectiveness of the HCS plan in
influencing habitat management decisions and therefore
improving or maintaining habitat for species at risk. A subset
of the original wildlife, range, and riparian inventory points
completed during the development of the HCS are selected
and reassessed. The number of points randomly selected varies
based on the ranch size and consists of one point per pasture
up to a maximum of 100 points per ranch. A comparison is
then completed, comparing the reassessed values with the
original values to determine if the goal for those specific
locations was achieved. For example, during the development

of an HCS, Sprague’s pipit, chestnut-collared longspur
(Calcarius ornatus), grasshopper sparrow (Ammodramus
savannarum), and western meadow lark (Sturnella neglecta)
were detected in a polygon that had a range health score of
75%. During the development of the HCS, the team decided
that the goal for the pasture the polygon was to maintain the
overall range health and available habitat for grassland birds.
Following the reassessment, a comparison of the range health
score and detected bird species would be completed between
the current and original values to see if the goal was achieved.
The comparisons are then summed up for each ranch and for
the program as a whole to see if we are meeting the program’s
goals.

As part of the evaluation, MULTISAR staff complete a
questionnaire during each reassessment with the landholder to
assess changes in opinions toward species at risk and the level
of engagement and empowerment achieved by the landholder
as a result of participating in the program. The answers each
landholder provides during the reassessment are compared
with their original answers. For example, although sample
sizes are limited at present, many of the cooperating
landholders indicated on their questionnaires that the HCS
process helped them learn about their ranch and empowered
them with tools that were beneficial for their operation.23

The evaluation also serves to maintain and foster the
relationship with the landholder and maintain access to the
land to continue to collect data on the distribution and
abundance of targeted species. For example, on a cooperating
ranch, a significant decline in grassland bird abundance and
distribution was detected during the 5-year reassessment;
however, there was no change in the litter amounts and
structure of the grasslands. Having the baseline inventory
information and a relationship with the landholder to be able
to reassess the property allowed us to detect this change.
Although we are uncertain as to why the decline in grassland
birds occurred on the ranch, showing this change highlights
that some factor outside of the landholder’s influence is
affecting grassland birds (e.g., changes in winter range
habitat), and further research needs to be conducted to
determine the cause.3

Monitoring is the periodic collection of data to determine
if activities are accomplishing the project goals and objectives.
Monitoring enhancements can help aid in the evaluation
process.21 Problems and corrective actions identified during
monitoring can help streamline future enhancements and
monitoring protocols. However, determining the success of an
enhancement can be a complex question because the habitat
manipulation (enhancement) can cause varied effects, and
effects may at times not be linked to the manipulation.24

Taking these factors into account, monitoring of habitat
enhancements (e.g., native prairie restoration, water develop-
ment, cross-fencing a pasture, or ferruginous hawk [Buteo
regalis] nest pole installation) allowsMULTISAR to measure
if enhancements are having the desired effect, and what
changes may be necessary to ensure the desired effects are
achieved. For example, in 2008 MULTISAR collaborated
with a participant to restore 57 ha of land back to native
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prairie. In the subsequent 3 years, MULTISAR monitored
the progress of the regenerating prairie and associated wildlife
and determined that the project was successful. MULTISAR
determined that after 3 years the site was composed of the
seeded plant species, and there was a return to a native
grassland bird community, including the presence of
Sprague’s pipit and chestnut-collared longspurs.25

Current and Future Endeavors

The MULTISAR Program is successful because of the
close collaboration among landholders, conservation groups,
and government. MULTISAR endeavors to promote the
efforts of local landholders in the conservation of species at
risk, and participating landholders continue to promote the
program within the ranching community. These endeavors
have not gone unnoticed. In 2015, the Canadian Cattlemen’s
Association (national beef organization) and the Alberta Beef
Producers (provincial beef organization) partnered with
MULTISAR to promote our approach to conserving species
at risk at the national and provincial level and to sit on
MULTISAR’s advisory team. Both organizations view the
collaborative approach of MULTISAR as a means to sustain
Canada’s and Alberta’s ranching heritage, highlight the fact
that its members have conserved species at risk through
retention of native grasslands, and a way to promote
environmentally sustainable beef (http://www.cattle.
ca/sustainability/environmental-sustainability). In addition,
the Canadian Cattlemen’s Association was also instrumental
in securing funding to allow MULTISAR to expand its scope
of work from the Milk River Watershed to the South
Saskatchewan Watershed, effectively increasing the study area
from 11,912 km2 to 81,105 km2. The funds secured by the
Canadian Cattlemen’s Association were used to leverage
additional funding by MULTISAR’s partnering organiza-
tions and facilitated an increase in internal capacity to deliver
the program across a much larger landscape.

However, the MULTISAR program is not without its
shortcomings; that is, MULTISAR can not offer participat-
ing landholders legal protection from further action under the
Species at Risk Act. In Canada, there is no assurance or
protection offered to landholders who participate with
MULTISAR (i.e., complete an HCS and implement recom-
mendations) from further actions taken under the Species at
Risk Act. Landholders need assurance that their voluntary
stewardship will not be penalized or result in future regula-
tions.8 Landholders currently disclose the locations of species
at risk (verbally and by allowing surveys to occur) on their
lands, which are subsequently entered into a provincial
government database. Endorsement of the HCS process as
showing due diligence on behalf of the landholder from the
Federal Government may alleviate many concerns landholders
have related to species at risk and may increase landholder
participation. The Safe Harbor agreements amended to the
United States Endangered Species Act legislation offer such
protection to American landholders.8 Striking the balance
between the voluntary stewardship approach under the
Species at Risk Act and private property rights exercised by

landholders will go a long way to conserving species at risk on
Canada’s prairies. Indeed, during the passing of the Species at
Risk Act the belief was, “The most important decision was
probably to give priority to cooperation and stewardship. We
want to protect species at risk by encouraging landowners to
take voluntary conservation measures to protect habitat and
support biodiversity. In so doing, we will get results through
partnerships all across Canada.”26 At present there is critical
habitat identified in Alberta for six of the ~60 species for
which it is legally required. As the federal government
proceeds with identifying critical habitat on the prairies, we
believe the program we describe should be the first option in
order to balance concerns of the public that habitat be
protected with concerns of private landholders who provide
the habitat and perhaps know best how to protect it.

Conclusion

MULTISAR’s grass roots approach of engaging land-
holders, building relationships, and learning, listening, and
liaising with those who live on the land is one of the keys to its
success. The program’s concept is to provide the power to
decide what changes to make on their land to the landholder.
Discussions that arise from the results of the inventory work,
as well as providing funding to make changes, go a long way to
seeing recommendations voluntarily implemented. We see
our role as providing landholders with detailed information,
tools, and resources about their own land so that they, in turn,
can make informed management decisions. This process
provides recognition for ecological goods and services that
landholders provide due to good management and provides a
funding source for projects that require capital input to
enhance sustainable habitat management.

The process outlined provides a mechanism to engage
landholders in the collaborative conservation of a suite of
species at risk. We used the MULTISAR program being
implemented in the grasslands of Alberta, Canada, as the
example of the process at work. However, the process and
steps involved in the collaboration are broadly applicable to
the grasslands of North America and globally. The four pillars
used in MULTISAR are directly transferable to any region of
the world where engagement with private landholders is
required. The mutual engagement of landholders by conser-
vationists aims at acknowledging private landholders’ rights
balanced with the legal requirements of policies dealing with
species at risk. Collaboration and full engagement with
landholders will become critical as more grassland species are
listed as threatened and endangered across the temperate
grasslands of the world.
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