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Wyoming Conservation Exchange
The WCE started in the Upper Green
River Basin in southwestern Wyoming.
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Phase 1 (2010-2012): Assessing PES Feasibility
Resources Worth Protecting
• World-class wildlife habitat/migration corridors
(elk, mule deer, pronghorn antelope, sage grouse,
etc.)
• Headwaters of the Colorado River System
Existence of Potential Buyers
• The basin possesses extremely productive natural gas
fields and many recreational users.

Interest from Potential Sellers
• Grassroots support exists from landowners in the
upper Green.
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Phase 1 (2010-2012): Assessing PES Feasibility
Objectives
• To scope the feasibility of developing a payment for ecosystem services market in the
Upper Green River Basin;
• To set up a market if the feasibility assessment indicates potential
Initial Project Partners University of Wyoming Extension, Sublette County Conservation
District, Wyoming Chapter of The Nature Conservancy
Grant Support USDA-NRCS Conservation Innovation Grant (2011-2013); UW Agricultural
Experiment Station (2011-2013);
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Phase 1 (2010-2012): Assessing PES Feasibility
Points of General Agreement
Among Stakeholders

Ecosystem Services
• Sage-grouse habitat
• Mule deer habitat
• Water-based ecosystem services
(sedimentation removal, timing of
flows)

Two-Sided Market
• Funding should be from
private sources.
Term Lease Focus
• Contracts will be for set terms
(e.g., 10-20 years).
Focus on Metrics and Measurable Results
• Practices undertaken should have high “bang for the buck.”
• Transparency and accountability are important.
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Phase 1 (2010-2012): Assessing PES Feasibility
Diverse Stakeholder Perspectives
U.S. Bureau of Land Management
• Term leases could help to meet off-site mitigation goals on a new proposed oil/gas field.
• BLM federal office sought a study area for ecosystem service metric development.
Energy companies
• Industry needed assurances from regulatory agencies (i.e., a guarantee that once PES
investment is made, development can proceed).

Landowners
• Give credit for maintaining existing high ecosystem function. (Additivity should not be
required.)
• Valuation and payment process must be simple and transparent.
• Concern that a bidding process would drive price down to the bare minimum.

6

Phase 1 (2010-2012): Assessing PES Feasibility
Statement of Purpose A mechanism
for market-based, financial transactions
for voluntary or mandatory
compensatory mitigation whereby a
quantified and verified unit of
ecosystem service (called a credit) is
purchased by an investor from a willing
producer.
Additional Partners
• Environmental Defense Fund
• Environmental Incentives (market
development)
• Parametrix (quantification tool)

Gaining Momentum:
Upper Green River Conservation Exchange

Credit Developers
• Landowners
• Land managers

$$

Buyers
• Energy
• Developers

Verifiers
Credits

Regulators

Exchange
Administrator
(non-profit)
Board of
Directors

Science
Committee
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Phase 2 (2012-2016): Transition to statewide bank
Gaining Momentum:
Wyoming Conservation Exchange
Geographic focus
Statewide
Ecosystem service
Greater sagegrouse habitat
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Phase 2 (2012-2016): Transition to statewide bank
Gaining Momentum:
Wyoming Conservation Exchange

Geographic focus
Statewide

Exchange
Manual

Habitat
Quantification Tool

Exchange
Agreement

Ecosystem service
Greater sagegrouse habitat
Efforts/activities:
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Phase 2 (2012-2016): Transition to statewide bank
Regulatory Backdrop
Order 3330 was signed by U.S. Secretary of
the Interior Jewell in October 2013.
• Purpose: “To establish a Department-wide
mitigation strategy to ensure consistency
and efficiency in the review and
permitting of infrastructure development
projects and in conserving our Nation’s
valuable natural and cultural resources”
Key Features
• Landscape-scale approach
• Durability of mitigation measures
• Transparency of mitigation decisions
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Phase 2 (2012-2016): Transition to statewide bank
Ecological Assessment: Habitat Quantification Tool
• Developed by a team of
scientists (Parametrix).
• Reflected the latest science
available on sage-grouse
habitat.
• The Exchange to use the
HQT to quantify credits. On
the debit side, regulatory
agencies may decide to use
the HQT.
• Range-wide tool,
customized to Wyoming.
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Phase 2 (2012-2016): Transition to statewide bank
Challenge #1: Finding the right balance between precise (but
costly) and coarse (but less costly) science.
The HQT was viewed by the State of Wyoming and some agricultural/industrial
representatives as being too costly to implement.
• The HQT is not used in Wyoming.
Current WY state tool:
• No incentive for enhancement (relative to preservation of existing high-quality habitat).
• No formal preference for credit proximity to debit site.
• Perpetual credits are the gold standard; term leases are discounted from them.
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Phase 2 (2012-2016): Transition to statewide bank
Official Formation of Wyoming Conservation Exchange
August 2016: WCE becomes a 501(c)3 Non-Profit
• WCE is governed by a stakeholder Board of Directors
• 7 seats (2 each from agricultural, conservation, and
industry communities; and one at-large member)
• Board calls occur monthly
Other Key Features
• Single employee retained on a consulting basis.
• Original founders are now the Technical Advisory Committee.
• Bylaws allow for other resources should the opportunity arise.
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Phase 3 (2016-2019): Market Development
Sage-grouse Credit Development Efforts
South Central Wyoming rancher project
• Term lease of 30-50 years for sage-grouse credits
• Energy company buyer
• An “Aggregator” acts as intermediary between the landowner and the Exchange
Trona Company “voluntary” conservation
• Trona companies seek to purchase credits to demonstrate sage-grouse protections in
advance of a listing.
Short-term mineral extraction project
• Mineral extraction company seeks short-term sage-grouse credits. All sage-grouse credit
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activity in WY is halted until state legislation is considered in January.

Phase 3 (2016-2019): Market Development
Challenge #2: Regulatory Change
Executive Order 13783 was signed by
President Trump in March 2017.
• Order on “promoting energy
independence and economic growth.”
Key Features
• Requirement to review existing
regulations.
• Suspend, revise, rescind regulations that
unduly burden the development of
domestic energy resources.
• Resulted in rescinding Obama-era
mitigation policies.
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Phase 3 (2016-2019): Market Development
Challenges #3: Market/Economic Forces
The Wyoming Core Area Strategy still provides a regulatory driver for demand in WY.
• Compensatory mitigation is required for exceedances
above allowable limits on drilling/activity.
… but Sweetwater Conservation Bank has credits that have
already been approved.
• Conservation Banks are USFWS-approved entities that
protect habitat of threatened and endangered species
(and sage grouse). Developers purchase credits to offset.
• Sweetwater is the only approved sage-grouse habitat CB
in the U.S.
• Located in Central Wyoming, with over USFWS-approved
120,000 sage-grouse credits.
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Phase 4 (2017-present): Charting Future Possibilities
What are the next steps for the WCE?
• Sage-grouse habitat credits are still a possibility.
• Carbon credits. The WCE Board has been approached to
explore this idea.
• Mule deer (and other ungulate migratory species) and
water are still natural resource challenges in the state.
• Value-added green marketing. Market conservation credits
through value-added products (e.g., sage-grouse friendly
beef).
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Phase 4 (2017-present): Charting Future Possibilities
What are the next steps for the WCE?
On the minus side:
• No trades. Challenged by regulatory change and
market/economic forces.
On the plus side:
• Stakeholder Board representing ag, conservation, and
industry with an impressive track record of collaboration.
• Testbed for new ideas.
• The creation of the WCE had an impact on the
compensatory mitigation conversation in Wyoming, in
small but important ways.
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Thank You!
Photo credits, unless otherwise noted: Melanie Purcell, Sublette County Conservation District.
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