National Association of Conservation Districts

May 19, 2025

Public Comments Processing

Attn: FWS-HQ-ES-2025-0034

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, MS: PRB/3W
5275 Leesburg Pike

Falls Church, VA 22041-3803

RE: Docket ID No. FWS-HQ-ES-2025-0034; Rescinding the Definition of “Harm” Under the
Endangered Species Act

Dear Ms. Schultz:

The National Association of Conservation Districts (NACD) thanks the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (USFWS) and National Marine Fisheries Service (collectively “the agencies”) for accepting
public comments in response to the agencies’ rescission of the definition of “harm” under the
Endangered Species Act (ESA) in light of a plain reading of the statute. NACD appreciates the
opportunity to provide feedback and appreciates the USFWS’s ongoing partnership with local and
regional conservation districts and associations.

NACD represents America’s 3,000 conservation districts, their respective state and territory
associations, and the over 17,000 individuals who serve on their governing boards. Conservation
districts are local units of government established under state law to carry out natural resource
management programs at the local level and work with landowners and operators in every part of
the country to help them manage and conserve land and water resources on private and public
lands. Conservation districts provide technical, financial, and other assistance to help landowners
and operators voluntarily apply conservation to the landscape. Conservation districts work hand-in-
hand with all levels of government to ensure that programs, regulations, and initiatives are
tailored to address unique local resource needs. NACD looks forward to working with the
agencies to ensure that species recovery efforts support voluntary, incentive based,

locally led conservation while ensuring coordination and collaboration in the management and
use of public lands and surrounding areas.

NACD values the USFWS’s collaboration with conservation districts to promote healthy soils,
waters, habitats, and wildlife in areas adjacent to and within our public lands. Conservation Districts
have worked side-by-side with USFWS and other land management agency staff to address issues
related to water quality, soil health, invasive species, and other shared concerns and look forward to
continuing this partnership.

The change in the definition of a ‘take’ via “harm” will require review of habitat restoration plans,
listed species, resource management plans, and critical habitat designations. NACD encourages the
USFWS to ensure timely, scientific review of endangered or threatened species listings, and critical
habitat designation, and to provide that data publicly. The recission of habitat change/degradation as
“harm” will change the way local communities interact with the habitat and species. Timely review
would provide much needed information for both the agencies and local producers to better plan.
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NACD understands the agencies’ reasoning behind the recission of the definition of “harm” and
encourages them to consider potential for species recovery through improving ecosystem health
overall, rather than focusing on a specific species. Many conservation districts have focused on
ecosystem health and resilience to fight invasive species, impact water quality and soil health. This
work is proactive and ongoing. For example, Wyoming’s conservation districts work with
landowners to implement practices like buffer strips, stream restoration, and targeted reforestation
which enhance wildlife habitat in a way that does not undermine production. These efforts result in
healthy and connected ecosystems that provide for better hunting and fishing opportunities,
healthier soils for healthier crops and grasses, cleaner water, and native species propagation which
also helps in proactively addressing invasive species. Conservation districts provide a unique link
between local landowners, state agencies, and federal field staff and many district employees and
members sit on boards and committees across the state that focus on most natural resource
concerns.

The agencies would benefit by engaging with local conservation districts as they navigate this
change to determine what is working and what isn’t with regards to species recovery and habitat
resilience. This local knowledge and engagement is essential to addressing habitat concerns that
many believe will be lost by this change to the definition of harm, as well as providing greater
insight into species recovery efforts and the need or desire to de-list in certain areas. This
partnership would provide greater opportunities for voluntary, locally led efforts to engage in a
variety of ways, including advising on local concerns and providing options for improving
ecosystem health. Removing the focus on a specific species and instead focusing on the greater
overall health of the ecosystem would benefit more than just the proposed/listed species. By
improving ecosystem health, you are improving water quality, heat resilience, species interplay, soil
health, etc. and in a best-case scenario, potentially removing the need to list a species in the first
place.

NACD encourages local coordination and consultation on any decisions that will impact local
production, access, and/or economy including economic analyses, recovery plans, critical habitat
designations, and listing decisions. In line with the need for coordination, NACD also encourages
the USFWS to provide plans that have clearly defined goals and objectives, as well as alternate
recovery options. Conservation Districts are a uniquely positioned partner to address wildlife
concerns but it is necessary that they are a part of the conversation from the start.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. NACD looks forward to continuing our long-standing
relationship with the USFWS.

Sincerely,

a-sé(m/ﬁ fla

Gary Blair,
President,
National Association of Conservation Districts
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