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Smoky Valley Ranch provides exportable conservation model 
for Kansas cattle ranchers

By: Erin Socha
Kansas Reflector
December 31, 2025
LOGAN COUNTY — Smoky Valley 

Ranch in western Kansas, about 40 min-
utes south of Colby, experienced one of 
the driest years on record in 2022.
The almost 20,000-acre cattle and bison 

ranch recorded just six and a half inches 
of rain, barely half of the yearly averages 
recorded during the Dust Bowl era.
“I had never seen this place look so 

brown and crispy,” said ranch manager 
Justin Roemer. “If you even looked at 
the grass, it just, poof, disintegrated.”
The region has always been dry, and it’s 

getting drier.
“Every rancher out here keeps precipi-

tation logs like it’s their job, because ev-
erything they do depends on the water,” 
Roemer said.
Historical averages for the region are 

a scant 18-20 inches per year, but re-
cent years, he said, have been averag-
ing just 16.
“We plan for drought,” he said. “If we’re 

not prepared for that to happen, then 
that’s when it can either make us go bot-
tom up, or we start going backwards on 
our habitat goals.”
Smoky Valley Ranch is owned by the 

Nature Conservancy, which purchased 
the property in 1999 and has added 
parcels over the years to bring its con-
tiguous footprint to its current size. 
A remarkable 80% of the ranch is na-
tive, unplowed grassland, straddling 
the transition zone between mixed and 
shortgrass prairie. The ranch is home to 
lesser prairie chickens, pronghorn an-
telope, and black-footed ferrets, a criti-
cally endangered species once thought 
to be extinct. The Nature Conservancy 
provides custom grazing leases to cattle 
ranchers in the region.
Grazing leases are common in the cat-

tle industry. Ranchers will rent a plot of 
land on which to raise their herds before 

sending them to market. Smoky Valley 
Ranch manages the herd for the ranch-
ers, providing daily care, fencing, forage 
and water.
While other ranchers often manage 

their land to achieve their cattle pro-
duction goals, Smoky Valley Ranch 
brings in cattle to support the prairie 
ecosystem.
“For us, the only purpose for our cattle 

on the ranch is to be our large grazer,” 
Roemer said. “They’re out there achiev-
ing our habitat goals. They are the ones 
that are manipulating the land.”
Grazing, fire and drought are the main 

drivers for land management, he said.
“Drought, which is the one that we 

can’t control, is probably the hardest, 
the best, the biggest driver of every-
thing out here.”
It can be difficult to imagine eastern red 

cedar trees transforming the vast, tree-
less and arid landscapes of western Kan-
sas, but Jesse Nippert, a distinguished 
professor of biology at Kansas State Uni-
versity who studies woody encroach-
ment, said it’s only a matter of time.
“It might not be a problem now, but 

it will be a problem in the future,” Nip-
pert said. “Woody plants have no prob-
lem growing out around Hoxie, Colby, 
Goodland, all those locations. They 
could not grow there 75 years ago, and 
they’re growing out there now passively.”
Increased atmospheric carbon, he said, 

is making the sturdy trees even more 
drought tolerant.
Eastern red cedar is the primary choice 

for shelterbelts, dense rows of trees stra-
tegically planted to shield against the 
harsh winds of the region. Its seeds are 
dispersed by birds, which can introduce 
the species far from where it’s grown, 
Nippert said.
Ranchers and conservationists agree 

that the best way to prevent cedar en-
croachment is to keep native grass-
lands intact and burn on an appropri-

ate schedule. For Smoky Valley Ranch, 
portions of the ranch are burned yearly. 
The entire ranch is burned on a 10-year 
schedule.
One of the biggest values of the work 

Roemer and the Nature Conservancy 
is doing, he said, is that it can be ex-
ported to other ranchers. The Nature 
Conservancy helps other ranchers de-
velop grazing plans and hosts the Kan-
sas Grazing Lands Coalition’s shortgrass 
range academy every year.
“We have to have those cattle on this 

ranch showing ‘this is what we’re doing 
with them, and here’s the results we’re 
getting. You can do this too,’ ” he said. 
“And I think that’s just so invaluable to 
have that opportunity.”
It is difficult to quantify exactly how 

much regenerative practices such as fire 
and rotational grazing are catching on. 
Management with prescribed fire has 
been increasing throughout the Great 
Plains, and Kansas now has 16 regional 
prescribed burn associations.
One metric that has seen rapid growth 

is a new labeling system, CARE certi-
fied, which lets beef consumers know 
the product they are purchasing was 
produced on ranches that practice re-
generative grazing.
“CARE certified is a suite of standards,” 

said Lora Wright, director of sustainable 
animal proteins and technical services 
for Where Food Comes From, the com-
pany that audits producers who receive 
the label.
The four pillars of those standards 

are animal care, land stewardship, fair 
working conditions, and traceability. 
To receive the label, all facilities, from 
ranch to processing, must be vetted ac-
cording to these standards, which were 
developed in collaboration with the Na-
ture Conservancy.
Enrollment has grown almost 400% in 

less than five years — from 374 ranch-
es and almost 315,000 cattle in 2020 to 

almost 1,300 ranches and more than 
a million head of cattle, on more than 
42 million acres of rangeland, in 2024. 
Wright said she expects to see similar 
growth in the 2025 numbers, and that 
growth in Kansas has been strong.
“Producers in the state of Kansas are 

just as progressive as the others trying to 
preserve their lands,” Wright said. “With 
that is the biodiversity of wildlife and 
other things. Water is a big deal in west-
ern Kansas, and grazing management 
plans can help maintain all those natural 
resources.”
Where Food Comes From has part-

nered with retailers such as Walmart 
to get the products on shelves across 
the country. Consumers, Wright said, 
want to feel good about the beef they’re 
eating.
Conservation-minded ranchers, such 

as those profiled for this series, are 
working to  protect what native grass-
lands remain across the state. But the 
rapid advance of woody encroachment 
is compounding existing threats, such as 
urbanization and invasive species. And 
ranchers can’t manage for the increasing 
atmospheric carbon dioxide that is fuel-
ing woody plant growth, Nippert said.
Woody encroachment might seem in-

evitable, he said, but he sees reason to 
keep fighting back.
“This is our heritage, being a grassland 

state,” he said. “It’s our heritage as hu-
mans, akin to a location. And for that 
reason alone, I feel like I have an obliga-
tion to persist, to protect the places that 
we can protect, to find goals for recov-
ery, for the places that we can recover, 
and then to find meaningful ecosystem 
services that we can derive out of the 
places that we likely can’t recover.”
Some places, he said, are never coming 

back.
But, he said, “We have an ethical re-

sponsibility to do what we can do, to 
push back.”

Mixed and shortgrass prairie on the Smoky Valley Ranch changes color in the fall. 
Chalky outcroppings in the soil prevented the conversion to row crop agriculture. 
(Photo by Erin Socha for Kansas Reflector)

The Nature Conservancy raises both cattle and bison at Smoky Valley Ranch in 
western Kansas. TNC transfers some surplus bison to tribal nations for restoration 
and stewardship. (Photo by Erin Socha for Kansas Reflector)
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