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A. Progress Report Summary: (Please provide a general description of work completed 
during this reporting period.)  

 
Sierra Foothill Conservancy has completed the Topping Ranch Conservation Easement 
Project.  Escrow closed and the conservation easement was recorded on November 
9th, 2012.  The grant agreement requirements have been fulfilled, including the 
deliverables and outcomes detailed in section “B” below upon funding.  
 

B. Deliverables or Outcomes completed during this Reporting Period or Milestones 
Achieved: (Include specific information, such as public meetings held, agency 
participation, partnerships developed, or acres mapped, treated or restored.) 
 
This project conserves 1,362 of additional acres of working family ranch land, 
wildlife habitat and water resources adjacent to a large corridor of permanently 
conserved private and public lands helping to create a large expanse of 
conserved resources. 

o Protection of water quality for the San Joaquin river 
o Protection and buffer for rare plant and animal habitat on the 

Kennedy Table Vernal Pool Conservation Area 
o Expansion of the protected acreage along the San Joaquin River 

Corridor, which stretches from the Sierra National Forest to the 
Central Valley floor 

 
 
 

 
 



SFC has completed the specific Outcomes and Deliverables: 
 

o Negotiated the purchase price of the conservation easement with the 
landowners and purchased the conservation easement: 
 Conservation easement completed and recorded with Madera 

County (see draft conservation easement included, final 
easement to be submitted once recorded) 

 Escrow closed and title insurance purchased (see purchase and 
sale agreement ,copy of title insurance policy and final escrow 
closing documents to be submitted upon closing) 

 
o Developed and placed signage on-site highlighting the project and 

providing contact information and completed recognition of the project:  
 signs mounted on the property (to be completed upon closing of 

escrow) 
 news articles circulated (see articles included) 

 
o Work with property owners to define ongoing management practices to 

be conducted by landowners and conduct monitoring efforts on an 
annual basis: 
 Baseline Documentation Report completed  
 Annual monitoring visit completed  
 Developed a grazing management plan 

 
C. Challenges or Opportunities Encountered:  (Please describe what has worked and 

what hasn’t; include any solutions you initiated to resolve problems.  If your project is 
not on schedule, please explain why here.)  

 
Challenges: 
 

• This project was delayed due to internal SFC hindrances as well as 
landowner wishes to not close the project until 2012. The landowner was 
frustrated with the extended timeline.  However, we were able to 
streamline the final stages of the project, which benefited SFC and the 
landowner.  

• The reporting on the project was also delayed, primarily due to the skewed 
budget categories. During the project, we spent much more staff time and 
legal fees than expected, mostly because of the extended timelines and a 
few unforeseen complications in the Conservation Easement.  In our grant 
application, we allotted a significant amount of money to our Overhead 
Costs, without the appropriate tracking mechanisms in place.  We 
therefore shifted some of our allotted Overhead Costs into the Staff and 
Legal fees budget categories in order to make up the discrepancies.  

 
 
 

 
 
 



Opportunities Encountered: 
 

• We spent time developing SFC's relationship with the landowner, leading 
to potential future projects. SFC finds that each easement and project 
leads to several more opportunities. It is important to keep the landowner 
aware of the different stages and developments of these long projects.  
 

• Owners of adjacent properties are also interested in working with SFC 
after our work with the Topping Ranch.  Working with neighboring 
landowners would lead to a larger conservation area, as well as improved 
habitat.  

 
D. Unanticipated Successes Achieved: (Please describe any additional successes beyond 

completing scheduled tasks or meeting scheduled milestones.) 
 

• We received unexpected press as ABC30 Action News gave us live 
television coverage on the development of this project. Their story 
included the importance of the San Joaquin conservation area, and how 
SNC funds from Prop 84 are benefiting local ranchers and landowners, as 
well as the conservation of this critical habitat.  

• The Topping Ranch Dedication was very well attended, including Jim 
Branham, SNC’s Executive Officer, Barbara Bigelow, the wife of 
Assemblyman Bigelow, and two county supervisors. The event was very 
well received, and both SFC and SNC received great feedback.  

 
E. Compare Actual Costs to Budgeted Costs :( Please refer to your grant agreement to list 

your deliverables/budget categories and budgeted costs compared to actual costs incurred 
during this reporting period in the table below.) 

 
PROJECT BUDGET CATEGORIES Budgeted 

SNC Dollars 
Actual 
Dollars 

Conservation Easement Acquisition (Fair Market Value) $ 820,000.00 $820,000 
Escrow Fees, Title Insurance, Closing Costs (Including 
Options & some legal expenses  

$ 3,950.00 $3,951 

Baseline Documentation Report, Conservation Easement 
drafting & Management Plan drafting 

$11,318.00 $11,513 

Legal Review of Conservation Easement $5,700 $5,746.70 
Sign Recognizing SNC and Prop 84 funds $1,000.00 $1,034 
Performance measures evaluation & interim & final reports $4,500 $4,553 
Administrative Costs:   
Overhead: Facilities, utilities, supplies, ins. exc. $12,700.00 $12,708 
Grant management and financial oversight $16,722.00 $16,784.65 

 
GRAND TOTAL $ 875,890.00 $876,290.35 
   
 

 
 



Explanation: (if needed) 
 

The “Budgeted SNC Dollars” above are from the SNC grant agreement signed in 
2011. The “Actual Dollars” is the true cost of each of the budget items, as documented 
in the “Supporting Documents” section of this report. As shown, Sierra Foothill 
Conservancy went above budget in several categories. Some of these, such as “Escrow 
fees”, were beyond our control. Others, however, were due to the extended nature of 
the grant, and the complicated legal matters we had to resolve. The amount over 
budget will be covered by SFC, and are resources leveraged for the Sierra.  
 SFC revised the cost distribution in each of our budget categories. The original 
Exhibit A, signed in 2011, had about two times as much Overhead Cost included. Due to 
the unexpected increase of staff time, legal fees, and other costs, we shifted about 
$12,500 from “Overhead Costs” into other budget categories. The total project cost 
remained the same.  

For the “Baseline Documentation, etc”, “Signage”, and “Performance Measure 
Evaluation…” budget categories, we have included staff time invoices that detail dates 
and activities.  

In November 2012, SNC deposited $831,620 for the acquisition of the easement 
and the escrow and closing costs. Though these funds have already been paid by SNC, 
documentation of usage is included in this report.  
 The Grant Agreement divides the Administrative Costs into two categories; 
“Overhead Costs” and “Grant and Financial Management”.  As defined in SNC’s Grant 
Application Packet, Appendix G, Administrative Costs “include any expense which does 
not related directly to project implementation…including rent, utilities, travel, per diem, 
office equipment…”. Given the multitude of projects SFC has engaged with in the last 
18 months, the Topping Ranch project required 5% of our organization’s administrative 
costs. Included in the Supporting Documents is a QuickBooks Financial reporting 
detailing select, though not all, overhead costs that were necessary to complete this 
project. Included in this list are insurance costs, office supplies, and utilities.   
 The “Grant management and financial oversight” category includes 5% of the 
salaries of SFC’s Executive Director, Financial Director, Conservation Director, and 
Stewardship Director’s salaries of the last 18 months. Also included is 5% of the 
Associate Director’s salary since July 2012, when the position was created.  These 
employees managed the grant and completed all the due diligence, administrative, 
financial, and organizational tasks included in grant management and negotiations. This 
5% is separate from the tasks directly associated with other budget categories. Attached 
is a QuickBooks Payroll Summary which shows the Total Gross Pay for each of these 
employees and the 5% charged to this budget category.  
 
 

F. Do you have information to report on the project-specific Performance Measures 
for your project?  (If so, please list the Performance Measures below and describe your 
progress.)   
 
All performance measures have been completed and are included in the final 
report section.   

 
 
 



G. Were there any other relevant materials produced under the terms of this 
Agreement that are not a part of the budgeted deliverables?   If so, please attach 
copies. (Include digital photos, maps, media coverage of project, or other work products.)  

 
• Link to the ABC Action 30 News Broadcast about the project:  

http://abclocal.go.com/kfsn/video?id=7784872&pid=null 
• SFC Electronic Newsletter 
• SFC Newsletter: Foothill Advocate 16.4 

 
H. Next Steps: (Work anticipated in the next 6 months, including location and timing of any 

scheduled events related to the project.) 
 

This project has been completed, included the dedication event. We will begin to 
monitor the easement yearly,  and continue to maintain good relations with the 
landowners. 
 
Please Complete this Section for FINAL Report ONLY 
 
Capacity-Building Results and Collaboration and Cooperation with Stakeholders: (What 
partnerships did you initiate or strengthen as a result of this project?  How did they affect the 
project outcome?  If applicable, how did this grant increase your organization’s capacity? What 
is your plan to sustain this increase?) 
 

• This project helped strengthen relations with ranching families in the 
Madera ranching community as well as with SFC’s partners in the San 
Joaquin River partnership.   

• We are very appreciative that SNC grants help cover staff time on funded 
projects.  Projects keep the staff working and this helps maintain staffing 
capacity.   Through the donation by the landowners, SFC will fund its long- 
term Conservation Easement monitoring fund, as well as make a 
contribution to our Conservation Easement defense fund.  These funds 
ensure that SFC will be able to manage our obligation to uphold our 
easements in perpetuity. 

 
Description of Project Accomplishments: 

 
1. Most Significant Accomplishment 
Describe in one concise, well-written paragraph, the most significant accomplishment that 
resulted from this grant.  
 

The most significant accomplishment of this project is that it helps to expand the larger 
San Joaquin conservation area while helping to maintain the local ranching economy.  
With the completion of the Topping Ranch, Sierra Foothill Conservancy has added a 
buffer zone around the Kennedy Table Vernal Pool easement further protecting the 
endangered and listed species found in the area.   
 

 
 

http://abclocal.go.com/kfsn/video?id=7784872&pid=null


2. WOW Factor   
If applicable, please describe anything that happened as a result of the project or during the 
project that is particularly impressive. 

 
The Topping Ranch Conservation Easement connects almost 30,000 acres of protected 
land in the San Joaquin Conservation Area—including the Kennedy Table Easement, 
the Van Allen Ranch Easement, held by California Rangeland Trust, and publicly 
protected land in the Upper San Joaquin River Corridor. This habitat connectivity is 
crucial for many native species in the area, and creates essential migration corridors.  

 
3. Design and Implementation 
When considering the design and implementation of this project, what lessons did you learn 
that might help other grantees implement similar work? 

 
• Make a timeline for the landowner that clearly articulates the projects time frame 

with explanation of the factors of uncertainty, (e.g. project completion is 
dependent up multiple party’s timelines for legal review and invoice submissions, 
etc.) We should be sure to emphasize that there may be changes to the time 
frame that are out of SFC and the Granting Agency’s control.  

• Provide landowners with ample opportunity to meet with the land trust to talk 
through all of the stages of the project and the details of the conservation 
easement document.    

• Be sure to have mechanisms to property track project expenses, especially 
overhead and grant management costs.  

 
4. Indirect Impact 
Please describe any indirect benefits of the project such as information that has been 
developed as a result of the project is being used by several other organizations to improve 
decision-making, or a conservation easement funded by this grant that encouraged other 
landowners in the area to have conservation easements on their property. 

 
Almost every conservation easement with a landowner triggers interest from other 
local landowners, and this project is no exception.  Several landowners that are 
familiar with the project have already been incorporated into SFC conservation 
project pipeline. There is a strong possibility that we will do another conservation 
easement project to in close proximity to the Topping Ranch, which will further 
increase the quality and continuity of the protected habitat.  

 
5. Collaboration and Conflict Resolution 
If you worked in collaboration or cooperation with other organizations or institutions, 
describe those arrangements and their importance to the project.  Also, describe if you 
encountered conflict in the project and how you dealt with it, or if there was conflict avoided 
as a result of the project. 
 
In the process of working on this project, we realized the importance of clear 
communication with the landowners throughout all the steps of completing an 

 
 
 



easement. It is crucial to explain the various steps of the project and be very through 
in our communications with the landowner. The internal processes of SNC and SFC 
and the dynamics of real estate transactions are very complicated. We need to 
spend more time educating landowners about these processes and the associated 
timelines.  

 
6. Capacity-Building 
SNC is interested in both the capacity of your organization, as well as local and regional 
capacity.  Please describe the overall health of your organization including areas in need of 
assistance.  SNC is interested in the strength and involvement of your board, significant 
changes to your staff, size and involvement of membership.  In addition, describe how your 
project improved capabilities of partners, or the larger community. 
 

Sierra Foothill Conservancy owns eight preserves in Mariposa, Madera and 
Fresno Counties totaling over 6,500 acres, has conserved another 14,000+ acres 
working with private landowners through conservation easements, and has 
protected and transferred an additional 2,100 acres to public agencies.  Our 
membership consists of about 1, 200 members.  We have an active, twelve member, 
working Board of Directors.  We have a staff of nine plus one AmeriCorps members 
this year.  Our paid FTE is approximately 6.5. Ideally, we would like to have the 
equivalent of at least 8 FTE.   
 

With a Membership and Volunteer Coordinator, SFC could mobilize the more 
than one hundred volunteers who assist with programs and tasks at this time and 
who want to do more. SFC would also like to hire a biologist on staff to develop 
habitat management plans, assist with biological monitoring, write grants, and 
develop restoration projects. We also would like to expand our land conservation 
staff, as to better manage our projects and be able to develop new projects.  
 

SFC is always in pursuit of endowment funds for the stewardship of the lands we 
have protected. The perpetual responsibility of upholding the terms of the 
conservation easements we hold is as important as the actual acquisition itself.  We 
would like CA State agencies to consider allowing a portion of the funds granted for 
CE Acquisition to be used toward the perpetual responsibility of monitoring 
conservation easements.   
 
7. Challenges 
Did the project face internal or external challenges?  How were they addressed?  Describe 
each challenge and any actions that you took to address it.  Was there something that SNC 
did or could have done to assist you?  Did you have to change any of your key objectives in 
response to conditions “on the ground”? 
 
This project was delayed due to issues internal to SFC as well as landowner wishes 
to not close the project until 2012. The landowner was frustrated with the extended 
timeline.  However, we were able to streamline the final stages of the project, which 
benefited SFC and the landowner.  

 
 



 
Note: (this is a copy of the response to question “C” in the Progress Report above) 
 
8. Photographs 
Grantees are strongly encouraged to submit photos, slides or digital images whenever 
possible.  These images will be used for SNC publications such as annual reports or on the 
website.  Please make sure you clearly identify location, activity, and your project with each 
submitted image.  Images will be credited to the submitting organization, unless specified 
otherwise. 

  
 (See included Photo sheet) 

 
9. Post Grant Plans 
What are the post-grant plans for the project if it does not conclude with the grant?  Include a 
description of the following (if applicable):  (1) Changes in operations or scope; (2) 
Replication or use of findings; (3) Names of other organizations you expect to involve; (4) 
Plans to support the project financially, and; (5) Communication plans? 
 
SFC will continue to monitor the conservation easement annually in perpetuity which 
includes: meeting with the landowner to review terms of the easement and answer 
any questions the landowner may have, insure that the conservation values outlined 
in the easement are being upheld, and share resources and opportunities with the 
landowner.  SFC will, with landowner input, complete a Conservation Management 
plan for the property.   
 
10. Post Grant Contact 
Who can be contacted a few years from now to follow up on the project?  Please provide 
name and contact information.   
 
Bridget Fithian 
 Conservation Director 
 Mariposa Office: ph: (209) 742-5556 e: bridget.fithian@sierrafoothill.org 
 Address: P.O. Box 691 Mariposa, CA, 95338   

  
 Jeannette Tuitele-Lewis 

Executive Director 
Black Mtn Office: ph: (559) 855-3473 e: jeannette.tuitele@sierrafoothill.org 
Address: P.O. Box 529, Prather, CA, 93651

 
 
 



SNC-approved Performance Measures: (Please list each Performance Measure for your 
Project, as identified in your Grant Agreement, and the results/outcomes.) 
 

1. Dollar value of resources leveraged for the Sierra Nevada 

Conservation planning, which includes decision making, agency meetings and input, 
and fundraising strategies for projects in these two areas has required a significant 
amount of staff, consultant, and volunteer time. We estimate that Sierra Foothill 
Conservancy (SFC) has invested roughly 500 staff hours into conservation planning for 
the area, which has a dollar value of about $27,500.  Easement negotiations for Topping 
Ranch by SFC staff and reviews by the volunteer land committee, which largely consists 
of biological consultants are valued to be over $5,000.   

 
SFC has continued conducting outreach via newsletters and announcements, media 
outlets, organizational partnership contacts, community presentations, land tours, and 
has scheduled the Topping celebration for early April. All of the expenses associated 
with these activities will be conducted by SFC staff, volunteers, and organizational 
partnerships. We estimate the dollar value of this to be approximately $6,100.   

 
The Topping Family has donated 5% of the value of the conservation easement back to 
SFC which helped to pay for some expenses not covered by SNC (such as the 
appraisal) and SFC's general land conservation work. This is valued at $41,000.   
 
Madera County required in-lieu mitigation funds to be spent on oak woodland 
preservation.  The County approved the use of $35,000 to go toward the stewardship 
fund and the easement defense fund for Topping.   
 
Finally, this project went over the projected budget of $875,890 by $4,654. This amount 
has been paid by SFC to cover the legal fees and staff time over budget, but should be 
included as resources attained for the Sierra.  
 
The Topping Ranch Conservation Easement will complete land protection for the entire 
1,962 acres.  The six hundred acres already protected under a donated conservation 
easement with SFC is valued at roughly $360,000.  This brings the total of funds 
leveraged for the completion of the Topping Ranch to be approximately $479,334. 

 
The completion of the Topping Project has provided visibility that has generated 
excitement which is building a more robust case for future investment in land 
conservation in the central Sierra region. Although estimating the dollar value of this is 
difficult, it should not be ignored as a significant leverage of California tax dollars.  
 

 
2. Number of people reached:   

SFC hosted a dedication ceremony on Topping Ranch on April 11, 2013. The event was 
a great success- it was well attended by community members, other land conservation 
groups, and several politicians. The Topping Family, SNC, and SFC were recognized 
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and thanked.  Because the Topping Ranch is already a model for demonstrating the 
compatibility of resource conservation and ranching throughout the region, we had a 
great turn-out with almost 100 attendees.  

 
Bee reporter Mark Grossi of wrote a article featuring Topping Ranch and SFC’s success 
of conserving 25,000 acres of land. The statewide distribution of the Fresno Bee 
circulates 157,546 papers daily. The announcement of the Topping Ranch Conservation 
Easement and SNC/Prop 84 funding was also included in SFC's electronic newsletter 
that went out to SFC's contact list of 1,400. In article regarding the project was also 
included in SFC's newsletter The Foothill Advocate which is distributed to our entire 
membership of over 1,100 members.   

 
As a member of the San Joaquin River Partnership, SFC will be able to post the 
success of Topping Ranch to the Partnership's website and will encourage partners of 
the group to send out an announcement of the success of a project to their individual 
lists.  The project will be an opportunity for the San Joaquin River Partnership to 
demonstrate the critical connection between successful restoration efforts below the 
dam and land conservation efforts in the upper San Joaquin River Watershed.  SFC will 
continue to track the number of hits to the Partnership website while the article of 
Topping Ranch is posted and determine the number of folks reached via partnership 
organization groups.  

 
SFC conducts many presentations to local business groups, agencies, and community 
organizations.  Topping Ranch is often highlighted in the presentations and recognizing 
the support of SNC and Prop 84 funds will continue to provide support and outreach to 
key stakeholder groups within the region.  Tours and guided hikes of Topping Ranch 
occur regularly throughout the late winter and spring and this will provide additional 
opportunities for SNC and Prop 84 recognition. Since the Topping Ranch Project began, 
we estimate that we have shared about the Topping Ranch and SNC Proposition 84 
funding with about 400 people during events on the Ranch and community 
presentations. 
 

3. Number of jobs created 

The Topping Family has expressed a desire to improve some of the infrastructure of the 
Ranch and expand the cattle operation.  Improvements include water development and 
fencing repair.  This is likely to increase the number of jobs associated with the ranch by 
2.0 FTE positions, one of which is likely to be long-term.  
 

4. Number and value of new, improved, or preserved economic activities 

The completion of the Topping Ranch Conservation Easement has ensured the 
preservation of a major historic ranch in Madera County.  Although this is just one ranch, 
the number of economic activities dependent on family ranchers like the Toppings is 
notable. The Topping Ranch includes 1,962 acres of viable grazing land that generates 
feed for approximately 150 cow-calf pair annually.  At an average market value of 
$680/calf, the protection of this working landscape also preserves approximately 
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$102,000 of local beef sale income.  The viability of the cattle operation is dependent 
upon local slaughterhouses, feed stores, fence builders, veterinarians, stockyards, and 
cowboys.   Ensuring that Topping Ranch remains an intact working landscape also 
preserves the employment of 2+ people and the preservation of potential grazing lease 
income equivalent at $6/acre=$11,772/year.   

 
The Topping’s will use some of the awarded grant funds to repair and improve the cattle 
infrastructure of the ranch.  Improving infrastructure will increase livestock productivity 
by increasing the ranches utilization of their existing forage and decreasing labor costs 
locating animals lost due to unrepaired fences. 
 

5. Acres of Land Conserved 

The Topping Ranch Conservation Easement has conserved 1,362 acres of natural 
resources and working landscape.  The easement will remove further development 
rights on this property maintaining the wildlife, water, and plant conservation values of 
the entire Ranch.  Placing a conservation easement on the remaining 1,362 acres of the 
Ranch created a buffer for the 600 acres of vernal pools on the Kennedy Table 
easement, and completed the conservation of the entire 1,962 Topping Ranch 
 

6. Number of special significance sites protected and preserved 

The property has four archeological sites on the property, all of which are bedrock 
mortar sites near seasonal creeks.  Protection of the Topping Ranch helps ensure that 
the integrity of these cultural sites will not be compromised by development or 
vandalism.  

 
7. Linear feet of stream bank protected or restored 

The Topping Ranch includes 4.2 miles of seasonal streams, representing 22,176 linear 
feet of stream bank that has been protected through this project.  The streams flow into 
Fine Gold Creek, a tributary of the San Joaquin River, and directly into Millerton Lake on 
the San Joaquin River.  
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