	District Manager’s Guide to LWG
What you’re supposed to be doing and why it matters



	If you’ve looked at the LWG process and thought “what exactly am I supposed to be doing?” - this guide is for you. LWG isn’t complicated, but it’s easy to get lost in the tools and lose sight of the bigger picture. This is the plain-language version of what your district’s role actually is.


1. Why LWG Exists

Conservation districts have always existed to serve their communities. But “serving the community” can mean a lot of different things. Without a clear process, it’s easy to end up just reacting — helping whoever walks in the door, running whatever program is available, doing what NRCS asks.
LWG gives your district a way to be proactive instead of reactive. It’s a structured process that answers three questions:
1. What does our community actually need?
2. What are we going to do about it?
3. Did it work?

	LWG isn’t a program. It’s not something NRCS runs. It’s a process that your district leads — and it’s how you turn community input into real conservation projects.



2. What Your District Is Actually Supposed to Do
Think of the LWG process in three phases. Everything in the toolkit connects back to one of these.

	Phase 1: Listen  —  Understand your community

	Get out into the community and find out what’s actually happening. Talk to producers, landowners, neighbors, and partners. What conservation challenges keep coming up? What are people seeing on the ground that concerns them? What do they wish someone was paying attention to? This is your needs assessment,  and it’s the foundation of everything that comes next. You can’t build a project around local priorities if you don’t know what those priorities are.
Tools for this phase:
· Community Input Survey (online and printable)
· Community Input Guide
· Conversation with producers and residents
· Partner conversations with NRCS, FSA, GF&P, and others




	Phase 2: Plan  —  Build a project around what you heard

	Take what you heard, identify the conservation challenges that matter most, and build a project around them. This is where the LWG meeting comes in. You bring together producers, landowners, partners, and agencies around a shared local priority and figure out how to address it together. Write the proposal. Set measurable goals. Line up the right partners. The LWG meeting isn’t a check-the-box exercise for NRCS, it’s a working project team. Treat it like one.
Tools for this phase:
· Goal-Setting Guide
· District Project Proposal
· Partner Mapping Worksheet
· Power Center Inventory
· Meeting Agenda Template
· Facilitator Guide



	Phase 3: Make It Happen & Report Back  —  Work the project and show what changed

	This is where most projects either succeed or stall. The meeting happened, the commitments were made - now the real work begins. Help producers access programs. Follow through on action items between meetings. Track what’s changing on the ground. And when something works, document it and share it. Your success story isn’t just feel-good content, it’s evidence that locally led conservation works, and it makes the case for continued investment in your district.
Tools for this phase:
· Between-Meeting Action Tracker
· Project Progress Tracker
· Match Report
· Post-Meeting Follow-Up Templates
· Success Story Template


3. What the LWG Meeting Is and Isn’t

	It IS:
· A working project team meeting
· A place to review progress and solve problems
· A way to keep partners and community members engaged and accountable
· Your opportunity to surface local priorities and carry them forward
· Something that should happen regularly, not just once a year
	
	It ISN’T:
· A public hearing
· A formality you do for NRCS
· A one-time event
· Something only big districts do
· A meeting where NRCS runs the show



4. Why It’s Worth Doing
Here’s the honest case for why LWG is worth your time:
	It gives you leverage.
When you show up to NRCS or the State Technical Committee with documented community input and a clear local priority, you have a much stronger case for resources than if you just show up and say your producers need help. Data and documented priorities move programs. Opinions don’t.



	It makes your district more effective.
Instead of scattering your energy across whatever comes in the door, LWG gives you focus. You’re working on the conservation problems that matter most in your area and you have partners, a plan, and measurable goals to show for it.



	It strengthens your partnerships.
NRCS, FSA, GF&P, DU, Pheasants Forever, etc. — these partners are more likely to align their resources with your district when you have a clear, documented project with community backing. LWG gives them something to rally around.



	It builds community trust.
When people feel heard, when they see that what they shared actually shaped what your district worked on, they show up again. And they bring their neighbors. That’s how you build the kind of long-term community engagement that makes conservation work.



	Your input shapes state-level decisions.
LWG priorities don’t just stay local. They travel up through NRCS to the State Technical Committee, where they influence how conservation programs are delivered across South Dakota and where funding is focused. What your community surfaces has a real path to shaping state policy.



5. Who Does What — Your Role vs. Everyone Else’s
One of the biggest sources of confusion in LWG is who’s actually responsible for what. Here’s the honest breakdown.
	Your District — The Project Manager

	In most cases, producers and landowners are the ones doing things on the ground — signing up for EQIP, putting in cover crops, installing windbreaks, managing their grazing differently. Some districts have equipment programs or other hands-on capacity that can help, but generally the physical conservation work happens on the producer's land. Your district's job is to make sure the right resources, programs, and support are in place so producers can actually implement and to listen to what they need before building the project around it.
· Lead the LWG process and chair meetings
· Gather community input and identify priorities
· Build and manage the project proposal
· Coordinate partners and keep everyone accountable
· Advocate for local priorities with NRCS and the STC
· Track progress and document outcomes


	

	Partners — The Resource Providers

	Partners bring what the district can’t provide alone —program funding, technical expertise, habitat knowledge, producer networks, and additional capacity. NRCS brings conservation programs and technical design. DU or Pheasants Forever might fund a habitat project. GF&P brings wildlife expertise. SD Soil Health Coalition and SD Grassland Coalition brings producer connections. The district identifies what’s needed and brings the right partners to the table.
· Provide technical expertise and program knowledge
· Connect producers to funding and cost-share opportunities
· Contribute resources, staff time, and networks
· Align their own programs around local priorities
· Support implementation of conservation practices


	

	Producers & Landowners — The Implementers

	Producers and landowners are the ones doing things on the ground. They’re signing up for EQIP, putting in cover crops, installing windbreaks, managing their grazing differently. The district’s job is to make sure the right resources and support are in place so that producers CAN do it, and to listen to what they need before building the project.
· Share what’s happening on their land
· Attend LWG meetings and provide input
· Apply for conservation programs and practices
· Implement conservation practices on their operation
· Share results and serve as local success stories


	

	NRCS — The Technical Support

	NRCS supports the process, they don’t lead it. They provide technical expertise, help connect producers to programs like EQIP and RCPP, and carry local priorities to the State Technical Committee. They’re at the table as a partner, not the person running the show.
· Provide technical expertise and practice design
· Connect producers to federal conservation programs
· Support development of the conservation action plan
· Carry district priorities to the State Technical Committee
· Help identify program resources and funding opportunities


	




6. Between Meetings — What You Should Actually Be Doing
The meeting is just the beginning. Most of the real work happens between meetings, and most projects stall not during meetings but in the weeks after them. Here’s what working the project actually looks like day to day.

		Producer Outreach & Engagement

	· Call producers who expressed interest at the last meeting
· Follow up with landowners who couldn’t make it
· Visit a farm or ranch to see what’s happening on the ground
· Invite new producers who haven’t been to a meeting yet
· Talk to people at the co-op, grain elevator, or sale barn

	Program Connections

	· Help a producer fill out an EQIP or CRP application
· Connect a landowner with NRCS about a specific practice
· Check FSA sign-up deadlines and share with producers
· Follow up with a producer waiting on a program decision

	Community Building

	· Post a project update on the district’s Facebook page or other social media channels
· Share a win at a county commissioner meeting
· Hand out the survey at a local event or field day
· Talk up what the district is working on — everywhere



	
		Partner Coordination

	· Check in with GF&P, DU, or Pheasants Forever on a habitat priority
· Coordinate with SD Soil Health Coalition or SD Grassland Coalition on a field day or event
· Touch base with NRCS on program ranking or technical questions
· Get a cost estimate from a vendor or contractor
· Loop in FSA on producer applications or program questions

	Project Administration

	· Log progress in the Project Progress Tracker
· Update benchmarks based on what’s been accomplished
· Touch base with SDACD on your project
· Track match: hours, cash contributions, and partner time
· Review action items from the Between-Meeting Tracker

	Prep for the Next Meeting

	· Build the next meeting agenda around what’s happened
· Send reminders to attendees and confirm the date
· Flag any barriers or support needs to bring to the group
· Update your proposal or progress tracker before the meeting







	Rule of thumb: If the only time you’re working on the LWG project is the week before a meeting, something needs to change. The between-meeting work is where momentum lives, and where most projects either move forward or quietly die.



7. Common Questions
Do I have to do LWG?
It’s not a mandate, but it’s how your district demonstrates that it’s doing locally led conservation, which is the foundation of how conservation programs are supposed to work in South Dakota. Districts that do LWG well have stronger relationships with partners, more engaged communities, and better outcomes.
How often should we be meeting?
At minimum once a year, but more often if your project has active momentum. Quarterly is a good rhythm for a district with an active project. The meeting schedule should match where you are in the project — more frequent early on when things are moving, potentially less frequent once a project is in implementation.
What if we don’t have a big project ready?
Start with listening. Host a producer coffee. Do some producer interviews. Get out and find out what’s happening in your community. You don’t need a project proposal to start the LWG process, you need community input first. The project comes from what you hear.
What’s NRCS’s role vs. ours?
Your district leads the process. NRCS supports it. NRCS provides technical expertise, helps connect producers to programs, and carries your priorities to the State Technical Committee, but they don’t run the meeting, set the agenda, or decide what your community’s priorities are. That’s your job.
What does success look like?
A district that’s doing LWG well has a clear project with documented community input behind it, regular meetings with engaged partners, action items that actually get followed through on, measurable progress on the ground, and a story to tell about what changed. It doesn’t have to be perfect. It just has to be real.

	Questions about your district’s role in the LWG process?
Contact SDACD, we’re here to help you get started and keep moving.



