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produce more older, trophy bulls.
It also agreed that they wanted opportunity
for the average hunter to have a chance for those
bulls. And they agreed that hunters who wanted
to kill cow elk – which is essential to control
the elk numbers and reduce game damage on
hayfields – should have ample opportunity
during the general season to hunt on the large
ranches in the area.
Devil’s Kitchen is largely made up of three
large properties – The Dana, Sieben Land and
Livestock, and Lane ranches. It adjoins the
Beartooth WMA, which holds more than 2,000
elk in winter and provides excellent public
hunting opportunity through special permits.
The working group includes federal and state
land management agencies, local sportsmen’s
organizations including the Great Falls chapter
of Safari Club International and Russell Country
Sportsmen, as well as others. And it includes
several local biologists with FWP. The whole
collaborative working group is facilitated by a
professional who is paid by the Montana Land
Reliance.
In the end, the season structure the group
came up with is remarkably simple. For the first
two weeks of the season a hunter can kill any
elk with a general elk license. During that time,
the landowners do some guided hunting as well
as allow friends and family to hunt. Under a
The area had a fair population of elk when it
handshake agreement, the ranches collectively
was formed. But the landowners and area hunters
have agreed to keep the kill of bull elk to
were looking for a hunting regulation that would
around what the public has access to, which
allow them to improve the quality of the bulls and
has traditionally been 50 bulls through a special
better manage elk numbers. Hibbard says what
permit. Some years they’ve run over, but in
landowners really wanted was a seat at the table.
general the harvest has held around that number.
FWP was trying to grow the elk herd in the area,
For the final three weeks of the season, hunting
which includes the highly
goes to cows only on
productive
Beartooth The Devil’s Kitchen Working Group
a general elk license,
Wildlife
Management is often cited as a true example of
with 50 special permits
Area, but large landowners
a collaboration where everybody’s
issued for bull elk.
were also integral to the
views are taken into account, with an The public members
management of the herd.
who draw those tags
The area is characterized end result that benefits hunters and
are given access to the
by
working
ranches, landowners.
ranches to hunt and it
several of which have been
has proven to be a great
in the same family for multiple generations. It’s
trophy hunting opportunity, with high success
also characterized by excellent habitat that is
rates. Other public hunters are allowed access to
very productive for elk.
hunt cow elk in an effort to control the numbers.
The group spent a year just getting to know
The different parties that take part in the
the different interests. After multiple meetings it
Devil’s Kitchen meet quarterly to discuss how
started to craft some guiding principles to guide
things are going. In December they discuss
management in the area. One thing all parties
harvest numbers, including for deer and antelope,
agreed upon early was that it wanted to see some
and talk about the different issues they faced
bulls in the area die of old age – in essence to

WORKING TOGETHER FOR
WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT

By Nick Gevock
MWF Conservation Director
CASCADE, Mont. – Chase Hibbard can
show a history of elk management along
the east side of the Big Belt Mountains with
two bulls on the wall of the bunkhouse at his
family’s ranch.
On one side is a smaller – although nice by
most elk hunter’s standards – six point bull.
Hibbard said when it was killed in the 1980s, it
was among the best bulls in the area.
On the other side is a massive six-point bull.
It was shot a few years ago. And it’s typical of
the trophies that are found in the area, which is
made up of hunting district 445, called Hound
Creek.
Those trophies came about when landowners
in the area joined together with hunters and
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks to form a
collaborative group to better manage elk. It
was dubbed the Devil’s Kitchen – named after
a nearby primitive area of federal land – and it
took years to come up with a system that works
for everyone.

continued on page 8
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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

Block Managment

By Kathy Hadley
MWF president
As this issue of the MWF newsletter will
arrive just at the beginning of our fall hunting
season, I thought it might be interesting for
our readers to learn a little more about FWP’s
Block Management Program. For those
not familiar with it, this program opens up
thousands of acres of private lands in Montana
to hunters each year. Alan Charles works for
FWP and manages the Block Management
Program so I posed a few questions to him for
this article.
Alan, you have been the FWP Block
Management Manager for many years. What
got you interested in this job?
Back in the 1980’s, I volunteered to serve on
various FWP committees working on hunter
behavior and landowner/sportsman relations
issues. As an avid hunter and longtime hunter
education instructor, I was also working with
eastern Montana ranchers, and could see things
changing as land that had traditionally been
open to public hunting was either leased by
outfitters or simply closed. The Department was
developing a new hunting access program for
private landowners, and I decided I wanted to be
part of that effort, in whatever way I could, as a
way to help preserve Montana’s hunting heritage
and traditions.
Historically, the Block Management
program has opened up 7- 9 million acres of
private lands annually to hunters. How is it
looking this year?
The 2015 hunting season looks about the
same as the past several years, with about 1230
landowners enrolling almost 7.4 million acres.
We have some large new BMAs in several
areas where we have traditionally not had much
enrollment, and both big game and upland bird
populations look pretty good.

each region published its own guide, and hunters
The Block Management Program has been could only obtain hard-copy maps limited to 5 per
operating for about 20 years. Have there request. The BMA boundaries are now available
been any evaluations or surveys done on the in a GIS layer that can be downloaded, and are
program in terms of hunter and landowner also made available commercially by several
satisfaction?
private businesses. Hunters will discover new
BMA opportunities throughout the state, but no
Yes, annually regional access coordinators major program changes have been made for the
survey landowners after the season to determine 2015 season.
how things went and how satisfied they are
with the program and each year hunters submit
What lessons have you learned in your long
approximately 17,000 Hunter Comment Cards tenure managing the program?
that provide data about hunter satisfaction with
their BMA hunt. Every 4-6 six years FWP
That “respect, appreciation, and privilege”
administers a landowner and hunter state wide are words and thoughts that must constantly be
evaluation designed to measure satisfaction in our minds and actions as all of us - hunters,
levels with all elements of the program. landowners, and Department staff - work
Overall satisfaction levels from both hunters together to help make this program succeed.
and landowners tend to range high, in the 75% Mutual respect and appreciation for each other,
or better bracket, depending upon the year and for the land and our wildlife resources, and for
topic being evaluated.
the privilege of being able to have these sorts of
opportunities - these things are all a precious part
Does the Department have problems of Montana’s hunting heritage and traditions,
finding enough landowners willing to enroll and should never be taken for granted or abused.
in the program?
Is there anything you wish hunters and/or
The percent of landowners who choose to landowners knew about this program?
re-enroll has typically averaged 95% - 97%,
which is another way of measuring landowner
I wish landowners knew how much all of
satisfaction with the program. As new funding has the individual hunters-without-means really
periodically become available, the Department appreciate the opportunities provided through
has been able to enroll more landowners. In Block Management. And I wish hunters knew
recent years, the Department has been able to just how much potential impact there is when a
accommodate most of the landowners who have landowner allows strangers to come onto his or
expressed interest in enrolling, although changes her property to hunt, and how important it is to do
in evaluating potential properties has made the everything possible to minimize those impacts.
program a bit more competitive.
What do you think the future holds for the
What are the biggest challenges you face in Block Management program?
managing the program?
Block Management will have to adapt to new
Keeping the program flexible so that each challenges, some of which include effective elk
contract can be built with ranch rules specific to management and changing demographics of
that property, yet explaining it well enough so that hunters and landowners. Another challenge will
hunters know how to use the program and have be whether or not the politicians will provide
realistic expectations about the opportunities adequate funding and staff resources to deliver
that are available. Another challenge is simply the program.
trying to provide enough staff resources and
funding to accomplish everything that needs
To access program guides electronically go to
doing. With hunting seasons that begin August http://fwp.mt.gov/hunting/hunterAccess/block15 and sometimes extend into January, there is a man/accessGuide.html
lot of work to do throughout the state, and staff
is often stretched to the limit to get everything Kathy Hadley is MWF’s President. A lifelong
done, and done well.
hunter, angler, and conservationist, Kathy has
been a member of MWF for 27 years. Contact
Has the Block management changed over her at kathyh@ncat.org.
time? Is there anything new or different this
year that hunters should know about?
Alan Charles works for FWP and manages the
Block Management Program. Contact him at
In recent years, all of the individual BMA maps acharles@mt.gov.
have become available electronically, along with
the hunting access guide, which is now combined
into one statewide guide, whereas in early years,
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KICK THE BUCKET

FIGHTING ILLEGAL FISH INTRODUCTIONS
By Jim Vashro
MWF Board Member

A lot of well-deserved attention has been
given to Aquatic Invasive Species (AIS) such
as zebra mussels and Eurasian watermilfoil.
A new species in the wrong place can dramatically alter an aquatic community. Although
not commonly thought of as an AIS, the whirling disease parasite that appeared in 1994
was another invader that prompted million
dollar task forces, research and the warning
to “Inspect, Clean and Dry” boats and gear.
Whirling disease invaded over 160 waters but
appears to have slowed for now. So another
AIS that has already invaded over 250 waters
and is still marching on should raise similar
alarm, right? But when I talk to anglers about
illegal fish introductions I either get a blank
look or a shrug of the shoulders. And that’s
too bad because illegal fish are hurting aquatic communities across the state and are costing you opportunity and money.
When European man started to settle in Montana they found 57 fish species although most
were minnows or fish not commonly eaten. So
they started introducing fish from “back home”
for food, recreation and commercial fishing with
30 new species eventually introduced. Special
railroad train cars unloaded fish at whistle stops,
hatcheries had “sportsmen’s troughs” where you
could pick up a cream can of fish before heading out to the wilds. This Johnny Appleseed approach produced some good fisheries such as
rainbow and brown trout in the Madison River
and northern pike and bass in Fort Peck. But it
also produced some monumental mistakes such
as carp throughout the eastern half of the state.
By the 1970s, fisheries managers started using
much more care when introducing fish and environmental analyses are now a required step.
Unfortunately, the pioneer spirit still prevails
with some anglers and illegal fish introductions,
commonly known as bucket biology, continue to
spread. Bucket biologists don’t use any analysis,
they just dump fish and hope for the best.
I was the regional fisheries manager for Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks in northwest Montana for more than 30 years. Faced with mounting
problems, I started keeping a statewide database
of illegal fish introductions, the only one of its
kind in the nation. Those are introductions that
occurred illegally or unintentionally and existed
long enough to be noted and recorded. Doubtless
there were many more tried and failed without
notice. The last time I updated the database several years ago it covered more than 600 illegal
fish introductions in more than 250 waters statewide involving 50 species of fish. There isn’t a
corner of the state untouched. Although people
don’t seem to recognize it, fish are subject to the
same laws of nature as deer and humans. The primary law is carrying capacity. A body of water
can only raise so many pounds of fish, either lots
of little ones or a few big ones. Carrying capacity may fluctuate a little by year due to weather
and other limiting factors but it doesn’t change
much. Add a new fish species and some existing species has to reduce by a similar amount.
No free lunch, no exceptions. Many native fish

such as cutthroat evolved in simple systems with like shovelnose sturgeon, burbot and a variety
little competition and are particularly hard hit by of tropical fish including sailfin mollies, pacu
new introductions. Another factor is the trophic and even piranha. Montana winters take care
level or the level in the food chain occupied by of most of those except in some warm springs.
a species such as producers (algae and plants), But goldfish and koi are related to carp and can
consumers (insects and fish like kokanee) and thrive and grow to a large size. Backyard ponds
predators like pike and walleye. As you move up are great until fall when unthinking pond owneach trophic level you lose about 90 percent of ers just can’t bear to kill “Nemo” and dump him
the energy or biomass in the transfer. Put another in a nearby pond instead. That is why backyard
way, it takes about 100 pounds of perch to grow ponds are regulated by the state.
a 10 pound walleye (or 2 five pound walleyes).
Lion Lake near Hungry Horse is a good exMany of the illegal fish are top level predators ample of the problem. The 39 acre lake supportso you give up a lot of opportunity and harvest ed up to 1,000 days of fishing a year on stocked
(perch) to catch a few predators (walleyes). In a rainbows until a bucket biologist dumped
typical illegal introduction, the first few fish have largemouth bass, northern pike, yellow perch
few limiting factors and show almost unlimited and pumpkinseeds. The sunfish exploded and
growth. This leads to early angler predictions of stunted, the rainbows didn’t survive and annual
a water full of new state records. As year classes fishing pressure dropped to just 49 days before
fill in and numbers increase density dependent FWP rotenoned the lake and restocked with raingrowth kicks in and fish growth and average size bows. The restored fishery flourished and fishdrop dramatically. Often you end up with a water ing pressure jumped to 3,000 days per year. Not
full of stunted fish like perch or brookies.
having learned their lesson the first time, bucket
Many illegal inbiologists have now planttroductions are due A body of water can only raise so many ed white suckers, crappie,
to ignorance of the
pounds of fish, either lots of little ones yellow perch and northern
biological rules noted
pike. The fishery is implodor a few big ones.
above. Many are careing and pressure is down to
less or thoughtless
1,000 days and dropping.
moves like dumping a bait bucket. But many
Some illegal plants are more far-reaching.
are planned and result from a sense of entitle- Two young men observed someone planting yelment, that a fisherman can have the species he low perch in Lake Mary Ronan (LMR) in 1992.
wants anywhere he wants. Private ponds are an FWP got there within 4 hours and rotenoned the
increasing source of problems as pond owners cove, killing 37 perch. At least two got away, in
try to circumvent private pond rules that protect less than 10 years perch made up 80% of the fish
existing state fisheries.
biomass in the lake. The kokanee and rainbows
Warmwater fish account for about 80 percent that rated LMR in the top 5 lakes in northwest
of illegal introductions with northern pike and Montana and in the top 40 in the state plummetyellow perch leading the list. Those species are ed a similar amount. Worse yet, LMR was the
both popular and tough enough to be moved source for kokanee eggs to plant another 26 lakes
around. Minnows commonly used for live bait across Montana and now there weren’t enough
fishing, legal or not, account for 10 to 15 per- salmon eggs in some years to cover the need.
cent of illegal introductions. Anglers dump bait The wild rainbow run vanished, stocked cutbuckets at the end of the day so you get fathead throat also faded away. Although 12” perch are
minnows, suckers and even carp. Sheer numbers still caught, predictions of a state record got burand competition can result in poor growth and ied in a swarm of 6 inchers. Rainbows now need
survival of stocked game fish.
And then you get the oddball stuff moved
continued on page 9
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EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE

Landowners crucial to the cause

By Dave Chadwick
Executive Director
Montana is blessed with nearly 30 million
acres of public land, which is a big part of
why we enjoy such abundant fish and wildlife
and unmatched hunting opportunity. Wellmanaged, protected public lands provide
crucial habitat for fish and wildlife as well as
a place for people to hunt and fish. It’s no
surprise that Montanans recreate on public
lands more than residents of any other Western state.
At the same time, Montana’s 60 million acres
of private land are also crucial to our wildlife
and hunting heritage. According to the US Fish
and Wildlife Service, about half of Montana resident hunters hunt on private land at some point
during the hunting season. Private land also provides essential habitat for many fish and wildlife
species. Depending on their habitat needs, some
animals are found predominantly on private land
and others move back and forth between public
land and private land at different times of year.
Animals don’t obey property lines, and managing a public wildlife resource that moves freely
across public and private land is challenging.

Ensuring wildlife, habitat and public access good management needs to start with adequate
on private land means that we need to work resources.
with the people who own that land. This is no
In addition to protecting our world-class big
easy task. Montana’s 23,000 landowners are not game resources, private land is also essential for
a monolith with one set of values or interests. the conservation of Montana’s rare and declining
They include farming and ranching families who native species. Poor land management practichave been stewards of the land for generations, es can have adverse effects on fish and wildlife
as well as newcomers who have recently bought populations, and sometimes the only response
their own piece of Big Sky Country. While it is regulatory intervention. This is embodied in
can be easy to generalize
the federal Endangered Speabout landowners’ moticies Act, which imposes harsh
The
Montana
Wildlife
Federation
vations and values, they
restrictions on private land
are as diverse as every- was founded eight decades ago
when species reach the brink
one else in Montana.
of extinction.
when hunters, landowners, and
The management of other conservationists realized
It is best for everyone if we
Montana’s big game is
can avoid the need for federal
that they needed to band
a frequent flashpoint beland use regulations by findtogether
to
protect
our
state’s
tween private landowning ways to work with private
natural
heritage.
ers and public hunters.
landowners to reward good
As detailed in the lead
land management practices.
story about the Devil’s Kitchen Working Group, Efforts to recover greater sage-grouse populait is possible for different interests to work to- tions in Montana – and across the West – will
gether and find common ground – but it takes a depend on how well we can work with private
lot of hard work, respectful dialogue, and cre- landowners to restore and manage healthy habiativity. The “Common Ground” effort being tats (story page 6). Time will tell if these volunfacilitated by One Montana (story page 8) rep- tary efforts can really recover populations or if
resents another effort to bring together diverse they are just a short-term fix.
interests to balance public wildlife values with
MWF was founded eight decades ago when
private land interests. Even though it doesn’t hunters, landowners, and other conservationgrab the headlines, MWF members and staff in- ists realized that they needed to band together to
vest hundreds of hours in participating in collab- protect our state’s natural heritage. As we look
orative efforts with landowners.
ahead to the future, we will need to continue to
Programs like Block Management (story page find ways to work with private landowners to
2) can also help meet the needs of landowners find ways to satisfy their land management obwhile facilitating public hunting and good wild- jectives while protecting the public’s wildlife. It
life management. In order to succeed, these is not easy, but it is the only way we can secure
programs need to be well-funded and well-man- our wildlife heritage for future generations.
aged. This isn’t easy when politicians are trying to micromanage every action of the Depart- Dave Chadwick is MWF’s Executive Director.
ment of Fish, Wildlife and Parks. That’s why Contact him at dchadwick@mtwf.org.
MWF leads the fight at the Legislature to fully
fund FWP programs. Even if we don’t always
agree with the agency’s actions, we know that

Montana’s 60 million acres of private land are crucial to mantaining our abundant wildlife and our strong heritage of hunting and fishing.
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PROGRESS AND SETBACKS

clean water flows forward
By Dave Dittloff
National Wildlife Federation
Earlier this summer the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers and the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) finalized a landmark rule
clarifying longstanding Clean Water Act
protections for streams, wetlands, and
other waters critical to hunting and fishing
and drinking water. In particular, the rule
clarification would bring back protections for
intermittent streams, isolated wetlands, and
prairie potholes after Supreme Court cases
in 2001 and 2006 left it unclear whether these
types of waterways should be covered under
the Clean Water Act.
Unfortunately, their management is again
in doubt. Hours before the new rules were to
take effect in late August, a U.S. District Judge
in North Dakota issued a temporary injunction
requested by the Attorneys General of thirteen
states, including Montana Attorney General
Tim Fox. The issue undoubtedly will be hashed
out in higher courts, but for now management
of intermittent streams, isolated wetlands, and
prairie potholes is still in doubt.
This court ruling jeopardizes safeguards for
60% of the nation’s streams and millions of acres
of wetlands and small lakes. In a headwaters
state like Montana, management of these
waterways is all the more important. Water flows
down elevation. If we’re not properly managing
the higher elevation streams and isolated
wetlands, it is not just those water bodies that
would be impacted. Waters in our main stem
rivers would be affected as well. Fishing and
hunting opportunities all over the state would be
diminished.
A new nationwide, bipartisan survey found
broad support among hunters and anglers for
applying Clean Water Act protections to smaller
streams and wetlands.
“As every hunter or angler knows, ducks need
healthy wetlands and fish need clean water—

it’s that simple,” said Collin O’Mara, president ponds and many ditches, while preserving and
and CEO of the National Wildlife Federation. clearly stating the Clean Water Act’s existing
“Everyone on Capitol Hill should take note: exemptions for normal farming, ranching, and
clean water has the bipartisan support of millions forestry practices. In the end, the final version
of sportsmen and women across the nation—and of the rule would balance landowner requests for
these men and women vote.”
clarity with the urgent need to protect our water
One of the poll’s key findings is that more resources.
than 8 in 10 of the hunters and anglers surveyed
Lamentably, as of now the rule is not in effect.
thought
that
It must wind its way through
the EPA should
the court system and survive
apply the rules
likely Congressional attacks
“As every hunter or angler knows,
and standards of
as well. To help ensure the
the Clean Water ducks need healthy wetlands and fish right conclusion to this issue,
Act to smaller, need clean water—it’s that simple”
please contact Montana’s
headwater streams - National Wildlife Federation CEO
Congressional delegation and
and
wetlands.
tell them your support for the
Collin O’Mara
Support for this
new Clean Water Act rule,
policy was strong
and write Attorney General
across the political spectrum with 77 percent of Fox and tell him you are disappointed that he
Republicans, 79 percent of Independents, and 97 joined the legal action that has stopped (at least
percent of Democrats in favor.
temporarily) the new rules implementation.
The final rule would clearly states which
water bodies are protected and which are not. It Dave Dittloff works for the National Wildlife
specifically would exclude irrigation systems, Federation. Reach him at dittlofd@nwf.org.

Photo by Ken Cook

WORKING TO HELP FARMERS AND RANCHERS

SUPPORTING LANDOWNERS AT THE LEGISLATURE
By Nick Gevock
MWF Conservation Director

The Montana Wildlife Federation’s eight
decades of existence has been marked by a
strong alliance with landowners to help restore and conserve native wildlife species.
MWF was formed in 1936 when landowners
joined hunters to restore the severely depleted
wildlife in our state. Today, we work together
to manage abundant wildlife and the unique
challenges that our state’s healthy agriculture
industry faces on the landscape that includes
deer, elk, and other valued native species like
grizzly bears.
There were several key bills in the 2015 Legislature that addressed the challenges faced by
farmers and ranchers, and MWF was there to
support our friends in agriculture to tackle these
issues.

MWF worked on behalf of realistic solutions
to issues surrounding wildlife. Examples from
this Legislature include bills we helped pass to
regulate feral hogs (SB 100), which cause incredible crop and livestock damage totaling $1.5
billion annually nationwide; increase funding
for FWP (HB 140), which benefits landowners
and sportsmen by keeping the agency functioning; a livestock loss bill (HB 145) to enhance a
program to keep grizzly bears and wolves from
preying on livestock. MWF was the only sportsmen’s organization to show up and lobby on
several of these key bills.
Most important, MWF was a key partner with
livestock and agriculture, as well as industry, in
passing the Montana Sage Grouse Stewardship
Act (SB 261), which aims to keep the native bird
under state management by funding habitat protection on private lands.
MWF also advanced several bills that didn’t
pass but were aimed at helping our friends and

partners in the agriculture community. We sought
to increas funding for the Block Management
Program and the amount that individual landowners can receive (HB 269); and we fought a
bill (HB 281) which would have stripped game
wardens of the ability to enforce game laws and
protect private property from poachers.
The future of wildlife conservation will look
in many ways like the past. Landowners will
be key partners for the habitat they provide for
wildlife. MWF is proud to partner with groups
like the Montana Farm Bureau Federation, the
Montana Stockgrowers Association and the
Montana Woolgrowers to pass key measures that
help their industry as well as wildlife. Working
together, we can protect Montana’s natural heritage and agricultural industry.
Nick Gevock is MWF’s Conservation Director.
Contact him at ngevock@mtwf.org.
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TAXPAYERS CHEATED OUT OF FAIR ROYALTIES for public land mining

COAL LOOPHOLES FUEL HABITAT LOSS
By John Bradley
MWF Eastern Field Rep
Long ago Congress established a straightforward principle governing coal mining on
public lands by private companies – taxpayers, as the owners of the land, should be paid
a fair value for it. In 1976, lawmakers set a
royalty payment of 12.5 percent of the sale
price of the coal. Nearly 40 years have passed
without that royalty rate being updated. Coal
companies are currently paying an effective
royalty rate of 4.9 percent due to reductions
and subsidies.
Coal companies are taking advantage of a
loophole in current regulations that allows them
to sell federal coal at depressed prices to companies affiliated with themselves. This allows
them to escape the higher royalty payments that
would be set by a fair market sale. After the initial sale, the affiliated companies are then selling
the same coal on the export market for close to
ten times its domestic value without having to
pay royalties on the higher priced transaction.
This practice amounts to a nearly $1b illion subsidy for coal minig on public lands that deprives

taxpayers of royalty payments that are needed to decreased snowpack as a result of burning fospay for the impact of mining on public land and sil fuels. These events are projected to get even
wildlife.
more intense if we continue to allow coal to be
In order to close existing regulatory loopholes subsidized at the taxpayer expense.
and ensure that coal companies can no longer efMontanans love our public land and waters.
fectively evade paying royalties, the Department Public lands provide a place where everyone can
of the Interior Office of Natural Resources Rev- go to hunt, fish, hike, view wildlife, and more.
enue (ONRR) is attempting to reform the federal They also help sustain an outdoor recreation
coal royalty system.
industry that contributes billions of dollars into
Mining and related activities cause direct our state’s economy. Fair royalty payments will
wildlife mortaliend effective and unnecessary
ties, while disturbsubsidies to the coal industry,
Coal
companies
are
taking
advantage
ing and often disbring hundreds of millions of
placing wildlife. of current regulations by selling federal dollars in royalty payments to
Coal mining signif- coal at depressed prices to affiliated the federal and state governicantly impacts the companies to escape higher royalty ments that can help preserve
habitats of wildlife payments.
wildlife habitat. The Montana
by directly deWildlife Federation supports
stroying land and
the ONRR’s effots to update
polluting water sources and air with sulfur diox- the royalty payment system. It’s fair for taxpayide, nitrous oxide, and toxic trace metals such as ers and the best way to minimize further destruclead. Carbon pollution from the burning of coal tion of wildlife habitat for mining public land.
further presents profound impacts to wildlife.
Montanans, along with the rest of the country John Bradley is Montana Wildlife Federation’s Eastare already experiencing destructive storms and ern Field Representative. You can send him quesfloods, severe droughts, extreme wildfires, and tions or comments at jbradley@mtwf.org.

COLLABORATIVE PARTNERSHIPS YIELD BIG GAINS

HABITAT RESTORATION IN CENTENNIAL VALLEY
By Brianna Randall and Byrhonda G. Lyons
Natural Resources Conservation Service
(introduction by Mark Dostal)
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is set
to decide by September 30 whether or not
to list the greater sage-grouse as threatened or endangered. Such listings come
with a host of intrusive federal regulations.
MWF has worked with the state officials
and federal land managers to adopt a plan
that keeps the sage-grouse’s recovery in
local hands with local solutions. Here’s an
example of why we believe in local solutions for local challenges.
The most successful conservation gains for
sage grouse come from collaborative partnerships among private landowners, government
agencies and local groups. By working together on a variety of habitat restoration and
grazing management projects, hundreds of
thousands of acres of rangelands across the
West are now more suitable for sage-grouse.
Take, for instance, the Centennial Valley
Collaborative Grazing Project in southwest
Montana. Launched in 2011, this project has
proven a win-win for landowners and wildlife. This project involved several ranchers
and local, state, and federal agencies. It’s a
great example of how different land management objectives can be strategically met
with science-based conservation practices.
It’s also an example of how building trusting
relationships is integral for protecting sagebrush habitat in the West
“The land is healthier and our cattle are performing much better,” said Bryan Ulring, general manager of J Bar L Ranches, a private ranch

that was involved in the project.
Here’s how the Grazing Project worked. With
the use of targeted Sage Grouse Initiative dollars via the Farm Bill, field staff from the Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) performed resource assessments on several ranches
in the Centennial Valley, analyzing sage-grouse
habitat in the area. Next, participating landowners received funding from the NRCS Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP),
which provides financial and technical assistance to farmers and ranchers to address natural
resource concerns and environmental benefits.
EQIP provided financial assistance for a 10mile livestock water line, fence markers near

sage-grouse breeding leks, and wildlife escape
ramps for all existing livestock water tanks. The
livestock water line supplies water to 12 tank
sites in 10 pastures. Local working groups and
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service provided additional funds and labor for this project, which
aims to maximize water efficiency and minimize
maintenance hassles for landowners.
“The cooperative grazing plans have enabled
us to change the season of use on about 50,000
acres,” Ulring said. “This will help species composition in the long run and certainly help improve residual cover. The project has helped our
ranch be more sustainable, both ecologically and
economically.”

A bulldozer pulls in livestock water line on a ranch in Centennial Valley. Photo by Byrhonda G. Lyons, NRCS.
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SOUND SCIENCE FOR BETTER WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT

INVESTIGATING THE BITTEROOT ELK HERD
By MWF Staff
It is well known that something has been
happening to the elk herds of the Bitterroot
Valley recently. The once thriving herds have
seen their numbers declining in recent years.
Not by a little, but by a lot. From 2005 to 2009
the West Fork herd had seen a reduction in
population from 1900 to just 774. Similar
drops were seen in the East Fork herd. To
many in the region, this drop wasn’t a mystery in need of answers, but a clear problem in
need of an obvious solution: kill more wolves.
The correlation was understandable. Wolf
numbers in the valley had been steadily rising
just as elk herd numbers were dropping. Tony
Jones, president of the Ravalli County Fish and
Wildlife Association wasn’t satisfied with such
an easy answer though. “You get curious what’s
going on,” he said contemplatively. And when
doing a study was suggested, Jones’ answer was
an enthusiastic, “Heck yes we want our elk studied. We were all over it.”
Ravalli County Fish and Wildlife Association was one of the first groups to start raising
money and championing for the Bitterroot Elk
Project which ran from 2011 to 2014 as a joint
study between Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
and the University of Montana. For three years,
scientists studied movement, pregnancy rates,
body fat levels, diet, availability of forage, calf
mortality, and other statistics.

Photo By Donna Swanson

What did they find?
Mountain lions, not wolves were the primary
cause of calf predation. Of the elk calves whose
deaths were documented, nearly six times more
were killed by lions than by wolves. In fact, in
one year, there was not a single confirmed wolf
kill out of 36 confirmed elk calf fatalities.
Calf recruitment levels are affected by a myriad of factors. Fires that occurred in the area in
2000 increased forage and thus levels of elk that
aren’t necessarily sustainable over the long term.
Predators affect herd movement and behaviors

that only make sense if we know which predators are present and at what levels. The findings
remind us of the complexity of game management. Without this study, FWP would not have
a clear picture of what has been affecting elk
numbers. “People look for the smoking gun,”
Jones said, “what the study’s pointed out is that
far from one thing, it’s a lot of things that all add
up to what’s going on.”
For more information on the Bitterroot Elk Research Project go to http://fwp.mt.gov/fishAndWildlife/management/elk/bitterroot/

MONTANA’S CONSERVATION FUND SELECTS NEW DIRECTOR

cinnabar foundation CHARTS FUTURE
By Gary Wolfe
Executive Director, Cinnabar Foundation
Earlier this year, I was honored and humbled to be selected as The Cinnabar Foundation’s third executive director in its 31-year
history. Jim Posewitz―one of Montana’s
premier conservation visionaries―co-founded and led Cinnabar through its first quarter-century, and then passed the torch to the
capable hands of Steve Thompson. I had already announced my retirement from Vital
Ground when I learned that Steve was leaving Cinnabar to pursue more focused work on
climate change. I have long admired the work
of The Cinnabar Foundation, so even before
beginning my retirement, I was compelled to
apply for the upcoming opening at Montana’s
Conservation Fund.
My first exposure to The Cinnabar Foundation was in the mid-1990’s while working for
the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation. Phil Tawney―who at the time handled all of RMEF’s
legal matters―was Len and Sandy Sargent’s
attorney, and along with Jim Posewitz, helped
Len and Sandy launch The Cinnabar Foundation in 1983 to support the constitutional right of
Montanans to a clean and healthful environment.
Phil introduced Len and Sandy to RMEF early in
the organization’s history, and encouraged them
to assist RMEF with some of its first land acquisition projects in the late 1980’s. They pro-

vided the financial backstop which allowed the
fledgling RMEF to take bold actions to conserve
important elk habitat.
I consider myself fortunate to have known
Len and Sandy, to have worked closely with
the incomparable Phil Tawney, and now to have
the opportunity to follow in the footsteps of my
friend, the legendary Jim Posewitz.
The Cinnabar Foundation is a private, endowed, grant-making foundation. Endowed, because Len and Sandy generously dedicated the
proceeds from the sale of their beloved ranch
in the Cinnabar Basin to the Foundation. The
Foundation focuses on environmental and conservation organizations operating in Montana
and the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, and has
awarded more than $7 million via 1,659 grants
since 1985. The Foundation has been a generous
supporter of MWF for years.
The 2015 grant-making cycle was the most
competitive in the Foundation’s history. The
Foundation’s board of directors met in mid-June
to consider applications from 143 organizations―the most applications the Foundation had
ever received. The decision-making process was
difficult, with many worthwhile organizations
and special projects competing for a limited
amount of funds. After two days of meetings, the
board awarded $369,000 to the 62 organizations
selected as recipients of the Foundation’s 2015
Challenge Grants. Grants ranged from $2,000 to
$15,000 and require grantees to secure at least a

1:1 match to Cinnabar’s grant from other funding
sources. Grantees represent a broad spectrum of
Montana’s environmental and conservation community; and include land trusts, environmental
education institutions, sportsman-conservation
organizations, and groups dedicated to sustainable agriculture, public lands, and responsible
environmental policies. Unfortunately, there
were 81 organizations whose grant request were
not funded this year.
Recognizing the increasing demand for private conservation funding, The Cinnabar Foundation’s board has made the strategic decision
to actively grow the Foundation’s endowment
to enable the Foundation to provide more and
larger grants to support Montana’s ever-evolving
conservation needs and priorities. To learn more
about The Cinnabar Foundation, visit www.cinnabarfoundation.org.

You can contact Gary Wolfe at gwolfe@cinnabarfoundation.org. Gary holds a Ph.D. in wildlife biology and has more than 40 years of conservation
and natural resource management experience in the
private, public, and nonprofit sectors. Previously he
has worked for the National Park Service, Vermejo
Park Ranch, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, Boone
and Crockett Club, and Vital Ground. He also currently serves as District 1 Commissioner on the Montana Fish and Wildlife Commission.
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MONTANA SPORTSMEN AND LANDOWNERS WORKING TOGETHER

Searching for CoMMON GROUND
By Bill Bryan
Executive Director, One Montana
Over the last several years, a loose-knit
partnership of individuals dubbed Common
Ground has been meeting with the mission of
creating a climate of collaboration and trust
between sportsmen and landowners here in
Montana. A non-advocacy, collaborative organization, One Montana, has helped bring
this group together, facilitated its meetings
and provided staffing resources when necessary. Participants in Common Ground include the Montana Wildlife Federation, the
Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, the Montana Sportsmen Alliance, the Montana Bowhunters Association, the Montana Outdoor
Legacy Foundation, the Montana Farm Bureau, the Montana Stockgrowers Association,
several individual ranchers, and at least two
outfitters from the Montana Outfitters and
Guides Association.
Ground members want to continue working with
FWP on innovative action for Block ManageMeetings foster a safe environment that al- ment with the long-term goal of continuing to inlows all parties to speak more openly with one crease the acreage in the program going forward.
another about issues of mutual concern and deCommon Ground members are also looking at
velop action plans to resolve such issues. While ways where landowners and sportsmen can work
the overarching themes are about access and directly with one another on specific concepts.
control, building trust between landowners and Examples include developing a hunter ethics
sportsmen due to the role both play in steward- certificate program that would be established and
ing our wildlife resources here in the state is es- agreed upon by Common Ground members. All
sential -- particularly if more access to private parties feel that if such a certificate program was
lands is a goal of sportsmen. To date, those developed and supported by member parties, it
involved in Common Ground have found that would give many landowners greater comfort on
real trust can be built, and that there is far more letting sportsmen they don’t know hunt on their
“common ground” on issues than both parties land. Our group also has been encouraging a virmay have realized.
tual access program that a Montana business has
This past year the group has focused on Block developed titled “Huntable” which works within
Management, which all believe is a very good the sideboards of FWP laws and regulations but
program for landowners and sportsmen that has landowners and sportsmen directly agreeing
can be made even better. Therefore the group on access opportunities.
recently submitted formal recommendations to
Another program underway called “The MonMontana Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) about tana Way” and staffed by One Montana, is inmaking the Block Management program more ventorying best practices of both traditional and
virtual, with the potential for an online reserva- nontraditional large landowners as they relate to
tion system. This could benefit both landown- wildlife, neighbors and community. Such an aners and sportsmen, provide more data to FWP notated inventory of best practices would be part
and potentially be more cost efficient. Common of a virtual clearinghouse. Once best practices

DEVIL’S KITCHEN WORKING GROUP

Photo by Annie Lewis

are extensively inventoried, curricula will be designed for the professional development of real
estate agents, CPAs and attorneys since these
three entities are the first ones new landowners work with when they are in the process of
buying property in Montana. It’s important that
such professionals are trained to act as a resource
with new landowners about their responsibility
regarding wildlife stewardship, neighbor relations and local community accountability and
that they have a good sense of what others in the
state have done regarding these accountability
issues.
Common Ground is also looking at expanding its membership and pursuing the possibility
of having the four quadrants of the state form
subgroups of Common Ground. This will ensure
that the Common Ground collaborative captures
the state’s diversity of geography and issues,
resulting in the need for regional specific solutions. We will continue our regular meetings to
build on Montana’s long history of strong connections between sportsmen and landowners.
Bill Bryan is the founder and executive director
of One Montana. Contact him at billb@onemontana.org.

MWF Is a PRoud member
of Montana Shares

working together (cont. page 1)
during the season. They discuss the need for
management and damage hunts. And they talk
about what changes could be made to improve
elk management in the area.
But for all its success, the Devil’s Kitchen
working group is struggling with elk
management. Despite good public access to hunt
on the private land in the area, HD 445 is well
over the objective population. Ranchers in the
area are feeling the effects, with game damage
problems on haystacks and grass. And the
area has had numerous management and game
damage hunts in recent years. The question for
the future of this model collaborative group is
what’s next? The group is looking at options to
ramp up the elk harvest. Whatever it comes up

with will go through a thorough discussion and
deliberation within the group.
Is Devil’s Kitchen perfect? No. But it does
represent one area of the state where landowners,
hunters, and other interests sit down and work
out collaborative solutions to the complex issue
of elk management. It’s often cited as a true
example of a collaboration where everybody’s
views are taken into account, with an end result
that benefits hunters and landowners.
Nick Gevock is MWF’s Conservation Director.
Contact him at ngevock@mtwf.org.

Montana Shares is a federation of 40
Montana-based non-profit organizations working to promote our state’s
human, animal, cultural and natural
resources.
Montana Shares provides a way for
people to support their favorite charities through workplace giving.
For more information, please visit the
Montana Shares website:
www.montanashares.org
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KICK THE BUCKET

fighting illegal fish introductions (cont. page 3)
to be stocked. FWP has stabilized the kokanee and also takes up most of the supply of catchable
fishery but only by stocking bigger salmon, that rainbows needed elsewhere in the state. Twenty
change costs $40,000 more than previously and years later and spending the equivalent of more
the bigger salmon often spawn a year earlier at than 11,000 fishing licenses a year, fishing presage 2. Little Bitterroot Lake has been used as sure is just back to what it was before walleye.
a salmon broodstock backup but now someone
Still think illegal plants don’t affect you?
has thrown smallmouth bass
Avista Corporation
in there which prey on shoreowns and operates
The
real
key
is
prevention.
Illegal
line salmon in spring. Fishing
Noxon Rapids Respressure initially dropped on plants are costly to eliminate at best ervoir on the Clark
LMR, 20 years and $40,000 and often can’t be reversed.
Fork River just upa year later it’s back only to
stream of Idaho. For
previous levels.
more than 10 years
A similar situation played out in Canyon Ferry Avista has been running a native trout (bull and
Reservoir where illegal walleyes knocked out the westslope cutthroat) restoration program with
perch fishery and drastically reduced rainbows. FWP and US Fish and Wildlife Service, spendThose two fish consistently put Canyon Ferry in ing more than $60 million absorbed by ratethe top 3 lakes in the state, what were bucket bi- payers. Walleye were illegally planted and are
ologists trying to improve? After an initial boom now increasing rapidly. Perch, both a popular
of big walleyes the fishery is now going through fishery and a good prey source, are declining
boom and bust cycles. With walleyes, shore and rapidly. That puts largemouth and smallmouth
winter fishing have both declined. Rainbows bass, which support 7-8 derbies a year to help
have been stabilized but only by increasing the the economy, at risk. Even more at risk are the
size of plants from 4 inches to 8 inches. That cutthroat and bull trout which enter the reserchange costs $200,000 more a year than previous voir through bays where walleyes lie in wait.

The Noxon bull trout are important to Montana’s
push to delist the species from the Endangered
Species Act. The bull trout’s Threatened listing
affects many federal and state actions such as
timber and natural resource development, road
building, dam operations and so forth.
The real key is prevention. Illegal plants are
costly to eliminate at best and often can’t be
reversed. If you consider the impacts I’ve described above and multiply that by the 250 waters with illegal fish you can see the costs that
Montana sustains, both in increased management and lost opportunity. Yet illegal plants continue, I’ve heard of a half dozen more just this
summer. Educate yourself, don’t move live fish
which is generally illegal anyway. Talk to your
fishing partners and report anyone you know
is moving fish through 1-800-TIPMONT (8476668). Penalties need to be stiffened more to reflect the economic impact of illegal fish plants.
AIS programs need to increase the focus on illegal fish which are just as devastating as the other
species currently watched for. It’s time to kick
the bucket.

JOIN . FOLLOW . ACT
montanawildlife.org
facebook.com/Montanawildlife
@MTWILDLIFE

the new mwf license plate
Montana residents
show your support for mwf and our hunting heritage

get
the
plate

FUND
THE
CAUSE
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IDAHO WILDLIFE FEDERATION AND ALLIES SECURE NEW PROTECTIONS

SPORTSMEN PROTECT BOULDER-WHITE CLOUDS
By MWF Staff
In the waning hours before Congress took
its August recess, the Sawtooth National
Recreation Area and Jerry Peak Wilderness
Additions Act passed the Senate on unanimous
consent and was sent to the President’s desk
for a signature.
The bill was championed by Congressman
Mike Simpson (R-Idaho) and pushed through
the upper chamber by Senator Jim Risch
(R-Idaho).
Representative Simpson’s prior
attempts at a wilderness bill for the BoulderWhite Clouds, known as the Central Idaho

Economic Development and Recovery Act, had
failed to pass Congress numerous times over the
past ten years.
Michael Gibson, Executive Director for Idaho
Wildlife Federation and Outreach Coordinator
for Sportsmen for Boulder-White Clouds
noted, “On behalf of the many Idaho sportsmen
and women who treasure this area, we thank
Congressman Simpson for his tireless efforts to
provide wilderness protections to the BoulderWhite Clouds. Wilderness provides the highest
level of protection for big-game security and
watershed health. We are glad that our Idaho
representatives, and everyone in Congress,
recognize the importance of this area and the

Photo by Blake Simmons

need to protect it in perpetuity.”
Sportsmen for Boulder-White Clouds, led by
the Idaho Wildlife Federation, was a coalition
of Idaho hunters and anglers seeking greater
protections for the area in the form of a national
monument. Because of congressional gridlock
on wilderness, a monument designation became
the most viable vehicle for increasing protections
for fish and game habitat in the pristine BoulderWhite Clouds landscape of Central Idaho.
Administration officials had engaged with local
stakeholders on the issue and had tentatively
scheduled a visit sometime in August to hear
from Idahoans about this treasured landscape.
The new wilderness protects some of Idaho’s
best high alpine big-game habitat as well as
the headwaters of the Big Lost, Salmon, Big
Wood and East Fork Salmon Rivers. It does,
however, release four wilderness study areas
located on Bureau of Land Management lands
adjacent to the proposed wilderness units.
Reduced protections here would leave the East
Fork Salmon watershed, an area included in
the proposed Boulder-White Clouds National
Monument because of its world unique fisheries
resource, vulnerable to future development
pressures.
“There is still work to be done in protecting
the East Fork of the Salmon watershed,” Gibson
continues, “The East Fork is the highest
spawning habitat for salmon and steelhead found
anywhere in the world. Although we made a
huge leap forward today, it is critical that Idaho
sportsmen and women continue working to
provide protections for the East Fork.”
Compared with the nearly 600,000-acre
monument proposal, the new wilderness
legislation will provide protections to 295,960
acres of the Hemingway-Boulders Wilderness,
the White Clouds Wilderness, and the Jim
McClure-Jerry Peak Wilderness.

LEAVING A LEGACY FOR MONTANA’s WILDLIFE
Why Planned Giving?
Planned giving means leaving a portion
of your estate to a nonprofit organization to
help ensure their long-term stability. Your
donation would allow a nonprofit organization such as the Montana Wildlife Federation
to continue to serve outdoorsmen and women
across the Treasure State. As a donor, there
are many benefits such as tax incentives,
income, and the feeling of satisfaction your
donation offers.
You do not have to be wealthy to participate in planned giving. The benefits of
planned giving are available at any income
level. Even a modest donation can contribute
to MWF’s endowment funds, helping sustain
the work you care about for years to come.

Your gift helps ensure your children and your
children’s children can enjoy the access to wildlife, water, and public lands that we value today.
Leaving a Legacy for Future Generations
Including MWF in your estate planning is
one of the most important ways you can support our work to protect Montana’s abundant
fish and wildlife, natural lands and waters, and
public access for future generations.
Let Us Thank You
If you have included MWF in your estate
plans, please let us know! We want to thank
you for your gift and make sure that we understand the purpose of your gift.

For More Information
To learn more, call MWF at 406-458-0227
or send an email to giving@mtwf.org.
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UPDATES AND ACTIVITIES AROUND THE MONTANA WILDLIFE FEDERATION

FEDERATION NEWS

Beers for wildlife
Our Beers for Wildlife Brewery Tour was a great success. We visited 7 breweries in 5 cities. We met excited, engaged Montanan’s who want to
help protect all of the things that make Montana the great place it is. Watch out for us next year. We may be coming to a town near you!

pLEASE wELCOME OUR NEWEST STAFF MEMBER
John Bradley has joined the Montana Wildlife Federation as the new Field Representative for
Eastern Montana. John has gained valuable knowledge in grassroots organizing working with
Environment Colorado while he attended school at Regis University in Denver. He has a degree
in Environmental Studies and Politics and is excited to be Montana Wildlife Federation’s presence in Eastern Montana.
John is an outdoor enthusiast who relishes hunting and fishing, so he is thrilled to be working in Eastern Montana. Now a resident of Billings, John was born and raised in Minnesota and
spent a majority of his youth hunting and fishing with his dad, grandfathers, uncles and cousins.
John hopes to use his talents in organizing to protect public access to public lands and to
strengthen the traditions of hunting and angling in Montana.
You can reach John at 320-583-8461 or at jbradley@mtwf.org

What is the Montana Wildlife Federation?

MWF Staff

The Montana Wildlife Federation is a statewide conservation organization dedicated to promoting
wildlife, wildlife habitat, and sportsmen’s interests. Our 5,000 members include Montanans and others
around the nation.
Montana Wildlife is published quarterly by the Montana Wildlife Federation, PO Box 1175, Helena,
MT 59624-1175. Third Class postage paid at Helena, MT. Advertising, editorial, subscription and
membership correspondence should be mailed to the above address.
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Montana Wildlife is the official membership publication of Montana Wildlife Federation. Subscriptions
to Montana Wildlife are available for $35 per year.
Officers
Kathy Hadley, President
Corey Fisher, Internal Affairs, VP
Bill Geer, Issues, VP
Stan Frasier, Treasurer
Kevin Maki, Secretary
Skip Kowalski, Past President
Skip Kowalski, NWF Rep.

Associate Directors
Tim Aldrich - Missoula
John Gibson - Billings
Jay Gore - Missoula
Chuck Hunt - Kila
Tony Jones - Hamilton
Chris Marchion - Anaconda

Jim Olson - Hamilton
Joe Perry - Brady
Jim Vashro - Kalispell
JW Westman - Park City
Conrad “Duke” Williams - New Orleans

Frontline Fundraiser
Maureen Glatzmaier

Affiliate Clubs
Anaconda Sportsmen’s Club
Bear Paw Bowmen
Big Sky Upland Bird
Bitterroot Houndsmen
Conrad Sportsmen Alliance
Custer Rod & Gun Club
Flathead Wildlife, Inc.
Gallatin Wildlife Association
Great Falls Archery Club
Helena Hunters & Anglers
Hellgate Hunters & Anglers

join today! visit us at www.montanawildlife.org

Laurel Rod & Gun Club
Libby Rod & Gun Club
Park County Rod & Gun
Public Land/Water Access
Association
Ravalli County Fish and
Wildlife Association
Rosebud/Treas. Wildlife
Russell County Sportsmen

12

FALL 2015

ON THE GROUND WORK TO PROTECT SAGE GROUSE

Montana teens help sage grouse efforts
By Hayley Newman
National Wildlife Federation
Greater sage grouse populations across the
West have been in decline for decades, and
this September the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is expected to decide whether to formally
list the bird as a threatened or endangered
species.
In an effort to reduce sage grouse deaths, National Wildlife Federation hired Montana Conservation Corps Youth crews to mark fences to
reduce fatal collisions. Sage grouse often fly
low to the ground and have a tendency to strike
barbed-wire fences, which can be nearly impossible to see in low light.
Studies suggest the death toll can run as high as
a grouse every mile of fence, every year. Experts
say that one strike per mile in high-risk areas
may be conservative, since carcasses are usually
scavenged quickly. NWF’s fence-flagging work
focuses on prime sage grouse habitat in Phillips
and Valley counties in north central Montana.
These two counties are especially important
strongholds for Montana’s sage grouse population, home to many leks, or breeding grounds,
and important wintering areas. The area also is
crisscrossed by hundreds of miles of wire fenc-

ing to contain grazing cattle.
Field work is always unpredictable. In this
case, a storm had dumped torrential rain, thunder
and lightning on our camp during the night, and
consequently the roads became almost impassable the next morning. The locals have a name
for the mud that forms in eastern Montana: gumbo. It’s impossible to describe, but it has been
known to swallow cars whole.
The truck that carried my crew: four Montana
Conservation Corps Youth high school students
along with their two crew leaders, had slid off
the road into a steep ditch earlier in the morning. Instances like these serve as a good reminder that the prairie is a beautiful yet unforgiving
place. For this reason, I am perpetually in awe of
the people and many animal species that call this
remote country home. The Youth crew that NWF
hired was enthusiastic and hard-working.
“One thing I liked was the tangible aspect of
the project- how it’s clear through research that
one mile of fence flagged is one saved bird,” said
Nate Hess, an MCC crew leader. “Not all projects are like that.”
By the end of the two weeks, NWF along with
the MCC youth crew had successfully marked
over 20 miles of fence with roughly 30,000
markers. When it comes down to numbers, that

An MCC crew member prepares to mark fences
in Phillips County, Montana. Roughly 30,000
flags were used in the two weeks of work. Photo
H. Newman

means we helped protect at least 20 grouse per
year for the life of the markers. And that’s just
the start. NWF’s goal is to flag fences surrounding leks and wintering areas across a vast landscape.
The most tangible part of this project was indeed the fence flagged. But after talking with the
kids and working with them for several weeks,
the education they received in the sagebrush sea
was even more valuable.
Most of the participants were not aware the
bird existed before this project.
“I’ll actually pay more attention if sage grouse
pops up in the news now,” reported one of the
MCC crew members.
In addition to MCC crews, NWF hopes to
enlist local volunteer groups to mark fences
through 2016.
As for the gumbo mud, the roads dried in a
few hours and the crew was able to drive out of
the ditch later the same day. The crews took the
small hiccup in stride. After all, they had already
conquered blistering sun, incessant mosquitos,
and a curious herd of bison roaming through our
base camp – adding to the memories of how they
helped save sage grouse in the summer of ’15.
MCC crews marked over 20 miles of fence, increasing visibility to grouse and other sagebrush species.
Photo H. Newman

Hayley Newman is Sage Grouse Project Coordinator for National Wildlife Federation. She can
be reached at newmanh@nwf.org.
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