
  

  

June 3, 2020 

 

To whom it may concern,  

 

The Montana Wildlife Federation is our state’s oldest and largest state-based wildlife 

conservation organization. We were formed in 1936 when hunters joined landowners to restore 

depleted wildlife in Montana. For 84 years we’ve had an incredible record of solving the difficult 

issues surrounding our public wildlife, habitat and access.  

MWF sees tremendous potential in the proposed land exchange on the east side of the Crazy 

Mountains in the Custer-Gallatin National Forest (East Side Proposal). The East Side Proposal 

achieves both conservation and access needs in a long-disputed area. With that said, MWF’s 
long-term vision is for public ownership of all inholdings of private land within the National 

Forest boundary to ensure quality habitat, improve public access and create more recreational 

opportunities. We understand, however, that major land acquisitions like that take willing sellers, 

many years of hard work and negotiations between parties.  

The East Side Proposal would be an important first step toward consolidating lands in that 

portion of the Crazy Mountains. With that long-term goal in mind, MWF would support the 

exchange with the following conditions incorporated into any legislation or administrative action 

to complete the project:   

1. All parcels of National Forest land that change out of public ownership to private entities 

should have permanent conservation easements placed on them that bar future 

subdivision and any permanent residences. The condition is essential to maintain the 

wildlife habitat and other public values of these lands. In addition to the Forest Service, 

several land trusts have the authority and capacity to hold these easements.  

2. The existing exterior boundary of the Custer-Gallatin National Forest should not be 

moved to reflect any land ownership changes. At a minimum, an exterior boundary 

change would procedurally complicate the proposal.  Our largest concern is it would 

make any future purchases to acquire lands for public ownership extremely difficult.  

3. To further our long-term habitat and access goals, a ‘first right of refusal’ for all parcels 

that leave public ownership through this exchange should be included. That must include 

not only the U.S. Forest Service, but other public land agencies that partner in the East 

Side Proposal including Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks. To ensure timely land 

purchases, language toward this end should allow for third parties such as land trusts or 

conservation organizations, working with public land agencies, to acquire and hold the 

property for subsequent transfer to the public agency.    



 

 

        

4. Any proposed legislation or administrative action must not contain language that would 

preclude or prejudice assertion and/or judicial determination as to whether unrestricted 

public access exists to National Forest lands in the Sweet Grass drainage. 

 

MWF commends the many collaborative meetings that have taken place to address the 

longstanding issues of public access into the Crazy Mountains. The area demonstrates the 

difficult challenges around checker-boarded and other mixed-land ownership patterns that 

intersperse our public lands. We are confident that this proposed land trade has potential to be a 

good first step toward getting larger, consolidated blocks of public land that benefits hunters, 

hikers and other public recreational users. We would like to see any proposal to accomplish this 

trade move forward administratively by the Forest Service to give the public the opportunity to 

review and comment on it.  

Again, our vision is to achieve a consolidated landscape of public lands within the National 

Forest boundary in the Crazy Mountains, and this exchange would help move toward that long-

term goal.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

Tom Puchlerz 

President 

 


