
THE MONTANA 
CONSERVATIONIST 

News from Montana’s Conservation Districts 

1101 Eleventh Avenue 
Helena, MT 59601 
406-443-5711
www.swcdmi.org

This newsletter is made possible 
by a 223 grant from DNRC 

August 25, 2016 
Volume 9 Issue 17 

The true value of flood 
irrigation 

Old homestead act 
provisions gives energy 
developers rights to 
private land 

Increasing pasture species 
increases forage 
production 

Opportunities 

Calendar 

Helena High Envirothon 
team goes to Toronto 

In this issue: 

2 

3 

Yellowstone River closed as fish deaths rise 

1

From Montana FWP: Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks is implementing 
an immediate closure of all water-based recreation (fishing, wading, 
floating, tubing, boating, etc.) on the Yellowstone River and its 
tributaries from Yellowstone National Park’s northern boundary at 
Gardiner to the Highway 212 bridge in Laurel. This significant action on 
the part of the Department is in response to the ongoing and 
unprecedented fish kill on the Yellowstone. This action is necessary to 
protect the fishery and the economy it sustains. The closure will also 
help limit the spread of the parasite to adjacent rivers through boats, 
tubes, waders and other human contact and minimize further mortality 
in all fish species. 

In the past week, FWP has documented over 2,000 dead Mountain 
Whitefish on some affected stretches of the Yellowstone. With that, FWP 
estimates the total impact to Mountain Whitefish in the Yellowstone to 
be in the tens of thousands. FWP has also recently received reports of 
the kill beginning to affect some Rainbow and Yellowstone Cutthroat 
Trout. 

Test results from samples sent to the U.S. and Wildlife Service Fish Health 
Center in Bozeman show the catalyst for this fish kill to be Proliferative 
Kidney Disease – one of the most serious diseases to impact whitefish 
and trout. The disease, caused by a microscopic parasite, is known to 
occur in Canada, the U.S. and Europe. Continued on Page 2... 
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From Western Confluence: 
Ranchers today in the Upper 
Green River Basin say they are 
modern-day beavers. Typically, 
tributaries to the Green River, fed 
by mountain snowmelt, surge in 
May and June and dwindle to 
nearly nothing in late summer 
and fall. However, as ranchers 
divert water out of these streams 
to flood fields and irrigate native 
hay for winter livestock fodder, 
the water seeps into the soil and 
makes its way slowly back to the 
streams later in the summer. That 
process, slowing the water as it 
moves downstream, mimics how 
beaver dams, once abundant in 
the area, trap water and let it 
seep out through the summer. 

Although ranchers have long 
believed that flooding fields 
benefits wildlife through increases 
in late season flow, nobody had 
proved it. In fall of 2013, University 
of Wyoming Agricultural and 
Applied Economics master’s 
student Spencer Blevins set out to 
do just that. Blevins’ goal was to 
take a first step toward placing a 
dollar value on the non-
agricultural benefits of flood 
irrigation. How much are those 
benefits worth to people who 

Yellowstone, continued The true value of flood irrigation: Study shows 
water saving benefits of old practice 
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enjoy hunting, fishing, and 
birding? 

Members of UW faculty involved 
in the Upper Green River Basin 
Conservation Exchange, an ongoing 
effort to establish a market for 
private investment in ecosystem 
services, guided Blevins’ work. The 
exchange will pay ranchers for 
the ecosystem services their 
ranches provide. Blevins’ study 
was designed to determine 
whether the non-agricultural 
benefits of flood irrigation were 
significant enough that a 
conservation investor might be 
willing to pay for them. 

Several factors could change 
irrigation practices in the Upper 
Green River Basin, with potential 
repercussions for stream flows 
throughout the summer. Some 
ranchers face economic 
incentives to subdivide their land 
for residential development, in 
which case irrigation stops 
altogether. Alternatively, if hay 
prices go up, ranchers could face 
economic pressure to adopt 
more efficient irrigation 
technology such as center-pivot. 

 READ MORE 
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Continued from page 1…It has 
been documented previously in 
only two isolated locations in 
Montana over the past 20 years. 
Recent outbreaks have occurred 
in Washington, Oregon and 
Idaho. In trout, research has 
shown this disease to have the 
potential to cause 20 to 100 
percent mortality. The parasite 
does not pose a risk to humans. 

The effect of the disease on 
Yellowstone’s fish populations is 
exacerbated by other stressors 
like near record low flows, 
consistent high temperatures, 
and the disturbance caused by 
recreational activities. 

FWP Director Jeff Hagener says in 
coming to the decision, the 
Department had to weigh the 
totality of the circumstances and 
risk to the fishery. 

“We recognize that this decision 
will have a significant impact on 
many people. However, we must 
act to protect this public resource 
for present and future 
generations,” said Hagener. 

"A threat to the health of 
Montana's fish populations is a 
threat to Montana's entire 
outdoor economy and the tens 
of thousands of jobs it sustains," 
said Gov. Steve Bullock. "We must 
be guided by science. Our state 
cannot afford this infectious 
disease to spread to other 
streams and rivers and it's my 
responsibility to do everything we 
can to stop this threat in its tracks 
and protect Montana jobs and 
livelihoods." 

READ MORE 

http://www.westernconfluence.org/wyoming-conservation-exchange/
http://www.westernconfluence.org/wyoming-conservation-exchange/
http://www.westernconfluence.org/the-true-value-of-flood-irrigation/
http://fwp.mt.gov/news/newsReleases/headlines/nr_4277.html
http://www.swcdmi.org
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Increasing pasture species increases forage  

1

From On Pasture: Getting more for 
less is an attractive concept. But it 
isn’t that easy when it comes to 
producing more food on less land 
with fewer resources. 

R. Howard Skinner has been 
researching this idea of more for 
less in agriculture. He’s been 
looking into how to increase the 
amount of forage (grasses and 
plants that animals eat) pastures 
can grow. If a piece of land can 
produce more forage, it can feed 
more cows. More cows mean 
more beef and milk. 

Previous studies suggest 
incorporating multiple types of 
plants in pastures is an effective 
way to increase the amount of 
forage. However, these studies 
varied in length. It hasn’t been 
possible to say for sure what long-
term effect using multiple types of 
plants has on forage production. 
To learn more, Skinner spent nine 
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years tracking the progress of 
multispecies pastures. 

Skinner and his team at 
Pennsylvania State University 
Hawbecker Farm planted eight 
experimental paddocks. The 
researchers collected samples of 
the forage before and after the 
cows grazed. This helped them 
estimate the amount of forage 
produced and determine what 
types of plants were present in 
the paddocks.  

“We expected some of the 
species from the more complex 
mixture to disappear over time,” 
he explains. What he didn’t 
expect was the continued 
superior performance of the five-
species mixture even after some 
of the species disappeared.  

READ MORE 

Old Homestead act gives energy developers access to private lands 

1

From Western Confluence: Just 
south of where the Little Snake 
River meanders along the 
Colorado-Wyoming border, 
silvery green sagebrush and 
mountain scrub grow above a 
fortune of hydrocarbons. An 
estimated 9.9 trillion cubic feet of 
natural gas is buried in a reservoir 
8,000 feet below. Part of that 
reservoir sits beneath Roger Stull’s 
land, where he enjoys a quiet 
ranching life. But that quiet is 
about to be disrupted by energy 
development—not to produce 
the gas below Stull’s property, but 
to access gas below public lands 
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miles away. As a recent court 
case affirms, landowners 
throughout the West could see 
expanding infrastructure on their 
properties for energy production 
on nearby public lands. 

The gnarled fence posts that 
stipple the landscape only hint at 
the fragmented property 
ownership in this area. Ranchers 
own much of the surface, and 
the federal government owns 
most of the valuable subsurface 
resources. Such “split estates” 
exist on nearly 58 million acres, 
mostly in the western United 
States. 
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Split estates are the progeny of 
laws, including the Stock Raising 
Homestead Act of 1916, that 
enticed pioneers west with the 
promise of free land. Unlike prior 
land disposal laws, the Stock 
Raising Homestead Act divided 
the property: the federal 
government retained the 
underground minerals while 
granting homesteaders “strictly 
the surface of the land.” Those 
rights still exist today, although the 
methods and scale of mineral 
development are nearly 
unrecognizable from a century 
ago. READ MORE 

Thank you Katie 
Tackett! 

The Beaverhead Watershed 
Committee in Dillon will be saying 
goodbye to its wonderful 
watershed coordinator, Katie 
Tackett. Katie is stepping down 
from her post with BWC after 
eight impactful years of 
conservation in southwest 
Montana. She leaves a legacy as 
a dedicated organizer, an 
effective fundraiser, and an 
essential contact for getting 
watershed projects done in the 
Beaverhead. It is fitting that she 
will be receiving the FWP 
Director's award for her role in 
orchestrating the signature 
project of her tenure: the 
Poindexter Slough Project. This 
project brought one of the Dillon 
community's old favorite fishing 
spots back to life to be enjoyed 
for many decades to come. 
Thank you Katie for your years of 
great work and we wish you well 
in your new chapter! 

http://onpasture.com/
http://onpasture.com/2016/08/22/more-for-less-in-pasture/
http://www.westernconfluence.org/the-landowner-must-yield/
http://www.swcdmi.org
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Grants 
223, etc. Grant Deadlines 

Deadlines for 223, mini-education, 
and district development grants 
from DNRC for FY 2017 are as 
follows: July 29, 2016; October 14, 
2016; January 14, 2017; and April 
26, 2017. Grant Info 

Next 223 review meeting: August 
24 at the Yogo Inn, Lewistown. 

319 Water Quality Mini Grants 

SWCDM is pleased to offer mini-
grants up to $2,000 to help fund 
local education and outreach 
efforts that address nonpoint 
source water quality issues. 
Funding for these mini-grants is 
made available through the 
Montana Department of 
Environmental Quality’s federally 
funded 319 funding program. 
Mini-grants are available on a 
biannual basis (spring and fall) 
and funded projects need to 
occur within a year of being 
awarded. Projects no longer need 
to have a DEQ-accepted 
Watershed Restoration Plan, 
though priority may be given to 
projects in areas with approved 
WRPs. Applications due August 31. 
More Info 

 

Jobs 
Conservation Technician 

The Illinois Valley Soil and Water 
Conservation District in Cave 
Junction, Oregon is seeking a 
Conservation Technician. The 
position starts at $16/hour and 32 
hours/week with room for growth. 
Open until filled. More Info 

OPPORTUNITIES 
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Executive Director 

The Friends of the Missouri River 
Breaks needs a new executive 
director. We are looking for an 
enthusiastic, experienced leader 
who is excited by the idea of a 
fast-paced, full-time job leading 
an effective community-based 
organization dedicated to the 
protection of the Missouri Breaks 
National Monument in north-
central Montana. Visit 
missouribreaks.org for more info. 

Water Resources Engineer 

RESPEC, a nationally recognized 
engineering consulting company, 
has an immediate opening in our 
Bozeman, Montana, location for 
a civil engineer specializing in 
water resources. This position 
involves hydraulic analysis and 
modeling as well as progressive 
planning and designing of water-
resource projects. Interdisciplinary 
work with environmental science 
staff is also anticipated. Closes 
9/30. More Info 

Project Manager 

MARS is looking for a Project 
Manager that believes strongly in 
and shares our vision to raise the 
bar to protect and conserve 
Montana’s precious stream, river 
and wetland resources. The 
position of Project Manager has 
the primary responsibility for 
managing and executing existing 
stream and wetland mitigation 
projects and developing new 
projects, through networking with 
private landowners, agencies, 
NGOs, and land trusts. Closes 
9/12. More Info 
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Events 

Agronomy & Range Tour 

Little Beaver CD & partners are 
hosting a two-day soil biology 
workshop for producers in Baker. 
The event will cover 
understanding soil tests, shifting to 
cover crops, no till, lessons on 
microbes & insect populations, 
intensive grazing, bale grazing, 
and more. August 30-31. Visit 
littlebeavercd.com for more info. 

Montana Range Tour 

Registration is now open for the 
annual Montana Range Tour, to 
be hosted this year by Sweet 
Grass County CD in Big Timber, 
September 7 & 8. More Info 

MWCC Symposium 

Save the date for the 2016 
Watershed Symposium, October 
24-26 at the Crown Plaza in 
Billings. Topics will include 
watershed management 
strategies, success stories, and a 
variety of technical and 
organizational programs. 

The Montana Conservationist 
strives to present news & 
information relevant to Montana’s 
Conservation Districts and greater 
conservation community. The 
views and opinions expressed here 
do not necessarily represent those 
of MACD or its affiliates. 

Have something you’d like to see in TMC? 
Submissions are due every other Friday at 
5:00 (visit our website for a calendar), and 
should be sent to tmc@macdnet.org. 

http://dnrc.mt.gov/grants-and-loans
http://swcdmi.org/programs/mini-grants/
http://ivswcd.org/conservation-technician/
http://missouribreaks.org/2016/06/10/we-are-hiring-3/
http://www.respec.com/waterresourcesengineer.html
http://develop.montanaaquaticresources.org/beta/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Project-Manager_20160817.pdf
http://dnrc.mt.gov/divisions/cardd/conservation-districts/rangeland-resource-program/montana-range-tour
http://www.swcdmi.org
mailto:tmc@macdnet.org
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Armed to Farm veteran 
training, Great Falls 

 

Shifting to Soil Biology 
Agronomy & Range Tour, 
Baker 

 

 

RREC Meeting, Big Timber 

 

Montana Range Tour, Big 
Timber 

 

MACD Board Conference 
Call 

 

MACD Executive 
Committee Call 

Coming Up: 

Have an event to share? 
Visit macdnet.org/calendar to 

add your event to our list! 

29-02 
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September 

30-31 

12 

7-8 

26 

August The Helena High Envirothon team, winners of the Montana Envirothon, 
recently returned from a week in Toronto, where they competed in the 
International Envirothon. 

Their advisor, Claire Pichette, reports that the team took 27th overall out 
of 52 teams. “That’s actually pretty good,” she says, because the team 
was tested on species from the Great Lakes region that are unfamiliar in 
Montana. The team also placed 15th iin the Aquatics division, which was 
their best division.  

During the week, on the first day the team learned about Great Lakes 
region species and management objectives from local experts. On the 
second day they took written tests about what they had learned, and 
on the third they gave a presentation on the special topic of the event. 
This year, that special topic was management of a lake or stream with 
carp. “It was really interesting, and I think the kids learned a lot,” says 
Claire.  

The team wanted to thank all of those who helped them get to Toronto, 
including the Lewis & Clark Conservation District who paid the 
registration and room and board fees for the event, and have been 
very supportive with knowledge and funding assistance throughout the 
year. Congrats, Helena High! 

Helena High Envirothon Team Competes in 
Toronto 

http://www.swcdmi.org



