MWF Looking for Solutions
Grazing & Water Issues in the Breaks

   Livestock watering systems intended by the BLM to solve one environmental problem are now causing trouble of their own, according to information being gathered by  Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP).

   In response, the Montana Wildlife Federation has sent a letter of concern to Marty Ott, State Director of the Bureau of Land Management. The letter asks for several specific actions.

   The water systems are projects constructed in upland areas of the Missouri Breaks for the purpose of luring cattle up and away from the river bank riparian areas which have long been damaged by warm-month cattle grazing. A typical water project consists of one or more deep wells with miles of pipe and series of watering tanks, usually strung out along the tops of ridgelines.

   The new problem being detected by FWP biologists is that the projects are located in the upland winter forage areas needed by local mule deer and elk if those game animals are to survive on public land. When that wildlife forage is eaten by cattle, which previously had avoided the area because of lack of water, the deer and elk are forced to move to adjacent private lands where food (often in the form of haystacks) remains available.

   The almost certain result is that FWP will reduce the population objectives for elk in areas where there is no longer enough forage to support current elk numbers because of the water projects.

   A good example is FWP Hunting District 417 in the Breaks region south of the Missouri River and mostly within the new Upper Missouri Breaks National Monument. The District is split into north and south sections by the east-west Knox Ridge Road. A January game survey found 777 elk in the District. Eighty three percent of those elk were counted on private land south of Knox Ridge Road.

   North of the Knox Ridge Road is a large area of BLM land of equivalent habitat value to the private land south of the Road - if forage was available. A new water project is now under construction right in the middle of this BLM area, which also happens to be the most publicly accessible public land area in the Monument.

   FWP sent a letter to BLM on September 8, 2003 calling attention to the problem as part of the Department’s comments on the Resource Management Plan for the Upper Missouri River Breaks National Monument. There has been no response to date by BLM either directly or in the management alternatives now being developed by BLM.

   The Federation’s letter to BLM, which was sent on February 23rd, asks for six actions:

1. “The construction of upland livestock water systems in the Missouri Breaks Monument should be halted pending completion of a programmatic Environmental Impact Statement that focuses on the effects of these water systems in the Missouri Breaks ecosystem. We urge that the existing systems be used for data collection to measure impacts.”

2. “Individual watershed plans must be held in compliance with the programmatic EIS, and grazing Standards and Guidelines.”

3. “A clear cost-benefit analysis of each individual system must be produced and published for each watershed plan.” (The projects are constructed largely at taxpayer expense.)

4. “Grazing management must be directly addressed in the Monument RMP to create a Monument-wide supervisory level over all watershed plans in the Monument.”

5. “All watershed plans must be presented to the Central Montana Resource Advisory Council (RAC) in preliminary draft form for analysis and advice. A lternatively, the RAC can be asked to develop a list of default consensus recommendations for watershed plans in the Monument.”

6. “BLM should establish an Interagency Wildlife Management Council under the Monument RMP for the purpose of cooperative management of wildlife related programs and policies. (MWF believes that if such a council had been in existence this problem could have been detected and remedied in the initial design of these water systems.)”

   The MWF letter intended to be constructive and is not intended to be adversarial, according to Ron Moody, MWF Vice President. “BLM has a tough management job in this area. Anytime you apply a complex solution to a complex problem you can end up with new problems,” Moody said. “That’s common in industry and technology.” 

   “But it’s not acceptable to allow the new problem to continue causing harm, and it’s certainly not acceptable to keep repeating the mistake. MWF is notifying BLM of the problem and offering good faith recommendations to help find a positive outcome.” u
