Visionary Programs Face a Questionable Future

 (Part II) Habitat Montana:  Renew It or Lose It

by Stan Meyer

  Conservationists and open-space advocates hit a bases-loaded home run when the 1987 Legislature passed House Bill 526 – raising hunter license fees and directing that part of the increase be invested in protecting “important habitat that is seriously threatened.”  

  What legislators and proponents didn’t realize then was that the legislation, implemented through a program called Habitat Montana, would dramatically benefit some thirty traditional ranching families.   

  The outstanding success of Habitat Montana, created by Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks and its citizen commission to implement House Bill 526, is summarized in the quick facts insert at the end of this article. The point of this article, however, is to alert sportsmen and sportswomen that HB 526, that set up Habitat Montana, is one of the bills described in the introduction that carried a “sunset” clause. It directed that the program end in 2006 unless re-authorized by the 2005 Legislature. 

  From 1988 through the end of 2003, Habitat Montana has invested $32,750,000 from hunter license fees and protected 258,000 acres of critical, threatened habitat. Most of the money has been spent for conservation easements, agreements that prohibit the owners from subdividing or engaging in commercial enterprises, including fee hunting. The families continue to own and live on the land, managing it in a manner compatible to both ranching and wildlife.

  In accord with language of HB 526, 20% of the money raised is used for operation and maintenance of ALL department wildlife lands. Example:  In 2002, FWP paid $229,339 in lieu of taxes on its WILDLIFE lands.

  Why are ranchers so eager to participate?   Some feel an overwhelming commitment to keep the ranch intact, to prevent the ranch from being diced up into commercial parcels; they speak of sacrifices their parents and grandparents made to maintain the ranch through difficult weather and market conditions. Some participants have said, “Oh, they would shoot me if that happened,” or “They would roll over in their graves if this place were broken up.”  

  Others sell an easement to retire debt, to allow a younger generation to take over when Mom and Dad retire, or to acquire more land to make the ranch more efficient.

  Between 1988 - 2003, fee title lands were purchased through 16 different transactions while wildlife conservation easements were acquired through 36 negotiated agreements. In every case, public hearings were held, testimony taken, questions resolved.

  The most remarkable thing about Habitat Montana is that everyone wins:

The program is totally funded by hunter license fees. No tax or general state dollars are involved.

County tax revenues are not reduced. State law mandates that private lands protected by easements not be reduced in value for tax purposes – the rancher-owners continue paying, as before.  Further, for land owned in fee title, FWP is required by law to pay to the county “a sum equal to the amount of taxes which would be payable on county assessment of the property were it taxable to a private citizen” (87-1-603).
The program is elective. Ranchers who want to protect their land against development with a conservation easement, title transfer or lease can elect to do so, just as those who want to sub-divide can do so. 

Everybody gains, present and future generations of outdoor enthusiasts gain the benefit of open space and quality wildlife habitat, protected into perpetuity. The rancher benefits, the public benefits, hunters benefit, a diversity of wildlife benefits; Habitat Montana is a win-win scenario for Montana. 

  MWF and its affiliated clubs are actively engaged in the campaign seeking re-authorization of HB526. A coalition is being organized by co-chairs Paul Sihler, a former FWP staffer, and Stan Meyer, FWP Commission Chair, 1993-2000. If you would like to participate in this organized effort or contribute to the coalition expenses, contact  or send your Habitat Montana donation to  Montana Wildlife Federation, PO Box 1175, Helena,MT 59624, or contact Craig Sharpe, (800) 517-7256 or email to: csharpe@mtwf.org. u

Quick Facts about Habitat Montana
1988 through 2003
Acres protected
  $ Invested 
   How protected
   33,736

$11,986,941
   Fee Title 

 213,540

  20,736,212
   Conservation easement 

   11,250

         27,270
   Lease
