Blue, Red, Purple and Gold:
The 2005 Legislative Session

  A good painter will tell you that the color purple combines the stability of blue with the energy of red.  Most politicians will tell you that mixing blue and red usually leads to trouble. But even though purple is a politically elusive color, Montanans would probably agree that the red-blue sound bite explanation of the current polarized condition of politics in the country is not a valid description of our state.

  Often when purple politicians are trying to hold the attention of both blue and red constituents in Montana, they throw on a blaze orange vest, sling a rifle over their shoulder, pose for the camera, and then dramatically recount the story of the first bull elk their grand-daughter harvested on a snow white ridge.

  More and more we hear about hunters and anglers having replaced soccer moms as the unpredictable group of swing voters - courted by politicians and analyzed by strategists.  True or not, politicians seem to understand that when it comes to hunting and fishing, there is no definitive political color that the hook and bullet crowd can be painted with, except maybe purple.

  Republicans and Democrats alike understand the significance of this, and as a result there are bills important to hunters and anglers this legislative session being supported by legislators from both sides of the political divide.  

  A good example is SB77 introduced by Senator Ken Hansen (D), which removes the sunset on the Block Management program, making it permanent.  There was only one lone vote against this bill on the Senate floor, and the House Fish, Wildlife and Parks committee has passed it on with support from all twenty members.

  Another important bill that bridges the blue-red divide came from Representative Bill Warden (R); HB56 will make permanent the fishing access enhancement program.  This progressive program works to acquire access sites within a four-hour float distance of each other on Montana’s larger rivers and as well works to increase fishing access to smaller streams by providing incentives to landowners who grant access to, or across private land for public fishing.  There were zero votes against it on the Senate floor and only one in the House.

  While those bills proved to be clouded in a purple hazed frenzy of support, a bill that is equally as important, but not as heavily supported, HB79 introduced by Representative George Golie (D) makes the Habitat Montana program permanent.  

  Back in 1987 the legislature passed a bill (HB526) that set aside roughly 3 million dollars per year in hunting license revenue.  These funds are used solely to protect important or threatened wildlife habitat by funding a range of wildlife habitat protective measures, such as conservation easements.  The program now commonly known as Habitat Montana was developed with the help of MWF is considered a landmark in conservation law and has helped to enhance habitat integrity across the state. Montana Wildlife Federation and a collective of sportsmen and conservation groups lead by former FWP Commissioner Stan Meyer, lobbied very hard for this bill. Sixty-five Representatives and 36 Senators had the good sense to pass it. The bill was signed by Governor Schweitzer March 24, 2005. Thank you, Stan and George.

  Montana Wildlife Federation has been actively tracking well over 100 pieces of legislation that impact water and air quality, habitat integrity, hunting and fishing license issues, as well as legislation that impacts our access to public lands and waters. Hunters and anglers must be involved in all of these, they are all interrelated and therefore it is required of us to try and find the purple in each issue.

  Purple is a rare color in nature, and historically this color has been associated with wisdom, dignity and independence – attributes common to Montanans – but not often associated with our State’s legislature.

  When it comes to issues that impact this states unique constitutional right to a clean and healthful environment, as well as our constitutional right to pursue fish and wildlife, Montanans understand that this legacy should transcend partisan politics. Unfortunately, during this session, heated debate over unrelated issues and a split House has caused partisan retaliation and the death of many constructive fish and wildlife bills. 

  MWF crafted HB516 which brought many landowners and hunters together to address the growing problems associated with big game management and wildlife concentrations. The bill would have been a major, historic step in resolving many  big game distribution issues, privatization issues and would have brought sportsmen, landowners suffering game damage, and the FWP together. This bill was tabled in the House Fish, Wildlife and Parks Committee. 

  HB560, another bill with potential historic significance would have established in law a much debated Montana Attorney General’s opinion that the public has a right to access streams and rivers by use of a county road right-of-way, including county bridges. This bill also died in committee - along party lines. When noble and hands-across-the-aisle attempts were made to amend and resurrect the bill on the House floor – again the bill died - along party lines. 

  Fortunately heads were clearer when both the House and Senate considered a bill brought forth on behalf of MWF, HJ30; it has sailed through with little resistance and little party debate. This bill will lead to an interim study, an evaluation of all existing programs that grant a landowner preference in obtaining a big game hunting license or special permit as well as the landowner-hunter sponsorship program. MWF believes an evaluation could result in a packaged system instead of new programs being offered nearly every year or stacked on top of the nine existing programs. Perhaps there is a program we have overlooked that could not only create a new incentive for a landowner to allow public hunting but maybe one of the existing programs is in need of revision. 

  Montanans know well that the future of this state, both economically and socially, is dependant on protecting what is described in our constitution as the “quiet beauty of our state, the grandeur of our mountains, the vastness of our rolling plains, and our desire to improve the quality of life for this and future generations.”

  Montanans need to remind our legislators of this by clearly telling them that clean air and water, healthy wildlife populations, and ample opportunities to access our public lands and waters are not blue or red issues. It’s just not that simple. These purple issues may, in reality, be golden - golden opportunities for Republicans and Democrats to work together in order to ensure that Montana’s public wildlife, lands, waters and fair chase hunting and fishing remain for this and future generations. u
