Striking a Common-sense Balance on The Front
Montana’s Rocky Mountain Front west of Choteau is of unique and irreplaceable value. This landscape, its wildlife and ranching heritage are a big part of what makes Montana a truly special place. Thanks to century-long efforts by those who love the Front, it has remained a working landscape for ranching, wildlife, hunting, fishing and scenic beauty. The jutting cliffs and verdant plains along the Front have been referred to as Montana’s Serengeti and are the home of A. B. “Bud” Guthrie’s “The Way West” and “The Big Sky.”

  The recent announcement from Sen. Conrad Burns that he has inserted language into the 2007 Interior Appropriations Bill to prevent any new oil and gas leases on federal land along the Rocky Mountain Front is great news. This is clearly the right thing to do.

  Sen. Burns stated: “It’s clear this is a critical area for habitat, recreation, agriculture and just to appreciate the majesty of Montana. This language will prevent any new leases from being approved, and help protect the area even further. I’ve heard from groups across the spectrum, agriculturalists, conservationists, recreation folks, tribal leaders, community officials, not to mention the everyday Montanans who are concerned about this area. I think this strikes a common-sense balance that benefits all parties involved.”

  The Coalition to Protect the Rocky Mountain Front has worked for decades for permanent protection. Our communities along the Front have struggled mightily with whether to develop traditional extractive resources or look toward other avenues for economic growth. Proposals to drill for natural gas go bust or temporarily fade away, only to resurface with a shift in the political winds or a surge in energy prices.

Homegrown Solution

  Sen. Burns’ decision directly reflects the hard work and sincere cooperation between industry, individual citizens, hunters, anglers, conservation groups, and Sen. Max Baucus. A homegrown solution has emerged to protect the Front. The ban on energy leasing proposed by Sen. Burns, together with the agreement by private entities to buy out the existing leases, should ensure the Front’s natural values will remain a bedrock of Montana’s identity. The buyout plan will use private funding to compensate leaseholders for voluntarily selling their leases; which then will be returned to the federal government and retired.

  The seeds for the lease buyout agreement were planted in October 2004 when the Department of Interior put a halt to drilling plans the Canadian energy company Startech had for its leases in the Blackleaf area west of Choteau. After tremendous public support for protecting the Front, the Bush Administration agreed that the Front ought not to be drilled because of its supreme natural values. The administration instead initiated a plan to study the feasibility of drilling in the West Hi-Line, an area in the plains to the east of the Front where there are more than 800 leases that could be developed without controversy.

Negotiating with Leaseholders

  A diverse group of Montanans then initiated negotiations with some of the Front leaseholders and these talks are beginning to bear fruit. Emerging agreements to sell or donate these leases can succeed only if Congress agrees to withdraw the Front from future leasing.

  Sen. Burns’ proposal will ensure the success of these collaborative, voluntary agreements, which cost taxpayers nothing. We hope the Montana delegation will help Congress pass this legislation and solidify permanent protection for this national treasure.

  We can now work together to clear up the land-use issues that threaten the Front and divide our communities. Protecting the Front still allows the energy industry to look to the northern and eastern parts of Montana where oil and gas development is booming — but without pitting neighbors against each other.

  The value of this last remaining wild land will exponentially increase. It is our duty to leave this majestic landscape and its wildlife for future generations. For those who cared in the past and those who will inherit our work in the future, we can all now look with real hope and optimism for the future of our magnificent Rocky Mountain Front. This land belongs to you, me and every American, present and future.
Choteau businessman Stoney Burk is a member of the Coalition to Protect the Rocky Mountain Front. More information about the lease retirement agreements for the Front can be found at www.savethefront.org.tc "Striking a Common-sense Balance on The Front"
