The Montana Challenge

Changing Times/Changing Values

  Hunters, anglers, hikers, bikers, farmers, ranchers, shoppers, labors, and nurses know it’s true. Montana is changing from border to border. 

  The human population is growing, especially in western Montana, and shrinking in the east. Yet, most everyone seems interested in the outdoors and in finding some enjoyment in the state’s rivers, streams, lakes, forests, mountains and prairies.

  Ask your self these questions: Is your favorite stream still a secret? Are you still the only hunter in the state who knows about that special place where pheasant are year in and year out? Is your family’s favorite rancher still offering free public hunting?  Do you ever wonder what all those people, in those new, expensive housing developments, do for a living?

  Over the past several years, many Montanans have pondered such questions, but had no single source to turn to. Now, you can.

  About three years ago, Montana’s changing cultural and economic landscape led Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks and the U.S. Forest Service to join together to fund a project to compile 30 years of disparate legal, social, demographic, economic and recreational  information about Montana to open discussions with groups and communities on how these changes affect fish and wildlife management in Montana.

  “We wanted to bring as many voices to the project as possible,” said Chris Smith, FWP chief of staff. “We saw an array of information in several disciplines produced by different people. Our goal was to bring this independent work together and to keep it as free from bias as humanly possible. I think we succeeded.”

  The project title is, “The Montana Challenge.” The upshot is that change in Montana is driven largely by an ability to earn a living in a rapidly changing economic environment and a desire to enjoy the state’s natural resources.

  In the realm of the state’s population, natural resources and economic status, the project shows that Montana is actually three distinct regions: the broad and often dry eastern plains where population is generally shrinking; the western mountains and forest with a rapidly growing population; and the central front range where the population is growing more modestly.

  “The information we gathered shows that Montanans are generating a significant amount of economic activity in the service sector, the various professions, and technology,” says project leader, SuzAnne Miller, an independent consultant with Dunrovin Research of Lolo. She has more than 30 years experience in wildlife research, information management and tourism issues. 

  Miller explains that the service sector includes things like insurance, health care, communications, and construction. “And those industries are sharing the economic stage with timber, mining, and agriculture. But, the glue that keeps the economy together is Montana’s natural landscapes and the outdoor experiences they offer.”

  A far less substantial 1996 project by Montana Wildlife Federation called, “Value For All Time: An analysis of the economic and cultural benefits of wildlife and wildlife recreation in Montana” found similar results. The “Value” project concluded that, “No longer simply a cultural asset, Montana’s wildlife, outdoor experiences and natural landscapes, unique in the lower 48 and desired by many, has emerged as a major economic player in today’s modern Montana economy.”

  A 2002 article in Montana Outdoors, published by Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, titled, “Cash Register Conservation” by editor, Tom Dickson reviewed economic findings from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and FWP’s Responsive Management Unit. Dickson wrote, “Millions. Billions. The money pouring into and across Montana from hunting, fishing, and wildlife watching is staggering. Yet perhaps the most valuable aspect of these activities can’t be measured on a spreadsheet. According to Richard Barrett, an economist at the University of Montana and co-author of Post-Cowboy Economics, the worth that someone places on his or her ability to go hunting, fishing or wildlife watching is actually a type of “income” as important to Montana as the amount of money that person spends.” “These activities have a substantial public value that needs to be factored into any discussion of Montana’s economy and standard of living,” says Barrett in the Montana Outdoors article. 

  Dickson continues by writing, “Such discussions may be forthcoming. Montana’s valuable fish and wildlife resources appear to be increasingly important to the state’s economic future.” MWF believes the time for “forthcoming” discussions is now – especially with the release of the in-depth data collected within “The Montana Challenge.”

  The Montana Challenge project is a compilation of more than a dozen studies and papers about different aspects of Montana’s demographic and socio-economic makeup. Taken as a whole, the information tends to show that Montana’s new service professionals love the landscape as much as longtime residents. “But,” Miller cautions, “new residents tend to bring different perspectives on resource management issues like public access to private and public lands, hunting and fishing regulations, and environmental protection.”

  Miller brought together more than 40 people from FWP, the USFS, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, National Park Service, Montana State University and the University of Montana. The Montana Challenge project includes a review of Montana’s natural resource law by UM law professor John L. Horwich; the demography of the changing West by George Masnick of Harvard University’s Joint Center for Housing Studies; an examination of Montana’s regional economy by UM’s Larry D. Swanson; a look at land use by Jerry Johnson, an MSU political science professor, and more.

  “Montanans love for the outdoors is stronger than ever,” Miller says. “But today’s social and economic situation is very different. Today, it’s clear that fish and wildlife and our landscapes have become a economic engine in their own right, and that will make all of our natural resource management decisions increasingly complex.”

  Not reflecting on the ‘Challenge’ project but addressing resource management decisions at a November 26 conference in Boise, Idaho, U.S. Forest Service Chief, Dale Bosworth said, “I think we’re in a new period. Given the scale of what we face, the main focus has to be on ecological restoration and outdoor recreation. The public is counting on the Forest Service to provide wildlife habitat, clean air and water, natural beauty and the opportunity to enjoy the outdoors, along with opportunities to harvest timber and graze livestock. To deliver all those goods and services and values, we have got to manage the land for longer-term ecosystem health.”

  FWP officials and MWF, President, Dave Stalling said they hope community leaders and state decision makers mine the ‘Challenge’ project information as they consider public policy challenges over the course of the next 10 to 20 years. “This information highlights the need for greater, in-depth discussions and considerations by policy makers,” Stalling says. “We cannot sacrifice or diminish our wildlife and wild places for irresponsible, short-term economic gain.”

  The Montana Challenge project leader, SuzAnne Miller said all the reports are expected to be available via FWP’s website —  www.fwp.state.mt.us — beginning December 15, 2004.  MWF will also provide a link to the report on our organizational website at: www.montanawildlife.com. u
