Outdoor News

Building a Legacy - CMR Youth Hunt
  Hoping to start a tradition, Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge (CMR) manager Mike Hedrick, approached the Fish, Wildlife and Parks Commission (FWP) in 2003 with a request to approve 15 permits for a two-day hunt targeting youngsters, aged 12 to 14 years old. That request was granted and fifteen hunters went afield last year after a hands-on tutorial sponsored by FWP and the Refuge called Youth Day Orientation. CMR

personnel, FWP and MWF joined forces to provide these aspiring hunters a crash course on Refuge regulations, hunting skills, techniques and ethics. Afterward, MWF held an elk burger barbeque for all the participants. 

  For the 2004 season, the FWP Commission again approved the CMR Youth Hunt and increased the number of permits to 25. On October 16, MWF again joined with FWP and CMR for a second Youth Day Orientation. Twenty four attendees, including 8 of the lucky permit holders, and 5 staff from FWP, CMR and MWF endured a muddy, rainy day to gather in the maintenance garage at Sand Creek Station on the Refuge. Assistant Refuge Manager, Bill Berg and Sand Creek Station Manager, Matt DeRossier reviewed refuge regulations and provided a quick synopsis of the geographic areas of the Refuge. FWP biologist stationed in Malta, Mark Sullivan, gave a biological perspective, and MWF Conservation Director, Larry Copenhaver offered a historical view on hunting in the Missouri Breaks, the success of wildlife management programs in the area, and the role of hunters and anglers in the designation of the neighboring Upper Missouri River Breaks National Monument. As the rain drove on, rifles were quickly sighted-in and the MWF barbeque headed indoors. Burgers, sodas, and conversations of hunting were enjoyed by all.

  At least for this day and a small gathering of youth hunters, the lure of hunting and outdoor activities out-competed video games and the internet. The FWP Commission has taken numerous proactive steps to cultivate youth hunters; Montana residents between 12 and 17 years of age receive their first combination Sportsmen License free of charge and are also given the opportunity to take a cow elk with a general license in many hunting districts which had previously been restricted to bulls-only harvest. 

  MWF and CMR recognize the value of providing new positive hunting and outdoor experiences and join FWP in this effort. Scientific studies suggest that youth who become involved in hunting, fishing or other outdoor activities are less likely to engage in destructive behaviors like vandalism and other criminal activities. Fostering youth hunters and youth outdoor activities is crucial to the future of wildlife conservation and perpetuating our hunting legacy. Today’s youth are tomorrow’s conservation leaders. MWF thanks Mike Hedrick and CMR for their part in building this legacy.

Chronic wasting disease update
Wyoming – Four new cases of chronic wasting disease (CWD) have been confirmed by Wyoming Game and Fish officials. A mule deer buck harvested by a hunter Oct. 3 southwest of Laramie and just north of the Colorado border is the first animal to test positive in that particular hunting area (76). While it was the first for the area, wildlife officials were not surprised since CWD has been found in neighboring southeastern Wyoming hunting areas for a number of years. 

  In early November officials confirmed the first elk to test positive for CWD in the Elk Mountain area. This is the furthest west CWD has been detected in elk in Wyoming, showing that the range of the disease is expanding.  

  What officials are more concerned with are two new cases in the north-central part of the state not far from the Montana border. A hunter harvested white-tailed deer that was killed Oct. 22 and a mule deer harvested in the same area on Oct. 24 are the first cases of CWD in the Big Horn Mountain region. Confirmation of CWD in this north-central area is also alarming Montana wildlife officials since it is less than 100 miles from the Montana border. 

  More than 3,200 hunter harvested deer and elk in Wyoming have been tested for CWD during the fall hunting season, with 70 animals testing positive to-date. 

  Wisconsin – The U.S. Department of Agriculture destroyed a herd of 12 white-tailed deer and 9 elk on a game farm, November 3, in Walworth County due to the recent confirmation of CWD in two animals. The game farm had been under quarantine since September 2002 after linking it to two other CWD infected game farm herds. 

  Officials are requiring the game farm to burn and bury all feed, bedding, manure and wooden feed troughs. All other materials that came in contact with the herd must be disinfected by both, the game farm owner and wildlife officials. The top 2 inches of soil at animal concentration areas, such as feeding grounds, must be scraped off, removed and buried and then the area will be covered over with replacement soil. The owner may not re-introduce deer or elk to the same area for five years. The problem here is that if you remember the case at the Colorado deer research facility where CWD was first discovered, the soils there were burned off - scorched and treated with chlorine bleach, animals were re-introduced to the same area a few years later and within a year were again confirmed CWD positive. 

  A game farm near Beloit, Wisconsin has destroyed 52 deer after a CWD positive buck at another facility was traced to the farm. 

  In October, a buck white-tailed deer shot on a game farm not far from Madison, the state capital, tested positive for CWD. The Buckhorn Flats Game Farm had purchased and shipped-in the animal from another game farm in February 2002. Both game farms have been placed under quarantine.

  North Dakota – North Dakota wildlife officials are taking a hard stand on the importation or the transportation into the state of game animals harvested in states where CWD is present. Hunters are prohibited from bringing in whole game or carcass parts of white-tailed deer, mule deer or elk from states or provinces with documented occurrences of CWD. Officials took this action for the 2004 hunting season to prevent the spread of CWD and they are enforcing the new regulation. Alaska officials approved a similar regulation in April 2003. MWF proposed such a regulation to the 2003 legislature and the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks Commission but it was denied because the Commission thought such a regulation would conflict with commerce. 

  Saskatchewan – A game farm raised elk in the Gattlefords area has been confirmed CWD positive. The Canadian Food Inspection Agency is tracking and trying to identify all animals that may have been exposed to the infected elk as they determine which animals must be destroyed to prevent the spread of the disease and which game farms should be quarantined. The game farm is the 44th game farm in Saskatchewan to be placed in quarantine.

  In the past eight years, more than 1,200 game farm animals have been destroyed on Saskatchewan game farms.

Texas Internet Hunting - Not Hunting!

  Imagine, sitting at your computer watching a live view of a Texas landscape. You control the camera’s view and move it to the left with your keyboard keys or mouse. There, a beautiful Blackbuck Antelope. Ok, raise the cross-hairs, now – click. This sounds like a video game, right?

  A slap in the face, an embarrassment to ethical fair chase hunters and hopefully to Texans. Appalling! This could be the scenario if a San Antonio auto body shop businessman is successful in establishing a remote-internet-hunting website called Live-Shot at a private, trophy game ranch. The website, MWF refuses to acknowledge or publish the address, would allow anyone who has purchased a Texas hunting license the opportunity to remotely kill “unregulated” game such as imported, non-native species by simply paying a fee, logging into the website, and clicking a mouse. Everybody knows Texas is home to thousands of exotic, non-native game such as Blackbuck Antelope from India, various species of sheep from Africa and Europe, boar, Axis, Red Stag and more. These animals are held within high fence ranches, essentially game farms, and available for harvest by those willing to pay. This is a new, repugnant wrinkle. The animal you shot with your mouse, that triggers a shot from a rifle mounted next to a camera built on a remote platform that you control, is retrieved by a ranch hand, butchered and shipped to your door step. Promoters would also like to offer this “experience” for native deer. 

  This repulsive new scheme has nothing to do with hunting – nothing – and should be outlawed by every state in our republic. The website already offers paying customers target practice with a platform mounted .22 caliber rifle. The website describes it as a, “Real Time, On-line, Hunting and Shooting Experience.”

  The web site boasts the following, “At all times during a shooting session, someone is at the shooting station and is available to answer questions, provide assistance, and ensure a quality experience.” There are several Terms & Conditions a shooter must agree to, a membership fee, a fee for the session, a fee for the animal and even a “guide fee” of $150.00 when hunting game. You can have your kill dressed, processed and sent to your home or sent to a taxidermist.  

  Get this, a credit on the link page of the website states, “Live-Shot is a business alliance member of the NRA.”

  The Texas Parks and Wildlife Commission (TPWC) is reviewing ways to prohibit remote hunting and needs the help of ethical sportsmen. MWF members - please help – step up and call TPW and the Texas Commission at (800) 792-1112, ask for the Wildlife Director or the Commission Chair, Joseph B.C. Fitzsimmons. Also write or call the NRA. Let them know this unethical venture is not acceptable!

The Sunset of Two Successful Programs:

Block Management and Habitat Montana

  Most Montana hunters are familiar with Block Management, the highly popular Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) program that pays landowners an incentive to provide public hunting access and to compensate for legitimate impacts on almost nine million acres of private land in the state.
  Far fewer hunters are familiar with Habitat Montana, another FWP program that benefits landowners, wildlife and hunters. The program allows FWP to protect critical wildlife habitat and recreational opportunities through purchased or donated conservation easements and purchases of land.

  The legislation that created Habitat Montana - House Bill 526 - was passed in 1987. It raises about $3 million a year - funded by hunter license fees - for habitat conservation projects. Since 1988, the program has protected 258,000 acres of key, threatened wildlife habitat, while allowing some 30 Montana ranch families to continue their agricultural heritage and keep their ranches intact. The majority of that land - 213,540 acres - was protected under conservation easements, agreements that prohibit the owners from subdividing or engaging in commercial enterprises, including fee hunting.
  Both Block Management and Habitat Montana, which are funded primarily by sales  of hunting licenses, are due to expire in March, 2006, unless reauthorized by the 2005 Montana Legislature.
  As successful and popular as it’s been, the Block Management Program is likely to face little opposition in the Legislature, according to FWP officials. In fact, said Jeff Hagener, director of FWP, most people would like to see the program expanded.
  But Hagener and other FWP officials said the Habitat Montana Program could face some challenges.
  ”Probably, the average sportsman knows about Block Management more than Habitat Montana, because they’re in contact with it every year,” said Steve Knapp, chief of FWP’s Habitat Bureau in Helena. “But most of Habitat Montana Program lands are open to hunting, generally through the Block Management Program.
  ”The department would like to see the program continue,” he added. “We think it’s been very positive, because its purpose is to preserve wildlife habitat, which is one of the most fundamental activities our organization could be involved with.”
  However, Knapp said, “Some people don’t like the idea of the department owning land, or even holding conservation easements. I’m sure there will be some opposition to the program continuing.”
  Even though private lands are not removed from local tax rolls through Habitat Montana conservation easements, he said, some people object to the state’s involvement because of “philosophical differences.”
  And, Knapp continued, there is always concern about revenue being diverted from the program for other purposes, such as paying landowners for game damage, even though the funds are earmarked specifically for habitat protection.
  Mike Thompson, FWP regional wildlife management area manager in Missoula, has helped negotiate several Habitat Montana conservation easements with landowners in western Montana.
  Continuation of the program is crucial at this time, according to Thompson.
  ”Wildlife management and hunting in (western Montana’s FWP) Region 2 right now is really at a crossroads,” he said. “We have an extremely fast-expanding human population. If we want to perpetuate the recreational experience and the wildlife we cherish in this part of the state, we’re going to have to take care of habitat, and pick the necessary pieces to keep that going. This is the window of time we have to protect the values we hold dear in Montana. We have wildlife populations that depend on key habitats, and those habitats tend to be the same places people want to live.”
  ”It doesn’t have to be all or nothing. We don’t have to protect it all. But we have to identify and protect key pieces. That’s what HB 526 (Habitat Montana) has allowed us to do. If we wait much longer, we will have already developed some places we need to hold these populations together.”
  Other organizations also work to protect open spaces and wild lands through conservation easements, said Mack Long, FWP Region 2 supervisor.
  ”Land conservation easements don’t have to depend on FWP,” said Long. “Critical habitat is what we look for and where we try to put our money. And we try to work with other groups to leverage our ability to do that.”
  An example of that type of cooperation can be seen from downtown Missoula. The protection of 1,200 acres of valuable winter elk range on Mount Jumbo, and its resident elk herd, was accomplished by several groups with the help of a 120-acre land purchase by FWP through Habitat Montana, Long said.
  ”The harder the winter, the more important that piece of habitat is,” he said. “That 120 acres helped leverage 1,200. Without protecting that land, we were probably going to lose that elk herd.”
  Typically, however, the Habitat Montana Program is used to protect wildlife habitat on ranch property. Conservation easements can be a valuable tool for ranchers to stay in business in difficult financial times, according to Long.
  ”The biggest comment I hear from landowners,” said Long, “is that it’s their opportunity to put their stamp on the land, and keep it as it was, and pass it on from generation to generation.”
  The Mannix Bros. Inc. Ranch - brothers David, Randy and Brent Mannix - of Helmville placed a Habitat Montana conservation easement on their ranch in 1994.
  ”We went shopping for someone to pay for a conservation easement,” said David Mannix. “We had an uncle who we leased property from who needed to sell out. The property worked well with our ranch and we wanted to purchase it. But we didn’t have the cash. We put a conservation easement on 2,500 acres of our deeded land, and the 500 acres of our uncle’s property. The value of the easement on the total 3,000 acres paid for the 500 acres. So we were able to acquire it.”
  FWP considered the prime deer and elk habitat on the Mannix ranch a critical component of its game management plans for the area. So the easement was a good deal for the department, according to Long.
  FWP always tries to make public access for hunting part of the easement agreements it negotiates in Habitat Montana, Long said.
  ”But sometimes wildlife values are important enough that we will pursue that protection,” he said, “even if public access is not available.”
  In the case of the Mannix easement, the family had traditionally granted public access for hunting anyway. So that wasn’t a problem, according to David Mannix.
  ”They very much wanted access for hunting,” Mannix said. “We agreed, because we didn’t mind having some public hunting, and as the agreement is written, we have to allow some. But we’d always done that anyway.”
  Since the easement agreement, the Mannix brothers have also entered FWP’s Block Management Program.
  Mannix said his family and FWP officials were able to resolve some initial differences in how the ranch would be managed under the Habitat Montana easement.
  ”They showed the flexibility to sit down at the table and work with us on this,” Mannix said. “It’s worked out well. If I had the choice to make over again, I would. I’m not afraid of being able to manage around wildlife values. I think you can have both agricultural values and conservation values. I like the Habitat Montana legislation and I think conservation easements are a good tool. They’re a much better tool than outright ownership (by the state). It’s better for the community to have ranchers still active and involved in the community. At the same time it’s a good tool for a rancher to capitalize on some values that are out of reach financially without selling the land.”
  Wildlife managers from other states are envious of FWP’s Habitat Montana program, according to Knapp.
  ”Here’s a short story,” he said. “Several years ago, some guys from the Colorado Fish and Game Department came out to see what we do with our wildlife management areas. But we said ‘We’ll show you a new program (Habitat Montana) we have where we acquire conservation easements.’ We told them the agreements have terms on how the land will be managed, allowing the landowner to continue agricultural activity, which will help the rancher and help wildlife. At the same time, it’s better for vegetation and plant growth, and hunting is allowed.”
  ”They said ‘Holy mackerel, that is a real habitat program. We don’t have anything like this. The easement does something for land management, helps the landowner stay in business, and even benefits hunters. Your challenge will be to keep it.’
  ”He was probably right,” added Knapp. “That pretty well sums up how we feel about what the program does. When the people gave us HB 526, they gave us the tools to buy land or acquire easements. For FWP as an agency, in particular the Wildlife Division, one of the most fundamental activities we can carry out is preservation of wildlife habitat. I can’t think of anything in the long run that would be more important.” u
-Daryl Gadbow, The Missoulian-
