Rocky Mountain Front
A Wildlife Paradise

 Choteau, Montana - With the Sawtooth Range of the Rocky Mountains washed over in a phosphorescent red, local business owners, hunters, ranchers, and concerned citizens joined with Blackfeet Tribal members, outfitters, conservationists and agency representatives December 6, 2004 to discuss the fate of public lands along the Rocky Mountain Front.

  The first annual MWF Rocky Mountain Front Symposium brought together over 150 people. Long time Front advocates Choteau educator Gene Sentz, Blackfeet Tribal Chief Ear Old Person and outfitter Chuck Blixrud shared their concerns and ideas for the future with other important Front champions and defenders Gloria Flora, local rancher Karl Rappold and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks bear biologist Mike Madel.

  Three panels of experts individually discussed: energy development on public lands and its effects on local ecosystems and economies; travel planning on public lands and the inherent threats to habitat security from irresponsible ORV activity; and the value of the Front economically, culturally and spiritually.  In addition, outfitter Mike Judd and wildlife biologist Dr. Brian Horejsi, both from Alberta, Canada, shared their observations of what the oil and gas industry has done to the Canadian Rocky Mountain Front, where natural gas development has had an irreversible impact on regional wildlife.  

  Keeping the momentum during the lunch hour, outdoor writer Ted Keresote relayed his experiences with coal-bed methane development in the Upper Green River Valley in Wyoming and warned the audience that if we don’t act, “100 years from now, people may look back at this time and say my God, those people who tore up Montana’s Front, the Powder River Basin and the Upper Green River valley were short-sighted fools.”
  Front rancher and symposium panelist Dusty Crary may have summed up the intention of the event best when he said, “a lot of people that are indifferent to oil and gas development on the Front may be saying, ‘I don’t go up there.  I don’t hunt, I don’t fish, I don’t care if they put a road up there.’” He continued, “But people need to realize that it’s not just up there that is going to change.  It will change main street Choteau, Montana.  It will put a whole new flavor and a whole new taste in your community, on your landscape.  We’re talkin’ about a one-shot-deal, completely altering forever something that is irreplaceable.  I don’t know if enough people in this area have really stopped and thought about how many changes will ripple down off that mountain front - right into their own homes.”

  In response, symposium guest and oil and gas industry lobbyist Patrick Mantalbon detailed his vision for the future. He began by stating that 25% percent of Montanans live in poverty “because there are no jobs.”  He added, “unemployment is our number one problem folks, it’s not trying to save the bears and the coyotes and the wolves.” He went on to ask how many real Montanans are here, with nearly the entire audience starting to raise their hands, he then qualified his question by adding, “the hard working ranchers and farmers that are out trying to make a living with their farm?”  Many hands did go down, but there were still numerous hands straight up in the air.  One of those that held his hand high was Karl Rappold, Front rancher and symposium panelist who later stated, “for 121 years the Front has done nothing but provide for my family.  So I guess it’s my turn to stand up for the Front.  Its fresh air, clean water and grass that produce the best beef cattle in the world.  That’s the legacy I want to leave for my children and my grandchildren, not a gas well.”

  Teton County Commissioner and symposium panelist Mary Sexton put the question of jobs into perspective by sharing factual data regarding employment and natural gas development.  She stated that in 1970 mining (which includes natural gas development) in Teton County accounted for ten jobs.  She compared that against the years 1983 and 84, peak years for natural gas development in Teton County, when the industry did account for seven percent of the county’s labor force.  But by 1987, just three years later, the industry employed a total of seven people in Teton County.  

  Currently Teton County receives $40,000 a year in revenue from the industry.  This is in comparison to the county’s $15 million annual budget.  Even during the peak year of 1984 the county received a meager $400,000 in revenues, which was 18% of the net proceeds generated by oil and gas development.  Sexton brought this into perspective as well by explaining how tax laws have changed since 1984.  Today the county would receive half of a 9% flat tax of net proceeds, with the other half going to the state.  She added that even with today’s inflated natural gas prices, the same kind of peak year as 1984 would account for roughly 2 -5 percent of the county’s budget.  

  At the end of the day, with statistics, numbers and emotions set down side by side; it was obvious that the common sentiment of the symposium was a shared desire by most in attendance to keep the landscape the way it has been for generations.  

  No other panelist or attendee present could articulate this historical connection more fully than the esteemed and nationally recognized American Indian leader, Blackfeet Chief Earl Old Person.  Well known for his efforts to promote a better understanding between tribal communities and the larger society, he entranced the audience and reminded all in attendance, “There is nothing promised to us.”  He also warned, “That is why we need to be careful, we need to stand together, acknowledge one another, listen to one another, because this is a life given to us to use, and this is a life for our young people, our children, the upcoming generation.”  With the mannerisms that can only come with age and great wisdom, Chief Old Person gave this advice,  “If we do the kinds of things that our children are going to enjoy – we may not know who they will be, but they will certainly know who we are – they will say, that group of people helped us and gave us direction.  If we don’t do the job that they would expect, they are going to say those were the people that did us wrong. That is why we need to come together, to communicate.  Let one another know what we have, what we can offer, and how we can stand together.  So lets make a stand.” u
