Visionary Programs Face a Questionable Future

(Part III) Montana’s Fishing Access Enhancement Program

  The next Montana legislative session, beginning January 2005, may not be in the current scope of concerns for most hunters.  However, several major and “temporary” statutes that affect public hunters, anglers and wildlife habitat programs sunset or expire in 2006.  The significance of this is that the Montana legislature, which convenes every other year, must address these programs at the 2005 session. 

  Montana Wildlife Federation, the largest advocate for hunters and anglers in Montana, and our members are major stakeholders in these statutes and programs. The following article is the third of six appearing in Montana Wildlife that will explore related issues and the values of these individual statutes and programs.

Montana’s Fishing Access Enhancement Program 

  Large, beneficial projects like Block Management and the Montana Fishing Access Site Program get lots of attention and highlight FWP’s efforts to provide the public with opportunities to enjoy their respective outdoor pursuits in Montana. In addition to these programs there is a little-known program that similarly provides incentives to landowners who provide access to or across private land for public fishing, called the Fishing Access Enhancement Program.

  This undervalued program, established by the Montana Legislature in 2001, is scheduled to expire (sunset) concurrently with the Block Management Program in March 2006. Originally funded at $50,000 from FWP’s budget, the 2003 Legislature reduced that figure to $25,000. 

  MWF believes far more could be accomplished if the program funding was enhanced so that access across private lands to Montana waters where no current access exists could be expanded.  And, we believe the program could be a vehicle used to establish better relationships between anglers and private landowners in Montana.  Even at this low level of financial support it does offer some added sportsmen access to fishing waters on public lands. It is for this reason that MWF supports the reauthorization of the Program.

  Up to now, landowners who volunteer to participate can be afforded benefits to offset potential impacts associated with public fishing including weed control, fire protection, roads, fencing, and property maintenance in areas used for parking. Factors used to determine these benefits may include but aren’t limited to: 1.) the number of days provided, 2) fish habitat provided, or 3.) access to adjacent public lands. In addition to a direct payment to the landowner for providing access, direct payments for fire protection or direct weed control payments to the county and/or assistance by Fish, Wildlife and Parks in the construction or maintenance of roads, fences and gates or signing of the property can be negotiated. 

  In short, the public sportsman has much to gain for a small price and we believe the program should not only be reauthorized, but also expanded.  During the next meeting of the Private Lands/Public Wildlife Council (PLPW), June 15 and 16, in Helena, the future of the program will be discussed.   

  You can help support the program by writing to your legislator before the session convenes in January 2005.u
