I Hunt, I Fish, I Vote

Recently an internet posting in response to a letter to a newspaper editor talking about public access problems at county bridges closed with “…remember elected officials, I Hunt I Fish and I Vote!”  The respondent is not a member of MWF. It appears that our slogan and the message printed on our bumper sticker is catching-on. 

  MWF continues to receive requests for the free bumper sticker but our supply is getting low. A long-time gunsmith member in Wisconsin recently asked for 300 bumper stickers for his customers. Another round of printing and the new postage rates will necessitate a nominal charge for the stickers in the future when our current supply is exhausted. 

  To receive free, while the current supply lasts, I Hunt - I Fish - I Vote! bumper stickers, email mwf@mtwf.org (subject: bumper sticker) or send a note to: MWF PO Box 1175 Helena, MT 59624. 

Public Access, the 2007 Legislative Session; When the going gets tough…

  Walking from one legislative committee hearing to another, a legislator stopped me in a Capitol hallway, “You would not believe the number of emails I have had just today on SB78 – more than 100 and only three (3) were opposed,” he said.  “I am hearing from people across Montana not just people from my district.”

  This is only one example of how passionate the outdoor recreating public are about public access to our rivers and streams and it is a good display of how getting ‘tough’ can impress legislators. During every part of the legislative process of this bill hundreds of people let their legislators know that they wanted some certainty for recreationists, counties, and landowners by clarifying how the public can access bridges on county roads and how landowners could legally construct a fence in the public right of way to control livestock, thereby reducing potential litigation between recreationists, counties and landowners. Regardless of thousands of emails and phone calls to legislators by citizens from across Montana, many that are not MWF members, and every major newspaper in the state taking a pro-bill position, the Bridge Access Partnership Bill (SB78) failed to get out of the (H) Fish, Wildlife and Parks Committee. 

  SB 78 was the focus of MWF Montana legislative efforts this session.  After favorable bi-partisan action by the Senate, and some reasonable amendments, the bill ran into opposition in the House.  A small group of (H) committee members, stalled the bill’s forward progress.  Then on a party line vote, Republican legislators blocked an effort to take the bill from the Committee or to ‘blast’ it out for a full House floor debate and vote. 

  Reporter Mark Henckel wrote in a Billings Gazette article (“What were legislators thinking on SB78?”- May 3, 2007 ), “The bill would have spelled out access that Montanans already have under the law to reach public waters. It laid out what landowners and sportsmen could do, couldn’t do and who was responsible for what in terms of fencing and legal access to public waters.” “..once the bill hit the House, all vestiges of representative government pretty much went out the Capitol windows. SB78 became a political football. Voting was not done on the merits of the bill. It was not done based on the view of constituents. It was done by party mandate.” “…it came down to a party-line exercise of political egos and party bickering.”

  In a recent letter (May 5, 2007) to the Western News Libby newspaper, Rep Chas Vincent said, “I do indeed take pride in helping stop a bill that would have been onerous to landowners…” Further, he suggested that there wasn’t a problem that is in need of resolution except maybe at three bridges on the Ruby River. He said this despite a FWP report that was offered to his committee that indentified 131 “bridge access sites where access is impeded or unavailable due to the presence of a fence, uncooperative landowner, etc.” 

  A quick summary of Montana sessions over the past four years reflects the unusual nature of the 2007 Session.

   There were a total of 2581 placeholders and/or bill requests during the 2007 Regular Session, a new record high. Of those1526 bills were introduced, 65 resolutions adopted and 516 were signed by the Governor. The 2007 session also hit a new record low - only 38 percent of the measures were approved. 

  In 2005, the number of bills introduced was lower than 07’ with 1441 introduced, about 100 less, but more bills were approved 48 percent (607 signed by the governor and 78 resolutions adopted). In 2003, with 1360 bills introduced, nearly 50 percent were approved and 70 resolutions adopted. And, in 2001 even fewer bills were introduced, 1256, with a whopping 53 percent adopted. 

  MWF’s lobbying effort this year was not only directed at protecting and maintaining the public’s right to access public wildlife resources but major efforts also focused on ensuring healthy habitats. 

  There were a number of bills that MWF took a position on that did not receive a floor vote; six (6) bills in the House and two (2) bills in the Senate died in committee. Legislators who generally supported MWF positions frequently did not have an opportunity to show their support due to partisan control over several committees.  The path of SB 78 is a good example of a bill on which some legislators portrayed themselves as pro hunting, fishing and public access, but then didn’t step forward with their vote when there was a clear choice.  And, as occurred during this session with the defeat of several other bills, the defeat of the Bridge Access Partnership Bill was accomplished by a hand full of legislators who opposed the bill, gained party support and tied it up in committee.  

  MWF reminds hunters and anglers, do not be misled by candidates who say they support hunting, fishing and recreation.  It is one thing to make campaign statements; it is another to support specific legislation which advances wildlife, hunting, fishing, and public access opportunities. 

  On the more positive side, the Legislature did pass, with minor amendments, the Poacher’s Package, (SBs 100, 115, 205 and HB 226).  This package of bills that MWF strongly supported is a good start at dealing with the increasing theft of the state’s wildlife resources by those who flagrantly disregard wildlife laws.  

  While there were no big losses, the 2007 Legislature failed to pass any bills which promoted public access to public wildlife.  There are a number of legislators who believe that the public should have reasonable access to its wildlife resources, but not a majority. 
Those who opposed any such ideas were in positions of control and thwarted even the most modest attempts at change.  Until the make up the current legislative body changes, enhanced legal opportunities or improved legislatively adopted public access to our wildlife resources will be limited.   

  During the regular session, Montana Governor Brian Schweitzer promoted a new public recreation budget item within the state budget that reserved $15 million for the program. By the time the regular session closed, without a state budget, this item had been bounced around at various levels, $4.5 million, $7.5 million and ending with $0. 

  The 2007 5-day Special Session that followed the Regular Session saw16 bill requests with 15 introduced and 6 adopted including the state budget.  One of the positive line items included the Governor’s recreation measure.

  “Our hunting, fishing and outdoor recreation heritage is what makes us who we are in Montana - it is our way of life and it should be preserved for generations to come,” said Governor Schweitzer. The proposed program would identify and acquire new state parks in all regions of the state. “Many state parks get crowded at certain times of the year.  We don’t need anything fancy, but we need places for families to camp and recreate without having to make reservations far in advance.  With ever increasing land prices, now is the time to do this.” 

  In the last few hours of the last day of the Special Session, the governor was able to negotiate the inclusion and adoption of $10 million for the program. MWF sends it’s most sincere thank you to Governor Schweitzer and his staff for fighting to keep this program.

  The political influence that hunters and anglers have fought for, earned and built will be tested over and over in the future. Forged in the unity of our hunting ancestry, Montana Wildlife Federation will continue to proudly represent and empower sportsmen, sportswomen and outdoor enthusiasts. We vow to work across the aisle and to enlist decision makers from all parties. We remain steadfast in our commitment to leave for all people a living legacy and access to this legacy. 

  Remember, all of the seats in the House of Representatives will be up for election in 2008 as well as one-half of the seats in the Senate.

