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Ask anyone in the Bitterroot Valley why they live there and the answer will no doubt revolve around the quality of life. Pristine mountains, clean water, forests all around, great hunting and fishing and wonderful people – in contrast to more urban settings, it seems like paradise. 

  An afternoon of fishing or refreshing hikes is only minutes away. But it’s upsetting to think that a trip to any of the valley’s outdoor recreation areas can be ruined by theft or vandalism. It’s unfortunate that some people have no respect for our natural resources or personal property.

  As an increasingly attractive recreation area, the Bitterroot Valley has experienced a growing problem of theft and vandalism on National Forest, state lands, fishing access sites and trailheads. Imagine parking your vehicle at a trailhead and upon your return you find your tires slashed or that all important wheel-jack missing from the back of your pickup truck. The replacement of bullet ridden outdoor toilets at fishing access sites or signs all cost tax payers, hunters and anglers and create a negative image. Along with theft, these acts of vandalism and misconduct are the result of poor behavior that we all abhor – but what can hunters and anglers do about it. 

  Led by the MWF affiliate club, Ravalli County Fish and Wildlife Association (RCFWA), area outdoor recreation and hunting and fishing groups have organized and forged an alliance with the county sheriff’s office, the U.S. Forest Service, and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks to do something about the criminal activity. Twenty-five groups have joined together with RCFWA, Trout Unlimited, Montana Bowhunters Association and the Bitterroot Backcountry Horsemen to establish the ‘Bitterroot Citizen Watch Program’.

  The purpose of the program is to assist law enforcement in protecting public lands and resources as well as private property from vandalism and theft by reporting criminal or suspicious activity in a detailed and timely manner. 

  The successful program carries on a long and proud tradition of hunter and angler involvement with local community issues. “It has been obvious to sportsmen and sportswomen that something needed to be done and that it would require a broad coalition with community support”, said Dale Burk, RCFWA past president. 

  Burk said, “A long time member of the Association, Tom Powers was frustrated with failed efforts to get a similar program off the ground in 1992. He revived the effort believing hunters and anglers have a vested interest and that we should be leading the way but that we can’t do it alone.” Tom took a new approach. He personally contacted a long list of stakeholders that resulted in an outpouring of community support. 

  The program includes a free carry in a vehicle booklet with forms for the recording of suspicious activities, vehicle description and license plate number, the date and time, and space for a description of the people involved. The phone numbers for reporting activities to the sheriff office and the FWP Tip-Mont program is posted on the top of each form. Perhaps the greatest detour-ant has been a new approach, ‘Rural Crime Watch Area’ signs that are being posted along major routes to public recreation areas and public lands. With twenty-four signs in the field and more planned in the future, criminals are put on notice.  “Just this week, eight (8) new signs are being installed at the junctions of county roads with Forest Service roads to give potential vandals fair warning – if you’re a vandal - people are watching!,” said Burk. 

  Recently, Powers was contacted by two sportsmen clubs that are considering the development of a partnership program in three different FWP regions. Tom has also fielded inquiries from law enforcement groups asking about how it was organized and what it has taken to make the program such a success. 

  With groups including riding clubs, cross country ski clubs, and wildlife organizations focused on sustainable populations of wild sheep, elk, trout, and waterfowl working in close collaboration with the sheriff office and FWP game wardens this homegrown solution is bearing fruit. 

  MWF encourages local hunting and fishing clubs to create partnership projects that make a difference in their communities. We have a proud heritage as partners and leaders in our communities and the Bitterroot Citizen Watch Program has created an outstanding template. If you would like more information about this program contact Tom Powers, tphunter12001@yahoo.com. (406) 777-3518.

  Editor’s Note: Portions of this article include reprinted, edited text and opinions provided by the Ravalli Republic newspaper Editorial Board. 
