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During the last week of June, three members of MWF affiliate Russell Country Sportsmen’s Association volunteered to spend a couple of days cleaning up the state/FWP Beartooth Wildlife Management Area about 30 miles north of Helena at the head of Holter Lake.  Bunking in a remote, primitive cabin — Ron Litostansky, Dave Van Tighem and John Borgreen, all lifelong sportsmen and member-leaders of MWF, voluntarily gave back to the Management Area that has provided so much for the public, for sportsmen and wildlife since its purchase with sportsperson license dollars in 1970.

  All of Montana’s big game species live on or visit the WMA at various times. Upland game birds, songbirds, raptors, furbearers and numerous small mammals can be found through much of the year. The Beartooth WMA was created to provide wildlife habitat for a variety of species, primarily elk, and to provide free public recreational opportunities. Today it is used for family camping, hiking, horseback riding, wildlife viewing, outdoor gatherings, hunting and supports more than 100 species of wildlife.

  As a working ranch prior to acquisition, several miles of barbwire fencing strung to contain livestock still litter its borders and need removal. The largest majority of the remaining fence has fallen off weathered posts into thick grass and brush – posing a hazard to wildlife, livestock, foot and horseback hunters, and other recreational users of the area.  In the course of two-days nearly 2 miles of three-strand fencing was slowly removed.  Wood and steel posts were pulled; wire was rolled up and hauled to a restricted area and wood posts were stacked for burning when conditions permit.  

  As enjoyable and productive as the trip was, the real story is the manner in which the Beartooth is being managed for the benefit of wildlife, hunting, public recreation, and livestock grazing.  Primarily since the disastrous fire in 1990, management policies and practices have been developed and put in place that have resulted in a public resource that is healthy and productive with a bright future.  In addition, the success story of the Beartooth includes the long term and committed working relationship among a diverse group of individuals and organizations that came together with different interests and priorities, but a common goal.  Under the umbrella of a local citizen’s group, the Devil’s Kitchen Working Group, biologists, hunters, ranchers, outfitters, anglers, sportsmen groups, foresters, and others identified problems, worked out solutions, and developed policies that benefited not only the Beartooth, but also a large part of the Big Belt Mountains.  The abundance and diversity of wildlife, the healthy forage, timber, cover and riparian areas are a testament to the efforts and vision of this collaboration.

  After a long, hot and strenuous full day, washing up in the ice cold, spring-fed stock tank and waiting for steaks on the barbi’, everybody had a real sense of accomplishment, of giving back and helping maintain what hunters and anglers have long-held special – a connection with our living environments — the great outdoors of Montana. John Borgreen said, “Our work here is traditional – it is traditional for sportsmen to give back and work collaboratively. You go as far back as the 30s, 40s and 50s when sportsmen did this kind of work all the time – which we still do - or when we helped the state transplant various species or worked with landowners to help game recover. Sportsmen are major stakeholders in the condition of our landscapes and our wildlife and we aren’t afraid to get our hands dirty – whether on the ground or at the legislature.”

  There is still plenty of wire to be pulled, so for any group or individual willing to put in a hard day’s work in a spectacular landscape, give Cory Loecker, FWP Region 4 wildlife biologist a call (406-454-5864).  Or – consider getting a group together for a similar effort in your area. 

  Thank you John, Dave and Ron from your MWF family – you make us proud. 

