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In the public interest

The Yellowstone River, the longest free-flowing 

river in the continental United States, is the life 

blood for living and working communities, for wildlife, agriclture, rural and urban communities. From its headwaters just south of Yellowstone National Park to its confluence with the Missouri River in North Dakota, the 670-mile Yellowstone sustains world-renowned fisheries, migratory songbirds, waterfowl, extensive native cottonwood forests, and local economies. Yet, public access, public opportunities to enjoy these resources is limited. Long stretches of inaccessible private land preclude the public while few official public access sites exist.  

  In 2001, a new bridge was constructed across the Yellowstone about one-quarter mile upstream from Pompeys Pillar, 30 miles east of Billings. In the process, a long-used, undeveloped boat launch access site within the shadow of Pompeys Pillar — was cut off. Several organizations lead by sportsmen requested that Yellowstone County Commissioners and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks develop a new launch at the site since the area is a popular boating destination and there is a real safety need to have search and rescue launch capability in the area.

  Public hearings centered on whether or not the old right-of-way should be retained in public ownership. The adjacent landowner had been told in negotiations for the new bridge that the old right-of-way would revert back to her ownership when the new bridge was completed. The groups interested in public access convinced the Commissioners to recognize the lost public values to not only boaters but also to anglers, recreating families, bird watchers, hunters, outdoor enthusiasts, and historic buffs.  In 2003, Yellowstone County Commissioners took a bold stand with the urging of hunters and anglers in support of public access and public recreation opportunities – they rejected a petition to abandon the old bridge and its right-of-way.  The bridge and right-of-way was turned over to Yellowstone County and was converted into a pedestrian walkway and bridge available for public use.

  With one issue resolved, hunters and anglers looked for collaborative solutions to the loss of the boat launch site. The design of the new bridge was such that a boat launch would be extremely difficult to locate and only provide a bare-bones site inadequate for most watercraft. 

  An island upstream from the new bridge provided the best location but the ownership was unknown. Upon research of tax records and the original federal government survey notes, it was determined that no one was paying taxes on the 150 acre island.  Since it was within the federal meander survey line, river enthusiasts believed it must be under the administration of some federal or state agency. When sportsmen went to agencies, no agency claimed the island nor did they want to do the research necessary to determine who was responsible for the management of the island. 

  Longtime MWF affiliate member Robert Allen of Billings Rod and Gun Club and Public Lands Access Association Inc. filed for a ‘quite claim deed’ on the island in hope of drawing out the owner or securing the property for a new access point. 

  Finally, the Bureau of Land Management announced that the island is owned by the United States and that the BLM has responsibility for management of the unsurveyed island while the mineral rights are held in trust for the benefit of the Crow Tribe.  The unnamed island, by the way, had a cultivated sugar beet field and three dump sites that were determined to be illegal — all in trespass.

  After ownership was determined things went smoothly. Sportsmen worked with County Commissioners, FWP and BLM to develop a county application for a right-of-way to the island for the construction of a new access site, parking area and boat launch ramp. Following an Environmental Assessment, the BLM granted the right-of-way to the county. The county then received a grant from the FWP for some of the construction costs. The Crow Tribe did not object and an adjacent, contrary landowner growled but went away.

  Soon to follow was a formal Cooperative Agreement between the County, FWP and BLM. The county would construct and maintain the access road and parking area, while FWP would manage the site operation. The right-of-way would be transferred to FWP at a later date. 

  The public now has a new access site with a boat ramp as well as almost one-half mile of river access along the island shoreline. Pheasant, turkey and deer thrive on the island, waterfowl and other migratory birds such as eagles, hawks, and owls are frequently spotted along the island shores or in the cottonwoods, and small mouth bass are pursued by anglers of various ages in the river.

  With people lined up and ready to hit the water at the new launch site, the official ‘Ribbon Cutting Ceremony’ for the new site was held July 21, 2006 just days before the official bicentennial celebration of when Corps of Discovery, Captain William Clark inscribed his name and the date, July 25, 1806, in the rock of what is today Pompeys Pillar National Monument. 

  John Gibson, a former MWF president, Billings Rod and Gun Club officer, and current president of Public Land and Water Access Association, Inc. who was a driving force behind the new site and worked closely with county commissioners said, “It was a great feeling seeing families lined up, resident and non-resident, and launching at the same time we were dedicating the site. It took a lot of work and time and we learned some valuable lessons – but in the public interest – it was well worth it and the commissioner’s are deserving of many thanks from sportsmen, sportswomen and outdoor enthusiasts.”
Lessons Learned

1. The abandonment of public property involves a legal process that must be followed —to the letter of the law. Don’t let anyone get away with agreeing to abandon a public right-of-way prior to a public hearing. It’s against the law!

2. Don’t assume that river frontage or islands are private on navigable streams. This is especially true when considering lands surrounded by federal or Native American lands.

3. Get involved in the process early. Don’t be detoured, give up or tolerate back-room decisions. Often times such efforts take years.

4. Give credit where credit is due. The Yellowstone County Commissioners have been very cooperative in this and other public recreation/access efforts even though they have stirred some controversy. 

5.  Seek out organizations that will join with you in your efforts and look for collaborative solutions. Often times such groups may have institutional knowledge on how a process works and how to accomplish efforts with more efficiency.  Organized and collaborative efforts between grassroots hunters and anglers are more powerful when we work with like minded, local citizenry.
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