A Conservation Legacy  

The Blackleaf Wildlife Management Area

  As snow piles up in the high country along the Rocky Mountain Front, bears are denning, and elk, deer, and bighorn sheep are moving down to winter range.  For hunters this is good news, and for those lucky few who drew an antlerless, either sex elk permit for district 441, which includes the Blackleaf Wildlife Management Area (WMA), the snow is a good reason to call in sick.

  Hunting opportunities on the 11,107 acre Blackleaf  WMA are numerous, including white-tailed and mule deer, elk, bear, upland game birds and even some opportunities for waterfowl.  

  The state acquired, with sportsmen dollars, the Blackleaf WMA in 1979 to protect spring and summer habitat for grizzly and black bears and to provide critical winter range for elk and mule deer.   The WMA also provides public access to prime hunting grounds within the Bob Marshall Wilderness Complex and extensive access to adjacent public lands including the Bureau of Land Management’s Blindhorse Outstanding Natural Area and roadless Forest Service lands such as the Blackleaf Canyon, Volcano Reef area.

  Hunters have been instrumental in protecting critical wildlife habitat all along the Rocky Mountain Front since the creation of the Sun River Game Preserve in 1913.  During the first half of the twentieth century wildlife conservation was an uphill battle, but with consistent pressure from local hunting organizations, and MWF, wildlife conservation was taking hold on the Front and across the state.  The creation of the Blackleaf WMA was one more successful collaboration between hunters, lovers of wildlife, landowners and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks.

  This kind of conservation legacy would not have been possible without the hard work of many thoughtful conservation minded hunters.  This is still true today.  The tradition of hunters as conservationists is a tradition that many Montanans take pride in, and rightly so.

  Currently MWF and hunters all along the Front are working hard to keep that tradition alive by calling attention to potential energy development in prime wildlife habitat, including the Blackleaf Wildlife Management Area.  Within the BLM’s “Blackleaf Gas Field” the proposed Muddy Creek well sight has been moved onto State Fish, Wildlife and Parks land, within the Blackleaf WMA, at the request of the lease holder.  The lease holder, supposedly concerned about costly road construction, wants the drill sight moved 350 feet to the east, off the surface area of their lease located on Forest Service land, and onto FWP land.  

  The lease is held by a small gas exploration company by the name of Grizzly Resources, based in Colorado. Small exploration outfits like Grizzly Resource’s (referred to as bottom feeders by the industry) are not new to gas development in the Blackleaf WMA. In 1990 EPS resources was preparing to drill in the Blackleaf WMA and then (as Grizzly Resources is now) talked extensively about how environmentally sensitive they would be, using state of the art technology, which would leave a small footprint in our State’s Wildlife Management Area.  Promising the FWP Commission they would be wildlife sensitive, EPS negotiated a reclamation and mitigation plan and posted a small bond, and as a result were allowed to go ahead and drill.  After finding gas, and bringing it to market, EPS began to talk about bankruptcy and abandoning the producing well.  With this came concerns of pipeline corrosion due to lack of maintenance and potential leaks of poisonous Hydrogen Sulfide gas.  EPS did little to meet the reclamation requirements negotiated and left FWP employees and taxpayers to clean up the mess while they melted away into non-existence.  EPS’ mark on the land can easily be seen today.

  The trouble is they didn’t melt away and are back to do it again.  Grizzly Resources is the same kind of wolf in different bottom feeder clothing.  At this point it is known that the former Chief Financial Officer for EPS now helps lead Grizzly Resources, bringing with him his Montana experience.

  Can we expect the same thing this round?  It’s hard to say, but why should we risk it?  Montana hunters have worked too hard protecting this wildlife rich habitat to see it handed over to energy industry bottom feeders who don’t care about the ecological or economical future of our State but only how much quick-profit can be gained, at any cost. Such development will have an impact on wildlife and our Wildlife Management Area. 

  If you are concerned about allowing energy development on our prized, State owned, Wildlife Management Area, let the FWP Commission, State politicians and our congressional delegation in Washington know.  Tell them Montana hunters are not willing to sacrifice our WMA or to be side tracked by short-term boom and profit schemes. The Blackleaf WMA is a hunters conservation legacy that should not be compromised.u
