Ravalli County Fish and Wildlife Association 

Ahead of the Curve on Elk Management Plan

  Almost eight months before Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (FWP) released the 2004 Montana Draft Elk Management Plan, MWF affiliate Ravalli County Fish and Wildlife Association (RCFWA) asked for a formal meeting with FWP big-game biologist to discuss the potential for elk management in the Upper Bitterroot area. The Big Game Committee of RCFWA presented a comprehensive analysis and position submittal to FWP emanating from hundreds of hours of field observations and study and numerous conversations with biologists. 

  From their perspective, the severe forest fires of 2000 offered a unique opportunity to increase and enhance the elk herd in the upper Bitterroot. RCFWA believes that the changing vegetation patterns occurring with the natural recovery of the 250,000 acres-plus burn has the potential to support a substantially larger number of elk without negative impacts on the habitat, perhaps twice as many. After five formal meetings, RCFWA was confident they had made their case and anxiously awaited the Draft Elk Management Plan only to discover that not one word of their dialogue was incorporated into the updated Plan! 

  The Plan mentioned neither the quarter million acre forest fire nor the in-migration of several wolf packs but instead mirrored the 1992 Elk Plan recommendations. When the FWP public meeting slated for October 6 convened, FWP Region 2 Supervisor, Mack Long knew Ravalli F&W was present and they were very upset. He acknowledged their pointed protest and offered to establish an Elk Working Group for the four hunt districts that cover the upper Bitterroot to address their concerns; that Working Group has subsequently met once. The ten committee members were chosen to effectively represent the composition of area interest groups: agriculture, timber-logging, local business, a RCFWA member, a Montana Bow Hunters Association member, a member from the Foundation of the North American Wild Sheep plus two FWP biologists. An article in the local newspaper, the Ravalli Republic, quoted the rancher on the council who said that, “I think everybody came away from that last meeting with a good feeling that we would be able to reach some kind of solution.” A statement in the same article by the area FWP Supervisor, Mack Long, is encouraging, “The group is going to be an important piece of how decisions get made…I have a lot of hope for the group.”
  Commenting on the Elk Plan process, Dale Burke, RCFWA President lamented, “We’re making progress since the implementation of the local Elk Working Group.  But RCFWA is disappointed that a FWP biologist wouldn’t work to optimize elk numbers that are only 60% of the capacity that area winter ranges can sustain without resorting to this kind of pressure.” He reflected that a statement by former FWP director, Pat Graham when he was heading up the department seems to no longer apply in the Bitterroot: “FWP’s job is to build wildlife populations to optimum numbers based on the habitat’s ability to sustain them.” 
  Ravalli County Fish and Wildlife Association has engaged in elk habitat, elk management and other wildlife issues for almost a century. RCFWA’s position paper on the FWP Draft Plan states, “RCFWA takes a vital interest in the welfare of elk, their future and their future as wildlife enthusiasts in seeing that elk are managed well, properly and in context with changing conditions in the natural environment as well as those (human) forces that impact elk, their habitat, and the role they play in terms of utilizing hunting opportunity as both a means for managing elk numbers and providing hunting/recreation opportunities for this and future generations.” 
  The RCFWA simply asks for everyone concerned to do right by the elk by Montana and by the commitment to future generations of big-game hunters. u
