Montanans Lobby DC
for Front Protection
With the help of Montana Wildlife Federation, a contingent of Montanans traveled to Washington DC in November to ask Montana’s congressional delegation for support of pending legislation that would enhance the current effort to protect Montana’s Rocky Mountain Front.
  The language the group is supporting has been added to the Interior Appropriations Bill – a “spending bill” which affects the Park Service, BLM, USFS, the Land and Water Conservation Fund and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service among many other programs. Specifically the language would prevent any new leasing for oil, gas, or hard rock mining in all of the U.S. Forest Service land within the Rocky Mountain Ranger District of the Lewis and Clark National Forest and contiguous parcels controlled by the Bureau of Land Management. Existing leases would not be affected, but if they expire, are traded, donated or purchased back either by the Government or a third-party, the area will become exempt from re-leasing.

  The Interior Appropriations bill is one of nine spending bills in need of passage before the end of the 109th congress.

  Chief Earl Old Person of the Blackfeet Tribe, who is also the elected Chairman of the Tribal Business Council, has given the legislation his full endorsement and accompanied MWF staff to Washington as part of the effort. 

  During a meeting with Senator Max Baucus and Senator elect Jon Tester, Mr. Old Person described the importance of the Badger Two Medicine area to the Blackfeet Tribe as a source of clean water. “Water is sacred to the Blackfeet people,” said Old Person. “A person can go many days without food – but without water entire cultures can vanish.”  A majority of the mineral leases found along the Front are within the Badger Two medicine area of the Lewis and Clark National Forest. The Blackfeet Tribe retains treaty rights within the area, such as the gathering of firewood, the harvesting of timber for rails and poles for structures and fences and the gathering of medicinal plants.

  “We’d like to see the area remain as it is,” said Blackfeet Community College faculty member Keith Tatsey, who also traveled to Washington. “We’re concerned that natural gas exploration will degrade an area that is very important to our culture and to the history of the Tribe.”

  As of November 28, House and Senate members involved in the appropriations process seem unable to reconcile differences and as a result most likely will not pass the remaining spending bills – including Interior Appropriations and the Front language. The current Republican leadership is expected to pass the issue to next year’s Democratic led Congress rather than make the effort to pass the needed spending legislation this session.

  Washington media outlets report that Republicans have been unable to agree on a strategy for handling the appropriations bills, with a rift between leadership and fiscal conservatives on spending, forcing Republican leaders to leave the bills for next year.

  As a result Congress would need to pass a Continuing Resolution – essentially – to keep our government running at current spending levels until February or March. But there is still a chance that the Front language, which has no fiscal impact, could make it through this session via some other kind of legislative vehicle.

  MWF member, a hunter, angler and Front taxidermist Roy Jacobs, who also traveled to Washington along with an area rancher and county commissioner to lobby for protection, has been working to protect the area for more than twenty years. Roy said that he was pleased with the response of Montana’s Congressional Delegation. “They seemed to understand how much we have invested in this process…and they know we’re up against the clock.”  

  Jacobs was referring to the interest of some of the lease holders in selling their leases to a third party for eventual retirement. “These are energy companies with a bottom line who see a deal is on the table. Without that legislation both sides – the energy companies and the private folks willing to purchase the leases – will back off and then we’ll have to start all over again with a different [congressional delegation] and a different Congress.”  

  Both Senator Max Baucus and Senator Conrad Burns hinted at other options, but what those are still remains to be seen. For now trust has to be placed in the legislative process – something nobody is all that comfortable doing.

  “We’ve come this far,” said Jacobs. “It’d be a shame to take two steps back after getting so close.”tc " for Front Protection"
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