Visionary Programs Face a Questionable Future

  The next Montana legislative session, beginning January 2005, may not be in the current scope of concerns for most hunters.  However, several major and “temporary” statutes that affect public hunters, anglers and wildlife habitat programs sunset or expire in 2006.  The significance of this is that the Montana legislature, which convenes every other year, must address these programs at the 2005 session. 

  Montana Wildlife Federation, the largest advocate for hunters and anglers in Montana, and our members are major stakeholders in these statutes and programs. The following article is the first of six appearing in Montana Wildlife that will explore related issues and the values of these individual statutes and programs.

Block Management: Support it or Lose it? 
  Next fall’s hunting season seems a long way off.  Most of us have yet to begin thinking about what licenses we will buy or permits we will apply for, not to mention where we will hunt.  Our decisions are based on many variables.  However, one constant available to the public sportsperson over the past 18 years has been the ‘Hunting Access Enhancement Program’ known as the Block Management Program (BMP). This program has offered the public a passport to enter the private lands of program cooperators, to hunt a variety of game species from Hungarian partridge to elk.  The BMP, funding statutes, rules and management is one of the programs scheduled to expire in 2006.

  The BMP grew out of frustration on the part of Montana sportsmen and sportswomen with diminishing opportunities to access private lands to hunt.  We hunters witnessed an increasing trend toward private land leasing for exclusive use by hunting outfitters, high priced fee hunting and just plain land closures.  The opportunities to pursue public wildlife on private lands that we were accustomed to enjoying, and sort of took for granted, were rapidly disappearing.  “Closed” signs and orange paint were taking the place of opportunity.

  At it’s inception in 1985, the BMP was conceived as a way to encourage private landowners to open their land for public hunting in exchange for a modest compensation paid to the landowner from hunter license fees for the inconvenience and impacts they experience. Formalized as the BMP and expanded to what we have today through legislation in 1995, landowners were given a mechanism for controlling hunter access with a built in hunter sign-up procedure. This procedure created accountability for the hunter.  In short, the BMP was initiated to carve out a share of hunting opportunity for non-outfitted hunters while also building better relationships.

  The BMP has grown to include about 1,100 landowner/cooperators with approximately 8.5 million acres of private land, in some cases intermixed public land, available for public, non-commercial hunting.  

  Block Management, while not without its faults, has proven largely successful if the level of use is a reliable measuring stick.  According to FWP statistics, approximately 80,000 hunters spent nearly 380,000 hunter days on land enrolled in the program during the 2002 hunting season (FWP is currently compiling figures for 2003).  There is no question that the BMP plays a major role on the Montana hunting scene.

  Originally funded by a surcharge on outfitter-sponsored nonresident hunting licenses, the BMP funding sources have since expanded with the support of non-outfitted, sportsmen and sportswomen of Montana.  Today, the BMP includes funding from resident and nonresident hunting access enhancement fees that have been added to the cost of a conservation license and the nonresident upland game bird licenses.  A total of $5.95 million fed into the program from these two funding sources in fiscal year 2003.

  Hunters should be concerned that the BMP will end in 2006 if not renewed by the 2005 legislature.  The future of the program and its design is really up to the hunting public getting involved in the political process. The governor appointed Private Lands/Public Wildlife Council (PL/PW) is currently focusing all of their efforts on shaping block management, as we will know it in the future.  

  PL/PW is a consensus council charged with preparing recommendations for legislation that will renew the BMP in 2005.  They are carefully examining input from the public, landowners and hunters, to determine opportunities for change.  We hope change is spelled “improvement” from the perspective of public sportsmen and sportswomen that Block Management is intended to serve!  The PL/PW Council is examining four possible categories of change.

1. Options/Flexibility and “Shared Use”?  Some contentious and difficult issue discussions under this category have caught the attention of MWF and Montana sportspersons which include:

 How can public hunting co-exist with outfitting, or should it?  Should the public share lands enrolled in BM with outfitters?  Is there a way that exclusive outfitter leases could be changed to allow some public hunting?  

 Could BM be better used to achieve game harvest goals, particularly of non-trophy animals?  Are public hunters content with “cleaning up after” outfitters, coming in to hunt cows and does after the outfitters have hunted the bucks and bulls?

 Perhaps a future goal of the program would be to apply BM to larger landscapes where possible?

 Should the program goals focus more on improving the quality of enrolled lands or on increasing the land base?

2. Incentives.  

 Potential new incentives for landowner participation such as complimentary licenses.

 An idea has surfaced for creating a voluntary gun hunter certification program, a companion to the present bowhunter certification that would require certified hunters to have completed a course that emphasizes safety and ethics.  

3. Enforcement.  There are currently only 40 field technicians to help administer Block Management and 66 game wardens’ cover the entire state of Montana.  The Council has received input from both landowners and sportsmen that better enforcement is needed.  Perhaps better enforcement would be an incentive for landowner participation?

4. Funding.  

 Assuming that more funding is needed to add more landowner cooperators, enforcement and program administration, should this be pursued?

 Are the current sources of funding equitable?

 What might be the sources of new or additional program funding to allow the program to expand?

 Should the guaranteed, set aside outfitter license system that contributes to the BMP, continue as it exists?

  This is just a sampling of the issues and ideas that the PL/PW Council is grappling with.  As Montana hunters, your ideas can be fed into the process.  

  In addition, MWF would like for the Council to consider combining hunting block management with the Fishing Access Program authority that was enacted by the 2001 legislature.  Doing so could provide the public with expanded opportunities.  An example would be landowner agreements that would permit public access to and along riverbanks and lakeshores for both fishing and fall waterfowl hunting.    

  The present BMP has a provision for landowner agreements that would provide public access corridors, roads or trails, from public roadways to public lands.  We are aware of only one instance in which FWP has employed this provision; that being a vehicle trail access to a large area of the National Forest in the Big Snowy Mountains.  MWF will be encouraging greater use of this provision.  We are interested in your ideas as to where public access, through private lands, to public land is needed to increase public land hunting opportunity.

  As you can see, there is a great deal of work to be done in shaping the Block Management Program of the future.  We strongly encourage MWF members and our affiliate Clubs to participate in this process.  “Montana Wildlife” will carry a follow-up article on this important subject at such time when the PL/PW Council reports their recommendations.  In the meantime, consider attending one of the PL/PW meetings and let us know what you think the future Block Management Program should look like. u
