2005 Legislative Update
After a little more than a month, the Montana 59th Legislative Session is in full swing and the Montana Wildlife Federation lobbying team is there. With a proposed bison hunt grabbing state and national headlines and the debate over school funding grinding away, MWF is tracking about 80 introduced bills and over 130 unintroduced bills that are important to hunters and anglers.  As usual there have been some attempts to undermine stream access and as well weaken established protections for water and wildlife. There are also many positive bills MWF is aggressively supporting that have tremendous, broad based and across the aisle support, such as House Bills 56 and 79 that aim to make the Fishing Access and the Habitat Montana programs permanent, and SB 77 to make the Block Management program permanent.  

  On the contentious side are bills like Rep. Scott Sales HB 434 which aims to eliminate the existing prohibition of contests based on size and attributes of game animals.  This bill has been sent to the House Fish, Wildlife and Parks Committee but as of the end of January has not been scheduled for hearing.  

  Rep. Debbie Barrett’s HB 133 aims to codify that a fence attached to or abutting a county bridge is not an encroachment. This bill would give county governments the power to permit the construction of fences connecting to bridge abutments or guardrails in a road right-of-way that essentially would inhibit public access to public waterways and cause a safety hazard.  While the bill was tabled in committee on a 15 to 3 vote, essentially halting the bill, there has been talk of an organized push to shore up the votes needed to “take the bill from the table,” which would give it new life.  Thanks to all of you who came to the bill’s committee hearing to voice your opposition and support public access to waterways in Montana.  Let the House Local Government committee know today that HB 133 should stay where it is – in the dead heap!

  MWF is monitoring several controversial bills that aim to weaken access to and the protection of wildlife such as bills like Sen. Aubyn Curtiss’ Senate Joint Resolution (SJ10) which aims to encourage the federal government to release all Wilderness Study Areas (WSA’s) in order to “furnish a continuous supply of timber.”  WSA’s have been identified in Montana mostly due to the fact that they are considered to be at the core of critical wildlife habitat for both big game and non-game species.  In addition they make up a fraction of public lands open to multiple use resource extraction and many are already leased for grazing.

  Other fish and game bills MWF is monitoring and will probably oppose but the draft language has not yet been released include: restricting FWP purchases of property; FWP liability for damage caused by relocated wildlife; revise funding of the Habitat Montana and Block Management programs; and general revisions of fish and game laws. 

  Rep. Jill Cohenour’s HB 172 was requested by Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) and aims to implement proposed fee increases that FWP released to the public last year.  A sub-committee has been created to hammer out the details and take public comments.  The sub-committee has met twice and plans to meet again to allow more public hunter/angler input.  We will keep people informed about when that next meeting will be.  The sub-committee will eventually present the full House FWP committee with recommendations.  A companion bill, HB 176, aims to give the FWP Commission the authority to adjust license fees as they see the need without legislative approval – there is little support for this bill and it will most likely not get out of committee.

  MWF is working on a number of bills that have been initiated after a Legislative Affairs Committee chaired by MWF, Vice-president Chris Marchion reviewed statewide public sportsmen and wildlife issues for more than nine months. One such bill is HB 516.  This bill is a top priority and aims to establish in statute a basis for FWP and the Commission to facilitate greater hunter opportunities and to direct the dispersal or removal of concentrations of big game animals that pose a threat to landowners and livestock or the health of wildlife, habitat. The intent is to give FWP additional tools to manage Montana big game herds. In some areas of Montana the management of big game, elk for instance, has been compromised due to private or commercial venues that include harboring large concentrations of animals.  In these cases, managing herd size through public hunting is difficult and simply increasing the number of hunting permits often has little affect. MWF is working on support for this bill among some non-traditional partners and ranchers suffering game damage and we are working hard to maintain the core intension of the bill in order to get the legislation passed. 

  Another bill initiated by MWF, which is being lead by board member Ron Moody, is a bill that aims to give FWP the authority to create a one-time exemption from the hunter education requirement for a resident at least 16 years of age so the student can apply for a one-time-only “Hunter Education Deferral Permit.”  This permit is intended to address the problem of recruiting youth as hunters who have not grown up in traditional hunting families.

  MWF supports Sen. Bob Hawk’s SB 173 which aims to establish a statewide setback for new buildings on rivers and streams to protect rivers and floodplains, people and property while respecting private property values and water rights.  This bill needs support, let your legislators know where you stand.

  We are also in full support of Rep. Paul Clark’s HB 269 which aims to clarify recreational access to public waters upon road abandonment. This bill addresses the issue of lost existing public access at bridges that are reconstructed, repaired or moved to straighten a roadway. If public access exists at such a bridge or a road crossing a stream, then that public access should be retained or not abandon unless another public road or right-of-way to the stream provides substantially the same access.  This is a bill that will further solidify Montana’s progressive and popular stream access law.

  While the hunting of bison that leave or live around Yellowstone National Park is a contentious issue gaining national attention, MWF has been working with a Bozeman, Montana conservation and sportsmen club, Gallatin Wildlife Association, to introduce a bill, LC1419, that would establish “wild buffalo or bison are valued, native wildlife in the state of Montana” and that the FWP “is responsible for management”. 

  MWF’s legislative staff is committed to keeping our members informed, is monitoring the 59th legislature closely and promoting legislation that is good for wildlife, the health of our landscapes and ensure our hunting and angling heritage.  If you have any questions, concerns or helpful hints please call us at: 800-517-7256 or email nbirkeland@mtwf.org.  Your input and participation is needed every week and we thank those of you who have traveled to Helena already. u
