CWD Update

  Since MWF last provided an update on the spread of chronic wasting disease (CWD), several states have confirmed new cases of CWD infected elk or deer. This brief article is not intended to provide a full listing of new reports but we have selected what we believe are key or significant areas of concern with occurrences during the past five months. Additionally, we have provided brief summaries of a few other activities that are occurring around the country related to CWD. 

  Wisconsin – A white-tailed doe that had died on a Racine County game farm was confirmed CWD positive in May. The 9-year-old doe was one of a small herd of 10 game farm whitetails. This confirmation raises the number of Wisconsin game farms that have had positive results on deer or elk to five. Wisconsin first discovered CWD had invaded the state in 2002. 

  In January a wild white-tailed buck from Brighton township in Kenosha County tested positive to the wildlife killing disease. This report in conjunction with other positive animals discovered in Rock and Walworth counties put both the Wisconsin and Illinois Department of Natural Resources on alert. The proximity of these Wisconsin counties to the Illinois border raised concern. Since then Illinois has identified 30 CWD positive deer in their border counties. 

  North Dakota – In Montana bordering North Dakota, wildlife officials continuing their aggressive, CWD defensive tactics, destroyed 30 white-tailed deer on a game farm in Sheridan County. The deer were destroyed in May as a precautionary measure to reduce the likelihood of disease transmission between wild game and penned, captive elk on the farm.  The game farm apparently is under investigation for fencing problems and violations that have allowed ingress and egress of animals.    

  Colorado – A mule deer buck discovered dead in the backyard of a home in Colorado Springs tested positive in May. The state Colorado Division of Wildlife (DOW) has confirmed that this is the farthest south that CWD has been confirmed in the state. 

  The emaciated 3- to 4-year-old deer had previously been noticed by area residents. State records indicate that more than 100 deer and elk harvested by hunters in the area over the past two years had all tested negative. 
  Wildlife officials have stepped up their area surveillance program including the testing of road-killed or other dead deer in the area. 

  Larimer County Commissioners in January voted unanimously to allow DOW to destroy deer on four county-owned, open space parcels where deer have been concentrating. Like North Dakota, Colorado wildlife officials have stepped up their defensive tactics in what they have determined to be “hot spots” and believe herd culling may reduce the possibility of the disease being spread. Testing of deer found on Larimer’s open space lands and foot hills in 2003 were found to have an infection rate of between 22 percent and 58 percent, depending on the area.

  Officials also released state wide data collected for 2003 from deer and elk that were harvested during the hunting season. Among 15,424 tested deer and elk, 208 animals were confirmed CWD positive. 

  CWD Research - Well known researcher Dr. Beth Williams, the scientist who first identified CWD as an infectious brain disease in deer in 1977, has been conducting studies on potential infectious agents, or how the disease can be spread and the disease life-span. She confirmed that CWD can be spread through infected soil, nose-to-nose contact or even from exposure to decomposed carcasses of infected animals. While infectious agents have not been clearly identified, previously it was thought transmission was primarily accomplished by animal-to-animal contact. Researchers set up various possible transmission scenarios in penned areas. In one test appearingly healthy deer were placed in pens that had 1- to 2-years previously housed infected deer. Another experiment included placing healthy deer in a pen where residual excrement-feces from infected deer had been scattered throughout. Yet, in another pen the carcasses of confirmed infected deer were allowed to decompose in the pen for two years, the carcasses were removed and healthy deer were introduced to the confines. Monitoring the nose-to-nose theory, another experiment housed infected and healthy deer together. In nearly every case, CWD was detected in the healthy deer within a year. The conclusion that was released: Environmental sources of CWD infection (the environment, soil, etc. once exposed to CWD) represent potential obstacles to controlling the spread of CWD in natural and captive settings.

TIP-MONT Program Announces 2003 Rewards

  The board of the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks TIP-MONT Program awarded 25 callers a total of $15,500 in 2003, including $9,300 that recently went to 15 callers to the 1-800 TIP-MONT hotline. 

  “These citizens provided critical information to help us solve some important cases,” said Debbie Lewis, FWP TIP-MONT coordinator. 

  Over 1,300 citizens in 2003 reported violations including over-bag limits, waste of game, residency violations, and the loan or transfer of tags. 

  The board awarded a total of $13,600 in 2002 to 29 individuals who helped in solving wildlife and outdoor crimes.      

   “We want to remind people that they can report all types of outdoor violations to TIP-MONT, including those that occur on Forest Service lands and Montana State Parks,” Lewis said.

  Callers may report crimes involving the state’s fish, wildlife, State Parks and U.S. Forest Service lands and facilities to 1-800-TIP-MONT (1-800-847-6668). Callers can remain anonymous and may be eligible for a cash reward.

  To help keep the TIP-MONT crime reporting lines open, please contact the nearest FWP regional office for all other fish, wildlife and State Parks questions.

State Hatchery Destroys Contaminated Fish
  An estimated 478,000 fish, suspected of being contaminated with toxic PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyls) raised at the state Big Springs Hatchery in Lewistown, were recently destroyed and hauled to a Great Falls landfill. 

  First discovered last summer by the Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ), toxic levels of PCB’s were found immediately down stream from the hatchery in Big Springs Creek. Subsequent investigations by DEQ, FWP and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) led scientists to the hatchery where they discovered that paint used to seal the walls of raceways in the ‘60s and ‘70s were flaking off and being dispersed into the stream by water flows that are used to sustain hatchery fish. Upon further examination the paint used was found to be laced with additives containing toxic levels of PCB’s. PCB’s additives in paint 30-40 years ago were a common practice that was banned in North America in 1977.  The paint flakes flowing into Big Springs Creek contaminated the water, wild trout down stream from the hatchery and stream bottom sediments. 

  Recent testing down stream from the hatchery and in the hatchery has discovered the contamination is far more significant than originally believed. PCB’s have soaked as far as two inches into the concrete walls of the raceways. Paint flakes and high levels of PCB’s had penetrated up to a foot deep into the creek bed.

  The impacts on Montana’s cold water fish stocking program will be significant. The 82-year old hatchery is the largest in the state and in any normal year provides nearly 2 million fish to more than 100 lakes and streams across the state. On the average stocking includes about 1.25 million rainbow trout, 40,000 grayling and about 600,000 cutthroat, brown and Kokanee salmon. FWP in conjunction with the EPA is conducting a risk assessment to come up with some options that may include dredging the Creek, attempting to sanitize the hatchery raceways or even tearing the facility down and starting over. Dependant on the assessment, FWP estimates the state cold water stocking program could be set back for five to six years. Preliminary estimates of clean up, in some capacity, could go as high as or higher than $500,000.  FWP is also testing fish in lakes and streams where transplants have taken place utilizing Big Springs Hatchery fingerlings. 

  Locally there is great concern over the creek clean up and the potential of ground water contamination. Area residents are also worried about kids that have historically used the Creek as their favorite swimming hole, water withdrawn for irrigation, local wells, and even how the contamination may have moved up the food chain in waterfowl and other wildlife that use the waterway. A local Big Springs Creek PCB Advisory Committee has been organized.

Dillon RMP/EIS Public Comment Process Opens

  The BLM Dillon (area) Resource Management Plan (RMP) and EIS has been released to the public for a 90 day public review period. Comments must be received by 4:30 PM on July 8, 2004. Southwest MT has a surprising amount of BLM land, home to a significant number of Sage Grouse, West Slope Cutthroat Trout, Bighorn Sheep as well as Grizzly Bear, and several sensitive non-game species like the Pygmy rabbit. Their treatment of Sensitive Species in the RMP leaves a little to be desired. Many conservationists have asked for Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) designations for Bighorn sheep and Sage Grouse; yet this protection was not included within this RMP. More information on the RMP can be found on the BLM website at: www.mt.blm.gov/dfo/rmp/index.html. To submit comments send them to: BLM, Dillon Field Office, 1005 Selway Drive, Dillon, MT. 59725 or email to MT_Dillon_RMP@blm.gov.

Public Comments on Clark Fork River/Milltown Reservoir Cleanup

  When the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) first unveiled its draft proposal a year ago for cleaning up the Clark Fork River and Milltown Reservoir Superfund site, there was general agreement: it was a good plan.  It called for removal of Milltown Dam. It called for removal of the metals-laced sediments that contaminate area groundwater and the Clark Fork River.  It called for local involvement in a separate restoration and redevelopment planning process once the river is free-flowing again.  And it called for holding ARCO, the liable party, financially responsible.

  Now, in response to public comments on the proposed draft plan (thank you to readers who submitted comments!) and unexpected support and suggestions from ARCO, some revisions have made the cleanup plan even better.  May 4, 2004, nearly 20 years after the EPA declared the upper Clark Fork River a Superfund site, the agency released its final, revised plan on how it intends to clean up the toxic mine waste that fouls streambanks and the floodplain from Warm Springs Ponds to the upper end of Milltown Reservoir. 

  A few of the better provisions of the plan include a new storage location for the contaminated sediments, this has been changed from the uncontaminated and undisturbed Bandmann Flats to the highly contaminated and currently in-use disposal site at Opportunity Ponds near Anaconda. Another good provision is a change to the original proposal that called for hydraulic dredging of metals-laced sediments, the revised plan calls for drawing down the reservoir and excavating in dry form, with the Clark Fork diverted temporarily into a bypass channel to eliminate sediment releases from the most contaminated part of the reservoir.  Instead of a pipeline for hauling off wastes, there will be railcar transport to Opportunity.  Also, rather than conducting cleanup work in a void, EPA will now coordinate its efforts with the State of Montana’s Natural Resource Damage Program, which has in the hopper a large, lengthy project for restoring the confluence of the Clark Fork and Blackfoot rivers.

  There are huge benefits to this revised plan, the water drawdown to minimize impacts on aquatic life as contaminates are removed, off-site storage of contaminates, and better protection of groundwater quality and the fisheries, but are there still concerns, any drawbacks to the new and improved plan?  

  The comment period on the revised plan is officially underway, and will run from May19 to June 21, 2004. The proposed plan is available at: www.epa.gov/region8/superfund/sites/mt/milltowncfr/reservoirou.html. 

To submit your comments, send a note to John Wardell (milltown@epa.gov), Federal Office Building, 10 West 15th St., Suite 3200, Helena, MT  59626.  To participate in a historic moment in person, attend one of the public meetings and testify.  Meeting particulars are: Wed., June 9, 7-10 pm, Bonner School Gym, 9045 Hwy 200, Bonner, MT, and Thurs., June 10, 7-10 pm, Opportunity Community Center, 201 Erickson, Opportunity, MT. An open house precedes each meeting between 6 and 7 PM.

Becoming an Outdoors Woman Workshop JUNE 25-27
  Women interested in learning the basics of beginning bird watching are invited to a weekend workshop sponsored by Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks and the Upper Missouri Breaks Audubon Society June 25-27.

  “This workshop is for the beginning birder who wants to learn to identify birds through field marks, sounds and habitat,” said Liz Lodman, FWP coordinator of the Becoming an Outdoor Woman workshops. “Backyard birding, including feeders, food, bird baths, and houses will be covered too.” 

  The workshop begins Friday afternoon, June 25, and concludes at noon on Sunday, June 27. All activities will be based at the Beartooth Wildlife Management Area between Helena and Great Falls near Holter Reservoir.

  Experienced birder watchers from across the state will share their knowledge of Montana’s birds and will lead morning and evening bird walks.

  Participants may share rustic cabins or bring their own tents or campers. Shared bathrooms and showers are also available. Meals will be provided. “Wildlife viewing is one of the fastest growing outdoor activities,”

Lodman said. “This workshop will be a great opportunity to learn the basics you need to actively enjoy bird watching.”

  The workshop fee is $98, and includes all meals, lodging in cabins and handouts. Participants should bring binoculars and field guides if they have them. 

   Space is limited. For details on registration fees, meals and lodging, contact Liz Lodman at FWP, PO Box 200701, Helena MT 59620, phone 406-444-2615, or by email: llodman@state.mt.us. u
