Western Sportsmen Collaborate To Promote Fish, Wildlife and Parks Involvement and Energy Development Done Right
In two efforts, sportsmen and sportswomen from Montana, Wyoming and Colorado urged decision makers to slow the pace of oil and gas development while encouraging greater consideration for wildlife resources, habitat and public hunting and fishing opportunities. One effort in Montana approached Governor Brian Schweitzer while another in Washington, D.C. coincided with the mark-up and consideration of the House Natural Resources Committee energy legislation.  
  The largest sportsmen groups in Montana representing the interests of tens of thousands of hunters and anglers met with Governor Brian Schweitzer May 24 to promote the aggressive and proactive engagement by Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks in energy development.  Including Montana Wildlife Federation, Montana Trout Unlimited, Mule Deer Foundation, Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership, Federation of Fly Fishers, and National Wildlife Federation the groups are deeply concerned with the protection of fish and wildlife habitat and populations, and public hunting and fishing opportunities in the face of increasing oil and gas development across Montana. 

  Representatives from the organizations submitted a letter to Gov. Schweitzer declaring their official support for Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks’ (FWP) involvement in oil and gas leasing and development activities to ensure that Montana’s wildlife resources, hunting and fishing are protected.  

  The letter was also signed by 63 local hunting and fishing clubs, and outdoor recreation related businesses that cite a lack of confidence that the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) will meet the needs of fish and wildlife during the energy development process as desired by FWP and Montana hunters and anglers.  The letter discussed how Montana sportsmen believe oil and natural gas development can be done in a way that doesn’t diminish fish and wildlife or public hunting and fishing opportunities, but that there is a strong need for FWP involvement in the process.  The letter asked Gov. Schweitzer to take a lead role in requesting that the BLM better coordinate their energy development plans with FWP and Montana sportsmen.

  “There is simply no other state or federal agency that has FWPs statewide responsibility for fish and wildlife management, or has demonstrated any willingness to push for slowing the pace of oil and gas lease sales so that advanced conservation planning can be completed prior to leasing and development,” the letter reads.  “Sportsmen want advanced comprehensive planning for habitat protection and reclamation before leases are issued or developed to sustain other natural resource and social values.”  

   “We would be foolish to sacrifice our best-in-the-nation blue-ribbon trout streams such as the Big Horn and Beaverhead rivers to a boom and bust economy,” added Leah Elwell, with the Federation of Fly Fishers out of Livingston.  “I can’t imagine losing the opportunity to fish for big browns and rainbows because we were in too big a hurry to develop energy development plans that don’t consider the needs of our fisheries.”

  “There is a real need for the balanced management of our public lands and FWP has to be fully involved in the process as oil and gas development demands increase in Montana,” she said.

  Gov. Schweitzer responded by saying that he believes the wildlife, hunting and fishing groups are seeking the same thing he is: energy development with some limitations. “As you know I am a proponent of energy development. Having said that - I think we can coexist, but it has to be done right,” Schweitzer said. 

  Other sportsmen interests brought their concerns to Washington D.C. on the same day as Montana sportsmen. Meeting with about 20 Capitol Hill (Republican and Democratic) offices hunters and anglers asked for legislation that will protect wildlife with “responsible” energy development. 

  The common theme that sportsmen do not object to development but that we have an objection to the pace, how it is being done and where was echoed from Montana to D.C. All of the groups promoted the values of having state fish and game departments proactively engaged in the processes.

  MWF board member Hugo Tureck told committee members, “We all use gas and oil. We are not against this use on public lands. All we ask is that this short-term use must be tempered with the long-term vision of a landscape that we will leave for future generations.” Hugo also raised issues with the inadequate provisions governing split-estate mineral development; underground mineral ownership not held by a landowner. 
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