BSUBA:

Energizing Upland Game Bird Management

The Montana list of upland game bird species includes Chukar, Spruce Grouse (Fool’s Hen), White-tailed Ptarmigan, Sage Grouse, Columbian Sharp-tailed Grouse, Gray Partridge (Hungarian Partridge or Huns), Ring-necked Pheasant, Blue Grouse, Ruffed Grouse, Sharp-tailed Grouse and Wild Turkey. Chukar and Ptarmigan have very limited ranges and are rare. The existence of any Columbian Sharp-tailed Grouse leks have not been documented as active in Montana since 2001. 

  Montana’s diverse habitats support upland game bird populations and hunting opportunities that vary, good in some places but scarce elsewhere. In some areas you can hunt huns, sage-grouse, sharp-tail, pheasant, or turkey all in the same hunt.  

Often overlooked in historic deliberations considering landscape health issues, upland game birds and upland game bird hunting are increasingly joining land management debates and decisions thanks to the attention by hunters. Development, logging and forestry practices, energy development, agricultural practices, pollution, habitat fragmentation and loss are all having adverse impacts on upland game bird species. Today, unlike many sportsmen efforts in the 40s and 50s of raising and planting birds, hunters are far more involved in habitat conservation believing the benefits of healthy, sustainable habitats far outweigh planting programs. 

  For example, great controversies swirl around the future of Great Plains and sagebrush dependant species such as sage-grouse. Prairie grouse species are especially vulnerable to disruptions during mating and nesting periods. If sharp-tailed grouse or sage-grouse are displaced from their spring mating, strutting or courtship grounds called lek’s, it may take years for mating pairs and area populations to recover if at all. If females are disrupted during nesting or their young broods are killed, they rarely re-nest. Responding to these concerns and others, hunters in recent years have participated with biologists, progressive landowners and agencies to develop the Montana Management and Strategies Plan for Sage-Grouse. 

  Through the years many Montana citizens, hunters and anglers have stepped forward to form partnerships to protect our hunting and angling heritage and our fish and wildlife but there have been few who have organized to broadly focus on the future of all upland game birds. The following story regarding an organization that has had great influence on the future of all upland game birds in Montana is intertwined with a few major upland bird management issues.

Hunters Organize 
  Concerned about the future of upland game birds and upland bird hunting in Montana, eight dedicated Montana bird hunters gathered in the home of Jack Puckett in 1986. 

  They believed that upland birds were being treated as low priority wildlife by the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP), the Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management (BLM). Good places for the general public to hunt were shrinking, and many traditional bird hunting properties were being privatized by the leasing of exclusive hunting privileges. The State Legislature also seemed unconcerned about upland birds and bird hunters.

  The little citizens group decided to launch an organization to represent interests of bird hunters. “The group decided that a voice was needed to speak up for Montana’s upland birds,” says Jack Puckett, the club’s first president. “Before this club, the only wildlife Montana hunters and agencies really talked much about had hooves and horns”. They chose a mouthful of a name, Big Sky Upland Bird Association, “Ba-sue-ba” (BSUBA).

  Within a short time BSUBA applied for membership in the Montana Wildlife Federation (MWF). Puckett said, “We wanted to join with other wildlife clubs for strength in numbers, to keep informed about important issues and legislation, and to have a forum where the interests of upland birds and bird hunters were given attention. We have been part of MWF ever since, and our ranks have swelled to around 100 regular members from across Montana and a number of other states.”

Pheasant Stocking vs. Habitat

  BSUBA has been involved in a long list of issues over the years. One of the early opportunities to advocate for upland birds came when Senator “Big Ed” Smith (R-Dagmar), chair of the Senate Fish and Game Committee, introduced a bill to subsidize the releasing of 6-week old pen-reared pheasants to augment bird numbers for the hunting season and increase breeding populations. Smith proposed that upland bird license fees fund payment of $3/bird to encourage 4-H clubs, Boy Scouts, Future Farmers of America and sportsmen’s clubs to raise and release a few birds. Senator Smith had been doing this himself, truly believing that releasing pen-reared birds increased pheasant numbers in northeast Montana despite numerous scientific studies showing that pen-reared pheasants have very low success in the wild, typically surviving less than two weeks after release. 

  BSUBA’s Jack Puckett and Bob Lucas went to Helena to testify on this bill; neither had ever done this before. They explained that bird hunters too wanted more pheasants, but that stocking tame birds in already occupied habitat is less effective than improving habitat. “If you improve habitat, wild pheasants will fill it up”, said Puckett. A Pheasants Forever field representative took a hard line. “Take pheasant stocking out of the bill completely,” was his message, “make it a 100% habitat improvement bill.”  However, Senator Smith was a true believer and in no way would he limit or abandon pheasant stocking. Unfortunately, that was the way the bill passed – a 100% pheasant stocking program was established.

  Only two years later, Senator Smith was finally willing to consider funding habitat projects with any monies not spent on stocking. This change of heart occurred mainly because during the prior two years less than 5% of the budget had been claimed by pheasant stockers. BSUBA attended the legislative hearing again and, of course, now they were veteran lobbyists (they even knew where the rest rooms were). Two good things came from the BSUBA led effort; all upland game birds (not just pheasants) were eligible for habitat enhancement projects; and the private land program cooperators’ were required to be open to “reasonable public access”, with no allowance for charging hunting fees.

  One set of problems that surfaced in the program now known as the “Upland Game Bird Habitat Enhancement Program” was poor oversight, monitoring and quality control. The program was vexed and abused by a few people who discovered if they raised pheasants under crowded conditions and did everything on the cheap, they could actually make money at $3.00/bird. Unfortunately, they raised thousands of poor quality pheasants, most with no feathers on their backs, and released them into marginal or poor habitat.  Most of these scrawny birds fed predators while others starved to death, providing little or no improved hunting or population expansion opportunities. 

  The broader upland game bird program has been handicapped by an outdated bird management plan, and staffed by a succession of nice-enough people, but unfortunately they have been saddled with an impossible grab bag of responsibilities (such as furbearers, non-game species, wolf recovery, etc.). More importantly, the staff assigned management responsibilities generally have had little direct upland bird expertise.

  Because of these planning and staffing problems, the program has been highly vulnerable to attack by legislators during several sessions. Some legislators wanted to take the program away from Fish, Wildlife and Parks and turn it over to the Agricultural Extension Service, one legislator wanted to suspend habitat projects for at least two years for an audit while maintaining pheasant stocking and some just wanted the entire program to sunset. There was at least one very expensive “grazing improvement” project early in the program with questionable benefits to upland birds that has become Exhibit A for critics of the program’s fiscal responsibility and effectiveness. 

   After much heated debate and testimony by upland bird hunters, the program funds for the stocking portion today have been capped at less than 10% of the nearly $900,000 budget with the remainder going into habitat enhancement. However, funds for stocking must be expended first, prior to monies being invested in habitat and FWP has often struggled to acquire enough birds to release and meet this requirement.

Good News AfterYears of Debate

  BSUBA and MWF members have consistently lobbied in support of the state’s upland bird program, worked to improve it, pushed for a full-time professional upland bird specialist to oversee it and today have made it more functional for hunters, habitat and birds. 

  Now years after the program began, the state publishes a guidebook of private cooperators in the habitat program where hunters should be able to gain “reasonable public access”. In 2003 FWP agreed to modernize the state’s upland bird management plan, convening a citizen advisory committee that included a BSUBA representative and a dozen other Montanans. Most importantly, in 2004 FWP created a full-time bird specialist position, one person splitting responsibilities between upland birds and waterfowl. For the first time the position is filled by a biologist with actual bird expertise, Rick Northrup. Rick has studied sharp-tailed grouse for years and worked on habitat in the FWP Region 6 area of Montana out of Glasgow; this regional FWP office now promotes upland bird management. He says, “Our joint field trip in the Ninepipe area this summer shows the importance of having strong upland bird hunter representation in the state. Some real positive results will come from that.”  BSUBA and MWF look forward under his leadership to more effective use of habitat funds, greater promotion of bird hunting and more active management of Montana’s upland birds. 

Improving Montana’s Hunting Permission Laws

  Since 1999, Montana has had the most restrictive bird hunting laws in the region. All ethical hunters should seek permission to hunt on clearly marked private land, but if boundaries are not marked and owners can not be located for clarification, even an innocent brief hunt or the pursuit of a wounded bird could become a crime. Several other states and Canadian provinces prohibit hunting without permission - only if the land is posted, usually for both big game and bird hunting.

  In Montana some 40 years ago it became illegal to hunt big game on private land, whether it was posted or not. However, bird hunting on unposted land was still legal until 1999. 

  In 1997, Senator Ken Mesaros (R-Cascade) introduced a bill to limit hunting without permission on private land; the bill narrowly failed. Shortly thereafter former Governor Marc Racicot called for a special Governor’s Consensus Council with representation from MWF, BSUBA, ranching organizations and Senator Mesaros to work toward finding a constructive alternative to the bill, an alternative agreeable to both hunters and landowners. For a while it seemed the group was making progress and carrying on good dialog, but eventually Mesaros was unwilling to budge and the group adjourned in failure. 

  Then in 1999, Mesaros introduced an even harsher version, broader in scope and with more severe penalties, SB171. The bill passed the legislature creating fines for and making all forms of “hunting” on private land without permission illegal, including bird hunting. 

  Both in 1997 and 1999, Mesaros introduced his punitive bills in the Senate Agriculture Committee, which he chaired, rather than the Fish, Wildlife and Parks Committee. The Ag Committee was made up of farmers and ranchers, who voted for the bill as a statement of property rights. In reality, trespass complaints documented by FWP were decreasing. Interestingly, another Governor’ task force, the Private Land/Public Wildlife Council that had been meeting for several years, chaired by a rancher, never identified the no permission needed by upland bird hunters as a significant issue.

  BSUBA began work in 2002 to repair this flawed legislation, meeting with Senator Dale Mahlum (R- Missoula) to introduce a bill in the 2003 legislature that would make the Mesaros bill effective only if the landowner, lessee or agent would identify themselves with signs near the property corners on public roads so conscientious hunters knew whom to seek permission from. In the simplest case, two signs would do the job. In contrast, in North Dakota landowners, lessees, etc. must put up signs every half mile along all boundaries and sign and date them because they are only valid for one year. Hunters in North Dakota can hunt on unposted land with a clear conscience and it appears that this is what the landowners who do not post their land want. 

  The Mahlum-BSUBA bill was far less burdensome for landowners than the North Dakota law but by waving the private property rights flag – the bill was short-lived. There was even a failed attempt by Senator Bales (R-Otter) to raise the penalty for hunter trespass to $2,000. 

  BSUBA, MWF and our affiliate clubs has great hope that someday hunters and ranchers can work together to develop a better way, a more traditional approach to allowing public hunting on private lands while addressing the concerns of private landowners. 

Local Projects on the Flathead Indian Reservation

  Another significant issue and effort by BSUBA has been the expansion of bird habitats at the Ninepipe Wildlife Management Area (WMA) about 50 miles north of Missoula. For many years BSUBA has worked for five additions to the Ninepipe area that lies within the Flathead Indian Reservation, as do about 3,000 acres of National Wildlife Service Waterfowl Production Areas, and Tribal and private lands that support good populations of pheasants, gray partridge (“Huns”) and waterfowl. The area is the largest area for public pheasant hunting west of the divide. People from Darby to Kalispell (and even from out-of-state) harvest hundreds of birds there every year. The five additions have increased the original Ninepipe area by approximately 1,000 acres. The club has helped facilitate this expansion with financial contributions to most of the additions and testified at public hearings in support of all of the lands added to the WMA. 

  Unfortunately, over the years, friction between the State and the Tribes over wildlife jurisdiction and management has, in some cases, been serious. 

  In the case of one controversial agreement the participation by BSUBA facilitated a historic agreement. In 1990, former Governor, Stan Stephens signed an agreement at the strong urging of then Attorney General Marc Racicot that probably saved the Flathead reservation from being closed to hunting birds and waterfowl and fishing by non-tribal members. BSUBA voted to support the agreement, provided substantial testimony at hearings and participated in a Tribal- State advisory board. BSUBA officer Bob Lucas was appointed to the board, serving 12 years before stepping down. “I was surprised at how well it worked,” said Bob. Lucas says that it was never an “us” against “them” atmosphere. The Tribal members were as well qualified as the State and public members and everyone was committed to efforts that would benefit fish and wildlife. Without BSUBA the matter may have wound up in the courts for many years with uncertain results. 

Sage Grouse Conservation and More

  Anyone traveling across the landscapes of Montana notices what has been referenced to as the Sagebrush Sea. These arid habitats not only exist as vast seas in eastern Montana but can also be found in hundreds of pockets east of the Continental Divide. Some might say these are hardy, rough landscapes, and they are in many regards, but in reality they are living, complex ecosystems that support a diversity of wildlife including sage-grouse. Sage-grouse are inextricably linked to the health of sagebrush. Increasingly, these sensitive habitats are being threatened. 

  Realizing that sage-grouse populations and hunting opportunities have been declining dramatically, in 1996 current BSUBA president Ben Deeble founded a project to monitor sage-grouse populations in western Montana. With funding from the Cinnabar Foundation, volunteers, including BSUBA members, were paid for their expenses as they conducted annual sage-grouse counts at traditional spring leks. The project has been so successful that that it has now been adopted by the National Wildlife Federation, who uses the same fundamental model of putting motivated, unarmed bird hunters and their trained dogs afield each spring to flush and count sage-grouse across four western states. Members have also recently conducted summer searches for hens and broods under a similar effort funded by the U.S. Forest Service. Additionally, there have been dozens of meetings with landowners, agencies, upland bird hunters and BSUBA members to develop sage-grouse conservation strategies. These meetings and involvements were instrumental with State efforts to develop the Montana Management and Strategies Plan for Sage Grouse. 

  BSUBA, MWF and a long list of local sportsmen clubs and upland bird hunters would like to see sage-grouse populations managed carefully enough to sustain hunting seasons and keep the species off the Endangered Species List. The population data collected by BSUBA, sportsmen and sportswomen and bird enthusiasts is contributing to both objectives.

  Over the past two-decades great strides have been made in Montana’s upland bird management efforts, and new efforts are just around the corner, but they have not evolved easily. Sportsmen and sportswomen and others have had to fight for greater attention recognizing the values of upland birds. A leader in recognizing the values, a leader in upland bird management accomplishments, BSUBA can claim a great deal of the credit assuring that upland birds will not again be taken for granted or overlooked. 

  Often working in tandem with MWF and its affiliate clubs, BSUBA has led and shared in many accomplishments and victories. A few of these accomplishments include the defeat of a misguided attempt to sell off state lands in northeast Montana, assistance in establishing the Block Management Program as a permanent program that currently provides public access to about 8 million acres in Montana, assistance in making the Habitat Montana Program permanent, defeating legislation that would have prohibited FWP from acquiring any additional lands, leading bird hunting workshops for over 100 hunter education students each year and developing an intensive field experience for introducing youth hunters to bird hunting in the Bitterroot valley. If you would like to support or participate in BSUBA’s efforts to ensure Montana’s upland bird populations and upland bird hunting opportunities email Bob Lucas (rlucas@msn.com) or Ben Deeble (debble@montana.com) or write BSUBA, PO Box 9005, Missoula, MT. 59807. 
