PLAAI Rally for Public Lands Access

  Determined to gain better public access to public lands, about 50 Montana outdoor recreationists gathered in Billings on September 17 to kick off a new power-building campaign by the Public Lands Access Association (PLAAI).

  Billed as the Kick-Off Rally for its new ‘Public Access Campaign’ the 5-hour event crammed a great deal of information into an agenda meant primarily to unite and energize support, according to Ron Moody, rally moderator.

  “PLAAI, an affiliate of Montana Wildlife Federation, is a small group with an even smaller pocketbook that has been a public citizen’s champion for access to public lands and waters,” Moody said. “A lot of people are complaining loudly about the blizzard of locked gates and barred stream crossings that are rapidly fencing in Montana. This little group of PLAAI activists have done less complaining and more attacking.”

  The rally is to be the first step in an effort to build the PLAAI treasury and membership, as well as building public awareness that a serious lost public access problem is getting worse. “But we know how to fight this problem and we are the people who are doing something about it. We only need enough help from other public resource users to turn the trend around,” Moody added.

  PLAAI is discussing how to continue momentum from the rally. One new outreach tool is the groups website: www.plwa.org.

  Highlight of the rally was a keynote speech by conservation advocate Brian Kahn of Helena. Kahn described the vital role that public open spaces like our national forests play in making America unique as a nation. “From the very beginning of our national history we became distinctly American, something new among nations, because of our relationship with the vast wild continent we found here,” Kahn observed.

  Kahn argued that the rationale for maintaining large areas of natural lands and waters in the United States that are accessible to the people finds its source in the Preamble of the U.S. Constitution. “For Americans, when the founders wrote . . . “promote the general welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our posterity. . .” this was the kind of thing they were talking about.”

  PLAAI President John Gibson of Billings pointed out that “a whole lot of Montana hunters and anglers who take access to their favorite place in the National Forest, BLM or their favorite fishing river for granted actually owe a huge debt to past actions taken by PLAAI.”

  Citing recent PLAAI actions on the Ruby River, Gibson described their recent “float-in” of the Ruby where scores of PLAAI members floated through lands where owners are challenging the Montana Stream Access Law. PLAAI is currently suing Madison County to force compliance with a State Attorney General ruling that public access exists at bridge crossings.

  Hunters and anglers in Yellowstone County are beneficiaries of a recent successful PLAAI effort to open the Jellison Road to 600 acres of public land along the south bank of the Yellowstone River.

  An open discussion of access issues was organized in two panel modules within the rally.

  Describing the rights of public property as different from the rights of private property owners was the theme of the first discussion.

  PLAAI attorney Devlan Geddes of Bozeman described the state and federal laws that relate to public property and rights of way. Yellowstone County Commissioner Jim Reno told the gathering of the tangled history of some public access situations and the problems caused by inconsistent policies by state agencies that change over decades of time.

  Mike Penfold is a Montana conservation advocate and retired Federal administrator for the USFS and BLM. He eloquently described the historic passion the American people hold for their private property rights while also demanding access to high quality public resources.

  The next discussion focused on how to solve access problems to public lands and waters. Les Zuck, president of Magic City Flyfishers, opened with comments on the importance of access to streams and rivers for the Montana way of life.

  Lee Gustafson, former chair of the Governor’ Private Land Public Wildlife Council, PLAAI activist and the originator of the idea for the access rally, challenged the gathering to help bring forward new ideas for building the organization and finding fresh ideas for resolving conflicts. “What do we do next,” he asked, “where do we go from here?”

  Duane Andrews, Region 7 Information Officer for Montana FWP, presented a history and discussion of how access was opened to more than 30,000 acres of BLM and state land in Southeastern Montana. Known as the Hay Draw project, Andrews described the negotiation and difficult ground work needed to obtain a right-of-way across state land so the public could get to the large tracts of BLM land behind it.

  Andrews emphasized that persistence and a spirit of outreach and cooperation with other interests in the local community are prerequisites to access victories such as Hay Draw.

  Topping off the rally agenda was an afternoon training session in which Right-of-Way authority Bernard Lea of Billings teamed up with Attorney Devlan Geddes to teach participants how to locate and research county records on public roads and rights-of-way.

  To help citizens take the first step, PLAAI introduced a new information form titled the “No Access Report.” It is designed to supplement a government form called the: “Public Land Access – Problem Identification Form” which is available at any federal or state land management office, FWP office, or the FWP website. The submission of either form can quickly bring the agency, or perhaps PLAAI, into action to resolve the problem.

  For more information on PLAAI contact MWF or PLAAI president John Gibson, jcgibson@imt.net, 3028 Avenue E, Billings, MT. 59102. 
