Big Hole Watershed Committee
Monthly Meeting Minutes
August 21, 2013 - 7-9:00pm
Divide Grange

In Attendance
Jen Downing, BHWC; John Reinhardt, Rancher; Ray Weaver, Rancher; Craig Fager, MFWP; Greg
Smith, Rancher; Catherine Cain, SWNL; Bill Cain, Secretary; Steve Luebeck, Treasurer; Harold
Peterson, Rancher; Nick DeCesare, MFWP; Russ Riebe, USFS; Ben Jimenez, MFWP; Julee Shamhart,
MFWP; Matt Blankenship, MFWP; Joe Willauer, Guide/Outfitter; Doug Clark, ADLC; Patsy Hartz,
Dillon; Rick Hartz, Beaverhead County; Garth Haugland, Beaverhead County; Jennifer Boyer,
FutureWest; Tanya Rosen, WCS; Emily Smith, Rancher; Randy Smith, Chairman; Sarah Braun;
Alexandre Labarthe; Jim Hagenbarth, Co-Chairman; Laurie Hagenbarth, Rancher; Doug Finnicum,
BSB Water; Jim Berkey, TNC; Hans Humbert, Rancher; Liz Jones, Rancher; Mike Roberts, DNRC;
Introduction & Snowpack Report
Attendees introduced themselves.
•
•

Thank Liz Jones for cooking, Randy Smith for meat, Steve Luebeck for rolls, and everyone for
their potluck.
Montana Quarterly article cites John Dooling and TNC in the Big Hole

Big Hole streamflow report provided by Mike Roberts, DNRC. – see attached.
Big Hole River Drought Management Plan Status – Jen Downing, BHWC – see attached.
•

Review DMP status, MFWP restrictions and closures, and management of the DMP for this year.

Presentation: Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks Wildlife Projects
Part I: Big Hole Moose Study – Nick DeCesare, MFWP
Moose are in decline nationwide and in Canada. The Montana Moose Study was commissioned to
determine moose status, determine important factors for moose, and identify a cost-effective way to
track moose in the future in Montana. In Canada, studies show parasites and climate are having an
impact on moose, as well as predators and hunting pressure. The Montana study looks at moose in
three areas: East Front, Cabinet, and Upper Big Hole. Study began in February 2013 when moose in the
Big Hole were collared. The goal is to have 20-30 collared animals per area and they will collar each
year until that goal is reached. Study will monitor for survival, calf numbers and calf survival via aerial
and ground surveys and scat monitoring. Data is also collected by hunter surveys and succesful hunters
are asked to return tissue samples.
First year results show Big Hole moose with a 58% pregnancy rate/calf rate with 74% survival during
the first 60 days after birth. Fat measurement is a condition indicator and directly related to calf
survival. Next steps are to collar additional moose in the Big Hole, especially south of Highway 43.
Question: Is there a correlation between elk numbers and moose numbers? Ans: Habitats overlap, but
their food source often does not. Determining this is not part of the study.

Part II: Bitteroot Elk Study Update – Ben Jiminez
Preliminary results of a three year project. The study was to review elk survival and recruitment of the
West Fork Herd and determine how to reverse their decline. In 2006, elk numbers in this herd
decreased reaching their lowest in 2009 with 9 calves/100 cows. The study occurs in hunting districts
250, 270 (Bitterroot) and 334 (Big Hole). Potential impacts could be from the fires of 2000, hunting
pressure, wolf predation, lion predation and land use change. The study used collars and evaluated
conditions from 126 females over three years. This study compared East Fork and West Fork elk herds.
Collaring of pregnant elk could be a concern for calving or aborted calves. There was no evidence of
overwintering pregnancy loss during the study. Body fat (condition) was directly related to pregnancy
rates. The collars are GPS that track a location by satellite every 30 minutes and automatically fall off
for biologists to retrieve. The collars tracked migrations between the Bitteroot and Pintlar Creek area.
Calves are also assessed. 226 calves were captured over three years. Measurements can be completed in
less than 7 minutes. The highest calf survival of three years was in 2013 when only 7 calves died, none of
which were killed by wolves.
Part III: Elk Habitat and Nutrition, and extension of the Elk Study, but Julee Shamhart
Forage availability was determined by pellet collection and vegetation sampling. The goal of the study
was to create a map that shows the locations of the best forage and compare elk location and condition.
The majority of the analysis occurs on private lands.
Comment: Sage grouse issues limit fires on public lands, therefore forage is decreased on public lands
and elk are forced into haystacks. There are conflicts in habitat needs.
Part IV: Game Information, Craig Fager, MFWP
Elk Brucellosis Study: 100 elk were monitored in the Big Hole/Pioneers on the Steel Creek, Huntley
and Christensen Ranches. No brucellosis was found among 100 elk. 30 GPS collars were attached that
will drop off elk after 1 year (in January). Aerial results show elk are in the high country early this year
because of the low snowpack and they travel over three hunting districts over a 12 month period. The
Red Rocks elk do have brucellosis.
Hunting District Changes: In January public hearings will begin on proposed hunting district changes.
MFWP proposes combining districts to account for elk migration and more liberalized hunting in the
Big Hole. Moose tags will decrease to 2 licenses until moose numbers increase. Antelope permit
numbers will also decrease.
Part V: Game Information, Vanna Boccadori, MFWP
Elk:
•
•
•

HD321 numbers are stable near 1000-1200 counted in July. Herd travels to Idaho early in
hunting season. 7 bulls/100 cows. Number of B licenses doubled to keep herd at this size.
HD334 Wisdom to Pintlar Creek population is 600-700 elk with an 8 bull/100 cow ratio. The
population is stable.
HD 319 elk numbers are near 900 with a 12 bull/100 cow ratio. Population is rising. In 2012,
40% of the bulls harvested were 6 point or better.

•

HD340 population is rising by ~100/year. The 2013 count showed 1253 elk with a 7 bull/100
cow ratio. Proposed permit increase in 2014.

Moose: Population is 214 Moose from Governor Creek to Mt. Haggin with most moose near Jackson.
There are fewer wolves now compared to 2009-2010. Hunting permits decreased. Both low permits and
fewer wolves contribute to an increase in population. Harvest rate adjusted based on population.
Sheep: The population has not fully recovered after the 1995 Highlands Sheep die off. Lambs are not
surviving after weaning in July. Proposed to reopen for hunting with 1 tag in 2014.
Goat: HD 322 Goats in the Upper Big Hole is shared with Idaho. The district was closed in 2007 due to
over harvest and closure will continue until population increases.
Mt Haggin Update:
•
•
•
•
•

California Creek: Upland erosion due to smelting and logging. NRDP has agreed to allow funds
to be spent east of the Continental Divide and repair damages.
French Creek restoration continues under Jim Olsen for Westslope Cutthroat Trout
Grazing on Wildlife Management Areas: Three grazing leases renewed on Fleecer and two leases
renewed on Mt. Haggin in 2013. Thank you BHWC for your support of WMA grazing, as there
was opposition on this.
Logging will begin on Mt. Haggin for Doug Fir and Lodgepole to restore aspen stands. Doug Fir
will be hand removed out of bitterbrush under a Mule Deer Foundation grant. There will be
some hazard tree removal of dead lodgepole along roads over 800 acres.
Forest Management Plans mandate long-term management of WMA’s.

Reports
Directors Report, Jen Downing
BHWC is financially stable.
Projects:
• Middle-Lower Big Hole River Watershed Restoration Plan approved 8/2013
• Lower Wise River Water Resources Investigation report under review 8/2013. The established
flow, temperature, and groundwater monitoring will continue and is in place this year.
• Newsletter produced 6/2013
• Watershed Tour signs on display today and created 6/2013
• Lower Big Hole River sub-committee to begin fall 2013
• French Creek & California Creek underway. BHWC submitted a DEQ 319 proposal for funding
in 2014 for California Creek.
Other Business:
• CCAA Award from Montana Watershed Coordination Council – 5/2013
• Tip the Big Hole – 6/2013. 17 guides participated. Thank you Joe Willauer for putting this
together!
• USFWS Tour of Upper Big Hole 7/2013 in preparation for the 2014 grayling ESA listing
decisions. BHWC was present.
• State Water Plan is under development. An Advisory Council was formed for fall 2013. BHWC
will be represented by Paul Siddoway.
• MACD has funding available to landowner for repairs to confined livestock operations to protect
water quality. Typical grants are $5000. No match required. Needs to be spent this fall.

•
•
•

Transferability Workshop – 10/2013. Jim Magee and Jen will attend. We need a BHWC board
member to attend.
Big Hole River floodplain maps public process occurred over the summer and is under state
review now.
Fire season – the Kelly fire is in Wise River.

Steering Committee - N/A
Wildlife Committee – Jim Hagenbarth
• Dean is representing the Coop in Sage Grouse issues tonight.
• Upper Big Hole Range Rider ongoing (July-August-September)
• The Montana Livestock Loss Board submitted a USFWS proposal for predator conflict
reduction. BHWC supported the proposal and would be eligible for funding if approved.
• Carcass removal program planning is underway.
Weed Committee – Jen Downing via Weed Meeting 8/20
• Weed Whacker Ball is September 14, pre-event sale tickets on sale to September 7.
• The weed committee would like to hold a weed season kick-off presentation in April 2014 with
information on the latest weed threats, contractors, cost share program, volunteer spray days.
• Volunteer weed spray days are going well, especially Melrose this year.
Land Use Planning Committee - Jen Boyer, Future West - see attached for details
Jen Boyer attended a 10-day incentive program workshop with a marketing group. The marketing
group would like to continue to work on this project as a technical advisor.
Floodplain Map Adoption: Public comment period ended July 31 and all comments were responded to.
DNRC will make any needed revisions and then adopt the maps, with counties to follow. The majority
of comments were from Wisdom. A detailed survey was conducted. Concerns are economically driven
over flood insurance and the impact on resale.
DNRC grant with Angela Malon, DNRC Forestry for $300,000 would support the incentive program.
DNRC is sponsor. Three Montana proposals were selected. This would support the incentive program to
setup a coop and enroll willing landowners as payments for implementing stewardship. Focus would be
on the lower Big Hole. Need partnerships – will list BHWC involvement as individual partners to. Could
also support workshops, such as estate planning or easement how-to.
New Business - N/A
Future Agendas
• September 18
• October 16
• November 20
Adjourn

Big Hole River Streamflow Outlook (Mike Roberts, Hydrologist, DNRC) August 20, 2013
(Data sources include NRCS, USGS, and DNRC)
Mainstem and tributary streamflows throughout the entire Big Hole watershed are exhibiting low
flow conditions resulting in the implementation of the Big Hole Watershed Committee Drought
Management Plan in all five sections. Low flows are the result of less than average snowpack, early
snowmelt, less than average precipitation, warmer than average air temperatures, and withdrawals for
irrigation and stock watering.
Snowpack
As reported in June, peak snowpack was 89% (closer to 75-80% based on 1970-2000 base period).
Warm temperatures in late March/early April facilitated premature snowmelt and runoff of low and
mid-elevation snow resulting on streamflow gage peaks in early April.
Temperature
Maximum Air Temperatures
(Departure from Normal (F))
Wisdom
Divide
March
0.3
2.1
April
1.5
-0.4
May
1.3
1
June
1.4
2.2
July
3.2
6.8

Precipitation
Valley Precipitation Year-to-Date
(Departure from Normal)
Station
(in)
Divide
-2.4
Wisdom
-1.8

Mountain Precipitation Year-to-Date
(Departure from Normal)
Station
(in)
Barker Lakes
-5.8
Basin Creek
-4.8
Bloody Dick
-1.5
Calvert Creek
-0.8
Darkhorse Lake
-6
Mule Creek
-2.5
Saddle Mtn
-7.7

Flows (8/20/13, 0930 hrs)
Section I, the upper river near Wisdom, was put under “hoot owl” restrictions on July 22 due to high
river temperatures. The river was closed to fishing in this section when flows dropped below 20 cfs
on August 11. Section II, NF to Dickie Bridge, was put under “hoot owl” restrictions on 8/20.
The three long-term gages are all well below average at this time.
(06025500) Big Hole nr Melrose (89 yrs) – 20th %ile flows
(06024540) Big Hole nr Mudd Cr (15 yrs) – 35%ile flows
(06024450) Big Hole nr Wisdom (25 yrs) – 25%ile flows
Station

Median

Flow (cfs) Stage (ft) T (C)

Instream Flow Mitigation (Upper River)
In the upper two Sections of the river, CCAA water conservation measures have been in place. Some
reaches, for example around Wisdom, have been under their CCAA and DMP flow targets off and on
since early May. Plan implementation and landowner voluntary support has resulted in 249 cfs
(documented thus far) of streamflow contributions this season. Twelve ranches have actively
participated in water conservation. Many of the ranches under site plan were already within
compliance of their plans upon notification by DNRC. Several participating landowners have
actively diverted less water than required by their plans. All reductions are documented by DNRC.

Outlook
The 8-14 day outlook for southwest Montana is above normal temperatures and near normal
precipitation. The 10-day forecast for Wisdom shows a slight cooling trend with some chance for
thunderstorms in the next few days. Chance of precipitation decreases downstream.
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Big Hole

BI G HOL E WATERSHED CO MMITTE E
BIG HOL E RIV ER DROUGH T MANAG EMENT PLAN - V ERSI ON 2 013
QUICK REFERENCE

TEMPERATURE TRIGGERS

SECTION

FLOW TRIGGERS

I: Headwaters to
North Fork Big
Hole River
confluence

160 cfs - May 1 to June 30 target for Arctic
grayling spawning .
60 cfs - Prepare for Conservation
40 cfs - Conservation

~ \ c(s

(2"0cfs - MFWP River CI~sur€) 1/"
Measured at USGS Wisdom Gage (06024450)

II : North Fork of
Big Hole River
confluence to
Dickie Bridge

350 cfs - May 1 to June 30 target for Arctic
grayling spawning.
100 cfs - Prepare for Conservation

(§"cfs - ConservatioD

J

':f t1.

Measured at USGS Mudd Creek Gage
(06024540)

III: Dickie Bridge
to Melrose Bridge

MFWP Hoot-Owl Fishing Restrictions:
Hoot-owl fishing restriction will be in place
when daily maximum water temperature
reaches or exceeds 73° F (23° C) for at least
some period of time during three consecutive
days. Hoot-owl fishing closure prohibits
fishing between the hours of 2:00 p.m. and
12:00 a.m. (Midnight). They will remain in
place until September 15 or until re-opening
criteria are met. 5~1i0<'\ \. H: ':i 1'Z'L

'S(C+;Or\ '"

: "t /2$

Step 2:

f Hoo-l- 0"" I

60 cfs - MFWP River Closure

Step 1:

cf5~ cfs - Prepare for conse~atio:y
200 cf s - Conserva t'Ion
150 cfs - MFWP River Closure
Measured at USGS Maiden Rock Gage
(06025250)

MFWP River Closure Due to High
Temperatures: River closure based on water
temperature may be implemented if hoot-owl
restrictions are inadequate to protect the
fishery (e.g., prolonged period where water
temperatures exceed 73° F and forecasts are
not favorable for cooler temperature, thermal
stress in fish observed by biologist, etc.).
Closure will remain in place until September
15 or until re-opening criteria are met.

Sections temperature measured at:
I: USGS Wisdom Gage (06024450)

IV: Melrose
Bridge to Notch
Bottom FAS

250 cfs - Prepare for Conservation

II : MFWP Dickie Bridge Thermograph

200 cfs - Conservation

III: USGS Melrose Gage (06025500) - \

ilia

cfs - MFWP River

CIc:.U~ 8/to

Ittl cfs

Measured at USGS Glen Gage (06026210)

V: Notch Bottom '
FAS to
confluence of Big

200 cfs - Prepare for Conservation
.
150 cfs - Conservation

Hole River with
Jefferson River

cfs - MFWP River Closu 0
I
. ,
Measured at USGS Big Hole River below
Hamilton Ditch near Twin Bridges Gage
(06026420)
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IV: MFWP Notch Bottom Thermograph

MFWP Statewide River Restrictions and
Closures

USGS Montana Real-Time Gages

~8

cfs

Land Use Committee Updates: August 21, 2013
Jennifer Boyer ~~.~~::"";;"::"==!..Q

The Enviropreneur Institute sponsored by PERC, Property and Environment Research Center
"~""~,;;";,""~r:;:~~~~",, offered 10 days of instruction and mentoring on the Big Hole incentive program.

The Big Hole Stewardship Cooperative was well received and of interest to several of the staff
and researchers. In addition to time spent on communicating and marketing the coop, some
new ideas on funding sources were identified as well. Future funding sources that could be
cultivated include public infrastructure - roads and bridges, railroads, and fisheries interest.
PERC is interested in continuing to engage on this project in several ways: technical advisors on
setting market prices for stewardship, offer contracting templates for the coop, promoting and
fund raising for the establishment and success of the coop, and possible research assistance.

Floodplain Map Adoption Process
DI\lRC is currently compiling and responding to questions and comments on the floodplain
maps. Most of the comments have focused on the Wisdom area. Attendance at the public
meetings was good especially in Divide and Twin Bridges. Once DNRC has responded to
comments they will issue public notification on the final adoption. The counties will initiate
their floodplain updates after the state has completed their process.

Big Hole Stewardship Cooperative
To advance the incentive program we are working with DNRC Forestry division on are-design
grant to launch the cooperative. The $300,000 grant would pay landowners for stewardship
and restoration activities. The pilot project would target the lower reach of the river, where the
CCAA is not in place, and focus on the riparian and floodplain habitats. Participating landowners
would receive funding for practices including; grazing management, wetland and stream
restoration and management, stockwater systems, fencing and riparian plantings. The grant
would support the program for three years. Once the program was in operation we would shift
our marketing efforts to engage other funding sources to sustain and expand the program
throughout the watershed. The proposal is due in September with funding early in 2014.

