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ON THE COVER Following social distancing and other safety protocols, 
our staff continue to carry out work in the field. © Steve Kloetzel
THIS PAGE Amy Croover © Jolynn Messerly/TNC

What a year this has been. I truly hope that 
you and your loved ones have remained 
healthy and safe despite the events 
swirling around us. I hope, too, that nature 
is providing a respite for you during the 
challenging times.

Despite everything that is happening in the 
world, our Montana staff has not missed 
a beat in helping realize our conservation 
vision—to keep our beautiful state a place 
where nature and people thrive. Whether 
it’s protecting vital habitat in the High Divide 
Headwaters and the Badger–Two Medicine, 
or helping our forests regenerate after fire 
and keeping family ranchers and wildlife 
secure on the Northern Great Plains, this has 
been a tremendous year for conservation.

We’ve also tried some different ways to stay connected with you. I hope at least 
some of you have been able to participate in our Let’s Talk Conservation online 
forums where we’ve highlighted our work across the state. If you haven’t been 
able to make it yet, we hope to see you at future events.

The great thing about these annual reports is that they give us a chance to pause 
and reflect on our accomplishments—achievements that would be impossible 
without the support from all of you.

As the holiday season draws near, all of us at TNC wish you and your family much 
happiness and good fortune … and time to get out and enjoy nature—even if it’s 
just watching your own backyard birds.

Amy Croover, State Director
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DEAR FRIENDS

The mission of  
The Nature Conservancy 
is to conserve the lands 
and waters on which all 
life depends.
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THIS PAGE  Willow Basin Ranch © Jim Berkey/TNC

PROTECTION

Bryant Jones always dreamed of 
owning a ranch. And now he owns 
a spectacular one. His Willow 
Basin Ranch southwest of Dillon is 
exceptional for its high-quality wildlife 
habitat and its vast views of nothing 
but open country.

“Our nearest neighbors are 15 miles 
away,” says Jones. “I love the solitude 
and rugged untouched spirit the area 
has. It’s a unique and undeveloped 
corner of the world. I want to keep it 
that way.”

Those are the qualities that appealed 
to The Nature Conservancy when we 
purchased a conservation easement 
on about 4,000 acres of the Willow 
Basin Ranch.

The Willow Basin easement is one of 
two that were recently completed in 
the High Divide. Together, they secure 
nearly 7,000 acres of superb wildlife 
habitat, as well as protect the future of 
these family ranches. These latest two 
easements are part of nearly 40,000 
acres that TNC has secured in the 
region since the winter of 2018.

A Prize on the High Divide
“The financial return [from the 
easement] was very attractive 
for someone just starting out in 
ranching with a young family,” says 
Jones. “It allows me the opportunity 
to continue ranching the land and 
preserves the wild untouched place 
that it is.”

The ranch lies at the southern 
edge of what is thought to be the 
shortest route for dispersing 
grizzly bears between the Greater 
Yellowstone Ecosystem to the east 
and the Northern Continental Divide 
Ecosystem. This ability to move 
between different regions is essential 
to maintaining the health and 
vibrancy of these bear populations.

“We are pleased to conserve what 
is essentially a working wilderness 
where both wildlife and families who 
have been ranching for generations 
can thrive,” says Jim Berkey, TNC’s 
High Divide Headwaters director. 
“These families are helping keep this 
vital habitat intact while helping feed 
the country.”
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THIS PAGE  The Badger–Two Medicine Region © Dylan DesRosier/Bear Star Photography

Conserving Nature  
and Blackfeet Culture
Sometimes, big things come in small 
packages. That’s the case with the 
conservation easement donated by 
the Gordon family to The Nature 
Conservancy in Montana. The 146.6-
acre parcel is on the north edge of the 
magnificent Badger–Two Medicine 
area of the Rocky Mountain Front. It’s 
in a narrow zone of private land along 
Highway 2 that would have been ripe 
for development, but that won’t happen 
thanks to the generosity of Doug 
Gordon and his family.

The Blackfeet (Pikuni) People 
consider the Badger–Two Medicine 
sacred ground. According to Chief 

Earl Old Person, it has been a place 
of healing and peace for millennia: 
“For thousands of years Badger–Two 
Medicine has shaped the identity of our 
people. I have always been told by our 
elders that our responsibility was to 
save those lands for our children and all 
future generations of Pikuni People.”

The property and surrounding area are 
also critically important for wildlife, 
such as grizzly bears that must move 
between Glacier National Park and the 
Bob Marshall Wilderness Complex.

Read an essay about the land written by 
Doug Gordon on page 12.
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More Innovation on the Prairie
The Nature Conservancy has long been an 
innovator on Montana’s Northern Great 
Plains—beginning with the pioneering 
Matador Grassbank. Now, we have completed 
a multiyear plan that helps local ranchers, 
protects vital habitat and fights climate change.

After purchasing 4,340 acres in Phillips County 
(south of Malta) in 2019, TNC did the opposite 
of what is often expected of conservation 
organizations. We sold it to neighboring ranch 
families, with a conservation easement in 
place. As part of the partnership, those families 
placed easements on some of the land they 
already owned. The result: more than 13,000 
acres of land conserved.

The project began as so many do, over the 
kitchen table among TNC staff and our 
ranching partners. The idea was that TNC 
would purchase land on the Second Creek 
Ranch, holding it until the neighboring families 
could secure financing for its purchase.

“TNC’s original purchase of this land was a 
leap of faith for us, since we didn’t wish to 
be permanent owners. It was based on the 
trust that we have forged with this ranching 
community. We are glad to have it in the 
hands of ranch families with a demonstrated 

commitment to conservation,” says grassland 
conservation director Brian Martin.

The land, which is intermingled with extensive 
public holdings, is a rich mix of native prairie and 
big sagebrush grassland, as well as more than 700 
acres of wetlands. It harbors several important 
and/or declining bird species, including greater 
sage-grouse, burrowing owl, ferruginous hawk, 
long-billed curlew and chestnut-collared 
longspur. Its wetlands provide vital nesting 
habitat for waterfowl and other wetland birds, 
while the uplands are important winter and 
summer range for pronghorn and mule deer.

Rancher and Matador Grassbank member Jesse 
Blunt says that the land he bought will make his 
operation more efficient, since it’s just across the 
road from one of his pastures. He also appreciates 
TNC’s approach to grassland conservation. 
“We enjoy the fact that TNC understands there 
needs to be cattle on the ground to make it more 
productive for wildlife and birds.”

Funding for this project was provided in part 
from the M.J. Murdock Charitable Trust, 
The Conservation Fund, and the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture.

GRASSLANDS
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CAPTURING CARBON
One exciting element of our Second Creek 
project is that it includes carbon offset payments, 
because the easements prevent the conversion of 
grassland to crops. Plowing unbroken grassland 
for crops releases carbon that contributes to the 
changing climate. A typical acre of grassland 
on the Northern Great Plains stores as much as 
64 tons of carbon dioxide—that’s equivalent to 
about one year of emissions from the average 
motor vehicle. Multiply that by 4,340 acres and 
we are making an impact!

In addition to helping pay a portion of one 
easement, the carbon offset payments, over time, 
provide an annual funding stream that will be 
shared by TNC and our ranching partner. This is 
one of a handful of such projects ever completed 
in the Great Plains and one of the first by TNC.

THIS PAGE  The extensive root systems of prairie grasses 
help store carbon. © William Sutton



THIS PAGE  TNC staffers Nathan Korb and Sierra Harris unload willows at the Robb Creek restoration site in 2018. 
© Thomas Lee
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Drought is perhaps the single greatest 
threat that climate change poses for 
Montana. It affects our forests, our 
wildlife and the food and water supplies 
that sustain us.  This isn’t a problem for 
some far-off future. It’s happening now. 
Even though The Nature Conservancy 
has made climate change a global 
priority, much of the action to address 
it is taking place at the local level. TNC 
is working with dozens of watershed 
groups across the state to create 
solutions that will, collectively, make a 
big difference. 

We’re developing and testing the 
techniques and science needed to 
scale up actions and help communities 
across the state prepare for worsening 
droughts. In collaboration with 
researchers at Montana universities and 
private landowners, we’re pioneering 
large-scale restoration and measuring 
the actual impact. Those results will 
enable us to truly move the needle on 
this problem. 

We know restoration practices such 
as removing junipers from streamside 
willow stands, beaver mimicry and 

Our Vision for Water

FRESHWATER

floodplain reconnection are restoring the 
natural function of rivers and reducing 
the impacts of drought. But we don’t yet 
know the magnitude of those benefits. 
We need specifics such as how many 
gallons of water are conserved in order 
to set the goal line, to know the costs or 
weigh competing strategies. That’s the 
kind of information we need as a state to 
invest in solutions that work.

One of our biggest lessons is that 
local groups need to lead in their own 
communities rather than having others 
apply a one-size-fits-all strategy. Local 
landowners have weathered droughts 
over the decades and can share first-hand 
knowledge of the impacts. Conversely, 
our research partners bring what we’ve 
learned on systems around the world 
and precise methods to measure the 
results of our efforts. Melding that local 
knowledge with the scientific method, 
we can develop on-the-ground solutions 
that can protect our supplies of clean, 
cool water essential to the communities 
who depend on it. This is an all-hands-
on-deck crisis, and TNC is in it for the 
long haul.
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THIS PAGE  Long Creek wetlands, before the installation of beaver mimicry structures 
and after © Water & Environmental Technologies; Beaver © National Park Service 

update: LONG CREEK
In the Centennial Valley, we are encouraged by the success of our 
restoration efforts on Long Creek using beaver mimicry structures 
installed in 2016. We’ve already seen beavers return and expand those 
structures. We’ve also seen a 25 percent expansion of wetlands—and 
more in the riparian/streamside habitat. Now that we’ve proven how 
well these inexpensive, low-technology structures increase natural 
water storage, regional watershed groups feel confident in replicating 
the technique in their areas.

  BEFORE AFTER
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THIS PAGE  Big Sky Watershed Corps member Allison Hurcomb planting ponderosa pine seedlings © Steve Kloetzel/TNC

It’s hard enough to see big wildfires 
burning some of our favorite places and 
filling the skies with choking smoke. To 
make matters worse, climate change is 
making it harder for forests to recover 
from severe fires.

Although replanting forests still 
means traversing thousands of acres 
of often rugged terrain, things aren’t 
the same as they were 40 years ago. 
The same climatic factors that are 
worsening our fire seasons by creating 
hotter, longer and drier summers 
mean that soils are drying out. Today, 
seedlings are struggling to establish 
themselves, much less thrive, under 
those harsher conditions.

The Nature Conservancy is hoping to 
improve forest recovery by growing 
and planting seedlings from forests 
that are adapted to those hotter, drier 
conditions. Along with researchers 
at the University of Montana and six 
other western TNC state chapters, 
we are creating models that examine 
where forests will come back naturally, 
where climate makes forests unlikely 
to survive and where forests may need 

Back From the Ashes
some help re-establishing. We are 
focusing our efforts where they could 
mean the difference between a future 
forest and a field of shrubs.

Using seedlings grown by the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai 
Tribes, we’re planting experimental 
plots. Some contain trees suited to 
current climate conditions, and others 
have trees that are better suited to 
future climate conditions. The results 
should lead to more successful post-
fire regeneration. And since more 
fires appear to be on the horizon, the 
results can’t come soon enough. 

Restoring forests means protecting 
wildlife habitat, important water 
sources and places where we play, 
work and seek solace. It is also an 
important hedge against climate 
change since, as they grow, trees store 
carbon in their trunks, branches and 
roots, locking up one of the primary 
causes of environmental warming. 
TNC is proud to be a part of this 
cutting-edge research that will help 
our forests thrive, whatever the 
future may bring.

FORESTS
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THIS PAGE  Seedling surrounded by natural protection © Steve Kloetzel/TNC; TNC's Mike Schaedel with fire-scarred tree © Steve Kloetzel/TNC; Old-growth forest © Dave Hanna/TNC 

Protecting  
Placid Lake
This fire season was one of the worst 
that the West has seen in more than 
a century. The loss of homes and lives 
remind us of the cost we face as climate 
change worsens the conditions that allow 
these highly severe blazes to increase.

Near the community of Placid Lake, The 
Nature Conservancy, in partnership with 
the Department of Natural Resources 
and Conservation and the Clearwater 
Resource Council, has begun a forest 
thinning project aimed at reducing the 
risk that wildfires pose to people and 
property in the area.

As we know, more than a century of 
stopping fire in these forests—as well 
as logging that removed many of the 
largest, most fire-resistant trees—has 
left them dense with small, flammable 
timber that could feed a severe fire. 
Our goal is to restore the forest to a 
more natural condition by reducing the 
amount of fuel that could feed a big fire.

The COVID crisis has slowed our 
progress on this project, but if you 
hear the sound of chainsaws around 
the Placid Lake neighborhood, you’ll 
know that we are busy protecting the 
community and improving the health 
and diversity of the forest.



Doug Gordon, whose family donated the easement in the Badger–
Two Medicine area mentioned on page 5, was moved to pen this 
essay about the land the family called “the place” and why they 
donated the easement.

An unabridged version of the essay may be found on the Rocky 
Mountain Front page of nature.org
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Donor Profile
The Gordon Family

Rocky Mountain Front © Steven Gnam

Income for Life. 
Tax Savings.

The Nature Conservancy is working harder than ever to 
protect the lands and waters on which all life depends.

But we need your help.

Find out how you can give a gift that protects the world 
you love, provides tax savings and pays returns for life.

Contact Amy Sheppard:

amy.sheppard@tnc.org

(406) 602-4147

Leave a Legacy

THIS PAGE  Trio of grizzly bears © Dylan DesRosier/Bear Star Photography
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THIS PAGE  Doug (l) and Vince (r) Gordon photo courtesy of family

This quote from Mark Twain was later appropriated by another great American humorist, Will Rogers: "Buy land, they ain't making any more of the stuff."
If either of them could have foreseen the condition of so much of the world's 21st century environment, they might have changed the "buy" to "preserve."
There are various reasons for land owners deciding to pursue a conservation easement… Speaking for my family our reasons were to preserve the land…in as pristine a state as possible as well as the legacy handed down over four generations and to…play a small part in preserving the natural land bridge between Glacier National Park and the Badger Two Medicine area sacred to the Blackfeet Nation. 

My grandfather, Jim Gordon, was drafted into WWI and suffered body burns and respiratory injuries from a mustard gas attack during the Battle of the Argonne Forest in France. When I was a small boy, he told me some stories about the war and how he vowed never to forget the massive loss of human life, suffering, and the devastation it wrought on the forest environment. Those experiences greatly influenced his love for the mountains of Montana.

In 1946, he purchased a small parcel of land on the South Fork Two Medicine River… which he called “The Place.” It was where I spent memorable summer days with my grandparents and later with my son, Vince.
(Vince) developed an intense interest and passion for environmental issues…(and) he urged our family to pursue a conservation easement with The Nature Conservancy… For our part: "Preserve the land, they ain't making any more of the stuff."

The Place
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WE CARRY OUT OUR WORK WITH A DEEP  
COMMITMENT TO ACCOUNTABILITY  
AND TRANSPARENCY. 

Assets At June 30, 2020 At June 30, 2019
Cash and Investments $32,817,992 $34,482,592
Endowment Investment $15,021,874 $14,886,232
Conservation Lands $10,131,352 $12,073,310
Conservation Easements $161,545,853 $138,905,855
Conservation Preserves $15,477,186 $15,477,185
Property & Equipment- Net of Depreciation $653,851 $744,930
Other Assets $1,819,737 $2,116,776
 $237,467,844 $218,686,878
Liabilities $4,295,327 $7,826,647
Net Assets $233,172,518 $210,860,231
 $237,467,844 $218,686,878

(July 1, 2019–June 30, 2020)

THE NATURE CONSERVANCY IN MONTANA STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION

MONTANA ACRES IN PERMANENT CONSERVATION

Assets Added in FY 2020  Total Acres 
Conservation Easements 45,484 471,954   
Conservation Buyer Properties — 133,212   
Cooperative Conservation Projects 30,180 628,262  
Preserves —   49,698  
TOTAL ACRES 75,664    1,283,126 

These financial results are unaudited, program specific and rounded to the nearest dollar. Please check nature.org for TNC-wide audited financials that are GAAP compliant.

FINANCIAL RESULTS
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THIS PAGE  Purple rain © Jennie Corley 

For information about these endowments, please contact: 

Sally Schrank
sschrank@tnc.org

406-443-0303

MEMORIAL ENDOWMENTS 

The John Roe Conservation Leadership Endowment
Henry and Cindy Poett

Sandra Roe

Gil Crain Memorial Fund
Chad Farrington

We are grateful to everyone who has made a donation to The Nature Conservancy. We could not 
do what we do without your generous support. We would like to acknowledge these gifts given to 
honor individuals and families. (Honoree in BOLD)

IN MEMORY OF:

John Allen
Bozeman Health Foundation
Mike Hannon
Sharon Johnson & Bob Vroom 

Chuck Carlson
Jean Carlson

Bob and Ruth Champion
Jacqueline Champion Whitney

Reggie Clark
Janet Kempff

Gil Crain
Chad Farrington & Jane Walker

Don Doan
Devonna Morgan

Ivan Doig
Carol M. Doig

Kermit Edmonds
Glacier Employee Association

Michael Erwin
William and Gertrude Bard

IN HONOR OF:

Jim Berkey
Michael and Andrea Banks

Amy & John Cholnoky
Michael & Andrea Banks 
Nancy Cammann
Walker & Bill Jones

Amy Croover
Michael & Andrea Banks

Anna P. Jones
Michael & Andrea Banks

Kelsey Molloy
Michael and Andrea Banks

Carla Pagliaro
Selz Foundation

Wym Portman’s Birthday
Julie & Steven Shifman

Mark Portman’s Wedding
Julie & Steven Shifman

Wym and Jan Portman
Claudia and William LaWarre

Jim Robbins
Betsy Pennington

Jamie and Janna Shennan
Babette and Peter Loring 

Dr. Tresa Smith
Anonymous 

Jack Stephenson
Nancy O’Brien

Emily Williams and John Schroeder
Christine Woodward-Duncan
Sally Schroeder-Mishra

Alan Gardner
Janet Gardner

Ed Herda
Spencer Hogan

Dan Imming
Susan Imming

Bruce May
Elaine Snyder

Skip Mott
Anonymous 
Diane Dickenson

Leroy Petterson
On behalf of  

Tanya Petterson’s work family

Judith Mitchell
Maurice Mitchell

Mary Ringer
Lavonne Ervin

Christine Webb-Griffith
Glynis Golden

Edith & Robert Wylie
Glenn & Michele Havskjold

Gifts of Cash Under 
the CARES Act
Beginning in tax year 2020, if you are not able to 
itemize deductions, you may claim an above-the-
line income tax charitable adjustment up to $300 
per individual for gifts of cash to TNC. For the tax 
year 2020 only, if you itemize deductions you may 
elect to deduct up to 100% of your adjusted gross 
income. Cash gifts to establish a charitable gift 
annuity may qualify for this special treatment.  

THANKS



NATURE
 THANKS
 YOU

The Nature Conservancy in Montana
32 South Ewing Street 
Helena, MT 59601
nature.org/montana

Your generosity makes our 
work possible. Please consider 
a donation to Montana 
and provide much-needed 
support to our science and 
conservation efforts—from 
wildlife studies to plants for 
streamside restoration.

contact:
Sally Schrank  
Director of Development  
(406) 443-0303
sschrank@tnc.org
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