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SOUTHWEST 
MONTANA

Our Southwest Montana program’s 
expansion got off to a brilliant start with 
the completion of a 2,013-acre conservation 
easement on the spectacular Steel Creek 
Ranch in the Big Hole Valley. The land 
sustains a great diversity of wildlife, from 
such iconic animals as wolves, moose, and 
elk, to Greater Sage-grouse and pygmy 
rabbits. Conservation of the ranch also 
protects a last, narrow migration route – less 
than a half-mile wide – for pronghorn that 
must move between summer and winter 
ranges. Encroaching development in the area 
had threatened to pinch off this vital lifeline.



Focus on the Centennial
Restoration and stewardship continue to be on the agenda big time in 

the Centennial. The flow of volunteers willing to help thin forests, rip out 
bad barbed wire fences, plant willow plugs, and pull stones from icy water 
to monitor stream processes is impressive by any standard. Our work also 
captured some national media attention. Plans for a controlled burn on our 
Patchtop Ranch brought NPR Science Correspondent Chris Joyce to the valley. 
The burn had to be postponed because of weather conditions, but Joyce was 
so impressed by our staff and their work that he filed a three-part series on 
conservation in the Centennial that aired nationally this summer. A PBS film 
crew also spent a couple of weeks in the valley filming for a documentary series 
slated to air nationally in 2015.

On to the High Divide
These days, our vision is bigger than just the Centennial or Big Hole 

Valleys. Our goal is to advance real conservation across the broader region 
known as the High Divide. This broad mix of remote wild lands and working 
ranches is home to a remarkable diversity of native plant and animal life. 
It’s also a vital wildlife connection between the Crown of the Continent, 
the Idaho wilderness, and the Greater Yellowstone. The long-term viability 
of wildlife in all three areas depends upon these connections. It’s especially 
important that new generations of wildlife have the ability to disperse into 
areas where they have more genetic exchange and avoid inbreeding.

The area also encompasses extensive, intact sagebrush and wetlands.  
These high mountains and valleys drain into hundreds of streams that give 
rise to the mighty Missouri River.

Our Southwest Montana program’s 
expansion got off to a brilliant start...

Cabin Creek in the Big Sheep area of the High Divide ©Jim Berkey

(top left) LEAF interns thinning forest, (top right) NPR’s Christopher Joyce interviews TNC’s Nathan Korb and 
Jim Berkey, (bottom left) Nathan Korb torches a test fire in advance of a controlled burn.

©Nathan Korb ©Bebe Crouse

©Bebe Crouse©Jeremy Bailey

Wigeon Pond, Centennial Valley ©Jim Berkey





LEARN MORE AT nature.org/montana Annual Report 2013 5

Where Are Montana’s

MOOSE?

Moose are big, graceful animals that are 
always a thrill to see in the wild. But 
they’re also becoming increasingly rare, 

and scientists aren’t completely sure why. The quest 
for answers brought Nick DeCesare, a biologist 
with Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) to the 
Conservancy’s Pine Butte Swamp Preserve.

“People are really concerned about the decline in 
our moose population,” says DeCesare, “the problem 
is that we don’t have enough data to figure out the 
cause and what, if anything, we can do about it.”

Locals have reported seeing a lot more moose 
than ever before around Pine Butte – not a surprise 
given the ideal moose habitat on the preserve. So, 
it has been included among three locations where 
FWP has begun a ten-year study of the animals. 
The other two are the willow flats in the Big Hole 
Valley and forested areas of the Cabinet Mountains. 

as many as 50,000 ticks on its body. They not only 
weaken the animals by drawing blood, but moose 
start rubbing against trees when the infestation gets 
really big, scraping away huge patches of their hides. 
Without their coats, they burn up more fat stores to 
keep warm. 

Climate comes into the picture as well. Typically, 
the female ticks engorge themselves in the winter 
and then fall off in the early spring to lay eggs. If the 
eggs are laid in snow, a lot fewer will be viable. But, 
as climate change leads to earlier spring snow melt, 
more of those eggs will produce young. Warmer 
temperatures, themselves, are also a stress factor. 
Moose are cold-weather creatures. They can suffer 
heat stress when temperatures climb above 23°F in 
winter and 57°F in summer. 

So far, DeCesare’s team has placed radio-telemetry 
collars on 34 female moose and hope to increase that 
number this winter. They’re also studying the impact 
of hunting and growing wolf and grizzly populations 
on moose. As with all wildlife, understanding their 
movement, behavior, and threats are key to our goal 
of ensuring the right habitat in the right places to 
improve the odds that they will thrive and continue 
to thrill us for generations to come.

The goal is to collar animals in these representative 
landscapes and track their movements and 
condition over the course of the study.

While only in the first year of the study, DeCesare 
said he did encounter one surprise. “The animals 
on Pine Butte were really covered with ticks, with 
much less body fat than we would want to see 
during the winter.”

These winter tick infestations are theorized to 
be one of the causes for moose decline. Another is 
changing climate. 

Moose came relatively recently to North America 
(10,000-15,000 years ago). These winter ticks 
hadn’t been a problem in their original Eurasian 
habitat. Unlike deer, which have coexisted with the 
ticks for many millennia, the moose don’t seem to 
have yet evolved the grooming behaviors that keep 
the parasites under control. A single moose can have 

Bull moose on the Conservancy’s 
Pine Butte Swamp Preserve  
©Dave Hanna

Nick DeCesare installs a collar on a female moose 
© Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
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BLACKFOOT COMMUNITY PROJECT:  
Murray-Douglas Easement

Conservation of the Murray-Douglas project is a victory for wildlife and 
family ranching. It’s also a study in the kind of partnership and perseverance 
that epitomizes The Nature Conservancy in Montana. The nearly 11,000-acre 
conservation easement prevents subdivision of a mosaic of healthy forest and 
grassland that sustains bears, elk, and two important tributaries of the Blackfoot 
River. It also allows the Manley and Coughlin families to continue a ranching 
tradition that, for the Coughlins, goes back 150 years. Fortunately, it didn’t  
take quite that long to pull together this project – but it was nearly a decade  
in the making.

History
The Conservancy’s roots in this valley go back to 1976, when we placed the 

state’s very first conservation easement on 1,800 acres alongside the Blackfoot 
River. Over the years, development pressure and our partnership with the 
Blackfoot Challenge led us to the purchase of more than 100,000 acres of former 
industrial timber land slated to go on the open real estate market. Land within 
this Murray-Douglas easement is part of one of those purchases, known as the 
Blackfoot Community Project. While the Conservancy took the financial risk in 
buying the land, decisions about its future are up to the community, guided by the 
Blackfoot Challenge. So far, most of the land has been transferred to surrounding 
public and private landowners.

Partnership is Key
With this project, public and private partnership was the key to success. 

Montana’s Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks bought the easement on land 
owned by the Conservancy, the Coughlin’s Blackfoot River Ranch, and the 
Manley Ranch. The families donated 30 percent of the value of the easement and 
were compensated for the remainder by the U.S. Forest Service’s Forest Legacy 
Program. Those funds then allowed them to purchase some of the Conservancy-
owned land that is adjacent to their ranches. “That was a big help,” says Jay 
Coughlin. “The mountain acres we acquired are important pasture for our cattle, 
and the conservation easement terms ensure that the way we operate today as 
good stewards of the land will continue into the future.” 

Conservancy Land Protection Specialist Chris Bryant says that’s usually the case. 
“Conservation easements are a tool to help ranching families stay on the land and 
pass their way of life on to their children, while preserving the natural value of the 
land and water. The Conservancy is extremely pleased to have played a role with 
our good partners in making this opportunity available to these ranches.”

Camille and Jay Coughlin ©Kenton Rowe

The Manley family: Sheila, Tracy, John, and Cody ©Kenton Rowe
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MONTANA LEGACY PROJECT
We continue to transfer land purchased in the 

landmark project to our public partners. Our sale of 2,189 
acres to the U.S. Forest Service has helped connect some 
of Missoula’s more popular local trails. The land at the 
lower end of Deer Creek Road and around the base of 
University Mountain has long been valued by Missoula-
area hikers, bicyclists, runners, picnickers, and folks just 
looking for a scenic getaway close to town.

Legacy land also added 14,624 acres to the Swan 
River State Forest. The acres were sold to the Montana 
Department of Natural Resources and Conservation, 
with a conservation easement in place with the state’s 
Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks. The easement will 
permanently limit permanent development of the land 
while allowing it to remain a working forest.

Elk calf  ©Kenton Rowe

Grizzly bears ©Steven Gnam

Lupine in their glory ©Kenton Rowe
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ROCKY MOUNTAIN FRONT:  
Yellow Bird Woman Sanctuary

Under a brilliant blue sky, in the face of the notoriously buffeting 
winds of the Rocky Mountain Front, the Yellow Bird Woman 
Sanctuary was dedicated, this September, in honor of the late Eloise 
Cobell. Cobell, whose Blackfeet name is Yellow Bird Woman, 
became a heroine for native people by waging a 15-year legal battle 
over the federal government’s management of billions of dollars in 
Indian trust funds. The funds came from payments for mining and 

oil extraction, 
grazing, logging, 
and other uses 
of tribal land 
dating back 
to the late 
1800s. After 
repeated trials 
and appeals, 
a settlement 
was reached, in 
2009, for $3.4 
billion dollars.

Before that 
massive legal 

fight consumed her energy, Cobell was a founding member of the 
Blackfeet Indian Land Trust (BILT), the first Native American land 
trust in the nation. The trust is a collaborative, private effort between 
Blackfeet tribal members and The Nature Conservancy. Purchase of 
the biologically rich sanctuary was the first project between BILT and 
the Conservancy.

The ceremony was conducted by Marvin Weatherwax, Sr., a 
Vietnam-era POW and highly respected member of the Blackfeet 
nation. After blessing the land in the four directions, he prayed that, 
“All those who walk on this ground feel its warmth.” He called on 
everyone to continue the dream that Elouise held for this land and 
the Blackfeet people.

Cobell’s son, Turk, has picked up the work of the trust, which his 
mother had hoped to reinvigorate before her untimely death in 2011. 
The Nature Conservancy also is renewing its commitment. In the 
coming year, we expect to bring on a new staffer to work with the 
trust on the Blackfeet Reservation. 

Eloise Cobell ©Ted Wood

Marvin Weatherwax, Sr, Terry Tatsey, and 
Turk Cobell ©Dave Hanna

Marvin Weatherwax, Jr ©Dave Hanna

Preparing to burn an offering during the 
honoring ceremony ©Bebe Crouse

Montana trustees, staff, and Blackfeet partners hike on the sanctuary 
©Bebe Crouse
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Our Matador Grassbank and member ranchers have truly come into 
their own as a showcase for innovation and neighbor-to-neighbor 
conservation success. By now, many of you have probably seen the 
feature story about the grassbank in the Conservancy’s national 
magazine, but interest in the project extends far beyond our own 
organization. A television crew from Dan Rather Reporting 
visited with some of our ranchers this spring and the 
project has drawn a stream of visitors interested in 
seeing what we’re up to out on the windswept 
prairie.

This spring, the grassbank was the highlight 
of a workshop on sustainable beef practices 
that included numerous global food 
industry representatives, ranging from 

giants such as Walmart, McDonald’s, and Cargill to Panera 
Bread, the Natural Beef Cooperative, and the National 
Beef Checkoff. Participants hailed the grassbank as “one 
of the most eye-opening aspects of the workshop” and “an 
inspiring example of collaboration.” Follow-up calls indicate 
that the idea has captured some serious attention.

The notoriety hasn’t gone to our heads; there’s too much 
boots-on-the- ground work to do. Staff and volunteers 

continued our campaign to remove and modify fences 
making them safer for wildlife, restore waterways on 
the ranch, and study and test the best grazing regimes 
to maintain and improve conditions for birds and 
other wildlife. It was also the first year the Matador 

Montana’s 
      NORTHERN PRAIRIES

Branding day on the Northern Prairies ©Bebe Crouse



Pronghorn ©Jolynn Messerly

Swift fox kits ©John Carlson
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Fencing marked to make it more visible and, in turn, safer for wildlife ©Bebe Crouse

hosted a group of LEAF interns (Leaders in Environmental 
Action for the Future). They pitched in on the fence 
projects and spent some time mapping prairie dog towns. 
Our annual Matador Ranch Grassland Science Symposium 
drew its biggest crowd yet, with attendees travelling from 
across Montana, Alberta, and Saskatchewan.

In the spring, we completed a 7,004-acre conservation 
easement on the Hinsdale Livestock (Carroll) Ranch, 
which directly connects with the Bitter Creek Wilderness 
Study Area. We are also hoping to secure additional 
easement acres on the ranch. What’s more, every private 
dollar we raised to purchase these easements was leveraged 
by an additional $3.30 in public funds or discounts! 

Big sky over the Barthelmess ranch ©Bebe Crouse

Land under easement on the Carroll ranch near Bitter Creek © Amy Pearson











ANNUAL FUND & CAPITAL 
GIFTS OF $1,000 OR MORE

Anonymous (17)
Ossie Abrams & David Orser
Jamie Alter & Michael Lynton
N. Kirby & Janice M. Alton
Nancy D. Anderson
Paul Asper & Nancy Weidman
Mr. & Mrs. Paul Bakstran
The Andrea & Michael Banks Nature Fund
Chet & David Barclay
Robert & Shirley Bayley
James & Peggy Bebb
William & Leigh Bekemeyer
Scott & Heidi Benowitz
The late David T. Berner
Mr. & Mrs. James Binger
William Birck & Kim Erway Birck
Blank Family Foundation
The Brainerd Foundation
Mr. & Mrs. Chester V. Braun
Mr. & Mrs. Roger G. Brooks
Dennis Brown & Anne Williams
Rockwood Brown
Ms. Sherry Brown
Ralph & Toone Burchenal
Dr. Laurinda Q. Burleson
Mr. & Mrs. Robert L. Calhoun
Lisa Canter
Capital Group Companies Charitable Foundation 

(Match)
Dr. & Mrs. George A. Carlson
Carol Chesarek
Chevron Matching Gift Program
Yvon Chouinard
Stephanie Christensen
Cinnabar Foundation
Kerry & Norah Clark
Shane & Gina Colton
Grace Colvin & William Winn
The Compton Foundation
Stewart Corn & Ellen Ferrari
Wendy L. Coyne
Gordon & Dona Crawford

Cross Charitable Foundation
Page Dabney
John S. & Cheryl Dale
Mr. & Mrs. Richard Dale
Frederic Dalldorf
Mr. & Mrs. Joseph K. Davidson
Robert Dayton & Shari Livingston Dayton
Thomas D. Dee III & Candace Dee
Steve & Susan Denkers
Mr. & Mrs. Don Dianda
Ivan & Carol Doig
Peggy Dulany
Willard L. Eccles Charitable Foundation
Margaret Emerson
The Charles Engelhard Foundation
Enterprise Holdings Foundation
Fanwood Foundation
Ms. Kirsten J. Feldman & Mr. Hugh Frater
Mary Fleming Finlay, PhD
Mr. & Mrs. Bruce W. Fleming
Barbara Frazer Lowe
Eliza Frazer & Barry Hood
Don & Mary Garner
Ms. Patricia Gittins
Randall Gray & Nora Flaherty-Gray
The William and Mary Greve Foundation
Craig Groves & Victoria Saab
Peter & Caroline Guynn
Molly Hackett
Phil Hamilton & Janet Whaley
Walt Handschin
John & Lisbeth Harris
Dr. Annemarie Harrod
Barbara Hatt
Don Hauth
Valerie Hedquist & Edward Callaghan
Scott & Gretchen Hibbard
High Stakes Foundation
Mr. Thomas J. Hill
Lynn Holliday
Robert D. & Judith A. Hoy
Mr. & Mrs. T.D. Hunter, III
Nancy & Dan Jochem
Johnson Family Foundation
Jim & Nancy Johnston
Stephen & Patricia Jordan
Mr. & Mrs. Russell Kaiser
The late John C. Kariotis
Steven Y. Karsh
Mr. & Mrs. James Keegan
Mr. & Mrs. Thomas Keller
Knobloch Family Foundation
Dr. Linda B. Knoblock
Jim & Judy Krueger
Larsson Danforth Family Foundation
LaSalle Adams Fund

Mrs. Surry T. Latham
Linda Leckman
Land M. Lindbergh
Mr. & Mrs. Jonathan Lippincott
Martha Lowery
William & Diane Lundgren
Marilyn Magid
Carl & Marilyn Malkmus
Alan Marasco & Deborah Mawhinney
Forrest E. & Jacomien Mars, Jr.
Leonard J. Martin
John & Ruth Matuszeski
Allan McKittrick
Jerry & Rhona Meislik
Stan & Jane Meyer
MFI Foundation, Inc.
Louise & Thomas Middleton
Nicholas Miller
John & Susan Mills
Jan Milner
Maurice & Judith Mitchell
Maria R. Molnar
Edward Monnig & Jacelyn Wedell
Mr. & Mrs. Robert Moore
James L. Munoz
Mr. & Mrs. W. S. Murray
Katie & Earl Nesbitt
Evelyn B. Newell
Paul & Antje Newhagen
Alan & Nancy Nicholson
Angela Nomellini & Ken Olivier
Dawn & John North
Mr. & Mrs. Michael O’Hearn
Stephanie & Robert M. Olmsted
Gil & Marge Ordway
Orvis Company, Inc.
John & Judi O’Steen Family Foundation
Ms. F. T. Pape
Jill Perelman
The Orvis-Perkins Foundation
Perk Perkins
Chip Petrie & Pat McKernan
Mr. & Mrs. Peter Pierce
Marguerite & Reid Pitts
Cynthia & Henry Poett
Wym & Jan Portman
Mr. James L. Potter, Jr. & Ms. Virginia W. Naylor
Jay & Kay Proops
Mel & Andy Puckett
Tom & Teresa Quinn Fund of the Whitefish 

Community Foundation
Mary S. Reed
William S. Reed
Hannelore Rimlinger
Mary L. Ringer
Andrew Roberts

Susan & Anthony Roberts
Sandra Roe
Mr. & Mrs. Steve Running
Ann & Zaki Salahuddin
Sample Foundation
Satter Family Foundation
Lynn Savarese
Mr. & Mrs. Robert Scallan
Elizabeth Scanlin & Jeff Anderson
Michael & Kuni Schmertzler
Marilyn D. Schrader
Homer & Mildred Scott Foundation
James & Christine Scott
Barbara & Robert Seiler
The Selz Foundation
George & Olivia Sheckleton
Janna & Jamie Shennan
JoAnn & Samuel C. Silverstein, M.D.
Daniel M. Smith
Farwell Smith & Linda McMullen
M. M. Smith
Jennifer Speers
Speyer Foundation
Carol St. Helen
Steel Creek Ranch, LLC
Bruce C. Stephens
Harold W. Sweatt Foundation
Teel’s Marsh Foundation
Scott & Betsy Thornton
The Thoroughfare Foundation
Tides Foundation, advised by Martha Newell & 

Mike Kadas
Amanda K. Topper
Travelers for Open Land
Nugent Treadwell
The Turner Foundation
Chris & Deborah Vanden Broek
Mr. & Mrs. Carroll L. Wainwright, Jr.
Rom and Pamela Welborn
Maud & Jeffrey Welles
Western Conservation Foundation
Wiancko Family Donor Advised Fund of the 

Community Foundation of Jackson Hole
Wilburforce Foundation
Willow Springs Foundation
Karin Wilson
Mr. & Mrs. Ken Wright
Richard C. Wykoff
The Wyss Foundation
Alison Young
Stuart & Lisa Young Family
Lois & Doug Zubrin

MONTHLY SUSTAINERS
Jacqueline Adams
Jessica Allewalt
Brady Allred

Doug Anderson & Mary Meister
John & Susan Anderson
Patricia Aune
Susan Bailey
Pamela Barberis
Craig Barfoot
Lynne Barnes
Constance G. Barton
Gary & Martha Bateman
Jim Boelter
Mr. & Mrs. Jerry Bressie
Sallie L. Brewer
Robert Brooks
Scott & Denise Buchner
Art & Amie Butler
Deborah Butzlaff
Larry L. Carter
Amanda Cater
Mr. & Mrs. Steve Cherry
Benjamin Christensen
Erin D. Clark
Patricia C. Clark
John & Denise Conner
Thaddeus Cowan & Margaret Wherry
K. B. Crogan
Milla Cummins
Patrick Cunningham
Matt & Kim Dale
Orville Daniels & Olleke Rappe-Daniels
Kate Davis
Mary Davis
Kirk S. Dewey
Lynne Dixon
Mrs. K. Dove
James Doyle
Celestine Duncan
Loren Ebner
Christine M. Eckel, Ph.D.
Marge Eliason
Carol & Dick Ellis
Sharon D. Engh
Andrew & Paulette Epple
Donna Eubank
Roger & Jerry Evans
Sharon Eversman
Ursala M. Eyra
Craig Fitch
Aaron Foster
Mr. & Mrs. Dick Fretheim
Randy Gazda
Richard Gordon
Anne Greene
Gary Grzebielski & Lois Menzies
Julia E. Gwinn
Leilani Hadd
Judy & Tim Harris

16        The Nature Conservancy in Montana

Thanks
to the many donors
who made gifts to our
Montana programs  
in Fiscal Year 2013
(July 1, 2012 – June 30, 2013)








