
Page 8 - WedneSday, SePtember 9, 2020 the boulder monitor

eNVIroNmeNt

800-386-7222
Call us today!Eagle

Satellite

Better 

from

/mo.
$4799

Faster

from

/mo.
$4999

Switch to DISH

Offer ends 1/13/21. Wi-Fi included. Restrictions apply. Internet not provided by DISH.

TV Internet

Bulls on Sawmill Road in Montana City.  Scenes such as this are becoming more and more regular as the result of residential development in historic elk winter 
range along the foothills of the Elkhorns. (Photo by Alicia Crepps)

This is the first part of a 
three-part story on the Elkhorn 
Working Group (EWG), a citizen 
advisory body that recommends 
land use strategies to the public 
agencies managing the Elkhorn 
Range.  First convened in 2001 
to overcome controversy over 
elk and livestock management, 
the EWG has evolved their intent 
as emerging pressures threaten 
core wildlife and habitat values 
of the range’s unique Wildlife 
Management Unit (WMU) and 
challenge the cultural continuity 
of surrounding communities.

By VAIA ERRETT
Correspondent

The Elkhorn Range rises from 
ranchland between the Missouri, 
Boulder, and Jefferson Rivers 
to overcome a history of forage 
competition between elk and 
livestock.  Collaboration has 
been key to management of the 
range’s prime wildlife habitat.  
As human population renews 
strain on the landscape, shifting 
priorities challenge stewardship 
against an expanding appetite for 
access, recreation, and develop-
ment.

Helping to steer the fate of the 
Elkhorns is the Elkhorn Working 
Group (EWG), one of Montana’s 
oldest agency-sanctioned citizen 
advisory bodies.  Other land 
management groups have drawn 
scorn for assuming the trendy 
title of “collaborative” while 
lacking diversity and transpar-

ency.  The EWG bucks the 
buzzword bandwagon, holding 
true to their roots in information 
and inclusive citizen consensus 
to influence management of the 
Elkhorns.

The Elkhorns are managed 
cooperatively across public 
agency boundaries by the U.S. 
Forest Service (Helena-Lewis 
and Clark and Beaverhead-
Deerlodge National Forests), the 
Butte Field Office of the U.S. 
Bureau of Land Management 

(BLM), and Montana, Fish, 
Wildlife and Parks (FWP).  A 
unique Wildlife Management 
Unit, the only designation of 
its kind on national forest lands 
across the country, perpetuates 
stewardship in light of a murky 
management conundrum that 
establishes an emphasis on 
wildlife without formalizing its 
interpretation through law.

For almost 20 years, 16 citi-
zen members of the EWG have 
met regularly with representa-

tives of the managing agencies 
who serve as technical advisors 
to the group, and agents of ad-
ditional entities with a stake in 
the Elkhorns.

Early concern brewed over elk 
population and forage.  Could 
the landscape sustain both a 
coveted hunting district and a 
system of grazing allotments 
granting permits to ranchers for 
livestock grazing on designated 
tracts of public land?  Hunters 
wanted big game bounty; ranch-
ers wanted ample rangeland.

Ongoing dispute moved 
George Weldon, Townsend 
District Ranger for the Helena-
Lewis and Clark National Forest 
(HLCNF), and Mike Korn, FWP 
Helena Area Coordinator, to 
urge their respective agencies 
for citizen-driven, collaborative 
solution that would seek bal-
ance and assist public agencies 
in their planning and policy 
direction.  In 2001, the Montana 
Fish and Wildlife Commission 
convened the EWG with Forest 
Service approval.

“The issue then was, ‘How 
many elk are there?  How many 
are we going to have?’” says 
Ron Marcoux, Deputy Director 
of FWP in the 1980s who first 
represented the Rocky Mountain 
Elk Foundation at the EWG 
table before becoming a citizen 
member.  “There was tension 
with the agricultural and ranch-
ing community and how their al-
lotments were affected.  Initially, 
it was a numbers game.”

 “It’s not just about numbers 
anymore,” explains current 
vice-chair Korn, former FWP 
representative as Helena Area 
Coordinator then Deputy Chief 
of Law Enforcement.  “That’s 
not the flash point anymore.”

Between private pasture and 
big game winter range, recre-
ation and regulation, the group’s 
intent has broadened as themes 
twine and disperse into renewed 
areas of concern.

Marcoux telescopes the 
group’s aim:

Continued on Page 9

Passion for the Elkhorns
Citizen group influences management of a singular wildlife resource
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“The key is it’s managed with 
an emphasis for wildlife.”

A Wildlife Priority Like No Other

“One of my big objectives 
as chair was getting people to 
understand there is something 
unique about the Elkhorns,” says 
David Brown, charter member 
and original EWG chair.

Wildlife diversity, habitat, 
and security across the 300,000-
acre island range, values long 
celebrated by the public, have 
inspired a legacy of wilder-
ness character.  Despite endur-
ing human passions following 
native American inhabitance 
- from Lewis and Clark’s 1805 
expedition up the Missouri 
River through trapping, mining, 
homesteading, hunting, grazing, 
timber harvesting, and, more re-
cently, recreation – the range has 
escaped heavy development and 
retains a long-standing, 85,000-
acre roadless core.

At the heart of the range lies 
the Elkhorn Wildlife Manage-
ment Unit (WMU), 150,000 
acres of standout terrain on 
national forest.  Persistent public 
voice helped to secure this 
unique identity.  Introduced to 
Congress in 1974 for official 
wilderness designation, the Elk-
horns elicited intense, sustained 
public debate over environment, 
productivity and mixed land use 
from both wilderness proponents 
and multiple-use advocates.

In 1978, Rupert Cutler, As-
sistant Secretary of Agriculture, 
removed the Elkhorns from wil-
derness consideration and under-
scored the consensus emerging 
from divergent parties:

Recognize and retain wildlife 
values in the Elkhorns includ-
ing management of supporting 
habitat.

In 1981, the Helena National 
Forest recommended a manage-
ment unit emphasizing high 
wildlife values over all other 
uses.  Congress failed to act with 
legislation by 1986 so the WMU 
was implemented administra-
tively as part of the Forest Plan.

The roundabout route to 
WMU status presents a sig-
nificant obstacle to the EWG:  
Because no congressional 
designation puts the WMU into 
law, its guiding values are tricky 
to impose when making agency 

recommendations.
Cooperation across agency 

boundaries is crucial.  For years, 
a patchwork of jurisdictions 
divided ambitions between the 
USFS in two National Forests 
and three Ranger Districts, and 
the BLM, with wildlife managed 
by FWP.

In 1992, creation of the 
Elkhorn Cooperative Manage-
ment Area (ECMA) consoli-
dated goals.  The three primary 
agencies signed a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) that 
emphasized ecosystems man-
agement on a landscape scale.  
Easing communication and 
promoting key principles of the 
WMU, the uniquely collabora-
tive approach for a mountain 
range facilitated the work of a 
nascent EWG in 2001.

Where hunting meets ranching 
tradition

Ranchers took pride in their 
early role to reestablish elk in 
the Elkhorns when initial over-
hunting drove a crash in popula-
tion.  In 1939, 38 animals were 
transferred to Elkhorn Creek 
from Yellowstone National Park.  
Today, a stable population of 
about 2,000 elk across the range 
often rejects boundaries between 
public land and private pas-
ture.  Especially during hunting 
season.

The EWG confronts a quanda-
ry entertaining ranchers, hunters, 
and land managers alike:  Where 
are the elk in the Elkhorns?

Underscoring the issue is that 
the Elkhorns are the only moun-
tain range in Montana contained 
in a single hunting district (HD 
380).

In 1986, a lack of diversity 
in bull age classes in the HD 
prompted a novel hunting regu-
lation to promote the survival of 
older bulls.  The change led to 
a reproductively robust popula-
tion in one of the most highly 
subscribed hunting districts in 
Montana, with over 10,000 ap-
plications for about 100 permits.

The thriving population is a 
boon to elk hunters, but a source 
of concern for ranchers when elk 
stray onto their land.  Agencies 
are left to manage population 
tolerance, which, in the Elk-
horns, is not always as challeng-
ing as it is in other districts.

“Most of us wish all our hunt-
ing districts were like 380,” says 

Cattle graze on a Forest Service grazing allotment along McCarty Creek east of Boulder.  Across the Elkhorns, public land 
grazing allotments overlap prime wildlife habitat in Hunting District 380, managed for mature bull elk and one of the 
most coveted hunting districts in Montana.  The Elkhorn Working Group was convened in 2001 to address elk-livestock 
conflict in the Elkhorns and recommend solutions to the range’s managing agencies.  The group has since evolved its 
intent to address emerging pressures in the Elkhorns.

Adam Grove, Townsend District 
Wildlife Biologist for FWP and 
agency representative at the 
EWG table since 2014.  

In HD 380, public land 
provides the bulk of elk winter 
range.  Elsewhere across the 
state, a growing number of 
private ranches prohibit public 
access during hunting season, 
driving the animals from public 
lands onto inaccessible private 
land.  Hunters find reduced suc-
cess, elk populations grow, and 
ranchers resent the animals in 
their hay bales.

But in HD380, a rare sweet 
spot prevails where elk distribu-
tion, land ownership, and hunter 
access intersect.  

“The Elkhorns area is becom-
ing more and more unique in 
that it has a large number of 
public land elk, a large amount 
of public land winter range, and 
generally good hunting access 
throughout the entire HD 380 to 
both public and private land,” 
says Grove.  Successful Block 
Management through landowner 
partnership with FWP along 
with the substantial cooperation 
of other landowners have led 
to impressive hunter access to 
private land that is the envy of 
much of the state.

Yet issues persist.  Ranchers 
still experience property damage 
by big game, challenging their 

bottom line.  Many landowners 
rely on the lease of public land 
grazing allotments to support 
their livelihoods, which impacts 
their communities – land tracts 
that overlap the WMU and sus-
tain HD380’s coveted elk herds.

Brud Smith, founding EWG 
member and past chair, is a 
grazing permit holder whose 
family has ranched in the Boul-
der Valley since the 1860s.  He 
points out the value of ranches 
to extend wildlife habitat and 
benefit hunting opportunity.  His 
modern ecological perspective 
goes beyond forage competition, 
focusing on landscape manage-
ment to both satisfy wildlife 
needs and support a local 
ranching-based economy.

“Cows are an indicator spe-
cies,” says Smith.  “If cows are 
on the forest, that means there 
are small ranches.  It’s not just 

subdivisions right up against the 
forest…It indicates a healthy 
community and you have open 
spaces.”

Beyond grazing, other advanc-
ing pressures in the Elkhorns 
demand a deeper examination 
of management direction.  The 
EWG attempts to learn, adapt, 
and urge commitment and 
continuity to balance the habitat 
needs of the WMU with a cul-
ture that shares those resources.

Next: Part II follows the 
EWG’s evolution of intent, from 
early years focused on trust and 
information through the dynamic 
interplay between habitat health, 
elk distribution, land use regula-
tion, and the revolving pressures 
of access, recreation, and policy.

A rainbow over Corral Mountain in the Elkhorns. (Photo by Mike Korn)
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This is the second part of 
a 3-part story on the Elkhorn 
Working Group (EWG), a citizen 
advisory body that recommends 
land use strategies to the public 
agencies managing the Elkhorn 
Range.  First convened in 2001 
to overcome controversy over 
elk and livestock management, 
the EWG has evolved their intent 
as emerging pressures threaten 
core wildlife and habitat values 
of the range’s unique Wildlife 
Management Unit (WMU) and 
challenge the cultural continuity 
of surrounding communities.

Part II follows the EWG’s evo-
lution of intent, from early years 
focused on trust and information 
through the dynamic interplay 
between habitat health, elk 
distribution, land use regulation, 
and the revolving pressures of 
access, recreation, and policy.

By VAIA ERRETT
Correspondent

Trust in data
“You’re dealing with a group 

of people who understand that 
it’s important to understand, if 
they want to preserve things,” 
says David Brown, original 
chair and member of the Elkhorn 
Working Group  (EWG).

Early trust, in data and in each 
other, was crucial to overcom-
ing polarized dissent arising in 
the EWG.  Tensions over forage 

Working group tempers conflict to forge progress

competition between elk and 
cattle sidelined initial consensus.  
Since the 1980s, perceptions dif-
fered over accurate elk counts.  
Some ranchers, says Brown, 
thought that FWP methods of 

monitoring populations by air 
underreported true numbers, so 
they hired a private helicopter to 
conduct their own survey.

“What the ranchers came to 
understand,” continues Brown, a 

full-time rancher himself in the 
Helena Valley following a 40-
year career as a commercial ag 
lender, “is that there is a big dif-
ference counting cattle through 
the gate of a corral versus an 
aerial count on the landscape.”

Trend counts by air can rival 
straight numbers in the right 
context, explains long-standing 
EWG member Ron Marcoux.  
“Their [ranchers] numbers came 
in lower, so it changed the dis-
cussion.”

With conflict over elk num-
bers tempered, the EWG identi-
fied a need to conduct and fund 

a survey of range conditions to 
address arguments over available 
forage.  The Elkhorn Vegeta-
tion Study from 2004 to 2006 
evaluated forage in the Elkhorns 
and compared results to historic 
range.

Findings of the independent 
science, says Brown, “proved 
that within the capability of the 
range there were resources for 
elk and livestock to coexist.”

“It was back to building trust 
again,” says Marcoux.  “You 
continue to build on what you 
have.”

Continued on Page 9

Mountain biking in the northern Elkhorns has increased in popularity and intensity, including along this route to Casey Meadows below Casey Peak southeast 
of Montana City.  As population growth and trail pressure in Helena and northern Jefferson County continue to impact the Elkhorns, the Elkhorn Working Group 
examines public lands planning in its efforts to protect the core values of the Elkhorn Wildlife Management Unit from advancing pressures.
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Evolving landscape, 
evolving mandate

With a basic reliance on 
information and comfort build-
ing among members, the EWG 
shifted focus to confront threats 
to rangeland health.  They 
discussed with the managing 
agencies strategies to secure a 
robust Elkhorns ecosystem:  they 
advocated wildlife restoration 
projects, supported land acquisi-
tions like the BLM’s 5,500-acre 
Iron Mask property to increase 
winter range, and backed 
endeavors to eradicate noxious 
weeds and reestablish fire as a 
component to renew grasslands.  
Accelerated restoration efforts 
on specific sites led to wider 
focus on landscape monitoring.

Enter the mountain pine 
beetle.  Since the late 1990s the 
insect had been ravaging the 
pine forests of western North 
America.  By 2011 the unprece-
dented infestation had decimated 
millions of acres in Montana and 
by 2012, large tracts of forest in 
the Elkhorns had suffered close 
to 90 percent tree mortality.

At the same time, elk were 
utilizing more private land.

“A more important need de-
veloped to understand what was 
happening with the elk popula-
tion as a whole,” says Marcoux.  
In particular, the EWG explored 
information and initiatives 
centered on habitat that would 
illuminate elk distribution and 
reduce landowner concerns by 
helping to keep the big game on 
public range instead of private 
land, especially during hunting 
season.

The EWG drove the imple-
mentation and funding procure-
ment of a four-year Elkhorns 
Elk Research Study conducted 
by FWP to evaluate the impact 
of the mountain pine beetle 
infestation on elk habitat and 
distribution in the Elkhorns.  
Researchers used GPS radio 
collars to monitor 60 elk from 
2015 to 2018 across an area of 
the Elkhorns comprised mainly 
of the WMU.

“There was a chance for com-
parison with FWP’s elk move-
ment studies from the 1980s,” 
says Marcoux, referring to the 
original Elk Monitoring Program 
from 1982 to 1992.  That study 
led to management strategies 
ultimately successful at keeping 
elk numbers in the Elkhorns at 
about 2,000.

Findings of the recent study 
released in August 2019 found 
elk frequenting localized private 
land around the Elkhorns more 
now than during the 1980s, and 
accentuated habitat changes that 
linked canopy cover with elk 
security and distribution.

The study highlighted man-
agement concerns of Adam 
Grove, Townsend District 
Wildlife Biologist for FWP and 
technical advisor to the EWG 
who co-authored the study.

Grove cites elk use of private 
land and disturbance on winter 

range among a litany of current 
issues in the Elkhorns that im-
pact abilities to reduce conflict 
with private landowners, manage 
populations and ensure the long-
term health of the landscape.

That backdrop compels the 
EWG to expand their basis for 
initiatives.  Evolving land use 
pressures drive a building ur-
gency within the group to carry 
habitat and distribution forward 
into regulation, planning, and 
policy when advising the manag-
ing agencies of the Elkhorns.

From summit to subdivision
The task of the EWG, says 

David Brown, is “to look at the 
overall mountain range from the 
10,000-foot level.”

Current issues spotlight the 
group’s renewed call to cham-
pion the WMU’s unique wildlife 
priority while appraising man-
agement in the face of evolving 
human pursuits.

In one case it was found that 
thirty miles of road segments in 
the Elkhorns managed at present 
by the HLCNF may be Broad-
water County roads, according 
to a 1923 inventory and 1960s 
federal travel planning.  Recent 
travel planning, however, fails 
to identify the roads as county.  
When and how management 
of the roads was adopted by 
the Forest Service remains a 
mystery.

At stake are seasonal road clo-
sures currently enforced by the 
HLCNF that restrict motorized 
access in order to protect elk on 
winter range.  If route manage-
ment reverts to Broadwater 
County, potential access by ant-
ler hunters and lion hunters on 
snowmobile in late winter and 
early spring could push elk onto 
adjacent private land, rekindling 
landowner concerns, says Grove.

Opening the roads, Grove 
adds, could also redistribute 
the animals to other forest land 
where overgrazing could nega-
tively impact USFS livestock 
grazing lessees.

Awaiting action from Broad-
water County Commissioners, 
EWG vice-chair Mike Korn 
voices a developing viewpoint 
within the group that pulls 
perspective back to examine 
regulation.

“Is public access an unlimited 
thing, or do we have a respon-
sibility to say there are certain 
ways the land should be used 
here and in other places ways it 
should not?”

A recent HLCNF bike trail 
proposal tested Korn’s reflection.  
In October 2018, the HLCNF 
requested public comment on 
the Strawberry Butte Front 
Country Trail Management 
Project to establish 39 miles of 
non-motorized trail – including 
trails created by users – in the 
northern Elkhorns near Montana 
City as part of the national forest 
system.

“There are three sides,” says 
Brown.  “Incursion into wildlife-
sensitive areas, increase in 
technology, and [legitimizing] 

new user-created trails.”
Korn points to the soaring 

popularity of mountain bikes and 
the encroachment of human de-
velopment as factors that could 
intensify activity beyond the 
intended scope of the proposal, 
displace animals from public to 
private land, affect the operation 
of grazing allotments, and alter 
the character of the WMU.  

“No one had any idea this 
would be an issue,” Korn says of 
intensive mountain biking, and 
now, e-bikes, a pedaled two-
wheeler enhanced with an elec-
tric motor, “or that, for instance, 
Montana City would grow like 
an amoeba.  It gets into the meat 
of why this area was designated 
as a WMU.”

“Are we going to look at it 
piece by piece, or the whole 
Elkhorns?” says veteran EWG 
member Ron Marcoux.  He 
suggests retreat from piecemeal 
reaction to approach manage-
ment with extended ecological 
initiative.  “Do we deal with 
it quick, or be comprehensive 
about it?  We need to think long-
term.”

In an effort to influence 
broader standards, the EWG sent 
a letter to the HLCNF reciting 
their concerns about the bike 
trail project given the unique 
nature of the WMU, including 
the Forest’s use of Categorical 
Exclusion to proceed without 
conducting environmental 
analysis.

Pressing for WMU protection
On the heels of their response 

to the bike trail proposal, the 

View from the air of the old fire lookout on Strawberry Butte in the Elkhorns, south of Montana City.  Strawberry Butte is 
located within a system of bike trails proposed by the Helena-Lewis and Clark National Forest in the northern Elkhorns.  
The Elkhorn Working Group cites concerns with the project in light of the unique nature of the Elkhorn Wildlife Man-
agement Area. (Photo by Mike Korn)

Landscape changes across the Elkhorns resulting from the mountain pine 
beetle infestation, like these standing dead trees framing Boulder Park in the 
foothills east of Boulder, are one factor that has likely contributed to changes 
in elk distribution across the range. (Photo by Vaia Errett)

EWG examined the current 
revision of the HLCNF Forest 
Plan.  They looked closely at the 
commitment in that document 
to press management for more 
inclusive, articulated, adaptive 
policy.

The group recently filed 
objections to the Final Draft 
Revised Plan challenging its lack 
of general standard and specific 
language to uphold or emphasize 
the WMU’s foundational wild-
life principal over development 
like oil and gas leasing, timber 
harvest, mining and exploration, 
and mechanized use (bikes).

“The difficulty with the agen-
cies,” says Brown, “is…they’re 
not good at adaptive manage-
ment.  They don’t have time to 
do what they say.”

His concern is that a national 
mandate for multiple-use diverts 
resources and attention and 
compounds a flagging manage-
ment commitment to prioritize 
wildlife over other land uses in 

the WMU.
“They have a hard job,” 

Brown says of the Forest 
Service.  “They’re pulled in 
different directions and they’re 
always getting sued.  They have 
developed a culture of always 
needing to cover themselves.  
That makes it hard for them to 
satisfy the requirements of their 
job the way they used to.”

Referring to the HLCNF 
Forest Plan, Korn says, “They 
attempt to be general so they’re 
not held to the point.”  Korn 
stresses the EWG’s responsibil-
ity to point out inconsistencies 
and protect a valued resource 
that rests in the hands of the 
public.

Part III explores the chal-
lenges of agency commitment to 
the WMU’s core values and the 
process of EWG consensus and 
continuity, bridging natural and 
cultural conservation to ap-
proach success.
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This is the final part of a 
three-part story on the Elkhorn 
Working Group (EWG), a citizen 
advisory body that recommends 
land use strategies to the public 
agencies managing the Elkhorn 
Range.  First convened in 2001 
to overcome controversy over 
elk and livestock management, 
the EWG has evolved their intent 
as emerging pressures threaten 
core wildlife and habitat values 
of the range’s unique Wildlife 
Management Unit (WMU) and 
challenge the cultural continuity 
of surrounding communities.

Part III explores the chal-
lenges of agency commitment to 
the WMU’s core values and the 
process of EWG consensus and 
continuity, bridging natural and 
cultural conservation to ap-
proach success.

By VAIA ERRETT
Correspondent

Underlying the uniqueness 
of the Elkhorn Wildlife Man-
agement Unit (WMU) is the 
obstacle it presents:  No federal 
law establishes the WMU.  Since 
its inception in 1986 it survives 
administratively as a manage-
ment prototype.  Driven by 
public support stressing wildlife 
values over other uses, it was 
born as an alternative to wilder-
ness.  The WMU’s wildlife pri-
ority directs management only 
by being embedded in a series 
of Forest Plans which can be 

influenced by changing priorities 
and political winds.

“The Elkhorns Management 
Unit was never formally legis-
lated so it operates under the dis-
cretion of the Forest Supervisor 
as to how it is managed,” says 
EWG vice-chair Mike Korn.

The Forest Service’s com-
mitment to uphold the original 
intent of the WMU is critical, 
say EWG members, to fending 
off management degradation.  
Pressures for multiple-use, mod-
ern recreation, and access, both 
nationally and locally, intensify 
an overriding complication:  In 
the hands of the HLCNF Super-
visor, what is the priority of the 
WMU?

“The WMU is carried forward 
in the Final Draft Revised Forest 
Plan and shows the value of the 
work of the Forest Service, the 
public agencies, the Elkhorn 
Working Group, and the public 
that we serve,” says Bill Avey, 
HCLNF Forest Supervisor.  
“The concept established in the 
1986 plan carries to the current 
plan, with the importance that 
the Forest Service recognizes for 
the wildlife and landscape of the 
WMU.”

The EWG continues to press 
for more explicit internal refer-
ence and guidelines that trans-
late into implementation.  This 
protects the WMU, especially 
its core.

Core values, adds Korn, have 
long been supported by the For-

est Service and other managing 
agencies of the Elkhorns despite 
a passing of the reins.  He 
credits George Weldon, HLCNF 
Townsend District Ranger when 
the EWG first formed, for turn-
ing down the volume on original 
conflict over elk and livestock 
management.  Weldon worked 
to convince the Forest Service 
of funding and other supportive 
commitments vital to manage-
ment of the Elkhorns.

Korn also names former EWG 
agency advisors Jodie Canfield, 
Elkhorn Coordinator with the 
HLCNF from 1991 until 2005, 
and Tom Carlsen, FWP Wild-
life Biologist for the Elkhorns 
through the 1990s until 2012, as 
guiding lights.  Their deep dedi-
cation to the Elkhorns landscape 
and comprehensive understand-
ing of policies defined their 
exceptional advocacy for the 
priority of the WMU.

“They stepped up in a big 
way,” says Korn, who applauds 
continued commitment from 
agency representatives at the 
EWG table.

Essential elements
“People have personalities,” 

says David Brown, charter 
member and immediate past 
chair of the EWG.  “They come 
with things that are important to 
them.  If we can understand that, 
we can move forward.”

Brown unfolds a dynamic but 
thoughtful process for weighing 
viewpoints within the EWG.

“I’ll take this stick away.  I’ll 
give you this one but I need 
these values for this consen-
sus…. You need to be honest 
with yourself as an individual, 
how you can contribute to the 
good of the whole.  Not with an 
agenda or how you can collabo-
rate on that agenda.  Everyone’s 
point of view is important, but 

not everyone’s point of view is 
valid.  How can you understand, 
and respond?  This task is adap-
tive,” he said.

The group arrives at decision 
by consensus, not by vote.  They 
drafted early meeting criteria 
still used today to test decisions 
for acceptability.  Reconcilia-
tion approaches breakthrough, 
explains charter member and 
past chair Brud Smith.  “If you 
had your choice you wouldn’t 
do it this way.  But this is better 
than no solution at all.  It may 
not ever be the best solution.  It’s 
progress.”

 “It’s a self-leavening pro-
cess,” says Brown of the time 
required for informed, spirited 
debate to drive progress.  “It’s 
a revelation for some.  Some 
people can’t live in that envi-
ronment.  People come and go 
based on their ability to manage 
that kind of setting.”

Progress over time, says vice-
chair Korn, relies on relation-
ships, and key relationships need 
key people.  An open process to 
bring in new members allows 
the group to reflect on current 
perspectives while embracing 
veteran knowledge.

“To have success,” says long-
standing member Ron Marcoux, 
“you have to constantly analyze 
yourselves as a group.”

“We work hard to get diversi-
ty,” says Brown, who has pushed 
for youth and new leadership to 
“pass the glory around a little 
bit.”  To that end, he encour-
aged current chair Joe Cohenour 
to follow him into the position 
early in 2019.

A call for members in No-
vember 2019 resulted in five 
appointees.  According to Korn, 
recruits were evaluated to en-
courage a younger cross-section 
familiar with the WMU and its 
managing agencies.  Of ad-

ditional value was an informed 
grasp of the unforeseen impacts 
of modern recreation and devel-
opment that have arisen.  Men-
torship pairings of new members 
with veterans merge a continuity 
of knowledge with fresh and 
relevant perspective to provide 
depth of understanding.

“The value of the recom-
mendation will only be as good 
as the credibility of the group,” 
says Marcoux.  “The value of 
the group is not getting involved 
politically one way or another, 
but to work through issues, look 
at options, be objective about it.”

“The group has no power 
other than the power of citizen 
voice,” says Korn.  Brown adds 
that members “represent the 
communities and don’t stand on 
a single, contentious platform.”

Marcoux tempers success 
with perspective.  “Don’t feel 
bad if you’re not accomplishing 
everything that there is.  You’re 
at least shedding some light in 
the darkness.”

Bridging natural 
and cultural conservation

“We’re all moving in the same 
direction,” says Korn.  “I see 
value in that both as a communi-
ty and as a resource.  If we don’t 
also look at the Elkhorns as a 
cultural resource, we’re going 
to look at the reason we started 
and perhaps see it’s long gone.  
Natural and cultural conserva-
tion go hand in hand.”

The unique wildlife priority of 
the WMU roots conservation at 
the core of culture and its values 
cherished locally, historically, 
consistently, passionately.  From 
native American inhabitance, 
grown on ranching, grazing, 
hunting, and recreating in 

Continued on Page 7

From challenge to progress: Group circles success

Elkhorn Working Group members on a field trip along the Willard Creek drainage in the northern part of the range. The 
group is looking at a thinning project being conducted by the U.S. Forest Service. Pictured left to right:  Mike Korn, EWG 
vice-chair; Mark Melloy, a member of the public with history of involvement with Elkhorns; Ryan Fetherston, EWG mem-
ber; and two Forest Service employees. (Photo by Bret Lian, EWG member)



STATEPOINT CROSSWORD

ACROSS
1. Worry
6. Fleur-de-____
9. One of Egyptian christians
13. Nary a soul
14. Dot-com address
15. Pretend, two words
16. Flogger’s tool
17. Romanian money
18. Dostoyevsky’s masterpiece, 
with The
19. *Royal Brewery in Munich, 
a.k.a. ____ M¸nchen
21. *Original Oktoberfest location
23. Tree juice
24. Cathedral part
25. Lysergic acid derivative, acr.
28. Children’s author Roald
30. Bivouac
35. Heroic poem
37. Taro or cocoyam, technically
39. Relish tastebuds’ sensation
40. Russian governmental 
agency
41. Musketeers’ weapons
43. Presidential “No!”
44. Make corrections
46. Kind of palm
47. A in B.A.
48. Indian Ocean’s saltwater inlet

50. Carvey or Plato
52. “Sesame Street” watcher
53. One-horse carriage
55. Sunday newspaper inserts
57. *Kind of Oktoberfest band
60. *Salty snack
64. Meltable abode
65. Go wrong
67. Sore spot
68. African prairie
69. “Wheel of Fortune” vowel 
request
70. All-season ones, on a car
71. Affirmatives
72. Beaver’s construction
73. Noise of contempt

DOWN
1. Egyptian hieroglyph for “life”
2. “You’re not allowed!” to a baby
3. Mistake
4. Spurns
5. Between triad and pentad
6. Comic strip Moppet
7. Anger management issue
8. Economic crisis
9. Ghana monetary unit
10. Ear-related
11. Tubby little cubby
12. Ted Turner’s TV acronym
15. Bedding and towels
20. Lickety-split

22. Wear and tear
24. “So soon?”
25. *____hosen
26. Sea foam
27. Like United States Capitol
29. *Flower used in beer-making
31. Spanish sparkling wine
32. Deflect
33. *”O’zapft is!” or “It’s tapped!”
34. *Cheers!
36. Without, ‡ Paris
38. Start of something big?
42. Echo sounder
45. Joseph Stalin was one
49. “Eureka!”
51. Experts
54. In the lead
56. *Beer garden mug
57. Curved molding
58. Paella pot
59. ‘60s British teenagers
60. “Hunger Games” sister
61. Goose egg
62. Second to last word in a 
fairytale
63. Just in case
64. Woody creeper
66. Biochemistry acr.

For crossword puzzle 
solution,  see page 8

Crossword:  Ok tober fest
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primitive settings, communities 
around the Elkhorns lend voice 
to an influence that gains power, 
like anything, with time.

Are intensifying threats inevi-
table?

“Probably,” Korn says.  “But 
maybe we can slow them down 

a little bit.  By maintaining the 
core of what we are trying to 
do and perpetuating it into the 
future.  Maintaining why this 
place was set aside – maintain-
ing the Elkhorns for the impor-
tant resource it is.  We can, if we 
fall back on our common values 
and go from there.  The Elkhorn 
Working Group can provide a 

means of dealing with emerging 
issues.  The feds are account-
able to everyone in the U.S.  
We can have some influence 
on how that’s done.  The EWG 
is a means of doing it in a real 
constructive way.”

He smiles, cocks his head.  
“But, it ain’t easy.”

•David Brown is a charter 
member of the EWG, original 
chair of the group, and subse-
quent chair serving again until 
early 2019.  Brown is now a 
full-time rancher in the Helena 
Valley after a 40-year career as 
a commercial ag lender.

•Mike Korn is current vice-
chair of the EWG.  Since the 
EWG’s inception, Korn first 
served as agency representa-
tive for FWP (Helena Area 
Coordinator then Deputy Chief 
of Law Enforcement) before 
becoming a voting member in 
2016.

•Ron Marcoux attended early 
EWG meetings as a representa-
tive for the Rocky Mountain 
Elk Foundation before becom-
ing a voting member, and 
before that, he was the  Deputy 
Director of FWP in the 1980s 
when the Elkhorn WMU was 
designated.

•Brud Smith is a charter 
member of the EWG and past 
chair.  A rancher in the Boulder 
Valley, he is also a grazing 
permit holder whose family has 
ranched in the Boulder Valley 
since the 1860s.

•Adam Grove is Townsend 

District Wildlife Biologist for 
FWP who has served as agency 
advisor to the EWG since 
2014.

•Ryan Fetherston was ap-
pointed in March 2020.  He 
grew up exploring the Elkhorns 
and works as a teacher at 
Clancy Elementary School.

•Bret Lian was appointed in 
March 2020.  He grew up in 
Clancy, playing and exploring 
in the Elkhorns, and is interest-
ed in public lands management.

•Bill Avey is Forest Supervi-
sor for the Helena-Lewis and 
Clark National Forest.

Current members of the Elkhorn Working Group

From challenge to progress

Continued from Page 1

JHS Trustee Kevin Harris, 
who is also on the buildings/
grounds and transportation com-
mittee,  thinks that eventually 
there will have to be a facility on 
the north side of Boulder Hill, as 
that is where the growth is oc-
curring, and where the majority 
of the school’s student popula-
tion lives. 

However, there is limited 
space on the north end of the 
district to fit a high school, he 
said. 

Harris, who also sits on the 
Clancy School Board of Trust-
ees, said Montana City School 
owns about 60 acres near South 
Hills, but so far, JHS has not 
formally approached the school 
about it as this process is in the 
early stages of assessing tax-
payer interest. 

The communities north of 
Boulder Hill — Jefferson City, 
Clancy and Montana City — 
have a combined population of 
5,303 individuals, according to 
the 2018 American Community 
Survey conducted by the U.S. 
Census Bureau. Boulder has an 
estimated population of 1,276, 
according to the 2019 U.S. Cen-
sus estimate. Both areas have 
grown since the 2010 census, 
with the communities north of 
Boulder Hill gaining an estimat-
ed 455 people, while Boulder 
added 93 individuals, according 
to Census data. 

Last year, SMA Architects, 
which completed a demographic 
and community study as well as 
the building assessment that has 
fueled this survey, recommended 
against trying to expand JHS 
where it was currently located in 

Boulder. 
At the time, SMA had pre-

sented four possible scenarios 
for what school officials could 
do next: do nothing and keep the 
facilities as they are; consider 
updating the building to 21st 
Century Safety and Security 
Learning Standards; consider 
opening a high school to the 
north while updating Jefferson 
High facilities; or consider open-
ing a high school to the north 
and closing Jefferson High.

Each of those presented its 
own set of political challenges, 
according to SMA. 

The existing high school has 
been in Boulder since 1909. 

This summer, after going over 
the building assessment, SMA 
again raised the suggestion of 
building a new school facil-
ity.  According to educational 
standards, JHS would need 
30-33 acres to accommodate 300 
students. The current high school 
sits on about 23 acres. Board 
of Trustees Chairwoman Cami 
Robson reported at the Sept. 15 
meeting that enrollment was up 
to 293 students. 

Harris said that if a school 
was built on the north side of 
Boulder Hill, then the current 
JHS facility could possibly be 
used for career and technical 
education. 

The survey includes two other 
options for taxpayers to con-
sider: Spending about $13-$15 
million to remedy issues with 
American with Disabilities 
Act access, as well as expand-
ing the existing high school to 
increase capacity, eliminate the 
three modular classrooms and 
bring the athletic facilities up to 
standards. 

That option would cost about 
$234 a year for a house valued 
at $300,000, according to the 
survey.

The third option calls for 
spending about $4-$7 million 
to complete some improve-
ments, such as the ADA access. 
It would not include adding 
additional space, nor would it 
address athletic facility improve-
ments. The yearly additional tax 

burden for this option is $114 
a year for a house valued at 
$300,000. 

During the Sept. 15 meeting, 
Harris said that if the Trustees 
were to proceed with one of the 
options, it would be in the form 
of a 30-year bond. The Trust-
ees emphasized that the costs 
provided in the survey were 
estimates. 

The survey, which will be 

mailed to taxpayers, also asks 
respondents to indicate their age. 

Trustee Co-Chair Kyrie 
Marks-Russ said it would be 
interesting to see how those in 
different age groups respond, 
and perhaps that information 
could aid in speaking directly to 
those differences. 

Harris said the Board is look-
ing for a good turnout so it had a 
good idea on how to proceed. 

Survey suggests new high school in north JeffCo
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