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Big Hole Watershed Committee

Ground Game and Gratitude
Pedro Marques, Executive Director

As snowpack this spring crept toward 100% of average, there was a brief hope that this
was the year our river would bounce back. But the ground was parched and thirsty, leav-
ing less for the river. This is the reality of an ecological drought that a single-y e ar € s
cipitation cannot fix.

The ground beneath our feet also shifted this year, as a federal funding freeze
temporarily held up $800,000 of project money, and a government shutdown further
showed us cracks in the conservation capacity of our agency partners. Despite all the un-
certainty, BHWC doubled-down on our ground game, hiring two new staff and ending
this year well positioned to backfill capacity at agencies to achieve conservation wins for
the resource. We delivered large scale projects and are developing plans for landscape
level conservation to match the scale of the issues we face. The ground needs soaking to
recharge and restoration will get us there.

Palmer Hydrological Drought Index (PHDI
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! am deeply grateful to our Board who allowed me this year to lead our group
while fulfilling a life goal of raising my children in my native ground of Brazil. Thank you
for your trust!

1 am grateful for the leadership and land ethic that Randy Smith gave us all these
years, reminding us to always keep our focus on the land and the resource. And | am
grateful for the next generation of leaders that stepped up to join us this year - Jon our
hydro tech and Emma our restoration tech. Lastly, | am so deeply grateful for Kim Gian-
none, our spring intern, who for several months ran our meetings and shared our stories
when our staff was on leave. Her boundless enthusiasm for our work and connection to
the land and people of the Big Hole has fueled me over the years. She poured her heart
into her work with us and kept our organization running until serious health issues forced
her to stop. May she be a reminder to us all to thank the ground we walk on for all it pro-
vides us and never stop working to enhance our resources and stay connected.
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Fall 2025

Welcome to our Team,
Nolan and Karly!

Building Capacity for
Restoration and Storytelling

This fall, BHWC welcomed two new staff
members: Restoration Specialist, Nolan
Salix, and Communications Specialist,
Karly Noetzel. ’
Nolan,

based in Dillon,
will ,oversee { =
B HWC é s-the-o | o s )
ground conserva- —
tion and restora-
tion projects,
helping strength-
en the water-
shedésterm on

resilience. A former Marine and art in-
structor, Nolan spent five years leading
conservation crews with the Youth Em-
ployment Program in Dillon. He and his
family live in an Earthship home they built
themselves. [ N

N Karly, - —

originally ~ from |
Hawaii and cur-
rently living in
Bozeman, brings
creative expertise
in storytelling and
media  produc-
tion. She recently
completed her
MFA in Science and Natural History
Filmmaking at Montana State University,

and she has produced

Goddard Space Flight Center.
We are so excited to welcome
Nolan and Karly to the team and look

forward to alll theyél

Watershed!

Thank You, Randy!

Celebrating Two Decades of Leadership with
Longtime Chair, Randy Smith

At our August meeting, we had the pleasure of celebrating one of our
longest-serving leaders, Randy Smith. Randy, a rancher near Glen,

served as BHWCés Chairman for roughl

ganization through years of growth, collaboration, hardship, and con-
servation success consistently with a smile and a friendly word for all.
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Credit: Roy Morris

Although Randy (above, right) stepped down as Chairman last
yeara passing the gavel to fellow Glen rancher Jim Hagenbarth (above,
left), with Dean Peterson of Wisdom stepping in as Vice Chairmara he
continues to serve on the board and remains an invaluable voice in our
discussions.

To recognize Randyés outstandi
presented him with a beautiful aluminum -mounted photo of the Big
Hole River near Notch Bottom, a place Randy and his family fought to
preserve when a dam was proposed at the Notch. The large 3x2-foot
print, taken and generously donated by Steve Luebeck, BHWC Treasur-
er and devoted Big Hole sportsman, captured the essence of the valley
Randy has worked so hard to protect.

c o n 1t Was @ fup ang hegtigligmorent to honor Randy. His leader-
ship, steady hand, and land ethic have left an indelible mark on BHWC
and the Big Hole community.

Thanlé you, Randy, for your yearsB of dediﬁaticlm, vision, and friend-
slhipé’l and thahk )'[108 totSPe\% for Ih@lping Us celebrate Randy in
such a meaningful way.
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Big Hole Watershed Committee

Activities & Events

Join Us in Divide or on Zoom
Monthly Public Meetings at the Divide Grange

Join us for our monthly public meetings on the 3rd Wednesday of each month, except July and December. We gather
at 7 PM (or 6 PM in February and November) at the Divide Grange Hall. Or, you can participate via Zoom. Our meet-
ings include committee reports, project updates, new business, time for discussion, coffee & snacks, and special topic
presentations. For more information, visit bhwc.org/monthly -meetings.

Have a relevant topic youéd l'i ke to share with us ?
tlynch@bhwec.org or (406) 267-3421 to inquire how to get on our list of monthly meeting speakers!

Credit: Roy Morris

Making Moves and Music in Wise River
7im Montana Auctions Guitar for BHWC

Butte-born musician and Wise River Club owner Tim Montana gave BHWC an in-
credible lift this summer. Tim hosted an online auction for a one -of-a-kind guitar a
crafted from Brazilian barnwood and donated to BHWC by Michael Reidd and the
response was nothing short of inspiring. With a big promotional assist from Billy
Gibbons, the legendary guitarist of ZZ Top, the auction drew enthusiastic bidding
and ultimately raised $9,500 for the Big Hole Conservation Fund. These funds will g
directly support restoration and conservation projects that protect the health of the
Big Hole River.

Ti més commitment to the valley ha
fundraiser but also through his stewar |,
new look& including its vibrant Wise River yellow paint job, a nostalgic return to the
buil di ngés aohas bepightaenewedoeheayy to this beloved community
landmark. His presence in the valley is already making a meaningful difference.

We are deeply grateful to Tim for his generosity, enthusiasm, and conserva- |
tion-minded leadership. BHWC looks forward to future opportunities to partner
with him as we continue working to protect the Big Hole watershed for generations to come.

Thank you to Tim Montana, Billy Gibbons, and Michael Reid for making it all possible.
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Fall 2025

Support the Big Hole Watershed Committee
The Only Group Turning Collaboration into Action for the Big Hole River

The Big Hole Valley is a special placé& a vast high-elevation basin of open ranchlands, wild trout waters, sage-
steppe, and working families. The Big Hole River and its surrounding watershed support rare species, ranching herit-

age, and a way of Ilife we all wvalue
mu c h . Her eés how 3Bandvdy your suppdrsnovaipespediall

. And thatés precisely
y meaningful:

1. We actually do the work

Weére not &wesétr et aalcktiinngg. We coor din
ration projects on the ground & riparian restoration, streamside fencing,
habitat improvement, irrigation upgrades, drought resilience planning. Our

est

mission is clear: we are a consensusased 501(c)(3) nonprofit dedicated to
conservation of the Big Hole River watershed.
In a landscape where many groups advocate, BHWC delivers.

2. Your donation leverages far beyond the dollar

When you give, you join forces with BHWC to turn limited funds into maxi-
mum impact. We leverage contributions to fill crucial gaps & those needs
that grants donét cover. These are
quirements, the boots-on-the-ground labor, and the timely interventions

roj e

that make restoration possible. We know real progress happens when we
act where the need is immediate and the solutions are practical.

3. Your gift strengthens local initiative and stewardship
BHWC was formed in 1995 to bring together ranchers, sportsmen, conser-

e seTEE

vationists, agencies and community members around the Big Hole. We be-
lieve in local action, shared effort, and caring for the land we work and live

SHOP TO SUPPORT MOREAT BHWC.ORG
THE BIG HOLE CONSERVATION FUND

on. Every project is rooted in the community& done by people who know this valley, love this river, and will carry the
work forward for decades. When you donate, you invest not just in one initiative & but in the future of working lands,

healthy waters, resilient wildlife, and a valley that remains wild and productive.

4. Your timing matters now

Across the West, watersheds are under pressure from drought, heat, changing land use, and
aging infrastructure. The Big Hole is no exceptiond and in many ways better positioned be-

cause of its remaining intact | ands

river, wildlife, ranches and communities we all care about, we must act now. We must act to-
get her . BHWC is the only organi z atiiomourlagde di c

scape, for our river, for our future.

Hereés what you can do today:

capes. Br‘.__"'_

T Scan the QR code with vy obhwcomtdomie ¥te makearoaa-time difto Any amownt t

helps. You can also send us a check to: PO 21, Divide, MT 59727

= =4

Share our story with friends, neighbors, local businesses: invite them to jo
1 Shop to support BHWC at bhwc.org/shop -to-support. Branded BHWC
support the Big Hole Conservation Fund. Plus, our gear is genuinely cool.

Consider a monthly sustaining donation& small monthly amounts add up and increase efficiency

in you
gear helps spread awareness and sales
Go check it out!
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Big Hole Watershed Committee

Building Drought Resilience in the Big Hole

Creating a Water-Smart Big Hole
Seasonal Hydrol ogy Technician Expands BHWCOGOs

This summer, BHWC welcomed a new member to our field team:
Jon Peterson, a local ranch son and current Montana State Univer-
sity student. He was hired as our Seasonal Hydrology Technician
through funding from the Burea
Program and spent the season traveling across the valleya from
the Wise River to Horse Prairié collecting on-the-ground data
that strengthens our understanding of how water moves through
the Big Hole watershed.

Jonés work this summer incl
outlets of 10 key tributaries and conducting paired ditch measure-
ments on three private propertiesd the locations where access,
timing, and water conditions made measurement possible during
this first season. His work was the starting point for a broader dataset we hope to expand next summer. With contin-
ued WaterSMART support and increased participation from inter-
ested landowners and irrigators, Jon will be able to measure addi-
tional irrigation withdrawals and conservation contributions, help-
ing grow a more complete picture of water movement throughout
the watershed.

The tributary-level data collected this summer contributes
to BHWCés broader effort to c-harac
10 subwatersheds. This subwatershedbased planning approach
allows us to evaluate where water is most available, where limita-
tions exist, and where restoration or conservation investments
could offer the greatest benefit. Comparing measured flows to
modeled expectations also helps us understand how tributaries
compare to one another, identify opportunities to support native
fishand cold-wat er habitat k6 -hamgihg-fpri niptod ngr
jects such as irrigation infrastructure improvements or high-
meadow water-storage initiatives. All of this work is undertaken
with full respect for water rights and the operational needs of
working ranches.

Across the summer, Jon completed dozens of measure-
ments, met with irrigators valley-wide, and gathered foundational
data that will inform BHWCés f u
tinued WaterSMART support, we hope to bring Jon back next
summer to continue and expand this important work.

We invite any landowners with questions, concerns, or
project ideasd whether related to irrigation efficiency, water avail-
ability, or restoration opportunitiesa to reach out to us. Your local
knowledge and participation remain vital to building a resilient,
water-smart Big Hole.

Thank you to our project partners: Bureau of Reclamation, Mark Raffety, and other local ranchers.
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Fall 2025

Building Drought Resilience in the Big Hole

2025 Water Year Recap
A Challenging Year Highlights the Need for New Water Solutions

The 2025 water year brought below-average precipitation
across the Big Hole Watershed, resulting in low streamflows
and multiple fishing restrictions through the summer. In
October, fall spawning closures were implemented to pro-
tect brown trout during critical spawning periods.

Despite the tough conditions, BHWC and our part-
ners in the Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assur-
ances (CCAA) worked closely with irrigators to conserve wa-
ter wherever possibled demonstrating once again the
strength of collaboration in the Big Hole Valley.

Looking
ahead, BHWC is |2025 Fishing Restrictions
investing in inno-
esting 0 River Section Temperature-based Fishing Restrictions  Flow-based Fishing Restrictions

vative water stor-
age solutions to
build resilience

Hoot owl restriction
(7/10 to 7/18 when moved to closure) 9 days

Full fishing closure
(7/19 to 10/27) 700 days

Section I: Saginaw Bridge on Skinner
Meadows Road to North Fork Big Hole River

; confluence
against future ) ) . . "

. Section Ii: North Fork Big Hole River Hoot owl restriction Full fishing closure
drotht- With confluence to Dickie Bridge (7/17 to 8/22 when moved to closure) 37 days (8/23 to 10/7) 46 days
funding from the
DNRCés R €| section ni: Dickie Bridge to MFWP Hoot owl restriction Full fishing closure
ble Resource |Maidenrock FAS (7/17 to 8/22 when moved to closure) 37 days (8/23 to 9/15) 24 days

Grant and Loan
(RRGL) Program,
BHWC contracted
WGM Group to

Hoot owl restriction
(7/17 to 8/22 when moved to closure) 37 days

Section IV: MFWP Maidenrock FAS to Tony
Schoonen FAS

Full fishing closure
(8/23 to 9/15) 24 days

Hoot owl restriction

Section V: Tony Schoonen FAS to confluence

Full fishing closure

StUdy hlgh - with Jefferson River (7/10 to 7/22 when moved to closure) 73 days (7/23 to 9/30 when moved to
meadow and off- spawning closure) 70 days
Stream water

storage. The study identified over 32,000 acres of

Storage Estimates

high-elevation meadows that could collectively store
up to 3,200 acre-feet of late-season wated an
amount comparable to the Ruby Reservoir. These
enatur al storagecg opport
snowmelt longer, recharge groundwater, and bolster
streamflows when the river needs it most.

Though 2025 tested the watershed, it also
underscored BHWCés rol e
ing every day to find real, lasting solutions for the Big
Hole.

32,364 Acre Feet
of seasonal inundation

3;236 Acre Feet
of late season storage

32,364 Acres

of high elevation

meadows and wetlands .
0.1 AF per acre treated is based on

July-October water storage
estimates from the East Fork Divide
Creek Storage Analysis

BDA projects can raise water levels
by 0.5-2 ft locally (1 AF per acre),
providing longer residence time for
seasonal snowmelt

Credit: WGM Group

Thank you to our partners in the CCAA, WGM Group, and all the irrigators, outfitters, guides, and anglers who helped
implement the Big Hole River Drought Management Plan this year. Your cooperation and care for the river keep the Big
Hole flowing strong & even in tough water years.
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Big Hole Watershed Committee

Fish & Water
Restoring Sagebrush Habitat for Wildlife

BHWC and Partners Address Conifer Encroachment in the Eastern Pioneers

This summer, BHWC and partners completed the Eastern Pioneers
Conifer Encroachment Project near Glerd part of a larger, 5,000-
acre landscapescale effort to restore sagebrush and aspen habi-
tats across the East Pioneer Mountains.

With support from the Mule Deer Foundation, Rocky
Mountain Elk Foundation, and private landowners, crews from 5
Star Forestry removed small conifers from 375 acres on the Web-
berly property and over 1,000 acres on Federal land, connecting
private conservation work with adjacent BLM and U.S. Forest Ser-
vice treatments. By reducing encroaching junipers and other coni-
fers, this project helps preserve sagebrush, mountain mahogany
and aspen habitats vital to mule deer, elk, and moose.

All cut material was lopped and scattered to promote nat-
ural decomposition, with dense juniper piles scheduled for burn-
ing this winter. The project improves forage and reduces competition for native shrubs and grasses, supporting long-
term habitat quality for wildlife and rangeland health. This work was part of the Southwest Montana Sagebrush Part-
nership, which continues to expand habitat restoration across public and private lands in the Big Hole and beyond.

Thank you to our project partners: the Webberly family, MDF, RMEF, SMSP, and 5 Star Forestry.

Protecting Riverbanks and Improving Habitat

Riparian Fencing and Restoration at the Elkhorn Preserve near Wise River
BHWC is excited to announce progress on a new riparian restora- "
tion project at the Elkhorn Preserve near Wise River. With the —
landowner agreement now complete, this project will restore and
protect over 6,700 feet of riverbank along the middle Big Hole
Riverd an area currently impacted by erosion, high water temper-
atures, and a lack of native vegetation.

The project includes planting native willows, cottonwoods,
and aspens, regrading eroding banks, and installing a 1.6mile
stretch of wildlife -friendly riparian fencing to protect new vegeta-
tion from grazing. These improvements will stabilize streambanks,
reduce sediment entering the river, and provide critical shade and
habitat for fish and wildlife.

With planning complete, the next step is to contract fence YA, SR
installation, install weed matting where woody plants will be planted, and contract planting and bank work, all antici-
pated in 2026. This projectd developed in partnership with the landowner, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the
Montana Department of Environmental Quality & represents another step toward improving water quality and habitat
in the middle Big Hole River.

Thank you to our project partners: Lazy SElkhorn Preserve, USFWS, and MDEQ.
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Fall 2025

Fish & Water
Restoring Smith Sage Springs

A Collaborative Effort to Restore Wetlands and Reconnect Vital Headwaters

BHWC and partners recently completed Phase 1 of the Smith Sage Springs Restoration Projeét an ambitious ef-
fort to restore a rare high -elevation wetland complex in the upper Big Hole watershed. A rich, water-holding peat
wetland was being lost at a pace of 3-5 feet per year, contributing sediment to the North Fork of the Big Hole Riv-
er and degrading critical wildlife habitat and fish refugia.

Completed in 2023, Phase 1 focused on rebuilding natural wetland and stream functionsd stabilizing head-
cuts, reconnecting floodplains, and creating a self-sustaining wetland system for wildlife. Monitoring this year shows
rapid vegetation recovery and measurable sediment re-
ductions, improving both habitat and downstream water 2023
quality. This phase was funded by the Montana Depart-
ment of Environmental Quality (DEQ) 319 Program with
support from multiple state, federal, and nonprofit part-
ners.

Phase 2, now underway, aims to reconnect Smith
Sage Springs with the North Fork of the Big Hole Rivel
restoring hydrologic connection and fish passage for Arc-
tic grayling and other native species. BHWCés engineer,
Confluence Consulting, is developing final designs and
cost estimates following a site survey and wetland delinea-
tion. The design includes building a natural channel and
constructing a siphon to carry irrigation water beneath the
restored spring channel. The landowner has agreed to help

&epul se¢ irrigation water through the channel to flush se
ment and reestablish natural gravelsd an innovative col- 2025

laboration that blends ranching operations with river res-

toration.

Phase 2 is funded by The Nature Conservancy,
with support from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Part-
ners for Fish and Wildlife Program. Construction is ex-
pected to proceed in stages as funding allows.
Meanwhile, BHWC is also producing a short docu-
mentary film in partnership with Tom Atwater Media,
funded by the Montana Film Office, Intermountain West
Joint Venture, and Pheasants Forever. The film captures
t he projectés journey from vision t o recovery and wi ||
premiere in 2026 at regional film festivals and on BHWCé
YouTube channel.
The Smith Sage Springs project demonstrates
what és possible when private | andowner s, agenci es, and c¢
water that sustain both wildlife and working lands in the Big Hole.

Thank you to our project partners: the Erb family, USFWS, MDEQ, Trout and Salmon Foundation, TNC, IWJV, MFWP,
George Grant Trout Unlimited, Bass Pro Shops, Montana Film Office, Pheasants Forever, Confluence Consulting, Glacier
Excavating, and Grizzly Timber Company.
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