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Big Hole Watershed Committee

Teaming Up!
Stepping It Up Because the River Needs It

By Pedro Marques, Executive Director

As you read through our updates in
these pages, take a moment to consider
where this organization was 10, 20, and
30 years ago. Our grassroots effort be-
gan from a need to engage decision-
makers over wafter management,
demonstrate vol unt
benefits for fish, and create space for
expanding sciencebased knowledge
about our water resources. From this
expanded knowledge-base about flows
and temperatures, complex ecological
interactions, and about each other and achieving consensus, we identified concrete
management actions and projects we could all agree on that could make a difference.
For much of the first half of our history we had one staff person and committed volun-
teer board members doing it all, completing a few projects a year.

Fast forward to today: Our 4 full-time staff, intern, techs, and families (20 of us in all) just
spent two days floating the river together.
To the [ and, with each ot her, our partners,
our kids and a hope for the next generation of land stewards. We all need to row in the

same direction, enhancing the resource for water everywhere we can, cooperating while

we wait for more rain and snow.

We cannot escape that the drought we have been in is the equivalent of three dust-
bowls in a row. In the past, our drought plan and cooperation kept the river wet in dry
Yyears and there was always a rebound in snow and precipitation. Fish populations re-

sponded accordingly. Today, weére still wai't
control. For what we can manage, we need to scale our work to the size of the problem.
And everyone that wants to find common groun

at BHWC ready to work with you for the Big Hole River. Join us.
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Restoring the Headwaters Reaches Audiences Across the West
Sharing the Story of Big Hole Conservation Beyond the Watershed

After nearly five years of planning, filming, editing, and
collaboration, Restoring the Headwaters made its way on-
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to screens across the West and beyond. Produced by the ‘.‘g SEY Sy ottt

Big Hole Watershed Committee (BHWC) in partnership
with the Intermountain West Joint Venture (IWJV) and Tom BIG HOLE WATERSHED COMMITTEE PRESENTS
Attwater Media, the film was also made possible through
support from a Montana Film Office Big Sky Film Grant.

The documentary tells t
Sage Springs Restoration Project, a largescale effort to
restore a degraded mesic wetland on private land in the
upper Big Hole watershed. By reconnecting water to the
landscape, the project has improved habitat for fish and
wildlife, increased drought resilience, and demonstrated
how voluntary conservation can benefit both working
lands and the broader ecosystem.

Restoring the Headwaters was selected for
the 2026 Wild & Working Lands Film Festival, the
2026 Flagstaff Mountain Film Festival, and the 49th
International Wildlife Film Festival. Most recently, the
film was awarded Best Environmental Filmat the 2026
Wasatch Mountain Film Festival.

In addition to its festival run, the film was featured
at community screenings hosted by BHWC at the Covellite
Theatre in Butte in March and at the Patagonia Outlet and

a ranching workshop in Dillon in April. It was also shown at BIG HOLE WATERSHED COMMITTEE srs RESTORING THE HEADWATERS

the Montana Farm Bureau Fed " TOM ATTWATER ™5t PEDRO MARQUES, BEN LAPORTE, KARLY NOETZEL, EMILY DOWNING
June. These events gave local audiences an opportunity to & HANNAH NIKONOW cvreees TOM ATTWATER & JON JOHNSTON ™ TOM ATTWATER
connect with the people and partnerships behind the pro- "5, AARBOR AT EAGLEAKE, ENERDYN, WHY WEWANDER & BRYLOM WITH SHANN WILIg

ject.

While the awards and screenings are exciting, the
true success of the film lies in its ability to showcase the
collaborative conservation taking place throughout the Big &
Hole Valley. The Smith Sage Springs project demonstrates :
what can be accomplished when landowners, conservation
organizations, agencies, and community members work
together to restore habitat, improve watershed health, and
sustain working landscapes.

We look forward to sharing this story of restora-
tion, partnership, and stewardship with an even wider au-
dience in the months ahead. For those of you who missed
a screening, Restoring the Headwaterswill soon be availa-
ble to watch on BHWCés YouT
a special screening at our August monthly meeting
(August 19, 2026 at 7:00 pm) at the Divide Grange Hall.
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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. Alternatively, you can participate via Zoom.
Our meetings 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
tlynch@bhwec.org or (406) 267-3421 to get on our list of monthly meeting speakers!

Welcome, Kim! Join Us in the Field in July
BHWC Hires Dillon Resident as Building Beaver Habitat at Moose

Communications Coordinator Creek in the Highlands

We are excited to Join us on Tuesday, July 7 for a volunteer beaver habitat

welcome Kim Wheat-
ley to the BHWC
team as our new
Communications
Coordinator!

Kim brings a
passion for our com-
munities and the
landscapes that
make southwest
Montana such a spe-
cial place. We believe
she will be a tremen-

restoration day at Moose Creek in the Highlands! Volun-
teers will help improve habitat conditions that support
beaver activity and the many benefits beavers provide to
streams, wetlands, wildlife, and water storage across the
watershed.

MOOSE CREEK

VOLUNTEER DAY

Help improve stream health and protect infrastructure during
our beaver habitat restoration volunteer day!

dous asset to our DATE & LOCATION WHAT TO BRING

organization helping July 7, 2026 Waders or irrigation boots
' . Hat and sun protection

us share the stories 9 AM to 4 PM e

of the people, pro- : ,g ; 'y :

. . . Meet at Feely Exit 111 Water (we'll provide refills!)

jects, and partnerships that make our work possible. offI1-15

Hereés what Kim had to

team: Lunch and gloves provided!

"Southwest Montana is my chosen home and

, . . HOSTED BY

! am so excited to contribute to protecting the land- i "

scapes and communities that make it worth choos- @

) ) BIG HOLE

ing. The BHWC team is a remarkable group of people Y

and | am eager to not only learn from their decades Big Hole Watershed Sage Steppe
Committee Conservation

of experience but to join them in getting our boots
dirty and their s_z‘o_r/es tg/ . _ o SIGN UP CONTACT

Please join us in welcoming Kima we look for- https://sagesteppe.org/volunteer Nolan Salix
ward to seeing all she will accomplish with BHWC! SEI Rl S

nsalix@bhwc.org
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Protect What Makes the Big Hole Home
Enhance the Big Hole River for Future Generations

Why do people care about the Big Hole? For some, it's where they make a living. For others, it's where they catch their
first trout, watch sandhill cranes return each spring, hunt elk in the fall, float with family on a summer afternoon, or
simply find peace in an increasingly busy world.

The Big Hole River means something different to each of us, but it connects us all.lt is the lifeblood of our valley a
supporting ranches, wildlife, recreation, local businesses, and communities from the headwaters to the confluence. It
shapes the landscape we love and the way of life that makes this place special.

But healthy rivers don't stay healthy on their own. Streambanks erode. Habitat declines. Drought and changing condi-
tions put increasing pressure on our water, fish, and wildlife. Protecting the Big Hole requires ongoing work, thought-
ful stewardship, and people who care enough to invest in its future.

That's why the Big Hole Watershed Committee exists.For more than three decades, we've brought together landown-
ers, agencies, businesses, sportsmen, conservationists, and community members to find practical, locally driven solu-
tions that improve watershed health while respecting the people who live and work here.

Every year, your support helps us:

1 Restore rivers, streams, wetlands, and floodplains.
Improve habitat for trout, waterfowl, big game, and other wildlife.
Support voluntary conservation projects with local landowners.
Monitor watershed conditions and identify emerging challenges.
Educate the next generation of watershed stewards.
Keep the Big Hole cold, clean, connected, and resilient.

= =4 =4 -4 -4

One day, future generations will stand on these same riverbanks.They'll watch trout rise in the evening, hear cranes
overhead, and experience the same sense of wonder that we do today. What kind of watershed will we leave for
them?

Your gift helps answer that question. Please consider making a donation today. Together, we can ensure that the Big
Hole River continues to sustain the fish, wildlife, working lands, and communities that make this watershed such a
remarkable place to call home. Because the Big Hole is more than a riverlt's our shared legacy.

Donate Online:Poi nt your phoneés . = f\
code or visit bhwc.org. (We have onetime, monthly, and \
round-up options!)

Send Us a Checkto BHWC, PO Box 21, Divide, MT
59727

Buy some BHWC Gearht: bhwc.org/shop -to-support.
All proceeds support the Big Hole Conservation Fund!
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Building Drought Resilience in the Big Hole
Measuring the Big Hole’s Water

Meet Hydrology Technician Jon Peterson

Understanding how much water is moving through the Big Hole water-
shed is critical for ranching, fisheries, drought planning, and long-term
river health. Thatés wher donghrgndhero fEEs
Jon Peterson comes in. Jon works throughout the watershed collecting
streamflow and discharge data at springs, tributaries, creeks, irrigation
systems, and along the river itself. He measures creeks, springs, and any
water ranchers want to measure.

Documenting conservation and water contributions on the
landscape is becoming increasingly important. House Bill 580 protects
irrigators from claims of abandonment but only if they document and ~&@€J o0n I s ~wonder ful o
report voluntary conservation. The flow measurements and monitoring  S/1ow him what to do once, and he
Jon provides may help landowners better understand and document takes it from there. This is a no-brainer.
the effectiveness of projects and practices that contribute watertothe / t é s so easy to do, a
river. ranchers will take ad.

Reliable streamflow data helps landowners, agencies, and con- 5 /4,4 Raffety, Rancher near Glen
servation partners better understand conditions on the ground and re-

spond to changing water supplies. Jonés work supports iri
ing, and long-t er m wat er management decisions. &At the end of th
fisheries,¢ Jon says. &Bemdleirng,atandell psali mpololvaeb areati iso o n

All individual flow data collected through this effort is kept confidential. BHWC does not share individual
landowner data. Instead, information is combined to report conservation contributions by river section, demonstrat-
ing the collective impact of voluntary stewardship efforts across the Big Hole. If you have questions about stream-
flow monitoring or would like assistance with flow measurements on your property, Jon can be reached at jonhpeter-
sonll@gmail.com or (406) 660-2306.

Realtime River Conditions via Weekly Text or Email Updates
Text ODROUGHTO to 26989 and Regi ster to Sign

Want to know flows or temperatures on the Big Hole River right now? Follow real-time conditions at bhwc.org/river -
conditions. Our River Conditions page brings shows stream gage locations and current readings, Drought Manage-
ment Plan (DMP) triggers, developing streamflow and temperature trends, river restrictions, and conservation status

by section, along with Iinks to the full DMP and other he
across the watershed.
You can al so get weekly updates delivered straight to

up for SMS alerts (make sure texts are enabled). These updates include river flows, water temperatures,-8ay trends,
and current section status. Or subscribe to email updates through our website at bhwc.org
A big thank you goes out to our partners at George Grant Trout Unlimited and the Fishing Outfitters Associa-
tion of Montana for once again covering the costs of the
These gages located at Dickie Bridge, Maidenrock FAS, and Tony Schoonen FAS (Notch Bottond are a critical part
of informing Drought Management Plan decisions and tracking summer conditions in real time.
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Building Drought Resilience in the Big Hole

Welcoming the Next Generation of Water Stewards
New Watershed Field Crew Maps Alpine Meadows Across the Big Hole

This summer, BHWC is excited to welcome a dedicated team S
of four seasonal Watershed Field Technicians who are al- g
ready deep into fieldwork across high alpine meadows
throughout the watershed.

Funded through support from the Broad Reach
Foundation, the crew is using a Rapid Assessment method
developed by BHWC to collect detailed, on-the-ground data
in high elevation meadow systems. A major goal of the pro-

j ect is toutkhbcowmad |l i er mapp
work completed by WGM Group, which identified meadow
complexes with strong potential for natural water storage.

These high alpine meadows play a critical role in
watershed health, functioning as natural sponges that cap-
ture snowmelt, slow runoff, and release water gradually
through the dry season. There are over 34,000 acres of

meadows larger than five acres in the Big Hole between Apove: BHWCés 2026 Summer Fi el

6,000 and 8,000 feet elevation, places far upstream of irri-
gation infrastructure. Their efforts will help us refine water-
shed-scale restoration priorities and inform our long -term

Noah Dowler, Cora Johnson, Simon Shepherd, Madelyn
Hanson. Below: Crew with Restoration Specialist Nolan
Salix assessing conditions of a 2019 restoration project.

planning for natural water storage.

This yearés field team
ior at Montana Technological University; Cora Johnson, a
recent graduate of University of Montana; Simon Shepherd,
a senior at the University of Texas at Arlington; and Madelyn
Hanson, a junior at Montana State University.

BHWC is providing a rental truck for the crew
throughout the field season, with a mix of weekend housing
donated by a landowner and field-based camping. The |
combination of backcountry camping and periodic returnto
town base helps maximize time in the field while maintain-
ing safety and logistical support in challenging terrain. ;

®eWeére really excited tof
ate young people under our
toration Specialist Nolan Salix noted. He supervises the ef-
forts, bringing decades of experience mentoring students § ‘ i
and young professionals through his previous work with University of Montana Western and the Youth Employment
Program. Nolan has helped shape many earlycareer natural resource practitioners in the region.

In addition to the field crew, BHWC will also be joined this season by Mount Haggin Intern Marieke Jeffrey,
who will be coordinating work on that Superfund project.

Together, these efforts reflect a season centered on learning, collaboration, and handson stewardship of
some of the most important headwater landscapes in the Big Hole. In the process, we hope to create meaningful
work experiences for these inspiring young professionals that fuel their commitments to work for the health of lands
and waters.
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Fish & Water
River Renewal at Lazy S Ranch

Revegetating Streambanks near Wise River

A major restoration project is nearing completion on the Lazy S Ranch, estab-
lishing woody riparian vegetation along the Big Hole River. The project is fund-
ed through the DEQ's Section 319 Nonpoint Source Pollution Program and will
restore nearly 1.3 miles of river corridor.

Crews from Watershed Restoration Group (WRG) repaired damaged
riverbanks and planted tens of thousands of native willow cuttings. As these
willows grow, they will help hold soil in place, reduce erosion, provide shade to
keep water cooler, and create better habitat for fish, birds, and other wildlife.
Willow cuttings came from mature willows on the ranch and willows on the
Wise River Club property.

To help protect these improvements, Iron Horse Fencing is installing
more than two miles of fence designed to keep livestock out of the most sensi-
tive areas while still allowing access to water at designated locations. The project also includes over 5,000 square feet
of fenced areas that will protect future plantings of cottonwoods and aspens that will eventually shade the river.

Healthy streamside vegetation plays an important role in the overall health of our river. Strong riverbanks,
cooler water, and thriving plant communities all help support fish and wildlife while making the river more resilient
during both droughts and floods. Once finished, this will be one of the largest streamside restoration projects com-
pleted in the watershed in recent years and is a great example of what can be accomplished when we bring together
landowners, contractors, funding partners, and conservation organizations to work together for the Big Hole River.

Thank you to our project partners: Lazy S Ranch, DEQ, WRG, Iron Horse Fencing, and the Wise River Club.

Helping Heal California Creek
Investing in Sediment Capture, Upland Restoration

If you've spent time in the Big Hole watershed, you know that healthy streams
don't just happen by accident. They depend on healthy uplands.

That's why restoration work continues at California Creek on the Mount
Haggin WMA. For many years, historic logging and smelter emissions left this
landscape deeply eroded, quickly transporting sediment with rain and snow-
melt through these damaged areas into California Creek and eventually the Big
Hole River. i

This summer, crews from Timberland Excavating installed large check -
structures to slow that erosion and help the land recover. The project will cap-
ture soil in every gully of this basin, slowing runoff and creating better condi-
tions for native plants to establish and begin to cover ground that has been
bare for over 100 years.

Healthier uplands mean cleaner water, more stable streams, better
wildlife habitat, and a stronger watershed overall. It's another example of how investing in the headwaters today helps
protect the rivers, fisheries, ranchlands, and outdoor traditions that make this place special for tomorrow.

Thank you to our project partners: MFWP, NRDP, Water and Environmental Technologies, and Timberland Excavating.
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Fish & Water
Hemp Yeah!

Restoring Mt. Haggin Slopes with Innovation & Montana

Weéve been continuing restoration

slopes within the Mount Haggin Wildlife Manage-
ment Area, where historic logging activity and past
smelter emissions left portions of the landscape un-
stable, deeply eroded, and prone to sediment loss.

On a routine maintenance Vvisit, every previ-
ous structure built in the gullies of Cabbage Gulch
were full of sediment, which was overtopping and re-
entering the stream. We quickly mobilized our nearby
contractors to the site with logs from the California
Creek project. Coincidentally, we had been in contact
with IND Hemp, an industrial hemp grower in Fort
Benton that is developing erosion control products
from waste hemp fiber, and the company generously
donated three semi-loads of hemp bales for use in
our restoration projects!

The hemp bales were incorporated into dry-

wor k

-made Natural Materials

on degraded

Above: A hemp bale check dam in Cabbage Guich.

land check dams and Beaver Dam Analogs (BDAS) to
slow water, trap sediment, and retain moisture. Unlike many erosion-control products that are imported from over-
seas, these hemp fibers are processed in Fort Benton from Montanagrown hemp, creating a locally sourced restora-
tion material that supports both watershed health and Montana agriculture.
Over time, these structures will help rebuild soil, support native vegetation, and restore moisture to the site.

Weére excited about the
their use in future projects.

potenti al hemp

bales offer as

Thank you to our project partners: MFWP, NRDP, Timberland Excavating, and a HUGE thank you to IND Hemp for

supporting our projects with your generous donation!

Ongoing Projects
Ot her Ways Wedr e

Improving spawning habitat in a spring creek near

=A =2 =4 =4 =4 =4

Mai nt ai ni ng

Wise River.

Fencing Aspen, removing juniper, and stabilizing headcuts in the Eastern Pioneers.

and Enhanci ng

Continuing design work at the historic Elkhorn Mine to remove contaminated soils and treat Acid Mine Drainage.

Reconnecting Smith Sage Springs to the North Fork Big Hole River (Smith Sage Springs Phase 2).

Planning for potential beaver reintroduction to Upper Moose Creek headwaters in the Highland Mountains.

Draft designs completed for Pennington Bridge Phase 2. Next step: reviewing and discussing with landowners.
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