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The 1992 movie A River Runs Through It, based on Norman McClean’s popular book, made Montana’s Blackfoot River a famous natural resource.   In fact, it’s believed this movie instigated a steady increase in recreational use of the river throughout the 1990’s.  However, other factors such as an improved fishery combined with a recent increase in human population growth in western Montana most likely contributed to increased use as well.

In 1999, Montana House Bill 629 directed Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) to conduct a comprehensive study of Blackfoot River use and conflict (Baxter, 2001).  Among other topics, FWP was directed to study concerns between private landowners and public users of the river.  Hence, in 2000, Montana State Parks, a division of FWP, conducted a study of Blackfoot River property owners.  Property owners offered their overall perceptions of the recreational use conditions they witness daily on the river.  Property owners also described their properties as well as provided information about the nature of their own recreational activities on the river.

This research summary highlights the key findings of the 2000 study.  In addition to this research summary, a more detailed report of the study is available from FWP (Lewis and King, 2000).

MOST ALL OF THE PROPERTY OWNERS CONTACTED RESPONDED TO THE SURVEY

Only individuals who own (or lease/manage) land bordering the Blackfoot River (including the North Fork Blackfoot River) from it’s headwaters to Bonner, Montana were included in the study.  During the spring of 2000, a total of 113 property owners were mailed a survey questionnaire to be completed and returned by mail.  An 86 percent response rate to the mailback questionnaire was achieved, which is considered to be an exceptionally high response rate for a mailback survey of this type.
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PROPERTY OWNERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF RECREATIONAL USE CONDITIONS VARIED BY RIVER STRETCH

Overall, survey respondents reported most recreation related use conditions on the river as being acceptable, especially those conditions concerning  numbers of river users.  The eight conditions rated most acceptable by respondents were:
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The number of people bank/wade fishing the river on weekdays.

























71 %

The number of people floating the river on weekdays.
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The number of people float fishing the river on weekdays.
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The number of people bank/wade fishing on weekends.
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The number of people on river banks and shorelines on weekdays.
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The number of people on river banks and shorelines on weekends.
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The number of people float fishing the river on weekends.
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The number of river users being too noisy after dark.
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The number of people floating the river on weekends.
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(The above percentages indicate the percent of respondents who reported the condition to be acceptable or very acceptable)

Despite the favorable findings outlined above, property owners did have some concerns about many aspects of recreational use along the river.  These concerns were most evident following an analysis of the data according to each of seven river stretches (Figure 1) which have been identified as part of an ongoing management planning process for the river.  The following discussion summarizes property owner concerns for each of these seven river stretches (or reaches).

Johnsrud Park to Bonner, MT:

· The number of visitor groups illegally camping overnight along the river was perceived by 54 percent of the respondents to be a “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable” use condition in this particular stretch of river.  
· Other use conditions that were rated “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable”  by a significant number of respondents (no fewer than 39 percent of the respondents) included the amount of human body waste found along the river (on both private and public property), the amount of trespassing occurring on private property,  the amount of vandalism occurring on private property, and the amount of litter found along the river (on both private and public property).
Roundup to Johnsrud Park:

· Forty percent of the respondents indicated the number of people floating this river stretch on weekends to be “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable”.    

· Similarly, 40 percent of the respondents indicated the number of river users who are partying and/or drinking in this river stretch to be “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable”.   

· Unlike the majority of the other river stretches, the amount of litter along the river (on both private and public property) was not perceived to be an unacceptable use condition by most respondents.
Russell Gates to Roundup:

· Seventy-five percent of the respondents reported unacceptable amounts of human body waste along the river (on both private and public property) and unacceptable amounts of litter in the river and along river banks and shorelines.  

· In addition, 50 percent of the respondents reported the number people floating the river on weekends, the number of people floating fishing the river on weekends, and the presence of large floater groups to be “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable” use conditions in this stretch of river.

North Fork Confluence to Russell Gates:

· In contrast to the other river stretches, a majority of the types of river use conditions that were evaluated were rated as being “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable” by many respondents.  OF ALL THE RIVER STRETCHES, IT APPEARS AS IF THIS STRETCH OF RIVER IS WHERE SIGNIFICANT CONFLICT BETWEEN PROPERTY OWNERS AND RIVER USERS MAY BE OCCURRING.

Mineral Hill to North Fork Confluence:

· The amount of trespassing occurring on private property was perceived by 64 percent of the respondents to be a “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable” use condition in this particular stretch of river.  

· In addition, 40 percent of the respondents indicated the number of visitor groups illegally camping overnight along this river stretch to be “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable”.    
· Similarly, 40 percent of the respondents indicated the amount of vandalism occurring on private property to be “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable”.  
· Not unlike the Roundup to Johnsrud Park river stretch, the amount of litter along the river (on both private and public property) was not perceived to be an unacceptable use condition by most of the respondents in this river stretch.
Headwaters to Mineral Hill:

· Use conditions that were rated “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable”  by a significant number of respondents (no fewer  than 48 percent of the respondents) included:
· The amount of river recreationist-caused impacts to natural resources.

· The amount of human body waste found along the river (on both private and public property).

· The number of visitor groups illegally camping overnight.

· The amount of trespassing occurring on private property.

· The amount of vandalism occurring on private property.

· The amount of litter found along the river (on both private and public property).

North Fork Blackfoot River

· Use conditions that were rated “very unacceptable” or “unacceptable”  by a significant number of respondents (no fewer  than 40 percent of the respondents) included:

· The amount of human body waste found along the river (on both private and public property).

· The number of visitor groups illegally camping overnight.

· The amount of trespassing occurring on private property.

· The amount of vandalism occurring on private property.

· The amount of litter found in the river and along river banks and shorelines.

· The number of river users who are partying and/or drinking.

· The presence of large floater groups.

Figure 1.  Map of the Blackfoot River.

CHARACTERISTICS OF PROPERTIES LOCATED ALONG THE RIVER

· Eighty-four percent of the respondents reported there is at least one residential dwelling located on their property).

· A majority (64 percent) of the respondents who indicated there is a residential dwelling located on their property, reported the primary residential dwelling located on their property is used all year long.  Thirteen percent reported their primary residential dwelling is used all year long, but mostly on weekends, holidays, and/or vacations.  Only fifteen percent reported their primary residential dwelling is used exclusively during the summer.  

· Forty percent of the respondents who indicated there is a residential dwelling located on their property, reported they can easily view the river from the primary residential dwelling located on their property.  Of note, 80 percent of the respondents who own property between Johnsrud Park and Bonner reported they can easily view the river from their primary residential dwelling.  Overall, twenty-seven percent of the respondents reported they cannot view the river at all from their primary residential dwelling. 

· Forty percent of the respondents who indicated there is a residential dwelling located on their property, reported they can easily hear recreational activities occurring on the river from the primary residential dwelling located on their property.  A third of the respondents (33.3 percent) reported they cannot hear recreational activities occurring on the river at all from their primary residential dwelling.  Of note, about half of the respondents in two of the river stretches (Headwaters to Mineral Hill and North Fork Blackfoot River) reported they cannot hear recreational activities occurring on the river at all from their primary residential dwelling.

· About half of the respondents (49 percent) reported they seldom (if at all) allow public access  to the river via their property. 

· An overwhelming majority of respondents (90 percent) reported they seldom (if at all) allow public camping on portions of their property located near the river. 

· At this point in time, and under current management of the river, if the opportunity presented itself, only 13 percent of the respondents indicated they would consider leasing a portion(s) of their property to a commercial business for river recreational purposes such as river access, camping, or day-use.

· Respondents reported owning their property for an average of 32 years.  The median was 23 years. 

RECREATIONAL USE OF THE RIVER BY PROPERTY OWNERS

· Seventy-nine percent of the respondents reported they had previously floated the particular stretch of the river where they own property at some point in time.  Twenty-three percent reported they had floated this stretch more than 25 times. 

· Seventy-nine percent of the respondents reported they had previously floated the river (not necessarily on the particular stretch of river where they own property) at some point in time.  Thirty-two percent reported they had floated the river more than 25 times. 

· Fishing was the most frequently reported recreational activity by respondents in 1999.   Seventy percent of the respondents reported they bank/wade fished the river in 1999.    Thirty-four percent reported they float fished the river in 1999.    Swimming also was a frequently reported recreational activity.  Half of the respondents reported they swam in the river in 1999. 

SUMMARY

Results of this study will be used by river managers to minimize conflicts between river users and private property owners located along the Blackfoot River.  Findings from this study suggest that the best approach to accomplishing this goal is to approach landowner--river user conflicts on a river stretch by river stretch basis.  Study results revealed there are seven river stretches along the Blackfoot River which are truly unique in terms of the perceptions landowners had regarding recreational use of the river. 

It is hoped this study will provide a model for conducting further studies of property owners who own property along river resources where there are concerns about recreational use.  These types of studies, in combination with studies of river users, can only help river managers identify ways in which to build more positive relationships between river users and private property owners.
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