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Wetlands and riparian areas are among Montana’s greatest treasures.  They are essential to maintaining water quality and the supply of clean water, and contribute in many ways to Montana’s quality of life.  While less than five percent of the total landscape in the western United States is wetland/riparian, over 75 percent of animals in the west are highly associated with these areas.  Wetlands and riparian areas provide important habitat for a variety of species including resident and migratory birds,  mammals, amphibians,  reptiles, and unique plant species such as cattails, sedges, rushes, pond lilies, willows, and cottonwoods.

During late summer 2002, the Montana Wetlands Legacy in cooperation with Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) surveyed a sample of Montana households in an effort to better identify Montanan’s awareness of and opinions concerning wetland and riparian area conservation.  Additionally, the survey focused on identifying the extent to which Montanans are interested in financially supporting conservation of these important areas.  Montana has a wide variety of wetland and riparian areas which comprise roughly two percent of the total landscape in the state.  This research summary highlights the key findings of that 2002 survey effort.

MONTANA RESIDENTS SHARED THEIR VIEWS
A randomly selected sample of 1,500 Montana households were mailed a survey questionnaire in late August 2002.  Because 111 of the addresses for these selected households proved to be undeliverable, the total number of households who received the questionnaire was 1,389.  A 39 percent survey response rate was achieved from these households, which is considered to be a high response rate in Montana for this type of survey effort.

OVERALL, MOST RESPONDENTS WERE KNOWLEDGEABLE ABOUT THE TYPES OF AREAS THAT ARE CONSIDERED WETLANDS AND RIPARIAN AREAS
An overwhelming majority of survey respondents (69 percent or more) indicated they are aware that swamps, marshes, ponds, bogs, wet meadows, rivers, streams, and lands along rivers, streams and lakes are all considered to be wetland and riparian areas.  Most respondents also 

were aware that mud flats and high mountain lakes are considered wetland and riparian areas (56 percent and 63 

percent of the respondents, respectively).  On the other hand, only 39 percent of the respondents were aware that prairie potholes are considered to be wetland and/or riparian areas.  It should be noted that a significant amount of the wetland and riparian area acreage in Montana, particularly in the eastern part of the state, is of the prairie pothole variety.  

RESPONDENTS WERE KNOWLEDGEABLE ABOUT THE FUNCTIONS OF WETLANDS AND RIPARIAN AREAS AS WELL

Seventy percent or more of the respondents were aware that wetland and riparian areas serve the following functions no matter where they are located:

· Help maintain the supply of clean water.
· Help to reduce flooding.
· Help to maintain stream flows.
· Provide and maintain food and nutrients needed for plants and animals that depend on wetlands and riparian areas for survival.
· Help to trap and reduce the transport of excess nutrients, contaminants, sediments, fertilizers, and pesticides downstream.
· Provide habitat for birds.
· Provide habitat for fish and wildlife.
However, a  somewhat smaller percentage of respondents (60 percent) believe that wetland and riparian areas contribute towards helping to provide food for people.
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In addition to these questions, study participants also were asked to what extent they think wetlands and riparian areas contribute towards the following in Montana--using a scale from 1 (no contribution) to 5 (great contribution).  The numbers below report the percent of respondents who circled a four or five (indicating they believe the contribution in Montana is moderate to great):

Providing quality habitat for waterfowl and other birds
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Maintaining diverse populations of  plants, birds, and other wildlife
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Providing opportunities to view a variety of birds and animals
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Supporting recreational boating
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Enhancing the visual beauty of landscapes
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Supporting recreational fishing
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Maintaining fish habitat during dry periods
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Supporting high quality fish populations in streams
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Reducing property and crop damage from floods
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Improving water quality
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Providing safe drinking water
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WERE RESPONDENTS SUPPORTIVE OF WETLAND AND RIPARIAN AREA CONSERVATION AND PROTECTION IN MONTANA?............YES!

Eighty-four percent of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the following statement:   “Wetlands and riparian areas are important resources in Montana.”
Eighty-three percent of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the following statement:  “It’s important to me that wetland and riparian areas in Montana are conserved and protected.”
Lastly, 72 percent of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the following statement:  “I am concerned about impacts to Montana’s wetland and riparian resources.”
ABOUT A THIRD OF THE RESPONDENTS SAID THEY ARE INTERESTED IN BECOMING PERSONALLY INVOLVED WITH WETLAND AND  RIPARIAN AREA CONSERVATION EFFORTS IN MONTANA

While a vast majority of respondents are supportive of wetland and riparian area conservation efforts in Montana, a far smaller percentage (but significant nonetheless) indicated they would be interested in personally contributing towards those efforts either financially or otherwise.

Thirty-six percent of all the respondents reported they would be interested in contributing financially.   The following describes the ways in which these respondents would be willing to contribute financially:

· Almost half of those respondents (48 percent) said they would be willing to donate money via a wetland conservation check-off on their Montana state income tax form (if this was a possibility).

· Forty-five percent would be willing to make a tax-deductible donation to an organization that supports wetland conservation.
· Forty percent would be willing to pay a tax dedicated to open space, wildlife habitat, and wetland conservation.
· Thirty-five percent said they would be willing to buy tickets for a lottery whose revenues would be dedicated in part to wetland conservation (if this was a possibility).
· Also, 35 percent of those respondents said they would be willing to purchase a special automobile license plate established to help support wetland conservation (if this was a possibility).
Thirty-two percent of all the respondents indicated they would be interested in contributing in other ways (NOT directly financial) to assist wetland and riparian area conservation efforts in Montana.  The following describes what they would be willing to do:

· Forty-eight percent of those respondents would be willing to volunteer their time.
· Forty-two percent are interested in being a member of an organization that supports wetland and riparian area conservation, restoration, and enhancement.  Of note, 19 percent of all the survey respondents reported they currently support wetland/riparian conservation efforts by belonging to a fish, wildlife, river, conservation, or environmental preservation group.
· Forty-two percent are interested in restoring, enhancing, and protecting wetlands and riparian areas that are located on their own property.
· Thirty-seven percent would be willing to talk with neighbors, community groups and other community members about the importance of wetlands and riparian areas.

· Thirty-two percent reported they would be interested in contributing by contacting local, state, and federal policy makers and officials expressing support for wetland and riparian area conservation, restoration, and enhancement.

· Lastly, 13 percent of those respondents would be willing to work with the State of Montana to establish conservation easements for wetlands and riparian areas that are located on their own property.

MANY RESPONDENTS WOULD LIKE TO LEARN MORE ABOUT WETLAND AND RIPARIAN AREA CONSERVATION

Thirty-five percent of the respondents reported they would like to learn more about wetland and riparian area conservation.  The following list describes the most useful ways in which this type of information might be presented to them:

1. Seventy-three percent of those respondents see information pamphlets as being a useful way to learn more about wetlands and riparian areas.

2. Sixty percent feel it would be useful to receive information via the mail.

3. Forty-four percent reported that wetland and riparian area tours would be a useful way to learn more about this important topic.

4. Thirty percent reported wetland and riparian area workshops would be useful.
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5. 
Twenty-nine percent see seminars as being a useful way to learn more about wetlands and riparian areas.

6. Twenty-one percent feel it would be useful to receive information via email.

7. And, 14 percent see professional continuing education opportunities as being a useful way to learn more about this important topic.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SURVEY RESPONDENTS

· The average age of respondents was 54 years.  The median age was 53 years.

· Nineteen percent of the respondents currently support wetland/riparian conservation efforts by belonging to a fish, wildlife, river, conservation, or environmental preservation group.

· Most respondents were well educated.  Nearly, three-quarters have completed some college, business or trade school or better (e.g., college graduate, some graduate school, masters, doctoral, or professional degree).

DISCUSSION

Since Congress passed the Clean Water Act and its amendments in the early 1970’s, Montanans have relied on federal wetland regulations and a small number of state regulations to protect the state’s wetlands, streams, and riparian areas.  This regulatory protection has proven to be only partly successful in conserving these areas that are vital to the state’s supply of clean water.  Wetland drainage and filling, stream channeling, and other impacts have continued, albeit illegally in some 

cases, gradually reducing the acreage, value, and function of these important areas.  

In May 2000, the Montana Wetlands Legacy was formed by agencies and non-profit conservation organizations  across Montana to engage Montanans in voluntary, on-the-ground protection of wetlands and riparian areas.  

From the beginning, the Legacy committed to emphasize its fully voluntary nature, intending to add nothing more to the regulatory framework that already existed.  Eight months after the Legacy was formed, a U.S. Supreme Court decision eliminated federal regulatory protection of an estimated 40 percent of Montana’s wetlands, further emphasizing the need for successful implementation of the Legacy.  In its first five years, Legacy partners committed to voluntary protection of 250,000 acres of wetlands, riparian areas, and associated uplands.  Halfway through these first five years, the Legacy has reached approximately half its acreage goal.

In order to fully engage the public in its efforts to conserve wetlands and riparian areas so vital to the realization of Montanans constitutional right to a clean and healthful environment, the Legacy committed to surveying Montanans to determine their level of interest in conserving wetlands, riparian areas, and watershed lands.  This survey was also intended to obtain feedback about the public’s willingness to financially support this wetland conservation effort.  

The results of the 2002 survey clearly show that not only do most Montanans know what these areas are, and how they are important to them, but also that they have a significant level of commitment to support their conservation.  Many are currently making financial contributions to various conservation organizations and still others are willing to do more.  This understanding is vital to establishing a solid foundation for a long-term protection program, based on the knowledge that people will conserve what they value most.  The common denominator in this effort is conservation not only of fish and wildlife habitats, recreational areas, and scenic beauty of our state, but most importantly, an affordable, accessible supply of clean water that as Montanans, we have come to expect as a simple outcome of living in this state.  History in other states has shown that our supply of clean water and our enjoyment of the lakes, marshes, rivers and streams from which much of it comes are not a guaranteed part of our future unless we work together to strive toward making them so.

With the results of this survey, Legacy partners will engage survey respondents in additional information sharing, volunteerism, and to explore developing avenues accessible to all Montanans interested in voluntarily supporting conservation of wetlands, riparian areas, and watershed lands.  The Legacy will measure its collective success not only by reaching its 250,000-acre goal in its first five years, but also by continuing to ensure a similar level of achievement in protecting these areas into the future.  More importantly though, the Legacy’s success, using the results of this and future surveys, will be gauged by our ability to keep the public engaged and supportive of these land and water protection efforts.  The ultimate value in the Legacy’s efforts will be determined by how effective it has been in creating an understanding and appreciation of wetlands and riparian areas and how they add value to people’s lives and in turn, motivating them to protect and conserve them.
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ADDITIONAL WETLAND INFORMATION

Check out these websites for more information about wetlands and why they are important:

· The Montana Wetlands Clearinghouse on the web at http://nris.state.mt.us/wis/wetlands
· The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has many valuable wetland resources on the web, including at http://www.epa.gov/owow/wetlands
TO OBTAIN COPIES OF THIS SUMMARY

Contact the Responsive Management Unit of FWP by phone at (406) 444-4758.
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Vision:  Our vision is that Montana’s wetlands are healthy, protected, and fully functioning.





Goal:  The goal of the Montana Wetland Legacy is to ensure protection of Montana’s wetlands, riparian areas, and associated uplands by understanding and appreciating these special places and how they add value to our lives.





Mission:  Our mission is to create a Wetlands Legacy for Montana by protecting, restoring, and enhancing Montana’s wetlands, riparian areas, and associated uplands through a fully integrated, voluntary partnership.
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