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INTRODUCTION

Off-highway vehicles (OHVs) are used for 
many different reasons in Montana, including 
recreation. OHV use is increasingly popular 
and can significantly impact the economics of 
our State. Riders of all ages, abilities and even 
those with disabilities can enjoy the iconic 
scenery and health benefits inherent in outdoor 
recreation.
 
Access to trails and OHV areas on Public land 
is a privilege, and conscientious use of that 
privilege will help to maintain these important 
resources and opportunities.  When riders 
obey the laws, recreate safely, ethically and 
responsibly, abide by road and trail restrictions 
and interact with other trail users in a positive 
manner, it encourages others to do the same. 
Conversely, when OHV users act in unlawful, 
unsafe and disrespectful ways towards the 
environment, wildlife and other users, the 
future of our sport is at risk.

This handbook explains how each motorized 
recreationist can ensure the future of OHV 
recreation in Montana through safe, legal, 
ethical and responsible OHV use. You will find 
helpful information about safety equipment, 
sharing multiple use trails, hunting, OHV 
education, Montana’s OHV laws, and more!
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DEFINITIONS

ELECTRICALLY-ASSISTED BICYCLE – A vehicle on which 
a person may ride that has two tandem wheels and an 
electric motor capable of propelling the vehicle and a rider 
who weighs 170 pounds no faster than 20 miles an hour on 
a paved, level surface. (MCA 61-8-102)

The Forest Service’s Travel Management Rule (TMR) 
defines “motor vehicle” as “any vehicle which is self-
propelled…” This includes  electrically-assisted bicycles, or 
“e-bikes.” E-bikes are allowed with the TMR designations:

• Roads Open to All Vehicles

• Trails Open to All Vehicles

• Trails Open to Vehicles 50” or Less in Width

• Trails Open to Motorcycles Only

LAND MANAGER – The federal, state, county, city, town, 
tribal or local municipal agency responsible for the 
management of properties either publicly owned or held 
in trust for its beneficiaries.

MOTORCYCLE - A motor vehicle that has a seat or saddle 
for the use of the operator and that is designated to travel 
on not more than three wheels in contact with the ground. 
A motorcycle may carry one or more attachments and a 
seat for the conveyance of a passenger. 

(b) A motorcycle designed for use on highways is 
a motor vehicle unless otherwise prescribed. 
(c) A motorcycle designed for off-road 
recreational use is an off-highway vehicle 
unless it has been modified to meet street-
legal requirements and has been registered for 
highway use.
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OFF-HIGHWAY VEHICLE (OHV) - A self-propelled vehicle 
used for recreation on public roads, trails, easements, 
lakes, rivers or streams. This includes motorcycles, ATVs, 
ROVs or side-by-sides, dune buggies, amphibious vehicles 
and air cushion vehicles. It does NOT include Snowmobiles, 
vehicles designed primarily for travel on snow, boats, 
vehicles designed primarily for travel on water, and 
vehicles that are otherwise licensed under Montana laws 
(such as sport utility vehicles and 4x4 trucks).

PUBLIC ROADS – Public roads include all city streets, 
county roads, and U.S. Forest Service system roads.  

Bureau of Land Management (BLM) roads in 
Montana are not classified as public roads and 
do not require street legal OHVs or licensed 
operators. 
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A “forest development road” is a road located on 
national forest lands or on a right-of-way acquired 
by the United States and used for the protection, 
administration, and utilization of the national 
forests and other lands administered by the 
United States forest service (MCA 61-8-110). An 
off-highway vehicle may be operated on or across 
a forest development road in this state, if the 
road has been designated and approved for off-
highway vehicle use by the United States forest 
service (MCA 23-2-821). 

Travel on State Park, Wildlife Management 
Area (WMA) and Fishing Access Site (FAS) 
roads and trails is allowed only on officially 
designated routes.
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QUADRICYCLE (ATV) - A four-wheeled motor vehicle, 
designed for on-road or off-road use, having a seat or 
saddle on which the operator sits.

ROV (RECREATIONAL OFF-HIGHWAY VEHICLE) – May 
also be referred to as a UTV or Side-by-Side, and is 
designed to travel on four or more non-highway tires, 
has a steering wheel, seat belts and non-straddle seating.  
ROV’s may be designed to carry one or more passengers.

SPARK ARRESTOR – A device intended to prevent sparks 
or burning material from escaping the engine and starting 
a fire.

STREET LEGAL – Vehicles that are registered for on-
highway (paved roads only) use. These vehicles must 
have specific equipment (functioning headlamp, stop 
lamp, brakes, electric horn, rearview mirror, exhaust 
muffler and spark arrestor) and a license plate on the rear 
of the machine (MCA 61-3-301).
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SAFETY AND EQUIPMENT

HELMET – Helmets can prevent and reduce the severity of 
head injuries. Helmets must meet DOT or Snell standards 
and be worn by those under 18 who operate or ride a 
motorcycle or quadricycle on streets or highways (MCA 
61-9-417). Helmets are strongly recommended for ALL OHV 
operators and riders. 

EYE PROTECTION – Is recommended for operators of OHVs 
not equipped with a windshield.

HEADLIGHTS – Motorcycles must be operated with lights 
on at all times when operated on any paved public roadway 
(MCA 61-8-359).

MUFFLER – Or noise suppression device that prevents 
emission of sounds above 96 decibels during stationary 
sound testing (MCA 61-9-418).

STOP LAMP – All OHVs must be equipped with at least one 
properly functioning stop lamp while being operated on a 
paved highway (MCA 61-9-206; MCA 61-9-109 (5), (6)(a)).

REARVIEW MIRROR – When OHVs are operated on a paved 
highway (MCA 61-9-404; MCA 61-9-109 (5), (6)(a)).

Recommended Safety Gear

HELMET – Reduces the risk of injury during a crash. Helmets 
should be replaced every 3 years or after an impact event. 
Be sure of a proper, snug fit and always secure the chin 
strap.

EYE PROTECTION – Maintain your vision during a ride and 
protect your eyes from damage caused by flying debris, dust 
or other eye-irritants with goggles or a full-face shield.

LONG SLEEVED SHIRT – A riding jersey or long-sleeved shirt 
can help prevent windburn, sunburn, abrasions and regulate 
body temperature. A brightly colored top will increase your 
visibility to others on the trail and increase safety.
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LONG PANTS – Full length pants offer many of the same 
benefits of long-sleeved shirts. It increases your personal 
safety and a colorful outfit will ensure that you are easy to 
locate.

GLOVES – It is important to protect your hands when 
riding on trails. Trees, brush and flying debris can be 
painful and damaging to your coordination. Gloves can 
protect your hands in the event of a fall and help maintain 
a secure grip during long rides.

RIDING BOOTS – Made of thick leather with steel 
reinforcements, special motocross (MX) boots that cover 
the ankle are the best protection against foot and ankle 
injury. Get one size larger to accommodate thick socks and 
to cushion and wick away moisture. MX boots also provide 
the best grip on footrests and provide sure footing when 
you get off the OHV.

Courtesy of the ATV Safety Institute
atvsafety.org
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TITLE, REGISTRATION AND 
PERMIT REQUIREMENTS

The Montana Department of Justice, Motor Vehicle 
Division (MVD), Title & Registration Bureau is responsible 
for issuing certificates of title, registrations and license 
plates for your OHV. 

Title & Registration work is performed at County Treasurer 
offices throughout the State and online. 
dojmt.gov

Montana State Parks is responsible for issuing Nonresident 
OHV Use Permits. Permits can be purchased in person 
throughout the State or online. 
ols.fwp.mt.gov

Vendor lists can be found on the OHV Program webpage 
under OHV Registration and Trail Pass on 
fwp.mt.gov

REGISTRATION – If you wish to ride your OHV on trails 
(off-highway), it must be registered. You will be issued 
a decal for off-road use that must be displayed in a 
conspicuous location on your OHV. If you wish to ride 
your OHV on paved highways (county roads, city streets 
or non-federal highways), it must be street legal and have 
a license plate. The license plate must be attached to 
the rear of your OHV. These registrations are permanent, 
until the OHV transfers ownership, at which time a new 
registration must be obtained by the new owner. 

TITLE – A certificate of title is proof of ownership and is 
required to license and register your OHV in Montana. If 
you have an older OHV or if your OHV was purchased from 
a state that does not title them, you may apply to obtain 
a replacement document from the Motor Vehicle Division 
(MVD).

Exemptions: If a resident owner of an OHV uses the 
machine ONLY on private property, it is exempt from fee, 
registration, permit and certificate of ownership (title) 
requirements.
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RESIDENT OHV REGISTRATION – Upon purchase 
of a new OHV, the dealership will issue a temporary 
registration permit on behalf of the MVD, which is valid 
for forty days. The owner shall then apply to the MVD at 
a County Treasurer’s office for a permanent registration.

RESIDENT MOTORIZED RECREATION TRAIL PASS – 
Montana residents who wish to operate an OHV on 
designated motorized areas and trails on public lands 
in Montana must purchase a Motorized Recreation Trail 
Pass. The pass is $20 per machine and valid for two 
seasons, expiring December 31 of the year following 
purchase. Passes can be purchased in person throughout 
the state or online through Fish, Wildlife & Parks.

NONRESIDENT OHV REGISTRATION – A nonresident 
owner of an OHV may be issued a temporary registration 
permit to temporarily operate an OHV designed for off-
road recreational use on the highways of this state when 
the OHV is equipped for use on the highways, but the 
OHV is not registered or is only registered for off-road 
use in the nonresident’s home state.

NONRESIDENT TEMPORARY-USE USE PERMIT – 
Nonresidents who wish to operate their OHV in Montana 
must purchase a temporary use permit. The permit is 
valid for one calendar year and costs $35. Permits can 
be purchased in person throughout the State or online 
through Fish, Wildlife & Parks.

MONTANA
NON-RESIDENT
TEMPORARY USE

Off-Highway Vehicle Permit

Valid for
Calendar Year 2020

Permit #

Off-Highway
Vehicle
Trail Pass

Expires December 31, 2021

Permit #

MONTANA
RESIDENT

12



HOW ARE REVENUES FROM 
OHV TRAIL PASSES AND 
PERMITS USED?

65% 
is distributed 

through grants to 
maintain OHV trails

35%
 is divided between 
OHV enforcement, 

noxious weed control, 
Search and Rescue and 

compensation to the 
permit seller

13



OTHER OHV REGULATIONS

Online OHV safety education courses can be found on 
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks website.
fwp.mt.gov/activities/off-highway-vehicles

• To legally operate on roads (including roads on Public 
Land) operators of motorcycles must have a motorcycle 
endorsement on their driver’s license. (MCA 61-5-102)

• A person who operates an OHV must have in the person’s 
possession a license to drive a motor vehicle, unless the 
person:

• Is under 16 years of age but at least 12 years of age 
AND

• At the time of operation of the OHV, has in their 
possession a certificate showing the successful 
completion of an OHV safety education course 
approved by the Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks 
AND

• Is in the presence of a person who possesses a valid 
driver’s license AND

• Is operating an OHV that is not subject to street 
legal requirements, i.e. operating on trails or unpaved 
highways. (MCA 23-2-824)
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• A person under 12 years of age may operate an OHV on 
unpaved roads or highways if the person is accompanied 
by an adult and the OHV is operated in a reasonable and 
prudent manner. (MCA 23-2-824)

• A motorcycle operator may not carry a passenger 
unless the machine is designed for more than one rider, or 
another seat has been firmly attached to the rear or side 
of the operator and the position of the passenger does not 
interfere with the operation of the motorcycle or the view 
of the operator. (MCA 61-8-359)

• All motor vehicles, including properly modified and 
licensed OHVs, are entitled to the full use of a traffic lane, 
and a vehicle may not be driven or operated in a manner 
that deprives any other vehicle of the full use of a traffic 
lane. (MCA 61-8-359)

• An OHV may not be operated below the ordinary high-
water mark of a stream on state, private or federal lands - 
except on an established road or trail that enters or crosses 
a stream by the shortest practical or designated route to 
the road or trail on the opposite bank. (MCA 61-8-371)

• A person operating an OHV shall operate the OHV in a 
reasonable and prudent manner at all times. (MCA 61-8-
359)
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SHARING TRAILS, SAFE & 
ETHICAL USE

Do your part to increase safety and improve trail 
satisfaction for all trail enthusiasts on multiple-use trails. 
Many of Montana’s trails are open to and shared by 
equestrians, OHV riders, bicycle riders, runners, hikers 
and more.  Trail sharing can and does work when people 
respect each other and work cooperatively to keep 
each other safe. Follow these basic rules to help ensure 
that meeting on the trail will be a safe and enjoyable 
experience:

16



Common Courtesy

• Be considerate of others on the road or trail. 

• When traveling on shared use trails, continually
watch for other types of recreationists.

• Slow down when site lines are poor.

• Keep speeds low around other recreationists.

• Keep noise and dust down.

• Listening to headphones or ear buds can make 
it difficult to hear and communicate with other 
recreationists. 

Yielding

• Yield the right of way to those passing you from 
behind or traveling uphill. 

• Motorized vehicles yield to mountain bikes, hikers, 
and horses.

• Mountain bikes yield to hikers and horses.

• Hikers yield to horses.

Information from “Sharing Our Trails – 
A Guide to Trail Safety and Enjoyment,” courtesy of the 

National Off-Highway Vehicle Conservation Council.
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HUNTING & OHVS

• Maintaining good relationships with landowners, land 
management agencies, other hunters and trail users alike 
is important to the future of OHV recreation. Please keep 
the following in mind when using your OHV during hunting 
season.

• Know the vehicle use regulations for the area you are 
hunting in. Contact the land managing agency responsible 
for the area. Get a Map! Respect road, trail and area 
closures. Do not operate an ATV or UTV on single track 
trails.

• Respect Private Property! Many private landowners in 
Montana enroll their land in the Montana Fish, Wildlife 
& Parks Block Management program, and specific 
procedures must be used when hunting these areas. You 
must have a map of the Block Management Area (BMA) 
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which lists the rules for that BMA. Most will not allow 
motorized use and some require appointments to access. 
Respect the owner’s wishes and leave gates as you found 
them.

• Access your hunting area before shooting hours, and 
then hunt on foot to increase your chances of success and 
cause less disturbance to other hunters. 

• Stay on legal roads or trails. For game retrieval, park your 
machine in a safe location on the side of the trail and bring 
your harvested game to the trail, then load it on your OHV.

• Respect other hunters and recreationists. Slow down or 
stop your OHV when you approach others on the trail. 

• Never ride with a loaded firearm. When traveling on the 
trail, keep your firearm secure in a protective case separate 
from the ammunition.
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• On Bureau of Land Management and US Forest Service 
managed public land it is illegal to drive cross-country.

• It is illegal to shoot from any motorized vehicle, including 
OHVs. (MCA 87-6-405) An exemption exists for disabled 
hunters who may apply for a Permit to Hunt From a 
Vehicle (PTHFV) that allows only the person with the 
permit to hunt from a vehicle. 

• Shooting on, from or across the right-of-way of a publicly 
maintained road open to vehicular traffic is prohibited. The 
right-of-way includes road, shoulders, berms and barrow 
pits and generally extends from fence line to fence line. 
(MCA 87-2-803)

• OHVs may not be used to concentrate, drive, rally, stir up, 
corral or harass wildlife. (MCA 87-2-803)

Report Resource Violations

Resource violations are serious crimes and you can help 
stop them. Be an outdoor observer and report violations 
by making the call. Please provide information such as 
violation, location, vehicle license plate number, make, 
model, color, description of violation, and your name. 
Violations can include (but are not limited to) hunting out 
of season, trespassing on private land or closed areas and 
routes, riding cross-country, exceeding bag limits, and 
vandalism.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Land Management Agencies

The majority of OHV riding opportunities in Montana occur 
on Public Land. Always get a map and know the rules of 
the area you plan to ride.

BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT
There are eight BLM field offices and one State office in 
Montana. BLM offices are required to allocate planning 
areas into three subdivisions: Open – Use of motorized 
vehicles is unrestricted. Limited – Motorized vehicle use 
and activities have limitations identified. Closed – Use of 
motorized vehicles is prohibited year-round. BLM does not 
allow off-trail OHV use, even for big game retrieval. Always 
check with the appropriate BLM field office for specific 
regulations and maps. 
blm.gov

USDA FOREST SERVICE, REGION 1
There are eight national forests in Montana and OHV 
rules vary from forest to forest. Always check with 
the appropriate forest office for specific regulations. 
Restrictions may change seasonally; refer to maps and 
signs for clarification.
www.fs.usda.gov/r1
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OHV Organizations, Education & Training

ATV SAFETY INSTITUTE (ASI)
The ATV RiderCourse™ provides hands-on training in basic 
techniques for riding an all-terrain vehicle.  800.887.2887 
atvsafety.org 

MONTANA TRAIL VEHICLE RIDERS ASSOCIATION 
(MTVRA)
“To create a positive future for Montana off-highway 
vehicle recreation by creating an ongoing communications 
forum through which OHV enthusiasts and organizations 
can share information and experiences; participate in 
educational opportunities; build partnerships with land 
managers, land owners, and supporters; and become 
partners in protecting, promoting and creating a positive 
image of OHV recreation.” Contact the MTVRA to find an 
OHV club in Montana.
mtvra.com 

MOTORCYCLE SAFETY FOUNDATION (MSF)
DirtBike School covers basic operating skills and principles 
for negotiating the varying terrain that the sport of off-
highway riding involves. 800.446.9227 
msf-usa.org

NATIONAL OFF-HIGHWAY VEHICLE CONSERVATION 
COUNCIL (NOHVCC)
“NOHVCC, as a national body of OHV recreation 
enthusiasts, develops and provides a wide spectrum 
of programs, materials and information, or ‘tools’, to 
individuals, clubs, associations and agencies in order to 
further a positive future for responsible OHV recreation.” 
800.348.6487 
nohvcc.org
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RECREATIONAL OFF-HIGHWAY VEHICLE ASSOCIATION 
(ROHVA)
ROHVA promotes the safe and responsible use of and 
training for a new and popular category of OHVs; the ROV 
is sometimes referred to as a “side-by-side” or utility task 
vehicle (UTV).  
rohva.org
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UNITED FOUR-WHEEL DRIVE ASSOCIATION (UFWDA)
UFWDA provides a 4WD Awareness Program, which trains 
drivers on the “components of their 4x4 vehicle, proper 
off-highway driving techniques, proper vehicle recovery, 
courtesies related to four wheeling, and environmental 
awareness by way of the Tread Lightly! philosophy.” 
800.448.3932 
ufwda.org
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Pre-Ride Checklist

Be prepared for wherever your adventure takes you! Plan 
your trip, and then adjust your safety gear as needed for 
the number in your group, the terrain and season with the 
checklists below. 

Make a Plan. Notify someone of where you intend to 
ride and what time you expect to return. Show them 
a map of the route or area.

Never Ride Alone. Take a friend, or go with a group. 
There is safety in numbers!

Get Permission. Check with the land management 
agency or landowner to verify open routes and any 
motorized travel restrictions.

Start Clean. Is your OHV free of mud and weed 
seeds? Help control the spread of noxious weeds 
by being a responsible steward and rinsing your 
machine after every ride.

Don’t Ride Impaired. Never operate an OHV under 
the influence of alcohol or drugs.

Is Your OHV Ready? Use the T-CLOC pre-ride 
inspection checklist on the next page. 
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T-CLOC Pre-Ride Inspection Checklist

atvsafety.org/before-you-ride/

TIRES AND WHEELS

Air Pressure – Maintain the recommended tire 
pressure – usually 2 to 6 psi.

Condition – Check for cuts or gouges that could 
cause air leakage.

Make sure axle nuts are tight and secured by 
cotter pins, and make sure wheel nuts are torqued 
properly.

CONTROLS AND CABLES

Controls – Ensure all controls work smoothly.

Throttle & other cables – Make sure the throttle 
moves smoothly and snaps closed with the 
handlebars in any position.

Brakes – Ensure the controls operate smoothly 
and are adjusted according to the owner’s manual. 
Your brakes are a crucial safety feature and must 
always be in excellent working condition.

Foot shifter – Ensure it is firmly attached and 
positioned for safe operation.

LIGHTS AND ELECTRICS

Ignition switch – Check the condition of the switch 
and make sure it works properly by testing it 
during your warm up period.

Engine stop switch – Verify it turns off the engine.

Headlight and taillight – check operation and 
condition of the lights. 
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OIL AND FUEL

Know your OHV’s cruising range and start your 
ride with a full tank of gas.

Check oil level with dipstick or sight glass while 
the engine is off. Reference the owner’s manual for 
procedure. 

Check for fuel or oil leaks.

Take off the air filter cover and check condition of 
the filter element. Be sure it is clean and not torn 
or blocked.

CHAIN/DRIVESHAFT AND CHASSIS

Chain – Inspect, adjust and lubricate the chain 
regularly (if applicable). Reference the owner’s 
manual for procedure.

Drive shaft – If your OHV is equipped with a drive 
shaft rather than a drive chain, check for oil leaks. 

Nuts & bolts – Riding in rough terrain will loosen 
parts. Look and feel for loose parts while the 
engine is off. Shake handlebars, footrests, etc., 
before each ride and periodically check fasteners.
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Safety Gear Checklist

Don’t leave on your ride without first packing the 
appropriate gear! Consider what OHV you’re using, the 
terrain and weather conditions for your trip, how many 
others will be with you, how long you plan to be riding, 
dietary needs, etc. Be overprepared! Use the following 
checklist to help you pack appropriately. 

Navigation: Area map, permits for the area, 
compass and mirror, GPS equipment (with spare 
batteries!)

Personal Safety: Extra water and food, cell phone, 
sunscreen, whistle, waterproof matches, your 
prescriptions (in case your trip is longer than 
anticipated), flashlight and extra batteries, first-
aid kit (make sure it’s fully stocked), spare glasses 
or contacts, iodine, blanket, hat, insect repellent, 
extra jacket

Tool Kit: Basic tools, nylon rope or cord, pocket 
knife, electrical and duct tape

Field Recovery: Tire repair kit, leather gloves, 
tow strap, extra spark plugs, spare ignition key, 
headlight and taillight bulbs, extra fuel and oil, 
jumper cables or a jump starter power supply, 
shovel, emergency flares, fire extinguisher and 
more water!
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Tread Lightly!’s core focus is on supporting and 
encouraging stewardship on America’s lands and 
waterways.

Travel Responsibly on land by staying on designated 
roads, trails and areas. Go over, not around, obstacles to 
avoid widening the trails. Cross streams only at designated 
fords. When possible, avoid wet, muddy trails. 

Respect the Rights of Others including private property 
owners, all recreational trail users, campers and others so 
they can enjoy their recreational activities undisturbed. 
Leave gates as you found them. Yield right of way to those 
passing you or going uphill. 

Educate Yourself prior to your trip by obtaining travel 
maps and regulations from public agencies. Plan for your 
trip, take recreation skills classes and know how to operate 
your equipment safely.

Avoid Sensitive Areas on land such as meadows, lake 
shores, wetlands and streams. Stay on designated 
routes. This protects wildlife habitats and sensitive soils 
from damage. Don’t disturb historical, archaeological or 
paleontological sites. 

Do Your Part by modeling appropriate behavior, leaving 
the area better than you found it, properly disposing of 
waste, minimizing the use of fire, avoiding the spread of 
invasive species and repairing degraded areas. 

Courtesy of Tread Lightly!
treadlightly.org
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