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DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED ACTION 

 

The 191-acre, Amelia Island Wildlife Management Area (WMA) was obtained by Montana Fish, 

Wildlife & Parks (FWP) in 1980 using hunting license and Pittman-Robertson Wildlife 

Restoration funds. The management goal of this property is to protect existing riparian habitat 

and maintain a mosaic of native and cropland habitat for the benefit of white-tailed deer and 

pheasant, thereby providing recreational opportunity for sportsmen.   

The 48 acres of the WMA associated with the proposed agricultural lease were cultivated prior to 

acquisition. The proposed management action would be limited to these irrigated fields allowing 

the lessee to cultivate and harvest a crop in a portion (approximately 75%) of the cropland. In 

return, the lessee would be required to cultivate and leave standing annual habitat plots in the 

remaining portion (approximately 25%) of the cropland for the benefit of wildlife.   

 

ALTERNATIVE TO PROPOSED ACTION 

 

Alternative A: No Action:  Agricultural lease would not be renewed; agricultural lands would 

be left idle and noxious weeds would likely replace crops and habitat plots.  This alternative 

would require FWP to commit resources from other programs and efforts to manage noxious 

weeds on 48 acres of irrigated ground previously managed by a lessee. If winter habitat is not 

present on the WMA, wildlife may utilize neighboring private lands more, potentially resulting 

in more game damage issues. 

 

Alternative B: Proposed Action:  Agricultural lease would be renewed; wildlife would benefit 

from wintering habitat and forage created in the cultivated areas especially in the unharvested 

areas left for wildlife. FWP would not use limited resources controlling noxious weeds in the of 

existing cultivated fields.  

 

 

 



PUBLIC REVIEW PROCESS  

 

FWP is required by the Montana Environmental Policy Act (MEPA) to assess potential impacts 

of its proposed actions to the human and physical environments, evaluate those impacts through 

an interdisciplinary approach, including public input, and make a decision based on this 

information. FWP released a draft Environmental Assessment (EA) for public review of this 

proposal (Amelia Island Wildlife Management Area Agricultural Lease) on January 31, 2020 

and accepted public comment until February 28, 2020.  

 

Legal notice of the proposal and availability of the draft EA was published in the Billings Gazette, 

Helena Independent Record and Forsyth Independent Press.  Copies of the Environmental 

Assessment were provided to neighboring landowners and interested individuals, groups, and 

agencies to ensure their knowledge of the proposed project.  The EA was available for public 

review on FWP’s website (http://fwp.mt.gov/, “Recent Public Notices” and “Submit Public 

Comments”). An FWP statewide news release was issued and posted on FWP’s website 

(http://fwp.mt.gov/, “News Releases”). 
 

SUMMARY OF PUBLIC COMMENT 

 

FWP received one comment through the public comment period.  The comment opposed the 

proposed management action. A copy of the comment is found in the Attachment.   

 

RESPONSE TO PUBLIC COMMENT 

 

Comment One A:  Side bars should be in place on the application of fertilizers and 

herbicides/pesticides, opposed to FWP paying the costs of maintaining fences, irrigation fees 

and the continued cultivation of irrigated farm fields.  A copy with redacted personal 

information is provided in the Attachment. 

 

FWP’s response to comment one: 

Thank you for your comment.  The comment was detailed and thoughtful. 

 

It is important to note the primary management goal of the Amelia Island WMA is to provide 

hunting opportunity for white-tailed deer and pheasants, consistent with maintaining wildlife 

populations and habitats on the area in a viable, healthy condition.  It is also important to note 

that most of the WMA is in idle or “native” cover and is not part of the agriculture lease. The 

lease agreement is specific to 48 acres (~25%) of the WMA.   

It has been well-documented in scientific literature that agricultural food/habitat plots are 

beneficial and even critical for overwinter survival, body condition and reproduction in a variety 

of wildlife species (specifically the species of primary management emphasis).  This is 

particularly true during extreme winters, when overwinter mortality of wildlife can severely 

impact wildlife populations in Montana.  Wildlife commonly forage in both harvested and 

unharvested agricultural fields during fall and winter.  Harvested fields provide little cover but 

valuable foraging areas.  Fall plowing has historically occurred on a small portion of WMA 

agricultural fields and has generally been done as part of a larger crop rotation/soil preparation 



 

plan designed to maintain the productivity of the soil.  Agricultural crops are beneficial to the 

favored game species when habitat for fawning, nesting, brood rearing, and overwinter survival 

are adequate.  A broader picture of landscape-level habitat is beyond the scope of this EA, which 

specifically addresses an agricultural lease on a small portion of the WMA.   However, the 

mosaic of cropland, woodlands, shrublands, and grasslands present on the WMA provide quality 

habitat for white-tailed deer and pheasants.  An exhaustive literature search and citation are 

unnecessary for well-documented and ground-proven wildlife management principles and 

practices.   

 

It is FWP’s position that if these areas, that have been farmed for over a century were left idle, 

noxious weeds would likely be an issue and weed control would be necessary.  Leafy spurge, 

Canada thistle and salt cedar are weed species that are common in the area.  Multiple treatments 

would likely be necessary to control noxious weeds before perennial vegetation reestablished. 

Based on experience of managing properties along the Yellowstone River, a monoculture of 

smooth brome would occur.  Smooth brome provides hiding cover but has little value for upland 

game bird nesting habitat or whitetail forage.  Long-term plans for the WMA include conversion 

of some areas to a perennial mix of grasses and forbs, while a portion will be cultivated to 

provide winter habitat for wildlife.  Stands of dense nesting cover also require management to 

prevent encroachment of smooth brome and other weeds. If favorable conditions to cottonwood 

reestablishment occur, such as ice-scouring, a preferred management action would be to idle that 

area to promote cottonwood regeneration.   

 

Conducting management activities through the proposed sharecropping agreement is a fiscally 

responsible method of accomplishing wildlife management goals on the WMA.  Implementing 

habitat projects and planting food plots without a lessee would be more costly. The lessee owns 

and operates their equipment and brings knowledge, skills and experiences acquired through 

decades of farming. The lessee was selected through a competitive process for their conservation 

minded farming techniques and commitment to public access.   

 

 There is an inaccuracy in the Environmental Assessment. FWP does not pay for the maintenance 

and operation of an irrigation pump on Amelia Island WMA because there is no such 

infrastructure on site. The cultivated fields are flood irrigated with irrigation pipe supplied by the 

lessee.  Costs for irrigation water are set and required to be paid to the Lower Yellowstone 

Irrigation District regardless of water use (i.e., even if no water is used, the assessed fee must be 

paid).  The 48 acres of irrigated land on the WMA operates as part of a larger system of 

agriculture along the Yellowstone River watershed.  Given the small percentage of diverted 

water on the WMA, it is unlikely water quality in the Yellowstone River would improve if 

irrigation ceased on the WMA.  Without irrigation, the quality of the local wildlife habitat would 

likely deteriorate. FWP maintains the boundary fences on the WMA to exclude livestock that are 

present on neighboring land thereby preserving wildlife habitat.  

 

In conclusion, FWP recognizes that other methods of habitat management may yield more 

conservation values on this WMA.  However, those practices would come with increased 

expenses and would reduce funding for habitat conservation efforts elsewhere.  Considering the 

low cost and quality of habitat values produced, FWP believes the collaborative cost-share 

agreement (agriculture lease) is the appropriate management option at this time.   



 

FWP is in the process of developing management plans for Amelia Island and other WMAs. 

Those plans will be available for public review and comment.    
 

DECISION NOTICE 
 

 

In accordance with the Environmental Assessment process, a decision must be rendered by FWP 

which addresses the concerns and issues identified for this proposed action. I find there to be no 

significant impacts on the human and physical environments associated with this project.  

Therefore, I conclude that the Environmental Assessment is the appropriate level of analysis, 

and that an Environmental Impact Statement is not required. 
 
 
After review of this proposal, it is my decision to accept the draft Environmental 

Assessment as supplemented by this Decision Notice and changes herein as final, and to 

recommend proceeding with the proposed Amelia Island WMA agricultural lease.  
 
The Final Environmental Assessment may be viewed on FWP’s Internet website: 

http://www.fwp.mt.gov or be obtained from Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Region 7 

Headquarters, P.O. Box 1630, Miles City, MT 59301, (406) 234-0900. 
 
Brad Schmitz  

 

 

 

 

FWP Region 7 Supervisor 
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Attachments 

Public comment with personal information redacted 

Public Comment: Opposed Proposed Management Action 



Public Comment Continued: 



 

Public Comment Continued: 



Public Comment Continued: 

 

 

End of Public Comment  


