Developing a Montana Birding and Nature Trail:

The Bitterroot Valley Pilot Project & In Your Community
Roundtable Discussion

Monday, April 5, 2004 — Governor’s Conference

Resource Persons: Sue Reel, U.S. Forest Service, Lolo National Forest, Missoula, MT
Deborah Richie Oberbillig, Deborah Richie Communications, Missoula, MT

Facilitator: Carol Crockett, Tourism Development Specialist, Travel MT, Helena, MT
Recorder: Bev Veneziano, Publications Manager, Travel MT, Helena, MT

Overview of the Bitterroot Birding and Nature Trail pilot project underway in 2004.

· What is the trail and what will it look like?

· Tangible products of the trail.

· Montana’s natural assets.

· What the Bitterroot has to offer.

· Communities choose the sites.

· What are the benefits—conservation, economic, cultural, social.

· Bitterroot project will be the blueprint for other trails.  Material free to any group.

Discussion of Birding and Nature Trails throughout Montana. 

· Wildlife viewing is one of the top reasons people visit Montana..

· There is a willingness to pay more to see wildlife.

· Montana has the highest percentage of birding participation in the nation —44% compared to an average of 22% in nation.

· Adds revenue to local economies.

· Development of the trail should be community driven with assistance from agencies.

Overall discussions.

· Develop criteria for sites protecting wildlife from public harassment.
· Create a “Site Nomination Form” to solicit potential sites from community. 

· Create a viewing license where money would help with upkeep of sites.

· Private landowners could create a “blind” on property for hidden viewing.  Only those selected through a lottery (similar to big game hunting) would be allowed to use it. 

· Private landowners may be able to use site as a Conservation Easement.  Need to work on liability issues.

· Restaurants and lodging facilities in wildlife, birding areas could create their own special draw for the public.  (Example—Broad Axe Lodge provides diners with binoculars to see visiting bighorn sheep, deer, elk, bear.)

· MDT rest areas are good place to display trail brochures.  Possibility of creating one site as rest area and viewing site.

· Get involved with the Montana highway planning committee.

· Lodging facilities nestled in key viewing areas could start weekend viewing programs.  Weekend stay would include lodging and group guide or charge just for guiding.

· FWP create a special weekend or trail association weekend with interpreters.

· Communities create birding and nature festivals.

· Create one website to access all state nature and birding trails and activities linking to other key sites (Travel Montana) to help the user plan the total trip—one-stop shopping.

· Coordinate the birding/nature map on brochure with Travel Montana’s tourism regions.

· Get communities involved—appoint chairperson for your area.  PowerPoint presentation available for groups.

· Stress conservation and education—helpful when seeking funding.

· Trail should have a theme—Bitterroot’s theme is Lewis and Clark. 

