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June 7, 2010

MEMO

TO: Montana Association of Land Trusts Membership

FR: Glenn Marx, Executive Director

RE: Monday Update

20 Thoughts About the America’s Great Outdoors Listening Sessions

On June 1-2, 2010, the Obama Administration visited Montana and kicked off a series of national listening sessions for the America’s Great Outdoors Initiative. Listening sessions were held June 1 in the Blackfoot Valley and June 2 in Helena, Missoula and Bozeman. Montana land trusts were active and engaged in America’s Great Outdoors, and as sort of a snapshot assessment of the June 1-2 events, here are some random observations. All photos are from Montana daily newspaper coverage of the listening sessions.

20) The four listening sessions were extremely well attended. Over 1,000 people showed up at – and most seemed to verbally participate in – the four listening sessions.

19) The message that private land conservation is important to the America’s Great Outdoors program was delivered clearly from federal officials to audiences, and just as clearly from audiences to federal officials.

18) Montana Association of Land Trusts members were extremely well represented at all four listening session locations. At least ten of MALT’s twelve members actively participated, and those ten land trusts rallied at least 50 land trust management, staff, board members, volunteers and landowners to the four events.
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17) Please put your hands together for Jim Stone, the Blackfoot Challenge, TNC, TPL, USFWS and everyone who made the June 1 Blackfoot event such a success. Is it possible to listen to Jim Stone talk without a smile on your face? By all accounts and by every measure the Blackfoot BBQ, field tour and listening session surpassed expectations and will definitely yield benefits to Montana community conservation.

16) Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack did a very nice job in the Blackfoot, and he seemed to genuinely connect with residents of the Blackfoot Valley. 

15) Trixi’s Bar (http://www.ovandomontana.net/businesses/trixis.php) should have been selling tee shirts at the June 1 Blackfoot event. The most commonly word heard at the event was “conservation,” a close second was “collaboration,” and an even closer third was “Trixi’s.”

14) The first America’s Great Outdoors listening sessions did not take place in Montana by accident. Multiple federal speakers commented on Montana’s success in cooperation, collaboration and problem-solving. Our incredible landscape didn’t hurt, either. But several federal speakers talked about the groups, activities and projects – such as the Blackfoot Challenge and the Montana Legacy Project – that are possible here but not attainable in other parts of the country. In Missoula, a federal official summed it up best when he said, “Montana has an amazing track record of bringing people together to solve problems.” 

13) US Forest Service Chief Tom Tidwell led a listening session breakout group in Missoula and opened the discussion by saying something like, “I know the public lands will be here in 100 years. There may be disagreements about how to manage our public lands, but I’m pretty confident 100 years from now they’re going to be there and look generally the same they do now. It’s our private lands that might change significantly over the next 100 years, and we need to think about that, and how important they are.” When the Chief of the US Forest Service, even momentarily, pushes aside public land management and highlights the importance of private land conservation, it says something vital about private lands.

12) The private land conservation message was generally embraced throughout all four listening sessions. The audiences were not truly representative of Montana’s population, but even folks who wanted more motorized access to federal forests and more multiple-use management of public lands did not argue against private land conservation.

11) The only real negative commentary on America’s Great Outdoors expressed publicly dealt with the potential creation of National Monuments through use of the Federal Antiquities Act. A federal internal memo released months earlier identifying 13 million acres in 10 western states (2.5 million acres in Montana) as possible designation as National Monument lands has raised the ire of Congressman Denny Rehberg along with much of eastern Montana. Given previous MALT discussion on this issue, land trusts may want to determine if an association policy position is possible.   
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10) The three main messages from land trusts – make the federal conservation tax incentives permanent, full funding is needed for the Land and Water Conservation Fund, the USDA Farm and Ranch Protection Program is valuable and could be modified to be even more valuable – were made repeatedly and consistently. 

9) The eight-minute video shown at all three June 2 listening sessions (http://www.doi.gov/americasgreatoutdoors/Americas-Great-Outdoors-Video.cfm) conveyed a strong private land conservation message. The images were filled with wheat fields and farmsteads and ranches, and the narration detailed the immense importance of protecting farms, ranches and forests.

8) Local and statewide press coverage for the listening sessions was uniformly positive (outside of the National Monument background concerns) and America’s Great Outdoors dominated statewide news for about a 48-hour period. The Bozeman Chronicle’s headline of “Hundreds turn out to share ideas on public lands and open space” was representative of the news coverage. 
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7) The breakout group formats were interesting in that while all were similar, they were not identical. In some groups, a microphone was passed from person to person, and each person was more or less obligated to speak. In others, it was more of an open mic process and while everyone had an opportunity to speak, not everyone did. In future listening sessions, the federal agency folks in charge may want to select a single format and apply it consistently throughout the breakout groups.

6) During a June follow-up conference call to discuss the June 1-2 events, some call participants thought the breakout group conversations wandered too much and in the future should be more narrowly focused. I’m not sure I’d agree with that. The four 

questions discussed at the breakout sessions (1. What conservation strategies have worked? 2. What are the obstacles to conservation and connecting people to the outdoors? 3. How can federal agencies be better partners? 4. What new conservation tools are needed?) are about as specific as you can dictate to a public audience. These are listening sessions in which the federal government is there to listen. People should have a chance to say what’s personally important to them. 
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5) One of the clearly articulated goals of America’s Great Outdoors is to get kids and adults outdoors. This is an important goal and one that all conservation groups share. It’s unclear specifically how Montana’s land trusts can help connect people to the outdoors and to nature, but it is something we should make time to discuss. Montana land trusts should design some action steps, or partner with some groups to perhaps develop or join a campaign to get people outdoors.

4) Travelers for Open Land (a private partnership involving MALT that protects open lands) weighed into America’s Great Outdoors with a large banner that would have welcomed Secretary Salazar to Montana, had he actually made it to Montana (he was justifiably busy with the oil spill in the gulf). Travelers for Open Land will follow up with a letter to the Secretary and has written a letter to the Bozeman Chronicle underlining the importance of farms, ranches and intact forests.

3) If Montana land trusts or others have any thoughts, recommendations, insights or observations on America’s Great Outdoors to pass along, please feel free to do so.

2) Land trusts that may have missed the listening sessions but want to participate in America’s Great Outdoors, or would like to supplement verbal comments with more specific and comprehensive written comments, can do so by visiting the America’s Great Outdoors website at http://www.doi.gov/americasgreatoutdoors/.

1) The America’s Great Outdoors Initiative will gather information throughout the summer until its next big step, which is the November 2010 report to the President. The report presumably will not only outline findings and trends but also contain recommendations and action steps. Montana land trusts and others will want to stay involved in America’s Great Outdoors to ensure the importance of private land conservation – and the messages we conveyed to strengthen it – are embraced within the November 2010 report.        
Eliza Wiley, Helena IR
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Erik Petersen/Chronicle �traverses the "M" trail with owner the dog traverses the "M" trail with owner Jan Wednesday afternoon. Members of the Obama administration were in Bozeman Wednesday for a listening session on how the government can best advance local conservation efforts on federal land
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