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2023 Legislative summary

be 20023 Legislative session hascome and gone, leaving in

its wake several important bills related o Montana Fish,

WildBfe & Parks bilks that passed and many more that didn't.

Tn our vigw, the biggest success was passage of 5B 295

This legislation is a critical step toward federal grizely bear delisting,
at keast for the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem popatlation,
because it defines aportion of the state regulatory framework for man-
aging and conserving bears requined by the Endangered Species Act.

Among other things, 55 295 directs the BMontana Fishand Wildlife
Commission to adopt “adminisirative rules” describing circum-
stances and the regulatory structure under which bears can and can't
be killed, Those rules will ensure that grizzly populations remain
healthy and above recovery levels while allowing ranchers discretion
to kill gnzzlics in mose conflict situations than allowed now under
federal management authority,

Te understand how SBE 295 fits in with
the other steps Montana has taken o fulfill
ESA delisting requirements over the past
two decades, see “Ready for the Handof ™
on page 4.

Other imporant bills making news
during the session inchede:

» Montana's two-year budget bill. Gov-
erngr Gianforte's budget included broad
suppoart for conservation and recreation
work across the state, including $7 million
for the FWI Block Management Program,
512 million for Habitat Montana, $12 million
for various habitat and conservation proj-
ects, $3 million for work om sites on the
lower Yellowstone River, and $5 million for
impravements to Makoshika State Park.

» Humter education field days, A bill to
mandate in-person field days for the FWP
Hunter Education Program was voted down
i the Senate. The bill initially sought to
mandate an in-person field day, but was kater amended o mandate
full in-persan conrses for hunters under 13.

In-person field days are an excellent idea, and though the bl was
vored down, the strong support it had through much of the process
was definitely noteworthy. FWP will be requiring in-person field
days for Hunter Ed students age 18 and younger this year.

¥ Right to hunt, fish, and trap. A constinuional referendum to
enshrine the right to hunt, fish, and trap in the state constitution
fell a fiew votes short of advancing to Montana voters. Proponents
argued it would help curb citizen initiatives like those aimed at ban-
ning trapping on public lands. Opposing the bill were Montanans
against trapping, as well as others who voiced concern that the
constitutional rights could increase private land trespassing.
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e bill that passed sllows qualifying landowners ta
nerw earm up 1o $50,000 each year in compensation
far granting public hunting scoess through the pop-
ular Block Mansgemaent Program.

» Block Management payments, A bill supported by hunting
groups and landowners to double the payment cap in Montana's
Block Management Program passed and was signed into law. Qual-
ifying landowners may now eam up to $50,000 each year in com-
pensation for accommodating public hunting access. The bill is a
key part of how FWP is improving the Block Management Program.

» Nonresident hunters. The Legislaure considered various bills
i response po residenits’ concems about increased noneesident hum-
ing presence and competition between the two groups for hunting
opportunities. One that passed with strong bipartisan support will
limmit the number of amberless deer lioenses available tononrnesidents.

¢ Elk hunting access. A bill to make an important change to
the “454" program—named for its original legislation in 2001—
passed the Legislaiure with strong bipartisan support. The program had
been adjusted during the 2021 Legislative
session to give qualifying landowners a
hard-to-draw bull ¢lk permit in exchange
for allowing three public humers on their
property, rther than fur as previously ne-
quird. The 2023 change ensures thar at
leaust omee o the three public hunters oneady
property will get a chance wo harvest a bull
ifthe bandowner also recetvesa bull permir.

1 was especially pleased that ourfir-
ters and hunting groups worked our dif-
ferences on this and several other issues
before the session began, Such foresight
and cooperation go a long way toward
convincing lawmakers to pass bills.

¥ A fiew others. A bill to allow the use
of crossbows during Montana's archery
season was vobed down, Sowas a ball to
repeal the FWEMontana State Prison
pheasant-rearng program, creatad during
the 3021 session. A trio of bills aimed
at expanding the use of snares 1o wrap
wolves, extending wolf tmpping seasons, and allowing the use of
honnds for spring black bear hunting died on the Houss floor.

Owerall, Monrana fish and wildlife resources and thelr manage-
mient Fared well during this past legislative session. Onething | noticed
at the capitol this year was mwne consensus and cooperation among
people whovalue hunting, fishing, cther owtdoor recreation, and con-
servation. Groups representing landowners, outfitters, hunters, and
anglers collectively worked on commaon kegislation to benefit the state.

o onee goteverything they wanted. But that's always the case. The
politics of fish, wikdlife, and outdoor recreation management is about
comproamise, and never more sothan whenthe Legislatune is in session.

—Dustin Temple, Director, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
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By Dustin Temple

This story is featured in Montana Outdoors July-August 2023 issue.

The 2023 Legislative session has come and gone, leaving in its wake several important
bills related to Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks bills that passed and many more that
didn’t.
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