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 In 2005, the Ravalli County Right to Farm and Ranch Board 
commissioned a study assessing the economic impact of 
Agriculture within the County.

 Showed that Ag was then a $35 million industry.

 Suggested that Ravalli County create a voluntary, non-regulatory, 
landowner driven tool providing local farmers and ranchers an 
option to keep their working lands working.

 At the request of the Right to Farm and Ranch Board, an all 
Republican Board of County Commissioners put the Ravalli 
County Open Lands Bond on the ballot.

 Commissioners Allan Thompson, Betty Lund & Greg Chilcott voted 
unanimously to place the Open Lands Bond on the November 
2006 Ballot.

OLBP HISTORY



 The Open Lands Bond was passed by the voters in 
2006 with nearly 60% of the vote.

 Tools for accomplishing the Bond Purpose:

 Purchasing Land

 Conservation Easements

 Other interests in land

 Bond Purpose:
“…manage growth, preserve open lands, protect water 
quality of streams and the Bitterroot River, maintain 
wildlife habitat, protect drinking waters sources…” Ravalli 
County Board of County Commissioners, Resolution No. 
2256, December 2007.

OLBP BOND ELECTION



 Resolution No. 2256 established the Ravalli  County Open Lands 
Bond Program including the following:
 Open Lands Bond Program Goals and Objectives 

 The Open Lands Board

 Open Lands Bond Funding Mechanism

 Open Lands Bond Program Administration 

 Role of Sponsoring Entity

 Resolution No. 2978 Ravalli County Natural Resource Policy:
 Open Lands Bond Program supports fundamental objectives of Resolution 

No. 2978 by helping to conserve open lands in Ravalli County.

COUNTY RESOLUTIONS 
NO. 2256 AND NO. 2978



 At the request of the Right to Farm and Ranch Board, the 
Board of County Commissioners put a renewal of the Ravalli 
County Open Lands Bond on the 2022 ballot.

 Commissioners Greg Chilcott, Dan Huls, and Jeff Burrows voted 
unanimously to place the Open Lands Bond on the November 
2022 Ballot.

With 71 % of the vote, Bitterroot Valley voters passed the renewal 
of the Ravalli County Open Lands bond for another $10 Million 
on Nov. 8, 2022.

OLBP RENEWAL 2022



Applicant Sponsoring Entity

Ravalli County 
Planning Dept. Staff

Open Lands Board 
(OLB)

Board of County 
Commissioners 

(BCC)

OLBP PROCESS/ PARTICIPANTS 

Develop plan 
and application 
for the property.

Review 
application for 
completion and 

sufficiency.

Review 
application and 

site visit by OLB. 
Make 

Recommendation 
to BCC.

Final approval 
or denial of 
requested 
funding.



OLBP PARTICIPANTS

 Applicant - Private Landowners
 Beneficiaries of the OLBP. 

 Sponsoring Entity 
 Qualified Land Trust Organization
 Governmental Entity

 Ravalli County Planning Staff Coordinator
 Provide technical and administrative support for the OLBP.

 Citizen Advisory Board (OLB)
 Commissioner appointed. 13 voting members and 2 non-voting  

members, representing various backgrounds and expertise.
 Primary role is to recommend or deny new OLBP projects to the 

BCC.
 Citizens of Ravalli County 
 All meetings are open to the public and comments are appreciated.

 Board of County Commissioners 
 Make final decision on approval of projects.



THE ROLE OF OLB

 OLB meets regularly every third Thursday of every month to 
review project applications

 Overall roles/tasks include:
 Conduct site visits – meet with landowners for 

organized tours of proposed projects
 Evaluate projects individually and as a Board using 

specific guidance:
 Guide for Applicants 
 Scoring Criteria
 Funding Worksheet (from each application)

 Follow OLB Bylaws
 Only OLB members can vote at meetings

• Recommend approval or denial of projects to 
the BCC. 

https://ravalli.us/DocumentCenter/View/344/Open-Lands-Board-Bylaws?bidId=


THE BCC’S ROLE

 Appoint Open Lands Citizen Advisory Board (OLB).

 Review and approve Open Lands Program Criteria.

 Review Staff’s and OLB recommendations.

 Make preliminary decision to approve or deny Open Lands 
Projects.

 Make final decision approving final documentation and payment of 
approved projects.



OLBP PROJECT PHASES 
-submission

 Preliminary vetting and discussion by land owner and sponsor. 

 Phase I (staff review; OLB site visit): 1-2 months

 Phase II: 1-2 months (often concurrent w/ Phase I)

 Phase III (OLB recommendation): 1 week/month

 Phase IV (BCC site visit & prelim decision): 1-2 months
 (depending on BCC schedule)

 Phase V (final docs & payment):  4 months to 1 year



OLBP FINANCES

 Ravalli County Voters approved $10 million in funding for the 
program in 2006 and an additional $10 million in 2022. 

 As of January 2025, approximately $9 Million of bond money 
has funded 48 OLBP projects through Phase IV.

 Interest earned from Bond covers the bond issuance cost and 
OLB expenses. Equating to 100 % of Bond going to fund 
OLBP projects.

  As of January 2025, approximately $ 1 Million of original bond 
money from the 2006 bond remaining to fund OLBP projects.



 Average Open Lands Bonding 
cost per acre = $1,150 

 (as of March 2025)

 Every $1 of OLBP funds spent 
has been leveraged by $3 from 
other sources. 

LEVERAGING OF OLBP FUNDS 
(2009- 2025)1,2

$9,691,060
25%

$13,202,874
35%

$15,405,602
40%

OLBP

Cash Match (from other funders)

Landowner Donation

Notes: 
1 Landowner and Cash Match From Other Funders Source: Bitter Root Land Trust
This includes projects approved but not closed yet (Buker Ranch, Bolin Ranch, Lazy KD 
Ranch, Groff Timber Ranch, Groff Farm, Groff Park ), as of March 2025. 

2 Source Ravalli County Finance Office 



 48 OLBP funded projects

 Total acres conserved = 12,585 acres

 Type of Acres Conserved include: 
 Working Farms & Ranches =  11,139 acres
 Public Access/Recreation = 222 acres
 Publicly Accessible Private Land = 1,620 acres

 These projects include:
 Agriculturally Important Soils = 6,087 acres
 Elk Winter Range = 8,116 acres
 Rivers & Streams = 44 miles
 Riparian (streamside) habitat = 600 acres
 Wetlands = 390 acres

OLBP OUTCOMES

86%

2%

12%

Working Farms & Ranches

Public Access/Recreation

Publicly Accessible Private Lands

Acres

Notes: Projects can fall into several categories, for example land can be both 
elk winter range and ag soil; Acreage data source: Bitter Root Land Trust



A SPONSORING ENTITY 
CAN BE ANY LAND TRUST OR GOVERNMENTAL 

ORGANIZATION



A LAND TRUST’S ROLE
L a n d  t r u s t s  a r e  p r i v a t e ,  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  n o n p r o f i t  o r g a n i z a t i o n s

 Sponsoring Organization with an Applicant (Landowner) 
in the OLB process 
 Partner with private landowners
 Complete project due diligence
 Negotiate terms of the conservation easement
 Draft Open Lands applications
 Secure matching funds, whenever possible
 Monitor conservation easements annually
 Provide land management  assistance to interested 

landowners
 Uphold the terms of each conservation easement



The fol lowing s l ides include informat ion on a few representa t ive projects ,  
highl ighting conserved working lands,  a  public park,  and a privately  owned 

property with public access (Data source: Bit ter Root Land Trust)

EXAMPLES OF PROJECTS



SUTHERLIN FARMS
377 Acres

Stevensv i l le





SEVERSON’S FLYING E RANCH
354 Acres

Stevensv i l le





SKALKAHO BEND 
PUBLIC PARK

70.5 Acres
Hamilton





LAZY J CROSS RANCH
1,080 Acres
Sula Basin



Lazy  J  Cross  is  
wi th in  the  MT 
F ish ,  Wi ld l i fe  & 
Parks  B lock 
Management  
program,  which  
a l lows for  publ ic  
access  for  
hunt ing .

P lease  see  MT 
FWP websi te  for  
fu l l  deta i l s  and 
regulat ions .

LAZY J CROSS 
RANCH

BLOCK 
MANAGEMENT MAP



Program Overview

 The Open Lands Bond Program (OLBP) was approved by the voters and 
ci t izens of  Ravall i  County in 2006 and renewed in 2022. 

 The OLBP values and conserves:
 1) Working agriculture, open space, wildlife habitat, water resources; and 
 2) Private property rights and private ownership of private land.

 Conservation easements are voluntary,  maintain private ownership and keep 
land on the County’s  tax rol ls .

 The OLBP is  the community’s  non-regulatory,  property r ights-based 
investment in the Bit terroot’s  future open spaces.

 The OLBP supports several  of  Raval l i  County’s most  important industries:   
agriculture, hunt ing, f ishing, and tourism, with the Bond Purpose to:
 “manage growth, preserve open lands, protect water quality of streams and the 

Bitterroot River, maintain wildlife habitat, protect drinking waters sources…” Ravalli 
County Board of County Commissioners, Resolution No. 2256, December 2007.

PROGRAM OVERVIEW



QUESTIONS??

Please see Frequently Asked Questions on 
Ravalli County Open Lands Bond Program website
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