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The Missouri River Conservation Districts Council is devoted to conservation 
of the Missouri River’s natural resources through grassroots collaboration, 
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A new face was welcomed into the Council in June as well.  Molly Masters was hired on as our new 
coordinator. With a background in ranching and previous experience with agriculture education, 
Molly is well-equipped to coordinate the future conservation efforts of MRCDC.  We’re excited to 
have her on board and hope you’ll help us welcome her into the conservation district family!

While the work of 12 months cannot be 
simplified to a few paragraphs or even 
a few pages, we hope you enjoy 
browsing our annual report for a more 
detailed account of the Council’s activities.
As you do, please consider how we may 
better serve the region through future 
projects.  We look forward to working 
together with partners and continuing 
to find new, innovative ways to meet 
the needs of our member districts in FY 
2022. 

Sincerely,
Laura Kiehl, Chairman
Molly Masters, Coordinator
Carie Hess, Secretary/Treasurer
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The strength of the Council lies in the unique capabilities of the individual 
member districts and our partner organizations.

DearReader,

We are thrilled to provide you this summary of the Missouri River Conservation Districts Council 
(MRCDC) activities for FY 2021.  Despite a global pandemic, MRCDC has remained both focused and 
productive while navigating through the uncharted territory this year has brought us.  

The Council spearheaded efforts to guarantee irrigation interests are considered in the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers (USACE) proposed test flow at Fort Peck Dam.  MRCDC also fostered a new 
partnership with the Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) to get even more conservation on 
the ground..  The Council accomplished this while continuing to orchestrate our ongoing projects and 
programs, such as the CMR Community Working Group, the Central and Eastern Montana Invasive 
Species Team, and the Ranching for Rivers cost-share program.

Montana is the only state that has an organization such as the Missouri 
River Conservation Districts Council to coordinate conservation efforts within 
the entire watershed. This unique approach leverages funds for important 
projects across land ownerships for maximum ecological benefit.

Fiscal Year 2021 Financial Summary

Budget Object Budget 
Amount

Budget 
Percent

Payroll & Benefits $61,344 49%

Travel $8,229 6%

Administrative $12,398 10%

Supplies/Operating Expenses $33,597 27%

Education & Outreach $3,863 3%

Project Match Money $5,880 5%

MRCDC receives no admin fees, and does not directly receive funding 
through grants.  All grants written by MRCDC are sponsored by CDs 

or MACD. Grants are used to fund on-the-ground projects.



Local leadership makes the project relevant; unity gives the project strength.

Proposed Fort Peck Test Flow 
& Pump Site Surveys

This is incredibly concerning for the approximately 160 pumps located downstream of Fort Peck Dam, 
providing irrigation for 70,000 acres of cropland between Richland, Roosevelt, Valley and McCone 
counties as well as the Fort Peck Tribes. Beyond the benefit to cropland, the rural communities in this 
area depend heavily on the increased tax base irrigated land provides to their local economies.

A partial pump site survey conducted by the Corps in 2020 demonstrated several, if not all pump sites 
on side channels would be totally vulnerable to side affects of the test flows proposed by the Corps. One 
of the major issues is the inability to mitigate sediment damages when the higher than historical flows 
are reduced greatly to the low flows that have been proposed. Within the survey, losing these pump 
sites showed an economic loss of $7,000,000 in farm income below the Dam during test flow years. 
Sidney Sugars has told MRCDC that this loss may be enough to pull the support of keeping the sugar 
refinery in Sidney, Montana. Additionally, the Fort Peck Tribes were very concerned with the economic 
and cultural resource damage caused by the proposed test flows. 

MRCDC organized a series of events presenting information about the DEIS and the concerns of the 
proposed test flows mentioned above. Events held included meeting with local conservation districts, 
county commissioners, Sidney Sugars, Fort Peck Tribal Council, and many calls to state and federal 
government leaders. Of the 343 comments received by the Corps regarding the DEIS, 113 were from 
irrigators. 

All public comments regarding the DEIS are being analyzed by the Corps, with a decision to be made this 
fall as to which, if any, of the alternatives are selected for the test flows of the Missouri River.

Dick Iverson, Richland Conservation District representative on MRCDC, has stayed very involved 
throughout this process and continues to serve on the Missouri River Recovery Implementation 
Committee (MRRIC) of the Corps. Molly Masters, MRCDC Coordinator, has applied to be Dick’s 
alternative on that committee to continue representation of conservation districts in Montana. 

This is a side channel pump site. Many of 
these sites would be unusable past mid 
July (in the middle of growing season) 

each time a test flow is initiated. 

The United States Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) intends to 
test the flows coming from Fort Peck Dam in hopes it will benefit 
pallid sturgeon recruitment. The proposal originates from required 
Endangered Species Act consultation with the United States Fish 
and Wildlife Service, who issued a “no jeopardy” biological opinion 
in April 2018 on the condition that the Corps pursues the test flow.

The Corps wrote the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) 
outlining their proposals and the respective economic and 
environmental impacts of each. The DEIS was released in March 
2021 with public comments due May 31, 2021. There are a series of 
issues that would be detrimental to irrigation operators and 
agriculture businesses with the proposed river test flows of 
approximately 35,000 cubic feet per second (cfs) in June followed 
by substantially lowering the river flow to about 8,000 cfs by July 1. 



2021 River Rendezvous
Meet Us at the Headwaters

MRCDC, in partnership with Gallatin Conservation District and Broadwater Conservation 
District, held the 2021 River Rendezvous in the Gallatin Valley. Planning for this event began in 
2020, but due to the COVID pandemic, was postponed until this year. It was well worth the wait! 

The purpose of the River Rendezvous event is to educate local and statewide partners, leaders 
and stakeholders of natural resource concerns 
about a segment effecting the Missouri River 
Watershed. This year’s event was held at the 
Headwaters of the Missouri in the Gallatin 
Valley around Bozeman, Montana. 

The day started with a presentation about 
private pond proliferation, an increasing concern
of water rights and potential introductions 
of invasive species and diseases into natural 
water ways. Next, we traveled to Hyalite 
Reservoir and listened to a speaker panel about 
all the different uses of the reservoir including 
recreation, agriculture irrigation, City of Bozeman, 
and dam flow. We followed this up the City of Bozeman’s other main water source, a tour and 
information about Sourdough Creek and Trailhead. 

Gallatin CD showed great hospitality by providing lunch at their Education and Outreach Center 
in Manhattan. Their projects and demonstrations are top notch! 

Our most valuable resource in natural resource enhancement is our people.

Participants walking around Gallatin Conservation 
District’s Education and Outreach Center. 

To finish the day, we visited the Missouri 
Headwaters State Park. This is where the 
confluence of the Jefferson, Madison and 
Gallatin Rivers occurs, starting the Missouri 
River. At this location, there was a 
presentation about NRCS and CD 
partnerships and one from a park ranger 
who shared history and information about 
the confluence. 

Participants listening to the presentation at Missouri
Headwaters State Park. 



Combining the art and science of natural resource management with the 
desire of people to be good stewards of the land produces the best results.

• The Cascade Conservation District (CCD) lead Naked River Banks Initiative (NRB); Autumn 
and BSWC members assisted the CCD in completing pilot riverbank stabilization projects in 
Cascade County. They have also been building the initiative to promote an education 
campaign designed to help educate riverbank landowners about the process of maintaining 
their riparian zone through low-cost, high-impact restoration projects. A future intent is to 
add the NRB initiative to the Living on the Banks website as its educational resource. 

• Autumn and BSWC members have also constructed a MRCDC educational resource, the 
Riparian Management Workshop. On September 14th, the Lewis & Clark CD is hosting a 
Riparian Management Workshop to focus on riparian grazing for flood resilience.

• Autumn and BSWC members have continued to take an active role in the Ranching for Rivers 
Program through persistent communications and networking with eligible groups and 
landowners and by helping to revise and develop new outreach documents for the program. 

• Lastly, Autumn has filled the supervisory role for the Central & Eastern Montana Invasive 
Species Team’s (CEMIST) Big Sky Watershed Corps member. 

(MCC), have been working with MCC full-time employee Autumn Christenson, the Missouri River 
Watershed Program Coordinator, to fulfill the Healthy Watershed Consortium Grant initiative. 
Autumn is based out of Great Falls and is working directly with CDs, watershed groups and NRCS 
to build capacity for protection initiatives/programs throughout the Missouri River Watershed. 
Autumn and the Big Sky Watershed Corps (BSWC) members who also served under the grant, 
have helped to build capacity for the following MRCDC partner projects, programs and 
workshops…

Healthy Watershed Consortium Initiative

The HWC grant is set to conclude at the end of September 2021. MCC is pleased to announce that 
they were awarded funding through the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation – Northern Great 
Plains Program for an additional three years. The new funding was made possible as a result of 
the intentional and strategic efforts of the HWC grant. 

MRCDC and NRCS in partnership with Montana Conservation Corps



CMR Community Working Group

MRCDC is the leading stakeholder and coordinating entity of the Charles M. Russell National 
Wildlife Refuge (CMR NWR)  Community Working Group (CWG). This group is comprised of 
agencies, landowners, non-government entities, and interested individuals that are concerned 
with the vitality of the 6-county region surrounding the CMR NWR. The group serves as a forum 
for discussion of important issues, regional project results, and pertinent research. 

CMR CWG has met virtually through the COVID-19 pandemic. Some of the topics that have been 
discussed include expiring CRP and grassland retention, working lands and the Grasslands 
Roadmap, grasshopper management through collaborative problem-solving, and wildlife diseases.  

www.cmrcwg.org

Ranching for Rivers is a program designed to assist landowners with riparian pasture 
management and fencing projects to help manage riparian land by offering a 50% cost-share for 
fencing material, off-site water infrastructure and developing grazing management plans. Riparian 
pastures are a great alternative to complete livestock exclusion and provide many operation 
benefits to the producer, while also enhancing and protecting the riparian resource.

In 2020-2021, Ranching for Rivers provided cost-share funding for 10.25 miles of fencing, 
benefitting over 2,000 acres of land and 10 miles of stream bank.  

MISSOURI RIVER
Conservation Districts
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Ranching For Rivers



Central and Eastern Montana 
Invasive Species Team

Conservation Districts are uniquely positioned to develop cooperative 
working groups on any topic of interest or concern to Montana.

MRCDC continues to work closely with partners in the Central and Eastern MT Invasive 
Species Team (CEMIST) team to protect Central and Eastern MT from new invasive species.  In 
2020, CEMIST began developing  a new 5 year strategic plan.   While strategic planning is 
incredibly tedious work, a clear path moving forward will be incredibly beneficial for the group 
when developing work plans and applying for grant funding. The group doesn’t want to 
duplicate the efforts of other organizations or agencies, but rather provide additional on-the-
ground, grassroots assistance in achieving regional and statewide goals.

CEMIST’s Vision:
Foster thriving landscapes through 
collaborative efforts for the prevention and 
management of invasive species.

CEMIST’s Goals:
1) Identify threats and mitigate pathways of 
invasion
2) Build and maintain partnerships
3) Strengthen our capacity
4) Promote education and outreach

Within the CEMIST, MRCDC has the following roles and accomplishments: The 
Coordinator acts as the Helena liaison, maintaining communication with MT FWP 
and MT DNRC. Council members have engaged in outreach to encourage CDs to 
manage AIS check stations to thoroughly protect the borders of MT. 

Members of CEMIST meet in Winnett to develop 
the group’s 5 year strategic plan.

CEMIST’s Mission:
To protect and preserve the economy and natural resources of communities east of 
continental divide by facilitating  cooperation and coordination at the local level to reduce 
the threat and impact of invasive species. 

Grassroots effort to provide a coordinated 
network for invasive species prevention. 
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The Missouri River Conservation Districts Council is devoted to conservation 
of the Missouri River’s natural resources through grassroots collaboration, 

education, incentives, and voluntary action. 

THE MISSOURI RIVER:               
National Icon, Local Treasure

National Importance
• 2,341 river miles
• 500,000 square mile watershed
• 10 states and 2 Canadian provinces

Mission:  To represent natural resources and environmental interests on the Missouri River and 
the associated uplands.

Purpose:  To provide leadership, assistance, and guidance to conservation districts along the 
Missouri River corridor and present a unified front and collective voice when addressing natural 
resource issues, opportunities, and challenges. 

Montana’s Missouri River

• 790 river miles
• 145,000 square mile watershed
• 10 dams
• 14 counties
• 15 conservation districts

Blaine │ Big Sandy │ Broadwater │ Cascade │ Chouteau │ Fergus │ Gallatin │ 
Lewis & Clark │ McCone │ Petroleum │ Phillips │ Richland │ Roosevelt │ Valley 

Irrigation, Navigation, Recreation, Power Generation

Irrigation, World Class Fishing, Power Generation, Wildlife Habitat
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