Montana Fish and Wildlife Conservation Trust Grant Application
HABITAT AND RECREATIONAL ACCESS PROJECT FORMS
1. Project Title:

Great Falls Last Best Open Space Protection

2. Project Description: This project’s goal is to place an easement in perpetuity allowing public access on
72 acres of state lands on the very edge of Great Falls. The land has walk-in access to the Missouri
River; public access on 3 sides of the 72 acres; has some land that is native vegetation, including native
shortgrass prairie; is used by many hundreds of people annually; recreational opportunities by hikers
undisturbed from motorized vehicles; people training their dogs; people riding their horses, riding their
bikes; Nordic skiing, snowshoeing in the winter; walking to the Missouri River to fish, kayak and canoe,
watch wildlife/waterfowl travel freely. Species of animals that use this land include mule deer, whitetail
deer, fox, geese, ducks, snakes, antelope, moose, coyotes, elk, eagles and many other birds, including the
Western Meadowlark.
This land has a pebble beach, across from which there is a wild island, which can be reached via
swimming or small boat.
The terms and conditions of the public access component include unlimited walk-in use; no motorized
use; no use of firearms.
If this land is not conserved very soon, the Montana Department of Natural Resource and Conservation
(DNRC) plans to actively pursue development this year, which means all of these uses will be
permanently harmed or eliminated completely.
3. Project Location (Legal Description if available): The project is located on the edge of Great Falls city

limits on southwest edge of town on T20N, R3E Section 23. The Legal Description is ~72.644 acres
within Government lots 6 & 7 in Section 23, Township 20 North, Range 3 East, Cascade County,
Montana. Note: it is bordered on one side by houses on the very edge of Great Falls, on one side by a
very busy county road, and on the other by a gravel road which serves private homes and other open land
that is privately owned.
4. Submitted By: Missouri River Open Lands Preservation
Contact:
Alan Rollo
816 Grizzly Drive
Great Falls, MT 59404
406-799-8874
arollo7@msn.com
5. Coordinated With: City of Great Falls; Cascade Conservation District; Great Falls Trails, and the long

list of groups and individuals who have indicated their support in the attached letters.

6. Project Type: * Recreational Access and preservation of wildlife habitat of 72+ acres of open space;

walk-in access to Missouri River; protection of open space directly bordering Great Falls; wildlife habitat
along city limits.
7. Management of Properties: The in-perpetuity conservation easement will be held by a local

government entity with full support of the Missouri River Open Lands Preservation with the following
conditions:
➢ The citizens group will monitor for illegal activities including motorized use and discharge of
firearms.
➢ A group to pick up trash as they recreate the property.
➢ A group to control noxious weeds.
8. Size of Project Area: The project is 72+ acres in size for all items listed in #6. There is approximately

2.92 acres located in the Missouri River floodplain with state law requiring those acres not be developed.
9. Implementation Schedule: The project will be initiated July 2019 for first phase and will take

approximately 2 years to complete.
10. Total Project Cost: The high-end estimate by a DNRC appraisal shows land valued at $900,000. Total

project will be spread out over 2 years to complete all fundraising. We are requesting $300,000 from this
grant in first year to secure the land; an additional request in 2020 for $300,000; with local contributions
over the 2 years for a conservation easement on all 72 acres. This land has not been formally appraised
so this is an estimate.
11. MFWCT Funds: We are requesting that $300,00 (33%) of the project cost come from this grant in

2019, with additional $300,000 (33%) request in 2020 for total of $600,000 request. Local contributions
of $300,000 over the 2 years. Frequent status reports will be submitted to ensure committee is well
aware of project status.
We are very aware that this is a lot to ask. On the other hand, it is not a lot considering there is very little
public land like this along the Missouri River near Great Falls. This is a very unique opportunity to
preserve open land that borders one of the largest cities in Montana, a city which has never been awarded
a grant of this type. We are working to complete the legal formation of a group similar to other groups
around the state. However, since this is the first project of its kind in Great Falls, no such group yet
exists. The Missouri River Open Lands group is in the process of being formed, with this being its first
project. We hope to do other projects in the future.
12. Matching/Cooperator Funds: $300,000 (33%) fundraising for match over 2 years.
13. Matching Funds Source: Local landowners and recreationists who utilize this property are willing to

accomplish fundraising through many means to secure the other $300,000.

14. Project Objective (s):
•

Maintain the 72 acres as open space next to Great Falls city limits

•

Provide public access to 72 acres along city limits

•

Provide walk-in recreational opportunities to land next to city limits

•

Protect wildlife habitat along city limits

•

Allow fishing access

•

Allow access to an island, owned by the city of Great Falls and currently passively managed as open
space, across a small channel of the Missouri River. Note that wildlife also go back and forth across
the river to connect to the land we are hoping to preserve as is.
Prevent overdevelopment of an area south of Great Falls bordered by the Missouri River which has
more development pressure than any area surrounding Great Falls. The Missouri River is rapidly

▪

▪

▪

getting closed off by intense residential development of waterfront lots with 100 feet of river
frontage each. The intersection of Fox Farm Road, which borders the project land, and 10th Ave.
South is one of the busiest intersections in the entire state. It cannot support an unlimited amount of
traffic.
Prevent overcrowding of Meadowlark Elementary School. With the development south of town
feeding into Meadowlark, the school district recently tried to change the boundaries so those
students would go to other schools. This was very controversial and was defeated, but the problem
remains. This area is developing faster than city services can keep up.
Project Strategies: This project is unique. The only thing that really needs to happen is for it be
protected. It does not need any construction or infrastructure of any kind. It can perform its current
function—open lands for wildlife and people bordering the urban interface—in its natural condition.
The only thing that may be required is a few signs and a little fence repair.

15. Area Description:
a. Legal description is T20N, R3E Section 23. Attached map depicts location of property and how it
is adjacent to Great Falls city limits.
b. Status of land: currently owned by the state DNRC.
16. Project Analysis: *

a. The resource issue addressed by this project would be to protect perhaps the very last piece of open
land that is not privately owned on the southwestern border of Great Falls. This is a one-time
opportunity. In addition, the land can simply be used as it is used today by wildlife and people. If
this project is funded, it will be self sustaining and will help preserve the Missouri River watershed.
b. Currently, this land is best-known by those who live near it and enjoy it, though people on our
committee have met folks from all over walking their dogs, riding bikes or bird watching. We have
developed a Facebook page and website, which would continue into the future. In addition, the
River’s Edge Trail has expressed support for our efforts, since the trail itself has similar open lands
along its route. While not connected to the main Trail directly by land, many people put canoes,

kayaks and small rafts in and float down to areas served by the Trail. This is an island of land that is
worth preserving partially because it is an island. As the area around gets more developed, its value
as undisturbed open land bordering the Missouri River will only increase.
17. Existing Project Area Land Management: This area is currently passively managed by the state.

They have not done anything to it for decades. We hope to keep it as is.
18. Use of MFWCT Funds: The funds will be used to help acquire the in-perpetuity easement.
19. Project Monitoring: Local citizens already have an ad hoc group tracking illegal motorized use;

controlling noxious weeds, and picking up trash. The local school has plans to use the land for
educational purposes so they will also assist in the monitoring program.
20. Additional Comments:
This project is unique and important for a variety of reasons. It is the last piece of open land still owned
by a public entity in the fastest growing area of Great Falls. It has been passively managed by the State
for decades and has been used by the public as a recreation corridor in those decades. In addition, it has
been used by wildlife for much longer than that. And while this land does not connect directly to the
River’s Edge Trail, it is very easy to reach the trail from this land by following residential streets and
crossing only one traffic light. At one point, there was even a map of the Trail, which showed this land
as another biking opportunity.
One of its unique characteristics is that this land provides a water connection via a small channel of the
Missouri River to a wild island. This island is passively managed and publicly owned, like the State land
we are hoping to preserve. It is owned by the City of Great Falls and is 20.92 acres. It serves as a safe
haven for all kinds of wildlife which cross the river to the State land. People recreate on this island and
can reach the State land beach via canoe or kayak, then cross over to the island to explore. Most of the
other ways to access islands on the Missouri near Great Falls are in private hands, making the
preservation of this last available access point even more crucial.
As mentioned above, all the land surrounding the land in question is privately owned and available for
subdivision. There is a large piece right across Fox Farm Road that also borders the City, which has not
yet been developed, so there seems to be no urgency for the State to sell this land for development at this
time. Further south of town following Fox Farm are many large plots that are being sliced up into
smaller and smaller lots as time goes on, and since all of this land is private, there are no opportunities to
preserve it. Traffic is already quite heavy on this road and increasing every year. Meadowlark School is
full to capacity and so adding even more lots to the inventory needs to be looked at from a planning
perspective as well. It is worth noting that the state held a meeting to gauge developer interest, which
was not well attended, and in which the only people who did show up were against the idea of selling.

Finally, we think it is worth mentioning that Great Falls has never gotten a grant of this type. Most of
the other big cities in Montana have a well-organized group that is good at getting grants. And though
we are just now getting organized, we feel very strongly that this land and the citizens of the City of
Great Falls deserve your support, so that we too can obtain the benefits of open land preservation.

THANK YOU FOR CONSIDERING THIS PROPOSAL TO KEEP THIS LAND PROTECTED!!!

Project area – 72 acres state lands

Process we are required to follow

