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EXISTING IN PRODUCTIVE HARMONY

STUDIES: NATURAL HERITAGE PROGRAM, STATUS OF NATURAL RESOURCES

The 2017-18 Environmental Quality Council is studying the creation of a report on the status of Montana’s natural resources.
The Council is also examining the Natural Heritage Program, an agency that gathers and disseminates information on plants,
animals, and habitats. Both of these ideas have deep roots with the EQC and the Montana Environmental Policy Act.

THE MONTANA ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY ACT

The creators of the Montana Environmental Policy Act touted the legislation as a tool to promote development of natural
resources in an environmentally sound manner bolstered by facts, not emotion. The original act spoke of man and nature

living in “productive harmony.”

“We know all will not be honey and roses upon the enactment of this piece of legislation,” C.R. Fisher of the Montana
Chamber of Commerce said in his 1971 testimony. “But when implemented and under the wise leadership stated in the bill it

can help alleviate many problems and allow nature and man to survive in productive harmony.”

Known as MEPA, the act passed a Republican House 99-0 and a Democratically controlled Senate 51-1. Backers ranged from
the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Association to the Wood Products Association and the Petroleum Association.

The Legislature tweaked the language over the last 46 years so now the policy is “to create and maintain conditions under
which humans and nature can coexist in productive harmony, to recognize the right to use and enjoy private property free of
undue government regulation, and to fulfill the social, economic, and other requirements of present and future generations of

Montanans.”!

The need for information prior to action is crucial to fulfilling the directive of the lofty and optimistic policy. Gathering data is
the cornerstone of the environmental review process outlined in the law. The environmental review required by MEPA
requires state agencies to evaluate actions before acting. The process should ensure that permitting and other agency decisions

affecting the human environment are informed decisions.

“The purpose of requiring an environmental assessment and an environmental impact statement ... is to assist the legislature
in determining whether laws are adequate to address impacts to Montana's environment and to inform the public and public

officials of potential impacts resulting from decisions made by state agencies.” 2

While MEPA requires data on a project-by-project basis, it also directs the EQC to take the long view, both backward and
forward, when it comes to shaping policy. It was the “wise leadership” of the EQC to which Mr. Fisher from the Chamber of
Commerce referred in 1971. The council evaluates the conditions and trends in the quality of the environment to see if they

interfere with the policy to strive for productive harmony by:

175-1-103, MCA.
2 75-1-102, MCA.
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e Gathering timely and authoritative information, both current and prospective; and

e  Analyzing and interpreting the information.

In October 1972, the newly formed EQC issued its first report. Rep. George Darrow, a petroleum engineer from Billings, who
carried MEPA, chaired the council. In the preface, he wrote:

“The EQC is not a regulatory agency. It is not an environmental control agency. Responsibility for these functions lies with
gulatory agency gency p Y

various existing agencies in the executive branch of state government. Instead,

the council's role is to anticipate environmental problems, analyze their root

causes, perceive alternatives, and recommend preventive action,” Darrow
wrote.

“It is a basic ecological insight that all environmental problems are interwoven,
interrelated, and interacting. No project, no action by state government, has

only a single consequence. However, most state agencies are responsible for

only a single primary mission. There has been a continuing need

for a systematic way to deal with complex problems that cut

George Darrow

across the responsibilities of several agencies.”

In that first report, the EQC acknowledged that
looking at trends required data that did not yet exist.

“The report describes baseline conditions of
1975 Indicators Montana environments, identifies

problems, reviews agency

Population Size; Population Density; environmental programs, and
Population Distribution; Population makes recommendations. In
Change; Energy Production; Energy most instances, identification
Reserves; Agricultural, Forest, and of trends in environmental
Wild Lands; Water Withdrawals conditions must
and Consumption; Minerals necessarily await the
Production; Wildlife Health; Air accumulation of more
Quality; Water Quality; Agricultural information.”
Land Quality; Forestland Quality;
Health; Crime; Employment In 1975, the EQC unleashed the 178-

page report, “Montana FEnvironmental

Indicators.” The council hailed it as a major
effort to assemble baseline data on the status
of the Montana environment. The indicators wete
wide ranging, but focused on information available at
the time. With five staffers working on the report, the
EQC conceded that it was a major effort. Nevertheless, the
council was dedicated to a long-term commitment of refining

the indicators and of issuing future reports.

In 1976, the EQC issued a report evaluating the implementation of MEPA. In finding that the implementation was
inconsistent, the council noted that the continued gathering of information under watchful eyes of the EQC was crucial
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and should draw on expertise from the university system and government agencies. However, during the next interim, the

EQC decided not to publish a report on the condition of the environment, opting instead to focus on summaries of issues,

including energy, mining, and water resources. The council noted the high quality of prior reports, but questioned if they were
used enough to justify printing costs.

Creation of the Natural Heritage Program

Stockpiling environmental data was still very much on the mind of EQC members and others. In 1982, a Council on
Management organized by Gov. Ted Schwinden found that natural resource agencies needed better coordination and access to
growing amounts of data. The 1983 Legislature created the Natural Heritage Program, an entity with a mission of
“information acquisition, storage, and retrieval for data relating to the flora, fauna, and biological community types of

Montana.”3

The legislation noted that 33 other states already had heritage programs and that the program would “eliminate costly
duplication and enhance the efficiency of natural resource data collection and to provide a valuable source of that information

for state government, industry, and other groups.”*

Among other things, an environmental review requires a description of the quantity and quality of the vegetative cover. The
types of terrestrial, avian, and aquatic life, as well as their habitats must be listed, including any that may be unique,

endangered, or fragile.

The bill passed the House 73-22 and the Senate 48-0 and created a commiittee to study the proposed implementation of the
program. It also directed the EQC to ride herd on the committee and the department of administration, which was originally
placed in charge of the program.>

From that came legislation in 1985 supporting the movement of the program to the State Library, citing its mission to
disseminate information without bias. Funding came from a variety of sources, including a Resource Indemnity Trust grant,
license fees collected by Fish, Wildlife, and Parks, federal funds, and money from the Nature Conservancy. Writing in support
of the bill, EQC Chairman Dennis Iverson said time and money could be saved in several ways:¢

e the information systems could head off conflicts over environmental impacts at an early stage of resource
development, before heavy investments close off options;

e the information systems could help coordinate duplicate data gathering and studies, such as when two agencies look at
a resource for different purposes;

e the information systems could ensure that decision-makers have the best information available when they consider
resource developments, and that the information comes at the lowest cost and as quickest speed as possible;

e the information systems could identify gaps in our resource data, perhaps allowing well-planned research to
efficiently close the gaps and avoid expensive "brush-fire" studies after developments have been proposed; and

e the information systems will not require major changes in existing agency operations but should identify ways in

which interagency coordination and efficiency can be improved.

3 Chapter No. 650, 1983.

# Ibid.

5 The Heritage Program was the first step in creating a natural resources information system, a comprehensive system of natural resource
data. Often referred to as NRIS, the Natural Heritage Program is part of that system.

¢ Legislative history, House Bill No. 860, 1985.

MONTANA LEGISLATIVE SERVICES DIVISION
Legislative Environmental Policy Office


http://leg.mt.gov/content/Publications/Environmental/1978annualreport.pdf

Other supporters of the legislation included ASARCO, the Montana Audubon Council, Walleyes Unlimited, Trout Unlimited,
Burlington Northern, Inc., and the Montana Mining Association. Supporters said that easy access to natural resource data
would reduce the cost to industry for environmental review and obtaining permits, and comprehensive environmental reviews
would head off litigation over projects. They also said compiling existing data and gathering new data might keep species from
being listed as endangered. It passed the House 98-2 and the Senate 50-0.

“We believe House Bill 860 offers a sound approach to gathering and storing information and will assist the mining industry

(to) solve potential environmental problems,” wrote Gary Langley, the executive director of the mining association.”

Over the next decade, Natural Heritage Program data was used to fulfill an increasing number
of requests for information from state and federal agencies and others. It expanded into

electronic mapping and ventured into providing information over the internet.®

Environmental Indicators, version 2.0

. Since publication of the Montana Environmental Indicators in 1975, the EQC has
1996 Indicators . . . . o .
fulfilled its statutory duties to collect information and identify trends in ways that

. . did not involve a variety of indicators. Instead, trends are examined as a matter
Population; Economic

Conditions: Land Use: of course in specific studies. (The EQC still does this. Recent examples

. include federal road miles and deer and elk harvests; revenue and spending
Agriculture; Forests;

Wildlife; Energy;
Minerals; Remediation;

Waste; Water

in Fish, Wildlife, and Parks; and timber harvests on state lands).

However, the 1995-96 EQC tackled another state of the environment

report.
Quantity; Water
Quality; Outdoor “Our effort here is to simply present the facts that document trends,” wrote
Recreation Chairman Jerry Noble and Vice Chair Vicki Cocchiarella. “Our ultimate

objective ... is to assist Montanans in making informed choices regarding this

place we call home.”

“Our Montana Environment ... Where do we stand?” left out some indicators used in

the 1975 report not related specifically to the environment. It made use of colorful
graphics and came in at just 25 pages. Like the other report, it drew on the expertise of
agency personnel and the representatives of the university system. Again, it was a major effort

in terms of council time, staff, and cost. Printing costs alone were almost $10,000.

In 2000, the EQC completed the study “Improving the Montana Environmental Policy Act.” During the study, the EQC

found that, “Due to a lack of economic and environmental trend information, the EQC is unsure whether the implementation
of MEPA is achieving its intended purpose as stated in section 75-1-103, MCA.”

The EQC recommended that future councils work with state agencies and the university system to “develop sound and
measurable economic and environmental trend and benchmark information” by which to gauge if MEPA is meeting its

intended purpose.

7 Legislative history, House Bill No. 860, 1985.
8 NRIS History, 1982 to 1998. Jon Sesso, now a senator, was director of the NRIS program from 1988 to 1992.
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THE CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS

Natural Heritage Program

The Natural Heritage Program has information on about 3,800 animal species, 4,500 plant species, and 120 biological

communities.? That information is the source for the various products the program offers.

The Montana Field Guides are the most popular feature of the Heritage — [T enri ALk In Search Field Guide I K
Program website. Almost 256,000 people used the guides last year for Home - Other Fisld Guides
Kingdom - Animals - Animaliz
an average of 56 hours of use each work day. The field guides include Phylum  Vertebrates |t
Class - Birds - Aves

Order - Songbirds - Passeriformes

information on the identification, distribution, listing status, and ecology Family - Bluckbirds - Ictaridas

. . . . - Species - W M k - fla neglecta
of the animals, plants, lichens, and biological communities that call
Western Meadowlark - Sturnella neglecta

Montana home. For example, the entry for the Western Meadowlark

Global Rank: G5

allows the user to see several photos, examine the state bird’s range, hear State Rank: $3%

an audio recording of its distinctive song, see its breeding and ) fleney Stows
™ USFS:
overwintering habitat, and read associated literature. ! . pIF

Species information is mapped. The electronic Map Viewer also features

External Links

Wi
Mol Google

NatureServe Gou ¢
Hpmcans Reper? | | jor more Web Pages

information on land cover, land management, and wetlands. Last year,

the map viewer was used an average of almost 17 hours every workday.
isten to an Audio Sample

Starting in January 2017, the program increased the automation of

environmental summaries. An agency conducting an environmental

. . . 3 General Description

review Slmply Selects the proposed p]_’o]ect area on the electronlc map‘ Mead| d terrestrial songbird with long, slender bill, short tail with rather rigid rectrices,
and long legs and toes. Nostril ovate, overhang by prominent homy operculum. Crown dark

with light median stripe. A light line aver eye hecomes bright yellow from eye to bill.

The resultiﬂg report includes results for that geographic arca lﬂcludlﬂg Upperparts with intricate concealing pattern of buffs, browns, and black streaks and bars.
Underparts bright yellow, the sides, Aanks, and undertsil-coverts dull white, broadly streaked
: : and s xd with ky black. 2 and tail feathers barred with black and by H J
species occurrences, structured surveys of species, land cover, land rectrices party white, Adult has » black shiel-shaped o crescenticpatch on chest. Sexes

similar in coloration. Fernale smaller and shghtly less strongly marked (Lanyon 1994),

management, and biological reports associated with plant and animal

observations. About four reports a day are done this way.

The program also fields at least 10 information requests each day that involve extra expertise from staff.
Natural Heritage Program use, 2016

Map Viewer Users/Use Map Viewer State Use Map Viewer Federal Users/Use

DNMRC

9 These numbers represent only a portion of the species present in the state. The program recently obtained funding from the Department
of Natural Resources and Conservation to compile information on invasive species.
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As the use of the program grew, so did its staff. It started with four people in 1985 and now employs 16, including biologists,

botanists, ecologists, and zoologists.

The current annual budget is about $877,000 from a variety of sources. (The EQC will the consider funding history and
options of the program at the January 2018 meeting).

Montana’s program is one of about 80 similar programs in North and South America. Unlike Montana, the majority operate
within a natural resource agency, according to a 2016 survey. At the time, the survey showed Montana and Colorado with the

most employees of programs in the western states.

2016 Survey of heritage programs in North and South America

Institutional Housing Guiding Statutes?
"\ Y
Yes = 42 (54%)
No = 28 (36%)
_ ) Mo Response = 8 {10%)
[ Dept. Conservation, Environment, Matural Resources 27 (35%) ]
[l Fish/Wildlife/Game/Parks 16(21%) T
[CIMo Response 8 (10%) J'I.J
[ Other 12 (15%) /
[ University 15 (19%) I
5
:\ l\._
\l'v
Number of
Full Time Staff

Clo %

[1-5

Hs-10

Ml 1t-15

Mis-20

*, M-S (14000 - 333000 ,
B Metwork summary staistcs [ 333001 - 1000000 /
&an = "
Median = 7 I 1000001 - 2250000 o
Range=0- 58 I 2250001 - 4500000

& programs have no full time staff
15 programs have only 1-4 full time staff
Total of 791 full time staff and 240 part time staff

I 4500001 - 9500000
Gray = Mo Response
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Environmental Indicators, Version 3.0

For the last three interims, the EQC allocated staff time to creating an online repository of environmental indicators. Many
things changed since the last effort in 1996, chiefly the amount of information available online and the relative ease of

compiling it.

Today, there are 37 graphics on the EQC website covering water, waste, remediation, energy, wildlife, forests, agriculture, land
use, economic conditions, and population. Most of the items have links to more information. Each interim, staff refines,

updates, and expands the indicators.

Montana Timber Harvest by Ownership, Montana subdivisions, 1930-2012
1945-2009 1200 7B

1600
1400
1200

Subdivided lots
Subdivision applications

1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003

a

2005
2008
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012

Lots Applications

Seurco: DER Subdivisian Flan Sview Fragram

SOUNERC U FAF 1 Sasica B O, LASEOUA, 4T

Source: DEQ Subdivision Plan Review Program, 2014

Source: Montana's Forest Resources, 2003-2009, Rocky Mountain

Research Station, U.S. Forest Service (2012)

Acreage in Montana farms, 1900-2012

To.0m TR.00C.000

Population of Montana ungulates, 2004-2013

350,000

| 50,000,000 \

300,000
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&

— 80,000,000
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= 250,000
t 30,000,000 ; g » —
g /\
20,000,000 3 200,000
i \
L 1000000 B 150,000

1900 1910 1930 1050 1040 1550 100 1968 1076 1T 1997 007 2043 100,000 v
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Average Montana farm size, 1900-2012 2004 | 2005 | 2006 | 2007 | 2008 | 2009 | 2010 | 2011 | 2012 | 2013
.00 1000 w—fte lope 220413 237998(216632 50389 [100631|110225|
so000 L sa00 — 138496 126642(123571 117880 (140613141078 148648
il wom | sisoa 3 s\l deer 327931 281160 203905(229782|218883|
%t | i i i hite-tailed deer [237725) 243001 202122(177354(193049|
5 0, E
; mam - 1 8 ; o
s - Source: Montana Department of Fish, Wildife, and Parks
i
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Next Steps

Natural Heritage Program

At the September meeting, staff from the state library and the Heritage Program will present an overview of the program and

its use. Speakers from private industry as well as state and federal agencies are on tap to talk about how they use data gathered

and managed by the Heritage Program. In January 2018, the EQC will review the funding history of the program as well as

current fiscal issues.

Status of Natural Resources

As the EQC debates how to proceed with the study to create a report, the attached table provides summaries and links to

EQC-based reports that show trends as well as examples of other trend reports from a variety of sources.

For January, staff can start compiling information in a manner as directed by the EQC.

Selected State of the Environment Reports

“This report attempts to provide a
reliable method for measuring
environmental quality and contains
only existing baseline information from
documented and well-established
sources. In a nutshell, it presents facts
that document trends. 1t is up to the
reader to interpret what these trends
show.”

Enabling Legislation Approving Staff Adyvising Updates
Entity Entities

Montana Environmental MEPA EQC EQC University Irregular.

Indicators, EQC, 1975 ) System, expanded
The EQC shall gather timely and

“The report does not attempt to authoritative information concerning the Agency Reps | 1972 report

interpret whether the conditions and conditions and trends in the qualsty of the

trends contained here are "good” or environment, both current and prospective,

"bad". Likenise, it is not organized analyze and z'nteiprez‘.t/y.e information for

around any preconceived notions of the purpose of determining whether the

what Montana should be or do 0 conditions and trends are interfering or

Pprotect and enbance the “quality of are likely to interfere with the achievement

life"" of its citizens. The effort here is to of the policy set forth in 75-1-103

present the data required to mafke MCA.

these choices in an informed, as

opposed to intuitive, manner.”

Our Montana Environment — MEPA EQC EQC University Trregular.

Where do we stand?, EQC, 1996 System, Update to
Same as above. Agency Reps | 1975 report
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Montana Environmental MEPA EQC EQC Ongoing

Indicators, EQC 2014 to present
Same as above.

This online repository continues the

EQC tradition of gathering timely

and anthoritative information that can

be regularly updated and expanded.

Compliance and Enforcement MEPA EQC Executive None Biennially
DNRC, DEQ, and Department of Ag Agencies

Reports to the EQC report:

11 1999, the EQC found that many © dforts to promote compliance

programs currently collect data related o thesize o,ﬂbe regulated )

to the condition of the resource they are community and the percent in

charged to protect or enhance. Future conp. /zan(e,'

reports should attempt to include a *  noncompliances and how the

descriptive connection between the agency addresses them;

condition and trend in the resonrces Wbe@pr ‘Z_”Z.m/’ reporting fé””/d include

and the compliance and enforcement quantitative trend information.

efforts of the programs.

Environmental Quality Reports National Environmental Policy Act | President CEQ Annually,

T The President shall report to Congress (1) 1970-1997.

the status and condition of the major
natural, manmade, or altered
environmental classes of the Nation,
including, but not limited to, the air, the
aquatic, including marine, estuarine, and
[fresh water, and the terrestrial
environment, including, but not linited to,
the forest, dryland, wetland, range, urban,
suburban and rural environment; (2)
current and foreseeable trends in the
quality, management and utilization of
such environments and the effects of those
trends on the social, economic, and other
requirements of the Nation; (3) the
adequacy of available natural resources
Jor fulfilling human and economic
requirements of the Nation in the light of
expected population pressures; (4) a
review of the programs and activities
(including regulatory activities) of the
Federal Government, the State and local
governments, and nongovernmental
entities or individuals with particular
reference to their effect on the environment
and on the conservation, development and
utilization of natural resources; and (5) a
program for remedying the deficiencies of
existing programs and activities, together
with recommendations for legislation.

MONTANA LEGISLATIVE SERVICES DIVISION
Legislative Environmental Policy Office



http://leg.mt.gov/css/Committees/Interim/2015-2016/EQC/Indicators/default.asp
http://leg.mt.gov/css/Committees/Interim/2015-2016/EQC/Indicators/default.asp
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http://leg.mt.gov/content/publications/environmental/1999enforcement.pdf
http://leg.mt.gov/bills/mca/title_0750/chapter_0010/part_0030/section_0140/0750-0010-0030-0140.html
http://leg.mt.gov/content/Committees/Interim/2015-2016/EQC/Meetings/Mar-2016/compliance-enforcement-dnrc-2015.pdf
http://leg.mt.gov/content/Committees/Interim/2015-2016/EQC/Meetings/Mar-2016/compliance-enforcement-deq-2016.pdf
http://leg.mt.gov/content/Committees/Interim/2015-2016/EQC/Meetings/Mar-2016/compliance-enforcement-ag-2016.pdf
http://leg.mt.gov/content/Committees/Interim/2015-2016/EQC/Meetings/Mar-2016/compliance-enforcement-ag-2016.pdf
https://ceq.doe.gov/ceq-reports/annual_environmental_quality_reports.html
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title42-section4321&num=0&edition=prelim
https://www.whitehouse.gov/ceq/

: — 5 — —
State of the Environment, Environment Protection and Minister for Independent 5 years
. Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 | Environment experts
Australia ;
& Energy
. Draft reports are reviewed by ke
The Australian Government ot i
. . . stakebolders from the Australian
commissions an independent review of .
. Government, state and territory
the state of the environment. The . .
. governments, academia and industry
purpose of national state of the o .
. S . before undergoing independent peer review

environment reporting is to provide: by subject-matter exberts
o Australians with anthoritative s perts
information on the state of the
environment that sustains our economy
and wellbeing
o the Australian public, the
Australian Government and other
decision-makers responsible for
managing our environment with an
assessment of how effectively the
Australian environment is being
managed and what the key national
environmental issues are.

State of the Environment reporting

occurs at both the national and
state/ territory level. Some regional-
scale reporting also occurs.

. . Sections 22a-11 through 22a- i ;
Environmental Oualitv in Sﬂcgt}ons 22a-11 through 22a-13 CEQ . CEQ Executive Annually
C . CGS (Appolnted by Agencies’

“onnecticut A
I o The status of the major governoft, others

environmental categories legislative
Environmental indicators, from air . . -
b including, but not limited to, leaders)

through "personal impact,” display a
comprebensive set of environmental
data for the 10 years ending in 2016.

the air, the water and the land
environment;

®  current and foreseeable trends
in the quality, management
and utilization of the
environment and the effects of
such trends on the social,
economic and health
requirements of the state;

o the adequacy of available
natural resonrces for fulfilling
buman and economic
requirements of the state in the
light of projected population
pressures;

° a review of the programs and
activities of the state and local
governments and private
organizations, with particular
reference o their effect on the
environment and on the
conservation, development and
utilization of natural
resources;

®  a program for remedying the
deficiencies of existing
programs and activities,
together with recommendations
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https://soe.environment.gov.au/
https://www.environment.gov.au/epbc
https://www.environment.gov.au/epbc
http://www.ct.gov/ceq/cwp/view.asp?a=986&q=248850#Quality
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Jfor legislation, and the progress
towards achievement of the

goals and objectives established
in the state-wide environmental

Pplan.
Annual Report on the W - Environmental County Annually
L . e report must include: Ouality Departments
Environment, Fairfax County : DN P ’
o [findings on the status of the Advisorv others

Virginia

physical environment of the
Connty.

®  cevaluations of existing efforts
to achieve and maintain or
improve environmental quality
in the County.

o proposed policies or programs
which are designed to assist in
further improvement of
environmental quality in the
County, including relative
priority of each such proposal.

Appointed by
Board

cl0099 7255jkea
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http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpz/eqac/charter.htm
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