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Coming together 

for our Waters 

Pictured from left to right Andrea, Scott, 

Heather, Charlie, Estelle, Doug, and Katie 

This cool and wet fall is a welcome respite 

from the hot and dry summer we had this 

year in the Bitterroot.  Fortunately, even 

with low precipitation and hoot owl 

closures, I was continuously struck with 

gratitude for the people in our community 

who banded together, making shared 

sacrifices for the greater good.  The 

irrigators who used less water than they 

had a right to, for the betterment of 

neighbors and streams.  The anglers and 

guides who stayed off the Bitterroot when 

water temps were high.  Our volunteers, 

who did even more watering than usual to 

ensure our plants stayed hydrated and 

healthy.   

Our community reminded me once again 

that we really are all in this 

together.  Every last one of us depends on 

water, and if we continue to work together 

we can make positive impacts for the 

future of this Valley. That’s why the Water 

Forum is here, and that’s why I remain 

grateful to serve as the Director.  Everyday, 

I see how much can be done when people 

come together for our waters.   

Thank you for being part of it all.   



After ten years of working to protect, enhance, and 

restore the Bitterroot watershed as the Executive 

Director of the Water Forum, Heather was awarded 

the Montana Watershed Coordination Council’s 

Watershed Stewardship Award this spring. 

 

The biennial awards are a joint project of the 

Montana Wetland Council and the Montana 

Watershed Coordination Council (MWCC) to honor 

individuals and groups who embody excellence and 

commitment to wetland or watershed conservation, 

protection, and restoration.  

Watershed Stewardship Award 

“Not only has Heather demonstrated immense courage and leadership in the 

Bitterroot Valley by bringing the community together to improve watershed health, 

she has really grown the Bitter Root Water Forum into a model watershed group and 

at the same time provided inspirational leadership on the state-wide level.” 

 — Ethan Kunard, Executive Director of the  

Montana Watershed Coordination Council 

Heather receiving award from MWCC’s  

Terri Nichols at a Burnt Fork volunteer day. 



Planting to Protect 

Above:  

Volunteers plant native shrubs 

and trees along the Burnt Fork 

Below: 

Jay Meyer visits a volunteer 

planting day with Winston (dog). 

Photo credit Robert Warren. 

Along the Burnt Fork, east of the town of Stevensville we 

have been working with Jay Meyer on his family ranch.  Jay 

has watched the stream change course and become a more 

powerful force due to increased sediment loads, changing 

flood patterns, and lack of streamside vegetation.   

After a successful project in 2020, Jay was interested in doing 

even more.  In 2021 we’ve: 

• Planted additional native trees and shrubs, like 

willows, wood’s rose, and dogwood, to add diversity and 

habitat 

• Established willow cuttings along the banks 

• Protected planted vegetation from wildlife nibbling 

with browse protectors 

• Reinforced a water gap and cattle crossing that will 

reduce cattle impact on the stream  

These actions will help reduce nonpoint source pollutants, 

including sediment and nutrients, from further impacting 

this impaired stream.   

 

We’re so excited to see the growth of 

this project as the plants take root 

and do their part to improve 

water quality. 

It has been a wonderful 

opportunity to work closely 

with Jay, and the Water 

Forum looks forward  

to partnerships with 

other area 

landowners. 

Project funded in part 

by the MWCC 

Watershed Fund. 



Watershed 

Enhancement 

Team 

The Water Forum celebrated 10 years of hosting a 

Big Sky Watershed Corps (BSWC) member this year.  

The BSWC is an AmeriCorps service program that 

places young professionals throughout the state of 

Montana to make meaningful contributions for local 

communities and their conservation efforts. 

This year’s member, Ellie DeVos: 

• coordinated the youth education programs 

• created virtual field trips and lessons 

• led the Watershed Enhancement Team 

• organized the Clean Up All Year program 

• led a restoration project in the Burnt Fork 

• and so much more. 

This year was jam-packed with events and 

programs, and Ellie said was a great experience to 

be involved in.  

We are excited to see what the future holds for Ellie, 

and look forward to welcoming our new BSWC 

member in January.   Thank you to the Bitterroot 

Conservation District and our donors for making 

the impactful work of BSWC members possible. 

It was rewarding to observe 

how the watering at Skalkaho 

Bend Park paid off over the 

summer and fall. 

Willows and wildflowers are 

flourishing in the swale, 

helping to establish roots, 

shade, and habitat. 

Photo above of Ellie at a weed pull day at Skalkaho Bend Park. 

Photo credit Becky Peters. 

Our Watershed Enhancement 

Team (WET) provides 

necessary monitoring and 

maintenance to our 

restoration projects.  

WET was very active this 

year, given the low amount of 

rainfall and slate of new 

projects.  Each week Ellie and 

the team enjoyed being 

outside while watering and 

maintaining restoration 

projects; enjoying laughs and 

good conversation.  

Big Sky Watershed Corps 



Plants Preserving 

Over the past 25 years, the Bitterroot River at Skalkaho Bend 

Park has been migrating eastward, taking with it roughly one 

acre of parkland every five years.  

In March the Water Forum broke ground on the “Roots 

Against Erosion” project to work on addressing the rapid 

erosion on site.  

To protect the Park against erosion, the volunteers helped 

plant thousands of plants, whose roots will grow into a strong 

web that will strengthen the soil and improve habitat. 

The planting areas are set back from the bank to give the 

plants the time they need to grow.  A dense row of plantings 

will ultimately slow river migration and reduce erosion. 

Native shrubs and trees like willows, red-osier dogwood, and 

cottonwood will provide roots against erosion and habitat for 

fish and wildlife. 

The project has already seen impressive growth. 

Images from top to bottom: 

◆ Kierstin Schmitt helps plant native 

nursery plants in the swale 

◆ Board member, Ed Snook, places 

willow cuttings 

◆ Growth of the swale by September 

◆ Aerial view of the project in July 

Thank you to everyone who helped make this project 

possible including these partners and funders: 



This fall the Water Forum worked with Montana Fish, 

Wildlife, and Parks at the new John Owen Fishing Access 

Site just downstream of the bridge in Stevensville. 

Over 250 native plants were added to this area 

including Ponderosa pine, Aspen, Black cottonwood, 

Snowberry, Golden Currant, Chokecherry, Red osier 

dogwood, Spirea, Serviceberry, Rocky Mountain Maple, 

Western Larch,  along with native wildflowers and 

grasses. 

Rail style fencing was installed to protect the plants and 

direct foot traffic.    

This project will help protect the site for future 

generations while maintaining river access 

for all to enjoy.  

Along the main stem of 

the Bitterroot River from 

Hamilton to Stevensville 

Images from top to bottom: 

◆ Aerial view of the site before the project 

◆ Andrea Price, the Water Forum’s 

Restoration Coordinator, stages plants to 

be put in the ground 

◆ Eddie Olwell with a newly installed plant 

◆ Site view after planting (before fencing 

was installed) 

Public Spaces 



Sharing the Importance 

Empowering Future Stewards 

Though many of our youth education programs 

have gone virtual this year the Water Forum had 

some opportunities to connect with students 

outdoors too. 

Ellie worked with area sixth graders at this year’s 

Conservation Days hosted by Bitterroot 

Conservation District.  We had multiple days 

planting and learning with groups like B.E.A.R, 

Hamilton’s eighth grade Earth Science class, and 

the Hamilton Envirothon team on the “Roots 

Against Erosion” project at Skalkaho Bend Park.   

The Water Forum’s Earth Stewardship Program 

with seventh grade students features monthly 

lessons from local natural resource professionals.  

This year, the program was virtual, but that didn’t 

stop us from providing interactive, fun content. 

Through StoryMaps and multimedia learning, 

students were immersed in topics like irrigation, 

snowpack, and native fish. 

Another virtual offering was produced for High 

School science classes, the Restoration and 

Agriculture Virtual Field Trip.  Students will learn 

about water issues in the Bitterroot like nonpoint 

source pollution, irrigation systems, and more. 

Images from top to bottom: 

◆ Ellie teaches about the watershed and different water users at Conservation Days 

◆ Students from B.E.A.R help plant at Skalkaho Bend Park 

◆ Image from Restoration and Agriculture Virtual Field Trip on potential sources of 

nutrient impairments 



Adapting Adult Education 

Watershed Wellness/Did You Know? 

Helping to inform the community is 

important to us.  This year, we 

continued to feature watershed health 

topics in our monthly column in the 

Ravalli Republic and short videos to 

answer your questions about water.  

  

Irrigation in the Bitterroot Tour 

Highlighting the complexities and 

necessity of our irrigation system, the 

tour is available virtually in the form of 

a StoryMap with helpful videos and 

resources.  

 

Demystifying Water Right with 

Realtor Estate Professionals 

This fall we partnered with the 

Bitterroot Valley Board of Realtors, 

DNRC, and local irrigation districts to 

hold a training on water rights.  

of our Watershed 

Images from top to bottom: 

◆ Access these virtual resources through our website, brwaterforum.org,  

under the “What’s Happening” tab 

◆ The section of the Irrigation in the Bitterroot Tour StoryMap on the  

Bitter Root Irrigation District featuring manager, John Crowley 



Cleaning up 

the Bitterroot 

RAPP FAMILY 

FOUNDATION 

Thank you to our 2021 sponsors 

95 volunteers pulled 1,727 pounds of trash from the 

river during the annual event on Saturday, August 14th. 

Thank you to everyone who helped make this event a 

success!  It takes a community coming together for our 

waters to keep them clean.  In the ten years since the 

Water Forum has taken on this event nearly 20,000 pounds 

of trash has been removed from the River! 

2021 Participating Guides: 

Jordan Avery, Bitterroot River Guides 

Lane Blackwood, Freestone Fly Shop 

Woody Hayward, Go West Outfitters 

Andrew Hettick, Freestone Fly Shop 

Alex Hibala, Bitterroot River Guides 

Dan Kimzey, Bitterroot River Guides 

Eddie Olwell, Fishs Eddy O 

Tim Parks, Go West Outfitters/ 

RLTW Fly Fishing Guide Service 

Kurt Rausch, Rausch's Top Water Anglers 

Tony Reinhardt, Montana Trout Outfitters 

Chris Rockhold, Bitterroot River Guides 

Jenny West, Go West Outfitters 

Thank you — your support of 

the Water Forum supports fish! 

Cash for Cutthroats is an 

annual event where fishing 

guides donate their day’s tip 

to support the fishery by 

giving to the Bitter Root 

Water Forum.    

Next time you book a trip on 

the Bitterroot please consider 

these guides that give back to 

the river. 

Freestone Fly Shop 

First Security Bank 

Runner's Edge 

TrailWest Bank 

Tire Rama 

Bitterroot Trout Unlimited 

Iron Horse Athletic Club 

Clearwater Systems 

Higherground Brewing Co 

Dairy Queen 



How you can help 

Bitter Root Water Forum Accepts Planned Gifts  

Make the greatest impact possible for cold, clean waters in 

your lifetime and for future generations 

      Types of planned gifts include, but are not limited to: 

      Stocks, bequests, and the Montana Endowment Tax Credit 

Please contact Heather with questions about any of these 

types of gifts. 

heather@brwaterforum.org | 406-375-2272  

Online by Mail Drop Off 

brwaterforum.org 

Bitter Root Water Forum  

PO Box 1247 

Hamilton, MT 59840 

178 S 2nd St 

in Hamilton 

Give the gift of your time volunteering on our restoration 

projects, helping with events, or lending a hand in the office. 

You make it all possible.  Clean water, healthy lands, and 

quality education for youth and adults can only happen 

when people like you invest in our work.  

Together we make the greatest impact 

Give A Monthly or Stand Alone Gift and your financial 

support will allow our organization to thrive and leverage 

other private, state, and federal project funding; individual 

donor dollars are typically matched 3:1. 

Provided for informational purposes only; not intended to be 

tax or legal advice.  

Prior to making a planned gift to the Bitter Root Water Forum, 

please consult a qualified financial advisor. 



PO Box 1247 

178 S. 2nd St 

Hamilton, MT 59840 

www.brwaterforum.org 

406-375-2272 

RESTORE 

INFORM 

CONNECT 

Volunteer, Maeve, 

planting a native willow 

along the Burnt Fork 


