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The Blackfoot Challenge has worked to address drought for more
than two decades by facilitating the Blackfoot Drought Response
Committee and administering the Blackfoot Drought Response Plan.
This plan allows for the coordination of water conservation among
water users and has been an incredibly effective method of
responding to water shortages. Nearly 100 Blackfoot landowners
participate in a voluntary drought plan to conserve water and protect
native fish habitat. Their collective conservation helps save 50 cfs of
river water a year — but the pace of climate change impacts is
beginning to eclipse the water conservation capacity of our
communities. The Blackfoot River has hit low-water triggers 15 out of
the past 21 years and climate models for the region predict longer
and dryer periods of drought. Therefore, it is apparent that annual
drought response alone is not enough; we must coordinate drought
resilience and preemptive drought management in the watershed.
The health of our communities, landscapes, soils, and wildlife depend
on it.

In response to increasingly unpredictable conditions, the Blackfoot
Challenge is exploring new tools that support both ecological and
community economic resilience. These tools bridge water and land
stewardship — bringing together techniques to improve soil moisture
holding capacity, natural ground and surface water storage, and the
efficiency of water delivery systems. The long history of collaborative
water conservation in the Blackfoot has created strong relationships
and open communication between stakeholders. We need to expand
communication on drought resilience, providing space to share ideas
and experiences on how best to maintain healthy landscapes during
changing climate conditions. The Blackfoot Challenge is in a unique
position to facilitate these conversations, and to provide a platform
for experts to share innovative technologies and strategies with
natural resource managers and producers.
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The Blackfoot Challenge plans to hold a series of 4 community
presentations over the winter of 2021/2022 addressing various
aspects of drought resilience. Lectures will take place both over
Zoom, and if Covid-19 restrictions allow, in-person. The Zoom
platform will be utilized to bring in experts on drought from other
regions in the United States to expand on local knowledge, while in-
person lectures will focus on more regional experts. Presentations
will focus on application of drought resilient water and land
stewardship techniques, covering a wide array of topics. Sample
topics may include, but are not limited to, range management for
increased soil moisture capacity, timber harvesting for increased
ground water, natural water storage techniques, and lessons learned
from areas that have experienced droughty conditions for long
lengths of time. The target audience will be directed at local farmers
and ranchers, but will include partnering agencies, industries, and
nonprofits. We typically host anywhere from 20-50 attendees at these
community events, with some online gatherings attracting more than
100 in the last year.

As drought becomes more pervasive — and as water users in the
Blackfoot face increased restrictions related to the Milltown Water
Right’s early (1904) priority date — landowners will face much more
uncertainty about their long-term sustainability on the landscape. The
Blackfoot Challenge aims to reinforce the value of our community
drought response process through this series of educational
presentations, while also providing a diversified menu of tools that
landowners can use to manage resources in advance of and in the
midst of drought conditions. We also expect this winter outreach and
education will help to encourage more water users to enroll in the
Blackfoot Drought Response Plan and adopt stewardship practices
that can make the watershed more resilient as a whole.

In the Blackfoot watershed, as with most watersheds, private
landowners steward most of the valley bottom — including priority
stretches of the river and its tributaries. We cannot hope to uphold a
healthy watershed without the participation of private landowners.
This project aims to present tools and best practices for drought
resilience to land managers. Applying these tools may help increase
soil moisture capacity, ground water flows, water storage, vegetative
health, among others. Conveying these strategies to landowners will
not only help the health of the watershed, but will help the economic
sustainability of producers, strengthening the community viability.
Community presentations will also open lines of communication
among landowners, partners, and experts. These discussions can be
extremely valuable in encouraging cross-fenceline coordination,
exchange of localized knowledge, partnership building, and incrased
participation in drought response.
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The Blackfoot Challenge’s approach to stewardship always begins
with community members — who collaborate through public meetings,
one-on-one communication with program staff, and natural resource
committees. One of the directives that emerged from this grassroots
process in the past year has been the expansion of the Water
Program. A new Water Committee was formed in 2021, and will begin
meeting at the beginning of November. This committee formed from
a perceived need to expand the Challenge’s role in water
management to a much broader scale. Given the drought year of
2021, it is painfully apparent that drought will play a critical role in the
coming years. Stakeholders have asked that we try to manage for
long-term drought proactively. These presentations will be catered to
the land managers in the watershed, bringing them innovative and
applicable techniques to apply to their land base. We will look to find
presenters within the agricultural community, those who have
experienced drought conditions for far longer and have made
adaptations already. We plan on having a wide breadth of topics,
which will also be of interest to our state, federal and NGO partners. It
is our hope that these presentations will help inform our strategy for
drought management, both as individual landowners and as a whole
watershed.

Tasks, Deliverables, and Timeline. Fill in and upload the Capacity Support Tasks, Deliverables,
Timeline spreadsheet provided at the bottom of the Request for Proposals on the MWCC website.

Blackfoot_Challenge_Capacity-Support-Tasks-Deliverables-Timeline_2021.xlIsx

Project Budget. Fill in and upload the Capacity Support Budget Proposal spreadsheet provided at
the bottom of the Request for Proposals on the MWCC website.

BlackfootChallenge_ Capacity-Support-Budget-Proposal_2021.xlIsx

What other funding
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the status of any
other funding
sources?

What will be the
status of this project
if you don'’t receive
funding from the
Watershed Fund?

We have requested funding from Operation Round Up by Missoula
Electric Cooperative. They have not yet met to review applications.
We are also exploring similar corporate and business partners to
help sponsor individual presentations. In addition, a portion of the
Blackfoot Drought Technician's time to organize these workshops will
be covered under a grant agreement with Montana Fish, Wildlife and
Parks.

If we do not receive funding from the Watershed Fund, we will likely
be limited in the capacity to hold these presentations unless we are
able to find other funding. We could potentially scale back the
number of presentations and/or look for local experts willing to
volunteer their time.

Attach your organization's budget for the current fiscal year, whether for the 2021 calendar year
or for the fiscal year starting 07/01/2021.

2021_BOD_Approved_Budget_Summary_Organizational_Condensed_Exp_Detail.pdf
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