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LEADERSHIP LETTER

As we look back on 2017, we are inspired 
and humbled by the accomplishments and 

services our state association, Montana’s 58 
conservation districts, and our partners have 
made in delivering commonsense conservation 
throughout Montana. 

2017 was a banner year for conservation and 
many of our programs and services: we served 
more districts and provided more funds to districts 
and on-the-ground conservation than in any prior 
year. And while the numbers speak for themselves 
(see box at right and next page), it’s the stories 
and people behind them that drive our work and 
passion.  So, for this year’s report, we highlighted 
three programs that exemplify our goals of 
building capacity, education and outreach, and 
on-the-ground conservation, and the hard work 
that made each a success.  We hope you enjoy.  

In addition to building and improving our existing 
programs and services, we saw a couple exciting 
new projects come to fruition this past year – 
namely the launch of the Montana Conservation 
Menu website, providing information on over 100 
programs and contact information for 200+ local 
conservation districts and agencies in Montana 
(see pages 10-11), and expansion of the Ranching 
for Rivers program, helping landowners with 
riparian fencing and pasture projects. We also 
stepped up to help districts, NRCS, NACD, and 
partners fill and maintain field positions in local 
offices to continue our common goal of delivering 
quality conservation assistance to landowners. This 
included facilitating five new positions employed 
by conservation districts around the state through 
NACD’s Technical Assistance Grants program, 
and coordinating additional seasonal help at the 
Bridger Plant Materials Center for summer 2018.   



At the organizational level, a bylaws committee and staff 
have been working diligently since last summer to update 
our bylaws and board structure. This process has provided 
us an opportunity to reflect on where we came from, our 
relationship with our sister organization - the Montana 
Association of Conservation Districts, and our future to 
continue serving and supporting Montana’s conservation 
districts and their work through innovative, need-based 
programs and services.

This year will focus on further refining our mission, and 
ensuring current and future programs and services are 
aligning with conservation needs put forth by our members 
and partners. Thank you to the conservation districts, staff, 
board, members, and partners who help make this all 
possible. 

With gratitude, 
  

Mark Suta, MACD and SWCDM President   
and Ann McCauley, MACD Interim Executive Director and 
SWCDM Associate Director

2017 HIGHLIGHTS
9 BSWC members serving with 
districts or district partners 

5 locally-developed WRPs covering 6 
watersheds

20 Water Quality Mini Grants awarded, 
5 to conservation districts 

500+ participants at Soil Health and 
Pollinator Workshops/Events 

7 partner positions serving 18 districts

8 CDs with new or updated websites 

20 CDs provided with technical 
assistance, graphic support, or 
software 



2017 FINANCIALS

93%
Revenue 

Generated by 
Programs

REVENUE
Programs (90.4%)
Bridger Plant Materials (5.6%)
Office Rent/Management Fees 
(4%)
Interest / Donations (.1%)

EXPENSES
Programs (85.5%)
Bridger Plant Materials (5.4%)
Administrative (8.6%)
Fundraising (.5%)

88%
Of Expenses go to 

programs

$ 82,919.92 
Dollars direct to districts, plus value of services provided. Broken down, that’s:

$ 53,120 direct money through education & outreach programs

$ 29,800 value of services provided (Technical Assistance, plus value of 
discounts on Quickbooks and other software)

TOTAL REVENUE: $ 764,951.55 TOTAL EXPENSES: $ 751,863.79   

Direct to 
districts

Districts Directly 
Served in 2017

42



PROGRAMS
CONSERVATION ON THE GROUND
• Ranching for Rivers
• Irrigation Water Management
• Soil Health Workshops
• Bridger Plant Materials Center
• Watershed Restoration Planning *
EDUCATION & OUTREACH
• 319 Mini Grants
• Conservation Menu *
• District Technology Assistance
• Rolling Rivers Trailers
BUILDING CAPACITY
• Big Sky Watershed Corps
• Sage Grouse Initiative Range Techs
• Montana Rangelands Partnership
• Northwest Montana Water Steward*

*highlighted in this report

SWCDM has a wide range of programs 
to serve districts and advance local, 
commonsense conservation. 

We grouped our programs into three groups: 
Conservation on the Ground programs promote 
the values of local districts and directly serve 
landowners across the state. Education and 
Outreach programs help districts get the word 
out about the importance of soil and water 
conservation, while Building Capacity programs 
are designed to help districts grow and improve 
their ability to serve local landowners.

In this report, we chose to highlight three 
programs we feel had a big impact in 2017. On the 
following pages, you’ll find narratives about these 
programs and how they serve districts. 

For information on all SWCDM programs, please 
visit swcdm.org.



In late 2015, SWCDM launched 
a program to provide technical 
and financial support to 
conservation districts and other 
organizations for development 
of Watershed Restoration Plans 
(WRP). 

These WRP documents serve 
as planning tools developed 
with broad stakeholder support, 
including conservation districts, 
to improve water quality within 
their watersheds. 

Five WRPs were developed 
through this program and 

accepted by DEQ in early 2018. 
With these plans completed, 
nearly all major watersheds in 
western Montana now have 
a WRP.  Documents were 
developed by the following 
organizations: Beaverhead 
Conservation District, Flathead 
Conservation District, Lower 
Clark Fork Watershed Group, 
Missoula Valley Water Quality 
District, and Trout Unlimited. 

One of the most challenging 
and critical aspects of WRP 
development is developing a 
broad stakeholder group. The 

Lower Clark Fork Watershed 
Group (LCFWG), led by Brita 
Olson and staffed by former 
Big Sky Watershed Corps 
member, Sarah Bowman, did a 
spectacular job with this effort 
while developing the Thompson 
River WRP. Nearly 20 partners 
were engaged and participated 
throughout the process, which 
included identifying priority 
areas, ranking restoration 
projects, and providing technical 
document review. 

PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS: CONSERVATION ON THE GROUND 
SUPPORT FOR WATERSHED 
RESTORATION PLANNING

Primary Funder: DEQ
Districts Served: Areas 5 and 6

Program Contact:
Jessica Makus
jessica@macdnet.org



When asked how LCFWG 
accomplished such broad and 
focused participation, Olson 
said they began key stakeholder 
outreach before agreeing to 
develop the WRP to ensure 
everyone was engaged from the 
start. LCFWG led the charge, 
but kept an open format where 
stakeholders were regarded as 
the experts and feedback was 
incorporated throughout the 
process. 

Olson described one of the 
biggest challenges being 
the balance of remaining 
flexible to stakeholder input, 
while also managing the 
administrative tasks of securing 
funding, meeting deadlines, 
and managing staff time. The 
flexibility certainly paid off in the 
end. “This process started as a 

checklist item to receive funding, 
but ended as a very valuable 
exercise and the collaborative 
approach taken built successful 
partnerships that will lay 
the groundwork for future 
restoration in the Thompson 
River watershed.” 

We couldn’t agree more and 
are excited to see what comes 
next as LCFWG, the districts, 
and other organizations work 
with partners to implement their 
plans.

The Thompson River. 
Photo by Danielle Tull



Samantha Tappenbeck works 
with conservation districts, 
watershed groups, and 
landowners in northwest 
Montana as a technical resource 
on water quantity and quality 
issues. As an Area Resource 
Specialist in the Clark Fork and 
Kootenai Basins, Samantha 
works to connect conservation 
districts and stakeholders to 
available resources to meet 
their needs. She has assisted 
conservation districts and 
partner organizations to develop 
and present workshops, apply 
for grants, implement projects, 

develop watershed restoration 
plans (WRPs), and identify and 
establish new partnerships to 
meet goals. 

In 2017, Samantha worked 
with Lake County Conservation 
District to coordinate and 
host the River Stewardship 
Workshop. Many partners 
were involved including Lake 
County Commissioners, Swan 
Lakers, Flathead Lakers, and 
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks. 
The workshop brought together 
landowners and stakeholders 
along the Swan River for a 

seminar  on riparian health and 
an on-site demonstration project 
on the Swan River to install 
native riparian plantings. The 
workshop and plantings were 
supported by grants from the 
Montana Native Plant Society 
and Department of Natural 
Resources and Conservation 
Education and Outreach Mini-
Grants Program.

PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS: BUILDING CAPACITY

NORTHWEST MONTANA 
WATER STEWARD

Funders: DNRC & DEQ

Program Contact:
Samantha Tappenbeck
stappenbeck@macdnet.org

Districts Served: Area 5



One aspect of Samantha’s 
program is to work with 
conservation districts and 
watershed groups to implement 
projects in support of the 
State Water Plan and the 
Voluntary Nonpoint Source 
Management Plan. Working 
with local conservation 
districts, watershed groups, 
and stakeholders, Samantha 
assisted in the development of 
two WRP documents in 2017 
- the Flathead-Stillwater and 
Thompson River Basin WRPs. 
Her efforts included landowner 
outreach, editorial support, and 
stakeholder coordination. As 
noted on page 6, the Thompson 
River Basin WRP covers an area 
that overlaps four conservation 
districts, and it was important 
to communicate and manage 
feedback on WRP status 

throughout development. 
Towards implementation of 
the Flathead-Stillwater WRP, 
Samantha worked with Flathead 
Conservation District and the 
Whitefish Lake Institute to secure 
funding from the DEQ Nonpoint 
Source 319 Program to support 
a restoration project on Cow 
Creek (scheduled to kick-off 
in 2018). This project involved 
landowner outreach, partner 
coordination, and innovative 
match funding solutions.

An important part of Samantha’s 
work with conservation districts 
in northwest Montana is to 
bring program information 
and provide support to access 
available resources. Samantha 
was integral in developing the 
water and forestry sections 
of the Montana Conservation 

Menu, and has been presenting 
the website to conservation 
districts and other relevant 
organizations. As SWCDM 
brought the Ranching for Rivers 
program west of the continental 
divide in 2017, Samantha 
reached out to landowners 
and assisted in developing 
two projects in Lincoln County. 
Samantha regularly attends 
conservation district meetings 
and provides program 
information and updates, while 
also listening to supervisors, 
staff, and landowners for ways to 
support the goals and objectives 
of the conservation districts in 
her work area. Please visit the 
NW Montana Water Steward 
program page on the SWCDM 
website for more information 
and blog post updates about 
Samantha’s work. 



In 2017, SWCDM launched 
the Montana Conservation 
Menu, an innovative website 
designed to help landowners 
and conservation professionals 
find information on assistance 
available for conservation 
practices.

There are a lot of programs in 
Montana to help landowners 
implement conservation 
practices, but program 
information and contacts are 
spread throughout multiple 
agencies and organizations, 
and it can be difficult to 

find and compare program 
options. In some cases, even 
local conservation district 
administrators are not aware 
of all   available resources. The 
Montana Conservation Menu 
website is designed to bridge 
the gap between  program 
providers and landowners 
looking for assistance.

For the website to be effective, 
we needed comprehensive 
and accurate information 
on programs available in 
Montana. SWCDM worked with 
conservation districts, Big Sky 

Watershed Corps members, 
and staff to gather and input 
information on programs by 
topic, including rangeland, 
water, weeds, wildlife & 
pollinators, forestry, and soil 
health.

The website  was designed 
in-house by SWCDM’s 
Communications & Technology 
Manager, Kate Arpin. SWCDM 
contracted with a web developer 
to build the functionality of the 
website.

PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS: EDUCATION & OUTREACH

MONTANA CONSERVATION 
MENU

Primary Funder: National Fish 
& Wildlife Foundation

Program Contact:
Kate Arpin
kate@macdnet.org



Each program listing can be sorted by the 
conservation practice it covers, the type 
of assistance provided, or the providing 
agency/organization. Visitors to the site 
can find information, compare related 
programs, and save or print a list of their 
favorites. We also created a map directory 
of conservation districts, weed and 
irrigation districts, and state and federal 
agencies that is searchable by county, zip 
code, or region - a valuable tool that allows 
landowners to quickly and easily find local 
contacts.

Since the website’s launch in April 2017, 
there have been  over 1,000 unique 
visitors to the site and we continue to 
advertise the Conservation Menu to both 
our partners and the general public. 
SWCDM will continue to add and update program 
information, fine-tune the features of the site, and 
rely on public and agency feedback to ensure this 
program continues to meet landowners’ needs in 
the best way possible.

Visit 
www.MTConservationMenu.org 

to check it out!



Local, common sense conservation

THANK YOU TO THE COUNTLESS 
DISTRICTS, SPONSORS, AND PARTNERS 

WHO MAKE OUR WORK POSSIBLE.

SOIL & WATER CONSERVATION DISTRICTS OF MONTANA
1101 11TH AVE, HELENA, MT 59601 • 406-443-5711

WWW.SWCDM.ORG


