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A two-day summit was organized by staff from the Intermountain West Joint Venture, Montana Natural 
Resources Conservation Service, and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks to bring together three Joint 
Ventures (JV) working in Montana and their partners, and a priority of the Montana State Conservation 
Partnership for FY 2019. Partners who attended were: 

Bureau of Land Management 
Ducks Unlimited 
Intermountain West Joint Venture 
Montana Association of Conservation Districts 
Montana Audubon 
Montana Department of Environmental Quality  
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
Montana Watershed Coordination Council 
Montana Department of Natural Resources and 
Conservation 

Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Northern Great Plains Joint Venture 
Pheasants Forever 
Prairie Pothole Joint Venture 
The Nature Conservancy 
United States Fish and Wildlife Service-Montana 
Partners for Fish and Wildlife  
United States Forest Service 
World Wildlife Fund 

The purpose of this summit was to examine the concept of cross-JV collaboration focused on delivering 
science-based, partnership driven conservation that is relevant at the community level. The desired 
outcome of the summit was to identify cross-JV actions to be undertaken in the next three to five years that 
strengthen community conservation efforts by leveraging partner resources. These action items will be 
centered on the topics of science, capacity, and communications. Finally, the strategic question to be 
answered as a result of the summit was “Strategic conservation is often prioritized at the landscape scale, yet 
successful implementation is often locally initiated.  What is the role for agencies and organizations in supporting 
existing local partnerships and efforts and/or helping to foster new ones?” 

FOCUS OF THE SUMMIT 

Attendees of the summit heard from the three JVs, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, and the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service to learn about conservation efforts at the statewide and local level. 
Participants then engaged in an activity to map out their species and habitat priorities across the state. This 
allowed the group to identify areas for collaboration and gaps in conservation efforts, and to discuss 
statewide efforts not reflected on the map.  

Summit participants also discussed their roles and limitations related to migratory birds and habitat 
conservation. The identified roles include science, capacity, communications, partnerships, 
awareness/outreach, and policy. The limitations that were described include organizational capacity; 
differing priorities, motivations, and values; administrative and political boundaries; and other challenges 
such as the large geography of the state and time constraints imposed by funding guidelines.  

Next, discussion centered around the topics of science, capacity, and communications; specifically, 
attendees considered what is working and what can be improved in each of these areas. Regarding science, 
attendees found co-production of science and the improved ability to conduct research to work well, while 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
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there is a need for more co-produced science and for quicker turnaround between data collection and data 
comprehension. Elements of capacity that work well are collaborations and shared vision and values; areas 
for improvement include staffing and organizational capacity as well as sustained partnerships and the 
need to be strategic with current capacity. Finally, when discussing communications, areas that work 
include fewer silos and more collaboration, while improvements could be made with better messaging that 
is targeted and unified, as well as managing information overload.  

Day two of the summit began with reflection on the previous day, followed by identification of action items 
to move forward. Overall, the following ideas were recommended: 

Communications and Capacity 

 Increase awareness/outreach. 
 Coordinate communication among 3 JVs 

– via an annual meeting. 
 Engage field managers. 
 Develop a strategy to keep working 

together (see right column). 
 Layer projects and people. 
 Foster collaboration and inclusion. 

Science 

 Adapt a habitat paradigm by focusing on 
habitat, the common currency to address 
concerns about species and water. 
Science helps to translate why habitat is 
important for a species of concern. 

 

Strategy/Tasks 

 Define how this collaboration is different 
than others already established. 

 Develop science tools that are scalable 
and can be applied at the local level. 

 Fill gaps in policy, science, capacity with 
attendees. 

 Periodic meetings to build relationships 
including: NRCS State Technical 
Advisory Committee, Montana 
Watershed Coordination Council, and 
MT Association of Conservation 
Districts. 

 Develop matrix to understand roles and 
what people bring to the table. 

 Emphasize partnership coordination via 
communications. 

The group also identified the following as next steps and observations: 

1. Sit down with the three JV Coordinators and ask – what are your takeaways? 
2. Digestion of information. 
3. Review the report. 
4. Check in with each JV Management Board. 
5. JV Coordinators and summit facilitator communicate back to the group on next steps. 
6. The strategy list (above), if accomplished, are major outcomes of the meeting. 
7. Develop communication list with email addresses and organizations; include key people to be 

added (begin with people that attended the summit and broaden, as opportunities arise). 
8. Capacity and collective will are needed to move forward and needs to come from partners as well 

as JVs to keep up the momentum. 
9. Connections and partnerships are an important outcome of the summit.  
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A collaborative effort by staff from the Intermountain West Joint Venture, Montana Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, and Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks brought together three Joint Ventures (“JV”) 
working in Montana and their partners. The summit was facilitated by Rachel Gooen of 5th House 
Consulting.  

The purpose of this summit was to examine the concept of cross-JV collaboration focused on delivering 
science-based, partnership driven conservation that is relevant at the community level. Summit organizers 
recognized that new opportunities for collaboration presented the perfect time to convene key Montana 
partners to identify how to leverage strengths to support conservation investments that work not only for 
wildlife, but also for the people of Montana. The desired outcome of the meeting was to identify cross-JV 
actions to be undertaken in the next three to five years that strengthen community conservation efforts by 
leveraging partner resources. These action items will be centered on the topics of science, capacity, and 
communications. Finally, the strategic question to be answered as a result of the summit was “Strategic 
conservation is often prioritized at the landscape scale, yet successful implementation is often locally initiated.  What 
is the role for agencies and organizations in supporting existing local partnerships and efforts and/or helping to foster 
new ones?” 

The summit was attended by representatives from the following organizations: 

Bureau of Land Management 
Ducks Unlimited 
Intermountain West Joint Venture 
Montana Association of Conservation Districts 
Montana Audubon 
Montana Department of Environmental Quality  
Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
Montana Watershed Coordination Council 
Montana Department of Natural Resources and 
Conservation 

Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Northern Great Plains Joint Venture 
Pheasants Forever 
Prairie Pothole Joint Venture 
The Nature Conservancy 
United States Fish and Wildlife Service—
Montana Partners for Fish and Wildlife  
United States Forest Service 
World Wildlife Fund 

 
THE THREE JOINT VENTURES 

Across Montana, there are three Joint Ventures that provide bird and habitat conservation efforts in 
designated regions in collaboration with identified partners including those at the federal, state and local 
level. These Joint Ventures are Prairie Pothole Joint Venture, Intermountain West Joint Venture, and 
Northern Great Plains Joint Venture. Each is described below.  

INTRODUCTION 
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Prairie Pothole Joint Venture  

Sean Fields, JV Coordinator, presented on the Prairie Pothole Joint Venture 
(PPJV), whose service area includes Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, 
Minnesota, and Iowa. Its mission is to implement conservation programs that 
sustain populations of waterfowl, shorebirds, other waterbirds, and prairie 
landbirds at objective levels through targeted wetland and grassland 
protection, restoration, and enhancement programs. These activities are based 
on science and implemented in collaboration with multiple stakeholders. In Montana, PPJV projects 
include the 2017 Montana State Tactical Plan, two NAWCA project areas (Hi-Line Phase VIII, which 
includes Blaine, Phillips, and Valley Counties; and Rocky Mountain Front Phase IV), a partnership with 
the USFWS Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program (Ranchers Stewardship Alliance), and the potential for 
new LWCF conservation on the Hi-Line (Blaine and Phillips Counties). The table below outlines the 
capacity, communication, and science of the PPJV.  

Pr
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Capacity:  
Two full-time staff and one part-time contractor conduct the work of PPJV. It is governed by a 17-
member Management Board. 
Communication:  
PPJV has a part-time Communications Specialist. The methods of communication lined out in the 
PPJV Strategic Communications Plan include webpage, eNewsletter, Tours and Demonstration 
Projects, and Fact Sheets.  
Science:  

• The PPJV started the Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center in North Dakota. Their 
focus has been primarily waterfowl but has expanded to include land birds and other types 
of birds.   

• To support its mission, the PPJV has a Technical Committee, funds two positions in the 
Habitat and Population Evaluation Team Office, and partners with strong science 
organizations including USGS, Ducks Unlimited, Delta Waterfowl, TNC, state fish and 
wildlife agencies.  

• The PPJV conducts bird surveys to inform its conservation delivery; the information 
gathered from these surveys is used to build models and prioritize conservation land 
programs.  

 

Intermountain West Joint Venture 

The Intermountain West Joint Venture (IWJV) service area covers more than 486 
million acres across 11 states: Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, 
Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. The mission of 
the IWJV is to conserve priority bird habitats through partnership-driven, science-
based projects and programs. Their core values are relationships, strategic 
approach, innovation, and getting it done. In Montana, IWJV projects include the 
Southwest Montana Rangeland Partnership, the Water 4 Initiative, and the Greater 
Sandhill Crane Study. The table below outlines the capacity, communication, and 
science of the IWJV.  
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Capacity: 
IWJV has 13 staff members and is governed by a Management Board capped at 23 members.  
Communication: 
Two full-time staff positions support communication efforts. IWJV describes their 
communication efforts as strategic, sophisticated, and supported by partners. They incorporate 
an evaluation/assessment feedback loop into their communication strategies.  
Science:  
IWJV has a habitat focus, with an emphasis on wetlands/wet meadows, sagebrush rangelands, 
and landscape change. They work to strengthen the field delivery capacity of their partners and 
identify innovative funding for habitat work through relevancy. Partners include BLM, NRCS, 
FWS-Montana PFW, Beaverhead Watershed Committee, TNC, MT FWP, USFS, and MT DNRC.  

 

Northern Great Plains Joint Venture 

The Northern Great Plains Joint Venture (NGPJV) service area covers 68 
counties in the states of Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming. 
Its mission is to support and implement protection, enhancement, and 
restoration of prairie grassland, shrub steppe wetland and riparian ecosystems, 
with an emphasis on sustaining and increasing populations of migratory and 
resident birds. In Montana, NGPJV projects include work on the Ahlgren Ranch 
in Petroleum County, the IMBCR for BCR-17, and the Yellowstone CDC. The 
table below outlines the capacity, communication, and science of the NGPJV. 
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Capacity: 
The NGPJV has a full-time Coordinator and a part-time Administrative Assistant; there is potential 
to increase the current staffing level. A lot of work is achieved through a partner network. The JV 
is governed by a 19-member Management Board.  
Communication: 
While NGPJV has no dedicated communications staff, they do use various tools and tactics 
including their website, a Facebook page, Quarterly Updates and Fact Sheets, a Communications 
Framework (which is in press), and over the last eight months, NGPJV implemented a grant-
funded Conservation Roadshow to initiate conversations in local communities across eastern 
Montana. Future efforts include an upcoming Field Tour scheduled for August 2019 which will 
also visit Musselshell and Petroleum Counties, as well as the Dakotas in the next year and a half.  
Science: 
To support its mission, the NGPJV also has a Technical Committee and works with the Habitat 
and Population Evaluation Team Office for science products. Other partners also provide science 
products, such as the World Wildlife Fund, which has developed the Plowprint that provides a 
measure of change and can be used as a predictor of future change for the region, and the Bird 
Conservancy of the Rockies, which provides data on density, occupancy, and habitat association. 
All of these data sources inform NGPJV conservation delivery.  
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SYNOPSIS OF STATE PICTURE – WILDLIFE AND HABITAT 

Following an overview of the three JVs operating in Montana, participants were given an overview of state 
and federal conservation efforts by Catherine Wightman from Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks and Tom 
Watson from the Montana Natural Resources Conservation Service.   

Bird Habitat Conservation in Montana – The State’s Perspective  

Relevant to the summit focus, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP) has a statutory mandate (MCA 87-
1-201) to be responsible for birds and to manage them to a degree that prevents their listing as an 
endangered species. In order to do this, FWP works with JVs to achieve bird conservation objectives. 
Highlighted projects include the Pintail Flat Conservation Easement and the Horse Creek Conservation 
Easement. FWP’s working definition for landscape habitat conservation is the protection, enhancement, 
and restoration of large, connected, intact areas capable of supporting self-sustaining populations of 
wildlife, while also providing for the needs of people.  

FWP priorities are centered on the Montana species of concern list, which identifies the greatest 
conservation needs in the state and includes 66 birds, representing 52% of species on the list. Of the bird 
species of concern for which Montana has the greatest stewardship responsibility, based on % of global 
breeding range in the state, all but one are grassland or shrub-steppe associated. FWP management 
responsibilities also focus on the Montana Bird Conservation Partnership priorities, which were developed 
by bird conservation regions and focus on population, habitat, and management concerns. An example of 
these efforts is FWP’s work with the PPJV; FWP provided a list of priority birds for conservation and PPJV 
used science to identify high priority areas and created a breeding distribution map. This map is a planning 
tool for FWP to determine where to work and where to get the best value for cost. Finally, the on-the-
ground priorities for FWP are to emphasize native, intact habitat appropriate for the site. This is 
accomplished through voluntary, incentive-based options for private landowners and enhancements and 
restoration on public lands.  

When it comes to capacity, FWP has $5 to 10 million for conservation programs, annually. They support 
staff and programs across the state but are challenged by the workload as staff have many responsibilities. 
This results in limited capacity and the need to work with partners to achieve priorities. FWP supports 
research to help improve future habitat work and monitors implementation and effectiveness of such 
research. Research is used to help determine how to work locally while thinking on a bigger scale. On a 
state-scale, FWP research includes Integrated Monitoring by Bird Conservation Regions, Breeding Bird 
Survey, and species-specific surveys. At a local or project-scale, FWP conducts project-specific surveys.  

FWP recognizes its ability and expertise to focus on biological science. It is coordinated and includes 
effectiveness monitoring, targeted habitat implementation, and refining biological science, all part of its 
feedback loop. However, there is also a need to focus on the social aspect of its work, which requires 
FWP to work with partners to blend biological science with social science. FWP has identified the need 
to work with partners on refining social science, connecting at the local scale within priority landscapes, 
empowering local communities, addressing the needs of constituents statewide, and communicating 
urgency, needs, and opportunities.  

 

 



7 
 

Strategic Delivery of Habitat Conservation – Montana Focused Conservation 

Montana conservation is about capacity, leverage, and strategic and science-based partnerships. Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) works to deliver voluntary conservation, which is achieved by 
setting outcomes at the local level.   

NRCS sets priorities based on their ability to make a difference on the landscape. Conservation outcomes 
are defined at the local level through local workgroup processes and efforts. By identifying locally 
developed outcomes, Montana NCRS can effectively leverage and strategically deliver its technical and 
financial assistance. It considers conservation to be an investment in the local economy. 

NRCS is strategic in its investments. Its staff work with partners to focus investments on a landscape scale 
and where the greatest potential exists to “move the needle” as identified by locally developed outcomes. 
Local partners who NRCS works with include Soil and Water Conservation Districts, watershed councils, 
state and local agencies, NGOs, and JVs. NRCS also utilizes a steering committee that meets quarterly to 
find ways to deliver its deliberate and targeted approach in Montana.  

To deliver its approach, NRCS takes the priority resource concerns identified in the Long-Range Plan and 
field office staff work with local partners to determine specific outcomes for the project area. They develop 
Targeted Implementation Plans (TIP) which are dynamic documents that identify resource concerns, 
demographics, future plans, and challenges within a work unit. TIPs define the technical and financial 
needs for a specific resource concern for up to five years.  

In regard to developing partnerships in a climate that feels competitive, NRCS offered that identifying a 
common cause and strategically working to bridge relationships can help bring people to the table: “It’s 
nice to have a beer with people you like, but it’s strategic to do it with people you don’t like.”  

NRCS stressed the importance of working at the local level for conservation efforts, and for all partners at 
the table to ensure efforts are not siloed, noting there is an opportunity for the three JVS and NRCS to invest 
in one another at the local level. 

CONSERVATION PARTNERS MAP IT OUT 

To identify where and on what issues they work, summit attendees participated in a group “map it out” 
activity. First, representative groups were asked to develop a list of where they work in the state and what 
their priorities are. Then, they were given icons on different colors of paper, specific to their organization, 
and were asked to place those icons on a map of Montana, relative to where they focus their work.  

The icons represented sage grouse, grassland birds, migratory waterfowl, other migratory birds, owls, 
water, grass, sagebrush, working wetlands/working wet meadows, riparian systems, non-avian wildlife, 
prairie potholes, and impounded wetlands. There was also the option to draw an icon to represent an issue 
not already represented. Prior to posting icons, participants were asked to include their organizations’ 
initials to be identified by the viewers. Figures 1 and 2 below show some of the icons used and the Montana 
map after the activity was completed. 



8 
 

 

Figure 1 Sample activity icons 

 

 
Figure 2 Map It Out Activity with activity icons. 
 

Icons placed outside of the state’s boundary reflect statewide efforts. Below is a guide to the colors and 
corresponding organizations: 

Light purple-  United States Forest Service 
Purple-  Montana Association of Conservation Districts 
Dark purple-  Montana Department of Environmental Quality and Montana Wetland Council 
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Light green-  Pheasants Forever 
Green-   United States Fish and Wildlife Service  
Dark green-  Northern Great Plains Joint Venture 
Yellow-  Montana Audubon 
Burgundy-  Ducks Unlimited 
Red-   Pothole Prairie Joint Venture 
Light blue-  Bureau of Land Management 
Blue-   Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
Dark blue-  World Wildlife Fund 
Grey-   Natural Resources Conservation Service 
Brown-   The Nature Conservancy 
Dark Brown-  Montana Watershed Coordination Council 
Light orange-  Intermountain West Joint Venture 
Orange-  Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation 
 
As part of the group discussion that followed, participants shared their observations and reflections of the 
map and activity. This discussion generally focused on gaps on the map, statewide efforts, and local 
efforts. It was noted that among the gaps, many are areas of Bureau of Land Management public land, 
suggesting a need to work with public land managers in order to serve those areas. Other observations 
included the challenge of leveraging resources to include those areas lacking current efforts. Participants 
discussed local partnerships and the ability to focus local efforts when they are community-led instead 
of organization-led. When community partners approach with an issue, it is possible for focused, 
concentrated efforts in an area that may not have been addressed otherwise.  

Discussion of the gaps segued into observations about statewide efforts that overlap those areas not 
reflected on the map. One participant noted the difficulty in extrapolating statewide efforts and 
connectivity of efforts from the map. Participants then shared examples of statewide efforts such as 
awareness/outreach, policy, and capacity building. The Plowprint Report, which analyzes land use 
changes, was offered as an example of science being used on a statewide level.  

MIGRATORY BIRD AND HABITAT CONSERVATION – ROLES AND LIMITATIONS 

In order to address the strategic question for the summit, attendees participated in an activity designed to 
help synthesize all of the information heard at the event and consider their own work and their 
organization’s ability to deliver science-based, partnership-driven conservation that is relevant at the 
community level. This activity had participants answer the following questions on their own, before 
sharing their answers in small group discussion: What role do we play for migratory birds and habitat in the 
state that helps advance conservation? and What limits our agency/organization’s ability to do more? Largely, the 
participants’ roles centered around the themes of science, capacity, communications, and partnerships.  The 
identified limitations are categorized as capacity, priorities, boundaries, and “other”. 

Roles 

Science is an important role for summit participants who noted their work synthesizing data and bridging 
the gap between high level science and on-the-ground activities. They translate technical information to 
landowners and other laypeople, and they take the lead on citizen science to ensure the information is 
useful at varying levels. Participants conduct research such as bird monitoring and habitat restoration, and 
plan for land use and conservation efforts. In addition, the results of their research can be used to inform 
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funding and conservation efforts. Also, they identified tactics to meet multiple resource values that not 
only help an individual  species but also accomplish broader goals.  

Capacity is an important component of conservation efforts. Summit participants build local capacity, for 
example through local fundraising for community efforts or providing planning and financial assistance to 
local producers. They promote human capital by coordinating efforts, building relationships, leveraging 
resources and providing non-federal match. They also provide financial resources, lending economic 
stability on private land and promoting sustainability of community endeavors.   

Another role for conservation efforts is communications. Organizations represented at the summit 
communicate with stakeholders and partners to accomplish goals and coordinate efforts, as well as to 
identify common goals to inform their work. They engage in strategic communications to be able to discuss 
the work they do. Lastly, communications also play an important role in framing priorities and connecting 
people.  

Partnerships, particularly at the local level, are also key to summit participants’ work. Relationship 
building, working with landowners, participating in locally led conservation, collaborating, and fostering 
partnerships were all identified roles of participants. These local partnerships help to deliver programming 
and build bridges between agencies, organizations, partnerships, and landowners. In addition, 
collaborating with local partners supports efforts to build trust and credibility at the community level.  

In addition to these topics, summit participants noted their role with conservation awareness/outreach and 
policy making at both the state and local levels.  

Limitations 

The most notable limitation expressed by summit participants is organizational capacity, particularly 
funding and staff. Largely, funding is a limitation because there is not enough for conservation efforts. 
Additionally, at times, organizations are unable to apply for grants that require matching funds because 
they have been depleted. Staffing is a challenge as there is a finite resource of human capital with a lot of 
work to be done across a large geography; people need to work effectively and efficiently without a lot of 
resources. Other components of organizational capacity that presented challenges include the need for trust 
among partners and private landowners, which can be hard to develop, and the collective level of 
organizational and agency development, which can lead organizations to have different visions and 
priorities.  

Priorities, motivations, and values are also a limitation at the organizational and community levels. 
Competing priorities can make it difficult to dedicate the time and resources to address all areas of 
concerns. Reactive workloads present limitations because at times organizations need to address issues or 
problems that can change the focus of their work. A decreased sense of urgency where intact habitat exists 
requires education and communication to emphasize the importance of preservation. When collaborating 
with partners, it can be a challenge to maintain motivation among the various parties to see the project 
through to the end. Differences in values and ethics can also be a challenge, as is the fact that projects can 
be opportunistic. When opportunities present themselves, priorities can change.  

Boundaries – administrative and political – can limit conservation efforts. Administrative boundaries such 
as policies, regulations, and requirements, can present prohibitions in efforts and navigating such processes 
can be cumbersome. Politics can also present a limitation on efforts.  
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Finally, other limitations identified include the large geographic nature of the state, which presents 
challenges simply for its sheer size. Communication and coordination across partnerships can be a 
challenge, though it was noted that the summit itself was a good way to begin to address this limitation. 
Time is a challenge; funding can dictate project timeframes for when results are needed or expected and as 
a result, groups operate on their own timeline. This further limits the ability to work together on the 
ground. Finally, challenges with science were noted; there can be a bottleneck to information getting on the 
ground because data isn’t available or hasn’t been well synthesized. There was also a sense of too much 
information; organizations have moved “from a knowledge-limited era to an era of unlimited knowledge” 
and need to sort through a lot of information to determine relevance to work.  

SCIENCE, CAPACITY, AND COMMUNICATIONS 

In order to learn more about what is working and what can be improved around the topics of science, 
capacity, and communications, summit participants were asked to join one of three groups to discuss these 
subjects. All three groups came back together and shared the results of their small group work in the large 
group setting. Participants were invited to comment on or add to the results. These themes are discussed 
below. 

Science: Scientific information that helps landowners, agencies, and other stakeholders invest wisely in 
conservation. 

Several factors were identified in response to the question What’s working? For example, co-production of 
science with partners and stakeholders increases buy-in and understanding because they have been a part 
of the process from the beginning. It also supports strong science-based tools and allows it to be more 
accessible and more readily shared. These factors are especially important if the data reflect something 
contrary to popular belief and opinion. Additionally, working with landowners means that more science 
is being communicated regularly to laypeople. Other areas of science that are working include the growing 
ability to collect and monitor data, and tools are getting better with citizen science. Finally, specific scientific 
examples of what is working include grasslands getting more attention and the Conservation Roadshow 
as a good model for getting information and data out to landowners.  

When considering the question What can be improved? a number of elements were identified. For example, 
there is not enough co-produced science, which could be leveraged more and via better means. 
Observational data collected by generations of families, such as local ecological knowledge, should be 
recognized, acknowledged, and aligned with hard data. There is a need to improve the time lag between 
collecting data and comprehending the results. Often there is a desire to have all the data before moving 
forward; however, there is need to be able to move forward without always having an exact answer. At the 
same time, there is also a challenge of having a large volume of information and being able to distill and 
understand this information in a timely manner. This resulting lag between data collection and being able 
to use the data for planning is perceived to be the result of science increasing at a rapid rate beyond the 
ability to use it right away. Further, communicating these scientific results can be improved by getting data 
out more quickly and to a wider audience.  

Other areas of improvement for science include consistent and standardized tools, the conservation field 
being responsive to major changes in science, and a better balance of maintaining science priorities against 
a reactionary workload. Shared conservation areas that cross administrative boundaries need to be better 
addressed. For example, the National Wetlands Inventory has not been completed in Montana and it is a 
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basic science need for each of the JVs. Finally, there is also the perception that science has at times been 
used as a weapon to get change more rapidly than is effective; it can be destructive when a lack of scientific 
literacy can lead people to misunderstand data.  

Capacity: Getting the right people in the right places. 

What works in the area of capacity includes collaborations and partnerships, shared interests and values, 
funding, and awareness. One benefit of collaborating and partnering has been decreased silos; there are 
more cross-disciplinary efforts with a greater variety of skillsets and more resources being leveraged. 
Agencies are beginning to think outside of their traditional roles and there is a larger pool of partners. This 
results in ripple effects and different synergy, especially by including private landowners and businesses 
who may hold more credibility with policy makers. Shared capacity among collaborators allows 
organizations to be more nimble and adapt to changing needs in a way government agencies are not. 
Involving graduate students and Big Sky Energy Corps members to build local capacity encourages them 
to develop their values and visions for future conservation efforts and builds the local network.  

Related to collaboration and partnerships are shared interests and values among organizations. Partners 
with a shared vision agree on needs and can focus resources on concerns that multiple entities want to 
address. These shared values also push partners to think in different ways and focus on a common good. 
Partnerships can create a larger pool of funding, as partners leverage resources and create more capacity 
for on-the-ground conservation efforts.  

Finally, there is also the sense that there is greater awareness for the need to build local capacity and policy 
makers are starting to understand the importance of funding, while also recognizing that this work is 
generally underfunded.  

Identified improvements for capacity include staffing and organizational capacity, partnerships, and 
“other” factors. Staffing and organizational capacity relate to individual organizations’ internal capacity. 
In order to have strong internal capacity, agencies need to hire the “right” people; in order to do that, 
organizations need to understand what they want to accomplish in relation to science, priorities, and vision. 
It takes time to recruit the “right” person. In addition, staffing turnover is a capacity issue; oftentimes 
people who are early in their career come to jobs in rural locations and have a short tenure there. Moreover, 
the culture in federal jobs is such that if one wants to move up on the career ladder, he or she must move 
on from the agency for other opportunities. One way to address this, for example with partner positions 
that are two to three years, might be to develop a 5-year agreement with partners that could bring in an 
individual who would have job security and certainty, decreasing the temptation for the individual to take 
the next job opportunity sooner. When staff come and go after a short period of time, it is difficult to build 
trust with landowners. At the same time, sometimes people stay in a community but with a different 
organization, which helps those organizations if the individual brings relationships previously developed. 
Finally, staffing capacity can also be negatively impacted by the FTE caps placed on agencies by federal 
funding.  

Partnership capacity could be improved by sustaining partnerships, which takes time and effort. There is 
also a competitive spirit among NGOs that can sometimes work against organizations. Being deliberate 
about getting everyone on the same page and identifying ways to support capacity building among 
organizations would be an improvement. State level coordination could also be improved by making 
connections between agencies. Lastly, it was noted that historic dynamics around conflict between JVs or 
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other organizations can be a challenge and organizations need to move forward and look at the present 
instead of the past.  

Several other variables were identified as areas of improvement for capacity. Investing in time strategically 
and considering how to get the most “bang for the buck” was important for efficient use of time and 
resources. Reactionary workloads could be improved by identifying big ticket items and identifying ways 
for assistance. Capacity would also be improved by communicating both social and economic perspectives 
around conservation efforts; work at the local scale benefits the economic structure of communities, which 
has not traditionally been a key message. This would also support building the capacity of local 
communities by engaging local people.  

Communications: Highlighting the importance of Montana’s habitat conservation investments as it relates to people, 
communities, and local economies. 

A few elements around communications were identified in response to What’s working? There is greater 
emphasis on collaboration and good communication within organizations. Silos are breaking down and 
partners are working to share successful communication techniques.  Content and communications 
methods have improved, such as videos, success stories on social media, and SageWest and Sage Grouse 
Initiative listservs.  

There are also areas for communications improvement. First, there is information overload and 
organizations must decide how to prioritize, address, and/or assimilate messaging. Communication 
between organizations is not as good as within organizations, and accommodating large, diverse 
partnerships can leave individual organizations spread too thin. At the same time, there needs to be better 
messaging “with one voice” and improvements could be made to acknowledge the breadth of partnerships 
with the idea that “a rising tide lifts all boats.” Improvements to messaging are also needed. For example, 
how does an organization communicate the urgency of an issue without implying a crisis exists? Messages 
should be targeted to different generations and highlight win-win opportunities, and content should be 
regularly updated on websites and social media. Efforts to have producers and members of the public be 
the messenger could also be improved, incorporating the human dimension of conservation efforts. Finally, 
it was noted that tribes should also be included in these efforts as they have been missing from the 
conversation.  

REFLECTIONS: FISHBOWL ACTIVITY 

On the second day of the summit, the organizers of the event participated in a fishbowl activity with the 
facilitator as a way to reflect on the previous day. In this activity, Kyle Tackett of Montana Natural 
Resources Conservation Service, Ali Duvall of Intermountain West Joint Venture, and Catherine Wightman 
of Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks sat in a circle in the middle of the room, conversing with the facilitator 
until she stepped out of the group and members of the audience could step in to ask a question or make a 
comment.  

Initial discussion centered around reflections on the previous day. The summit was organized without 
knowing concrete outcomes, but organizers hoped to bring a state perspective to JV partnerships and to 
bring partners together. They also hoped the summit would help focus conservation activities at the state 
scale, identify gaps in conservation and partnerships, and determine how to coordinate efforts. Discussion 
then centered around the question, “How do we create the ability to work across JV boundary lines with 
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respect to individual strengths for the sake of the larger partnership?” The three JVs came together, not 
focused on competition, lines, or boundaries, creating energy on how to come together to share resources, 
skills, leverage strengths, diagnose what is needed, and work together as a partnership across the state. The 
rest of the discussion focused on how to use the remaining time to identify high level actions as a group, 
how to determine priorities, and how to work across boundaries.  

IDENTIFYING ACTION ITEMS 

Summit participants then entered into small groups to identify the top three action items for statewide 
collaboration. They then reported out to the larger group to see what common themes arose. These are 
detailed in the table below.  
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Group 1: 
1. Awareness/Outreach  

a. Address lack of awareness of what JVs do – develop strategies to get the word out 
b. Maybe JVs come to MT Conservation Districts annual convention – supports roadshow and 

outreach; provides education to those who attend; opportunity for collaboration 
2. Adopt-a-habitat paradigm 

a. Common currency; species-based approaches are good but ultimately talking about habitat 
b. Role of science – modeling and understanding needs of habitat that benefit species (intact 

landscapes, resilience, etc.); building connection and translating why habitat is important 
3. Coordination and inclusion  

a. Create a wider, broader, and longer table 
b. Critical mass and participation 
c. Broad base of support 

Group 2: 
1. Coordinated Montana communication 

a. More regular communication; annual meeting 
b. Leverage BLM-IWJV agreement statewide 
c. Unified voice 

2. Direct communication among JV Coordinators 
a. Pool resources/strengths across blurred lines 
b. Need driven/opportunity 

3. Engage field managers (BLM, USFS, MT-FWP, FWS, etc.) 
a. Encourage holistic management public/private lands 
b. Give permission and support to the local folks who want to 

do 

Group 3:  
1. Strategy to foster MT JV engagement 

a. Engagement, JV presence at organizational summits and conventions 
b. Create mechanism for MT JV engagement 

2. Outreach about the nature of the JV partnerships and goals/opportunities 
a. There are 3 JVs with vastly different levels of staff and resources 
b. Define how this is different from other established collaborations 

3. Scalable strategies 
a. Science tools scalable to local level 

Group 4: 
1. MSC tips – MT strategic approach discussed by 3 JVs 

a. Decision support tools crossover 
2. Fill gaps in policy, science, capacity (how 3 do business 

differently) 
a. JV structures are different – each has strengths and 

weaknesses 
3. Layer projects and people 

a. Looking at other agencies to reach out and ID what they can 
bring to table or what limitations are 

Group 5:  
1. Periodic meetings (1 to 2 times per year) 

a. Where this group come together – key partners and reps from 3 JVs 
b. Building relationships through face-to-face time, ID who’s missing 
c. Keeps actions in font 

2. Understanding roles and what each person brings to the table 
a. Develop matrix of skills, projects, funding 
b. Cross-reference to avoid duplication of efforts 

3. Partnership coordinator in a specific area to connect priorities at state to develop a conservation 
delivery network 

4. Partnership for support to make MT JV Council real (see #6) 
a. Resources for coordination, money for meetings, facilitation, etc. 
b. Higher level action items besides discussion 
c. Council needs to keep coming to table – vision for councils and statewide partnership and 

coordination 

Group 6: (only one) 
1. Structure “MTJV” with 3 JV Coordinators, 1 management 

board member for each as well 
(later discussed as not feasible, due to political and governing 
issues-however, we could explore a MT advisory team to 
support coordination with JVs) 
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Following the report out from the small groups, discussion centered around how to move forward together. 
Attendees agreed they wanted to continue to work together, develop a consensus on a partnership, and 
determine the desired outcomes. Questions around the outcomes included “is the responsibility just on JVs 
or the collective group?”; “Is the goal potentially more funding to the state? Or is it using current funding 
more strategically? Or strategically coordinating current resources? Or, are these questions ‘and’ instead of 
‘or’?”; and, “Is it a question about coordinated conservation efforts and JVs working together differently?” 
Finally, it was also decided that the resulting partnership council would have an identity other than 
“Montana Joint Ventures” to avoid confusion.  

RECOMMENDATIONS AND ACTION STEPS 

Communications and Capacity 

 Increase awareness/outreach. 
 Coordinate communication among 3 JVs 

– via an annual meeting. 
 Engage field managers. 
 Develop a strategy to keep working 

together (see right column). 
 Layer projects and people. 
 Foster collaboration and inclusion. 

Science 

 Adapt a habitat paradigm by focusing on 
habitat, the common currency to address 
concerns about species and water. 
Science helps to translate why habitat is 
important for a species of concern. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategy/Tasks 

 Define how this collaboration is different 
than others already established. 

 Develop science tools that are scalable 
and can be applied at the local level. 

 Fill gaps in policy, science, capacity with 
attendees. 

 Periodic meetings to build relationships 
including: NRCS State Technical 
Advisory Committee, Montana 
Watershed Coordination Council, and 
MT Association of Conservation 
Districts. 

 Develop matrix to understand roles and 
what people bring to the table. 

 Emphasize partnership coordination via 
communications. 
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The group also identified the following as next steps and observations: 

10. Sit down with the three JV Coordinators and ask – what are your takeaways? 
11. Digestion of information. 
12. Review the report. 
13. Check in with each JV Management Board. 
14. JV Coordinators and summit facilitator communicate back to the group on next steps. 
15. The strategy list (above), if accomplished, are major outcomes of the meeting. 
16. Develop communication list with email addresses and organizations; include key people to be 

added (begin with people that attended the summit and broaden, as opportunities arise). 
17. Capacity and collective will are needed to move forward and needs to come from partners as well 

as JVs to keep up the momentum. 
18. Connections and partnerships are an important outcome of the summit.  

 


