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Summary

Walling Reef at Rocky Mountain Front Conservation Area .

U
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S

The United States Fish and Wildlife Service man-
ages the Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuge 
Complex—encompassing 163,304 acres in north-
western and north-central Montana. To address 
long-term management needs there, a comprehen-
sive conservation plan was developed.

The Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuge Com-
plex is part of the National Wildlife Refuge System. 
Spanning both sides of the Continental Divide, it 
is a collection of diverse landscapes, from wetlands 
and mixed-grass prairie in the east to forests, inter-
mountain grasslands, rivers, and lakes in the west. 
Likewise, animal species that inhabit these lands are 
diverse and reflect a variety of habitats. Large num-
bers of waterfowl and shorebirds inhabit wetlands in 
the east, while large predators such as grizzly bears 
live in the mountains and forests to the west.

The refuge complex oversees management of 2 
refuges, 1 wetland management district containing 

23 waterfowl production areas, and 3 conservation 
areas and administers 216 easements within the 
National Wildlife Refuge System:

■■ Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuge was es-
tablished in 1929 and consists of 12,383 fee-title 
acres and 76.88 acres of right-of-way easement. It 
is located on the northern Great Plains, 50 miles 
east of the Rocky Mountains and 12 miles north 
of Great Falls, Montana.

■■ Benton Lake Wetland Management District was 
established in 1975. It includes 10 counties (Cas-
cade, Chouteau, Glacier, Hill, Lewis and Clark, 
Liberty, Pondera, Powell, Teton, Toole), 23 wa-
terfowl production areas, and 4 distinct ease-
ment programs. This district covers the largest 
geographical area of any in the United States. 
Habitat protection in the district continues to 
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grow with the acquisition of more easements and 
waterfowl production areas.

■■ Blackfoot Valley Conservation Area was estab-
lished in 1995 and expanded in 2011. The poten-
tial exists here to protect up to 103,500 acres 
in the Blackfoot Valley by buying conservation 
easements on private land within the 824,024-
acre project area.

■■ Rocky Mountain Front Conservation Area was 
established in 2005 and expanded in 2011. The 
potential exists here to protect up to 295,000 
acres in the Rocky Mountain Front by buying 
conservation easements on private land within 
the 918,000-acre project area.

■■ Swan River National Wildlife Refuge was estab-
lished in 1973 and consists of 1,568.81 acres. It is 
located in the Swan Valley, 38 miles southeast of 
Creston, Montana.

■■ Swan Valley Conservation Area was established 
in 2011. The potential exists here to protect up to 
10,000 acres in the Swan Valley by buying conser-
vation easements on private land, and up to 1,000 
acres in fee-title land next to the Swan River 
Refuge within the 187,400-acre project area.

This document contains the comprehensive conser-
vation plan for all areas that make up the Benton 
Lake National Wildlife Refuge Complex.

The Future of the  
Refuge Complex

A vision is a concept, including desired conditions 
for the future, which describes the essence of what 
the United States Fish and Wildlife Service is trying 
to accomplish. Goals direct efforts toward achieving 
the vision and purposes of the Benton Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex and outline approaches for 
managing refuge resources. 

VISION
The following vision for the Benton Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex is a future-oriented state-
ment designed to be achieved throughout the life of 
this comprehensive conservation plan and beyond.

The spirit of the American West resonates 
on both sides of the Continental Divide 
in the prairies, mountains, rivers, and 
wetlands of the Benton Lake National 

Wildlife Refuge Complex. 

Here, migratory birds fill the sky, bull 
trout thrive, and grizzlies and wolves still 

roam. Visitors experience many of the 
same landscapes that Lewis and Clark 
explored on their journey through the 

“Crown of the Continent.” 

Conservation efforts in the refuge complex 
protect intact landscapes, manage 

productive habitats, and offer people 
opportunities to connect with wildlife in 

solitude under Montana’s big sky. 

These efforts rely on innovative public and 
private partnerships, are supported by the 

region’s people, and harmonize with the 
historic rural economy.

Yellow-bellied Marmot
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 XIIISUMMARY

Goals
The United States Fish and Wildlife Service devel-
oped a set of goals for the Benton Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex based on the National 
Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997, 
the purposes of the Benton Lake National Wildlife 
Refuge Complex, and information developed dur-
ing project planning. A goal is a descriptive, broad 
statement of desired future conditions that conveys 
a purpose, but does not define measurable units. 
Seven goals were established.

Landscape Conservation Goal
Actively pursue and continue to foster relationships 
within the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, 
other agencies, organizations, and private partners 
to protect, preserve, manage, and restore the func-
tionality of the diverse ecosystems within the work-
ing landscape of the Benton Lake National Wildlife 
Refuge Complex.

Habitat Goal
Actively conserve, restore, and manage upland and 
wetland habitats across the northern prairies and 
intermountain valleys of the Benton Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex, through management 
strategies that perpetuate the integrity of ecological 
communities.

Wildlife Goal
Support diverse and sustainable continental, re-
gional, and local populations of migratory birds, na-
tive fish, species of concern, and other native wildlife 
of the northern prairies and intermountain valleys of 
northern Montana.

Cultural Resources Goal
Find and evaluate the cultural resources of the Ben-
ton Lake National Wildlife Refuge Complex and 
protect those that are found to be significant.

Visitor Services Goal
Provide opportunities to enjoy wildlife-dependent 
recreation on United States Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice-owned lands and increase knowledge and ap-
preciation for the Benton Lake National Wildlife 
Refuge Complex’s ecological communities and the 
mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System.

Administration Goal
Provide facilities, strategically allocate staff, and 
effectively use and develop sources of money, part-
nerships, and volunteer opportunities to support 
the long-term integrity of habitats and wildlife re-
sources of the Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuge 
Complex.

Visitor and Employee Safety and  
Resource Protection Goal
Provide for the safety, security, and protection of 
visitors, employees, natural and cultural resources, 
and facilities throughout the Benton Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex.

Management of the Refuge 
Complex

The comprehensive conservation plan directs the 
management of the Benton Lake National Wildlife 
Refuge Complex to meet the purposes of the refuge 
complex and address issues. 

The plan is intended to be a broad umbrella of 
general concepts and specific objectives for the ref-
uge complex over the next 15 years. As the plan is 
implemented, the United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service will develop stepdown plans with details for 
carrying out actions needed to achieve objectives.

Concepts and Objectives for the 
Refuge Complex
Emphasis will be placed on achieving self-sustaining 
systems with long-term productivity. Management 
efforts will focus on supporting and restoring eco-
logical processes, including natural communities 
and the dynamics of the ecosystems of the northern 
Great Plains and northern Rocky Mountains in rela-
tionship to their geomorphic landscape positioning. 
The conservation of native landscapes will be a high 
priority accomplished by protecting habitats from 
conversion using a combination of partnerships, 
easements, and fee-title lands, and through the ac-
tive management and proactive enforcement of ease-
ments. Management actions, such as prescribed fire, 
grazing, and invasive species control, will be used to 
support the resiliency and sustainability of Service-
owned lands throughout the Benton Lake National 
Wildlife Refuge Complex.
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Whenever possible, habitat conditions will be 
allowed to fluctuate with climatically driven wet and 
dry cycles, which are essential for long-term pro-
ductivity. The success of these efforts and programs 
will depend on added staff, research, and monitoring 
programs, operations money, infrastructure, and 
new and expanded partnerships.

Additional Concepts and 
Objectives for the Benton Lake 
National Wildlife Refuge
Management for the Benton Lake National Wildlife 
Refuge wetland units will focus on restoring the 
health and long-term sustainability of the wetland 
basin and include specific efforts within the Lake 

Creek and Muddy Creek watersheds. Flexible wa-
ter management will affect the amount, duration, 
and location of artificially provided (pumped) water 
within the wetland basin. Management will strive to 
provide some waterfowl hunting and fall and spring 
migration habitat in at least 11 out of 15 years and 
basin-wide drying in no more than 4 out of 15 years. 
An adaptive resource management approach will be 
applied that may modify these wet and dry cycles 
to ensure progress towards achieving habitat objec-
tives. Wetland basin infrastructure may be modi-
fied to enhance the efficient delivery of water and 
its conservation. The pump house will remain in 
regular use and all water rights will be exercised 
and maintained. The management of grasslands and 
wildlife-dependent public uses (wildlife observation, 
photography, environmental education, interpreta-
tion, and upland gamebird hunting) on the refuge 
will depend on available resources.

Rocky Mountain Front Conservation Area
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Abbreviations

 
A .D . Anno Domini or “in the year of the Lord”

Administration Act National Wildlife Administration Act of 1966
amsl above mean sea level
ARM adaptive resource management
AUM animal unit month

B .C . before Christ
BLM Bureau of Land Management

CA conservation area
CCP comprehensive conservation plan
CFR Code of Federal Regulations
cfs cubic feet per second

CO2 carbon dioxide
compact Montana House bill 717–Bill to Ratify Water Rights Compact

CKST Confederated Kootenai and Salish Tribes
CPR cardiopulmonary resuscitation
CRP Conservation Reserve Program
DOI U.S. Department of the Interior
DDT dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane

district Benton Lake Wetland Management District
DNC dense nesting cover

EA environmental assessment
EDRR early detection, rapid response

EIS environmental impact statement
EPA U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
ESA Endangered Species Act

°F degrees Fahrenheit
Front Rocky Mountain Front

FTE full-time equivalent position
FY fiscal year

GFPS Great Falls Public Schools
GIS Geographic Information System

GNLCC Great Northern Landscape Conservation Cooperative
gpm gallons per minute

GS general schedule (pay)
HAPET Habitat and Population Evaluation Team

HGM hydrogeomorphic method
HCPC historical climax plant community

IMPLAN Impact Analysis for Planning
Improvement Act National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997

IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
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IPM integrated pest management
LCC landscape conservation cooperative

LIDAR light detection and ranging
LWCF Land and Water Conservation Fund
MFIS Montana Fisheries Information System

MFWP Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
MDEQ Montana Department of Environmental Quality
MNHP Montana Natural Heritage Program
NCDE Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem
NEPA National Environmental Policy Act
NISC National Invasive Species Council

NOAA National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
NRIS Natural Resource Information System 

NRCS Natural Resources Conservation Service
NWR national wildlife refuge

PIF Partners in Flight
PPPLCC Plains and Prairie Potholes Landscape Conservation Cooperative

refuge refuge within the Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuge Complex
refuge complex Benton Lake National Wildlife Refuge Complex
Refuge System National Wildlife Refuge System

RLGIS Refuge Lands Geographic Information System
RONS Refuge Operations Needs System

RRS Refuge Revenue Sharing Act
SDM structured decisionmaking

Se selenium
Service U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

SHC strategic habitat conservation
STEM Expo Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math Exposition

TMDL total maximum daily load
TNC The Nature Conservancy
µg/g micrograms per gram

µg/gDW micrograms per gram dry weight
µg/L micrograms per liter
U .S . United States

U .S .C . United States Code
USDA U.S. Department of Agriculture

USFWS U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
USGS U.S. Geological Survey

U.S. Geological Survey Policy Analysis and Science Assistance USGS–PASA Branch
WG wage grade (pay schedule)

WPA waterfowl production area

Definitions of these and other terms are in the glossary, located after chapter 4 .
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