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When people think Montana they think massive 
mountains… beautiful trout streams… cowboys on 
horseback and big sky. It’s like going back in time, 
but it has never been that way for Montanans. It’s 
preserving what we are lucky enough to witness and 
love. There is a lot of freedom, which has always 
brought me back. I am always drawn to the Big 
Hole Valley, there is an ethic that you don’t find in 
other places. I was born on the Wise River, I have 
lived on Ross Creek, and when I went to college I 
lived on the Susquehanna. I saw what development 
and population growth and pollution can do to a 
waterway. There weren’t trout in the Susquehanna. 
It made me appreciate what I grew up with and 
compelled me to make sure we preserve what we have 
in the Big Hole Valley. So, I moved home to dedicate 
my profession and time to make sure we not only 
conserve but enhance the ecosystem of the Big Hole. 
This is why I spend my time volunteering.

The Big Hole River Foundation Story 

Our Case for Support



The challenges facing the pristine 
nature of the Big Hole River and its 
ecosystems are more complex than 
ever… biological and emotional. 
Increasing drought issues, resulting 
low flows and high-water temperatures 

in the late summer months are placing significant 
pressures on the river’s fisheries, ecosystem and 
rancher’s competing water needs with recreational 
demands. Then, there are the man made challenges 
of development that occur with the sale and division 
of large ranches into smaller parcels for a cluster of 
homes or elaborate seasonal housing. These 
properties bordering the river are often selling to 
persons who are unfamiliar with the detrimental 
impact of development and watershed management, 
but are willing to learn and act responsibly on behalf 
of the Big Hole. This remediation and education 
comes at a high price… money, time, human 
patience and a heartfelt desire to protect the 
watershed from ourselves, as we hope nature will be 
gentle and nourishing in a given season.

Fortunately, in the Big Hole Valley of southwest 
Montana, a community bond is still defined by 
one-on-one conversations between ranchers, fisher 
folk, local residents and occasionally seasonal folks 
with much larger means who like their remote 
privacy. Very little is defined by mandate… we honor 
the freedom of our hearts’ independence, we talk, 
sometimes very loudly and we listen or at least try. 
We all really care and we want to protect this 
beautiful river from further demise, whether it be 
from acts of nature or man made intrusions. One 
thing we know for certain… once raw land, beautiful 
rivers and streams get too far out of our curative 
reach… there is no recouping or returning to 
nature’s nirvana. The East is our role model of all we 
want to protect and conserve in the Big Hole Valley. 
Our young people deserve and want no less… we 
have 75-80 little peeps participate at our Kid’s Day 
every year to prove it.

➤  Why is the  
Big Hole River Important? 

The Big Hole is a free-flowing (i.e., undammed) 
156-mile long river, which is a tributary of the 
Jefferson River and part of the Upper Missouri 

River Watershed. Flanked by the Beaverhead, Pintlar, 
and Pioneer mountains, the Big Hole Valley is 
surrounded by vast wilderness, national forests, and 
several national scenic trails. The River represents 
one of the last of the free-flowing pristine rivers in 
the world. 

The Big Hole River supports a world-class trout 
fishery and is home to the last remnant population 
of fluvial (i.e., stream-dwelling) Arctic grayling. The 
Big Hole also supports populations of native 
westslope cutthroat trout. The Big Hole Basin is 
home to 47 animal and 79 plant species of concern, 
including: gray wolf, wolverine, grizzly bear, golden 
and bald eagles, greater sage-grouse, trumpeter 
swan, peregrine falcon, and whooping crane. 

The mission of the Big Hole River Foundation is to 
conserve, enhance and protect the free-flowing 
character of the Big Hole River, its unique culture, 
fish and wildlife. Our broader, long term vision for 
the Big Hole River is a pristine free flowing river 
characterized by high water quality and sustainable, 
healthy wildlife and cold-water fisheries for future 
generations. 
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➤ �What is the  
Big Hole River Foundation? 

The Big Hole River Foundation is a 501c(3) 
non-profit organization whose membership is 
comprised of local and recreational fly fishers, 

full time residents, ranchers and guides of the Big 
Hole River Valley, fly fishing guest lodges, and 
concerned citizens who have an affinity and care for 
the conservation of our country’s most prized rivers 
and streams. The Big Hole River is one such prize. 

Now more than ever, protecting our fisheries’ health 
is in our hands. In today’s climate it’s up to local 
watershed groups to work together and do more, 
with less. Many restoration projects occur where 
funding is most available rather than where 
restoration may be most needed. Conservation and 
restoration efforts are rarely assessed for long-term 
effectiveness within the context of a watershed’s 
overall health. 

The Big Hole River Foundation has evolved from 
being a steward and funding sponsor for riparian 
repairs and conservation measures to becoming a 
science based organization, whose focus is to collect 
data through water quality monitoring and 
disseminate the information on a public website  
for easy access. We are developing a holistic annual 
water quality monitoring program for the Big Hole 
River and we seek to collaborate with groups and 
agencies already collecting piecemeal water quality 
data. 

Our long-term program will identify pollution trends 
within the watershed and will help inform future 
restoration projects in order to ensure time and 
money are well spent, resulting in bang-for-buck 
river protection that creates measurable 
improvements and cost-savings. The layout for the 
program is to be determined through river mapping, 
targeted studies of river “pollution hot spots” and 
compiling data for a long term model that can 
benefit the Big Hole River community, as well as 
other river communities who seek to operate with a 
science based program for making big decisions that 
impact the future health and sustenance of their 
rivers and watersheds. 

➤  What is the History of the 
Big Hole River Foundation? 

In 1988, the Big Hole River Foundation was 
founded by noted Montana conservationist, 
angler, and fly-tier George F. Grant. Grant 

established the Big Hole River Foundation to focus 
conservation efforts on the river he had championed 
through his earlier conservation activities during the 
1960’s, 70’s and into the 80’s. 

“During the Great Depression,” Mr. Grant said  
“a wonderful thing happened… I lost my job. I didn’t 
look for another because there weren’t any. Instead  
I rented a cabin at Dewey and there began my love 
affair with the Big Hole River.” George was among 
the first to speak up for the fish, to try to preserve  
for them the water and water quality essential to 
their existence. Even as early as the 1930’s he was 
telling people that a trout is too valuable to kill after 
catching it. 

Grant fished the Big Hole River, near his hometown 
of Butte, most of his adult life. His dedication to the 
river led him to become an active conservationist. 
He spearheaded a successful effort to defeat the 
Bureau of Reclamation’s proposed “Reichle Dam” 
from 1965 to 1967. His leadership involved the 
national organization of Trout Unlimited in its first 
major conservation battle, the establishment of the 
River Rat Chapter of Trout Unlimited in 1972 (now 
the GGTU Chapter), the leading of the passage of the 
Montana Streambed Protection act in 1975, and the 
formation of the Big Hole River Foundation in 1988. 

The primary focus on conservation was to retain the 
pristine free flowing nature of the Big Hole River and 
its precious ecosystem for its fish. Initial funding of 
the Big Hole River Foundation was through the sale 
of Grant’s split cane rod collection, his angling book 
collection, and through donations solicited from a 
nationwide cohort of supporters. The effort of 
original bylaws and articles of incorporation was 
donated by a local Wise River/ Butte Attorney 
Christine Somers Decker (also a fly fishing lodge 
owner with her husband, David). In answer to  
“the call” other impassioned members of the river 
community from Butte to Melrose to Wise River to 
Wisdom stepped up to give the organization a strong 
voice for the betterment of the Big Hole River. 
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Present Initiatives: 

Water Quality Monitoring: 

Successfully developing a monitoring program 
acceptable by state agencies and local 
communities requires a very well thought-out and 

thorough sampling plan with quality control measures 
and standard operating procedures. Big Hole River 
Foundation has contracted an independent fisheries 
biologist to develop a sampling plan and monitoring 
protocol of approval by the Montana Department of 
Environmental Quality in Fall 2018, with a start date of 
Spring 2019. We will use our state-approved monitoring 
plan for the next five years to factually map and 
scientifically measure our river’s health, as well as track 
pollution challenges, with an end goal of using science 
to inform the revision and approval of a new Big Hole 
River Watershed Protection Plan. During these next five 
years we will employ guides and outfitters as river 
ambassadors to work with anglers, ranchers and 
developers and commissioners and anyone else that 
cares about the Big Hole and disturbing pollution 
trends affecting its fisheries and aquatic communities. 

(Additional details of the merits and mission of the water 
quality monitoring project can be found in the attached 
white paper “Big Hole River Foundation Water Quality 
Monitoring Program) 

Carry Forward Initiatives: 

A s we turn our primary focus to water quality 
monitoring, the Big Hole River Foundation  
has and will continue to provide a voice of 

support for: 

Stewardship Fencing Projects: The foundation 
welcomes requests from land and ranch owners  
seeking guidance and assistance for making riparian 
improvements to enhance the health of the river  
along their property. 

Drought Management Discussions: This remains an 
ongoing collaboration amongst all of Montana’s river 
communities who are faced with this growing challenge. 

Native Fish Programs 
and Preservation of the  
Arctic Grayling Recovery 
Program (AGRP). 

A new sense of urgency would emerge with the 
release of the popular movie “A River Runs Through 
It” (filmed near Missoula, MT, 1992) and the fly 
fishing world as an entertainment industry would 
make its bigger presence known with urban, 
traveling fly fishers coming to fish the Big Hole and 
gaze into her beauty, clarity and calm. 

The Board of Directors was and remains comprised 
of dedicated ranchers, fly fishing enthusiasts, guides, 
lodge owners, outfitters and concerned citizens of 
the Big Hole Valley. After 30 years the foundation 
continues to be the proud recipient of generous 
donations by individuals and corporations who 
believe in the Foundation’s focus and future. 

➤  How are we  
championing the cause? 

Research & Conservation 

In the Big Hole River Valley conservation is more 
than just an intellectual or monetary buy-in to 
preserving or restoring the pristine 

characteristics of the river, its fisheries and 
ecosystem. It’s personal… it’s the protection of a 
community’s living space and soulful serenity for 
many a generation. While the number of people who 
live here full time is small (in the hundreds), the size 
of the hearts and their passion for Nature’s 
safekeeping is huge. There is a generalized fear of 
development and corporate persuasion in this 
remote part of the country where the joy of day to 
day life includes “chatting” with anyone we 
encounter… friends and visitors alike. We look after 
one another here… always a helping hand for a 
neighbor in need or a netted fish. In this world of fly 
fishing, ranching, property management, outfitting 
and guiding… to name a few… we “pause”… with or 
without a fly rod in our hand. We move slow and 
breathe deep and our version of a traffic jam is a 
herd of cattle being coached up the byway to a more 
fertile pasture. So, conservation of the Big Hole River 
is caring for this land and watershed that welcomes 
its guests and wants to make sure what we all 
treasure is still available year after year after 
year… in and out of the water.
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➤  What does the Big Hole River  
do for Community Outreach? 

First and foremost community outreach is 
achieved in one-on-one conversations at the 
dinner table at home, the local community 

center, post office, fly shops, fishing lodges and on 
the river. Here in the Big Hole Valley people stop and 
talk and usually it’s about Nature’s neighborhood 
and the health of the river… the huge snow melt… 
flood conditions… will a big fire season be avoided 
this year?… the ominous August drought… ok for 
waders… not so much for boats… can the 
molybdenum spill at Thompson’s corner be 
completely cleaned up…that stuff is toxic and can 
float!… do we think the ranchers have grown enough 
hay this season?… when will they turn off their 
irrigation?… have you seen the Freedom Ranch and 
the first group of vets from Project Healing 
Waters?… when is Big Hole River Day? 

The Big Hole River Foundation has sought to bring 
larger groups together through educational outlets 
for little peeps and donor floats with auctions for 
adults. 

K-12 Programs include: 

 “Trout in the Classroom,” which the foundation 
provides trout eggs for the class to foster through 
their hatching into a survivable size about six 
months later when they release them into a nearby 
pond that can support their growth into healthy, 
viable adult fish. 

“Kid’s Day,” which receives corporate and 
individual sponsorships and offers a full day of 
classes for ages 7–12 in fly casting, fly tying, fish 
biology, water safety and a short fish float on the 
Big Hole. This day involves local outfitters, land 
owners, teachers, guides as well as adults who 
love children and love to fly fish. Each child leaves 
with their own rod and reel and lots of new 
knowledge about the river, its fish and ecosystem. 

Adult Donor Floats and Receptions: 

The foundation, with the help of area outfitters and 
guides, offers a more intimate opportunity to donors 
with a complimentary float on the Big Hole River 
followed by a catered reception and small auction  
at the riverside home of one of its board members. 

A town party format has been offered in past years, 
Big Hole River Day, and this venue, while very labor 
intensive does bring river people of all ages together 
in July to build watershed awareness and celebrate 
the gifts of the river in the short summer afforded  
to her guests and inhabitants. 

River Ambassador Program: 

Is an extension of the Water Quality Monitoring 
Program implementation and will incorporate the 
skills, talents and support of some of the Big Hole 
River’s finest fly fishing guides and outfitters in our 
collection of pertinent water data. 

Quarterly Newsletter & Social Media: 

A quarterly newsletter is mailed to our membership 
and is also made available on our website at  
www.bhrf.org Articles and Facebook postings 
typically focus on current trends of the flows and 
fish of the river, an educational piece on native fish 
restoration and news updates on other participating 
conservation groups in the area, along with pictures 
and stories about recent foundation events and 
happenings. 
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➤  What are the means of support 
for the Big Hole River 
Foundation? 

Reading our case for support and reflecting on 
the concerns of our mission, vision and water 
quality monitoring are a good first step to  

our getting your ear. Clearly funding is tantamount, 
but a heightened awareness and a feeling of 
commitment to the long term conservation of  
the Big Hole River and her tributaries is equally 
important. We are in this for the long haul and we 
would like you to be in it with us too. The scope of 
this work is profound and foundational. We are on a 
ten year track for laying the groundwork and then 
putting the best processes and practices in place. 
Needless to say, the funding of this program is quite 
substantial and monies raised will have specific 
targets at specific points in our work. 

When you are ready to write / mail a check, join the 
foundation through membership or consider a gift  
to our endowment fund, you can mail us at BHRF, 
PO Box 3894, Butte, MT 59702, go to our website  
at www.bhrf.org (which is under renovation) or  
give us a call at (406) 560-7089. We welcome the 
opportunity to discuss our financials with you in 
further detail and are happy to arrange a one-on-one 
meeting with a member of our board of directors  
to answer your questions and enhance your 
engagement with our cause. 

Join Us 

The challenge confronting local watershed 
planning and management across the nation is 
one of focus: we need to target the right areas, 

and use the right tools, to achieve a measurable 
result. In a world of finite resources, time, and 
energy, what’s needed is an objective, science-based 
approach to river protection and restoration that 
uses credible data to guide measurable projects that 
maintain healthy rivers and vibrant fisheries. 

MT Governor Bullock has already threatened budget 
cuts to our USGS river gauges, which are the only 
existing tools to monitor temperature and river  
flow, which in turn informs decisions on how to 
implement the Big Hole Drought Management  
Plan, outfitter fishing opportunities, and grayling 
conservation efforts. Keystone rivers like the Big 
Hole not only need to keep our USGS gauges, but 
also have consistent tracking of other critical water 
quality measurements that inform conservation and 
management decisions such as dissolved oxygen, 
nutrients, and sedimentation. How these and other 
important chemical parameters interact with low 
flows and warm temperatures is the nuts and bolts  
of using science to develop proven, effective 
management and conservation strategies for the  
Big Hole.

We aim to turn the tide and begin river protection 
with a new, strong foundation and direction – before 
it’s too late.

I grew up fishing the Big Hole River up and 
down and it got to the point that it wasn’t 
about catching fish. That was when I learned 
how important the rivers are not just to me and 
fly fishers, but to everyone who has the 
opportunity to come experience the rivers. 

    – Wade Fellin
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