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IN UNCOMMON TIMES,
SAVING THE IRREPLACEABLE
As another spring turns to summer in the Northern Rockies, certain things remain
constant. The high meadows are green again, lush from snowmelt. Hawks soar
on the breeze, trout cruise up creeks and grizzly bears forage far and wide, their
stomachs already counting down to autumn.
Other things in our region are unprecedented. Hot weather comes sooner in
the year, with wildfire season fast on its heels, and the stream of people arriving
across the landscape is thicker and faster than ever, many of them with plans to
stay. It is an intensely urgent time to conserve the wild lands and wildlife that make
this place healthy and whole.
Thanks to supporters like you, Vital Ground is locked in on this challenging and
fulfilling work. Read on to learn how and where you helped save key acres at a
faster pace than ever over the past year, plus many more updates from grizzly
country. Thank you for reading and supporting—we can’t do it without you!
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Remembering the Life and Legacy of a Conservation Giant

T

he turn of the calendar from 2021 to 2022 brought an unprecedented rush of accomplishments for Vital Ground’s
conservation program, with four habitat protection projects completed during the holiday season and another this
spring. Keep reading this issue of Vital News to learn about these crucial wins for wildlife that wouldn’t have been
possible without your support.
The end of the year also brought heavy hearts, however, as a foundational pillar of Vital Ground was taken from us.
Our beloved ambassador, Bart the Bear II, passed away in November after a decline in his health during the year.
Bart lived a supremely outsized life filled with the love and care of his trainers and lifelong companions, Vital Ground
co-founders Doug and Lynne Seus. We know that many of you discovered Vital Ground and our conservation mission
through Bart II. Whether his mighty presence captured
you through film or in person, we are grateful for your
connection to grizzlies and for Bart’s life and legacy as
a conservation ambassador for his wild cousins. During
his 21 years, Bart’s charisma helped conserve and
enhance hundreds of thousands of acres for grizzlies
and all things wild that share their range.
Doug and Lynne capture Bart’s spirit and
significance best in the excerpt below from his obituary.
BART THE BEAR II: 2000-2021
Bart and his sister, Honey Bump, were orphaned in the Wrangell Mountains of Alaska. Their mother had been killed
by a hunter. A dedicated bear biologist followed the trail of boot tracks and blood to ﬁnd two terriﬁed and starving cubs.
Instead of becoming tiny bear skeletons in a high, hidden den, they arrived to the arms of the Seus Family, just as the
center of our clan, Big Bart the Bear, was dying of cancer.
At ﬁrst, we called him Little Bart – but when he reached 1,400 pounds he became simply Bart the Bear II. He would
follow his namesake’s huge footprints to be featured in many motion pictures, but most importantly, he was destined to
continue the mission of his namesake and became an ambassador for The Vital Ground Foundation.
Bart the Bear II is survived by his sister of the wild Honey Bump, his pal Tank the Bear, and his family: Mom and
Dad Lynne and Doug Seus; Siblings Sausha, and Jed (Melanie); Nieces and nephews Faith, Cash, Sebastian, Tristan,
Madailein, Kellin, and Charles; and one of his very best friends, Smitty. He is proceeded in death by Bart the Bear and
his brother Clint.
The Seus Clan is forever humbled and grateful to have shared our lives with this noble grizzly. Fly free Beloved Giant.

Doug and Lynne Seus, co-founders
VITAL NEWS
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PROJECT UPDATE

THE CONSERVATION CAPSTONE
THANKS TO SUPPORTERS LIKE YOU, THE FINAL ACRES OF A THREATENED WETLAND ARE CONSERVED
Bismark Meadows is an 1,100-acre wetland complex nestled amid the Selkirk Mountains of northern Idaho. This lush habitat provides crucial spring forage for grizzly bears and
year-round range for many other species, but intense development pressures in the area made completing its conservation a long—but now fully successful—effort.

spring’s 148-acre purchase completes consolidation of the
meadows under Vital Ground stewardship.
“This is the culmination of two decades of work with
many dedicated partners to ensure Bismark Meadows
remains permanently accessible to wildlife,” said Vital
Ground Executive Director Ryan Lutey. “Early in the
20th century, this irreplaceable wet fen was ditched
and drained for marginally productive pasture and hay
ground. But around the turn of this century, the meadow’s
six principal private owners began collaborating with
the Natural Resource Conservation Service to restore its
wetland characteristics. Since then, Idaho Fish and Game,
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, NRCS and myriad
private foundations have all supported Vital Ground
in these voluntary transactions to unite the parcels into
conservation ownership.”
Vital Ground will continue to pay property taxes on
its holdings and several residential structures on the edges
of the meadow are currently leased to local residents for
housing. The organization has also long maintained a
donation agreement with the Idaho Department of Fish
and Game to use one of the properties to help facilitate

By Matt Hart

P

ersistence is an easily forgotten value in today’s
fast-paced culture. When it comes to conservation,
however, it is often an essential trait. After two decades
and many phases, the persistence of supporters like you
has paid off at one of Vital Ground’s flagship projects.
Bismark Meadows in northern Idaho will remain open,
undeveloped habitat in perpetuity after Vital Ground
completed the final phase of this 20-year, 1,100-acre
conservation effort in late April.
For generations to come, the meadows will continue
to provide precious spring habitat for grizzly bears in
the Selkirk Mountains that stretch north from the IdahoWashington borderlands into southern British Columbia.
The conservation outcome marks a major achievement as
the area faced significant development pressure because
of its proximity to Priest Lake, a growing tourism and
vacation home destination.
In 2001, Vital Ground began methodically purchasing
private parcels comprising the Bismark Meadows
complex as they became available from willing sellers.
With major support from The ALSAM Foundation, this
VITAL NEWS
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(continued on page 4)

(continued from page 3)

this population faces the significant threat of habitat
fragmentation and increased risk of human conflict that
new development carries.
Idaho has experienced particularly intense pressure,
ranking first nationally in population growth for five straight
years, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. Bonner
County, home to the Priest Lake area, has grown at a
similar rate to the state average over that time.
“There’s constant pressure to divide and develop
land,” Johnson said. “Where Vital Ground has their most
important role is to take on the smaller projects in those
really key critical areas.”

the agency’s operations throughout the area.
A HAVEN FOR GRIZZLIES
Because of its low-elevation setting compared to the
surrounding slopes of the Selkirk range, Bismark Meadows
has long provided crucial spring forage for grizzly bears.
The lush habitat experiences some of the area’s first plant
growth of the year, often drawing sow grizzlies with tiny
cubs born during winter hibernation.
“The lower elevations are bottlenecks for key species
like grizzly bear,” said Greg Johnson, a retired biologist
for Idaho Fish and Game who worked on grizzly recovery
in northern Idaho for multiple decades. “That spring habitat
is very important, but almost all of it is privately owned. The
number one threat is the permanent loss of those habitats,
because when it’s gone it’s gone and those bears need to
be someplace.”
South of Canada’s Highway 3, the southern portion
of the Selkirk Ecosystem is home to just 50-60 grizzlies
according to recent estimates. Spanning northern Idaho,
northeastern Washington and southern British Columbia,

A BIODIVERSITY STRONGHOLD
With two creeks running through the complex,
Bismark Meadows provides habitat for far more than
bears. Moose and elk frequent the lush area while native
Westslope cutthroat trout inhabit its streams and wideranging species like wolverine periodically pass through.
The wetlands are also home to six different plant species
designated as threatened or endangered by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture.

Paul Lueders

Elk are one of many species that rely on low-elevation habitat like Bismark Meadows for seasonal range. For grizzly bears, especially sows with newborn cubs, Bismark Meadows’
early-season plant growth makes it a springtime haven. The wetlands are also home to six plant species listed as threatened or endangered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
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“Bismark Meadows is a resource-rich area that
provides outsized benefits to fish, wildlife and several
species of sensitive native plants,” says Lutey. “It’s a bit of a
landscape anomaly where a combination of topographic
and hydrologic features disrupts the regular pattern of
the surrounding mountains. Kalispell and Reeder creeks
filter through the meadows, which help store water and
protect the water quality of Priest Lake and the drainage
downstream, and several far-ranging wildlife species meet
important seasonal habitat needs at this location.”
In addition to preventing development, Vital Ground
will steward the habitat to maximize its biodiversity. In
portions of the complex already under its ownership, Vital
Ground and several partners have begun installing beaver
dam analogues in an effort to coax beavers back to the
landscape, further increasing its water storage and helping
native wetland plants out-compete invasive grasses.

Native cutthroat trout patrol Reeder Creek and Kalispell Creek at Bismark Meadows.

By stabilizing habitat within the Selkirks, Bismark
Meadows improves the connectivity value of Vital
Ground’s work elsewhere in northern Idaho, including
recent efforts in the Kootenai Valley. That makes this
spring’s purchase not only the capstone of moreMitch
thanDoherty
20 years pursuing a conservation outcome for Bismark
Meadows but also a piece of Vital Ground’s One
Landscape Initiative, the organization’s conservation
strategy for protecting the most crucial habitat connections
linking the Northern Rockies’ wild strongholds.
At Bismark Meadows, the work now turns to habitat
restoration. From weed control to bringing back beavers,
your continued support of Vital Ground will help this
special place become even more valuable for wildlife.

LARGER LANDSCAPE IMPLICATIONS
While it lies in the middle of the Selkirk Ecosystem,
Bismark Meadows holds significant value to larger
conservation goals for grizzlies and other wide-ranging
species. Increased habitat fragmentation and human
conflict due to new development would hamstring
recovery efforts for the Selkirks’ slowly-growing grizzly
population and reduce the chances of improving
connectivity with neighboring ecosystems in Montana and
Canada.

VITAL NEWS
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SUPPORTER SPOTLIGHT

WHEN PASSION MEETS OPPORTUNITY
HOW SIG AND ANNA WEILER HELPED LAUNCH VITAL GROUND’S REVOLVING HABITAT FUND
Photo: Bismark Meadows,by Linda Lantzy (inset photos courtesy of Sig and Anna Weiler)

By Matt Hart

P

eel back the surface of any conservation success
and you will find the names of committed people—
often quietly so—who care deeply about protecting the
natural world for future generations. Longtime Vital Ground
supporters Sig and Anna Weiler are such people. The
recent completion of the Bismark Meadows project would
have been impossible without them.
Beyond generosity, Sig and Anna understand
the need for flexibility and urgency when it comes to
conserving landscapes that face intense development
pressures. That’s why they made a foundational $1 million
contribution last year to Vital Ground’s Revolving Habitat
Fund. In response to rapidly escalating real estate and
development markets, the fund allows Vital Ground to
quickly capitalize on opportunities to protect key habitat
that would disappear without swift action.
While it capped a long, 20-year effort, conserving
the final 148-acre parcel at Bismark Meadows in northern
Idaho (story on p. 3) required the kind of rapid response
that the Revolving Habitat Fund enables. With vacation
homes and undeveloped lots fetching eye-popping sums
at nearby Priest Lake, Sig and Anna’s gift positioned Vital
VITAL NEWS

Anna and Sig Weiler at Doug and Lynne Seus’ home in Heber City, Utah.

Ground to make a fast and competitive offer that has
now protected these crucial acres of grizzly habitat in
perpetuity.
“Everything happens for a reason and this is one of
those cases,” says Sig. “Anna and I are outdoor people,
and if we can help in a situation where land is not going
to be destroyed by development, it’s just a really good
feeling.”
LIFELONG TIES TO THE LAND
Like many of you, the Weilers became Vital Ground
6
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supporters when they met Doug and Lynne Seus and Bart
the Bear.
“Seeing Doug and Bart interact was just unbelievable
and really motivated us to help,” Sig recalls. “It’s pretty
amazing, Doug and Lynne’s love and desire to help bears
and give them a place to live in peace and have enough
land.”
That first meeting happened in the 1990s, but the
Weilers love for nature stretches much further back—
and across an ocean. Both Sig and Anna were born in
Germany before separately moving to Illinois during their
childhoods.
“I was born in Germany outside a small town, and
the only thing I felt comfortable with was going across
the street into the woods and wandering around,” Sig
explains. “I was happy being with nature. Trees and
mountains and hills—that’s what we like the most.”
Meeting in Illinois as young adults, the Weilers built
a life together that centers that love for all things wild and
natural. They live on 720 acres of gently rolling land in
northern Illinois and have planted hundreds of oak trees
on parts of the property, beginning the transformation of
these areas from farmland to native tallgrass prairie.
“The reason we bought this farm was that it was going
to be developed,” says Sig. “We said, ‘This is too beautiful
to put houses on.’ We’re very happy here…I don’t know if
you’d call us tree huggers?”
“Yeah, we are,” Anna responds with a laugh.

L to R: Lynne Seus, Anna Weiler and Doug Seus on a hike in Utah.

progress in connecting and protecting crucial grizzly
habitat in the Northern Rockies. In 2005, Sig and Anna
led the effort to conserve a key 43-acre property linking
the Selkirk Mountains with the Kootenai Valley in northern
Idaho. Fifteen years later, when Vital Ground recognized
the need for the Revolving Habitat Fund, the Weilers
stepped forward once again.
“When Ryan [Lutey, Vital Ground’s executive director]
explained it to us, it made a lot of sense,” says Sig. “The
reality is there’s only so many years left and before we
leave this beautiful place, we want to make sure we put
our money into things we feel passionate about. This is
certainly one of those things.”
The Weilers’ impact will be felt by future generations
of wildlife that find refuge on the habitat they’ve helped
conserve, from grizzly sows and cubs to bull trout, birds
and beavers. But Sig and Anna’s passion for the natural
world will transcend human generations, too. With seven
grandchildren growing up quickly, sharing hiking trips and
their attention and dedication to the land are top priorities.
“That’s what it’s all about, it’s why we’re doing what
we’re doing,” Sig reflects. “We want to make sure they
feel like this is important.”

LEAVING A CONSERVATION LEGACY
While their roots lie deep in that Illinois prairie, the
Weilers’ relationship with the Seuses and Vital Ground has
also kept their eyes and interest on grizzly bear country.
A trip alongside Doug and Lynne and other Vital Ground
supporters to view coastal brown bears at Knight Inlet in
British Columbia (see p. 12) strengthened those bonds.
“It was unbelievable, the trip of a lifetime,” recalls
Anna.
More recently, the Weilers have paid several visits to
the Seuses at their home in Heber City, Utah. In between
picnics and mushroom hunting expeditions, Doug and
Lynne have kept the Weilers informed on Vital Ground’s
Josh Smith
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PROJECT UPDATES

ACTING SWIFTLY IN AN URGENT YEAR
ACROSS GRIZZLY COUNTRY, YOUR SUPPORT DELIVERED AT UNPRECEDENTED LEVELS TO CLOSE 2021
Randy Beacham

Western larch in fall color illuminate the Yaak Valley landscape at Vital Ground’s Fowler Creek project site in Montana’s northwestern corner. A 160-acre addition to the project
marked one of four conservation efforts that Vital Ground completed in the final months of 2021 as the One Landscape Initiative picked up steam during a crucial time.

C

the legacy of Bart the Bear II, you also made last year our
strongest ever for year-end giving by a wide margin.
So as much as wild country steadies us, it’s the
community of supporters like you that truly keeps the Vital
Ground ship afloat and moving forward with wind in our
sails. Keep reading to learn about the four unique places
you helped protect for the long haul at the end of 2021.

Photo courtesy of Great Bear Foundation

onserving land provides a counterbalance to the
breathless and ever-changing news environment
of our digital age. While sensational headlines blare on
our phones and update by the hour, the wild places Vital
Ground keeps wild pulse on at a slower beat, season by
season. We find solace and strength in that difference. As
a Vital Ground supporter, you should, too.
At the same time, achieving meaningful, landscapescale conservation for wildlife requires great urgency.
With people flocking to the Mountain West from denser
population centers, the real estate and development rush
spurred by the pandemic continues at breakneck pace,
threatening a future of increased habitat fragmentation
and conflict for grizzlies and other wide-ranging species.
Thanks to supporters like you, however, Vital Ground
is meeting the moment head-on. With four projects
completed in November and December, you helped
conserve habitat across more landscapes in 2021 than in
any previous year of Vital Ground’s history. As we honored

VITAL NEWS

Conserving the Wild, Wet and
Connected Yaak Valley
Nestled amid the Purcell
Mountains of far northwestern
Montana, the Yaak Valley’s diverse
wildlife and limited development make
it one of the wildest places in the lower 48 states that does
not fall within a national park or federal wilderness area.
The Yaak’s biodiversity and wild character are threatened
by region-wide development pressures, but in partnership
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with willing landowners, the Humane Society Wildlife
Land Trust and supporters like you, over the last two years
Vital Ground has conserved nearly 700 acres of lush
habitat in the Yaak Valley bottom.
Several miles south of the 2020 Broadie Habitat
Preserve project, the Fowler Creek project began with a
315-acre conservation acquisition last spring followed
by a 160-acre addition in December. Fully donated by
the property’s former owners, the expansion features
several beaver dams and lush wetlands in addition to
uplands that help connect the Yaak’s large habitat cores
on national forestlands. Grizzly bears, wolves, moose,
elk and sensitive species like Canada lynx and wolverine
all traverse the Yaak Valley bottom, with Fowler Creek’s
habitat offering important seasonal range as a main
tributary of the Yaak River.
“We couldn’t be happier that Vital Ground will be
Map graphic by Eric Ian
taking on our property and managing it in perpetuity as
habitat,” say the former landowners, who wish to remain
anonymous. “In ecological terms the pieces are all there,
including an extensive beaver marsh, a number of upland
wetlands, and at least a dozen species of conifers. We
find ample evidence of bears in the form of debarked
trees, and wolf scat is common.”

community as well as for grizzlies and other wide-ranging
wildlife. Thanks to supporters like you, Vital Ground
completed a huge step in that effort with a 1,040-acre
conservation agreement for the Hubbard Farm.
“This is what I want my legacy to be and what I know
my dad would want, for this to stay the way it is now,” says
Wes Hubbard, whose family has lived and farmed on the
property since his early childhood. “We’ll always know
that it will be farmed.”
With major support from the U.S. Department of
Agriculture via the Agricultural Land Easements program
of the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS),
the conservation easement maintains the farm’s working
landscape that also serves as a habitat link for wildlife.
This combination of open space values made the project
a priority for both Vital Ground and the NRCS, which
provided half the project cost. Those funds came from the
2018 Farm Bill, which allocates $450 million annually
toward conservation easements. NRCS easement
programs support landowners who want to steward their
land to benefit both agriculture and the environment.
The community benefits of maintaining the valley’s rural
and scenic character led to the M.J. Murdock Charitable
Trust joining NRCS as a lead supporter of the effort. As
the subdivision and development of farms and other open
spaces continues in many parts of the Mountain West,
agricultural lands carry a double role, maintaining both
rural farm-based communities and habitat for wildlife. In

Kootenai Valley Corridor
Will “Stay the Way It Is”
At the top of the Idaho Panhandle, the
Kootenai River winds toward Canada and carves
a broad, fertile valley splitting the Selkirk and
Purcell mountains. Bears, wolves, elk and more
cross the Kootenai between these ranges, each of
which is home to a small populations of grizzlies.
Farms that line the river continue to offer
open space and habitat needed for the corridor
while also maintaining the area’s rural and scenic
character. So, with Idaho experiencing one of
the nation’s most intense development surges,
conserving the working lands and habitat of
the Kootenai Valley is a must for the agricultural

Fog shrouds the Selkirk Mountains above the Hubbard Farm in Idaho’s Kootenai Valley corridor.
(continued on page 10)
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(continued from page 9)

valleys like the Kootenai that connect mountain
ranges and public forestlands, movement channels
across working lands are especially vital to wildlife
species ranging from bears and wolves to deer
and elk, with the Hubbard Farm identified in
Idaho’s State Wildlife Action Plan as particularly
valuable winter range for elk.
As climate change destabilizes habitat
features like snowpack and plant food availability,
biologists predict an increased need for many
wildlife species to travel farther to meet their needs.
The Tamarack Creek project conserved a key habitat linkage north of fast-growing Whitefish, Mont.
That makes conserving valley corridors like the
Kootenai a natural source of climate resilience.
conservation-minded landowner to protect 100 precious
Moreover, the valley’s particular low-elevation setting
acres just north of Whitefish in December.
and lush plant life make it a source of climate refugia—
The Tamarack Creek project site lies nine miles north
biologists’ term for habitat zones projected to change
of downtown Whitefish and just south of Stillwater State
less under planetary warming scenarios. These elements
Forest in a habitat-rich zone that helps connect wildlife in
allowed the project to receive additional support from
and around Glacier with those farther west in northwestern
Photo courtesy of Rick and Diana Brown
the Pacific Northwest Resilient Landscapes Initiative, a
Montana. That connectivity is especially important for
partnership of the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation, Land
grizzly bears, with the Glacier area home to the lower 48
Trust Alliance, Oregon Community Foundation, Idaho
states’ largest population of grizzlies—roughly 1,100—
Community Foundation, and Seattle Foundation.
and the Cabinet-Yaak area hosting a largely-isolated
“Vital Ground recognizes that farms and ranches
subpopulation of around 50 bears.
across the region provide the habitat wildlife need,” says
Beyond grizzlies, the project site’s forest, open pasture
Vital Ground’s conservation director, Mitch Doherty. “It’s
and wetland habitat provides range for wolves, elk, deer
a win-win-win situation for landowners, the agricultural
and moose, as well as wide-ranging species of concern
community and wildlife when we can put Farm Bill dollars
including Canada lynx and wolverine. The property will
to work on the ground in places like the Kootenai Valley.”
remain under private ownership, with its new conservation
easement maintaining a portion of the land for leased
Key Linkage Zone Conserved in hay production and horse pasture while also protecting
water quality and the scenic, rural character of the quicklyFast-Growing Flathead County
developing lands outside Whitefish.
With the pandemic spurring an already-growing
The site would become a hot commodity if opened to
development rush into overdrive in the Mountain West,
the area’s surging real estate market. Flathead County—
recreation hubs near iconic parks have become real
home to the communities of Whitefish, Kalispell and
estate goldmines. In the case of the Whitefish area west
others—saw its median home price rise by nearly 50
of Glacier National Park, expansion and sprawl directly
percent from 2020 to 2021. Limiting subdivision and
threaten the safe movement of wildlife from Glacier and
development protects both the area’s rural and agricultural
surrounding wildlands to places farther west like the
identity and its wildlife. For wide-ranging species like
Cabinet-Yaak area. Conserving open space here keeps
grizzly bears and wolves, a denser human footprint
a much larger landscape connected for generations to
means a higher risk of conflict through run-ins with people,
come, and it’s why we were thrilled to partner with a
VITAL NEWS
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domestic animals and household attractants like garbage.
“The rate at which development is occurring in and
around the Flathead Valley right now is astounding,” says
Doherty. “If it weren’t for landowners like this who want
to protect the rural character of the valley and its habitat
for wildlife, we couldn’t retain the scenic vistas and open
spaces that everyone cherishes in Northwest Montana.
Without conservation protections, this property would
likely be dotted with homes in the next five to ten years.”

Acres Added to Swan Valley
Conservation Corridor

A grizzly cub crosses a portion of Simmons Meadow that has been protected with a
Vital Ground conservation easement since 2013. (Photo by Richard Boughton)

the Upper Swan’s habitat corridor, an established linkage
zone for wildlife moving between the Mission and Swan
mountain ranges.
“This undeveloped property provides key East-West
habitat connectivity for myriad wildlife species that call
the Swan Valley home,” says Luke Lamar, Conservation
Director for Swan Valley Connections, a conservation and
education nonprofit and frequent Vital Ground partner
based in Condon. “The property lies within crucial winter
range for deer and elk. The wetland complex and riparian
areas on the property offer outstanding foraging habitat
and hiding cover for grizzly bears as well as foraging
and nesting habitat for trumpeter swans and many species
of waterfowl. Vital Ground’s purchase will ensure the
property remains open space and an iconic view of the
Swan Range will remain undeveloped.”

Montana’s scenic Swan Valley
remains a major hub for Vital
Ground’s conservation work. With
more than 1,000 acres conserved
through land purchases and conservation easements over
the past two decades, supporters like you have made a
major impact in keeping this iconic valley open for wildlife,
most recently with the purchase of 20 acres in the Condon
area that help connect existing conservation lands.
The newly-protected acres lie in the Simmons
Meadow wetland complex, adjacent to public lands
and a Vital Ground conservation easement donated
by a conservation-minded landowner in the area. By
connecting large blocks of public land to the east and
west, these conserved properties form a key portion of

Young Living Foundation is honored to partTthishenerpartnership,
with The Vital Ground Foundation. Through
the Young Living Foundation

donates a portion of all proceeds from Young
Living’s Animal Scents™ product line sales directly
to The Vital Ground Foundation.
The Young Living Foundation is committed to
empowering individuals to defy limitations by
providing education, wellness, conservation and
business opportunities.
Since the establishment of its first farm, Young
Living is dedicated to protecting plants, wildlife,
and natural habitats. Known for its unique Seed
to Seal® process, Young Living Essential Oils
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ensures its seeds are planted in soil free from
chemicals or harmful pesticides.
Prior to sale, Young Living’s Animal Scents products have been through the 5-step Seed to
Seal® process of purity testing.
The Animal Scents line includes: Animal Scents
Ointment, Animal Scents Shampoo and essential
oil blends: Infect Away™, Mendwell™, ParaGize™,
Puriclean™, RepelAroma™ and T-Away™.
To purchase Animal Scents products and support
The Vital Ground Foundation, visit Young Living’s
Animal Scents product page.

Join Vital Ground for the BearViewing Trip of a Lifetime

LATEST NEWS

Have you always dreamed of (safely) watching
grizzly bears in the wild? This year might just be the year to
make that dream reality!
Take a trip with Vital Ground this October to the
magnificent British Columbia coast to view bears,
adventure on land and water amidst islands and snowcapped peaks and learn about important conservation
efforts for grizzlies in the Lower 48. Located 50 miles north
of Campbell River, B.C., is a wild and remote area known
as Knight Inlet. Tucked into Glendale Cove is a floating
wilderness resort called Knight Inlet Lodge. Glendale
Cove is home to one of the largest concentrations of
grizzly bears in British Columbia. It is not uncommon for
there to be up to 50 bears within five miles of the lodge in
the fall season, when salmon are returning to the river.
After two years of the lodge’s closure due to the
pandemic, we are returning to Knight Inlet this fall and
several spots on the trip are now available! Running from
October 15-20, 2022, this special ecotour is organized
through the generosity of Knight Inlet Lodge, owned by
the Nanwakolas Timber Limited Partnership, an economic
venture of five First Nations. Trip costs include a donation
to Vital Ground to aid in our mission to protect crucial
wildlife habitat.
The adventure begins with a sea plane flight (included
in trip costs) from Campbell River to Knight Inlet Lodge.
Your four-day stay at the lodge includes activities ranging
from platform viewing and photograpy of bears and
other native wildlife to sea kayaking, interpretive hikes in
old growth rainforest and natural history presentations

Vital Ground Welcomes Land
Steward Brittani Rosas
Vital Ground’s newest staff member is coming home
to the landscape she loves. Brittani Rosas began work
as Vital Ground’s land steward earlier this year but her
connection to western Montana is lifelong.
Brittani grew up in the
Bitterroot Valley just south
of Missoula. She learned a
respect and passion for wildlife
and conservation from her
grandfather, an avid traditional
bowhunter. Brittani grew up
hunting and fishing around
western Montana and decided
she wanted to turn her passion
for wildlife into her career. She
earned a bachelor’s degree
in wildlife biology from the University of Montana and a
master’s degree in rangeland management from Montana
State University. (Vital Ground supporters may remember
the electric fencing study she led as a master’s student that
your contributions helped fund through a partner grant.)
After gaining professional conservation experience in
multiple states, Brittani and her husband decided to move
back to the Bitterroot to be with family after their daughter
was born in 2020. They enjoy everything grizzly country
has to offer and look forward to raising their daughter in
Montana.
As Land Steward, Brittani will oversee monitoring and
stewardship of Vital Ground’s conservation easements and
fee-title properties. Her arrival comes after we bid a fond
farewell to Kali Becher, who will continue her conservation
leadership in western Montana as Open Lands Project
Manager for Missoula County. We are grateful for Kali’s
outstanding work in growing Vital Ground’s stewardship
program and thrilled to have Brittani taking the reins into
her capable hands. Welcome, Brittani!
VITAL NEWS
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by biologists and photographers, all while enjoying the
lodge’s gourmet meals and comfortable accomodations.
Interested in joining this incredible adventure? Learn
more at vitalground.org/knight-inlet or contact Kim
Davitt, Development Director, at 406-549-8650 (office),

and wildlife of the
West is evident
in the images he
creates and the
commissions he
undertakes. His
“Great Bear”
painting—which is
also featured on
Montana Coffee
Traders’ Grizzly Blend coffee, sales of which benefit Vital
Ground through our Business Partners in Conservation
program—is an example of how he relates an animal to
the landscape as well as to human culture, history and
mythology.
“My paintings are inspired by my concern for the
natural world and by a continuing interest in travel, art and
nature,” Monte said. “I do what I can to communicate to
my group of friends and collectors what I’m doing and
what I’m interested in, and Vital Ground is definitely an
important one.”
Monte now works primarily as a painter of magical
realism focusing on nature. His work often features
animals, sometimes in environments altered by humans. He
has gained a worldwide following and is considered a
key figure in the visual arts of the American West, his work
becoming highly collectible. You can find his “Great Bear”
painting along with much other highly popular artwork
and a forthcoming book collection on the Monte Dolack
Fine Art website at www.dolack.com.

406-552-2544 (cell) or kdavitt@vitalground.org.

Monte Dolack’s Artwork Helps
Protect the Planet
Whether you know it or not, if you follow Vital Ground
you’ve almost certainly become familiar with the artist
Monte Dolack and his iconic “Great Bear” painting. It’s
the basis of our logo and generates thousands of dollars
in conservation support each year by adorning Vital
Ground’s Montana specialty license plate.
This year, you can wear the Great Bear on more than
just your car. In celebration of Earth Day, Vital Ground
collaborated with Monte on a special “Great Bear” shirt,
which is still available online in many sizes and styles. Visit
www.bonfire.com/store/vital-ground-store to snag one!
Of course, Monte’s support of conservation in
Montana and beyond runs much deeper than shirts. Since
2008, the “Great Bear” painting has decorated Vital
Ground’s Montana specialty license plate, which has
contributed nearly one million dollars to help connect and
protect key landscapes in the Northern Rockies.
Monte is a lifelong Montana resident who grew up
surrounded by the same sweeping vistas and big sky as
artist Charlie Russell. His love for the diverse landscapes

Grizzly Blend logo art by Monte Dolack
Order online at: www.coffeetraders.com
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BROWN BEAR’S WORLD

ANIMALS ARE CROSSING
WHO’S HELPING WILDLIFE CROSS ROADWAYS, AND WHAT NEW FEDERAL FUNDING COULD MEAN

THE PEOPLE’S WAY PARTNERSHIP
Wildlife collisions are a problem across the entire
country, but that doesn’t mean that addressing the issue
is futile. In Montana, the People’s Way Partnership offers
evidence of successful interventions.
In 2000, the Confederated Salish and Kootenai
Tribes (CSKT) met with the Montana Department of
Transportation and the Federal Highway Administration
to establish a tri-governmental approach to addressing
wildlife collisions along U.S. Highway 93.
“From that process came a radical idea: Instead of
focusing on how the road will impact the land, focus on
how the land should shape the road,” reads the People’s
Way Partnership website. “The team called this approach
a ‘Spirit of Place.’”
Highway 93 runs north-south through western
Montana and the Flathead Reservation, where the CSKT
manages wildlife. And since the advent of the Partnership,
the highway has seen the addition of numerous wildlife
accommodations. If you’ve driven along Highway 93
north of Missoula, you’ve definitely seen the 197-foot
“Animals’ Trail” outside of Arlee. This vegetated overpass
(pictured above) allows wildlife to cross the highway

By Lena Beck

A

grizzly bear dubbed “Lingenpolter” by local
biologists caught the attention of many in Montana
and elsewhere last year. Using a GPS tracker, biologists
watched as the young male bear repeatedly attempted
and failed to cross Interstate 90. They followed
Lingenpolter’s movements in an area between Missoula
and Butte, watching as he traveled for miles alongside the
interstate and tried to cross it an estimated 46 times from
the fall of 2020 to spring of 2021.
Lingenpolter’s story illustrates an issue facing many
animals in Montana and beyond: highways, interstates
and other major roadways fragment habitats, causing
isolation as well as vehicle collisions that are often fatal.
Wildlife crossing infrastructure offers a solution.
Last November, the federal government passed The
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act which included The
Wildlife Crossings Pilot Program. This initiative will devote
$350 million dollars in grants over five years to help make
major roadways easier to cross for wildlife. For the people
working to create these connections in Montana—and the
wildlife that would benefit—this money could make a big
difference in the coming years.
VITAL NEWS
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being a huge financial undertaking.
While Montana’s next major overpass may still be
a ways off, the federal money could quickly spur along
some of these smaller-scale projects, says Doherty. The
Missoula Regional Connectivity Working Group hopes
that identifying feasible projects will help some of this
funding go to use in Montana.
“Our goal is to help the state be prepared and ready
to grab some of that money and put it to work on the
ground,” Doherty said.

without issue. But not every wildlife crossing intervention
is a large overpass, with underpasses and culverts also
effective. Along Highway 93 you’ll find 41 total fish and
wildlife crossings, 60 jump-outs (installations that help
trapped animals escape fenced roadways) and 18 miles
of wildlife fencing, with more projects underway.
The new federal funding could help even more.
“These funds may be helpful in paying for the cost of
installing adequate and effective crossing structures that
would facilitate grizzly bear and other wildlife movement
across the landscape,” said Kari Eneas, Tribal Wildlife
Program Manager for the CSKT.
And they work. Intensive monitoring has determined
that these crossings, without a doubt, save the lives of
animals and increase habitat connectivity.
Seeing success is inspiring, says Eneas. “These small
steps to reconnect the natural environment give me hope
of coexistence with wildlife,” she said.

CONNECTING WITH COMMUNITIES
Across the state in Paradise Valley, Yellowstone Safe
Passages is also working on the issue, focusing on 55
miles of U.S. Highway 89 from Livingston to Gardiner.
Daniel Anderson—whose family has ranched in the
Tom Miner Basin outside Yellowstone National Park for
decades—is a liaison for the group. He aims to facilitate
conversations within the local community. His priority has
been, before constructing wildlife crossings, to “build
bridges within the community first.”
The new federal funding could add momentum to the
conversation and get the ball rolling on new projects. But
to successfully intervene on behalf of wildlife, cohesion
within the human community is important, says Anderson.
Many community members that Anderson talks to
share concerns regarding the effectiveness of wildlife
infrastructure and where funding will come from. To
avoid potential divisiveness or conflict, Anderson works
to engage the community on all levels, so that everyone
knows they have a seat at the table.
“If we can place more time at the beginning to ask
questions, listen and learn…it shows that we’re not focused
on pushing an agenda,” Anderson said. “We’re focused
on building conversations that are healthy and mature.”
With the safety of people and the wellbeing of
wildlife impossible to separate, Vital Ground knows that
collaboration within and between communities is essential
to increasing habitat connectivity across roadways and
ecosystems. By supporting our mission, you help to protect
wildlife as they travel through the landscape—across
Montana and beyond.

THE COST OF CONNECTIVITY
If we know that these interventions work, why don’t
we build them everywhere? A big part of the answer is
cost. To secure financial backing to build an overpass,
for example, it has to be clear that the project will make a
long-term difference in that particular area. In other words,
the two habitats that the crossing connects have to be
designated wildlife areas, or at least not spaces that could
be developed in the coming years.
“That’s really where Vital Ground comes into play, and
other land trusts as well,” said Vital Ground Conservation
Director Mitch Doherty. “The work we do on the
conservation side lays the groundwork for some of these
larger transportation projects down the road, knowing that
the habitat is secure on both sides.”
Doherty is part of the Missoula Regional Connectivity
Working Group, which aims to help identify potential
wildlife accommodations for some of the major roads in
western Montana.
Because cost is such an issue, Doherty says the
working group is currently focused on the “low-hanging
fruit”—in other words, identifying wildlife accommodations
like signs or fencing that can make a difference without
VITAL NEWS
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