
1 

 

 

FRESNO RESERVOIR  

WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT AREA 

MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 

 

 
 

December 19, 2017  



2 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Table of Contents 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ..................................................................................... 3 

PURPOSE OF THIS MANAGEMENT PLAN .................................................... 4 

WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT AREA ESTABLISHMENT ............................... 4 

STATEWIDE GOAL FOR WMAS ....................................................................... 4 

WMA GOAL ............................................................................................................ 4 

DESCRIPTION OF WMA ..................................................................................... 5 

General Description .................................................................................................................................. 5 

WMA Management Units ......................................................................................................................... 6 

FRESNO WMA HABITAT MANAGEMENT UNITS ....................................... 6 

HABITAT MANAGEMENT .................................................................................. 9 

WETLANDS AND RIPARIAN HABITAT MANAGEMENT ............................................................... 9 

UPLAND HABITAT MANAGEMENT ................................................................................................ 10 

WEED MANAGEMENT ...................................................................................... 13 

INFRASTRUCTURE ............................................................................................ 14 

Infrastructure Management Objectives: .................................................................................................. 14 

Wetland Enhancements ........................................................................................................................... 14 

Fences ..................................................................................................................................................... 15 

Roads ...................................................................................................................................................... 16 

Signs ........................................................................................................................................................ 19 

PUBLIC USE .......................................................................................................... 20 

APPENDIX A – Decision Notice ........................................................................... 21 

APPENDIX B – Current Lease Agreement ........................................................ 24 

APPENDIX C – Infrastructure ............................................................................ 47 

APPENDIX D – Species List ................................................................................. 54 

 



3 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

Fresno Reservoir Wildlife Management Area (WMA) is located in Hill County approximately 23 

miles northwest of Havre, MT, just upstream from Fresno Reservoir.  At 2,677 acres, the WMA 

is administered by the Bureau of Reclamation (BOR) and has been managed by Montana Fish, 

Wildlife and Parks (FWP) through a series of Memoranda of Understanding (MOU).  The first 

MOU was signed by both agencies in 1975; most recently a new MOU with a 20 year term was 

adopted in September 2013. 

The primary goal of the Fresno WMA is to manage the wetland/riparian and upland habitats for 

the benefit of wildlife with waterfowl being the focus. The WMA also benefits a variety of other 

game and nongame birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians.  A commensurate goal of the 

WMA is to provide public opportunity for outdoor recreation, primarily in the forms of hunting, 

trapping and bird watching. 

There are two broad habitats that make up Fresno WMA –uplands make up the majority of the 

WMA (75%) and are comprised of native mixed grassland. A complex of riparian and 

constructed wetland habitats associated with the Milk River floodplain make up the remaining 

25% of the WMA.   

Before the WMA was established, upland vegetation was heavily impacted by domestic 

livestock grazing.  The area was described in the original FWP proposal to create the WMA in 

1975, as having almost completely lost all vegetation, seriously impacting wildlife habitat and 

other natural resource values. From 1975 until 1992, no grazing was permitted on the WMA; 

however, trespass livestock were common throughout this period of time due to insufficient 

boundary fences.  Since 1992, managed grazing on the WMA has been applied to provide more 

effective nesting cover for game birds. In general, the uplands appear to be recovering from 

previous overgrazing.   

The riparian areas provide tree and shrub cover mostly adjacent to the Milk River. Wetlands 

have been enhanced through construction of dikes.  One dike was constructed in the mid-1970s 

(FWP with BOR), and additional dikes were added in 1988 (FWP and Ducks Unlimited) to 

establish two large wetland impoundments, totaling 28 and 127 acres respectively.  These 

impoundments were designed to capture water by overland flow from the Milk River during high 

flow events, often due to ice jams in the spring. Since construction, the wetlands have been 

managed to provide productive breeding habitat as well as spring and fall migration habitat for 

waterfowl by capturing high water levels in the impoundments whenever possible. However, 

during the record spring runoff of 2011, the Milk River channels migrated and new gravel bars 

formed, affecting year round water flow patterns associated with the impoundment system.  

Currently, wetlands are regularly filled naturally from the north through new channels that were 

created.   In addition, a significant increase in beaver activity in the primary outlet area has 

caused water levels in the wetlands and riparian zones to be permanently elevated to the point 

where manual water manipulation is no longer possible, and associated woody vegetation is 
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dying out due to flooding.  Under these conditions, the once separated wetlands now function 

essentially as one large wetland that is approximately 330 acres in size. 

PURPOSE OF THIS MANAGEMENT PLAN 

 

In order to accomplish primary goals set forth for Fresno WMA, objectives and management 

strategies are detailed in this plan that address specific issues.   FWP anticipates this plan will 

serve the needs of Fresno WMA during the term of the MOU with BOR.  Per requirements of 

that MOU, FWP will review the plan on a 5-year interval or more often as needed to provide 

updates and new information, which would be in the form of addenda to this plan.   

WILDLIFE MANAGEMENT AREA ESTABLISHMENT 

 

In the 1970’s, the State of Montana was facing a growing demand for outdoor recreation while at 

the same time, losses in wildlife habitat were occurring.  Because of such factors, the State of 

Montana established new game management areas to secure quality habitat and to provide 

expanded opportunities for recreation. Fresno WMA is one of these areas.   

The Montana Fish and Game Commission originally entered into an agreement with the BOR in 

1975 to administer and develop fish and wildlife lands and facilities of the Fresno Reservoir area.  

The land is located within what was at the time determined to be one of the most productive 

waterfowl area in Northern Montana, and the primary purpose for managing the land was to add 

to this productivity.  

STATEWIDE GOAL FOR WMAS 

  

Montana’s Wildlife Management Areas are lands managed by Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 

to benefit a diversity of wildlife species and their habitats on behalf of the public and provide 

compatible public access for fish and wildlife recreation. 

WMA GOAL 

 

The primary goal of the Fresno WMA is to manage the wetland/riparian and upland habitats for 

the benefit of wildlife with waterfowl being the focal species. The WMA will further benefit a 

variety of birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians.  A commensurate goal of the WMA is to 

provide public opportunity for outdoor recreation, primarily in the forms of hunting, trapping, 

fishing, hiking, wildlife viewing, and bird watching.
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DESCRIPTION OF WMA 

General Description 

 

Fresno WMA is located in Hill County approximately 23 miles northwest of Havre, MT (Figure 

1).  The WMA is bounded on the northeast side by a 3 mile segment of free-flowing Milk River, 

above the upper end of Fresno Reservoir.  The WMA is part of a largely intact native habitat 

corridor that extends along the Milk River from Fresno Reservoir northeasterly to the Canadian 

border. Croplands occur extensively in the general area, comprising 64% of the land within a 5 

mile radius of the WMA.  Other cover types within the 5 mile radius include 19% grass, 8% 

floodplain/wetlands/water, 5% introduced vegetation including CRP, and 3% badlands.  The 

WMA, comprising 2,677 acres, is administered by the BOR and managed by FWP through a 

MOU (Appendix A).    

 

 
Figure 1: General location of Fresno WMA, located northwest of Havre 

 

Approximately 75% of the WMA is uplands and the remaining 25% is wetland/riparian habitat. 

The uplands comprise native mixed grass prairie dominated by blue grama, needle and thread, 

western wheatgrass, green needle grass, prairie junegrass, and Sandberg’s bluegrass.  A low 

density of silver sagebrush and greasewood also occurs on the upland sites. Wetland habitats 

include manmade and natural impoundments totaling approximately 330 acres.  Wetland 
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vegetation includes emergent vegetation along shorelines and islands dominated by cattail and 

bulrush.  Submergent vegetation includes sago pondweed, duck weed, coontail, and native water-

milfoil. Riparian habitat is confined to the Milk River floodplain and included 152 acres of Great 

Plains cottonwood, peach leaf and sandbar willow, buffaloberry, and Russian olive. 

Approximately 45% of this woody riparian habitat has either been submerged or is now 

seasonally flooded due to changes in water flow patterns since the flood of 2011. 

 

The nearest climate data available for the WMA is for Havre.  Havre receives an average of 11 

inches of precipitation including 43 inches of snow annually. The number of days with any 

measurable precipitation is 90. On average, there are 182 sunny days per year. The average July 

high temperature is around 84 degrees and the average January low is 5.  

WMA Management Units 

 

The Fresno Reservoir WMA is composed of one contiguous tract of land.  There are no in-

holdings within the boundaries of the property.  This WMA plan considers two broad habitat 

features as distinct management units – upland mixed grasslands and the wetland/riparian 

complex (Figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 2: Overview of Fresno WMA taken from the uplands into the flooded water impoundment. 

 

FRESNO WMA HABITAT MANAGEMENT UNITS  

 

Upland Mixed Grasslands 

 

The upland habitat comprises the majority of the WMA.  While some crested wheatgrass has 

encroached into the southwest portion of the WMA, the main graminoid species comprising this 

habitat includes blue grama, needle and thread, western wheatgrass, green needle grass, prairie 
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junegrass, and Sandberg’s bluegrass. Shrub species including silver sagebrush, greasewood, and 

winterfat occur in these habitats as well.  The grasslands provide nesting cover for upland nesting 

game birds and grazing habitat for several big game species.     

Prior to becoming a WMA, vegetation was heavily impacted by uncontrolled continuous grazing  

and was described in the original WMA proposal as having almost completely lost all vegetation. 

A long-term objective for the WMA has been to rehabilitate upland vegetation through 

controlled grazing practices, yet until 1992, trespass livestock grazing was a reoccurring problem 

due to poor fencing.  However, since 1992, a rest-rotation grazing system has been implemented 

across the entire WMA.  

An assessment of the uplands by FWP staff in 2014 found that while evidence indicative of 

historical overgrazing was present, relative condition of the uplands has improved since FWP 

took over management of the WMA. Evidence of historic overgrazing includes dense stands of 

blue grama found throughout the hillsides and hilltops, which typically persist for long periods of 

time.  Other indications of overgrazing are evident on the valley floors south and west of the 

slough where native plant species are present but not in the proportions and combinations one 

would expect in less disturbed sites and introduced species are also more prevalent.   

Throughout the uplands, in comparison to earlier historic descriptions, areas with bare soils have 

diminished and soils have stabilized.  There is no longer any accelerated soil erosion, as 

historical head cuts have healed and are revegetating with grasses, and rills are rare.  Bare soils 

are stable as indicated by the presence of cryptogams and increased organic litter, and grasses are 

not pedestalled, which would be expected if active erosion was still occurring. 

These observations indicate the uplands have healed considerably, and appear to be stable, with 

an overall apparent positive trend.  Preliminary plans are being developed for a vegetation 

monitoring program starting in 2016, which will further assess condition and trend in the future 

to ensure habitat conditions remain stable and/or continue to improve. 

Wetland/Riparian Habitat 

The wetland/riparian habitat comprise approximately 680 acres of the WMA.  Within this 

habitat, there are manmade and natural water impoundments that are approximately 330 acres in 

size.  Emergent vegetation along shorelines and islands is dominated by cattail and bulrush.  

Submerged vegetation includes sago pondweed, duck weed, coontail, and native water milfoil. 

The riparian zones in the river floodplain support sandbar willow, peachleaf willow, Great Plains 

cottonwood, buffaloberry, and Russian olive, adding to the diversity of habitats in the area.  
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Figure 3: Aerial photo of Fresno WMA wetland enhancement structures and the current approximate 

high and low water shoreline 

 

The wetland impoundments were developed to provide productive breeding habitat as well as spring 

and fall migration habitat for waterfowl.  The dike system captured water during high river flows, such 

as spring floods and winter ice jams, and included the capability to manage water levels when desired. 

Periods of drought periodically caused natural draw downs, making managed draw downs unnecessary. 

The dikes received maintenance work in 2002 and then again in 2005 to keep them functional. However, 

changes occurred during the record spring runoff of 2011, including Milk River channel migration and 

formation of new gravel bars, directly affecting year-round water flow patterns associated with the 

impoundment system.  Currently, the wetlands receive water more consistently and for a longer 

duration.  Beaver dam activity downstream from the primary outlet has caused water levels in the 

wetlands and riparian zones to be elevated. The high static water levels have eroded the dikes and 

submerged the water control structures, making water level management impossible. 

The riparian habitats provide hiding cover and browse for white-tailed deer as well as nesting and 

foraging areas for perching birds and other wildlife. Emergent vegetation provides habitat for a variety 

of wildlife, including marsh wrens, red-winged and yellow headed blackbirds and wintering pheasants.  

With the elevated water levels since 2011 (Figure 3), a significant portion of the woody habitat drowned, 
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and it is unclear how much will persist or establish within new riparian zones   Within the confines of 

what is practical and cost effective, FWP intends to manage these areas to allow wetland and riparian 

vegetation to reestablish.   

 

HABITAT MANAGEMENT 

 

WETLANDS AND RIPARIAN HABITAT MANAGEMENT 

 

Natural river systems are notorious for being dynamic with ever shifting channels and deposition 

zones.  The flood of 2011 and the persisting elevated water levels have submerged considerable 

portions of the river’s riparian zones, but also exposed new mud flats. Elevated water levels have 

(at least temporarily) reduced the amount of shrubs and trees along the river. Downstream beaver 

activity is inaccessible to heavy equipment and may persist into the future.  Although the dike 

system isn’t functioning as originally designed, the wetlands are extensive and support use by 

waterfowl and other wildlife.  Any attempt to manage downstream beaver activity appears to be 

cost prohibitive and working against a relatively well functioning and naturally operating system.   

 

Wetlands and Riparian Habitat Management Objectives: 

 

Manage wetland impoundments as productive waterfowl breeding and migration habitat while 

also allowing for riparian restoration.  

 

Wetlands and Riparian Habitat Management Actions: 

 

Enhanced Wetlands  

 

• Monitor enhanced wetlands for changing water levels on a monthly schedule from March 

until fall freeze up.  Currently, manipulating water within the impoundments is not 

possible. A significant change in flows or beaver activity would be cause for re-assessing 

management options.  If changes occur that allow manipulations of water levels, periodic 

monitoring and management of water levels from March until fall freeze up would occur. 

High priority if manipulating water becomes possible. 

 

• Selectively reduce cattail choked areas to restore breeding pair and brood rearing habitat. 

Cattail control options will be limited until ability to manage water levels, including 

drying out the water impoundments, is restored. Under current water conditions, 

herbicide treatment is about the only option that could be used. If natural water levels 

recede and water manipulation abilities are restored, mowing, livestock grazing, or other 
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mechanical manipulation are options for reducing cattails.  Medium Priority if water 

levels recede. 

   

Figure 4: Wetlands enhanced by the construction of the S-shaped ditches and DU Dike 

Woody Vegetation and Riparian Zones 

• Allow natural succession processes to re-establish riparian vegetation.  Use photo plot 

monitoring on a 3-year schedule and aerial imagery, starting in 2016, to assess and 

document progression and to assure management actions support riparian restoration.  

High priority. 

 

   
Figure 5: Flooded woody vegetation impacted by elevated water levels 

UPLAND HABITAT MANAGEMENT 

 

When the Fresno WMA was established, the land was described as being subjected to severe 

overgrazing by livestock, primarily cattle, resulting in substantial impacts to native vegetation. Initially, 

upon taking over management of the area, the Montana Fish and Game Department (now FWP) 

attempted to keep livestock off the property entirely to help restore vegetation.  This was a source of 

nearly continuous conflicts because of trespass livestock on the property and livestock traveling through 
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the property to neighboring lands (Appendix E). Fence condition and maintenance were apparently 

inadequate to effectively preclude grazing.    

In 1992, a formal rest-rotation grazing system was implemented.  Although vegetation has improved 

under the grazing system, it has not been evaluated.  While initial field evaluations conducted in 2014 

indicate improved native rangeland conditions (Figure 6), there is neither baseline data nor any trend 

data to determine to what extent the upland habitat is meeting the original purposes, which included: 

providing nesting cover for game birds, grazing habitat for Canada geese, and providing restoration of 

the native mixed grass plant community.  

As a stand-alone parcel, the WMA provides benefits for wildlife that are limited to the bounds of the 

WMA.  However, the WMA is part of a broader corridor of habitats associated with the Milk River, 

including floodplains, adjacent croplands (some of which have been restored to grasslands through the 

Conservation Reserve Program), and wetland complexes. This intact native habitat corridor extends 

along the Milk River from Fresno Reservoir upstream 23 miles to the Lost River WMA.   

Upland Habitat Management Objective: 

Provide for the restoration of native mixed grassland integrity and the direct benefits to wildlife at a 

scale that extends beyond the WMA.  

Upland Habitat Management Actions: 

Wildlife 

• Conduct grassland bird surveys to establish a baseline reference of bird use on the WMA. 

Medium Priority 

Vegetation 

• Establish vegetation monitoring transects for identifying plant composition and trends.  Provide 

a more detailed assessment of native rangeland ecological health on the WMA.   High Priority 

 

• Explore options for larger, landscape level enhancements through working with neighboring 

landowners.   Medium Priority 

Neighboring Landscape 

• Work with neighboring landowners to develop voluntary “win-win” conservation measures that 

expand conservation benefits beyond the WMA.  This could be accomplished through 

cooperative upland game bird habitat enhancement projects, grazing management agreements, 

or other land management opportunities. Medium Priority  

  



12 

 

• Enhance habitats on the WMA while working with neighboring landowners (private and 

public) on broader conservation measures that are consistent with working landscapes.  

Medium Priority 

 

  
Figure 6: Typical vegetation in the uplands, and revegetation in the river valley following flooding. 
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WEED MANAGEMENT 

 

While noxious weed infestations on the WMA have been limited in the past, the primary noxious 

weed species in need of control has been Canada thistle (Cirsium arvense).  There have been 

both chemical and biological controls implemented to manage these weed species.  Weed 

distribution and treatment locations are recorded by FWP personnel. Noxious weeds can impact 

native vegetation used by wildlife for food and cover.  Infestations of weeds can be hard to 

control in some areas due to limitations of chemical use adjacent to water.  Off road travel causes 

ground disturbance and can be a source for new infestations.  Weed management and control 

continues to be a high priority. 

Weed Management Objectives: 

Prevent, contain, reduce, and/or eradicate noxious weeds on Fresno WMA and prevent dispersal 

of weed seed from the WMA.   

Management Actions 

• Continue to manage weeds in a manner consistent with FWP’s “Statewide Integrated 

Noxious Weed Management Plan”.  High Priority. 

 

• Continue to develop and maintain an inventory of noxious weeds on the WMA.  High 

Priority. 

 

• Continue to control noxious weeds annually with emphasis on new starts and areas of 

heavy public use, such as WMA roads and parking areas.  Emphasis should also be 

placed on property boundaries.  Chemical selection and use is restricted in some areas 

due to adjacent water. High Priority. 

 

• Any weed infestation on one landownership is likely to spread to adjacent lands. Work 

cooperatively with adjacent landowners and the Hill County Weed Board to control weed 

infestations across the broader landscape. High Priority. 
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INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

Infrastructure on the WMA includes fences, roads, wetland enhancements, and signs.  Fences 

serve to define WMA boundaries as well as control livestock grazing in the area. The roads serve 

to provide motorized public and administrative access to portions of the WMA. Dikes, ditches, 

water control structures, and nesting structures have been built to enhance the wetlands and 

riparian zones.  Signs serve to provide information to the public users. Deterioration of the 

infrastructure over time through natural processes and from public requires monitoring and 

maintenance.  The WMA will be maintained according to FWP’s Wildlife Management Area 

Maintenance Standards. 

Infrastructure Management Objectives: 

Infrastructure on the WMA will be maintained according to FWP’s WMA Maintenance Standards.  

Maintaining infrastructure on the WMA in functional condition will promote public recreation consistent 

with purposes of the WMA, and help maintain credibility as good neighbors and responsible land 

managers. 

Wetland Enhancements 

In 1975, an 850 foot long earthen embankment with a fixed level culvert was constructed to impound 

overflow from the Milk River and Fresno Reservoir.  In 1988, a large Ducks Unlimited project was 

completed that included four main developments: 1.) a 3,924-foot long earthen embankment with a 

variable level water control structure; 2.) approximately 2,015 feet of s-shaped level ditches between 

the new embankment and Milk River designed to provide additional breeding pair territories and brood 

travel corridors, and to improve water flow through the marsh between water control structures; 3.) 

creation of small islands along the level ditches to provide nesting and loafing areas for waterfowl; and 

4.) a 1,100-foot long diversion channel to divert run-off water into the impoundment. A number of 

nesting structures were also installed in the water impoundments. 

 

Because of the 2011 flood and associated channel migration, which resulted in more water 

flowing into the dike system, and because of downstream beaver activity, the ability to manage 

water levels or effect a periodic drawdown is currently (at the time of writing this plan) not a 

viable option.  High static water levels have submerged the water control structure, and have 

eroded portions of the dike system.  Specifically, the 3,924 foot long dike constructed in 1988 

has been eroded by wave action.   In the event water levels recede, it is unclear what condition 

the water control structure will be in (Figure 7).   In its current state (at the time of writing this 

plan), static water levels are providing extensive wetland habitat, which brings into question any 

substantial management change (such as removing beaver dams) that would be cost effective and 

of lasting benefit. Presumably, the natural aspects of the wetland system will result in periodic 

drying during drought periods, which will result in enhanced wetland productivity. 
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All nesting structures have been found to be vulnerable to ice action and the culvert type nest 

structures, which were expected to be a low-maintenance option, consistently lose soil fill, which 

settles out the bottom into the wetland basin, making them inoperable or even a hazard if newly 

hatched chicks are unable to climb out of the structure.    All nest structures require considerable 

annual maintenance to keep them functional.  Past monitoring confirms that the structures are 

mostly used by Canada geese. 

 

Management Actions: 

 

• If water flow characteristics in the system changes, allowing for possible water level 

management,  review feasibility of making repairs to the dike and water control structure.  

High Priority 

 

• Maintain the remaining functional nest structures with hay bales and remove those that 

are no longer functional.  Medium Priority 

 

Estimated cost for the next 10-year period will depend largely on chosen management direction 

if the wetland system reverts back to is historic functioning state and how much of the 

constructed system remains functional. Until such time, the system appears to be self maintained 

by beaver activity.  Estimated cost for maintaining functional nest structures over the next 10 

years is less than $1,000. 

 

   
Figure 7: Erosion on the DU (1988) dike and the flooded water control structure 

Fences 

 

Currently, the entire boundary of the WMA is fenced, with exception of the eastern boundary 

which is the Milk River. Two cross fences also exist on the WMA and serve to minimize trespass 

livestock issues and provide effective control of grazing when grazing leases have occurred on 

the WMA. Periodically, fences along the river have been compromised due to ice jams and wind 

deposited silt from neighboring fields have affected some stretches of boundary fence.  
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Management Actions 

• Continue to annually inspect and maintain approximately 11.5 miles of boundary and 

approximately 2.5 miles of cross fences.   High Priority 

•  

• As of the writing of this plan, the west boundary fence has built up silt from neighboring 

cropland.   This has been a recurring problem. Fortunately, farming practices have 

changed and wind erosion is not as evident as it had been. Within the next 5 years, silt 

deposition will need to be addressed along with fence replacement.  Timing of this work 

will depend in part on likelihood of livestock trespass issues and prior completion of 

necessary cultural resource evaluations   Medium Priority 

 

• Where chronic problems exist (such as ice jams), continue using alternative fencing 

options. Temporary electric fence is usually installed after spring thaw and spring run-off 

periods and then removed post grazing period. 

 

Estimated cost for the next 10-year period to maintain and repair fences is $30,000 to $50,000. 

 

  
Figure 8: An example of a fence that needs relocation due to increased water levels. 

Roads 

 

There are no improved roads or parking areas within the boundaries of the WMA.  Several two-

track trails exist, but due to elevated water levels some are submerged or softened and rutted and 

some of these trails are in need of maintenance.  There currently are no designations as to what 

roads are available to motorized travel.  Extraneous routes that receive periodic use by motorized 

vehicles are a source of weed infestation, disturbance to vegetation, and soil erosion.  In addition, 

fire danger caused by overland vehicle use or parking over tall vegetation is a concern. 

Delineation of open trails could increase the amount of security available for wildlife on the 

WMA. 
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Management Actions 

• Recognize the main routes within the WMA as designated public motorized routes 

(Figure 9). 

 

• Annually mow motorized routes and parking areas to help reduce fire hazard and to help 

delineate open routes, as needed.  High Priority 

 

• If high water continues, adjust motorized routes to avoid flooded/wet areas and minimize 

the potential for rutting and erosion.  Medium Priority 

 

• Replace the existing culverts on the north trail at a higher elevation in order to reduce 

flooding problems and improve administrative access. Medium Priority 

 

Estimated cost for the next 10-year period to maintain roads and parking areas is $3,000 to 

$6,000. 

 



18 

 

 
Figure 9: Designated Motorized Routes on Fresno WMA 
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Signs 

 

Information for WMA users is limited to one entrance sign located at the southern entrance, and 

few boundary signs exist.  WMA users that trespass on neighboring landowners can erode 

FWP/Landowner/Hunter relations, and there is a general lack of onsite information regarding 

rules and legal uses of the WMA. Sufficient information should be available to WMA users to 

ensure users obey WMA rules, and to minimize trespass issues.   

Management Actions 

• Continue to annually inspect and maintain boundary, road, and entrance signs. Signs will 

be installed and maintained according to FWP WMA maintenance standards.  High 

Priority 

 

Estimated cost for the next 10-year period to maintain and repair signs is $1,500 to $3,000. 

 

 
Figure 10: Vandalized entrance sign to Fresno WMA located at the southern entrance.



20 

 

 

PUBLIC USE 

 

Commission rules regarding public use of all WMAs statewide are revised/adopted on a biennial 

schedule (http://fwp.mt.gov/fishAndWildlife/wma).   As a general objective, public access to the 

WMA is intended to be as uncomplicated as possible with the intent of supporting public 

recreational opportunities so long as they do not conflict with FWP rules or the primary purposes 

of the WMA.  Necessary restrictions include no use of motor vehicles off designated routes, pets 

kept under control, and no fires.   

The Fresno WMA provides opportunity for outdoor recreation, primarily in the form of hunting, 

trapping, fishing, and bird watching.  Level of recreational use on the WMA, particularly during 

summer, is not fully known. Habitat effectiveness, public user enjoyment, and plant community 

health are dependent in part on responsible use by public users of the WMA, and therefore, 

effective compliance of WMA rules and hunting regulations is important. 

Management Objective – Provide waterfowl, upland game bird, and big game hunting 

opportunities.  Provide additional year-round wildlife-related recreational opportunities such as 

bird watching and wildlife photography.   

Management Action 

• Continue to patrol the WMA, monitor public use, and show an FWP presence. High 

Priority 

 

• Enforce WMA rules. Enforcement of Montana law and WMA rules helps maintain or 

improve relationships with neighboring landowners and law-abiding hunters and 

recreationists. In general, basic rules common to all WMAs should apply to Fresno 

WMA, unless there are specific circumstances that require additional rules. Medium 

priority

http://fwp.mt.gov/fishAndWildlife/wma
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APPENDIX A – Decision Notice 
Fresno Reservoir Wildlife Management Area Management Plan 

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 

Region 6 

1 Airport Road 

Glasgow, MT 59230 

December 19, 2017 

 

Wildlife Management Area Plan 

The Fresno Reservoir Wildlife Management Area (WMA) is located on Bureau of Reclamation property in 

Hill County, but is managed by Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (MFWP) through a long-term 

management agreement.  The WMA is managed to conserve and enhance native upland and riparian 

areas for the benefit of wildlife with a focus on waterfowl. A secondary goal of the WMA is to provide 

public opportunities for outdoor recreation including, hunting, fishing, trapping, and bird watching. 

In order to assist MFWP in attaining these goals, a draft management plan was created.  The 

management plan identifies objectives and management strategies to be implemented by MFWP staff.  

The management plan helps regional staff prioritize funding and manpower.  Some actions identified in 

the plan may require a separate analysis and public review, consistent with the Montana Environmental 

Policy Act.   

MFWP proposes to accept the Draft Fresno Reservoir WMA Management Plan as Final. 

Public Involvement 

Public comment on the draft management plan was accepted for 30 days from March 29, 2017 through 

April 27, 2017.  During this comment period, the draft management plan was available on both the 

MFWP website and at the Regional and Havre Area offices.   A press release was issued and news 

articles regarding the proposal appeared in the Billings Gazette and Havre Daily News.  Notifications of 

the availability of the draft management plan and the opportunity to comment were mailed to 

neighboring landowners and other interested parties.   

 

Summary of Public Comments 

MFWP received comments from two individuals regarding the Fresno Reservoir WMA Draft 

Management.  The two commenters were supportive of the plan, but both included recommendations 
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for changes to the plan.  All the comments received were primarily related to roads and travel 

management on the WMA 

FWP Response to Public Comments 

Comment--Would like to see priority for shifting motorized routes in flooded areas increased from 

medium to high priority. 

MFWP Response-  MFWP identified this issue in the draft management plan.  The flooding in the spring 

of 2011 altered water flow in the area which resulted in increases in the size of wetlands and flooding of 

some fences and roads.  The primary reason this management action wasn’t prioritized at a higher level 

was the uncertainty regarding the current water conditions.  MFWP wanted to ensure that water levels 

were stable prior to making modifications to roads and fences.  It is possible that water levels could 

either continue to increase or return to historic patterns as drier conditions return. 

Comment-Recommend more signs identifying closed roads on the WMA. 

MFWP Response-  MFWP had signed some roads on the Fresno WMA as closed in the past.  New trails 

appear regularly and make signing all trails closed infeasible.  Existing road closure signs on the WMA 

also required regular replacement or maintenance. MFWP determined it would be more effective to 

identify which roads are open to the public for motorized vehicle use and classify all other roads/trails as 

being closed to vehicle use.  MFWP may still erect road closure signs in problem areas, but the absence 

of these signs would not imply a road or trail was open for motorized use. 

Comment Recommend providing paper maps available to the public at the entrance to the WMA. 

MFWP Response-  MFWP does not typically provide paper maps on-site at WMAs.  WMA maps are 

available through the MFWP website.  MFWP has temporarily provided paper maps at one of the WMAs 

in Region 6.  MFWP has determined it is not feasible to keep maps available on-site year-round at all 

WMAs in the region.  One alternative that may be implemented in the future on the Fresno Reservoir 

WMA would be to provide a permanent map for reference at the entrance to the Fresno Reservoir 

WMA  

Comment-- Recommend parking areas be identified/established to reduce potential fire danger. 

MFWP Response-  One of the management actions identified in the plan was to mow identified parking 

areas on the WMA as needed.  Many areas on the WMA are primarily shorter grass species, low enough 

that fire danger associated with parked vehicles in these areas is relatively low.  FWP does not plan to 

develop improved (gravel) parking areas, due to the increased disturbance of native vegetation and 

subsequent weed issues. 

MFWP FINAL DECISION 

After reviewing this management plan and the public comments received, it is MFWP’s decision to 

approve the Fresno Reservoir Wildlife Management Plan as final.   Noting and including the responses to 

the public comments, the Draft Management Plan will become the Final Management Plan.  MFWP 

believes the completion of this plan will help the department manage and enhance the upland, wetland,  
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APPENDIX B – Current Lease Agreement
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APPENDIX C – Infrastructure 
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APPENDIX D – Species List 
BIRDS 

Alder Flycatcher Cinnamon teal Lark Sparrow* Say's Phoebe* 
American Avocet* Clark's Grebe Least Flycatcher* Semipalmated Plover 

American Bittern* Clay-Colored Sparrow* Least Sandpipier Semipalmated 
Sandpiper American Coot* Cliff Swallow* Lesser Scaup Sharp-tailed Grouse* 

American Crow* Common Goldeneye* Lesser Yellowlegs Short-eared Owl 

American Goldfinch* Common Grackle* Lincoln's Sparrow Snow Bunting 

American Kestrel* Common Merganser* Loggerhead Shrike Snow Goose 

American Pipit Common Nighthawk* Long-billed Curlew* Snowy Owl* 

American Robin* Common Poorwill Long-billed Dowitcher Solitary Sandpiper 

American Redstart Common Raven Long-eared Owl Song Sparrow* 

American Tree Sparrow* Common Redpoll Mallard* Sora 

American White Pelican* Common Tern* Marbled Godwit* Spotted Sandpiper* 

American Wigeon Common Yellowthroat* Marsh Wren* Spotted Towhee 

Baird's Sandpiper Cooper's Hawk McCown's Longspur* Sprague's Pipit* 

Baird's Sparrow* Dark eyed Junco Merlin Swainson's Hawk* 

Bald Eagle* Double-crested 
Cormorant* 

Mourning Dove* Tree Swallow* 

Baltimore Oriole Downy Woodpecker Northern Flicker* Tundra Swan* 

Bank Swallow* Dusky Flycatcher Northern Harrier* Turkey Vulture 

Barrow's Goldeneye Eared Grebe* Northern Rough-winged Swallow* Upland Sandpiper 

Belted Kingfisher Eastern Kingbird* Northern Shoveler* Veery 

Black Tern* Eurasian Collared-Dove Northern Shrike Vesper Sparrow* 

Black-Bellied Plover European Starling Orange-crowned Warbler Virginia Rail 

Black-billed Magpie* Ferruginous Hawk* Osprey Warbling Vireo 

Black-capped Chickadee Field Sparrow Pectoral Sandpiper Western Grebe* 

Black crowned Night-Heron Forster's Tern* Pied-billed Grebe* Western Kingbird* 

Black necked Stilt* Fox Sparrow Prairie Falcon Western Meadowlark* 

Blackpoll warbler Franklin's Gull Red-breasted Merganser Western Sandpiper 

Blue Jay Gadwall* Red-eyed Vireo Western Wood-pewee* 

Blue-winged Teal* Golden Eagle* Redhead* White-breasted 
Nutchatch Bobolink Grasshopper Sparrow* Redheaded woodpecker White-crowned 
Sparrow Bohemian Waxwing Gray Catbird* Red necked Grebe White-faced Ibis 

Bonaparte's Gull Gray Partridge* Red-necked Phalarope Wild Turkey 

Brewer's Blackbird* Great Blue Heron* Red-tailed Hawk* Willet* 

Brewer's Sparrow* Great Horned Owl* Red-winged Blackbird* Willow Flycatcher 

Brown Thrasher* Greater Yellowlegs Ring-billed Gull* Wilson's Phalarope* 

Brown-headed Cowbird* Green-winged Teal Ring-necked Duck Wilson's Snipe 

Bufflehead Hoary Redpoll Ring-necked Pheasant* Wilson's Warbler 

Bullock's Oriole* Hoode Merganser Rock Pigeon Wood Duck 

Burrowing Owl* Horned Grebe Rock Wren* Yellow Warbler* 

California Gull* Horned Lark* Rose-breasted Grosbeak Yellow-breasted Chat 

Canada Goose* House Finch Ross's Goose Yellow-headed 
Blackbird* Canvasback* House Sparrow Rough-legged Hawk Yellow-rumped warbler 

Cedar Waxwing* House Wren* Ruddy Duck*   

Chestnut-collared Longspur Killdeer* Sandhill Crane   

Chipping Sparrow Lark Bunting* Savannah Sparrow*   
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*These species have been observed on or near the wildlife management area.  All other species may be present on 

the wildlife management are based on the habitat present and their known distribution, but actual observations 

have not been recorded. 

 

MAMMALS MAMMALS AMPHIBIANS 

American Beaver* Mule Deer* 
 American Mink* Muskrat* Boreal Chorus Frog* 

Badger* Northern Pocket Gopher* Great Plains Toad 

Big Brown bat* Norway Rat Northern Leopard Frog* 

Black-tailed Prairie Dog* Olive-backed Pocket Mouse* Plains Spadefoot 

Bobcat* Porcupine* Western Tiger Salamander 

Bushy-tailed Woodrat Prairie Vole Woodhouse's Toad 

Common Raccoon* Preble's Shrew   

Coyote* Pronghorn*   

Deer Mouse* Pygmy Shrew   

Desert Cottontail* Red Fox*   

Dusky Shrew Richardson's Ground Squirrel*   

Eastern Red Bat* Sagebrush Vole   

Hayden's Shrew Short-tailed Weasel REPTILES 

Hoary Bat* Silver Haired bat* Gophersnake* 

House Mouse Striped Skunk* Greater Short-horned Lizard 

Least Weasel Swift Fox* North American racer 

Little Brown Myotis* Thirteen-line Ground Squirrel Painted Turtle 

Long-legged Myotis* Western harvest Mouse Plains Gartersnake* 

Long-tailed Vole Western Jumping Mouse Plains Hog-nosed snake 

Long-tailed Weasel Western Small-footed Myotis Prairie Rattlesnake* 

Masked Shrew* White-footed Mouse Terrestrial Gartersnake* 

Meadow Vole* White-tailed Deer   

Merriam's Shrew White-tailed Jack rabbit*   

Mountain Cottontail Yuma Myotis*   

Mountain Lion     

*These species have been observed on or near the wildlife management area.  All other species may be 

present on the wildlife management are based on the habitat present and their known distribution, but 

actual observations have not been recorded. 

 


