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The Little Belt Mountains, 
located in central 
Montana, are one of the 
island mountain ranges on 
the Helena – Lewis and 
Clark National Forest.

This range hosts numerous 
forms of recreation 
including several hundred 
miles of motorized trails 
for uses ranging from 
motorcycle to jeeps.  

It also hosts a Wilderness 
Study Area and 
approximately 50% of the 
range is designated as 
Roadless.



Historic Context

• In 2007 a travel planning EIS decision 
designated motorized routes and closed 
numerous existing trails and roads to 
motorized use. This process and 
decision was extremely contentious.  

• Litigation lasted until 2010 when the US 
Supreme Court declined to hear the 
case filed by motorized recreation 
interests.  A number of groups joined 
the suit against the decision, other 
groups filed in support of the decision.



Historic Context

• This concept had been suggested by an individual 11 years earlier at an 
extremely contentious public meeting dealing with travel planning.  His 
appeal for disparate interests to work together fell on deaf and angry 
ears.  Today he is on the FOLB board.

• In January 2017 members of the 
public who participated in very 
diverse forms of recreation, but 
were united by a love for the Little 
Belt Mountains, located in central 
Montana, met to form a new group, 
“Friends of the Little Belts”.  



Idea presented at the group’s first public meeting:

Why We Are Here  

• Talk about the Future of Friends of Little Belts (FOLB)

• Improve the quality and sustainability of recreational and other 
resources in Little Belt Mountains (LBM)

• Find common ground – Values

• Accept we have some different values and that’s okay

• Develop friendships and partnerships to achieve common goals

• Reality – We can only succeed if we work together



Idea presented at the group’s first public meeting:

Why Are The Little Belts Important?

• Recreation (re-creation)
• Fun

• Solitude

• Clean water and air

• Economic benefits – Grazing, commodities, recreation

• Attract quality people to Montana

• Retention of our most valued asset – Our families

Worth noting that everyone involved, regardless of their personally preferred types of recreation, 
viscerally agreed on these points. For many it defines their sense of place.



































“Retention of our most valued asset – Our families.”



Mission:
To preserve, promote, and improve 
responsible, sustainable, access in the 
Little Belt Mountains area for all 
recreational users by promoting natural 
resources and improving recreation 
management in the area.

The group consists of numerous other 
interest groups that pay a membership fee 
as the group and have a seat on the board 
of directors.  Individuals can also join and 
there are a couple of “members at large” 
on the board.  Agencies/government 
entities members in a nonvoting advisory 
capacity.  No FACA issues.



Who has gotten involved with the group?

• Great Falls Snowmobile Club

• CM Russell Back Country Horsemen

• Montana Wilderness association

• Great Falls Bicycle Club

• Great Falls Trail Bike Riders Association

• Russell Country Sportsmen

• Montana Trail Vehicle Riders Association

• Cascade County 4x4 Club

• Showdown Ski Area

• Silver Crest winter trails group

• Government entities including Cascade 
and Judith Basin County Commissioners, 
Montana State Parks, Montana Fish, 
Wildlife and Parks, Forest Service.

• Others



Goals of the Friends of the Little Belts

• Bring together all recreational users and other interested 
stakeholders who will work together, genuinely, and honestly to 
achieve the organization’s goals.

• Build a strong working relationship and partnership with the 
managing agencies. 

• Improve the quality and sustainability of the recreational experiences 
by improving natural resource protection, maintenance, and facility 
design.

• Work cooperatively with agencies, media, and others to educate 
users.



Goals of the Friends of the Little Belts

• Work collaboratively to find common ground and make travel 
management recommendations to the managing agencies.

• Develop a communications network using internet and social media 
to share information and outreach. 

• Increase the resources applied to the management of the Little Belts 
through:

o Volunteer development, training, and management

o Coordination and implementation of volunteer trail and facility projects

o Acquisition of funding for projects through grant acquisition, Challenge-Cost-Share 
agreements, and fund raising activities.



Short Term Projects

Little Belts map

Grant for Silky hand saws 
(three trees a day)

Integrated trail project 
this coming summer



Additional ways that the Friends of the Little Belts 
may help the Forest in managing the Little Belt Mountains area

• Another entity to pursue grants, but perhaps with a broader perspective and base 
of support than other user specific groups.

• Can play a non-agency role in advocacy on issues of mutual concern and interest.  

• The group serves as sounding board for project ideas and scoping.  Once a month 
we can get immediate in person feedback and more easily reach members of 
stakeholder groups.

• Potential recreation-focused public voice to join in on other collaborative and 
landscape scale vegetation/fuels projects.  Will be true for other projects as well.

• Brings divergent interests together with some peer pressure to collaborate, be 
trustworthy, compromise.  “If you want everything you’ll get nothing.” – FOLB 
member.



To fully realize the value that this 
group can bring, Forest staff have 
discussed the need to shift our 
perspective:

from one of reacting to project 
ideas that are brought to us from 
the public, 

to proactively starting to look at our 
priority work to identify which 
projects might lend themselves to 
engaging with partner groups.  

Then when we have these priorities 
identified, taking these priority 
needs to the group for their input 
and potential assistance.



On the Horizon

How the partnership is going

Issues and opportunities

Public perception

Lessons learned


