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Montana
• Population 

– ~927,000 (2004 census)
– 6.2 people/sq mile

• Economy 
– Agriculture – wheat, barley, sugar 

beets, cattle, sheep
– Natural Resources – forest 

products, copper, silver, gold, 
natural gas, oil

– Tourism



Water is the petroleum of the 21st century.

In Montana…
“whisky is for drinking, water is for fighting”

Agricultural Water Resource Issues 





Montana Powder River Basin 



Multi-faceted, Intertwined Issues 

• Diversity between 
Tongue and Powder 
Rivers

• Multiple stakeholders
• Drought
• Downstream water 

use and influence
• Natural resource 

development



Coal Bed Methane in the PRB
Estimated that 70% of the 

U.S. CBM development in 
next decade will occur in 
PRB.

• In Wyoming and Montana 
CBM development 
produces large amounts 
of water.

• The common signature of 
coal bed methane 
product water is salinity 
and sodicity.

• Projections call for 3,000 
– 4,000 wells in Montana
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Water Budget and 
Sedimentation Study

Assessing Water 
Quality Impacts 
from AFO BMP

Saline-Sodic 
Management Studies

Salinity Mitigation on 
Bowdoin National 
Wildlife Refuge

Background 
Soil Analysis

•Flow and Sediment Study
•Water Quality Monitoring 
and the TMDL Process



Our (Extension Program) Role

Technical service providers (TSP)
– Mega trends and background data gathering and analysis
– Monitoring needs assessment by region
– Consultation and training of monitoring programs and specific 

monitoring techniques
– Contractual services



Audience served

• Agency liaisons –
USDA, BOR, NRCS, 
DOE, EPA

• Irrigation districts
• Conservation districts
• Individual producers
• Watershed groups

As technical service providers we have 
established ongoing relationships 
(trust) with producers and producer 
groups.



History of MT Watershed Groups

• Montana Watershed 
Coordination Council  

• Support and 
endorsement through 
national and state 
agencies.

• Blending ideas and 
philosophies 
established by 
Conservation districts.



• ~50 watershed groups in MT
• Majority in the western region
• Eastern region limited
• Southeastern region – absent until recently



Watershed Organization 

• Powerful tool to help set WQ standards in 
Montana before development takes off.

• Get people talking and get people with mixed 
agendas on the same page.

• Get background data and establish watershed 
based monitoring programs for producers.



Evolving Role of MSU Extension



Background Data Analysis



Relationships/Trust    



Regional Products



Tools to help promote watershed 
organization.

Take our knowledge 
gained through 
research and look at 
large, landscape 
based management 
of produced waters in 
relationship to 
agriculture in the 
PRB.



Change is coming to the Powder River Basin of Montana



Develop watershed organization with 
success by marrying: 

• Science based knowledge
• Local relationships

“Sound resource management begins with the 
understanding of the resource manager”

~Pete Nowak

Synergy – taking what is learned through research and 
educating the stakeholders.

~Mike O’Neill


