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Overview
This past year has been one of dedication, resilience, and service to Montana’s backcountry. Our members continued to uphold our mission to keep public lands open to stock use, while working alongside agency partners, conservation and public lands organizations to maintain trails, educate users, and advocate for responsible backcountry use and ethics.

Accomplishments
Over the past year, Montana chapters contributed 11,142 volunteer hours, maintaining and clearing 1,879 of trail miles across public lands, including 687 wilderness trail miles. These efforts included extensive use of pack and saddle stock, totaling 1,168 stock days, demonstrating the essential role of stock in accessing and maintaining remote backcountry trails.
Volunteers also logged over 73,963 travel miles, highlighting the scale and commitment required to support trail systems across Montana’s vast and often remote landscapes. The total estimated value of this work exceeds $761,104, representing a significant contribution to state and federal land management agencies.
Partnerships with agencies such as the U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management as well as conservation and public lands organizations remain strong, with continued collaboration supporting sustainable trail maintenance, access and responsible stock use.
Chapters also hosted educational events, clinics, and public outreach efforts to promote safe, ethical and responsible stock use including low-impact travel techniques in backcountry environments.


Membership & Chapters
Montana continues to show up and do the work. Our chapters remain strong, and they’re really the backbone of everything we accomplish. Across the state, we currently have 16 Chapters and approximately 829 members, with a core group of volunteers who consistently put in the time, on the ground, in the backcountry, and in their local communities.
At the same time, like many states, we are seeing a gradual decline in overall membership. While our core remains committed, growing and rebuilding that membership base, especially bringing in younger folks, is becoming increasingly important to sustaining the work long term.

Trail Work & Projects
Major Accomplishments:
Montana chapters completed a wide range of on-the-ground projects across the state, including extensive wilderness trail clearing in the Bob Marshall, Selway-Bitterroot, and Absaroka-Beartooth areas. Volunteers also supported bridge repair, replacement, and installation projects, along with ongoing trailhead and campsite maintenance.
In addition, Montana Back Country Horsemen provided critical stock packing support for remote crews working with the U.S. Forest Service and other organizations, helping ensure access to and completion of projects in hard-to-reach backcountry areas.
Notable Project Example:
75th Anniversary of the Mann Gulch Fire – Gates of the Mountains Wilderness
August 9, 1949, marked the tragic Mann Gulch Fire, where 13 smokejumper firefighters lost their lives in a blaze that would become a defining moment in U.S. firefighting history. In preparation for the 75th anniversary, Fred Benson of the Last Chance Chapter in Helena led an extraordinary effort to honor these fallen heroes and improve visitor access to the site.
Fred coordinated with the U.S. Forest Service to clear trails within the Gates of the Mountains Wilderness and orchestrated the packing of five replacement concrete crosses to mark the locations where each one of the firefighters perished. This was no small feat, the steep, rugged terrain made every step a challenge. Fred and his crew first cleared the trails, then carefully packed in the crosses along with water, Quickcrete, and hand tools, ensuring the U.S. Forest Service and Montana Discovery Foundation could replace the deteriorated memorials safely and respectfully.
Following this monumental task, Fred organized additional Last Chance BCH volunteer days to continue clearing trails, improving access for visitors to reach the firefighter crosses. Their work not only honored the memory of those lost but also enhanced the experience for anyone visiting the Mann Gulch area for the 75th anniversary events in August.
This effort stands as a testament to Montana Back Country Horsemen’s commitment to preserving history, supporting public lands, and using stock skills to tackle the toughest backcountry projects. Through dedication, teamwork, and hands-on stewardship, volunteers ensured that this historic site is accessible and respected for generations to come.

Partnerships
Montana chapters continue to maintain strong working relationships with land management agencies, including the U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management, supporting coordinated efforts in trail maintenance, access, and stewardship across public lands getting projects completed and keeping trails open for all users.
In addition, Montana operates within a broader network of conservation and public lands organizations, including Wild Montana, The Wilderness Society, and Bob Marshall Wilderness Foundation to name a few. These groups play an active role in shaping land management priorities and public land policy across the state.
While perspectives and approaches may differ at times, Montana Back Country Horsemen remains committed to staying engaged, building working relationships where possible, and ensuring that the role of pack and saddle stock in stewardship and access remains part of the conversation.


Education & Advocacy
Education remains a top priority for Montana chapters. Efforts are focused on promoting “Light on the Land” practices, responsible stock use, and low-impact travel, while also increasing public awareness of the historical and practical role of pack and saddle stock in backcountry stewardship.
These efforts are supported through clinics, demonstrations, and partnerships with land management agencies, conservation and public land advocacy groups as well as our local communities, helping reinforce best practices and ensure responsible use of public lands.

Challenges
Montana continues to face increasing pressure on public land access, as regulatory complexity, travel management decisions, and reduced agency capacity delay critical trail work. In much of our backcountry, pack and saddle stock remain the only practical tools for the job, yet that reality isn’t always reflected in planning and policy.
Misunderstandings about stock use persist, even as our volunteers maintain the very trails used by all. Strengthening both public and administrative awareness of our role is essential.
At the same time, sustaining our volunteer base remains a challenge. Recruiting and retaining the next generation is critical to keeping this work moving forward.
These challenges sharpen Montana’s focus: stay engaged, build partnerships, and lead with education and boots-on-the-ground stewardship to keep trails open and usable.

Looking Ahead
Montana’s priorities for the coming year are focused on strengthening both capacity and long-term impact across the state. Efforts will center on increasing membership across all chapters, identifying opportunities for new chapter formation, and boosting overall volunteer participation. Expanding education efforts remains a key focus, with an emphasis on youth involvement, mentorship, and building the next generation of backcountry stewards.
Montana will continue to strengthen partnerships with land management agencies and advocate for continued and improved access to public lands. At the same time, chapters will prioritize large-scale trail restoration projects in response to ongoing impacts from severe weather events, including wind, rain, snow, and runoff. Aligning grant funding with long-term stewardship and education goals will also remain an important part of supporting sustainable, on-the-ground results.

Closing Statement
Montana is focused on a few key things: rebuilding membership, expanding education, and supporting the volunteers who continue to carry the load. We’re putting more emphasis on mentorship, hands-on learning, and giving people real opportunities to get involved, whether that’s on a saw crew or leading a pack string.
At the end of the day, Montana’s approach is pretty straightforward, we show up, we do the work, and we take care of the resource so it’s there for the next generation to learn from, build on, and carry forward.
We’re not just maintaining trails, we’re preserving a way of life. Back Country Horsemen of Montana remains committed to keeping our backcountry heritage alive through service, education, and advocacy, ensuring future generations can experience these lands the same way we do today—horseback, in the country where it still matters.

Respectfully submitted by 
Connie Long
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