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1. Project Title: Upper Smith Lake Legacy

2. Project Description:

This project seeks to protect highly-developable, 320-acre private inholdings, identified as one

of the top conservation priorities in the Whitefish community located within the Crown of the

Continent eco-region. The project is the first phase of a larger conservation initiative to protect

the entire 1880-acre Smith Lake Drainage to create improved connectivity from Montana State

Trust land across private land to millions of acres of Flathead National Forest. The Upper Smith

Lake Legacy project involves purchasing 160-acres in fee and then encumbering the property

with a conservation easement and trail easement, thus protecting its conservation and public

recreational values in perpetuity. The fee title will then be transferred to a local, family-owned

lumber company through a combination of purchase and donated funds to secure a

conservation easement and trail easement on the adjacent 160-acres owned by the lumber

company protecting additional acreage with conservation and public recreational values in

perpetuity. The conservation easements will ensure the lands will never be converted to other

residential or commercial uses, will allow the public the right to recreate, and will ensure the

lands remain part of the sustainable timber economy in the future. The trail easements will add

to the treasured non-motorized, multi-use recreational resource, the Whitefish Trail, for the

general public for generations to come. These properties are surrounded by millions of acres of

public land and provide critical habitat for numerous species of concern, including the federally-

listed grizzly bear and Canada lynx. The project area also occupies a key piece of a critical

wildlife linkage zone and plays a pivotal role in maintaining water quality in Whitefish Lake –

the only source of water that can meet the growing needs of the City of Whitefish.

3. Project Location:

The project area is in the Upper Smith Lake drainage within the Whitefish Lake Watershed

approximately 7 miles northwest of Whitefish, MT. The area is known locally as the front-

country of the Whitefish Range and the drainage connects to Whitefish Lake, the Stillwater

River, and Flathead Lake as part of the Clark Fork Basin. See attached project maps.

Legal Description:

Parcel 1: Brian McDowell and Michelle

McDowell (McDowell Living Trust), Rand

McDowell, Linda Reynolds, and Shawn

McDowell, all as tenants in common (159.7

acres); Assessor number: 0000532300

NW1/4 of S33, T32N, R22W

Parcel 2: FH Stoltze Land and Lumber Co. (39.9 

acres); Assessor number: 0000972346 

NW4NE4 of S33, T32N, R22W  



Parcel 3: FH Stoltze Land and Lumber Co. (40.0 

acres); Assessor number: 0000767590 

SE4SE4 of S28, T32N, R22W  

Parcel 4: FH Stoltze Land and Lumber Co (79.9 

acres); Assessor number: 0000972346 

SW4SE4SE4SW4 of S28, T32N, R22W  

4. Submitted By:

Heidi Van Everen, Whitefish Legacy Partners, Executive Director
heidi@whitefishlegacy.org
PO Box 1895, Whitefish, MT 59937
406.862.3880 

5. Coordinated With:

WLP will lead the project's planning, partner negotiations, fundraising, implementation, option

agreements, and will act as the project’s primary catalyst. WLP has strong working relationships with

numerous community partners. Flathead Land Trust (FLT) is currently working with WLP to develop

sound conservation strategies, funding plans, maintenance agreements, due diligence, long-term

stewardship funds, and broad community support. FLT is committed to holding and managing the

perpetual conservation easements on all parcels. The City of Whitefish is committed to holding the

permanent public trail easement on all parcels assuming long-term management and maintenance

responsibilities for the Whitefish Trail. The City has partnered with WLP since 2008 to pursue

community-driven conservation and recreation opportunities on behalf of the public. F. H. Stoltze Land

& Lumber Company is a valuable partner willing to consider conservation easements on their property

within the project area and are willing to consider fee title ownership of the 160-acre McDowell parcel

with an approved sustainable, timber management plan. Stoltze was a key partner in similar

conservation projects on land surrounding Whitefish (Haskill Basin, 2016 and Trumbull Creek, 2017).

Stoltze is involved in project planning and is willing to make a financial commitment to acquire

McDowell in support of conservation values, recreation access on the Whitefish Trail, and sustainable

timber management. MT Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Alan Wood, is participating in project planning and is a

valuable partner to develop sound management strategies for the project. Finally, we are working with

the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation and the Mule Deer Foundation on conservation strategy,

fundraising, and large game habitat restoration. All of the above-mentioned partners, including both

private landowners, strongly support this project and letters of support for the project are included.

6. Project Type: Recreation Access and Habitat Improvement Project

Whitefish Legacy Partners (WLP) and project partners will leverage broad community support for the

project as the project will:

✓ Ensure permanent and improved habitat protection, 

✓ Provide permanent access to the developed recreation network known as the Whitefish Trail, 

✓ Provide permanent, dispersed recreational access, and 

✓ Provide a critical connection between State Lands and National Forest lands.  



The landscape is currently a patchwork of private land that disjoints larger islands of public land within 

the Whitefish Range in northwest Montana. Thousands of acres of State Land managed by the 

Stillwater State Forest to the west are separated from millions of acres of the Flathead National Forest 

to the east by the 320-acres of private land owned by two parties: 160-acres owned by the McDowell 

Family and 160-acres owned by F. H. Stoltze Land & Lumber Company. These south-facing, mid-slope 

elevations are important winter range for rocky mountain elk and mule deer and provide a critical 

migration corridor for grizzly bears. Neighboring private lands along the face of the Whitefish Range 

have recently been listed for sale or have sold, making this conservation corridor vulnerable to 

development pressures. As the population of Whitefish, tourism visitation, and property values 

increase, it is important that we secure these private lands for the future of wildlife and people.  

Dispersed recreation in the project area will allow for hunting, gathering, fishing, and other types of 

dispersed recreation activities. Whitefish Trail users will access the project area on a non-motorized 

multi-use, single track trail that will connect from MT State Trust Lands to Flathead National Forest 

Lands, impacting approximately 6-7 acres. With the DNRC’s recent Decision Notice supporting 480-

acres of proposed conservation (Smith Lake Public Recreation Use Area) on the neighboring Stillwater 

State Forest, public access to the project will be from existing trail near Smith Lake and on the 

proposed Smith Creek trailhead accessed from East Lakeshore Drive. WLP and partners will bring the 

trail to a mid-elevation pond on McDowell and a higher elevation overlook on Stoltze as the premier 

recreation destinations of the project.  

This private land conservation project is a critical piece of the community's vision for local land 

conservation and recreation on the Whitefish Trail. In fact, this project will secure a vital piece of the 

community’s conservation vision as outlined in both the Whitefish Area Neighborhood Plan (2004) and 

the Whitefish Trail Master Plan (2006), both of which were adopted by the City of Whitefish, Flathead 

County, and the Montana State Land Board.   

7. Management of Properties:

F. H. Stoltze Land & Lumber Company will own the land in fee and Stoltze will manage the forest in

accordance with the management strategies outlined in a Multi-Resource Management Plan to ensure

the long-term, sustainable, professional management of the forest resources, and to provide for

commercial production of forest products in manner compatible with the conservation of water

quality, fish and wildlife habitat, and recreation for the Upper Smith Lake Conservation Easement.

Flathead Land Trust will hold, maintain, and enforce the purposes and restrictions of the Deed of 

Conservation Easement to protect important habitat for native wildlife and fish species, ensure the 

long-term sustainable management of the forest resources, preserve the Whitefish Lake watershed, 

ensure public access, safeguard the scenic backdrop of the Whitefish Range, and support local jobs and 

economic impacts.  



The City of Whitefish will hold the public recreation trail easement for the purpose of constructing, 

using, maintaining, repairing, and improving a non-motorized recreational tail for the use and benefit 

of the general public.  

Whitefish Legacy Partners will be responsible for managing public access and long-term maintenance 

of the Whitefish Trail as identified in Whitefish Trail Operating Plan, Legacy Lands Advisory Council 

Partnership Responsibilities: Working Rules, Policies, and Operating Guidelines, and the 2011 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the City of Whitefish. Funding for long-term management 

of the Conservation Easement will be through a proposed Upper Smith Lake Stewardship Fund. Long-

term trail maintenance expenses will be funded by the current $1 million Whitefish Trail Endowment 

Fund, Adopt-A-Trail Sponsors, partner contributions, and private donations.  

8. Size of Project Area:

The total project area is 320 acres consisting of 160 acres currently owned by the McDowell Family to

be purchased in fee acquisition including conservation and trail easements AND 160 acres currently

owned by Stoltze to be encumbered by both conservation and trail easements. The 320-acre project

area will be further enhanced by a neighboring project to purchase the Smith Lake Public Recreation

Use Easement (PRUE) on an adjacent 480 acres owned by the State of Montana. The State project will

remove development rights from the land, secure the public’s right of access and development of the

Whitefish Trail, and ensure compatible forest management by the State DNRC. With both projects

complete, 800 acres will connect the State Trust Lands at Smith Lake to the federal forests managed by

the Flathead National Forest.

9. Implementation Schedule: Project Start – March 2019, Project Completion – June 2021.

WLP currently has a formal agreement with the McDowell Family to purchase or facilitate the purchase 

and conservation protection of their property in “full” (fee purchase) and/or in “part” (conservation 

and trail easement) subject to terms and conditions (attached). Additionally, WLP has a formal letter of 

support from Stoltze (attached) and a formal agreement to purchase or facilitate conservation 

protection of their property in “part” (conservation and trail easement) subject to terms and 

conditions is being drafted and reviewed. A conservation easement appraisal will be initiated April 

2019. Terms and conditions are currently being drafted for a signed Acquisition Agreement with 

McDowell. In addition, Conservation Easement Agreements that describe the conservation purposes, 

permitted uses, and prohibited uses are underway. 

WLP and project partners have identified budgets, timelines, and fundraising goals to finalize the 

Upper Smith Lake Legacy project by or before June 1, 2021. Construction of the Whitefish Trail and 

associated recreation amenities are anticipated to commence Summer 2021 with a Smith Lake Grand 

Opening projected for July 2022. 



10. Total Project Cost:

Expenses 

160-acre McDowell FEE purchase $1,040,000 (estimated @ $6,500/acre) 

160-acres Stoltze CE purchase $264,000 (estimated @ $1,650/acre) 

Preliminary Appraisal $12,000 

Legal $20,000 

Due Diligence $15,000 

Long-term Stewardship Fund $25,000 

Final Appraisal $5,000 

Trail Design and Construction $150,000 

TOTAL $1,531,000 

11. MFWCT Funds:

WLP and project partners request $150,000 of MTFWCT funding to secure the project for permanent

protection, public access, and forest management.

12. Matching/Cooperator Funds:

Income 

McDowell Family (donated CE, bargain sale, cash donation) TBD 

F. H. Stoltze Land & Lumber (McDowell acquisition - forestry) TBD 

F. H. Stoltze Land & Lumber (donated CE, bargain sale, cash donation) TBD 

MT Fish and Wildlife Conservation Trust (pending) $150,000 

Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation (pending) $100,000 

Mule Deer Foundation (pending) $100,000 

MT Recreational Trails Program Grant (apply in Jan 2020) $100,000 

Private Donation - Trail Design and Construction (secured) $150,000 

WLP & FLT Conservation Reserve (secured) $300,000 

WLP & FLT Private Fundraising (TBD) $250,000 

TOTAL $1,531,00 

13. Project Objective(s):

This private land acquisition project accomplishes several key objectives including (1) public access, (2) 
recreation, (3) wildlife, and (4) economic benefit. The project will provide new recreation access on the 
Whitefish Trail from State Lands across private lands to Hellroaring Basin in the USFS Flathead National 
Forest. Dispersed access currently only exists ~5+ miles to the north via a USFS management road. The 
project will guarantee permanent public access for a wide range of outdoor recreational opportunities 
including fishing, hiking, mountain biking, horseback riding, berry picking, back-country skiing, and big 
game hunting. Developed recreation access will be provided from the existing Whitefish Trail at Swift 
Creek and Smith Lake and from a proposed new trailhead on MT State Trust Lands. This new trailhead 



will accommodate 10+ vehicles and will be the starting point for trail users to explore new recreation 
amenities on private land and neighboring public lands. The Upper Smith Lake Legacy conservation 
project is part of the larger Whitefish Trail project to create a 55-mile continuous recreational loop trail 
around Whitefish Lake.  

The project will help support the area’s outdoor recreation and tourism industries by securing 
permanent public access for hunting, fishing, hiking, mountain biking, and other outdoor pursuits. 
Sustainable timber management will also support local jobs in the timber industry. 

Additionally, the project will provide a permanent wildlife corridor between the high terrain of 
Flathead National Forest and the low elevations of Stillwater State Forest. The project area is used by 
grizzly bears and is located within the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem – one of the only five 
USFWS-designated recovery zones for grizzly bears in the lower 48 states. With its coniferous forests, 
deep snow conditions and abundant prey base of snowshoe hares, the project provides key year-round 
habitat for Canada lynx. The project also occupies a key piece of a critical linkage zone that spans east-
west from Glacier National Park to the Salish Mountains, offering secure passage for ranging wildlife. 

The mid-elevation, south-facing slopes are important winter range for rocky mountain elk and mule 
deer and the area provides important year-round habitat for deer, elk, black bear, mountain lion, 
grouse, and wild turkey, providing valuable hunting opportunities to the public.  

The property plays a pivotal role in maintaining water quality in Whitefish Lake. The City of Whitefish 
currently get 20% of its municipal water supply from Whitefish Lake and 80% from Haskill Basin (FY15). 
As the city continues to grow, and snow pack continues to decline due to climate change, the lake will 
become an increasingly important water source for the city. 

Finally, long-term maintenance of the Whitefish Trail and long-term forest management are key 
objectives of the project. 

14. Project Strategies:

WLP is currently working with the McDowell Family to purchase or facilitate the purchase and

conservation protection of the property. A qualified, Montana licensed appraiser is being contracted to

perform a written appraisal that meets the requirements of federal funding sources, the federal

regulations of the IRS, and Uniform Standards and Guidelines. WLP is working with the McDowell

Family to negotiate the terms and conditions of an Acquisition Agreement including earnest money,

due diligence methodology, closing conditions, and donation options and bargain sale considerations.

Similarly, we are initiating negotiations with F. H. Stoltze Land & Lumber Company to secure a purchase 

option for a conservation easement. We are also working with Flathead Land Trust and the City of 

Whitefish to draft terms of the conservation and public trail easements.  

Once signed purchase options are secured, WLP will initiate a community wide fundraising campaign to 

secure the acquisition monies for the project. WLP currently has $300,000 committed in matching 



funds from conservation reserves. We will work with Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation and the Mule 

Deer Foundation to secure financial support and guidance on large game habitat restoration. 

With full funding secured, the McDowell parcel will close with WLP in the chain of title and convey fee 

ownership to F. H. Stoltze Land and Lumber Company, the conservation easement to Flathead Land 

Trust, and the trail easement to the City of Whitefish. The conservation easement for the separate 160-

acre Stoltze parcels will also close with Flathead Land Trust holding and managing that conservation 

easement and the city holding the trail easement.  

WLP will initiate trail construction and will work with project partners to ensure long-term 

management of the recreation amenities.   

15. Area Description:

Maps:

(1) Upper Smith Lake Legacy Vicinity Map, and

(2) Upper Smith Lake Legacy Ownership and Recreation Map.

Land Status:  

Project lands are currently in private ownership with no formal zoning, no deed restrictions, or 

conservation easements in place. The McDowell land does not offer public access and the Stoltze land 

allows for dispersed recreation under the Good Neighbor Policy through rough backcountry terrain via 

Flathead National Forest. The McDowell parcel has not had any formal forest management since the 

early 1900’s and is primarily used for private recreation. The Stoltze parcel is working forestland under 

Stoltze’s sustainable forest management principles.  

16. Project Analysis:

What resource issues will be addressed by this project?

If the property were subdivided and developed, it would inevitably result in the loss of irreplaceable
wildlife habitat and watershed protection. The property is in close proximity to downtown Whitefish
(only 8 minutes away) and has superb development attributes including stunning views and a desirable
water feature. Removing the development rights from these parcels will ensure permanent
conservation protection, sustainable forest management, and public recreation access. With property
values, visitation, and tourism continuing to increase in Whitefish, open lands are being lost to
development, further fragmenting habitat and public access forever. We believe the highest and best
use for these lands is to remain working forests, ensure habitat connectivity, and provide permanent
public recreation access on the Whitefish Trail. Protecting the property would complement the
Whitefish Neighborhood Plan which seeks to conserve and enhance public recreation opportunities on
13,000 acres of State School Trust Lands adjacent to the property. Additionally, the McDowell property
is in need of forest management to make the entire forest landscape more fire resilient.

How will this proposal enhance public recreational opportunities? 



The project area is surrounded by public land that stretches hundreds of miles north into Canada, 

including Waterton & Glacier Parks, Flathead and Kootenai NF, and the Stillwater State Forest 

(managed under a USFWS approved Habitat Conservation Plan). The project will ensure public access 

through the development of the managed Whitefish Trail (WT) system across both properties. The 

Whitefish Trail is a non-motorized, natural surface, multi-use trail envisioned as a recreational loop trail 

around Whitefish Lake on the lands surrounding Whitefish. Currently, 42 miles of single-track trails are 

accessed from 12 trailheads and the Whitefish Trail provides locals and visitors a high-quality 

recreation experience on local lands. WT trailheads are complete with kiosks that include trail maps, 

trail user rules and responsibilities, partnerships, wildlife signage, and mutt-mitts for pet-waste and 

bear-proof containers. WLP maintains an interactive trail map on its website, updates 5,000+ followers 

on social media, sends a bi-weekly newsletter to ~3,400 subscribers, and distributes free Whitefish 

Trail maps to the public. These free trail maps are available at the Whitefish and Kalispell Visitor’s 

Center, Whitefish City Hall, bike shops, outdoor gear shops, our office, and all participating Whitefish 

Trail Corporate Sponsor locations. The McDowell parcel has a 1-acre pond where we plan to install 

benches and interpretive signs. We will promote this pond as a recreation destination for anglers, 

hikers, bikers, and swimmers. Similarly, we plan to install a bench and interpretive sign at the top of 

the Stoltze parcel to celebrate the commanding views of the Flathead Valley and the Whitefish Range. 

Education is a priority of the project, and we wish to install other historical, ecological, watershed, and 

conservation interpretive signs throughout the trail system and we will continue to bring students and 

local groups outdoors to experience the Whitefish Trail and enjoy the protected and connected 

landscape.  

17. Existing Project Area Land Management:

The McDowell parcel does not currently have a formal management plan. The property is privately

owned and privately managed and consists of two distinct forest types with similar stand and site

conditions. The 160-acre Stoltze parcel is managed by Stoltze in accordance with their sustainable

forest management principals. The property is subject to a written forest management plan and is a

Certified Tree Farm under the American Tree Farm System.

Development of a Multi-Resource Management Plan will be a requirement for the project and 

considerations will be made in the Plan for both forest management and non-timber use. 

Recommendations will range from developing a mosaic of stand structures and age class diversity to 

regeneration and restoration of fire-resistant species. All recommendations will include activities to 

improve or maintain habitat for wildlife, fisheries, water quality, recreation, and other resources and 

human values.   

18. Use of Montana Fish and Wildlife Conservation Trust Funds:

MFWCT Funds will be solely used for funding project acquisition for fee purchase and CE purchase.



19. Project Monitoring:

Long-term project monitoring will be accomplished collaboratively by partner organizations. Flathead

Land Trust will hold and monitor all conservation easements, Stoltze will manage the timber in

accordance with a formal Multi-Resource Management Plan, the City of Whitefish, Whitefish Legacy

Partners, the Legacy Lands Advisory Council, and the Whitefish Trail Operations Committee will

monitor and manage the trail easement and recreation amenities as outlined in the 2011 MOU. The

50-member volunteer ‘Whitefish Trail Patrol’ and ‘Whitefish Trail Adopt-A-Trail’ crews will provide

consistent reporting on trail conditions and will perform routine maintenance such as clearing

drainages, brushing, and raking tread. If more complex maintenance projects are required, the

Whitefish Trail Operations Committee will utilize best practices to quickly plan and execute a solution.

Maintenance expenses will be covered by the Whitefish Trail Endowment Fund, Adopt-A-Trail Sponsor

contributions, partner contributions, and community fundraising.

20. Additional Comments:

Thank you for the opportunity to apply for a 2019 Montana Fish and Wildlife Conservation Trust Grant.

We have attached letters of support from many of our local and regional supporters. Many of our

letters are from a recent project similar in location and concept – Smith Lake Hellroaring Project. Smith

Lake was originally planned as a 2018 Community Forest & Open Space Conservation Program project,

but the project application was not submitted to the United States Forest Service. The project has now

evolved into the Upper Smith Lake Legacy project. We hope to have the opportunity to present our

Upper Smith Lake Legacy project to the MT Fish and Wildlife Conservation Trust Citizens Advisory

Board on May 8, 2019 in Helena.
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Four photos are attached in support of our Upper Smith Lake Legacy project. Please use these photos 

to highlight our project and the Trust. The digital versions have been included in our project packet.  

1. Smith Lake and Upper Smith Lake aerial, 1946.

2. View from Stoltze property.



3. View looking north from McDowell property.

4. Pond located on McDowell property.







Letters of Support 

1. McDowell Family, partner and landowner

2. F. H. Stoltze Land and Lumber Company, partner and landowner

3. Flathead Land Trust, partner

The following letters of support are from a project similar in location and concept – Smith Lake 

Hellroaring Project, Community Forest & Open Space Conservation Program. Our application was not 

submitted to the United States Forest Service in 2018 and has now evolved into the Upper Smith Lake 

Legacy.   

4. City of Whitefish, Mayor John Muhlfeld

5. City of Whitefish, Parks and Recreation Director Maria Butts

6. Flathead County Commissioners

7. US Senator Steve Daines

8. US Senator John Tester

9. Glacier National Park, Superintendent Jeff Mow

10. Flathead National Forest, Supervisor Chip Weber

11. Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks, Regional Supervisor Jim Williams

12. Stillwater State Forest, Unit Manager Dave Ring

13. Montana State Parks, Administrator Beth Shumate

14. Montana Office of Outdoor Recreation, Director Rachel VandeVoort

15. Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation

16. Mule Deer Foundation

17. Society of American Foresters, Flathead Chapter

18. North Valley Hospital

19. Whitefish Convention and Visitors Bureau

20. Flathead Area Mountain Bikers

21. Flathead Lake Biological Research Station

22. Flathead Audubon Society

23. Great Northern Cycle and Ski

24. Rotary Club of Whitefish

25. Whitefish School District

26. Whitefish Mountain Resort











 

 

 
F.H. STOLTZE LAND & LUMBER COMPANY          

Lumber Manufacturers 
Box 1429  Columbia Falls, MT 59912 

Phone (406) 892-7005 Fax (406) 892-1612 
www.stoltzelumber.com 

 

Charter Member 

Member Since 1966 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
April 8, 2019  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Montana Fish & Wildlife Conservation Trust 
P.O. Box 1993 
Helena, Montana 59624 
 
RE: Upper Smith Lake Legacy Habitat and Recreational Access Project 

 
 
 
To Whom it may Concern, 
 
F.H. Stoltze Land & Lumber Company (Stoltze) strongly supports Flathead Land Trust’s 
(FLT) partnership with Whitefish Legacy Partners (WLP) and the City of Whitefish to 
help create the Upper Smith Lake Legacy Project. We hope their application receives 
full funding to facilitate the conservation project proposed in the Smith Lake Area. 
 
F.H. Stoltze Land & Lumber Company is a family owned and operated forest products 
company based in Columbia Falls, MT. Having incorporated in 1912, we have formally 
been doing business in Montana for 107 years. Our timberlands, sawmill, and renewable 
energy power plant have been an integral part of the local community for over a century. 
 
Stoltze is also a proud partner and supporter of WLP and the Whitefish Trail system that 
runs through State, Forest Service, Stoltze, and other privately-owned lands. In fact, we 
recently partnered with WLP, the City of Whitefish, MT Fish, Wildlife, & Parks, USFS 
Forest Legacy Program, and the Trust for Public Land to conserve 3,022 acres of our 
working forests in Haskill Basin.  
 
We were proud to work with WLP and the City to secure a public trail corridor for the 
Whitefish Trail within the Haskill Basin Conservation Easement that provides a key 
recreation link between the City of Whitefish and Whitefish Mountain Resort. It has 
become a popular recreational amenity for residents and visitors of Whitefish that adds an 
economic boost to the local economy. 
 

http://www.stoltzelumber.com/


 

The proposed Upper Smith Lake Legacy project will provide the anchor for conservation 
of this important recreational, visual and ecological landscape. In addition, the project 
will provide a continuous recreation corridor between Smith Lake trails on State Trust 
Land and proposed trails through Hellroaring Basin on Flathead National Forest. The 
conservation of an important wildlife travel corridor coupled with protection of the 
municipal water supply and preservation of tradition land use vistas make the project 
more comprehensive in context. 
 
This project in the Smith lake area aligns perfectly with Stoltze long term forest 
management goals, continued community involvement, and implementing our land 
stewardship ethics. Stoltze is committed to working with WLP and FLT to pursue the 
necessary transactions to facilitate the implementation of this project, subject of course, 
to agreement on specific terms, conditions and values to be determined.  
 
Whitefish Legacy Partners has proven themselves as a strong community leader, an 
effective public partner, and successful organization catalyzing the community’s vision to 
secure conservation, education, and recreation on the lands around Whitefish, MT for 
future generations. The Whitefish Trail bolsters conservation and stewardship ethics 
within the community, and we strongly support this critical piece of their “Close the 
loop” project.  
 
Thank you for considering this proposal. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Paul R McKenzie 
Lands & Resource Manager 
F.H. Stoltze Land & Lumber Company 
 



 

 
 
April 8, 2019 
 
Montana Fish and Wildlife Conservation Trust 
PO Box 1993 
Helena, MT 59624 
 
Re:  Letter of Support for Whitefish Legacy Partners grant proposal 
 
Dear Montana Fish and Wildlife Conservation Trust: 
 
I would like to offer strong support from the Flathead Land Trust for the Whitefish Legacy Partners 
grant proposal to provide funding for the 160 acre McDowell property acquisition and conservation 
project.     
 
Since 1985, the Flathead Land Trust has been playing a critical role in protecting northwest 
Montana’s natural beauty, clean water, and important wildlife habitat – all things that sustain our 
high quality of life here.  We accomplish this work by partnering with landowners, agencies, other 
nonprofit organizations, and the community to implement effective land conservation strategies as 
well as community projects that provide new recreational opportunities.   
 
The McDowell project protects a key piece of land which will secure wildlife habitat and open space 
in perpetuity, along with protection of the Smith Creek watershed.  In addition, the project will help 
to connect Montana DNRC land to US Forest Service, permanently providing for future public 
access along the Whitefish Trail as well as sustainable timber management.  Flathead Land Trust is 
partnering with Whitefish Legacy Partners to protect the conservation and public recreational values 
of this property and we see it as a huge win for everyone involved, especially community members.    
 
Flathead Land Trust has been a long-time partner and supporter of Whitefish Legacy Partners. We 
already hold several conservation easements on land surrounding Whitefish that include public 
access along the Whitefish Trail. We are excited to be able to partner with Whitefish Legacy Partners 
on this project assisting with planning, fundraising, and ensuring perpetual conservation of this 
properties exceptional wildlife, open space and recreational values by holding the conservation 
easement.    
 
Thank you for your consideration and please contact me at 406.752.8293 if you have any questions.   
 
Sincerely, 

 
Paul Travis 
Executive Director  



 

 

P.O. Box 158 •   Whitefish, MT 59937  •  (406) 863-2400  •  Fax: (406) 863-2419 
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July 27, 2018 
 
Sonya Germann, State Forester 
Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation 
2705 Spurgin Road 
Missoula, Montana 59804 
 
Subject: Smith Lake Community Forest Proposal – Flathead Land Trust 
  Letter of Support from the City of Whitefish 
 
Dear Sonya: 
 
Please accept this letter of support for the proposed Smith Lake Community Forest application 
submitted by Flathead Trust in partnership with Whitefish Legacy Partners and the City of 
Whitefish. As described in the application, the project will permanently remove the development 
rights from approximately 120 acres of forested land while providing opportunities for public 
recreation, wildlife security, clean water, and education.  
 
The City of Whitefish wholeheartedly supports this project.  As a community and in partnership 
with state and federal agencies and non-profit organizations, we have managed to protect 
thousands of acres of forested, working lands in and around Whitefish. Establishing a community 
forest in the Smith Lake and Hellroaring Basin watersheds will provide a continuous block of 
public land in an area that provides crucial habitat for Rocky Mountain elk, mule deer, grizzly 
bear, and Canadian lynx. In addition, as we seek to complete the Whitefish Trail, this project will 
provide an important trail connection between Smith Lake and Whitefish Mountain Resort. 
 
If approved and funded, the City will work with our local partners to develop a comprehensive 
management plan that protects wildlife habitat, guides local land stewardship and forest 
management activities, and supports our local economy.  Thank you for your consideration of this 
important project.  
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
John M. Muhlfeld 
Mayor 
 
cc: Flathead Land Trust 

Whitefish Legacy Partners 
 Whitefish City Council 

























 

 
June 22, 2018 
 
Sonya Germann 
State Forester 
MT DNRC – Forestry Division  
2705 Spurgin Road 
Missoula, MT 59804 
 
 
The Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation (RMEF) supports the Smith Lake Community Forest 
Project and the Whitefish Legacy Partners’ Community Forest Program application.  The Project 
seeks to acquire approximately 120 acres between the Stillwater State Forest and the Hellroaring 
Basin area of Flathead National Forest, north of Whitefish, Montana.  The Project will connect 
crucial habitat on and between these protected lands, secure winter range for elk, and conserve a 
migration corridor for mule deer, grizzly bear and other wildlife.  The Project will also enhance 
public access to the Stillwater State Forest and Flathead National Forest lands for hunting, 
angling, wildlife watching, hiking and other recreation activities.  
 
RMEF, a nonprofit wildlife conservation organization, is a leading national advocate for wildlife 
management, habitat conservation and hunting heritage.  RMEF’s mission is to ensure the future 
of elk, other wildlife, their habitat and our hunting heritage.  In Montana, RMEF and our partners 
have completed 988 conservation and hunting heritage outreach projects with a combined value 
of more than $181.6 million.  These projects have protected or enhanced more than 826,584 
acres of habitat and have opened or secured public access to more than 290,629 acres.   
 
The Project aligns with RMEF’s mission by conserving elk habitat, linking protected habitat, and 
improving public access to protected lands for hunting, fishing, hiking and other recreation 
opportunities.  RMEF supports the Project and the Whitefish Legacy Partners’ application to the 
U.S. Forest Service’s Community Forest Program.  We encourage the Whitefish Legacy Partners 
to coordinate trail design and seasonal use closely with Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks to 
ensure recreation opportunities and the needs of wildlife are balanced. 
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
Jennifer Doherty 
Director of Lands 
 
 
 





 

To Whom it May Concern, 

The mission of the Society of American Foresters (SAF) is to advance sustainable management of forest 
resources through science, education, and technology; to enhance the competency of its members; to 
establish professional excellence; and to use our knowledge, skills, and conservation ethic to ensure the 
continued health, integrity, and use of forests to benefit society in perpetuity.  

The Flathead Chapter of the Society of American Foresters supports Whitefish Legacy Partners in their 
proposal to purchase over 120 acres of private land northwest of Whitefish, MT and designate it the 
“Smith Lake Community Forest”. This land purchase is intended to create a working community forest to 
provide forest education, public access, a recreation corridor and wildlife habitat. Furthermore the 
“Smith Lake Community Forest” will remove pressure from private land development and link together 
adjacent public lands owned by the Montana Department of Resources and Conservation and United 
States Forest Service. 

The intent of this land purchase and intended future use aligns with SAF’s mission and the Flathead 
Chapter looks forward to helping Whitefish Legacy Partners, the Flathead Land Trust, and the City of 
Whitefish craft the Smith Lake Community Forest Management Plan should this project be funded. 
Thank you for your consideration. 

Respectfully,  

Clay Stephenson 

Chair, Flathead Chapter SAF 
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June 22, 2018 

Sonya Germann 
State Forester, MT DNRC, Forestry Division 
2705 Spurgin Rd. 
Missoula, MT 59804 

Dear Sonya, 

The Whitefish Convention and Visitors Bureau (WCVB) supports the grant application submitted by 
Whitefish Legacy Partners (WLP) to create a Smith Lake Community Forest. This is a critical element 
for providing the required connection for the 55+ mile loop around Whitefish Lake. 

The ability to provide high quality recreational experiences is extremely important to Whitefish. The 
WCVB’s mission is to promote and market Whitefish to high value, low impact non-resident visitors, 
known as geotravelers. These visitors seek authentic experiences, open spaces, and scenic venues.  

According to the Institute for Tourism Recreation Research at the University of Montana, in 2016, 
nonresident visitors to Flathead County spent $505 million dollars, the second highest ranking county in 
the state. In Whitefish, 677,892 nonresident visitors stayed at least one night in town in 2017 and 75% 
of them participated in one of the following activities: day hiking (60%), mountain biking (11%), or 
horseback riding (4%). 

The development of the Whitefish Trail and access to public lands are a vital component of our 
economy. Recently, the WCVB partnered with WLP and Headwaters Economics based in Bozeman to 
conduct a study on the economic impact of the Whitefish Trail. The final report indicated that the 
Whitefish Trail contributes to $6.4 million in annual spending by visitors who come to enjoy the trails 
and by locals who purchase or rent outdoor gear at local stores.   

The Whitefish Trail provides a high quality experience that is user-friendly for all ages, abilities, and user 
types while being located in close proximity to the amenities of the town of Whitefish. The expanded 
and connected trail system ensures continued diverse and unique recreational opportunities for visitors 
to spend extra time in our community, especially during the shoulder seasons.  

Sincerely, 

Dylan Boyle, Executive Director 
Whitefish Convention and Visitors Bureau 









 

 
PO Box 9173 

Kalispell, MT 59904-9173 
www.flatheadaudubon.org 

 

June 22, 2018 
 
Sonya Germann, State Forester 
MT DNRC – Forestry Division 
2705 Spurgin Rd. 
Missoula, MT 59804 
 
Dear Ms Germann, 
 
Flathead Audubon Society represents about 400 members from northwest Montana. Our mission is to 
conserve birds, wildlife habitat and ecosystem diversity; promote awareness and appreciation of the 
natural world through education and advocacy; work with diverse groups and agencies to achieve sound 
decisions on natural resource issues; provide community services such as school programs, work projects, 
and field trips. We were active supporters of the Alvord Lake Community Forest near Troy (contributed 
to its funding) and we strongly support the creation of the new Smith Lake Community Forest near 
Whitefish. A new Community Forest in the Whitefish Range would be a great addition to the myriad of 
outstanding and important conservation projects that have recently been completed in that region. It will 
complement the Foys To Blacktail Community Forest near Kalispell, and will provide a unique 
opportunity for families, students, and members of the north Flathead Valley community to engage in 
active forest management, forest and wildlife education, and recreation.  
 
The Smith Lake area is important for birds, bears, moose, mule deer, elk, and Canada lynx. Our Chapter 
has been leading birding field trips to the Smith Lake area for years. The landscape and forest types are 
varied and include mesic streams, steep slopes, and forested benches. Protecting the proposed Community 
Forest parcels from development will help retain important connectivity between state and federal public 
lands and will ensure that wildlife can continue to move easily in this area without contending with 
development. Creation of the Community Forest will also enable Whitefish Community Partners to 
complete a loop trail from Whitefish Mountain to the upper end of Whitefish Lake. The trail will be 
developed with outdoor/forest education, natural resource protection, and other natural values in mind.  
 
Flathead Audubon provides the only free K-12 and adult conservation education program in the Flathead 
Valley. Our program focuses on birds and their importance to our ecosystems. We also participate in 
Forestry Expo, Earth Day, and other Whitefish events. We will work with the Smith Lake Community 
Forest stakeholders to provide bird conservation/education programs and opportunities at the Smith Lake 
Community Forest.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to support this proposed project.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Kay Mitchell, President 
Flathead Audubon Society 



June 25, 2018 
 
Sonya Germann 
MT DNRC State Forester 
2705 Spurgin Road 
Missoula, MT 59804 

 
 

 
The Whitefish Trail and the work of Whitefish Legacy Partners is an incredible 

community project with the single greatest effect on our business and personal lives in 
Whitefish. We own and operate a bike and ski shop in downtown Whitefish and like many 
other small businesses in the area, we depend on the ebbs and flows of the tourist season in 
our resort town. While our peak seasons will always be during the rush of Fourth of July 
weekend until school starts up in late August and from Christmas through the deep powder 
days of February, it is essential for our shoulder season revenue to be enough to keep us 
floating between peak seasons. With the addition of the Whitefish Trail in the lower valley 
we can now ride single track trails late into the Fall before the snow flies and we can get 
back on two wheels early in the Spring as the snow is still melting up high in the 
mountains. These trails have effectively shortened our shoulder season by creating more 
recreation opportunities as the seasons change and in doing so have increased our business. 
An increase in revenue in the shoulder seasons not only helps our bottom line but it also 
allows us to retain year-round employees with full time positions. We strongly support the 
continued growth of this trail system and Whitefish Legacy Partners’ efforts to secure the 
necessary land to close the loop around Whitefish Lake. Their partnerships with Flathead 
Land Trust and the City of Whitefish to create the Smith Lake Community Forest will 
bring immense conservation and recreation value to wildlife, residents, and visitors of NW 
Montana. The continued growth and course of our community is dependent on these kinds 
of recreation areas and opportunities.  
 
Kindly,  
 
Stella Holt and Willie Hobbs - Owners 
Great Northern Cycle & Ski 





 

Sonya Germann 
State Forester – MT DNRC 
2705 Spurgin Road 
Missoula, MT 59804 
 
 

Whitefish School District has worked with Whitefish Legacy Partners (WLP) for many years to provide 
meaningful educational programming on the Whitefish Trail. Annual 3rd, 6th, and 9th grade field trips at their 
learning pavilion have been extremely beneficial to the youth in our community. In addition to their effective 
programs, WLP provides outdoor learning spaces that allow students to connect with nature, learn about 
natural systems, and engage with critical topics related to their role and responsibility in safeguarding and 
preserving natural spaces for future generations.  
 
The partnership that is shared between Whitefish School District and WLP is critical to the promotion of our 
comprehensive sustainability programming at our recently completed Sustainability Center. We look forward 
to the creation of a local working forest where local students can learn about active forest management. WLP 
will give the district capacity to provide every student in grades K-12 with both access to natural spaces and 
excellent educational programming.  
 
I strongly commend the work of Whitefish Legacy Partners and fully support their partnership with Flathead 
Land Trust and the City of Whitefish to create the Smith Hellroaring Community Forest. Thank you for 
considering such an amazing community project in Northwest Montana.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Ryder Delaloye  
Director of Curriculum, Assessment, and Professional Development 
 



 

June 28, 2018 

 

Dear Ms. Germann, 

My name is Dan Graves and I am the CEO at Whitefish Mountain Resort.  I am writing to you today to 
voice our support of the Whitefish Legacy Partner’s request for federal assistance to purchase land for a 
‘Community Forest’ in Whitefish, Montana. In our view this purchase supports a community-wide effort 
to ensure permanent conservation, education and recreation opportunities for future generations. 

As a winter and summer resort, our business is primarily focused on recreational opportunities. Located 
here in Northwest Montana we are unique in our industry in that we offer our guests access to winter 
and summer recreational activities surrounded by what is mostly unspoiled and pristine forest. The 
majority of our ski area is within the Flathead National Forest and together as partners we’ve provided 
the public with recreational opportunities for more than 70 years. We are committed to this partnership 
and hold our role as stewards to the land in the highest regard.      

As our community and number of out-or-town visitors continue to grow, it is important to see that the 
access to lands continues to grow. We fully support the Whitefish Legacy Partners in their efforts to 
work with private and public landowners on the Close the Loop project. The purchase of this land for the 
Smith Lake Community Forest is a key link to accomplishing this outstanding goal that will benefit our 
community and out of town visitors. 

If this purchase comes to fruition, Whitefish Mountain Resort will be close neighbors to the Smith Lake 
Community Forest. It will provide a connection from Smith Lake to the Flathead National Forest through 
proposed trails that will allow access to the established trails at our ski area. While this certainly 
provides Whitefish Mountain Resort a potential economic benefit, it also allows our resort to become 
another key link in the Whitefish Legacy Partners Close the Loop project. In other words, this small piece 
is in reality much more. 

Without this link the realization of the Whitefish Legacy Partner’s Close the Loop project could vanish, 
along with it the preservation of wildlife habitat, clean water and protected landscapes. Without a 
comprehensive management plan, something that this purchase will provide through the Flathead Land 
Trust, not only would we lack the connection for recreational opportunities, we risk keeping the forest 
intact. A disruption in continuity that does not make sense, and can be easily avoided through this 
purchase. 

Our ski area was founded in 1947 thanks largely to the hard work and dedication of its operators as well 
as the loyalty and support of the residents of Whitefish and surrounding communities. We continue to 
thrive as a sustainable business and a community benefit due to the recreational opportunities we 
provide and the passionate outdoor enthusiasts who live and travel here. The mission of the Whitefish 
Legacy Partners helps support our mission to offer a unique experience that gives our guests the 
freedom and serenity to be who they are, have fun and connect with friends and family the way life is 



meant to be. We fully support what they stand for and their efforts to place local lands into permanent 
protection, ensure public access to public lands, and continue sustainable forest management. 

Sincerely, 

 

Daniel Graves 
President and CEO, Whitefish Mountain Resort 
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