
 

Rosebud Watershed Group 
PO Box 1200 

Forsyth, MT  59327 
406-346-7479 

 
 

Attendees:    Sandy Watts, Chip Watts, Dan Watson, Rick Strohmyer, Scott Egan, Lana Egan, 

Lance Ashley, John Bailey, Jewel Davenport, Doug McRae, David Davenport, Scott Kaiser, Carole 

Sweedland, Ken Sweedland, Norma Bixby, Bill Burgan, Danny Sioux, Taylor Brown, Gordon 

Criswell, Jerry Jones, Watty Taylor, Mack Cole, Mark Fix, Brad Sauer, Roger Muggli, Charlie 

Gephart, Ray Muggli, Stephen Begley, Amy Adler, Del Dinstel, Karson Kluver, Neal Fehringer, 

Keith Kerbel and Laurie Kelley attended the meeting. 
 

Minutes:  The minutes were discussed and approved as written. 

 

Guest Speakers: 

   

Neal Fehringer presented the latest data from the ongoing Tongue River Agronomic 

Monitoring and Protection Program (AMPP).  This scientific program, previously funded 

by Fidelity Oil and Gas, is currently state funded through the Montana Board of Oil and 

Gas (a DNRC agency).    

 

Soils: 

The group began the study in the fall of 2003 because irrigators were concerned about 

discharges of CBM produced water into the Tongue River.  The program began with soil 

sampling and continued into crop sampling as well.  Although Fidelity funded the original 

study, the scientists had complete control over the data.  CBM water had been going into 

the Tongue since 1999 so a complete set of pre-development baseline data does not exist, 

but subsequent sampling has determined its effect on soils and crops.  

 

Six sampling events have produced 533 soil samples over the last four years.  Using GPS 

technology, the sample sites have been located and relocated.  The samples are tested for 

Sodium Absorption Ratio (SAR) and exchangeable sodium percentage (ESP) tests.  A 

comprehensive sampling and analysis plan has been followed and quality controls have 

been implemented.  The resulted have been determined using statistical analysis.     

 

 Scott:  do you do anything with sub-irrigation? 

Neal:  we have six sites with high water tables, so we do have some data. 

 

The salinity of soils with a high content of clay does not increase as rapidly as was 

expected.  The clay content in the test site soil is lower than was originally thought; it is 

actually quite loamy.   

 

The data has shown virtually no change in the SAR and no increase in sodium in the 

forages, the trend is actually down.  Sodium content varies between crops; they will 

continue to monitor.  So far, they have found the sodium level to be quite consistent, but 

it does vary from year to year. 

 

Crops:   

Because the soil texture was generally loamy or low shrink clay, no soils were found to be 

impaired due to SAR.  There was also no discernable change in the EC.   

 

Field yields varied due to management differences and were generally comparable to 

county averages and subject to climatic factors. 



 

 

Roger Muggli asked that Neal come and inspect his fields.  According to his data, 

the crop yield had gone down considerably since 1999 when CBM water was first 

introduced to the Tongue River.  Neal agreed to do so. 

 

Dave asked if the SAR level in the discharge water (from CBM wells) went up as 

the gallons per minute went down (during active production).  Neal said it is 

usually relatively homogenous.  The SAR level stays relatively stable throughout 

the process.    

  

One of the attendees asked if they were keeping track of rainfall.  Neal said they were not 

and that they probably should be.  The producer also said that he remembered from 

chemistry that sometimes things go along just fine until they reach a critical level, is that 

possible here? 

 

Neal said there is a critical SAR point; threshold at which crop yield goes down 

drastically.  However, they are not finding it now, as the SAR has not gone up. 

  

Throughout the study, the group has used Energy Labs in Billings to test their samples.  

Energy Labs posts the information on their website and then Neal gets it.  It is publically 

accessible and therefore reasonable to assume it has not been compromised. 

 

Neal explained that the soils are dynamic, not static so there will be ups and downs.  So 

far, they have not seen a trend, but will they?  They don’t know.  The year there was the 

big snow in the Bighorns and the Tongue River Reservoir filled up in 6 weeks, John 

Wheaton said the water chemistry changed completely in six short weeks.   

 

Neal said they would continue monitoring.  He told the group that he understands their 

concerns, but he feels that the Tongue has a lot of water in it now and it is enough to 

reduce the sodium.  Rosebud Creek, however, does not have enough flow most of the 

time and it would very likely be affected by the CBM discharge water. 

 

Mark Fix said that if you split up hydrological data from 1973-99 and from 1999 

to present; at Miles City, the SAR has increased from 40% in 1999 to 99% in 

2007.  Did John Wheaton do any testing to determine if the difference was a 

result of the CBM water or the drought? 

  Neal:  is it from irrigators taking water down low?   

Muggli:  Pumpkin Creek (Badlands area) drains into the Tongue so there 

is probably high sodium drainage from the Badlands. 

 

Bill Burgan, Carbon County irrigator spoke to the group about the PPL Montana v State 

of Montana lawsuit and his fears that utility companies weren’t the only ones that would 

be forced to pay the fees associated with the Montana Hydroelectric Resources Act.  It was 

his opinion that irrigators would also be required to pay a fee.  He also voiced his concern 

over the revisions to the Clean Water Act, which would revise the definition of a 

navigable stream.     

 

Bill urged those present to make sure to do a chain of title search for their vested water 

right, which was granted by an act of congress.  Vested water rights, available before 1973, 

are private property.  After 1973, applicants received a water user’s right, or the right to 

use the water.  He suggested following the deed down to the person that owned it when 

it was titled.  There was no courthouse in Rosebud County at that time, so those present 

will have to go to Custer County Courthouse to research their vested water rights.  

 



 

Bill also urged everyone to listen to the March 12 Water Policy Interim Committee 

meeting, which can be heard here:  

http://leg.mt.gov/css/lepo/2007_2008/water_policy/meetings/meetings.asp  

 

Bill can be contacted via email:  Billburgan@hotmail.com 

 

 

Taylor Brown, former Huntley Project irrigator told the group that the Bureau of 

Reclamation is really pushing for the marketing of our water.  Trout Unlimited, housing 

associations, Farm Bureau, the Montana Water Trust, and many other organizations are 

very interested in Montana’s water.   

 

Taylor said he attended the meeting in Huntley and listened to Dave Kennard, attorney 

for PPL, discuss PPL Montana v State of Montana.  He said the Montana Hydroelectric 

Resources Act was enacted in 1931 and required that hydroelectric companies must pay 

rent on streambeds located underneath dams.  Until 2003, the law had never been 

enforced.  The current administration, in Taylor’s opinion, wants to maximize tax benefits 

to the state and is pursuing that very aggressively now.  There is concern that the state 

may also be able to tax the profits from hydroelectric dams as well.  They may also be 

able to tax the profits; the shared net benefit of the water.  

 

Taylor said as far as he is concerned, the problem is that they keep changing their minds.  

The whole thing needs a lot of sorting out, the Judge’s decision doesn’t match what the 

law says. The problem is that they keep changing their minds.   If PPL loses, everyone will 

pay.  They have to spread the costs out.   

 

Mr. Brown encouraged everyone to voice an opinion.  If the state says that recreation is 

more important than agriculture, we need to start taking action.  Pay attention to what is 

going on, don’t presume that someone else is taking care of things, testify in Helena, write 

to your legislators, put editorials in the paper.  Get the word out!  

 

Next Meeting Date:  next meeting will be July 9.  Laurie and Scott will determine a location. 

 

Soil Sampling:  Robert Mitchell, NRCS Miles City, has volunteered to take soil and water samples 

along the creek.  Laurie forwarded him all of the previous information and the data we have 

gathered and now if the group is amenable, he wants to schedule the sampling.  The group agreed 

to allow Mitchell to take the samples.  Several people agreed to go along with him to learn the 

process.  Jewel will speak to Mitchell and be sure he will take water samples along with the soil 

samples.  Everyone felt it best to take the samples as soon as possible before spring rains hit.  Laurie 

will check with Energy Labs for a quote on testing costs and if they are too high, the HACH kit will 

be used as before and the results entered into the database.   Neal suggested talking to DNRC 

about funding for the testing.  Laurie will contact Laurie Zeller to see what grants might be 

appropriate for this project. 

 

Know Your Watershed (KYW)Tour:  Gordon reported on the April 2, K.Y.W. committee 

meeting.  The committee, Gordon Criswell, Scott Egan, Bobbi Vannattan, Amy Krueger and Laurie 

Kelley, met on April 2 in Forsyth.  The committee agreed to hold the even during Colstrip Days, 

on June 28.  The goal is to get information out about the watershed, generate some interest 

among the people of the area.  We plan to have four displays; know your watershed, history of 

the watershed (with artifacts and potentially a local speaker), ground water flow models (made by 

Gordon to show how ground water flows through different types of soil) and the Rolling Rivers 

stream table.  The group also planned to hold a 50-50 raffle that will be drawn at Colstrip Days.   

 

Group Funding Options:  Funding committee members, Dave Davenport, Doug McRae, Lance 

Ashley and Laurie Kelley met at 6:30 April 9 to discuss fund raising events.  Committee member 

Bobbi Vannattan was unable to attend.  

http://leg.mt.gov/css/lepo/2007_2008/water_policy/meetings/meetings.asp
mailto:Billburgan@hotmail.com


 

   

The group discussed holding a rifle raffle or possibly a gift certificate raffle.  Lance said he would 

talk to a neighbor who builds custom rifles.  He will ask him to donate a rifle or give it to us at a 

reduced cost so that we might raffle it off to raise money for operating expenses.  Dave mentioned 

that his brother also builds guns, but we might have better luck raffling off a rifle built by a local 

person.  The group determined that it would be necessary to start as soon as possible so that 

tickets can be sold during Colstrip Days, the Rosebud-Treasure County Fair and the Quigley Shoot.  

If a local gun builder can’t provide us with a firearm, Red Rock Sports has donated to local 

organizations before and may be prevailed upon to donate a gun or shopping spree to the group.  

Lance volunteered to talk to Red Rock Sports if his neighbor won’t come through for us.   

 

Dave reported that he had spoken to area outfitters and the Fish Wildlife and Parks (FWP) about 

selling a 2-day pheasant hunt and none of them had a problem with it.  His idea was to sell a hunt 

on E-Bay or some other website.  He and Jewel offered the Diamond Ranch as a location for 

2008.  It was suggested that this become a yearly event if it goes well.  Each ranch could host some 

type of event on a revolving basis.  Laurie suggested talking to a local hotel or the bed and 

breakfast in Colstrip to see if they would donate a 2-night stay or give it to us at a reduced rate.  

Local businesses could be approached for gift certificates for meals.  It might be possible to 

generate quite a lot of income this way.   

 

 

Scott suggested leaving the what, where, how and when to the committee and the group agreed.  

They also agreed to allocate$500.000 toward a raffle or hunt.  The group will report to Laurie 

and when they need help, Laurie will get the word out with the group.  Laurie will look into 

selling it on E-bay.  The committee will make the decisions before the July meeting and Dave will 

report to the group.  Scott said to be sure to send any ideas for fundraising to the committee.   

 

Open Mike:   

Gordon Criswell told the group that PPL would buy bugs for weed control as requested by Nick 

Golder at the last meeting.  PPL will fund the program and the school will provide the labor.  

Gordon and Jewel will work on the funding together and let us know what bugs they decide to 

purchase.  Once the bugs have been placed, Jewel’s students will make a presentation to the 

group.     

 

Watty Taylor said that FWP would like to talk to people about hunting access.  Watty thinks that 

the watershed group would be a good vehicle to bring people together to discuss this with FWP.  

They want to run the fences up to county bridges so that hunters can have access.  Bridges are a 

public access point so it gives people a right to enter.    

 

Keith Kerbel got an order from Judge Lobel ordering that Rosebud Creek be adjudicated.  The 

watershed group and conservation district sent letters of request and he listed.  There are 250 

claims so it will probably only take a few months.  DNRC will finish the Big Horn and then they 

will start on the Rosebud.  They hope to have it done by the end of the year.  

 

Future Agenda Items:   

¶ Discuss in more detail Watty’s suggestion of talking with FWP about hunting access.   

¶ Talk about bridge access.  Up to the high water mark is owned by the state 

¶ Doug Martin will update the group on the Eastern Montana Biomass Taskforce’s efforts. 

 

Whole Group Action Items:   

ü Scott and Laurie will determine a location for the July 9, 2008 meeting. 

ü Jewel will talk to Robert Mitchell to schedule dates and times for soil sampling. 

ü Laurie will contact Energy Labs about testing costs. 



 

ü Gordon and Jewel will determine which bugs to use and the costs associated with the 

project. 

 

Know Your Watershed Group Action Items: 

Á Laurie and Scott will set the date for the next planning meeting. 

Á See attached notes from the April 2, 2008 committee meeting for your assignments.  

 

Finance Committee Action Items: 

× Lance will speak to his neighbor about donating a gun, if not he will contact Red Rock 

Sports. 

× Dave will determine when pheasant hunting season begins and help to determine dates for 

the hunt. 

× Laurie will look into putting a pheasant hunt on E-Bay or elsewhere. 

× Laurie and Bobbi will contact Colstrip and Forsyth businesses about donating lodging and 

meals. 

× Laurie will order 50-50 raffle tickets. 

× Bobbi will make gun or shopping spree tickets. 

× Dave and Laurie will determine a date for the next planning meeting.   

 

Meeting adjourned:   The meeting was adjourned at 9:45 pm.   

 


