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t. TNTRODUl"l'TON 

A. Scope of Plan 

This plan sets forth a course of f'l.cl:ion fn1~ non-consmnpl:.ive 
public use at Benton L.=tke Nnt:ional Wildlife Refuge. 
Consumpt.i ve uses, such as hunting or l:rappinq, are bes l: 
covered in separate plans due to their relative complexity. 
This plan will not deal with every conceivable type of non­
consumptive use, but only those which are practical, wildlife 
oriented, in demand locally, and compatible with the refuge 
purpose. 

B. Refuge Environment 

Benton Lake is a 12,383 acre refuge located on the"western 
edge of the northern Great Plains some 50 miles east of the 
Rocky Mountains and 12 miles north of Great Falls, the second 
largest city in Montana. Benton Lake proper is a 5,000 acre 
glacial lake bed which is the terminus of a 350 square mile 
watershed. Refuge terrain is gently rolling with shortgrass 
native prairie the predominant vegeta·tion. Three moun·tain 
ranges are readily visible from ·the refuge: the Highwood 
Mountains to the east, the Bj.g Belt Mountains to the south and 
the Rockies to the west. 

The lake itself has been divJ.ded into eight marsh units to 
provide better water control for the enhancement of submergent 
and emergent vegetation and to limit botulism outbreaks. The 
marshes are generally a mosaic of open water and cat·tailr 
hardstem bulrush and alkali bulrush stands. Water management 
is generally by gravity flowr although an interunit pumping 
system allows for great flexibility, especially in the advent 
of a botulism outbreak. In dry years, supplemental water is 
pumped from Muddy Creek 30 miles to the west and arrives v1a 
Lake Creek through the nort:hwest corner of the refuge. 

Refuge wildlife is dominated by water birds including most 
major species of ducks, CanAdi'l. gPese, gulls, terns and VRrious 
shorebirds. Mallard, gadwall and pintail are the major duck 
nesting speciesr with an average of 20,000 produced each year. 
The refuge is an important migration stop during spring and 
fall with up to 100,000 ducks, 4,500 tundra swans, 40,000 snow 
geese and 3,000 Canada geese present. Bald eagles are 
commonly seen in spring and fall. 

Other refuge wildlife includes twenty differenl: species of 
mammals such as jackrabbits, muskrat, mink, raccoon, weasel, 
coyote and a limited number of white-tailed deer, mule deer 
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and pronghorn. On 1 y a h.ind f.u 1 o.f rept i 1 e .-=tnd amph i hi. Fin 
species are present, with only minnow-sized fjsh due to the 
shallowness of the marshes. 

C. Public Use Objectives for Refuge 

The following public use object.ives for Benton Lake NWR are 
taken from the "Background and Operating Stal:em<~nt" for the 
refuge approved by the Denver Regional Office on 10/11/89. 

"Goal IV - Interpretation and Recren.tion - Provide a 
range of opportunities for compatible wildlife and 
wildlands-oriented interpretation and recreation. 

Objectives 

1. Provide an effective environmental education 
program at 4,000 use days (visits). 

2. Provide for other non-consumptive recreation, 
such as tour route use and birdwatching, at an 
annual level of 11,000 use days." 

D. Current Level of Use 

Current public use visits on Benton Lake NWR average about 
5,000 per year. Of these visits, 70 percent are interpretive 
or wildlife observation visits, 20 percent environmental 
education and 10 percent hunting. These percentages equate to 
3,500, 1,000 and 500 visits for the respective categories. 
All figures are well below refuge objectives. 

Reasons for the low visitation for a refuge so close to a 
large population center vary. For one thing, Montana offers 
a wide array of recreat iona 1 opporl:uni ties which "compete" 
with what the refuge has ·to offer. Secondly, there is a 
perception among the public that they are not welcome on the 
refuge due to the restrictions on use, signing or lack 
thereof, and insensitive contacts by mF~nagement in past years. 

II. PROPOSED CHANGES 

For the sake of comparison and clarity, the proposed changes in 
public use on the refuge are presented with current opportunities 
1n chart form in the appendix. 

It is important to note that these changes do not only represent an 
effort to reach the public use objectives for the refuge, but 
overall objectives for the National Wildlife Refuge System. 
Refuges' mission includes maintaining wildlife "to meet society's 
needs for areas where the widest possible spectrum of benefits 
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associat.ed with wi.ld.lifP i.FI pniJ;mced and made av<Ji lnble". 
One of the goal~ to fulfulJ th.TL missjon is Lo " ••. providP. refuge 
vi.~it:ors with high-qualil:y, R,":JfP, \vhnlesomr->, Ancl enjoyable 
n~creationa.l experiences ori.Pnlr-"'J J·owi'lrd wildJifr::•,l:.o the extent 
these activities are compat·ihiP wit-h thP purposes for which the 
rP .fuge was established" . ( Re fnr;v· ~1anur1 I ) 

III. COMPATTnTT,TTY IVT.'l'H RP.FTJGE PURPOSf: 

Onder The Refuge Recreal~ion Acl·:. of 1962, rPcreaJ·i.on on refuges tnust 
be compatible with the purpoRe of the refuge and funds must. be 
available to properly manage recrea 1: j on;:1l activities before they 
are allowed. The Refuge Manual definPs a compatible use as one 
that will not materially interfPre with or detract. from the 
purposes for which the refnqe wi'ls e~tnblished. In l:he Cr!se of 
Benton Lake, the purpose i:=:~ J-o Rerve " .... as a refnqe and breedinq 
9round for birds". 

The proposed changes were reviewed in the J. ight of po~~ ible 
conf J icts with the refuge pnrposr:=~. 'I'h is review j ~ found in chart 
form in the appendix. ThA proposed uses were founn t.o be 
compatible with the purpose of !:he refuge. 

Also, funding for implementing the changes (~igning, leaflet~, road 
maintenance, etc.) is available in the current fiscal year. 
Maintenance of the program in futnre years will he minimal and 
easily accomplished within refuge operations and mai.nten,qnce 
programs. 

l\. 

B. 

IV. ACTIONS NEEDED FOR IMPLEMENTATION 

Leaflet 

A "Public Use" .leaflet is fJropo:::~ed to betl~er orient viRj !":or~ 
to the refuge and heJ p ensnre they understand wh,q t 
interpre·tive and recreational <"lc:l:ivities are aw:Ji ]able. ,Tusl:. 
as important:, ·the leaflet will dr~tail p:r:obihitP.d activitie:=:~ to 
minimize wildlife d:i sturbarwe, proi·_pct: refuge resour.ct?.s and 
facilities, and provide for v:i.s-i.l:or safel:y. The leaflet: will 
be attractive, funct iona .l r!nd 1 mv cost. A J nyoul: of the 
leaflet is found in the appendix. 

Signing 

New signs will be needed to identi.fy the alternate tour route, 
parking areas and the dike open l:o hiking. Sign style, 
mounting, placement and maintenance will be in r!ccordance with 
the FWS sign manual and station sign plan. Total cost for new 
signage is approximately $500. 



4 

C. Road Maintenance 

D. 

The alternate tour route will need to be graded and repaired 
more often than in the past. HowRver, since thG route is one­
way, no major road bed changes are ne~ded. 

Permit System 

A simple, half-page "Puhl ic Usc~ Permit" wj 11 be developed 
(see appendix) to handle access to closed areas by visitors 
for photography, hiking, etc. The permit system will protect 
sensitive areas or sensitive species while still accommodat.ing 
visitors. Time and space scheduling through the permit will 
also maintain activity quality. For example, it may be fine 
if one photographer is permitted ·to take pictures of the 
Franklin's gull colony, but a major disturbance if five per 
week wanted to. The permjt system will allow refuge staff to 
control these types of special visits to avoid conflicts with 
wildlife and other refuge users. 

V. EVALUATION OF PROGRAM 

Public use on the refuge will he continually monitored to determine 
any adverse affects on wildlife, and especially migratory birds. 
For example, each year a sample of refuge dikes and uplands is 
searched to determine nest densities and success. If dikes or 
uplands open to hiking show a marked decline in nest densities or 
success, the activity will be modified by location or season of 
use. 

A traffic counter will continue to be used to measure overall use 
of the refuge. It is not anticipated that the number of visits, 
even with higher refuge visibility, will reach a point that 
markedly detracts from ac·tivity qua.li·ty or measureably affects the 
purpose for which the refuge was established. 
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ACTIVITy 

A. HIKING 

B. AUTO 
TOURING 

C. PHOTOGRAPHY 

D. EN\'IRON!-1ENTAL 
EDUCATION 

E. C.Z\.NOEI!\G 

CROSS-COUNTRY 
SKIING 

G. PHOTO, 
OBSERVA'J'ION 
BLINDS 

CURRENT PROGRAM 

AREA 

Not Permitted 

Prairie Jvlarsh 
Guided Tour 

Tour Route, 
other by 
special permit 

Various areas 
based on group 
needs, consul­
to.tion '' 'refuge 

Not Permitted 

Not Permitted 

Not Available 

PERIOD OF USE 

March 1-1\'ov. 30 

March 1-Kov. 30 

Year around 

APPENDIX A 

PLANNED PROGRAM 

AREA 

All Uplands 
& IVb Dike 

Prairie Marsh 
Drive 

Lower Marsh 
Road 

All above 

PERIOD OF USE 

Year Around 
except IVb dike 
July 15-Sept. 30 

Year Around 

July 15 -
Sept, 30 

Year Around 

No Change 

Units I & II 

Entire Refuge 

July 15 -
Sept. 30 

h'inter 

Selected Areas Year around 

COMMENTS 

Access limited during winter. 
not plowed. 

Roads 

Access limited during winter. Roads 
not plowed. 

No RV's/trailers due to road turns. 
Lower Marsh Road closed during fall 
migration to limit disturbance to 
birds staging in Unit III. 

In marshes by permit only to limit 
disturbance to colonial nesting 
birds. 

Special Use Permit only. Limited 
season and use to avoid disturbance 
to over-water nesters. Users will be 
mostly photographers. 

Access limited. Roads not plowed. 
Very few wildlife species present. 
Use will be sporadic due to varying 
snow conditions by month and year. 

Special Use Permit only. Semi­
permanent blinds may be set up at 
sharp-tailed grouse lek, use 
strictly scheduled. Local Audubon 
Club interested in estabiishing 
permanent blind on a marsh unit in 
the future. 



p Parking Areas 

0 1/4 liZ I 111;> l 

~ 
SCALE 1U I.!IU!. 

@canoeing July 15 - Sept. 30 
(by special pe1~it only) 

• Prairie Marsh Wildlife Drive e Photography all of above 
c;:;:cept permit only in marshes 

-Lower Marsh Road 

H Q Hiking Areas 

•x-country skiing- all of above 

Parkin!.',, permitted only at sites desi"nated by P signs. Park so as not to block 
roads, trails or gates. 

Refuge npen during daylight hours only. 

Keep~ refuge beautiful, no fires, littering or camping permitted. 

Vehicles restricted to designated areas - no off-road driving. 

All plants and wildlife are protected. Pets must be kept under control to 
protect nesting birds and other wildlife. 

Public restrooms available on back side of refuge office. 

Questions? Remember that activities not speci [icn11 y lis ted are prohib:i ted 
wHhou t special permission. Refuge office open Honclay - Friday, 8:00 i\H to l~: 30 
PM. Phone: (~06) 727-7400. 

APPF.NDTX 11 



APPENDIX C 

RELATIVE IMPAC'i:' OF PLANNED PUBLIC USE ON 
REFUGE RESOURCES, ESPECIALLY MIGRATORY BIRDS 

BENTON LAKE Nr'IR HONTANA 

PROPOSED USE WITH PLANNED ENDANGERED 
TIME/SPACE RESTRAINTS- SPECIES WATERFOWL ~IiQREBIRDS 

HIKING 0 () 0 
AUTO TOURING 0 0 0 
PHOTOGRAPHY 0 () 0 
ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION 0 0 0 
CANOEING 0 0 0 
X-COUNTRY SKIING 0 0 0 
PHOTOr OBSERVATION 0 0 0 BLINDS 

None 

Lm.; 

Medium 

High 

Intolerable 

0 
0 
() 

CID 

• 

Degree of ImPact 

No measurable impact 

Some disturbance, temporary displacement of 
individuals to adjacent habitat 

Disturbance that displaces individuals for longer 
periods of time to more remote areas of refuge 

Disturbance that displaces large numbers of certain 
species to remote areas of refuge and may cause 
individual mortality 

Disturbance that measurably affects reproduction and 
use of refuge by the species as a whole. Incompatible 
with purpose for which refuge was established 

OTHER BIRDS 

() 

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

NOTE: 

CULTURAL 
MAMMALS RESOURCES VEGETATION 

() 0 0 
0 0 0 
() 0 0 
0 0 () 

0 0 0 
() 0 0 
0 0 0 

This review was based on refuge 
data for wildlife reproduction 1 

specific areas usedr observation 
of wildlife/visitor interaction 
over the years 1 and managers' 
experience here and on other 
refuges, 



GE:NERAJ, INF'ORJVJAT10N 

Print.: on J.ight colored bond pa·per/ one color ink, 8 l/2" x' 11" 
standard paper/ two fold. 

This will be supplement to general/ auto Lnnr and bunt.ing leaflets 
currently available. 

fr.Ji 11 be availabJ e a·t refuge ki oFlk I office and Mon Lana Dept. of 
Fish, Wildlife and Parks office in Great Falls. 

Appendjx D 
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PUBLIC USE PERMIT 

BENTON LAKE NA'J'lfJNl\ L vv fT.IJl, T F'P. .REPUGE 

Narn~(Fl) 

Address _______________ ··----·----- ··-·-

iFl hereby permitted to enl:er 
(area) 

for the purpose of 

During the period ------ ·-··-······----·-------·- ·---------- ...... ··------· --·· 

Special Conditions 

A copy of this permit will be displayed on the vehicle dash at all 
timeR. Permittee agrees to folJow FJpeci<'!.l conditions and all other 
applicable refuge regulatjons. 

Permittee Signature Date .Refuge Official Date 

Note: Permits will be prenumbered and an issuance log maintained 
per 5 RM 17.11 (Refuge Manual) 


