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  Noxious weeds becoming state's biggest


  environmental problem











     You're on an extended fishing trip. You floated the Yellowstone River, the Madison and the Bitterroot. Now you're on


     the Bighorn in eastern Montana. 





     As you launch your boat you knock some dried mud from the stern, a clod you picked up on some distant streambank.


     You probably don't even notice. Extend the trip to Fort Peck Reservoir and you'll drop some more dirt, maybe off the


     boat, maybe off your vehicle. 





     Congratulations. You've just planted some spotted knapweed. You've twisted a kink in a complex food chain. And


     you've contributed to what some scientists say is becoming one of the biggest environmental threats ever faced, one


     that threatens to alter the entire landscape. 





     "I think it's the biggest environmental problem we've got," said Roger Sheley, an assistant professor at Montana State


     University and the state's noxious weed specialist. "Noxious weeds alter the way the ecosystem functions." 





     "It's the most significant biological event to occur in our state since the retreat of the continental ice sheets," said Phil


     Johnson, a reclamation specialist for the Montana Department of Transportation and the man in charge of that agency's


     weed program. "The impact is mind-boggling." 





     Knapweed and leafy spurge are the biggest problem weeds in Montana. Knapweed already infests 5 million acres in


     Montana, more than 5 percent of the state's land mass, and is spreading fast. Huge expanses of western Montana are


     already what Johnson calls "sacrifice areas," places so infested that the land grows nothing but knapweed. It's no good


     for either livestock or wildlife, and the pattern is being repeated across the West. 





     And the knapweed front is moving east at a rapid pace. 





     Sheley said that when he came to Montana six years ago, the "front" was at Deer Lodge. Now it's at Butte, 30 miles to


     the southeast. In 1925 knapweed was first noted in Missoula County, having spread from Puget Sound, where it


     arrived on an ocean freighter. Now it's in every county in the state, traveling along roads, streams and ditches. 





     "To me it's a cancer, spreading across the landscape, a moving front that takes everything in its path," Sheley said. 





     That's strong talk. But look at what a knapweed infestation does to a native system. 





     It reduces the carrying capacity of elk winter range by up to 98 percent. It can increase runoff by nearly 200 percent,


     releasing water that carries dirt into streams, which can run at higher temperatures because weeds can eliminate shading


     plants on the banks. The weed dries up the soil and lowers the water table. It interferes with natural fire cycles and


     alters the very nature of soil, the bed of all life. It can render grazing or farm land suitable for nothing but pavement or


     subdivisions, which in turn foster the spread of more knapweed. It has been found at elevations up to 10,000 feet. It


     chokes out rare native plants and animals. 





     It is incredibly difficult and expensive to eliminate. But if not controlled, it could take over an estimated 33 million acres


     in Montana, scientists say, eliminating thousands of jobs and pushing millions of animals, both wild and domestic, from


     the land. 





     Spurge infests another 500,000 acres across the state, parts of every county, and has similar impacts. It, too, is


     spreading. 





     Tough, resilient and opportunistic, noxious weeds are foreign imports that prosper here because this nation lacks the


     bugs and grazers with which the plants evolved in Europe and Asia. They outcompete most native plants in most


     circumstances, eventually creating a monoculture, a stand of plants no more diverse than a putting green and even less


     edible. 





     Drive through western Montana's Bitterroot Valley in late July or August and almost every hillside is covered with violet


     blossoms on tall, leafy stalks. That's knapweed and it's already here, though not in the landscape-scale dimensions


     found in western Montana. 





     Keeping the weed at bay will be a huge job, one that people are working on but that nobody fully understands yet. 





     Noxious weeds have been a big problem for decades. But, with the exception of many in the agricultural industry, until


     recently they also have been overlooked or ignored, even by people who understand the threat. 





     Environmental groups that fight long and hard to protect species as dissimilar as birds and prairie dogs and grizzly bears


     rarely have much to say about knapweed, which threatens to change the entire ecosystem, to torque the entire natural


     food chain, from microbes to carnivores. 





     Neither the Wilderness Society, the Greater Yellowstone Coalition, Montana Audubon nor the Montana Wildlife


     Federation have specific weed programs, either for educating members or for fighting the spread of weeds. But the


     people in those organizations are aware of the problem and it often arises in debates over subdivisions and off-highway


     vehicles, which spread weed seeds. 





     But so do pedestrians. Walk through a patch of knapweed and you'll probably wind up with seeds in your shoes,


     seeds that for years can lie dormant, but alive, and will travel as far as you'll take them. 





     "I don't think the environmental community has done much, at least in terms of the scope of it," said Mike Clarke,


     executive director of GYC. "I don't think there's much focus on it." 





     Environmentalists aren't the only ones who agree that "somebody" should do something about weeds. 





     Cary Hegreberg, executive director of the Montana Wood Products Association, said his group offers no weed


     programs to its members, who control hundreds of square miles of often weed-infested property, though he called it "a


     tremendous problem for any landowner in Montana." 





     State agencies also have a sporadic record. 





     For years, the Montana Department of Fish Wildlife and Parks allowed knapweed to thrive in heavily used fishing


     access sites on the Yellowstone River, though the agency is now working harder to control the problem. 





     Montana DOT also owns numerous sand piles used for sanding roads in the winter. In western Montana, they're often


     covered with knapweed, a plant that can grow almost anywhere. 





     DOT contracts with local weed authorities to clean up those sand piles but the job often doesn't get done, Johnson


     said. 





     "We end up seeding the weed every winter when we spread the gravel," he said. 





     Fishing and hunting groups are just beginning to get active. 





     Bob Wiltshire, director of the International Fly Fishing Center in Livingston, said his group received a $5,000 grant in


     1996 to organize fishing clubs to "adopt" a fishing access site and pull weeds, much like civic groups adopt roadsides


     to pick up litter. It took three years to get it organized, but the local chapter of Walleyes Unlimited pulled weeds


     Saturday at Dailey Lake in Paradise Valley. 





     Wiltshire has a slide show that he presents to angling clubs, trying to show them that knapweed is everybody's


     problem. 





     "I always thought it was a landowner problem," he said. "Until over a period of time I saw whole streambanks taken


     over by weeds." 





     Fishermen typically react with skepticism, he said. 





     "They have to be shown the direct link between what's happening on the ground and what's happening on the water,"


     he said. "In the general community, many people don't walk past litter without picking it up. I'd like to get outdoor


     recreationists to the same point, where you don't walk past a weed without pulling it up. I know a number of places


     where if I had pulled a handful of weeds 10 years ago, there wouldn't be any there today." 





     It will take a lot of work to educate and motivate the public, to get people to a point where they are as aware of weeds


     as they are of other environmental problems. But there are plans in the works to do exactly that. 





     A recently created committee of the Montana Weed Control Association, which includes representatives of state and


     federal agencies as well as others interested in the problem, is planning a program to reach out to all segments of


     society. 





     Ideas include putting out weed messages at gardening stores and on milk cartons, bumper stickers, radio spots,


     mailings to hunters and presentations to youth, environmental and sporting groups. Its goal is to make the dangers of


     weeds common knowledge and to build both political and economic support for weed programs. 





     The committee is also working for more research and for the creation of an integrated management plan. When one


     landowner works hard to control weeds and the neighbors don't, the worker's efforts can be quickly undone. 





     The goal is the creation of a statewide weed plan, Sheley said, and he hopes to have it completed in 18 months. 





     So far the battle against knapweed has been left mostly to ranchers, extension agents and county weed boards. (Also


     excellent sources of information about how to handle weeds.) But those programs are sporadic, too. 





     Johnson said some counties have excellent programs -- he cited Park and Gallatin counties as examples -- but others


     have only part-time or seasonal workers and some have none at all. And with budgets tight, even some counties with


     big weed problems are scaling back the fight, he said. 





     Montana DOT grants between $850,000 and $900,000 a year to county weed authorities who spray weeds, mostly


     knapweed, along state and federal highways. But that's only part of the solution. Herbicides are controversial and can't


     be used in some areas. Pulling can be effective, but it requires a lot of hands. Imported insects haven't done the job, so


     far. It usually takes a combination of methods to thwart an outbreak of any size. 





     Weeds already cost the state an estimated $14 million a year, the equivalent of 500 jobs, and agriculture pays most of


     that expense because it faces the most immediate threat. 





     The Clinton administration recently announced a new federal focus on weed species across the nation, and Sheley said


     that is good news. 





     While individuals can help by moving quickly to attack new infestations, by organizing weed pulls before things get out


     of hand, the scope of the problem is too big for anybody but government to tackle effectively. 





     "I'm as excited now as I've been," Sheley said. "Because the federal government is now getting involved." 





     But his excitement is limited. Nobody is saying that knapweed or spurge will be eliminated. 





     "Many noxious weeds are here to stay, and all we can hope for is to minimize their spread," MSU Range Sciences


     Professor Bret Olson wrote in a new textbook on weed management. 





     Sheley said that means drawing battle lines, deciding where the spread must be stopped. 





     "I'm saying we've got to draw a line," Sheley said. "That's what we've got to do."


