The end of his rope
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Visit almost any national forest and chances are that along with the occasional muley buck and red-tailed hawk, you’ll also see a no-shooting sign blasted full of shotgun holes or leftover garbage from a recent kegger.

This type of vandalism on public property has bedeviled land managers for decades.

But in the past few years, it seems vandals have gotten creative and more pervasive, according to Amy Teegarden with the Helena National Forest.

Teegarden admits she doesn’t have any statistics to back up the opinion, but her own experiences and anecdotal evidence from co-workers give her confidence in this belief.

“Last September, I asked people in the forest about vandalism, and got about 35 replies from people saying it is a problem, and they each stated specific things going on,” Teegarden said. “The comments ranged from illegal motorized use to the latest recreational activity of shooting at aspen trees until they fall over.”

Other recent acts range from breaking the locks on firewood sheds at remote Forest Service cabins and stealing the cut-and-stacked wood inside to scattering nails across parking areas at trailheads to puncture tires.

And then there’s the simple, yet simply frustrating, act of leaving a closed gate open.

Rancher Tom Williams leases some 50,000 acres of national forest land in the Elkhorn Mountains to graze his cattle. The acreage is broken into about six sections, each separated by fences and gates.

Williams said that for the past two years, on any given Monday, gates that he keeps closed have been opened, allowing his cattle to scatter. It frustrates his range rider, Cody Pesicka, who wonders if someone is leaving the gates ajar on purpose, especially since they’re usually pulled all the way back against the fence, which is the way a rancher would do it if a gate was meant to be open.

“A lot of times there’s no reason for the gate to be open; it’s right next to a cattle guard or some opening where they can get through, but they’re opening the gate and leaving it,” Pesicka said. “It’s hard to manage cattle when you can’t find them. Last summer and this summer were the worst by far. It seemed that every weekend I would find at least one gate open.

“We are pretty actively managing our grass up there. When they open the gates up to pastures we’ve already used, it makes them look a lot worse. … If I ever find out who’s doing it, I will beat them half to death.”

Forest officials don’t condone using fisticuffs as a solution, although they understand the outrage felt by Pesicka.

Roman Montoya, a Helena forest law enforcement officer, says he too is vexed at the vandalism, which he sees as a growing problem forestwide. He notes that with almost 1 million acres in the Helena National Forest, it’s difficult to catch vandals in the act.

“It’s tough to be in the right spot at the right time, so we rely a lot on the public for information,” Montoya said. “If people see something happen, and if they can get a license plate or something, that’s key. We can always follow up on it if we don’t get there in time.

“Cameras help too — you just take a quick snapshot.”

He said the Lincoln area seems to be taking a hit in recent years, especially with people driving all-terrain vehicles where they shouldn’t. Another problem area for shooting is near the junction of McClellan and Crystal creeks.

“That’s a major area where they’ve killed a lot of trees,” Montoya said. “We are restricting the shooting because it’s such a high-use area … We put up no-shooting signs, but we’ll see how long it takes them to shoot them down.”

The amount of vandalism on the 50 state parks and 320 state-owned fishing access sites has remained at a fairly consistent level during the past few years, according to Tom Reilly, assistant administer of state parks. He estimates that it costs the public around $20,000 a year to repair the damage.

“Our vandalism is the perpetual shooting of signs and vandalizing vault latrine doors. We also had a homemade pipe bomb tried out, those kinds of things,” Reilly said. “It’s an inappropriate and unfortunate drain on dwindling resources of public agencies. We’ve even had people try to fish out the fee envelopes from state parks, which is senseless since there’s usually only $1 to $5 in them.”

Teegarden said she doesn’t attribute the increase in vandalism to the recent implementation of a new travel plan in the North Big Belt Mountains, and she’s quick to add she doesn’t believe hunters are the primary culprits.

“What seems to be the most common denominator is a lack of respect,” Teegarden said. “Perhaps it’s people who are disgruntled with our seasonal closures. Oftentimes, if we lock the gates, typically what they will do before we open them for the season is go around the gate or break it down.

“We also have one guy who goes out weekly to clean up sites where keggers were held. There’s a lot of litter and trash to be disposed of — people use us as a landfill, basically.”

Teegarden said forest officials don’t have any new ideas on how to stop the vandalism, but hope that members of the public who are irritated by this type of activity and see it happen will contact authorities.

“We want to have more of a presence out there; it’s good for relationships and for finding out what’s going on,” Teegarden said. “But we are seeing a decreasing budget, which is going to become the trend, and it seems a shame to have to be spending money on replacing or fixing things when we could be doing other things instead.”
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