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Call for an “Upper Yellowstone River Partnership”

Whitney Tilt, Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation
Presentation to Yellowstone River Symposium

April 28, 2017 

The August 2016 closure of 183 miles of the 
Yellowstone River and its tributaries to all water-
based recreation has been characterized in 
countless terms, from disastrous to wake-up call. 

What is has not been called:  an opportunity.
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The Upper Yellowstone River is:

1. Loved by everyone, from rancher to tourist, river guide to 
school kid.

2. Vital to the local economy of the Paradise Valley.

3. Facing increasing demand for ever-scarce water, recreation, 
and environmental services.

4. Showing signs of ecological stress and loss of resilience.

5. Poorly and irregularly monitored resulting in a lack of water 
quality and quantity data.

6. Lacking a champion.

In Montana, water management mirrors the surrounding 
landscape, and myths can play as important a role as fact. 

Myth #1: The west was settled by 
rugged individuals.

"Who built the West as a living-place, a frugal, hard, 
gloriously satisfying civilization scrabbling for its existence 
against the forces of weather and a land as fragile as it is 
demanding was not rugged individualists but cooperators, 
neighbors who knew how to help out in a crisis.”

–Wallace Stegner
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Myth #2: Whiskey Is for Drinking; 
Water Is for Fighting Over

Experience on the Colorado River and elsewhere 
demonstrates the wrong-headedness of “water’s for fighting 
over.” 

Instead of fighting, successful water management requires 
investing in institutions that work to create systems for 
robust, flexible, and equitable water allocation (Fleck 2016).

Hundreds of watershed-based efforts have had various 
degrees of success. Such grassroots efforts include the Big 
Hole Watershed Committee, Blackfoot Challenge, Gallatin 
River Taskforce, Henry’s Fork Foundation, and Madison River 
Foundation. All have iconic rivers at their core. 

Is it Yellowstone’s turn?
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A “Upper Yellowstone River Partnership could:

 Provide a “voice for the river” in the public arena, 
advocating inclusive public and regulatory policies based 
on sound science. 

 Foster and promote a sense of community involvement in 
the care and stewardship of the river, and acts as a hub for 
communications and engagement. 

 Collect data on a cooperative and routine basis to assess 
and track the health of the river. 

 Provide “boots in the gravel” for a variety of conservation-
oriented projects.

Such a Partnership could be dedicated to:

1. Protecting and respecting private property rights, 
including the beneficial uses of water.

2. Preserving working lands and open space.

3. Ensuring sufficient flows in the river and its tributaries.

4. Seeking innovate solutions inside the watershed.

5. Monitoring the river and its tributaries.

6. Respect and value all stakeholders input. 

7. Remembering downstream users count on the wisdom 
and care of upstream neighbors.
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The challenges facing the Yellowstone River are too often 
couched in today’s narrative of impending doom. One corner 
rallies their troops to “Save the Yellowstone”; another warns 
of the river’s “imperiled fishery;” yet another calls for “shared 
sacrifice.” 

This catastrophe narrative stands in the way of actually 
addressing the problems. This is particularly damaging in 
efforts to better coordinate and prioritize needed activities 
within the Upper Yellowstone watershed, and to attract and 
effectively disseminate needed funding.

Drawing on the collective experience of more than 125 
collaborative projects, a number of lessons are instructive

1. Build a common vision for the River -- built on passion for 
place and a community of purpose. 

2. Create an open, inclusive, and transparent process. 

3. Develop a common factual base.

4. Ensure Flexibility, Adaptability, and Fun.

5. Achieve and communicate results.

6. Create a stable institutional foundation (need to house 
and feed the creation)
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A key ingredient for any collaborative effort is the realization 
that other approaches to resolution have been exhausted; 
that traditional forums for redress have fallen short. To be 
successful, all of us with a stake in the Upper Yellowstone 
River must be motivated to work together. We must respect 
property rights and be willing to consider sharing power in 
the search to develop alternatives to the status quo. 
Unfortunately, it’s not enough to be told that a collaborative 
approach makes sense, it must become the collective desire 
of the river community.

“We’d gotten awfully good at knowing what we were against, and decided 
it was time to figure out what we were for.” 

—Bill McDonald, Malpai Borderlands

“Are you just pissing and moaning, 
or can you verify what you’re saying with data?”
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“Are you just pissing and moaning, or can you verify what 
you’re saying with data?”

So is the time ripe for the Upper Yellowstone?                             

Double Rainbow Over Paradise Valley, © Photo by Tom Murphy 
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