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Well, the fall was short-lived, with several snow storms 

already blowing across our region.  Check out pages two and 

three for our updates and page four for some great photos of 

tours that took place in September in the Musselshell 

Watershed.  The salinity monitoring season has wrapped up 

and a summary of the 2019 season is on pages six-seven. 

Mark your calendars for our next meeting on Tuesday, 

December 10! 
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 What’s New: 
➢ Our Big Sky Watershed Corps Members, Mark Werley and Mitch Hoffman, will be finished with 

their terms on November 15.  Good luck to Mark and Mitch on the next adventure! 

➢ We’ve hired two new Big Sky Watershed Corps Members for 2020 – Andrew Sanders and Brian 

Hauschild.  Their first day is January 6, 2020. 

➢ The Musselshell Watershed Story Map is live.  Click here to check it out! 

➢ The salinity monitoring season is complete.  Check out the results here.  Thank you to our 

volunteers!   

o Craig Dalgarno, Leon Hammond, Donna Pedrazzi, Kenny Eickhoff, Faith See 

➢ The Garfield County Conservation District received the 2019 Rangeland Stewardship Award from 

the BLM.  Announcement here. 

➢ We nominated Bill and Dana Milton for the Montana Leopold Conservation Award and they are 

finalists!  More info. 

➢ The Upper Musselshell Conservation District hosted the 2019 Montana Range Tour September 4-5. 

➢ The Grasslands Resilience Group started their weekend tour of central Montana with a visit to the 

Kilby Butte Colony.  Blog post here. 

➢ A Montana Conservation Corps Crew spent a few days fighting Salt Cedar with the 

Musselshell/Golden Valley Weed District (pictured below). 

 

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=8ac511a92de94c00a1519bf27494d9a4
https://django.msu.montana.edu/msuewq/musselshell/
https://www.blm.gov/press-release/rangeland-stewardship-award-presented-garfield-county-conservation-district?fbclid=IwAR16irLcj426t2ecJRkHpZ2dLAWyGrNRTZtK_fqnCxzR3H3NtWuts1iNCtY
http://dnrc.mt.gov/news/three-finalists-named-for-first-montana-leopold-conservation-award?fbclid=IwAR179EYu7GRYKeIC57pI5FCh25UJtLzDhjJZVFTARw6J2PcqTijLjdw_HK8
http://resources4communities.org/new-blog/2019/9/10/grasslands-or-bust-msu-field-tour-2019
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Water User 

Association 

Updates 
Current as of October 8! 

Upper Musselshell Water Users 

Water releases have been made to lower the 

reservoirs to winter pool because not many 

irrigators called for stored water this season. The 

five-year inspection of Bair Reservoir dam has 

been completed. Some work is necessary on a 

water race. Bank stabilization work will be done 

on the Two Dot Canal. 

Deadmans Basin Water Users 
Deadman’s reservoir is at 56,000 Acre/Feet, or 

78%, within 6,000 Acre/Feet of winter pool. 

Water is coming in to the reservoir now at 200 cfs 

until winter pool level is reached. The main 

release gate on the dam needs to be replaced, 

riprap installed where water enters the reservoir, 

and a drop gate repaired on the inlet canal where 

leakage is affecting a road. 

Delphia-Melstone Canal Users 
Lynn Rettig, Delphia-Melstone Canal Users 

Association has asked Deadman’s Basin 

Water Users Association manager Leon 

Hammond to continue diverting water from 

the river into the reservoir to help lower 

water levels at the Delphia Canal diversion 

dam so more repairs can be made to 

remediate the breach under the dam. 

Producers in the Delphia/Melstone area had 

a lot of hay, but quality is variable due to 

precipitation events that occurred all season. 

Money from a $117,000 RRGL grant will be 

available soon to install remote monitoring 

flowmeters on the canals to make the 

delivery system more efficient and save 

travel time. Another $7,000 has already been 

received to make emergency repairs on the 

Delphia diversion dam. 

Mosby-Musselshell Water Users 
The Mosby-Musselshell Watershed Group is 

contemplating disbanding and giving up on the 

Horse Coulee storage project. The number of 

people interested in signing on to use the stored 

water is shrinking as water delivery costs appear 

to be out of reach for most producers. Word was 

received, however, that an RRGL grant for 

engineering work on the site was awarded. The 

group may ask to use the funding for a 

geotechnical study, or the Delphia/Melstone 

Water Users Association to use the water right.  

If that is the case, the water right would have to 

be modified as well. It expires at the end of 2020. 
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Musse lshe l l  Watershed Coa l i t i on
August - September, 2019  Coordinator Update

• AIS Funding
• Monitoring Kits
• Continued Education and 

Outreach
• Cooperative Weed Management 

Area
• Draft Strategic Plan
• MCC salt cedar crews
• October 8 meeting

• Tours – Range Tour, MSU 
Grasslands Resilience Tour

• 2020 BSWC Members
• Nebraska Water Tour, Beaver

Meeting, Fort Peck Hydrology 
Workshop, LMCD, GCCD

Coordinator Activities

Above Average River Flows, Soil Moisture and 2-week Projections



Musselshell Watershed Coalition                                                

2019 Volunteer Salinity Monitoring Program 

Project Goals: 

 
 The goal of this monitoring project is to simultaneously collect credible, useful salinity data while also providing a method for 

education and outreach about water resources.  Sedimentation/erosion and weeds have been raised as topics of concern and will be 

monitored alongside salinity. Salinity is addressed by using specific conductance meters, while sedimentation/erosion and weeds are 

addressed through photo point monitoring.  This program serves to engage local water users and/or water managers in data collec-

tion to increase awareness about water quality, to produce locally collected data that can be used in public education efforts to foster 

stewardship and increase communication about water resources within the Musselshell River basin, and to collect photo documenta-

tion of bank condition changes through time, which could help MWC identify areas in need of shoreline or ecological restoration due 

to sedimentation/erosion and weeds. 

The Musselshell River is part of a unique 

combination of mountain and prairie 

stream watershed systems located in Cen-

tral Montana. Originating in the Crazy, Cas-

tle, and Little Belt Mountains, the Mus-

selshell flows over 300 miles from its 

source near Martinsdale, MT to its conflu-

ence with the Missouri at Fort Peck Reser-

voir. Late spring rainfall and snowmelt 

from the valley's bordering mountain rang-

es are responsible for the majority of the 

Musselshell's in-stream flows throughout 

the year. The 9,500 square mile drainage of 

the Musselshell encompasses a varied land-

scape including ponderosa pine woodlands, 

sagebrush dominated plateaus, short grass 

prairie, and a thin ribbon of riparian corri-

dor characterized by cottonwood galleries 

and thickets of willow.  

 The valley's economy is centered 

on agriculture with dry-land farming and 

ranching operations representing the ma-

jority of agricultural production. Mineral 

extraction has also long been present in the 

valley, namely coal mining in the Bull 

Mountains south of Roundup, MT. Since the 

late 19th century, many significant altera-

tions have been made to the Musselshell 

River floodplain. Most significantly, the 

now defunct “Milwaukee Road” railway 

running adjacent to the Musselshell for a 

large extent of its reach shortened the 

river's original channel length and prohib-

ited it from accessing its floodplain. Histori-

cally, the Mussellshell was commonly de-

watered during late summer months due to 

irrigation withdrawals.  

Project Design: 

 
 Sampling was conducted on the Mus-

selshell River and one of its tributaries from the 

confluence of its north and south forks to its 

confluence with Flatwillow Creek upstream 

from Fort Peck Reservoir. The tributary, Care-

less Creek, will be monitored at its confluence 

with the Musselshell. Most sample sites are laid 

out above and below major points of diversion 

and confluences, others are laid out above and 

below human developments. Twelve sites were 

monitored in total. The Musselshell River differs 

significantly from its upper to lower reaches, 

transitioning from a mountain to a prairie 

stream system, with the sites laid out to capture 

those differences. Proximity of sites to USGS 

gaging stations was also taken into account, 

such as the Mosby and Musselshell bridge sta-

tions. 

Project Overview: 



Musselshell Watershed Coalition 2019 Salinity Data Summary 
Specific Conductance (SC) is the amount of electricity that water will conduct and is directly related to how much salt is suspended in 

the water. The USDA has designated 3000 µS/cm as the irrigation warning threshold. Water with a SC above this concentration may 

cause drought stress in crops and/or unpalatability of stock water. 

USDA NRCS April 2019 Western Snowpack and Water Supply Conditions for Montana:  
“While it may not have seemed like an overtly dry March, largely due to all the snow left on the ground across the state from the 
cold and wet weather in February, it ended up being one of the driest on record at some SNOTEL sites. Fortunately, February end-
ed up being such a big month that the snowpack totals on April 1st remain near to above normal, except in northern basins where 
snowpack for this date is below normal.“ 

The lowest specific conductance reading 

was taken at Two Dot in early June for a 

value of 476 µS/cm. While this is not the 

lowest single data point since data col-

lection began in 2015, the year has had 

the lowest average data in said 

timeframe. 

The highest conductance for the year 

was on Careless Creek at 2,378 µS/cm 

taken in late April. Because the charac-

teristics of the off-river site, mainly its 

modest flow rate compared to other 

sites, it is to be expected to see high var-

iation. On-river, the highest SC reading 

was Below Flatwillow at 1,691 µS/cm 

also taken in late April 

2019 was a great water year for the region. The Musselshell flows past Roundup remained higher than average throughout the 
season. Snow pack was average this year, suggesting that the surplus of water came from the consistent and intense summer 
storms. 2019 was also a great year for salinity. This was the lowest specific conductance year since the monitoring program’s in-
ception. The sites split into two distinct groups, the upper sites including and above ‘Below Careless’ were more constant and 
lower than the lower sites- ‘HWY 87’ and below. While this is to be expected, the degree, and the clear delineation between the 
two groups suggests there may be something happening between the Careless Creek Confluence, and Roundup. Creating an addi-
tional point in the gap to better understand the trend, which has be relatively constant and apparent in all the years data is rec-
ommended.  
A variety of stakeholders and water users were spoken to with the goal of gauging support for the program. Many expressed ap-
preciation for the project and the data it produces, using it for primarily irrigation and grant writing purposes. The current volun-
teers have expressed interest in continuing their role into the 2020 monitoring season.  

MWC, MSEWQ 2019 Website: 

http://waterquality.montana.edu/

musselshell/salinity/ 
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Mark your Calendars for the 
Next MWC Meeting! 

The Musselshell Watershed Coalition will hold its 
next regular bi-monthly meeting 
at noon on Tuesday, December 10 in Roundup at 
noon – location to be determined! 

 

  

Keep Up with Activities in the Musselshell 
• • • 

Musselshell Watershed Coalition  

Bi-Monthly Meetings 2019: 

February 12 

April 9 

June 11 

August 13 

October 8 

December 10 
 

Contact: Coordinator, Laura Nowlin 

musselshellwc@gmail.com 

406-429-4832 

 

 

 

 

For Musselshell Watershed Projects: 

 

DNRC Floodplain Mapping: 

Tiffany Lyden 

TLyden@mt.gov  

 

DEQ Watershed TMDL Planning: 

Lou Volpe 

LVolpe@mt.gov 

 

AML Roundup Reach Reclamation Projects: 

Scott Graham 

SGraham3@mt.gov  

 

MT Fish, Wildlife, and Parks Projects: 

Mike Ruggles 

mikeruggles@mt.gov  

 

And, from our DNRC Water planner, Michael Downey, some encouraging news – for the first 

time since September 19, 2011, Montana is free from any drought status! 
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