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A b s t r a c t

Lathrop, Jason, A pril 2004 Environm ental S tudies

C om m ittee Chair: N eva H assanein  (t )

"Analysis o f Business Leaders' Attitudes Toward Conservation, Public Lands, 
and Urban Growth"

Because of its ab u n d an t na tu ra l am enities, the F lathead region has experienced 
rap id  popu la tion  increases and changes in its economic structu re  over the last 
decade. As the regional econom y's relationship to natu ra l resources evolves, the 
in terests of the business com m unity will continue to in teract w ith  public resource 
policy. This s tu d y  sought to understand  the attitudes of business leaders in 
F lathead C ounty  tow ard  Glacier N ational Park, change in the region, and  
environm ental conservation.

Business leaders w ere chosen a t random  from  area C ham ber of Com m erce 
m em ber lists and a d irect m arketing database p roduced  by  InfoUSA. A total of 
80 business leaders from  seven b roadly  defined sector groups partic ipated  in the 
study. A total of 80 business proprie tors and m anagers w ere in terv iew ed in 
F lathead C ounty  during  the sum m er of 2002. These indiv iduals w ere asked 
about their attitudes tow ard  Glacier N ational Park, conservation, g row th  in  the 
region, and  g row th  m anagem ent. Interview s w ere conducted using qualitative 
research m ethods: one-on-one, in-depth  interview s generally a t the responden t's  
places of business. Interview s w ere tape recorded and entered  into an  Access 
database for coding and  analysis.

W ith near unanim ity , these business leaders say they live in the Flathead 
because they value the ou tdoor recreation opportun ities and  the com m unity  of 
people a ro u n d  them. A bout a quarte r of these business leaders expressed 
su p p o rt for the environm ental m ovem ent, w hile others called for "balance." 
A bout half of these business leaders voiced strong expressions of frustra tion  w ith  
elem ents of the environm ental m ovem ent, expressing particu lar concern about 
reduced  tim ber harvest, road  closures and to a lesser extent wolf recovery efforts. 
A bout half believe spraw l and  h aphazard  g row th  could in the long ru n  begin  to 
act as a d rag  on  the econom y. M any expressed concern abou t loss of open  space 
and  farm land. M any cannot identify any curren t leaders they believe represen t 
their in terests regarding  how  grow th  should  be m anaged in the valley.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Ta b l e  o f  c o n t e n t s

ABSTRACT.................................................................................................................................II

TABLE OF CONTENTS..............................................................................  I ll

I. INTRODUCTION...................................................................................................................1

II. METHODS.....................................   3
A . O v e r a l l  a p p r o a c h  a n d  r a t i o n a l e .......................................................................................................3
B . S a m p l i n g ............................................   4
C . D a t a -g a t h e r in g  m e t h o d s ........................................................................................................................... 6
D . D a t a  a n a l y s i s  p r o c e d u r e s ....................................................................................................................... 6

III. CONTEXT: GROWTH IN THE FLATHEAD REGION..........................................8

III. KEY FINDINGS................................................................................................................ 13
A . S u m m a r y  OF o b s e r v a t i o n s ...................................................................................................................... 13

IV. SUMMARY OF RESULTS............................................................................................. 16
A . R e s p o n d e n t s ’ b a c k g r o u n d s ..................................................................................................................16
B . A t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  G l a c ie r  N a t i o n a l  P a r k .............................................................................. 21
C . L ife  a n d  b u s i n e s s  in  t h e  F l a t h e a d ................................................................................................... 3 0
D . C h a n g e  in  t h e  F l a t h e a d ........................................................................................................................... 3 8
E . A t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  t h e  c o n s e r v a t io n  m o v e m e n t ..................................................................5 0
F . R e a c t io n s  t o  s t a t e m e n t s ..........................................................................................................................5 9
F . R e s p o n d e n t s ’ a t t it u d e s  t o w a r d  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  n a t u r a l  c o u n t r y .................... 6 5
G . R e s p o n d e n t s ’ a t t it u d e s  t o w a r d  “ s p r a w l ” .............................................................................. 73
H . Im p l ic a t io n s /R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s ........................................................................................................81
H o s t il it y  t o  C a l if o r n ia n  a t t i t u d e s ...............................................................................  8 2
W a t e r  Q u a l i t y ........................................................................................................................................................8 7
I. P e r s o n a l  s t a t e m e n t .......................................................................................................................................91

APPENDIX A: DISCUSSION GUIDE................................................................................94

APPENDIX B: RECRUITMENT INSTRUMENT.......................................................... 99

BIBLIOGRAPHY...................................................................................................................100

in

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



I. In t r o d u c t io n

In the sum m er of 2002, the N ational Parks C onservation  A ssociation 

Glacier Field office in itiated  an  inform ational cam paign  and  series of studies 

called "H ealthy  Parks, H ealthy  C om m unities." This project w as in tended  to 

foster a new  und erstan d in g  of the reg ion 's econom ic relationship  to G lacier 

N ational Park  am ong its principal audience, the F lathead business com m unity .

To su p p o rt this cam paign, I conducted  a qualita tive s tu d y  exam ining the 

opinions of the Flathead A rea business com m unity  tow ard  Glacier N ational 

Park, conservation generally, an d  the reg ion 's econom y. I conducted  in terview s 

w ith  80 business ow ners and  m anagers du rin g  sum m er 2002 and  sum m arized  

these findings d u rin g  the fall. This sum m ary  p rov ided  analysis pertinen t to  the 

N PC A 's "H ealthy  Parks, H ealthy C om m unities" project an d  w as cited as a 

principal investigative source for their docum ent, "G atew ay to  Glacier: The 

E m erging Econom y of F lathead C ounty."

Because the rep o rt furn ished  to the N PCA  w as in tended  for public release, 

it avo ided  specific m essage an d  strategy recom m endations. This professional 

p aper w ill take this extra step, develop ing  recom m endations for how  the 

F lathead  conservation com m unity  can m ake its m essage m ore effectively 

com m unicated .

The F lathead reg ion 's  econom y an d  the nearby w ild  lands includ ing  

G lacier N ational Park  are in terdependen t. The high-quality  natural am enities
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attrac t v isitors an d  in-m igrants w ho  fuel the reg ion 's  dynam ic construction, 

retail, an d  tou rist trades. Defense of the am enities depends in p a rt on  advocacy 

by the industries benefited. H ow ever, the success of the econom y also th reatens 

the relationship. G lacier N ational P a rk —like o ther na tu ra l areas bordered  by fast 

g row ing  com m unities—faces th reats to its ecological health  rela ted  to the rap id , 

unp lanned  g row th  just beyond the p ark  boundaries. P roposed  subdivisions, coal 

m ines, retail developm ent, and  h ighw ay expansion projects near the park  

th rea ten  w ater and  air quality  an d  w ildlife populations. The F lathead C ounty  

econom y— like o ther econom ies d ep en d en t on  n a tu ra l am enities — faces risks 

related  to the deterioration  of the natu ra l am enities. In ad d itio n  to deg raded  

ecological conditions, traffic congestion, com m ercial developm ent u nsu ited  to 

the aesthetic character of the region, and  overtaxed park  in frastructu re also 

th rea ten  the visitor experience. Activists hop ing  to address issues rela ted  to this 

in terdependence w ill be served by a clearer u n d erstan d in g  of the local business 

com m unity 's a ttitudes tow ard  park  and  conservation in  general.

Q ualitative research of this k ind  cannot be generalized to the popula tion  

as a w hole. It p rovides an  in -dep th  exam ination  of the beliefs and  th o u g h t 

processes of these 80 respondents. This can be used  to develop language and  

m essages th a t w ould  likely resonate favorably  w ith  the respondents.
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II. M e t h o d s

A. Overall approach and rationale
The goal of th is study  w as to develop  an  in -dep th  u n d ers tan d in g  of the 

business com m unity 's  a ttitudes to w ard  conservation. G lacier N ational Park, and  

u rban  g row th  issues in the F lathead region. A quan tita tive opin ion  poll could  

have furnished som e insight abou t a ttitudes tow ard  specific questions, b u t the 

N PCA hoped  to discover new  a ttitud inal trends an d  develop  a better 

u nderstand ing  of the com m on language used  by partic ipants to describe issues 

in their valley. Q ualitative interview s served these goals best. A relatively high 

num ber of responden ts (n=80) w as considered desirable in th is case as the NPCA 

w an ted  to  m ake som e com parisons am ong a variety  of ind u stry  groups.

Interview s w ere conducted  using open-ended  questions from  a structu red  

discussion guide. Q uestions w hen  first asked w ere read  verbatim  from  the 

discussion guide, a ttem pting  to gauge the responden ts ' initial reactions to the 

sam e question  stim ulus. P robing w as then  gradually  narrow ed  to m ake su re  the 

answ er received w as on-topic. The four m ain  topic areas covered  included:

: Personal background  and  attitudes tow ard  life in  the F lathead

< Business background, description, and  a ttitudes tow ard  business

❖ A ttitudes tow ard  change in  the valley over tim e an d  governm ent 

responses

❖ A ttitudes tow ard  G lacier N ational Park and  conservation activities
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In  addition , responden ts w ere asked to react to a series of five statem ents 

on the topics discussed. These sta tem ents w ere read  an d  p resen ted  as sim ilarly 

as possible to  each responden t (see A ppendix  B).

B. Sampling
The popu la tion  of in te re s t—business leaders in the F lathead reg io n —w as 

determ ined  by the N PC A 's priorities. Some arb itrary  decisions h ad  to be m ade 

abou t w hom  to  include in this g roup , given the relatively h igh  percentage of 

sm all-businesses an d  self-em ployed w orkers in the region. The in tention  of the 

study  w as to u nderstand  the opinions of those operating  "businesses" in the 

trad itional sense, hav ing  an  influence in the com m unity  an d  a t least som e non­

fam ily em ployees.

Ideally, respondents w ou ld  have been recru ited  from  a com prehensive 

database of ind iv idual p roprie to rs in the region, using  screening criteria  to 

exclude those w ho d id  no t fit the client's defin ition of interest. H ow ever, given 

cost an d  d a ta  source constraints, w e w ere forced to  use lists th a t contained  at 

least som e inform ation allow ing us to screen p rio r to contact. The business 

leaders in terv iew ed w ere  chosen a t random  from  all area C ham ber of Com m erce 

m em ber lists and  a d irect m arketing  database p roduced  by InfoUSA. The 

C ham ber listing p rov ided  a w ell-m aintained  list of m ed ium  to  large em ployers 

b iased to w ard  civic involvem ent. In this, it represen ted  a g roup  of businesses
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well m atched  to the clients needs. H alf of ou r responden ts w ere d raw n  from  the 

C ham ber listings. The o ther half w ere taken from  the direct m arketing  database 

so th a t the final total g roup  w ou ld  include a substantial g roup  of bo th  C ham ber 

and  non-cham ber m em bers.

A total of 80 business leaders from  seven b roadly  defined  sector g roups 

partic ipated  in the study. R espondents w ere recru ited  w ith  an  in troducto ry  letter 

(see A ppendix  A) and  follow -up phone call. N o com pensation  w as p a id  for 

participation. A total of 340 letters w ere m ailed over the course of the sum m er, in  

tw ice w eekly batches of 20 or 40, depend ing  on the num ber of interview s 

curren tly  scheduled (and therefore the urgency of scheduling  m ore in  the near 

term ). D uring  follow -up calls to these 340 letter recipients, 38 ind iv iduals 

contacted by phone refused to participate. Tw elve of those contacted agreed  to 

the in terv iew  bu t d id  no t m eet the in terview er a t the appo in ted  time. The vast 

m ajority of failed recru itm ent a ttem pts w ere d u e  to reasons such as the 

following:

• repeated  m essages w en t u n re tu rn ed

• num ber no longer in service

•  m anager no  longer em ployed a t business

These varied  reasons w hy  the recru itm ent process d id  no t alw ays n e t an  

in terv iew  com plicate som ew hat the calculation of a non-response rate. Based on 

letters sent, the response ra te  w as 23% (340 le tte rs /80 com pleted  interview s).
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Based on  appeals for an  in terv iew  m ade to the po ten tia l in terv iew ee by phone, 

the response rate w as 67%.

C. Data-gathering methods
Interview s averaged  40 m inutes, none shorter th an  20 m inutes and  several 

lasting  over one hour. The m ajority, 68 interview s, w as conducted  a t the 

responden ts ' places of business, the rem ain ing  12 by phone.

N early  all conversations w ere tape recorded  w ith  the inform ed consent of 

the responden ts (one responden t refused and  several w ere no t successfully 

recorded  d u e  to technical problem s or am bient noise). N otes, taken by  hand  

d u rin g  the interview s on p re-p rin ted  discussion guides, served as the prim ary  

source for en try  of data  into the Access softw are. Tapes w ere used  as a backup 

w here note taking p roved  unreliable d u e  to environm ental or personal factors in 

each in terv iew  (e.g. aw kw ard  seating, in terv iew  conducted  over a meal).

D. Data analysis procedures
All interview s w ere sum m arized  and  coded in  a M icrosoft Access 

database. In  general, responden t com m ents w ere sum m arized  com prehensively  

using  abbreviation an d  outlin ing techniques. W hen com m ents w ere particularly  

germ ane or insightful, verbatim  quotations w ere inserted  into response fields for 

la ter use.

Follow ing en try  of all response codes, responden ts w ere  separated  into 

g roups based  on a varie ty  of specific characteristics for the pu rpose  of m aking
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com parisons betw een types of respondent. For exam ple, seven industry  

categories w ere chosen to  encom pass all potential em ployers, w ith  the 

expectation th a t differences of opin ion w ou ld  likely exist betw een  them . It w as 

supposed  th a t representatives from  the m anufacturing  sector w ou ld  express 

m ore resistance to  conservation those in  v isitor services. In add ition , "d u ra tio n  of 

residence in  the F lathead" w as determ ined  in  advance to be a variable of possible 

notable influence on environm ental outlook. In addition , as the in terview s w ere 

sum m arized  o ther categories w ere created. For exam ple, life m igration  h istory  

(e.g. " re tu rn ed  Flathead native" or "am enity  m igrant") w as found  to  be a 

characteristic w ith  som e explanatory  value regard ing  environm ental attitudes. 

These group ings w ere used  in an  a ttem p t to  u n d erstan d  tendencies in various 

subsets of responden ts and  develop an  u nderstand ing  of how  life circum stances 

and  a ttitu d e  tow ard  the environm ent interact.
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. C o n t e x t : G r o w t h  in  t h e  F l a t h e a d  r e g io n

Like o ther areas graced w ith  desirable natu ra l am enities and  quality  of 

life, F lathead  C ounty is g row ing  rapid ly . This g row th  has created  favorable 

econom ic conditions for m any of the business leaders in terv iew ed in  this study.

It has also, as in o ther fast-grow ing regions in the Rocky M ountain  W est, b rough t 

som etim es-undesirable change to the valley—declining open  space, increasing 

traffic congestion, increased com m ercial spraw l. It is in this con tex t—a desirable 

region undergo ing  g row th  faster th an  anyone can qu ite m ake sense — th a t this 

study  w as conducted.

G row th  in the region over the past few  decades has been sustained  and 

rapid . U.S. Census d a ta  also dem onstrates this doubling  in popu la tion  since 1960, 

from  abou t 33,000 residents to nearly  75,000 in 200:

Flathead County Population

80,000
70.000
60.000
50.000
40.000
30.000
20.000 
10,000

0

74,471

32,965

51,966

39,460

59,218

I960  1970 1980 1990 2000

Source: U.S. Census Data

As Larry Sw anson notes, "F lathead  C ounty  and  the larger F lathead Valley are is 

one of M ontana 's  principal 'pockets ' of popu la tion  g row th  an d  the county  is one 

of the fastest g row ing  counties in M ontana. D uring  the last decade the coun ty 's
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p o p u la tio n  grew  by 26 percent, rank ing  it the 6^  fasted  in  g row th  am ong 

M ontana 's  56 counties" (Swanson, 2002).

The sheer num bers of ind iv iduals m oving  to the reg ion  belies the natu re

of this g row th  in changing the  face and  cu ltu re  of the valley. M ost of the g row th

com es from  net in-m igration, new com ers seeking a quality  of life in an  area th a t

p rides itself o n  its d istinctive local culture:

The principal source of recent popu la tion  g row th  in F lathead C ounty  
is net m igration. N et in-m igration for the county, w hich  to ta led  only 
2,800 du rin g  the 1980s, increased to  over 12,000 d u rin g  the 1990s. 
(Swanson, 2002).

These g row th  trends are well docum ented  to be afflicting the entire w est, if 

m ore in tensely in certain highly desirable locations near na tu ra l am enities. 

H ow ever, in M ontana, the increase in popu la tion  is associated w ith  a m ore 

greedy use of undeveloped  land. As seen in the chart developed  from  W estern 

Futures project data  below, M ontana has seen its g reatest increases in exurban 

land  uses, one un it per 10 to 40 acres. W hile this sta te 's  to tal an d  percentage 

p opu la tion  g row th  has been less dram atic than  o ther W estern state, its use of 

open, generally  form erly agricultural land  has been  m ore intensive.
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Figure 2: Percent population change, 1960-1990 (various land uses)

180 !     — 156
137

119   "'26130

80 > 58
45

30 l®-

-20 h -5 .1

Population Urban/Suburban (> Low Density Exurban <1 unit per Rural (< 1 unit per 
2 units per acre) Suburban (1 unit 10 to 40 acres) 40 acres)

per 0.5 to 10 acres)

All W estern S ta tes ■  Montana

Source: Western Futures Project data

Surveys have show n residen t dissatisfaction w ith  the level of open  space 

and  the rate  of developm ent, am ong both  tourists and  residents. A ccording to 

data  from  the U niversity of M ontana 's Institu te for Tourism  an d  Recreation 

Research, only 42% of Kalispell residents believe "there is adequate  undeveloped  

space in m y com m unity ," com pared  to 58% statew ide. M ore significantly, 76% 

of Kalispell residen ts agree w ith  the statem ent "I am  concerned w ith  the 

po ten tia l d isappearance of open space in  m y com m unity ." A poll of Kalispell 

area C ham ber of Com m erce m em bers show ed th a t 55% of them  believe there 

should  be m ore land use p lann ing  in the reg ion  (A&A Research, 2001).

D espite this lack of su p p o rt for the cu rren t approaches to  land  use 

p lann ing  in the Flathead, it is no t clear th a t this frustra tion  inspires them  to 

su p p o rt the conservation agenda. Focus groups conducted  by Belden,

Russonello, & S tew art Research an d  C om m unications reinforce the findings tha t 

residen ts of the F lathead Valley, bo th  city and  county  dw ellers, are generally  not

10
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su p p o rtiv e  of the environm ental m ovem ent. W hile they are g uarded ly  in  favor of 

city p lanning , they  are reluctan t to com prom ise their ow n  righ ts and  feel the 

cu rren t processes d o  n o t include them . "A nxieties abou t g ro w th  are 

com pounded  by vo ters ' d is tru st of public officials to m ake w ise decisions.

N early every person  in the g roups h ad  a story  abou t a local p lann ing  or political 

decisions th a t w as co rrup t or stup id  or both." (Belden, Russonello, & Stew art, 

2002).

D espite this dissatisfaction, also evidenced in  this rep o rt's  findings below, 

som e m easures of quality  of life in  the region  are positive. For exam ple, Sw anson 

show s th a t p er capita incom e in inflation-adjusted dollars has steadily  increased 

over the  last few  decades, despite popu lar conception of a local econom y tha t has 

been "hollow ed out" w ith  the loss of h igh-paying natu ra l resource w ages. "Per 

capita incom e in F lathead C ounty  has risen from  less than  $15,000 in  1975 

(m easured in  1996 inflation-adjusted dollars) to m ore than  $21,000 today. Per 

capita incom e in the area is rough ly  com m ensurate w ith  per capita incom e levels 

in  o ther areas of the W est o ther is sim ilar in popu la tion  size" (Swanson, 2002). 

Sw anson 's findings are consistent w ith  com m ents m ade by ind iv idual business 

leaders in terv iew ed for this study , all of w hom  rep o rt a t least steady, if n o t 

im proving, business fortunes.

G row th  in the F lathead has created a challenging set of conditions, for the 

valley 's leadersh ip  an d  citizens. The region stands a t a critical junctu re as it 

decides how  to  g rapp le  w ith  the econom ic an d  dem ographic forces a t w ork. As
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this new  cen tury  plays out, F lathead C ounty m ust choose w hether to re ta in  som e 

piece of their essential character or join m ost of the rest of the country  in  

su rren d erin g  their character to ou tside forces.

12
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. K e y  f in d in g s

A. Summary of observations

❖ W ith near unanim ity , these business leaders say they live in the F lathead 

because they value the ou tdoor recreation opportun ities an d  the 

com m unity  of people a round  them . Every one of them  cherishes the 

region  as a uniquely  w onderfu l place to live.

❖ They also cherish G lacier N ational Park. A m ajority rep o rt u sing  it a t least 

several tim es a year, m any as often as weekly. They consider it a regional 

treasure  and  largely praise park  m anagem ent.

❖ O n  the w hole, they do  no t conduct business in  the F lathead  for the m oney. 

They believe they have "g iven  som ething  u p" econom ically for the 

am enities and com m unity  they so highly value.

: D espite this, business is good for m ost of them . G row th  has b rough t

increased prosperity  for m any business ow ners. A t w orst, they  describe 

their incom es as "stable."

❖ M ost believe city an d  county  p lanners have n o t adequately  resp o n d ed  to 

the increased developm ent in the valley. W hile they  do  no t agree on what, 

they do  believe m ore action is needed.

13
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<■ M any cannot identify  any curren t leaders they believe rep resen t their 

in terests regard ing  how  grow th  should  be m anaged  in the valley.

❖ A bout half believe spraw l and  "haphazard" g row th  could  in  the long ru n  

begin  to act as a d rag  on the econom y.

❖ A bout half of these business leaders voiced strong  expressions of 

frustra tion  an d  opposition  to the environm ental m ovem ent. O nly abou t a 

q uarte r expressed support. O thers called for "balance."

R educed tim ber harvest, road  closures, and  to a lesser extent w olf 

recovery efforts have insp ired  particularly  strong frustra tion  an d  

resentm ent.

❖ M any w ho dism iss v irtually  all claim s of environm entalists articu lated  a 

clear sense th a t ongoing developm ent in  the county could  th rea ten  w ater 

quality.

❖ Em ployers from  sectors offering h igher pay  or m ore rew ard ing  w ork  

seem  m ore likely to describe the F lathead area w orkforce as excellent, 

a ttribu ting  this to the lure of the reg ion 's am enities.

❖ Some responden ts clearly articulated  a "pu rpose" for w ild  country  near 

an d  in the F lathead in the course of the interview s. Those w ho d id  

generally  characterized these lands as "for" h u m an  purposes, such as 

econom ic benefit or recreation. It is likely th a t m essages em phasiz ing  the
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benefit to  people of responsible conservation w ill resonate better than  

m essages targeting  the inheren t benefits of unspo iled  landscapes.

15

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



IV. S u m m a r y  o f  r e s u l t s

A. Respondents’ backgrounds

1. Who are the respondents?

The partic ipants in  this s tu d y  include 80 business leaders from  Flathead

C ounty. M ost are business ow ners. O ne-th ird  are general m anagers or in  a few

cases departm en t m anagers. Their average age is 50, rang ing  from  28 to 72.

The large m ajority of responden ts conduct business in Kalispell or its

outskirts. A bout a quarte r of the responden ts conduct business near or in

W hitefish, C olum bia Falls, Som ers, or Bigfork.

R espondents are broadly  representative of overall industry^ in  the

F lathead Valley. For the purposes of this study , responden ts w ere g rou p ed  and

recru ited  by sectors including;

❖ M anufactu ring  (11 responden ts): All goods-producing  firm s, 

including the w ood p roducts industry .

❖ Local R etail (14): Retail firm s prim arily  catering  to non-tourists.

❖ C onstructio iyR eal Estate (12): Including  architecture, engineering, and  

rela ted  services firms.

1 These sectors were based on SIC codes with some recombination to reflect functional 
relationship to growth, conservation, tourism, and Glacier National Park. For example, 
construction and real estate share many of the benefits of population growth, though they are in 
separate SIC categories. This was done to generate a number of sector categories appropriate to 
the scope of this study, yet still encompassing all employers in the valley.

16

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



❖ V isito r Services (11): All non-goods p roducing  an d  retail firm s 

prim arily  catering to tourists.

: H ea lth  C are (11): Including m assage therapists, dental professionals,

an d  health  care firm  su p p o rt services.

❖ B usiness Services (11): All non-goods p roducing  firm s prim arily  

catering to o ther firms.

❖ Services (10): All non-goods p roducing  firm s prim arily  catering  to 

non-tourist households.

It is crucial to note th a t these sectors are approxim ations. M any firm s cater to 

bo th  o ther firm s an d  households, for exam ple. In these cases, for the pu rpose  of 

categorizing, they w ere included in w hichever g roup ing  best describes the 

largest share of their business (self described).

R ecruiting partic ipants from  extractive in d u stry  w as problem atic for this 

study . O nly tw o representatives from  the w ood p roducts industry  w ere 

in terv iew ed an d  neither w as particu larly  represen tative of the m ainstream  

tim ber industry . This shou ld  be k ep t in  m ind  w hile in terp reting  the findings 

here.

In m any situations, the sector a responden t w orks in  says som eth ing  

abou t how  he or she perceives the issues addressed  in  this study. T hroughou t 

th is docum en t these sector nam es w ill be used  in d iscussing this association.

17

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



These g roup  sizes are no t in tended  to reflect the overall size of the sectors 

relative to one another in  the actual econom y. W ith qualita tive research of this 

k ind, it is app rop ria te  to speak w ith  enough  representatives, abou t 10-15, to get 

an  overall sense of how  each sector feels abou t a certain  issue.

Three quarte rs (60) of these responden ts are  m em bers of one of the area 

C ham bers of Com m erce. The rem aining  20 are not. C ham ber m em bers exhibited 

som ew hat greater w illingness to participate, a selection bias likely rela ted  to  civic 

m indedness and  the overall quality  of the C ham ber m em ber m ailing data. In 

com paring  the C ham ber m em bers and  non-C ham ber m em bers, there are no 

notable differences in response. W hile there are certainly som e categorical 

differences betw een C ham ber and  non-C ham ber m em bers, neither g roup  

appears to perceive differently the issues addressed  by this study.

2. A targe majority of participants are migrants to the Flathead

These participants to ld  a w ide variety  of stories in explaining how  they

cam e to live in the F lathead Valley. The bulk  of them  (67 of 80) relocated to the

F lathead a t som e point, either from  elsew here in  the country  or elsew here in

M ontana. Tw enty-tw o responden ts are originally from  som e o ther p a rt of

M ontana (R eturn M ontanans and  N ative M ontanans). O nly th irteen  w ere born

and  raised  in  F lathead County.

Broadly they can be d iv ided  into five groups:
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•> "Am enity Migrants:" These respondents, 23 total, cam e to  live in  the 

F lathead Valley seeking the natu ra l am enities an d  lifestyle of the 

region, typically hav ing  no  previous ties to M ontana.

❖ "Return Montanans:" These nine partic ipants grew  u p  in  M ontana, 

spen t a long du ra tio n  of tim e aw ay, then  re tu rned , typically for the 

lifestyle and  to be nearer family.

"Native Flatheaders:" T hirteen of the 80 responden ts w ere bo rn  and  

raised in the F lathead and  have rem ained.

: "Native Montanans:" A nother th irteen  of these partic ipan ts are  native

to  som e o ther region of M ontana, b u t relocated to  the Flathead. In this 

regard  they tend  to share som e characteristics w ith  bo th  in-m igrants 

an d  N ative Flatheaders.

: "Other Migrants:" In all, 22 participants m oved  to the reg ion  from

som ew here ou tside of M ontana for reasons o ther th an  am enities, such 

as a job opportun ity  for them selves or a spouse.

M any of the a ttitudes expressed by the partic ipants are closely m atched to their 

relationships to  the F lathead Valley. These term s w ill be used  to describe the 

partic ipants w hen  their beliefs seem  rela ted  to how  they cam e to live in  the 

valley.

It is also useful to note th a t these categories underestim ate som ew hat the 

lu re  of the F lathead 's am enities. W hile 23 can be described as A m enity M igrants,
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a large num b er of R eturn  M ontanans and  N ative M ontanans w ere also, a t least in 

part, d raw n  to  the region by its am enities.

3. Those who came for the amenities have been in the valley the shortest time 

A m enity M igrants are.

on  the w hole, the new est to the 

region. This g roup  has lived in 

the valley for an  average of 13 

years. O ther m igrants have 

lived in the valley an  average of 

21 years.

Average years lived In Flathead
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N ative Flatheaders have lived in  the region  for an  average of 47 years, far 

longer than  the next group. N ative M ontanans (27 years).
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B. Attitudes toward Glacier National Park

1. Overwhelmingly, they value and treasure Glacier National Park

These partic ipants consider the park  very  im portan t to  them  personally,

often expressing a clear fondness o r feeling of ow nership . Even those few  w ho 

say they never go to the park  personally  usually  characterized  its m ere existence 

as at least som ew hat im portan t to them . "Even if you just like to go th ro u g h  it 

and  v isit it, it's  im portant. It's ju st the beau ty  of d riv ing  th rough , if tha t's  all you 

do," said the m anager of a Kalispell financial services firm.

As a Kalispell real estate firm  m anager explained, "W hy do I go to Glacier 

Park? It's the  p rettiest place I know  of on  p lanet earth . It alw ays m akes m e very, 

very  p ro u d  to live in northw est M ontana. It's a very  unusua l park. Y ou've got to 

get on  foot to enjoy i t . .. The sim plicity of h ik ing  an d  being able to see the beauty  

and  stop  w here  you w an t an d  go w here you w ant."

"I like tha t there are no people. The h ik ing  is spectacular. I like th a t there 's 

no th ing  ostentatious abou t the park . I like the w ildlife, how  accessible it is. There 

isn 't any th ing  I don 't like abou t the park ," said a health  care m anager from  

Kalispell.

In the ir use of the park  they  vary  w idely, from  dedicated , several-tim es- 

w eekly users to rare exceptions w ho consciously avoid  going to  the park.

❖ 27 partic ipants are frequent users of G lacier—typically  recreating  there

a t least weekly, som etim es year round
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❖ 37 are users of the park, hiking, cam ping, or picnicking in G lacier 3-10

tim es a year

❖ 13 avoid  the park, either preferring  to recreate on  less-restrictive public

lands or sim ply no t recreating ou tdoors a t all. O ne of the m ost 

com m on reasons to avoid  Glacier P ark  w as the P ark  Service ban  on 

firearm s, w hich m akes m any uncom fortable in  bear country.

W hile nearly  all partic ipants are  likely to highly  value G lacier Park, relative

new com ers to the valley are m ore likely to  use it often.

"I d o n 't know  tha t anyone can adequately  explain  w h at led them  to 
M ontana. There is a m agic here. I know  the first tim e I set eyes on 
Glacier Park, I w as absolutely aw estruck. I h ad  never seen any th ing  so 
m agnificent in all m y life. I vow ed  rig h t then  and  there  to  com e back 
an d  sure enough. It took a few  years... I to ld  m y w ife very  sim ply. 
Y ou're m y wife. G lacier Park  is m y m istress. I th ink  she understood." 
(Am enity m igrant, m anufacturing  facility, Kalispell)

N early half of A m enity M igrants an d  O ther M igrants say they use the 

p ark  very often and m ost of the rest use it occasionally.

In contrast, the large m ajority of N ative F latheaders and  N ative 

M ontanans only use the park  occasionally or avoid  it altogether (21 o u t of 26). 

"H onestly  I grew  u p  in Big Fork, and  I've found  for the people w ho have m oved 

here, it's m uch  m ore of a d raw  for them . O bviously it's an  am azing place and w e 

really value it, b u t I spend  m ore tim e at the lake and  do ing  that. So I'd  say 

F lathead Lake for m e personally  is just as big an  asset," said  a visitor services
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ow ner in  W hitefish. Or, as a tourist services m anager an d  F lathead  natives aid 

m ore succinctly, " the  G oing to the Sun Road is a g reat shortcu t to som e of m y 

favorite fishing area."

Reasons for th is vary. Some N ative F latheaders o w n  recreational p roperty  

on F lathead Lake or along the N orth  Fork Road and  prefer to recreate there. 

O thers stressed the restrictions in the park. "I d o n 't go in the park , m ostly  

because I d o n 't like the ir bear policy. If I go back into the w ilderness it's to get 

aw ay from  people, I don 't w an t to  be subjected to all their negative signs and  

people telling you w h at to do. It's a beautifu l place, a g reat place for tourists," 

explained a bank president.

Those partic ipants from  all g roups w ho  say they  only use the park  

occasionally tend  no t to p u rsue  highly  active ou tdoor pastim es, such as hik ing  or 

clim bing, a t all. They m ore often car cam p or drive th rough  to enjoy the scenery, 

typically w hen  out-of-area relatives or friends com e to visit.

O verw helm ingly, the people say they like the p ark  for its scenic beauty. 

O thers nam ed the w ildlife and  historical values, b u t scenic value dom inated  as 

the m ost im portan t aspect across all participants.

2 . They tend to consider the park “safe”

G lacier N ational Park is a very  non-controversial issue for these

partic ipants. As noted, they  value the park  highly. They also tend  to consider the

park  as "safe." Participants often used  w ords like "unchanging" and  "preserved"
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to describe the park. "It's p a rt of the magic of the park. It's a place w here  change 

occurs so slowly. M y paren ts honeym ooned in a cabin there an d  I can still w alk 

by it. It's a place w here  people can go to deny  the passage of tim e, explained a 

C olum bia Falls realtor.

M ost believe developm ent ou tside the p ark  w ou ld  no t have m uch  affect 

on the park  itself. Those few  w ho do perceive a th rea t ten d ed  only to nam e the 

erosion of the aesthetic character in  the canyon area. Just a  few  partic ipants noted  

effects such as the com prom ise of travel corridors or g razing  land  used  by 

resident wildlife.

This m ay im ply a certain  com placency, w hich  could  have som e 

im plications for advocacy organizations attem pting  to influence p ark  policy.

3. Going to the Sun Highway dominates current concerns

W hen asked w hat they believe the m ajor issues facing G lacier are, a clear

m ajority first nam ed the G oing to the Sun H ighw ay 's cu rren t state of d isrepair.

The road. G oing to the Sun Road is a real treasure and  1 th ink  w e shou ld  do

w hatever w e need to do  to fix th a t road. 1 hope tha t tha t road  will continue to be

used  by people," explained the m anager of a staffing service in  Kalispell.

W ith near unanim ity , those w ho expressed an  op in ion  believe the Park

Service shou ld  not close the road  com pletely to traffic d u rin g  any p a r t of the

season, b u t should  spend  w hatever it takes to repair the road.
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"The biggest issue w ith  Glacier?" asked a health  care adm in istra to r in 

Kalispell. "The federal governm ent g iving them  enough  m oney to m ain ta in  the 

park. For ev ery th in g ... ro ad  m aintenance, hiring enough  biologists an d  botanists 

to keep non-native plants out, restoring  the lodges, everyth ing ."

Follow ing this, the partic ipan ts m ost often cited the lodges, backcountry 

chalets, an d  general in frastructure as in  need of m aintenance attention. Very 

often they described the crow ding  as an  increasing problem , b u t m ost do  no t see 

it as som ething  tha t needs to be addressed  by increased infrastructure.

4. Overall, sector and “reason for living in the Flathead” do not influence park 
beliefs

N o clear patterns em erged w hen  com paring  these partic ipan ts ' attitudes 

tow ard  G lacier N ational Park  to their business sector or reason  for com ing to the 

F lathead. This seem s largely because of the broad  consensus th a t the p ark  is a 

w ell-m anaged regional treasure m erely in need  of repair. As a result, any  other 

attitudes tow ard  Glacier an d  p ark  m anagem ent do  no t com e u p  sufficiently often 

to  d raw  conclusions abou t w h at type of respondents feel this way.

5. Most believe park funding is currently insufficient

To the extent th a t these partic ipants know  any th ing  ab o u t park  funding,

they tend  to believe it is insufficient to m ain tain  the cu rren t infrastructure. M any 

describe this as a condition  persisting th roughou t the N ational Park system .
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O nly a sm all m inority  believes the Park Service cu rren tly  funds G lacier 

sufficiently. Even few er believe the park  does no t efficiently spend  the m oney 

curren tly  g iven  to it.

6. Glacier Park p lays a large role in the su c c e ss  o f  their b u s in e sse s

It is difficult for nearly  all of these responden ts to im agine life in the

Flathead Valley w ithou t the presence of G lacier N ational Park. W hen asked

abou t the im portance of G lacier to their businesses, m any sim ply h ad  trouble

responding. As a local retail ow ner explained, "The w ay I look a t it [Glacier] is

the anchor for everything a round  here. So m uch of every th ing  that's going on

aro u n d  here w o u ld n 't be the w ay it is if it w asn 't next to the park. It's th a t one

entity  tha t's  there tha t's  com pletely different from  every th ing  else, even  the Bob."

"G lacier Park is im perative to the regional econom y. You've got real

estate. Because of its na tu ra l beauty, you 've got a natu ra l g row th  in the valley,"

said  a business services ow ner in W hitefish.

A Kalispell tourist services firm  ow ner explained, "E ven in G erm any they

can u n d erstan d  G lacier Park. In N ew  York, the w estern  states all blur. But w hen

they s ta rt looking u p  national parks. G lacier is som ething  they can key in  on.

They u n d erstan d  that."

O n the w hole, only those businesses tha t experience a spike in sales

volum e d u rin g  the sum m er m onths could quantify  the effect of Glacier. W hile
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th is g ro u p  included all of the obviously affected T ourist Services, a su rp rising  

range of o ther businesses experiences a d irect benefit from  to u rist traffic.

For exam ple, an  optical retailer described a 20% increase in business 

d u rin g  the sum m er m erely from  tourists losing their glasses, usually  d ro p p in g  

them  in  a lake. Em ployers across the secto rs—including  a da iry  distributor, 

grocery w holesaler, au to  parts d istributor, and  o thers — described sim ilar large 

increases in  sales directly  a ttribu ted  to the influx of people du rin g  the sum m er.

7. Construction/Real Estate most strongly report Glacier’s  benefits to business 

W hile they do  no t experience a sum m er volum e increase directly

attribu tab le to tourist traffic, responden ts in C onstruc tion /R eal Estate articulated

very clearly the im portance of Glacier.

Broadly speaking, these partic ipants described a F lathead econom y largely

drwen by in-m igration an d  the associated streng th  in the bu ild ing  an d  real estate

industries. They believe Glacier to be a key am enity in attracting  this m igration.

Big M ountain , F lathead Lake, and  the o ther public lands w ere also described as

p laying  a significant role.

M ost responden ts in C onstruc tion /R eal Estate fu rther reported  tha t the

presence of Glacier an d  the su rround ing  w ild  coun try  im proves their ability to

find an d  h ire  quality  w orkers.
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8. A small minority believe the park should be managed more for “people”

A  handfu l of partic ipants believe the p ark  should  be m anaged  w ith  less

em phasis on  w ilderness values and  m ore on accom m odating people. These 

responden ts tended  to advocate substantial expansions of the park 's  

infrastructure, including  ad d in g  new  blacktop road  an d  p av ing  of existing d irt 

roads.

9. A small minority desires a public transit system

A sm all m inority of these partic ipants expressed strong  en thusiasm  for the

developm ent of a public transporta tion  system  in Glacier. W hile only a handfu l 

voiced th is desire, the com m itm ent w ith  w hich  they  expressed it bears som e 

m ention.

As one dentist practicing in Kalispell explained, "It w o u ld  be nice if they 

had  som e k ind  of central transporta tion , a t som e po in t basically negate the use of 

cars in the park. I'm  no t talking abou t locking u p  the park. I'm  talking abou t you 

can go th ro u g h  the W est G ate and  you can get on a m onorail or a  bus, w hatever 

you w ant, you can go hiking, get off w herever you w ant, go h ik ing  an d  get back 

on. "

Even one general contractor, w ho w as generally opposed  to conservation, 

believes there is m erit in the idea, noting  "I rode the buses in  the G rand  C anyon 

and  it probably  m ade m y experience better than  it d id  d riv ing  m y car on  th a t 

p a rt of it."
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10. other thoughts on the park

A few  m iscellaneous attitudes tow ard  the park  w ere expressed only a few

tim es. These include;

❖ L eadership  is unresponsive to the needs of the valley 

: Park em ployees are lazy and  inefficient

•> Park  spends too m uch m oney

> C ondition  grizzly to fear people w ith  a lim ited h u n t

❖ Park should  no t be expanded

❖ Park should  w ork  h ard er to open the road  in the spring  

« The superin tenden t shou ld  stop  changing so often

•> Park should  increase m arketing  efforts
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C. Life and business in the Flathead

1. Participants like living in the Flathead

W ithout exception, these business leaders characterized  the F lathead as a

region  un iquely  w orth  living in. The m ajority h ad  m oved to the area in  their

lifetim es for the am enities it offers and  w ere no t d isappointed . N ot a single

responden t ta lked  of p lans to leave the area. M ost characterized it as "hom e." N o

d oub t such sentim ents w ou ld  be typical of a g roup  of m ostly  successful, well-

established business leaders anyw here. H ow ever, these responses are notable in

their unanim ity . As a m anager a t a business services firm  in  W hitefish explained,

"Because I'm  hom e. This is hom e. For m e to have this job in this area is a

com plete bonus as far as I'm  concerned."

"The sim ple life. The w ay life used  to  be" is w h at a staffing services

m anager says her fam ily sough t in com ing to  Kalispell.

"M y m other w ould  kill m e if I tried  to  move," said  a contractor from

Kalispell.

As the m anager of tourist services firm  explained, "I fell in  love w ith  the 

F lathead w hen  1 cam e here  w hen  I w as 14 years old. As soon as I g raduated  from  

college in  eastern  M ontana I got in  m y '69 Chevy p ickup  an d  w en t to Kalispell, 

M ontana."
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2. Recreation opportunities and community are the reasons they live in the valley

O verw helm ingly , these business leaders consider the recreation

opportunities and  the people in the com m unity as the m ost im portan t reasons to 

live in the F lathead region. This is am ong the clearest findings in th is study.

A to tal of 47 respondents vo lun teered  ou tdoor recreation w hen  explaining 

w h at they like abou t the region and  44 said either the people, ru ra l culture, or in 

som e cases fam ily relations. A great m any said both. N early all repo rted  one or 

the other. "I saw  the M ission M ountains an d  there  w as no going back," said a 

Kalispell local retail ow ner.

"I like the lifestyle. You got m illions of acres of recreational a rea ... The 

people. The people are friendly," explained a W hitefish am enity  m ig ran t from  

the east coast.

O nly 10 nam ed job opportun ities as a reason  to live in  the region. Only 

seven nam ed  natu ra l beauty  specifically, th ough  this characteristic w as very  

often  im plied in descrip tions of the natu ra l recreation.

3 . Disadvantages of life in the Flathead region vary

In  contrast to the b road  consensus abou t w h a t is good abou t life in  the

F lathead, there  w as a w ide  diversity  of opin ion  on w h at is not good abou t life in 

the F lathead.
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The m ost often nam ed d isadvantage of living in the F lathead is the 

difficulty in earn ing  income, cited by 17 respondents. (This particu lar find ing  

becom es m ore clear later du ring  discussion of the business environm ent.) 

"Financially personally  it's m ore expensive to live here. W ages are low er and  

costs are higher, com pared  to a lot of areas," said a business services operations 

m anager.

O ther com plaints cited included the lack of retail services and  cultural 

am enities. "I 'd  like to see a quality  venue for quality  entertainm ent. It'd  be nice to 

see a show  or m usical en tertainm ent and  no t have to go to Seattle," said a 

Kalispell m anufacturing  facility m anager.

O thers see the g row th  in  the valley as chief, if recent draw back. As a local 

retail ow ner explained, "This is a garden  of Eden. The problem  is the valley is 

g row ing so rapidly. The problem s I see is they 're not com ing for the beauty, 

they 're com ing to escape. A nd they 're bringing  their big city problem s w ith  

them ."

H ow ever, 17 responden ts said there are no d isadvan tages to liv ing in the 

F lathead. O ther d isadvantages cited  include:

The lack of cu ltu ra l opportun ities (theater, m usic, dining, etc.).

The long, gray  w inters.

Rapid popu la tion  grow th.

Lack of transporta tion  (air service. In terstate access).

Lack of shopp ing
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❖ A n excessive num ber of "greenies"

> "Local ignorance".

4. Business is good

N ot a single responden t reported  declining business volum e. A t w orst,

they described business as "stable." The m ajority  of responden ts w ho  addressed  

this said their businesses are grow ing.

❖ The Business Services, C onstruc tion /R eal Estate, and  M anufacturing 

sectors w ere notably m ore likely than  the o ther sectors to  rep o rt 

g row ing business.

This find ing  tends to m atch o ther data available on the state of the F lathead 

econom y. H ow ever, reporting  bias m ay play a larger role here than  in o ther 

sections, as som e responden ts w ou ld  be reluctan t to acknow ledge difficult times.

5. Few conduct business in the Flathead for the income

These partic ipants do  business in the  F lathead region because they  w an t

to live there, no t because of the financial opportun ities or the business climate. 

"The quo te  to use is 'poverty  w ith  a view .' I took a 50% pay  cu t to com e here," 

said the  ow ner of a com puter services firm  in W hitefish.

This find ing  is reinforced in o ther areas of the study , notably, the 

d iscussion of dow nsides to living in the area, am ong the m ost com m on of w hich
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w as "low er incom e." W hether it is true  or not, these respondents 

overw helm ingly  believe they have "g iven som ething up" in o rder to live in the 

F lathead  Valley. M any believe they could m ake m ore m oney in a larger city, 

even  relative to the greater cost of living in these areas. "W ages are low  so you 

know ," said  a business services m anager in Kalispell, "a lot of people live here 

an d  take a low er pay ing  job because of Glacier Park  in  their back door. I know  

that's  w hy  m y husband  and  I m oved here. W e took a 50% cut in pay to  be here. 

They valley is p retty  and  I like our valley. But I don 't cam p in our valley. I cam p 

in Glacier Park."

Interestingly, this is often true  of those w ho reported  th a t they cam e to the 

area specifically for a job opportun ity . This suggests tha t even in these cases the 

job opportun ity  w as only a p a rt of the reason they came.

6 . There is mixed opinion about the quality of the Flathead workforce

R espondents from  various sectors described very  different situations w ith

respect to  the quality  of the w orkforce in the F lathead Valley.

A bout a quarter of the responden ts consider the quality  of em ployees in 

the F lathead  to be very  high. O verw helm ingly, they a ttribu te this to the  lu re  of 

the F lathead 's ou tdoor recreation and  lifestyle am enities. A n architect from  

Kalispell explained, "I th ink  you can d raw  quality  people to this region 

com pared  to the rest of M ontana. I th ink  it's a destination  for new  graduates.
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really  qualified  people. I th ink  W estern M ontana, an d  especially the F lathead 

valley, has a better lure for quality  employees."

A nother q u arte r com plained of "lazy em ployees" and  a "declining w ork  

ethic." This ap p a ren t d isconnect m ay be rela ted  to  the types of jobs the 

em ployers are  try ing  to fill.

For exam ple, responden ts from  the Local Retail and  Business Services 

sectors w ere am ong those m ost likely to com plain  abou t the w orkforce quality. 

Those in  C onstruc tion /R eal Estate an d  V isitor Services tend  to be very  pleased 

w ith  the quality  of their em ployees. " It is a bonus. Q uite often that's  the reason 

people w an t to live here and  the reason they are w illing to  accept a lesser w age," 

said a m anager a t an  engineering  firm.

Participants from  the M anufacturing sector w ere evenly sp lit in  their 

response. O ne m anufacturing  facility ow ner said the quality  of life im proves the 

quality  of the  local w orkforce because they have "solved  som e of their em otional 

d istresses abou t n o t being w here they w an t to be an d  are able to focus m ore 

clearly on  the tasks a t hand...Em ployees are less m aterialistic and  therefore m ore 

focused and  content. In the larger cities there 's a m uch  greater occupation w ith  

the m aterial w orld."

This m ay im ply th a t there is a h igh-quality  pool of w orkers in  the F lathead 

seeking jobs tha t pay  well or are highly rew ard ing . They m ay sim ply be reluctant 

to take jobs in  retail or business services. This s tu d y  d id  n o t a ttem p t to m easure 

w orker preferences.
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Several partic ipants reported  tha t the labor m arket becam e noticeably 

tigh ter as soon as S tream  C orporation  began operations in  Kalispell.

7. The region’s  amenities contribute to higher quality health care

R epeatedly, physicians and  non-physician leaders in  the H ealth  Care

sector said  the high-value recreational am enities in the F lathead play a key role

in attracting  top M Ds to  the region. W hile physicians in  the F lathead regularly

com plained of the reduced  incom e they receive to practice in the  region, they

generally p raised  the quality  of life as fair com pensation. "For a com m unity this

size w e have alw ays been a t the  forefront of m edical technology," said a Kalispell

physician. "A nd  that's  one of the th ings tha t b rough t m e here —to be able to

practice in  a sm all tow n  tha t has specialty coverage and  a hospital that's as

advanced as they are."

This benefit does no t strongly  influence recru iting  of non-physician health

care professionals, how ever. N urses, clerical staff, and  technicians are

characterized  as largely "local."

In general, all H ealth  C are responden ts characterized the F lathead 's

m edical resources — personnel an d  facilities — as exceedingly good for an  area of

it size.
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8. Local Retail feels strong competitive pressures

Business leaders in the Local Retail sector w ere m ost likely to cite

com petition , particu larly  com petition from  com panies ou tside the region, as a

draw back  to  do ing  business in  the  Flathead.
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D. Change in the Flathead

1. Growth in the valley has expanded their businesses

As the  valley has grow n, business has increased for abou t half of these

respondents. This is the clearest finding  from  the discussion of grow th. Even

m any partic ipants w ho  bem oan changes in the region often adm itted  it has

enriched them  a t least som ew hat.

A bout half of these responden ts sa id  the g row th  has increased their 

business volum e.

•> Participants from  the C onstruction /R eal Estate sector are notably m ore 

likely to say g row th  has increased their business volum e.

2 . Growth has compromised the character of the Flathead Valley

O ther than  increased p rosperity  for them selves, these partic ipants see few

benefits in the changes th a t g row th  has b rough t to the Flathead. Overall, they

believe the valley has lost and  is con tinu ing  to  lose som e of its un ique

characteristics. "I th ink  so ... Yes, definitely. That's because of u np lan n ed  grow th.

Every road  you  take a rig h t on  there 's a m illion do llar house up  here, u p  som e

backcountry  road  righ t u p  on  top  of the hill. You th ink  you 're  in the m iddle of

now here, h u n tin g  even. All of a su dden  you see a big o ld  house p lastered  on  the

side of the m ountain."
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"Y ard lights, 20 acre ranches, no trespassing  signs. It's  a joke," said the 

ow ner of a tou rist services firm.

A m ong the changes they m ost lam ent:

•> Loss of open  space, farm  land

❖ Increase of spraw l

❖ Loss of ru ra l character

❖ Increased traffic density , "road  rage"

<• Increase in u rban  attitudes, anger

: Increase in  custom er service dem ands

❖ Decline of trad itional job base 

Increase in w ealth  d isparity

❖ Decline of central Kalispell retail area

Some of these changes are of g reater concern to som e g roups com pared  to others. 

Some are fairly universal concerns.

A fter increased traffic, the m ost frequen t lam ent is the loss of ru ra l 

character, cited  by responden ts across all groups. N ative M ontanans and  N ative 

F latheaders w ere m ore likely to describe this loss of ru ra l character in  term s of 

the a ttitu d es of new com ers, dem ise of the logging industry , and  increasingly 

dem an d in g  custom ers. "For m e there's a g reat deal of sadness," said a tou rist
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services m anager. "Because m y friends w ere the loggers w ho  d o n 't have any 

w ork  a n y m o re .. . I understand  w hy all tha t happens b u t it certainly changes the 

com m unity . It's a different baligam e."

O ne fairly com m on com plaint by business leaders w as the increasing 

sophistication  an d  dem ands placed on  them  by new  custom ers. As a general 

contractor explained, "A lso for us it's  custom er service. A lot of people m ove in 

from  California, O regon, W ashington elsew here in the U nited States and  their 

expectations for available p roducts and  custom er service are very different from  

w hat an d  how  the valley has trad itionally  defined it. They w an t it today. H om e 

D epot in som e w ays represen ts tha t change. W e're seeing a real shift, too, from  

m om  and  pop. We h ad  to m ake a shift from  a com pany tha t w as ru n  o u t of a 

house to one tha t w as ru n  o u t of an  office. There's a real shift going on from  m om  

and  pop  operations tha t have been  in the valley forever and  now  w e've got 

corporations com ing in an d  challenging w h at w as form erly their turf."

M igrants to  the area tend  to see the com m ercial spraw l and  influx of 

national chain  stores as the signs of "declin ing  ru ra l character." Loss of farm land 

tends to be lam ented  by all groups.

C hange in the valley has no t been  all for the w orse, how ever. N ative 

M ontanans, in  particu lar, som etim es positively associated the decline in rural 

character w ith  increased shopp ing  an d  im proved  air travel to the region.

Im provem ents m ost often cited include:
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❖ Increased shopping, restau ran t availability 

•> G reater cu ltu ral diversity

❖ Increased econom ic opportun ity  

Im proved  passenger air service 

A rrival of, p ro fit from  high-end clientele

3 . Most agree government has not handled the growth well

A m ong these business leaders there is a w idesp read  sense th a t the city

and  county  governm ents have no t responded  adequately  to grow th. M ost agree

the county  and  city need  better zoning, tho u g h  w h at k ind  they w ould  su p p o rt

varies. "N egative things I see—I w an t to w ord  this p roperly—because it has to do

w ith  grow th, b u t it's tha t w e a ren 't tak ing  care of the g row th  the w ay it should  be

done. I believe tha t there are opportun ities to  enhance this area even m ore, to do

it right. For exam ple, I hate to  see the tow n of Kalispell sp lit u p  all over the place,

w hen  w e 've  got valuable land  righ t in Kalispell th a t can be utilized." said a bank

m anager from  Kalispell. Four b road  g roups em erged w ith  respect to a ttitudes

tow ard  planning: A nti-Spraw l, P ro-Infrastructure, P ro-Property  rights, and

M oderates.

A n ti-sp raw l

M ost often, these responden ts express frustra tion  th a t p lanning  leaders 

have n o t sufficiently contained  the com m ercial spraw l. The valley, as a result, 

ap p ears  "h ap h aza rd "  or "junky." O ver half of these responden ts believe city and
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county  p lanners have no t done enough to contain spraw l. "I haven 't actually 

seen  any  g row th  m anagem ent, its just m ore spraw l. I see us eventually  looking 

like M issoula. A nd eventually  probably even like Spokane. I d o n 't th ink  it's 

inevitable . . .  If there w ere som e good g row th  m anagem ent policies in place it 

w o u ld n 't be inevitable," said a tourist services ow ner, from  Somers.

A m anufactu ring  facility ow ner echoed this, saying "I w ish  M ontana or 

F lathead C ounty  particularly  h ad  effective zoning. It doesn 't. 1 w ish  it did . 1 d o n 't 

know  th a t it ever will. W e're going to look like W est Virginia. Trailers 

everyw here. But th a t seem s to be the w ay it is here. M ore so the people w ho 've 

alw ays been  here than  the people w ho  come, b u t I'm  no t su re  of th a t either. 

There's just a real 'leave m e alone' a ttitu d e  and  tha t's  you know  good in som e 

w ays, b u t 1 th ink  it hu rts  the overall appearance of the area."

"W e need to have planning, num ber one," said the ow ner of a Kalispell 

visitor services firm. "A nd  w e need  to have a p lan  th a t city governm ents and  

county  governm ents are invested in and  com m itted to. A nd consequently, in 

o rder to have tha t happen  w e have to elect people w ith  enough  backbone to do 

it. O r tha t believe in  doing that. A nd I th ink  tha t righ t now  w e do have city 

governm ent tha t believes in  do ing  that. U nfortunately  w e have three county 

com m issioners w ho are real strong  p roperty  righ ts activists. A nd p lann ing  and  

p lann ing  for g row th  doesn 't really fit very  w ell w ith  their p roperty  rights beliefs. 

That's w h a t p u ts  u s on the horns of the dilem m a w e find ourselves in. We had  a 

w ond erfu l m aster p lan  in  1993 tha t w as vo ted  d o w n  by the citizens. That
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com m unity  leaders spen t literally thousands of hours on. It w as one I personally  

su p p o rted  strongly. But there w asn 't su p p o rt am ong  citizens of the valley."

V ery often, partic ipants w ho express frustra tion  w ith  the spraw l have 

lived som ew here o ther than  M ontana in their lifetimes; m ost of them  are 

A m enity M igrants or R eturn  M ontanans. In general, they voiced su p p o rt for 

C itizens for a Better F lathead 's v ision for the valley 's planning.

Chief com plaints include:

Loss of open  space an d  farm land 

Loss of the F lathead 's traditional, ru ra l character 

Erosion of the local retail base

P ro -In frastructu re

A bout a quarte r of these business leaders believe the p lanning  leaders 

have failed the valley by no t developing  sufficient infrastructure, such as roads, 

sew er, an d  utilities. These partic ipants tended , though  w ith  m any exceptions, to 

com e from  the N ative F lathead and  N ative M ontanan groups. "I'd  sure like to 

see them  bu ild  the m all an d  the  th ings th a t bo ther m e abou t it seem  to be 

changing, like getting a H om e D epot. I get tired  of going to Spokane or M issoula 

to purchase som ething. In fact, w e got an  expression a ro u n d  here: 'W elcome to 

M ontana,' w hich  m eans you go t to  w ait a w eek to get any th ing  you w ant. W e 

d o n 't even  have an  electronic boutique! If you w an t a piece of softw are, take a 

ride  an d  go to M issoula. But that's changing," said the ow ner of a Kalispell 

business services firm.
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T hey favor the cu rren t g row th, b u t believe the city an d  county  should  

resp o n d  in  a  m ore organized  w ay  to  facilitate traffic pa tte rn s an d  developm ent. 

They typically  believe that:

« The increased retail has helped  the area. They prefer increased 

sh o pp ing  options.

<• The g row th  has benefited businesses an d  the w elfare of valley 

residen ts

The in frastructure is adequate  now , b u t will no t be in the near fu tu re  

There is curren tly  an  excess of regu la tion  confronting  developers, tha t 

zon ing  is too restrictive

Pro-Property rights

Eight partic ipan ts expressed very  strong  opposition  to zoning of any  k ind  

as a v io la tion  of the rights of p rivate  p roperty  ow ners. They tended  to express 

opposition  to  the city-county M aster Plan, often citing su p p o rt for C ounty  

C om m issioner Dale W illiams.

M odera tes

A handfu l of partic ipan ts expressed the belief tha t the public process is 

excessively dom inated  by extrem es on bo th  sides. They tend  to  believe the 

valley 's g row th  p lann ing  has been adequate  or, in rare cases, good, b u t criticized 

the  ranco r tha t characterizes public process.
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3 . Many believe sprawl, unchecked, could harm the economy in the long run

N early  half of these partic ipants reported  believing th a t the u n p lan n ed

g ro w th  in  the  area could  one day  begin  to act as a d rag  on the reg ion 's econom y, 

particu larly  for those sectors d ep en d en t on tourism  an d  in-m igration. "If you 

d o n 't hav e  the w ildlife and  resources and  clean w ater, n o t only will the people 

w ho  are v isiting  here stop  com ing, the people w ho  live here w ill leave," said a 

local retail ow ner from  Kalispell.

* A m enity M igrants an d  R eturn  M ontanans w ere the m ost likely to 

express the belief th a t u n p lan n ed  g row th  could  h arm  the econom y. 

O ther M igrants an d  N ative F latheaders w ere d iv ided  on the issue.

❖ N ative M ontanans tended  not to  th ink  u n p lan n ed  g row th  poses an  

econom ic threat.

P articipan ts w ho  have lived in  locations o ther th an  the F lathead seem ed to 

ra te  this th rea t from  u n p lan n ed  g row th  m ore strongly. A few  specifically 

iden tified  the ir fears of the F lathead becom ing like the place they m oved  from.

N o t all w ho had  lived elsew here believe spraw l poses a threat, how ever.

A handfu l d rew  the opposite conclusion. Typically, they acknow ledged the 

F lathead is g row ing  too fast, b u t ad d ed , "C om pared  to w hat?" These 

p artic ipan ts believe the tourists, lifestyle refugees, an d  w ealthy  in-m igrants 

fueling  the reg ion 's  g row th  do  no t have any o ther place to  turn .
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For the m ost part, those w ho  believe g row th  could  h arm  the reg ion 's  

econom y cited  m ore p lann ing  as the app ro p ria te  solution. A sizeable m inority  

h o w ev er expressed  resignation  to  the inevitability of the g ro w th 's  effect.

4. Hostility to “California attitudes,” while lamenting loss of rural character

O ne very  typical com plain t of long-tim e residen ts concerned the influx of

out-of-state residen ts w ho  "bring  the ir big city a ttitudes w ith  them ." O ften this

a ttitu d e  w as a ttribu ted  to progressive groups, usually  C itizens for a Better

Flathead. This com plain t invariably  w en t h an d -in -h an d  w ith  a lam ent a t the loss

of the  reg ion 's  ru ra l character. "I like the lifestyle here," explained the ow ner of a

business services firm , "b u t it's changing qu ite rapidly . I'm  no t as happy  here as I

u sed  to  be. The people from  big cities m oving  in w ith  the ir a ttitudes and  they

w an t to  change everything. You ask them  w hy they m ove here and  they say 'w e

like h o w  it is.' But the first th ing  they do  is they com e w ith  a lo t of m oney and

they  get on  a lo t of boards and  stuff an d  they w an t to change every th ing  and

m ake it like it is w here they cam e from . A nd if they liked it so m uch, w hy  d id n 't

they  stay  there? There's w ays w e d id  th ings here, righ t or w rong, th a t w as p a rt of

the flavor of th e  F lathead Valley. A nd  a lo t of these people from  bigger cities,

especially like from  California, they  m ove here an d  they  im m ediately w an t to

s ta rt chang ing  stuff an d  m aking  it the w ay it w as in  C alifornia."

A s th e  ow ner of a local services firm s described it the change in a ttitudes

is a n  inevitab le  p a rt of the g row th  in the region. "H ow  do  you  have g ro w th  a t the

46

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



ra te  w e 'v e  h ad  g row th  and  m ain ta in  th a t a ttitu d e  th a t the locals had? You can 't 

y o u 're  go ing  to  lose it. People are  m oving  here because of w h a t w e have, b u t 

w h en  they  com e here they b ring  th a t attitude. A nd the sam e day  I read  th a t in 

the p ap e r I'm  a t the stop ligh t in  W hitefish h ead ing  hom e and  heaven forbid I 

d id n 't m ove the second the ligh t tu rn ed  green  and  this guy behind  m e is b lasting  

his horn. It's like, th a t never used  to h ap p en  here. H ow  do  you m ain tain  an  

a ttitu d e  th a t people m ove here  for w hen  you got people m oving  here from  all 

over the w orld?"

The problem  w ith  the new com ers, according to the ow ner of a guest ranch 

tha t form erly  w as a w ork ing  cattle operation, is "a  lack of respect for the values 

tha t m ade them  m ove here in  the first place. They like the friendly  people and  

the first th in g  they do  is p u t u p  no trespassing  signs. They like the friendly  w ide 

open  spaces and  they  first th ing  they do is bu ild  fences. They like the 

neighborliness, then  they  get law yers involved in  access law suits. They b rough t 

the ir values w ith  them  from  the p ressure  cooker from  w hich  they got their 

m oney an d  ability to escape. But they  d o n 't value w h a t they cam e here for."

5 . Double standard in zoning is frustrating to some

A  num ber of responden ts cited fru stra tion  w ith  w h a t they describe as a

d oub le  s tan d ard  in zoning. W hile sm all, local businesses cannot afford to com ply

w ith  even  the sim plest zoning  rules, they believe, w ealthy  o u t of state developers
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can  afford  the lengthy  appeals requ ired  to get essentially any variance they  w ant. 

" It seem s like every tim e they have zoning, the rich people flourish  an d  the 

people w h o  d o n 't have a lo t of m oney struggle, because w e d o n 't have the tim e 

or th e  m oney  to  fight it. O r get the th ing  done," said  the ow ner of a business 

services firm .

The extent to  w hich  this is in fact the case is beyond  the scope of this 

report. H ow ever, advocating  "fair" zoning  m ay presen t an  opportun ity  to  reach 

o therw ise resistan t indiv iduals.

6. There is a leadership vacuum in the Flathead

M ore than  half of these partic ipants, across all g roups, reported  tha t no

leaders in  the  region reflected the ir outlook on how  grow th  should  be m anaged.

They very  often  expressed  pessim ism  abou t the quality  of ind iv iduals w illing to

ru n  for public office. They also believe tha t m ost w ho are w illing tend  to have an

extrem e position on  som e topic.

Still, nearly  half w ere able to cite som e leaders they believe rep resen t their

v iew s som ew hat, though  even  th is w as typically  qualified agreem ent. The m ost

frequen tly  cited  leaders include:

: C itizens for a Better F lathead (CBF)

•> M ontanans for M ultiple Use 

❖ C hris K ukulski, Kalispell City M anager
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: W hitefish and  Kalispell C ham bers of Com m erce

CBF a n d  D ale W illiam s w ere the tw o m ost frequently  nam ed  as groups 

resp o n d en ts  specifically disagree w ith . A t the tim e of th is study , bo th  w ere 

ligh tn ing  ro d s for op in ion  in  the valley.

O th er clear findings regard ing  com m unity  leadersh ip  include:

: A m enity M igrants w ere som ew hat m ore likely to  favor C itizens for a

Better F lathead.

: N o t a  single N ative M ontanan  or R eturn  M ontanan w as able or w illing

to  nam e leaders w ith  w hom  they  agree on  p lann ing  issues.

7. Native Montanans place value the opinions of other Montanans

Very often in  this survey. N ative M ontanans an d  N ative F latheaders

d iscoun ted  the  opinions of ind iv iduals n o t born  an d  raised in M ontana. This

suggests th a t advocacy organizations m ay find  advan tage in using  a "native" as

their public voice. "People are evaluated  on  the basis of w hether or n o t they 're

natives. M y belief is th a t w hether or n o t you 're  a native M ontanan gran ts you

any  su p e rio rity ... W e're a sixth generation  M ontana fam ily an d  tha t gets us in

the d o o r better than  any qualifications w e m igh t have," explained a Kalispell

business services firm  ow ner an d  native M ontanan.
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E. Attitudes toward the conservation movement

1. Generally speaking, this group does not agree with environmentalists

O n  balance, m ore m em bers of th is g roup  d o  no t sym path ize w ith  the

conservation  m ovem ent than  do. N early  half consider them selves opposed. "I

am  no t sup p o rtiv e  of environm ental radicals. I consider th a t a godless religion,"

said  the ow ner of a m anufactu ring  facility.

"1 th ink  [environm entalists] need  to be done aw ay w ith. 1 th ink  m ost of

them  are n o t the people w ho have been aro u n d  here for a long tim e. The m ajority

of them , from  m y experience, are  new com ers, th a t w an t to see it, th is place left

just like they  found  it," explained a  visitors services ow ner, from  Kalispell.

"In  m y op in ion  som e of the g roups go w ay overboard. They get w ay  too

radical. They get to  w orsh ipp ing  the ea rth  instead  of looking a t things

objectively. I have a real prob lem  w ith  that. T hat's basically w here I'm  at," said a

v isito r services operations m anager.

A n extrem e perspective w as expressed  by a business services ow ner in

W hitefish, w ho  said:

"It's ou t of hand . The conservationalists (sic) have m oved very  h ard  to 
cu t off snow m obile trails, access to  public lands, to have private 
p roperty  condem ned  a n d /o r  annexed. W e've got m ore fires here than  
ever. A tree has a lifespan and  it needs to  be harvested . Let the guys in 
the w oods m anage the w oods. There's a  few  bad  apples ou t there. But 
generally  the loggers are a good g roup  of guys th a t know  how  to take 
care of a  forest."
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O nly  abou t one qu arte r do  su p p o rt the environm ental m ovem ent. "I 

th in k  it's getting  a bad  rap  from  people w ho  d o n 't u n d ers tan d  the issues. I think 

th a t good  w ork  is being  done an d  I th ink  th a t particu larly  people w ho  are 

u n em ployed  loggers and  forest p roducts industries w orkers are  m ad  a t the 

people in  the  conservation  m ovem ent because of policies th a t have no th ing  to do 

w ith  the conservation  m ovem ent. They have to  do  w ith  the fact th a t P lum  Creek 

prim arily  has b o ugh t u p  all the  land  it can possibly buy  u p  an d  p u t the  sm all 

in dependen tly  ow ned  m ills an d  the private  loggers ou t of business. If you 're not 

w ork ing  for P lum  Creek, you 're  no t w ork ing  in the w oods. It's the sam e issue. 

But the conservationists an d  the environm entalists are a real easy m ark," said  a 

local reta il ow ner from  Kalispell.

T he rem ainder ten d ed  to say there should  be a  balance betw een  the tw o 

opposing  forces. "T w o such enorm ous opposing  view s, they both  go in  different 

d irections an d  no th ing  m uch  gets accom plished. The Sierra C lub w ou ld  like to 

ban  people from  ou r n a tu ra l resources, b u t a t the sam e tim e if you believe 

every th ing  should  be done for the  alm ighty  dollar, tha t's  w rong  too," said  a 

Kalispell real estate firm  ow ner.

"W hen  I see m y [custom er] hav ing  to  [stop com ing in] because they lost 

their job, th en  I becom e less of a conservationist. 1 th ink  the m ovem ent has gotten  

a little b it too  radical. If there 's a tim ber sale they  just autom atically  file. A nd they 

au tom atically  fight it w hether there 's rhym e o r reason to it o r not. There^s
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en o u g h  snags, loopholes, th ings to hang  your h a t on  to  delay  those th ings," said  

the  o w n er of a local service firm.

W hich business sector responden ts represen t d id  no t tu rn  o u t to be 

particu larly  predictive of how  they feel abou t the environm ental m ovem ent. 

C lear m ajorities of partic ipants from  the Business Services an d  Services sector 

expressed  opposition  to the environm ental m ovem ent. H ow ever, all o ther sectors 

w ere fairly mixed.2 Even V isitors Services, w hich  m igh t reasonably  be supposed  

to su p p o rt conservation efforts, w as evenly divided.

In th is study , it tu rn ed  o u t th a t how  responden ts cam e to live in  M ontana 

w as m ore predictive of how  an  ind iv idual feels abou t the environm ental 

m ovem en t th an  w h a t industry  they represent. O n  the w hole. N ative M ontanans, 

N ative F latheaders, an d  R eturn  M ontanans tended  to m ore likely oppose 

environm entalism . This w as reinforced by m any com m ents m ade by these 

natives them selves, accusing new  arrivals of being "green."

2 . The valley tends to be highly polarized on the specific issues

U nlike responses to  p lanning, change, a n d  Glacier N ational Park, very

few  areas of agreem ent em erged  w ith  respect to environm ental conservation. O n 

the w hole, partic ipan ts e ither su p p o rt all cu rren t env ironm ental efforts (wolf and  

grizzly  recovery, forest m anagem ent, etc.) or none of them . This suggests a very

2 A judgm ent could be made about what types of business leaders support or do not support 
environmentalism. For example, in the category of Visitor Services, fishing outfitters might tend 
to support conservation but hotel operators might tend not to. More interviews focused on this 
question w ould be required to validate this.
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challeng ing  env ironm ent for environm ental advocacy g roups in  the F lathead  

region.

A m ajority  of responden ts tend  to  consider the conservation  debate in the 

F lathead dom ina ted  by extrem es on  bo th  sides. A sm all hand fu l of responden ts 

w ho can  only  be described as actually  belonging to these extrem es do  n o t believe 

there is po larization  — instead  they describe the o ther side as unreasonable. "I 

th ink  it's tw o  ex trem es/' said  a general contractor from  Kalispell. " It’s one tha t 

w an ts to lock every th ing  u p  an d  m ake the w hole valley a N ational Park  an d  the 

o ther en d  th a t w an ts to clear-cut Glacier N ational Park. I d o n 't see a lo t of in- 

betw een  g ro u n d  an d  1 th ink  it's the in-betw een g ro u n d  w e need  to hit."

O n  conservation  issues there is a notable lack of agreem ent on  the m ost 

basic facts. "I 'm  a very  positive person  and  w hen  I hear negative th ings like that, 

like 'th in g s  are  getting  w o rse / I'm  real suspicious. Then w hy  the hell are  they 

com ing back? O bviously they cam e for som e reason. A nd there 's w ay  m ore 

peop le  com ing, by an  obscene am ount." said a business services firm  ow ner, 

from  Kalispell.

"The w ay  the p ark  an d  the national forests are being  m anaged m ay sound  

good to som ebody w ho  doesn 't know  the tim ber industry  a round  here or m ay 

so u n d  good  to som ebody w ho  doesn 't know  the w eather patterns aro u n d  here. It 

has m ad e  the forest m ore dangerous an d  increased fire dam age," said a Kalispell 

retail ow ner.
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T here exists a clear fog of uncertain ty  in the valley, (though  it is beyond  

the  scope of this rep o rt to assert from  w here). C onsensus w ill rem ain  elusive so 

long  as m any  residents variously  believe that, for exam ple, roads h a rm / do  no t 

h arm  w ildlife, th a t som e logging d o e s /d o e s  n o t im prove forest health , or th a t 

conservation  easem ents a re /a re  no t a U.N. p lo t to seize A m erican land.

3. Roads, timber, and wolves inspire frustration

R oad closures, tim ber harvest levels, an d  to a lesser extent w olf recovery

efforts have  angered  m any  responden ts to a level th a t is difficult to overstate.

Those opposed  to conservation  expressed em otions ranging  from  m ild

fru stra tion  to  raised-voice ou trage at the cu rren t h and ling  of these three issues.

The vein  of frustra tion  associated w ith  these issues seem ed strongest

w hen  they  described their belief th a t forces from  ou tside the valley, usually

federal agencies, are im posing  these policies u p o n  them . They feel the policies

are arb itrary , no t su p p o rted  by data  or com m on sense.

Road closures

Road closure frustra tion  took tw o d istinct forms: Those fru stra ted  a t the 

idea an d  those frustra ted  a t the  actuality. M any w ho  expressed outrage over 

ro ad  closures w ere no t able to identify  actual areas w here  they  once had  access 

an d  no  longer do. O thers could  identify  specifically places they  had  once 

recrea ted  th a t now  are closed. "You cannot go from  the N o rth  Fork over to 

H ig h w ay  93 any m ore... There's en try  points, b u t you cannot go th ro u g h  w here
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w h en  I first m oved  here you could  go th ro u g h  num erous p laces/' said  the ow ner 

of a construction  supp ly  retail firm  in Kalispell.

These partic ipants generally  do  not believe ro ad  closures do  any th ing  to 

p ro tec t w ildlife. A gain they characterize them  as arb itrary  an d  indefensible.

Timber harvest

C ollapse of the tim ber econom y, increased fire danger, and  forest health  

dom inated  a rgum en ts in  favor of increased tim ber harvest. R espondents strongly  

voiced fru stra tion  a t the cu ltu ral changes in the valley th a t have accom panied the 

decline of the tim ber industry . Very few  of these responden ts a ttribu ted  this to 

any factor o ther th an  out-of-state environm entalists shu tting  dow n the forest.

W olves

Those m ost fru stra ted  w ith  w olf ré in troduction  w ere in m ost cases 

hunters. They see the presence of w olves as directly  contribu ting  to a decline in 

la rge gam e populations. M any see the w olf th ro u g h  an  historical perspective. As 

one ow ner of a p roperty  m anagem ent firm  noted , "O ur found ing  fathers 

d iscovered  200 years ago th a t w olves an d  civilization are n o t com patible. It's tha t 

sim ple. T hat's w hy  the p u t a boun ty  on  the d am n  things."

4. Water quality arguments may convince the resistant

Those responden ts w ho  oppose environm ental p ro tection  tended  to share

a very  com m on set of beliefs abou t the m o v em en t—notably, opposition  to  road

closures, su p p o rt for increased logging, an d  d isda in  for "extrem ism ."
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"W ater quality  is the one p a rt of the conservation m ovem ent I th ink  needs 

to  be addressed . W ithou t good drink ing  w ater, w ith o u t good quality  w ater, 

F la thead  Lake is n o t F lathead Lake. It's an  algae pond. T hat's going to have quite 

an  affect o n  tourists," said  the ow ner of a local retail shop  in, Kalispell.

H ow ever, a notable num ber of these partic ipan ts d id  identify po llu tion  of 

the F lathead  V alley's aquifer as a real threat. This suggests a strong  opportun ity  

to bu ild  su p p o rt for conservation  policies if a rgued  on behalf of w ater quality.

"I see the environm ental m ovem ent as being a 'sh u td o w n  of any th ing ' 

an d  n o t d o ing  any th ing  w ith  natu ra l resources. To m e the environm ental 

m ovem ent is negatively im pacting o u r area," explained a m anager a t a fuel 

system s engineering  firm  in  Kalispell. "But the p lus side of EPA regulation  has to 

do  w ith  w ate r quality . The one issue they 're  facing w ith  the m all for instance is 

how  is th a t going to  negatively im pact ou r w ater quality."

5 . Even pro-environmentalists support some sustained timber yield

S u p p o rt for logging runs deep  in the  F lathead region. M any w ho

sym path ize very strongly  w ith  the env ironm ental m ovem ent believe there could 

be m ore tim ber harvest w ith o u t exceeding sustainable level.

6 . They do not agree about the influence of environmentalists

Those partic ipants w ith  the m ost extrem e opin ions on environm ental

issues dem o n stra ted  little agreem ent on  the actual level of influence the 

conservation  m ovem ent has in the valley. Those w ho  m ost strongly su p p o rt
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env ironm en ta l organizations tended  to  characterize the F lathead 's  conservation 

com m unity  as sm all, m arginal, and  som etim es in fear of physical harm . "There 

isn 't m uch  environm entalism . W hatever there is gets opposed ," said a Som ers 

D entist.

As the  ow ner of a m asonry  supp ly  firm  in  Kalispell explained, "In  this 

valley, it's ju st stup id . There's so m uch division. There isn 't a conservation 

m ovem ent. The w o rd  env ironm entalist has been such a catchall w ord , nobody 

can talk  abou t it w ith  any sense." Those w ho  strongly  oppose the environm ental 

m ovem ent tended  to characterize it as ex traordinarily  pow erfu l and  destructive 

of trad itional w ays of life. "C onservation  is fine b u t it's gone too far -  the tim ber 

ind u stry  has been b ro u g h t to  their knees," said the ow ner of a p roperty  

m anagem ent firm  in  Kalispell.

7. While polarized, most see  groups who are too extreme on both sides

Interestingly, the g roups these partic ipants say they  " tru s t or tend  to agree

w ith" do  n o t alw ays seem  reflective of the po larization  described above. M any 

business leaders tended  to identify  g roups they believe are too extrem e on  both 

sides.

For exam ple, m any  partic ipan ts w ho  express a strong  pro-conservation 

bias sing led  o u t g roups like the  S ierra C lub or EarthFirst! as n o t reflective of their 

view s. They also fairly often qualified their su p p o rt for local g roups suggesting  

they  som etim es "go  too far." Similarly, som e partic ipants opposed  to  the
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conservation  m ovem ent cited the John Stokes and  m ilitia-type sen tim ent in the 

valley as too  extrem e, in som e cases "crazy."

In  add ition , m any  ended  the ir d iscussion of environm ental g roups w ith  a 

plea for "balance" or "com prom ise." This m ay suggest an  opportun ity  to 

effectively use "calls for balance" in  strategic com m unication.
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F. Reactions to statements

The partic ipan ts w ere read  a series of five statem ents an d  asked  to 

respond  to  each.

1. “There is good reason to be optimistic about the future of the Flathead” 

D espite their frustra tions w ith  how  the valley is changing, th is g roup

rem ains optim istic. V irtually  all agree w ith  this statem ent, th ough  they  explain

their op tim ism  in  various w ays. The m ost com m on reasons for optim ism

included:

❖ G row th  w ill b ring  m ore prosperity .

< I believe w e w ill solve o u r problem s.

I believe city p lann ing  will im prove.

< W e still have all the ou tdoor opportunities.

❖ This w ill alw ays be a g reat place to live.

❖ I am  just an  optim istic person  by nature.

W e will open  o u r forests again  to m ultip le uses.

: T here are  m ore sophisticated people com ing all the time.

These resp o n d en ts ' reasons for optim ism  in the m ajority of cases closely m atched 

the ir perspectives on grow th , p lanning, and  the environm ent. Those optim ists
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w h o  believe the area  should  have stronger, m ore progressive u rban  p lann ing  

ten d ed  to th ink  the county  will overcom e its differences an d  find  solutions. 

Those fru s tra ted  by  the cu rren t forest m anagem ent policies believe tim ber 

harvests w ill increase a t least som ew hat. " It seem s like som e of this [forest fires] 

w ill get th ings tu rn ed  a ro u n d  an d  soon w e w ill be harvesting  tim ber again," said 

the ow ner of a  local retail store.

The nearly  unan im ous op tim ism  m igh t be a ttribu tab le to the popu la tion  

being stu d ied  here, successful en trepreneurs. W hile this cannot be asserted  

conclusively, it is likely such a g roup  tends to  th ink  positively.

A sm all m inority  d isagreed, reporting  pessim ism  abou t the fu tu re  of the 

F lathead. A lm ost invariably, this pessim ism  stem m ed from  the population  

g row th  an d  developm ent in  the reg io n —an d  severe doub ts the valley will ever 

be able to  m anage it.

2 . “Natural amenities like wildlife, clean water, and Glacier National Park are very 
important to the economic health of this region"

All b u t one believe the natu ra l am enities of the F lathead  Valley are the 

m ain  reason  for the econom ic success an d  popu la tion  grow th. This h ighlights a 

key challenge for p rogressive advocacy organizations: Everyone agrees th a t the 

na tu ra l am enities are essential. They do  no t a t all agree on w h at kinds of policy 

decisions w ill best p ro tect these am enities.

For exam ple, those opposed  to  environm entalism  tend  to  believe the 

red u ced  tim ber harvest on public lands has created  a situation  in  w hich
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catastroph ic fire is m ore likely and  disease has crep t in. They frequently  assert 

th a t this, as w ell as reduced  ORV access to forest areas, th reatens the tou rist 

econom y created  by the  public lands.

3 . “The Flathead’s  economic health is being harmed by environmental policies’’

T here is substan tia l agreem ent th a t environm ental policies have harm ed

the tim ber industry , but, on  the w hole, m ost responden ts do  no t believe the 

F la thead 's  overall econom ic health  has been  harm ed  by environm ental policies. A 

K alispell physician  sum m ed  this up , no ting  "environm ental polices harm  

portions of the econom y, b u t the overall econom y, and  the long term  economic 

outlook  for the area w ou ld  be enhanced th ro u g h  p roper environm ental 

controls."

Even those partic ipants w ho  express s trong  frustra tion  or anger abou t the 

collapse of tim ber often  expressed  the belief th a t this does no t m ean  the policies 

have  h ad  a  n e t negative affect on  developm ent in the region. O n  the o ther hand, 

m any partic ipan ts w ho  su p p o rt conservation  frequently  acknow ledged harm  to 

the tim ber sector.

Frequently , partic ipants s trugg led  to answ er, th o u g h  for d ifferent reasons. 

Some, fru stra ted  by the decline in  the tim ber industry , paused  before 

acknow ledg ing  it has no t affected the econom y overall. O thers, in favor of 

conservation , also som etim es paused , reluctan t to  acknow ledge the losses 

experienced  by  tim ber w orkers.
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H ow ever, there w ere exceptions on  bo th  sides of the spectrum . Some 

believe env ironm ental policies have created  a substantial an d  persisten t d rag  on 

d ev e lo p m en t and  com m ercial activity of all kinds. O thers attribu te  the decline in 

logging  to  factors o ther than  the environm ent.

4. “The tone of public debate in the valley is harsh. This harshness is bad for the 
business climate”

M ore th an  half of these partic ipan ts believe the tone of public debate in 

the F lathead  Valley is harsh. H ow ever, only abou t a quarte r of these responden ts 

believe th is harshness has any affect on business. "The political values up  here 

are just strange," said  a Kalsipell engineer. "There's people u p  here so far left 

side an d  so far righ t side. M y first county  com m issioner m eeting  u p  here there 

w as a lm ost a fight betw een the m ayor an d  the city attorney. It's just a lo t of left 

w ing  an d  a lo t of rig h t w ing  an d  it's coun terp roductive  in the com m unity  

because you  really d o n 't know  w ho to believe an d  w ho  to trust."

C haracterizations of this harsh  tone vary. M ost a ttribu te  it to entrenched 

parties w ith  "extrem e" v iew poin ts on  bo th  sides of seem ingly every debate. 

O thers — usually  those w ith  strong  opinions them selves—poin t to one side or the 

o ther as responsible for the  tenor of the valley 's debate.

: The strongest supporters  of the environm ental m ovem ent tend  to

blam e the rad io  host John Stokes of KGEZ for inciting the extrem e 

righ t-w ing  sentim ent.
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❖ Those m ost strongly  opposed  to environm ental pro tection  b lam e w hat 

they  characterize as the inflexibility of "extrem e environm entalists."

In  general, how ever, they do  no t believe the debate has all th a t substantial 

of an  effect on  business. M any describe the business com m unity  as too busy  to 

concern itself w ith  the polarization. Tellingly, m any of these partic ipants 

su p p o rted  th is by explaining it certainly has no affect on  their business.

H ow ever, a sizeable m inority  does believe the harshness has a negative 

affect on  the business com m unity . They d iv ide in to  tw o groups:

: Those w ho believe the "w eird" or "redneck" a ttitudes in the valley

create bad  publicity th a t scares off potential developers. They 

som etim es p o in t to  the M ontana Freem en or Project Seven as exam ples 

of this k ind  of publicity.

: Those w ho  blam e progressive environm ental g roups for unfairly

in terfering  w ith  developm ent of all k inds. They very  often cited the 

p roposed  G lacier M all as an  exam ple of this.
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5 . “The business community, conservationists, and public land managers such as 
Glacier National Park should develop closer partnerships to maintain natural, 
economic, and community values. ”

This sta tem ent d id  no t elicit particularly  notable results. A bout half of the 

partic ipan ts su rveyed  believe these th ree com m unities — conservationists, public 

land  m anagers, and  the business com m unity  — should  in fact w ork  m ore closely 

together.

H ow ever, m any of these responses w ere fairly non-com m ittal. M any seem  

to  believe increased partnersh ip s are  never really a bad thing. As a result, th is 

section probably  conveys a d isto rted  sense of these responden ts ' a ttitudes 

tow ard  the cu rren t state of p artnersh ip  in the valley.

Still, som e notable find ings d id  em erge:

: A sizeable m inority  d isp u ted  the prem ise of the statem ent, saying

these th ree com m unities w ork  as w ell together as they reasonably 

could.

❖ M any responden ts in  the Local Retail and  Visitors Services sectors 

no ted  tha t the p ark  has w orked  m uch  m ore effectively w ith  the local 

business com m unity  recently, notably  du rin g  the Going to the Sun 

H ighw ay  decision-m aking process.

A few  a rg u ed  tha t there is no  reason for the N ational Park Service to 

consider the needs of the local com m unity, th a t they should  m anage 

Glacier w ith  the best in terests of the p ark  in m ind.
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F. Respondents’ attitudes toward the purpose of natural country

The debate betw een  environm entalists and  extractive constituencies is 

often fram ed  in  term s of "p reservation" versus "econom ic utilization." In the 

exaggerated  stereo types of each b road  group, one side w ants to  p reven t all 

h u m an  activ ity  in  all n a tu ra l areas an d  the o ther side w an ts to rapaciously 

dev o u r all available resources. A t best, only the m ost extrem e indiv iduals fit 

these descriptions. M ost people — and  certainly nearly  all of the responden ts for 

this s tu d y —m ain ta in  m ore nuanced, or a t least m ore m oderate, beliefs.

O ver the course of these interview s, responden ts gave w ide-ranging  

opin ions abou t how  the public lands adjacent to the F lathead Valley should  be 

m anaged  by public agencies. Some expressed su p p o rt for p reservation  and  

conservation  activities an d  others said they w ou ld  prefer policies tha t favored 

active use, w hether recreational or industrial. Ind iv iduals ' conception of the 

"p u rp o se"  of n atu ra l areas underlies, to a large degree, w h at public lands 

policies they  w ou ld  su p p o rt (w hether they are aw are of this base of belief o r not). 

It is d ifficult in  som e cases to  describe the core values of these respondents, am id 

their explanations of the "rational" reasons for w hy they su p p o rt various 

policies.

H ow ever, in som e cases com m ents m ade by particu larly  candid  

resp o n d en ts ' com m ents cam e very  close to revealing the core values supporting  

the ir perspectives. A n u n d erstan d in g  of these core values can inform  the
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d ev e lo p m en t of effective environm ental advocacy cam paigns better than  appeals 

to  ra tional argum ent. C ore values m otivate su p p o rt for public policy a t a deeper 

level th a n  "argum ents."

Large num bers of responden ts advocated  various specific policies, or 

expressed  opposition  to certain  groups. H ow ever, of 80 respondents, only 21 

offered assertions, directly or by im plication, characterizing the purpose of natu ra l 

lands. D eterm ining  w h en  a sta tem ent implied a  sense of pu rpose for nearby  w ild  

land  w as som etim es difficult. In general, responden ts w ere considered  to have 

characterized  the purpose of public lands w here  they expressed one of the 

follow ing form ulations:

❖ the  land  is there  for  th is X reason

» the land  is not there for this X reason

❖ X shou ld  be done on  the land  or Y (an assum ed good or value) 

w ill no  longer be viable

Of the responden ts w ho  articu lated  one of these, the greatest m ajority 

believe th a t the lands exist for the benefit, either econom ic o r recreational, of the 

h u m an  inhab itan ts of the region. O nly th ree of these 21 d id  no t characterize w ild 

lands as principally  for the benefit of people. The overall a ttitudes can be 

g ro u p ed  in to  roughly  four categories:
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❖ "Econom ie A nthropocentrism " —12 responden ts 

"Recreational A nthropocentrism " -  9 responden ts 

"P ristine Inheren t Value" -  1 responden t

❖ "A ntagonism " -  2 responden ts

(These d o  n o t ad d  to  21 responden ts because th ree people generally 

characterized  w ild  lands as principally  for both recreational an d  economic 

benefit. R ather th an  create a separate  g rouping, they  are counted  once in each.)

U nfortunately , the  num ber of responden ts w ho m ade com m ents clearly 

characterizing  the pu rpose  of w ild  country  w as no t sufficient in  num ber to 

reliably d raw  conclusions w ith in  groups. W ith a larger study , patterns m ight 

have em erged  w ith  respect to how  long these people have lived in the valley, 

their overall a ttitu d e  tow ard  the environm ent, or their business type.

1. "Economic Anthropocentrism’’

Tw elve responden ts o u t of this subgroup  of 21 argued  tha t the nearby

w ild lands exist prim arily  for the economic enrichm ent of people. In  the context

of fostering econom ic g row th  in  the valley, the ow ner of a local retail enterprise

said, "In  the long run , 1 tru ly  believe th a t it is w o rth  m ore undeveloped  than

developed ."
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•> “W ithou t good drink ing  w ater, w ithou t good quality  w ater, F lathead 

Lake is no t F lathead Lake. I t 's  an  algae pond. T hat's  going to have 

qu ite  an  affect on  tourists," ow ner, garden  supp ly  store, Kalispell 

•> "Y ou 've go t have a balance betw een  h u n te rs  and  loggers and

conservationists. If you  d o n 't, you  w o n 't have anyth ing  left to h u n t or 

log," m anager, w estern  w ear store, Kalispell.

❖ "I'm  a m ultip le use person. Let's use the forests for w h at it's used  for 

an d  no t let it choke itself and  d ie and  b u rn  up ,"  said a business

services ow ner.

These 12 ind iv iduals could  potentially  be d iv ided  into tw o additional 

groups, those w ho  favor conservation because the recreation-based econom y in 

the reg ion  depends on  a  healthy  natu ra l endow m ent for its strength  and  those 

w ho  favor extraction because they  believe the reg ion 's econom y and  

em ploym ent depend  on the availability of resources. W hile bo th  see the land as 

p rincipally  an  econom ic resource, one g ro u p  favors its preservation  and  the 

o ther its exploitation. There could  certainly  be som e gray area here am ong 

h u n tin g  outfitters or o ther recreation-based industries involving significant 

im pact.

This m akes th is category som ew hat problem atic for conservation 

professionals. A ny m essage advocating  preservation  as a w ay  to su p p o rt 

recreation-based  businesses w ould , by im plication, advocate a policy tha t could
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be in te rp re ted  as u n d ercu ttin g  the extraction-based business am ong these 

responden ts.

The d iv ide betw een  these tw o w ays of seeing the  land  as principally  an  

econom ic resource is a t the h ea rt of the "go lden  goose" question  th a t the NPCA 

so u g h t to  u n d erstan d  better by com m issioning th is study.

2 . “Recreational Anthropocentrism"

N ine responden ts ou t of the 21 described the w ild  lands a round  the

F lathead as existing prim arily  for the recreational benefit of people.^ This g roup  

w as, o n  balance, sym pathetic to conservation advocacy goals and  agenda. 

H ow ever, a few  asserted  th a t som e w ild  lands exist principally  for the benefit of 

people. Exam ples of th is include:

■> "M y personal belief is th a t G lacier N ational Park is a peop le 's park. It's 

n o t a  naturalists ' park. It w as developed  for the com m on p erso n ... 

P rior to the D epression the plans w ere in  place to create an  experience 

for the com m on m an  to b ring  his autom obile, w hich  w as fairly new  to 

Am erica, to b ring  fam ilies to  the p ark  in autom obiles and  let them  

experience the opportun ity  of d riv ing  th rough  the  park  in their 

ind iv idual, p rivate  autom obile e w ith  their fam ily. I still feel th a t is the

3 While 47 respondents report participating in and valuing highly recreational activity, only these nine 
offered a conclusive statement attributing human enjoyment as the purpose public lands.
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prim ary  m ission th a t should  be conveyed by G lacier P a rk /' 

construction  engineer, Kalispell.

❖ "H ave you  been u p  to Banff N ational Park? The C anadians ru n  their 

parks for people. They have a residential developm ent righ t in the 

park. It's  b eau tifu l/' ow ner, m anufactu ring  facility, Kalispell.

•> "H u m an  activities are ju st as im portan t as w olves and  grizzly bears," 

m anager, bank, Kalispell.

These sta tem ents reflect w h at m any in  the valley consider the 

" trad itional"  values and  recreational habits of the region. There are too few  

people in th is g roup  to  d raw  any particu lar conclusions ab o u t w hether these 

p eop le 's  recreationally anthropocentric perspective is any w ay related  to how  

they  cam e to  the Flathead or their overall environm ental perspective. H ow ever, 

its clear th a t som e highly value activities, such as m otorized  travel to 

huckleberry  picking areas or hun ting , th a t are reg ard ed  as trad itional local 

pastim es.

G iven this, any m essage in tend ing  to  persuade citizens to sup p o rt 

conservation  based on p reservation  of recreational opportun ities will have to be 

carefully  form ulated . M any responden ts perceive conservation  policies as 

actually  restricting their recreational access. This is particularly  true  of
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resp o n d en ts  w ho  engage in m otorized-recreation. Road c losu res—w hile a 

ro u tin e  p a r t of w ildlife security policies— have been particu larly  difficult for 

m any  resp o n d en ts  to accept.

3. "Pristine Inherent Value”

O nly one responden t of the 21 believes the Icind does no t exist prim arily

for som e fo rm  of h u m an  benefit. This respondent, a p rom inen t health  care

adm in istra to r noted:

❖ "The environm ental m ovem ent is good. In every w ay  and all the 

th ings they  try  to  do. Buy u p  land, preserve things, get m ore m oney 

for the park. Keep th ings pristine as they  shou ld  be. I d o n 't care how  

radical they are either."

O ther partic ipants in  this survey  w ou ld  probably  agree if asked. H ow ever, 

the fact th a t only one explicitly said as m uch  suggests efforts to  prom ote 

env ironm ental policies shou ld  no t em phasize th e  pristine character of preserved 

land. W hile appeals to  keep ing  land  in  its na tu ra l state m igh t resonate w ell in 

o ther reg ions or in  the m em bersh ips of existing environm ental organizations, it 

does n o t ap p ea r to be a b roadly  com pelling concept to these respondents.

O ne responden t, an  architect, explicitly no ted  he believes this difference in 

values is w h a t d istinguishes environm entalists from  himself. H e noted:
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: "I believe it 's  differing values. It's  a value w hich  believes there is true

advan tage  to leaving m uch  land  u tterly  un touched  by hum ans. I 

believe th a t's  w rong. There is the divide."

4. "Antagonistic"

W hile no t explicitly an  effort to characterize the pu rpose  of the w ild  lands 

nearby  the  F lathead  Valley, tw o responden ts ' com m ents w ere characterized by 

an  overall tone of an tagonism  tow ard  the natu ra l environm ent. These com m ents 

w ere of sufficient s treng th  to m erit som e description, though  the  im plications of 

these com m ents are probably  of m inim al actionable use.

O ne ind iv idual, a construction  supp ly  retailer, believes conservation 

efforts have increased the level of danger faced by his family, noting:

: "1 th ink  they 've  done a good job of getting  th is grizzly bear recovery

going —and  th a t's  a bad  th ing ... Let's p u t it th is w ay. Three w eeks ago 

I h ad  a sow  an d  tw o cub grizzlies in  m y backyard three tim es. N ow  I 

w o n 't le t m y k ids outdoors,"

72

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



G. Respondents’ attitudes toward “sprawl”
A m ong the issues touched  on du rin g  these interview s, "sp raw l" w as the 

topic th a t in sp ired  the strongest opinions and  usually  the lengthiest responses. 

R apid  popu la tion  g row th  in the  F lathead Valley has touched the life of every 

re sp o n d e n t—and  done so in a w ay overw helm ingly  characterized as negative, 

by responden ts of all general background  and  political inclination. This general 

consensus th a t the valley is losing som ething  as its popu la tion  base grow s 

rap id ly  shou ld  be of in terest to environm ental advocacy agendas. Unlike m any 

of the o ther issues d iscussed  in the course of th is research, accelerated population  

g row th  and  developm ent has the potential to unify ind iv iduals no t otherw ise 

d isposed  to  agree w ith  each on very  m uch.

Defining “loss of character”

As discussed previously , the m ost com m on com plain t articu lated  about

the  g ro w th  in  the valley addresses the effect it has h ad  on  the character of the

region. M any believe as the valley 's un ique character has suffered as its

p opu la tion  has grow n. H ow ever, w hich  aspects of th is change they regret varies

w idely. D eveloping sub-group ings of responden ts based on sim ilarities in

a ttitu d es alw ays involves approxim ation  of belief an d  som e generalization. The

language u sed  to describe and  define the "loss of character" these respondents

m o u rn  p ro v ed  am ong the m ost difficult sets of a ttitudes to  develop b road

categories for analysis. Broadly, the com plaints an d  frustra tions expressed w ere
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all varia tions on  a few  them es. In  grossly general term s, these com plaints can be 

associated  loosely from  the top  of the list tow ard  the bo ttom  w ith  overall 

perspectives on  conservation  issues.

"Spraw l is harm ing  o u r environm ent"

"W e're  becom ing like the rest of the country"

"G row th  has b ro u g h t inconvenience"

❖ "O ut-of-staters are  m oving an d  changing  the culture"

Those m ost d isposed  to  su p p o rt conservation  advocacy g roups w ere m ost likely 

to note th a t sp raw l is hav ing  an  adverse effect on  wildlife. Those least favorable 

to conservation  g roups w ere also m ore likely to argue th a t the problem  w ith  

g row th  is the influx of out-of-state residents w ho  bring  their "C alifornia" attitude 

w ith  them .

H ow ever, it is m uch m ore difficult to  find relationships betw een the 

a ttitu d es generally  in the m idd le of this l is t—those m ourn ing  the loss of 

un iqueness o r grow th-rela ted  inconvenience. A ttem pts to count or quantify  these 

a ttitu d es based  on overall a ttitu d e  tow ard  conservation or public-land use issues 

w ere inconclusive. Perhaps m ore im portan tly , there w ere num erous exam ples of 

very  s trong  suppo rters  o r very  strong  antagonists of the conservation m ovem ent 

expressing  sim ilar beliefs regard ing  these dow nsides of g row th  in the region. For 

exam ple, a retail store ow ner adam an tly  in  favor of increased tim ber harvest and  

very  vocal in her frustra tion  a t w h at she regards as a "greenie" takeover of the 

U.S. Forest Service, said  this:
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"T hat's w h at I th ink  w e should  keep is the little country  flavor, little 
d iversity , som ething  that's  not... You know  if you go from  one tow n to 
ano ther an d  every m all is the sam e it m akes it unin teresting. A nd I 
th ink  tha t's  w hy our shop does so well. W e d o n 't have w h at everyone 
else has."

A no ther responden t, also a local retail shop  ow ner, used  very  sim ilar

language to  describe the problem s w ith  g row th  and  the loss of un ique character:

"Y ear by year this tow n is tu rn in g  into any-freaking-tow n anyw here. 
It's tu rn in g  in to  franchise central. . . If everything 's just McKenzie 
R iver P izza an d  City Brew w hy com e here? It's the un iqueness in these 
tow ns th a t m akes W hitefish w h at it is. It's the small, un ique places tha t 
m ake people come back to this place."

H ow ever, th is ow ner w as am ong the strongest p roponen ts of 

environm ental pro tection  interview ed. This suggests th a t appeals to these 

centrist perspectives could  be broadly  appealing  — or a t least no t predictably 

alienating  — to a coalition of ind iv iduals no t inclined to agree w ith  each other on 

very  m any  o ther issues rela ted  to g row th  m anagem ent.

M any business leaders in terv iew ed m ade appeals to balance in how  they

believe g ro w th  in the region  should  be m anaged. For exam ple, the ow ner of an

athletic club, a rgued  tha t there are tw o sides to the issue of grow th. H e appealed

to the need  to p lan  for g ro w th  an d  protect the valley 's key characteristics.

H ow ever, he believes these efforts can be m isguided:

"I've been  on bo th  sides of that. I'm  really, really in  favor w h en  it 
com es to  m ain tain ing  the quality  of life here, w ater quality, a ir quality. 
H ap h azard  g row th  w here you 've got one house for every fifteen acres. 
I 'd  ra ther see really h igh  density  developm ent, w here  the houses are 
jam m ed righ t next to each other. O n the o ther hand , w hen  they tell you
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how  m uch  park ing  to p u t out, an d  how  m any trees to p u t around  your 
p roperty , w hen  they  tell you how  to use your ow n property , tha t 
pisses m e off."

U nfortunately , th is quo te  also h ighlights a them e th a t em erges repeatedly 

th ro u g h o u t the discussions of g row th  in  the valley. This responden t is in  favor of 

otlier people living in h igh  density  housing  b u t bristles w hen  he is to ld  w hat he 

can do  w ith  h is o w n  property .

This particu lar contradiction, as n o ted  previously, w ou ld  likely prove 

problem atic to  any effort to  develop an  advocacy m essage th a t appeals to these 

respondents" frustra tions w ith  g row th  in their valley. Essentially, everybody 

agrees there is a prob lem  w ith  grow th, b u t few  agree w ith  exactly how  to handle 

it. N evertheless, the com m onality  of belief th a t the F lathead Valley is losing 

som eth ing  as popu la tion  and  com m ercial en terprise  continue to expand is a clear 

find ing  of this rep o rt and  likely a fertile topic for the developm ent of an  effective 

an d  broadly-based  advocacy cam paign.

Fortunately , appeals to  balance w ere also repeated ly  stated. A real estate

professional in  Kalispell, also suspect of conservation  groups, argued  th a t the

extrem es are the problem :

"One of our b iggest problem s is there 's a g roup  th a t w ants to stop 
any th ing  and  one g roup  tha t w ants to restraints, no  restrictions at a l l . .
. . W hat w e need  to do  is com pensate an d  allow  each side som e p art of 
the decision so w h at w e end  u p  creating is som ething  w e all are p roud  
about.
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In favor of growth and change, with controls

O ther a ttitudes to w ard  g row th  m anagem ent w ere uncovered how ever. In

general, those responses w ere less critical of grow th. A sm all num ber of 

resp o n d en ts  seem ed resigned to grow th, even  to  the loss of regional character, as 

an  inevitable outcom e of p opu la tion  increases an d  the passage of time. A few 

o thers believe the  g row th  has been  good for the valley. H ow ever, even m any of 

those w ho  expressed generally  p ro -g row th  a ttitudes often asserted  the need for 

m ore effective planning:

❖ "1 th ink  it's alw ays good to grow  som e, b u t you have to control tha t 

too. If you get too big, especially in an  area like this, tha t w ou ld  ru in  

the atm osphere"

❖ "C an 't stop  it. You should  certainly try  to learn  from  the lessons others 

have had  abou t u rb an  spraw l. T here 's a righ t and  w rong  w ay to 

proceed."

"W ell, there 's definitely m ore developm ent. There's a lot less open 

space, b u t w h a t are you going to  do. 1 m ean that's  happen ing  

everyw here. W e got to have developm ent. W e got people breeding. 

People are going to breed. People are going to  have kids. The 

popu la tion  is just getting  bigger, w h a t are you going to do? Y ou've got 

to  have developm ent. You can 't have them  all slam m ed in to  a little 

city"
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Som e others believe th a t the g row th  in  valley has been good for the 

region. G enerally , these responden ts w ere strongly  pro-business and  no t in favor 

of m ost of the  conservation  advocacy com m unity 's w ork. This w as no t true in all 

cases, how ever, tw o  responden ts w ho  expressed broadly  pro-conservation 

a ttitu d es also believe the g row th  in the region has been healthy. "I w o u ld n 't have 

m oved  back here if it h a d n 't  grow n," said one R eturn  M ontanan. "T here 's m ore 

cu ltu re  an d  services now . It w asn 't particu larly  livable, in m y opin ion  before."

Opposed to regulation of private property

In  develop ing  the discussion gu ide for this research project, NPCA

em ployees speculated  tha t a fair num ber of responden ts w ould  be encountered

w ho are openly  hostile to g row th  controls an d  zoning. To be sure, som e of this

a ttitu d e  w as uncovered. H ow ever, it w as, on the w hole, no t expressed in radical

term s. For exam ple, a m anager of a consum er publication in Kalispell, generally

unsym pathetic  to  environm ental advocacy causes, said the following, regard ing

planning:

"T hat's  a difficult question. I w o u ld n 't begrudge anyone try ing  to 
m ake a go of som ething  [of starting  a business], b u t I do th ink  the 
g ro w th  is highly  d isorganized . I just w ish  it w ere m ore planned."

A few  others, how ever, d id  express sentim ent tha t w as fairly opposed  to 

g row th  m anagem ent or regulation  of any kind. For exam ple, a m anager of a 

financial p lann ing  firm  w en t so far as to express sym pathy  for the developer of 

the  p ro p o sed  Glacier Mall:
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"As far as the g row th  goes, every city needs to have planning. I just 
th ink  they p lan  m ore than  they accom plish, like this poor fellow  that's 
try ing  to  bu ild  the shopp ing  center. T hey 've been  jerking h im  around  
2-3 years. A nd w e also in ou r fam ily had  a little experience w ith, 
w an tin g  to do  a developm ent, a housing  developm ent an d  it took 2-3 
years."

O n  the  w hole, how ever, these responden ts are exceptions. M ost accept 

tha t som e level of p lann ing  an d  g row th  m anagem ent is im portan t to the region.

Unconcerned with the growth

Som e are generally  unconcerned w ith  the level of g row th  in the valley.

They either d o  no t see the g row th  as a problem , see it as benefiting the region, or

tend  to  approach  the g row th  w ith  a sense of resignation  to the inevitable.

"I 'd  say the only th ing  th a t you see that's different is there 's m ore people. I

d o n 't th ink  G lacier Park  has becom e less of a beautiful place, I don 't th ink  Big

M ountain  has. I d o n 't th ink  any of the golf courses have. There's still an

abundance  of trails to  track, there 's still rivers to run ," said an  operations

m anager a t a  Kalispell m anufactu ring  facility.

"M y feeling is the area will never becom e a Seattle or Los Angeles," said a

health  care service m anager.

"The average visitor, w hich  w as m e seven years ago. I w as here three

tim es in  one year, p a id  no a tten tion  to it. I paid  no atten tion  to it because I

w an ted  to  see things. I w an ted  to see the reservoir an d  the dam . I w an ted  to see
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G lacier N ational Park. I w an ted  to head  u p  to Banff. I w as v aca tio n in g /' said a 

business services firm  ow ner.

"It dep en d s on  w h a t you  w ant. As far as I'm  concerned, I enjoy economic 

g ro w th  because it helps m e in business. O n  the o ther hand . I'd  like it to  stay 

sm all an d  quain t, b u t I know  that's  no t going to  happen . It w ill grow . It is 

grow ing," sa id  the m anager of a local retail firm  in  C olum bia Falls.

"W ell, of course w e’d  all like to be unique, b u t I d o n 't know  if th a t can 

happen . Business is business an d  you can 't keep th ings out. It's just going to 

h ap p en  w hether w e like it or not," explained the m anager of a Kalispell financial 

services firm.

A local services firm  ow ner tended  to dow nplay  the th rea t posed  by the 

g row th  com paring  it to o ther areas favorably, w here  g row th  has progressed even 

further. "I d o n 't know . If people haven 't been here before, do  they see that? If you 

com e from  the big city, w e're still no t big. That's p retty  relative."
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H. Implications/Recommendations

The prim ary  goal of th is research w as to discover to w h a t extent the 

business com m unity  in  F lathead C ounty , M ontana, associate the environm ental 

am enities of their area  w ith  its recent robust econom ic and  popu la tion  g ro w th — 

and , if so, d o  they reg ard  p ro tecting  these environm ental characteristics as key to 

con tinued  econom ic success. O n balance, these findings are mixed. Some 

m em bers of the  com m unity  clearly associate the econom ic success of the region 

w ith  its env ironm ental quality  of life. O thers do  no t particularly  see this 

association o r believe the F lathead w ill alw ays be com paratively  cleaner. W hile 

the overall a ttitudes expressed  by these responden ts tu rn ed  ou t to be som ew hat 

m ixed, it is clear th a t m ost associate the g row th  in the region w ith  their 

con tinued  econom ic success. (This find ing  shou ld  be in terp reted  cautiously, as 

there is a lm ost certainly som e self-selection bias inheren t in the study , favoring 

the partic ipation  of successful business leaders and  ow ners.)

G iven this relationship  betw een  g row th  and econom ic vitality in the 

region, it seem s likely th a t som e k ind  of persuasive argum ent on  behalf of 

sensible pro tection  of the valley 's am enities could  be developed. Such an  

argum en t w o u ld  have to  be carefully form ulated  to avoid  either the appearance 

of "stea lth  environm entalism " (w hich w ou ld  provoke a negative response from  

conservative m em bers of the com m unity) or the appearance of "green  w ashing"
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(w hich  cou ld  p ro m p t a negative response from  m ore conservation-m inded 

m em bers of the com m unity).

Fortunately  a num ber of key areas of com m on belief em erged from  this 

research, a ro u n d  w hich  a m oderate, broadly  appealing  cam paign could  

po ten tia lly  be developed. The m ain  poin ts am ong  these include:

❖ These responden ts  value life in  the Flathead. M essages bu ilt a round  the 

prem ise of p reserv ing  com m unity  an d  recreational opportun ities could 

resonate well.

❖ C oncerns abou t w ater quality  cu t across all sectors an d  attitudes tow ard  

o ther environm ental issues. C redibly a rgued  proposals to protect the 

aquifer an d  lake m ay d raw  b roader support.

❖ A lack of faith  in  the valley 's cu rren t leadership  often  seem s related  to 

perceived  "extrem e positions." A ppeals em phasiz ing  m oderate, centrist 

leadersh ip  m ight successfully speak to this frustration.

•> Business leaders of all a ttitudes tow ard  p lann ing  and  environm entalism  

lam en t the loss of farm land. Calls to  preserve the reg ion 's agricultural 

heritage should  resonate w ell w ith  m any.

Hostility to Californian attitudes
A num b er of respondents, m ost of them  native M ontanans or natives to 

the F lathead  region, voiced concerns abou t the insid ious affect of ou tsiders on 

the cu ltu re  in  the F lathead. O ften these com m ents w ere linked to efforts m ade
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on p a r t of activ ist g roups, m ost often C itizens for a Better F lathead, to affect the

political response to ongoing com m ercial developm ent p ressures in the region.

Som e long-tim e residen ts see progressive efforts to lim it spraw l and  national

chain  com m ercial developm ent as actually taking away the ru ra l character, rather

than  p reserv ing  it. As one typical business ow ner noted:

"I th ink  the person  w ho  com es here from  California to get aw ay from  
th a t lifestyle, b u t ends u p  d ragg ing  it w ith  them , you know , w anting  to 
change our place w hen  they  get here, th a t person  is severely 
ou tnum bered . The prob lem  is they  b ring  their friends and  then  they 
form  little g roups like C itizens for a Better F lathead."

This, am ong  all the a ttitudes expressed by those resistan t to g row th 

m anagem ent o r conservation, is am ong  the m ost com m on and  am ong those m ost 

contradictory . O ther findings in th is research have show n th a t those w ho have 

lived elsew here in the U nited States, w hether raised  in M ontana or not, are the 

m ost likely to  perceive the u rb an  spraw l as a prob lem  in need  of addressing  by 

g ro w th  m anagem ent. M any responden ts m ourn  the loss of established, local 

businesses to com petition by larger, m ulti-state chains stores. M any respondents 

m o u rn  the loss of open, pastoral farm land  w hen  it is replaced by subdivisions. 

But only those responden ts w ho  have sp en t tim e elsew here are m ost likely to 

favor th e  effort to save these characteristics th ro u g h  the application of law s 

in tended  to  d irect developm ent.

W hile a t once m ourn ing  the very econom ic changes th a t m ake the 

F lathead  look m uch  m ore like o ther parts of the country , native M ontanans and  

native  F latheaders freely dism iss the efforts of those from  elsew here to actually
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re s tra in  these changes. This is a grave contradiction  for those in favor of a 

sm arte r app roach  to city p lann ing  in the region. To address it one m ust fu rther 

a ttem p t to  u n d ers tan d  it. I see tw o potential explanations, w hich could explain 

this contradiction.

First, the  question  m ay com e d o w n  to  a lack of legitimacy. The people 

m ost in terested  in  restrain ing  the g row th  of the com m ercial and  residential land 

uses o n  the  periphery  of the  F lathead 's tow ns, as noted, are m ost often the sam e 

people w h o  have lived in o ther areas of the country. H aving  seen w hat can 

h ap p en  to  an  area facing unchecked grow th, they seem  to exhibit a greater 

w illingness to  consider regu la tion  of th is grow th. The Flathead region, like m any 

o ther places, is p o pu la ted  by people w ith  a  strong  sense of regional p ride  and  a 

clear sense of how  they  culturally  differ from  others. H ow ever, those w ho have 

never lived  elsew here lack firsthand  experience w ith  runaw ay  grow th. In short, 

they  are people w ho  know  w ho they are, know  w h at they w ish  their valley 

w o u ld  continue to look like, b u t have no  tools of their ow n to grasp the change 

an d  d o  som eth ing  about it. H ow ever, the m ere lack of their ow n tools does not, 

by itself, im ply  a w illingness to  borrow  or accept the tools b rough t by others.

This explanation  posits a com petition  betw een  the native F latheader and  

M ontanan 's  desire to resist the faceless, out-of-state econom ic forces tha t are 

rap id ly  reshap ing  the ir valley an d  the ir unw illingness to accept as "legitim ate" 

the policies of people from  outside the region, w hose difference to them  is keenly 

felt. M any, given the choice, w ou ld  prefer the spraw l than  w ou ld  accept o r adap t
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to  the ideas offered by organizations such  as C itizens for a Better Flathead, 

w hose style, sophistication, and  progressive outlook are distinctly no t 

ho m eg ro w n  in  the F lathead region.

A principal tragedy  of th is particu lar com petition  is the fact th a t no t all 

"ou ts iders"  are  reg ard ed  as such, an d  no t all "locals" are hostile to im ported  

ideas o r m ethods. For exam ple, the rad io  talk show  host John Stokes is as clear an 

exam ple of an  opportun istic  ou tsider th a t could  be found  in the region. A 

charla tan  an d  dem agogue, Stokes cam e to the region  in the 1990s, fleeing a 

b an k ru p t real estate developm ent in  W ashington. H ow ever, his rhetoric and  

personal style or "cu ltu re" are intentionally  geared  to  appeal to the lowest- 

com m on-denom inator nativ ist sensibilities of the listeners in the Flathead.

A second explanation  for the apparen t contradiction is the com petition 

betw een  core values in ternal to  the individuals. The W esterner citizen's 

fascination w ith  freedom  an d  ind iv idualism  is a w ell-docum ented cultural 

characteristic. A d isda in  for governm ent interference in their lives is a 

particu larly  com m on m anifestation of this core value, an d  one tha t w as 

repea ted ly  b lam ed d u rin g  th is research for the failure of the city-county m aster 

p lan  in  F lathead County.

In this explanation, there are tw o  w ays in  w hich  the F lathead is becom ing 

like California, bo th  objectionable to  long tim e residents. First, the area is 

becom ing increasingly bu ilt over w ith  com m ercial an d  residential spraw l. 

Second, m ore and  m ore people from  other parts  of the country  are com ing to the
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area  a n d  chang ing  the local cu ltu re  in a variety  of w ays, am ong them  the a 

g reater tolerance for an d  advocacy for a greater role for governm ent in their 

lives. The local, th e  native, is faced w ith  a  choice: O n one hand , they can live in 

an  area  th a t increasingly looks like California. O n  the o ther hand , they can live in 

an  area  w here  their ind iv idual lives are m ore directly  affected by their local 

governm ent. G iven this choice, this com petition  betw een core values, it is no t 

th a t su rp risin g  th a t m any  choose to d iagnose the problem  as Californians.

N either of these explanations particu larly  well accounts for the cognitive 

d issonance so abjectly ap p a ren t in som e of these ind iv iduals ' quotes. For 

exam ple, th is com m ent, m ade by a long-tim e F lathead resident and  native:

But the first th ing  they do  is they com e w ith  a lot of m oney and  they 
get on a lo t of boards an d  stuff an d  they w an t to change everything 
an d  m ake it like it is w here  they cam e from . A nd if they liked it so 
m uch, w hy  d id n 't they stay there? There's w ays w e d id  th ings here, 
r ig h t or w rong, tha t w as p a rt of the flavor of the F lathead Valley. A nd 
a lo t of these people from  bigger cities, especially like from  California, 
they m ove here an d  they im m ediately  w an t to start changing stuff and  
m aking  it the w ay  it w as in California.

This quo te  w as m ade in  response to d irect questions abou t spraw l and  

com m ercial developm ent in  the region. In critiqu ing  the policies advocated  by 

ind iv iduals a ttem pting  to  p reven t the F lathead from  looking like California, he 

explicitly accuses them  of try ing  to make the region more like California. N ote tha t 

his language expresses th ings as "the w ay  w e d id  things, rig h t or w rong" and 

"m ak ing  it the w ay it w as" do  no t necessarily speak directly  to the actual results 

on  the  g round , b u t the p rocedures used  to achieve these results. In the previous
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q u o te  it is the "lifestyle" th a t outsiders w an t to bring  along  w ith  them  tha t the 

re sp o n d en t finds objectionable. In addressing  the problem s w ith  spraw l, in the 

sam e b rea th  th a t th e  m o u rn  the loss of ru ra l character, they m ourn  the loss of a 

"w ay  of do ing  things."

W hile on  the surface d isheartening, this could pose an  opportun ity  for 

local advocates to  develop sp raw l control m echanism s that, in  som e w ay, reflect 

an d  respect the  trad itional w ay  of o rdering  their political and  economic lives tha t 

the long tim e residen ts fear they are losing. Some possibilities present them selves 

readily. First, the bu lk  of the  residential and  particu larly  com m ercial 

deve lopm en t th a t progressives in the valley find objectionable is perpetra ted  on 

the region  by w ell-financed out-of-state interests. There seem s an  obvious 

o p p o rtu n ity  to  target a su p p o rt for zoning  cam paign tha t explicitly dem onizes 

these larger forces. A t m inim um , this w ou ld  em phasize the th rea t to the 

developm ent poses to  the com peting  values of "locals." Second, any  advocacy 

cam paign  th a t seeks to control or lim it the adverse im pact of economic 

developm ent should  m ake a strong  effort to exhibit th a t their w ay of "doing  

business" is su ited  to the F lathead 's trad itional w ay  of do ing  business.

Water Quality
The a ttitudes of native F lathead residen ts an d  M ontanans tow ard  the 

ideas an d  political actions im ported  by those from  other parts  of the country  

show ed  an  u nnerv ing  level of conflict and  dissonance. The issue of w ater quality
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em erged  in  th is s tu d y  as an  area of surprising ly  strong agreem ent. As discussed 

in  the  sum m ary  of m ain  findings, even  m any responden ts otherw ise highly 

d isposed  to  oppose the environm ental m ovem ent voiced at tim es strong concern 

ab o u t w ate r quality  issues in  the Flathead. I see the environm ental m ovem ent as 

being  a ^shutdow n of any th ing ' an d  no t do ing  any th ing  w ith  natural resources. 

To m e the  env ironm ental m ovem ent is negatively im pacting o ur area," explained 

a m anager a t a fuel system s engineering  firm  in Kalispell. "B ut the p lus side of 

EPA regu la tion  has to  do  w ith  w ater quality. The one issue they 're facing w ith  

the m all for instance is how  is th a t going to negatively im pact our w ater quality."

A nother responden t p rov ided  an  even starker exam ple, a t one po in t 

decry ing the p roposed  expansion  of the W aterton  Lakes Peace Park, saying, "The 

expansion  of the so-called Peace Park? G lacier an d  W aterton? That scares me. 

Those are in ternational agreem ents th a t are now  having  a say so over m y U nited 

States lands." The sam e responden t earlier h ad  poin ted  ou t that:

You have to have healthy  w ater system s, for fish to spaw n, etc. etc. If 
you  allow  th a t to den ig ra te  an d  you know  and  the silt flow  etc. I th ink  
if G lacier as a source for clean w ater, b u t it com es dow n and  sits in his 
gigantic beautiful na tu ra l lake. If th a t is abused or the w aters com ing 
o u t of G lacier or the Sw an valley here are abused and  w hat feeds this 
lake and  the lake itself is abused, the healthy  quality  of life here is 
going to go aw ay  com pletely, the b irds the w ildlife, you nam e it.

There is a clear contradiction  inheren t in the  statem ents of these individuals, 

w ho, on  one h and , expressing  frustra tion  or ou trigh t resen tm ent tow ard  the 

env ironm enta l m ovem ent, w hile, on the other, hand  declaring  the im portance of
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p reserv in g  w ater quality. Two possible explanations for this contradiction seem  

plausible.

First, the quality  of the w ater in  the F lathead aquifer has a universal effect 

o n  the lives of these respondents, all of w hom , presum ably, a t least d rink  it, if not 

also show er an d  g room  w ith  it. Thus, efforts to pro tect the quality  of the w ater 

supp ly  w ill have a relevance to these responden ts ' lives tha t w olf or lynx 

recovery m igh t not. It is also a fairly com m on effect, unlike o ther environm ental 

policies, in  th a t nobody is benefited by degraded  w ater quality, per se. Unlike this, 

som e see the presence of increased num bers of w olves as an  undesirable, even 

d angerous outcom e. This is n o t to  assert, how ever, tha t w ater quality protections 

are un iversally  supported . Some ind iv iduals opposed to the environm ental 

m ovem ent w ere equally  dism issive of efforts to protect the aquifer.

A second possible explanation  is that, in the tug  of w ar betw een 

com peting , deeply  felt values, w ater quality  creates less conflict than  do the 

others. In  repea ted  op in ion  polls, m ost A m ericans regard  them selves as favoring 

env ironm ental protections. H ow ever w hen  su p p o rt for specific policies is 

m easured , o ther priorities — econom ic g ro w th  or personal freedom  — tend  to 

w eigh as heavily if no t heavier. H ow ever, in general, the m easures required  to 

p ro tec t w ate r quality  — spraw l control, sew age extensions — m ay be perceived as 

som ew hat less in trusive or restrictive than  o ther m easures.

W hichever explanation  is m ore accurate, it is clear th a t an  opportun ity  

exists h ere  to  develop b roader su p p o rt for various m easures to determ ine the
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outcom e fate of developm ent on  the valley floor. To som e extent, th is suggestion 

h as a lready  been successfully im plem ented  in the citizen-driven cam paign to 

p rev en t the  location of the p roposed  G lacier M all—ivhich w ould  be the largest 

sh o p p in g  com plex in  M ontana — in  Evergreen. In this area, a com m ercial strip  

betw een  Kalispell an d  C olum bia Falls, the  aquifer is particularly  close the surface 

level. A ctivists opposed  to the m all succeeded in delaying the construction and 

eventually  forcing the developer to relocate his p roposed  site to  higher ground.

A m ain  them e of the ir m essage, w as protection  of w ater quality.
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I. Personal statement
I began  this research in tend ing  to find ou t abou t a com m unity  of in terest's 

a ttitu d es to w ard  conservation an d  the language they used  in discussing it. The 

resu lts p resen ted  in this docum ent reflect this m ain  goal and  the scope of w ork 

ag reed  u p o n  by myself, Steve Thom pson, an d  Tony Jew ett of the N ational Parks 

C onservation  Association. To the extent th a t 1 executed tha t scope of w ork  to 

their satisfaction (at least th a t's  w h a t they to ld  me) I believe this study  w as a 

success. H ow ever, the resu lts p resen ted  here leave o u t quite a bit of the personal 

experience.

First an d  forem ost, these results do  no t m ention  w hat a pleasant, 

rew ard in g  experience it w as to spend  a few  m onths in the N PC A 's W hitefish 

office. W orking  w ith  Steve an d  Kootenai w as alw ays a pleasure. Steve is a lesson 

in professionalism  an d  good  h u m o r—and  a pleasure to backpack w ith. D aw n 

O ehlerich across the hall alw ays p rov ided  p leasant end  of the day conversation.

Second, the experience of conducting  a stu d y  of this k ind  in a com m unity 

as blessed a n d  colorful as the F lathead is difficult to describe. The best I've got is 

"hyper-tourism ." A M issoulian conducting  an  academ ic study, asking form al 

questions w ith  the ap p ro p ria te  em otional distance, cannot be said to have 

"m oved  to" the  F lathead. N evertheless, there w as an  intim acy involved in 

exam ining  a  com m unity  so closely th a t exceed a m ere "visit." I spent hours 

d riv in g  a ro u n d  the county , getting to know  its back roads, in  search of d istan t
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hom e-based  or ru ra l business (special thanks to m aps.yahoo.com ). I spoke w ith  

the 80 responden ts, p lus num erous em ployees, fam ily m em bers w ho  happened  

by, even  a custom er or tw o. O n the w hole this w as a deeply  rew ard ing  

experience in  w hich  I felt I had  the opportun ity  to engage in a crash course in 

F lathead culture.

M ost im portan tly , m y interests as a g raduate  studen t w ere uniquely 

add ressed  by  th is study . I am  as fascinated by the people of the in term ountain  

W est as I am  in su p p o rt of our m ain tain ing  a sustainable relationship  w ith  its 

public lands. Too often in the w ork  of advocating  on behalf of "w ildness" w e 

accept the tired  canard  tha t environm ental pro tection  and the interest's of 

hum ans are in  som e w ay  opposed. They are not. In the long run, they are one.

This s tu d y  and  the ongoing w ork  w ith  the N ational Parks Conservation 

A ssociation served  in a sm all w ay this w orthy  goal: The cultivation of an 

u n d ers tan d in g  am ong the "com m unity  of interest" tha t our fate and  the fate of 

land  w e live on are  b o u n d  together.

I believe a person  shou ld  first seek to u nderstand  others, and then  second 

seek to  have them selves understood . This is equally  true of m ovem ents and  

organizations. Too environm ental m ovem ent, I subm it, m igh t be spending  too 

m uch tim e try ing  to p ersu ad e  o thers to  u n d erstan d  their perspective, and  

neglecting  their obligation to understand . This s tu d y — indeed  the w hole 

w o rld v iew  Steve T hom pson an d  Tony Jew ett b ring  to their "H ealthy Parks,
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H ealthy  C om m unities Project" — represen ts a w orthy  a ttem p t to focus on the 

need  to  understand .
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A p p e n d ix A: D is c u s s io n  G u id e

ID /H .C .

National Parks Conservation Association 

Pilot Qualitative Study with Business Leaders 
on Conservation/Planning Issues 

April 2002

Respondent Name Business

Title Phone
Start time End time Date
Industry Region
Address Log

Good Morning/Aflemoon __________________ (NAME), this is Jason Lathrop
calling for our interview on behalf of the National Parks Conservation Association. 
Thanks again for agreeing to speak with us. This interview should take about 30-45 
minutes.

A. Personal Attitudes (5 minutes)

1. How long have you lived in the Flathead? Why did you move here or why do
you continue to live here? (PROBE: Is it the region itself? Personal relationships? 
Employment opportunities?)

2. Personally, what are the best aspects of life in this region?
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3. How important to you personally Is Glacier National Park. Do you and your 
family visit the park regularly? (Probe: importance of wildlife, clean water, 
uncluttered views, mountain hikes, driving Going-to-the-Sun Road?)

B. Business attitudes (5 minutes)

1. How long have you been in your current industry in the Flathead?___Why do
you conduct business in this area? (PROBE: Business climate, 
improving/worsening?)

2. What are the good aspects of doing business in the Flathead?

3. What are the major economic challenges to the region?

4. How important is the presence of Glacier National Park and surrounding wild 
lands, rivers, lakes and wildlife for attracting good workers and customers? How 
important for growing your business and the regional economy?

C. Attitudes toward change/planning (8 minutes)

1. Has the Flathead region changed since you first came here? How has it
changed?

2. How has that change affected you personally?
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3. How has the change affected your business? Other businesses in the region?

4. Describe how you want the Flathead region to look in 50 years? How do you expect it 
will look?

5. What do you think of efforts to plan growth of communities? Do you think there 
is enough, too much, or not enough emphasis on planning in Flathead County? 
Why?

6. Do you think land-use planning and development affect park values such as 
wildlife, scenery and the quality of the visitor experience?

7. What group or community leaders best represent your interest in their approach to 
dealing with change in the valley? Who do you look to for leadership in the community? 
If a group, are you a member or somehow affiliated with it?

D. Attitudes toward Glacier Park and conservation (8 minutes)

1. What do you see as the biggest issues facing the park? (Probe: Is funding for the 
park sufficient to maintain park infrastructure, provide adequate visitor services and 
protect park resources such as wildlife? Does development outside the park affect park 
values such as wildlife, water and scenery? Is traffic congestion and parking a current or 
future concern?)
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2. Overall, what do you think of the conservation movement in the Flathead valley? How 
does it affect your life personally, your business and the region? Which conservation 
organizations or leaders do you trust the most? The least?

3 .1 would like to read you a couple statements from a report about visitor attitudes 
in Montana, and then get your reaction. The survey and report were prepared by 
the University of Montana Institute for Tourism and Recreation Research.

a) “The top attractions to Montana have remained the same. Mountains/forests^ 
Yellowstone and Glacier National Parks, rivers/lakes, and open space/uncrowded areas 
continue to be the top attractions to Montana. **

b) “A continuing trend is emerging from  all travel seasons. When repeat visitors were 
asked to tell us what has changed, open space and the condition o f  the natural 
environment have received the most ratings o f  a ^worsened' condition.... I f  the 
environment is why people come and why people live here, ye t it appears to some that it 
is deteriorating, there is a potential problem down the line. ”

Do you agree that this is a potential problem? Do you think the problem is real or is 
it just a perception? Any suggestions on how we in Montana should address this 
problem or perception?

E. Statement testing (5 minutes)

1. I’m going to read you five statements. After each, I’d ask you to briefly tell me 
whether you agree or disagree with the statement and why.

Statement Comments
There is good reason to 
be optimistic about the 
future o f the Flathead 
region.
Natural/amenity values 
like wildlife, clean water 
and Glacier National Park 
are very important to the 
economic health o f this
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region.
The Flathead’s economic 
health is being harmed 
due to environmental 
policies.
The tone o f public 
discourse in the valley is 
harsh and counter­
productive to a healthy 
business climate
The business community, 
conservationists and 
public land managers 
such as Glacier National 
Park should develop 
closer partnerships to 
maintain natural, 
economic and community 
values..

F. Classification (3 minutes)

1. What is your age?__________
2. How long have you lived in Montana?
3. What town/neighborhood do you live in?
4. Do you currently plan to retire in Montana?
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A p p e n d ix  B: R e c r u it m e n t  In s t r u m e n t

A pril 26, 2002 

NAM E A N D  ADDRESS 

D ear NAM E,

I am  a g raduate  s tu d en t at the University of M ontana conducting a study  
this sum m er w ith  business leaders in the Flathead region, researching the 
rela tionsh ip  betw een  the F lathead econom y and Glacier N ational Park. I am  
w ork ing  w ith  the N ational Parks C onservation Association, a national 
conservation  g roup  focused on  protection of the national park  system.

W e believe tha t a healthy econom y is an  im portan t underly ing  condition 
for m ain ta in ing  a healthy N ational Park. We also suspect tha t Glacier and  the 
reg ion 's  na tu ra l am enities have som ething to do  w ith  the F lathead 's strong 
popu la tion  an d  econom ic grow th. But w e w an t to understand  this better by 
listen ing to  the people w ho  know  the local econom y best -  those actually leading 
businesses. To this end, I am  conducting a series of one-on-one conversations 
w ith  key local leaders.

I am  w riting  to you today to request that w e get together, either by phone 
or in person, to talk about your w ork at BUSINESS NAME, the Flathead 
econom y, an d  Glacier N ational Park. W ould you have about 30 m inutes to speak 
w ith  m e inform ally an d  anonym ously  about these issues?

I w ill follow  u p  w ith  you by phone in the com ing w eek to discuss your 
possible availability.

Thanks for your consideration.

Jason L athrop 
PO Box 4485 
W hitefish, MT 59937 
406-327-1501
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