
Wow! It seems like yesterday that we were preparing 
our first Habitat Council newsletter. Now here we are, writing 
our last. A lot has happened over the past six years, but the 
council has continued to prosper. Our time has been filled 
with so many incredible things, but I think one word sums 
up our experience best: connection. We have been through 
coronavirus together where most were pulled away from work 
and distanced from family and friends. Even in the midst of 
that, we have felt incredibly connected to each one of you. The 
passion for the mission that all of you have has always been 
an inspiration 

As we transition out, we are excited to welcome the new 
HC chairs. Tom and Sue Meehl, from Pennsylvania, will begin 
their terms at the first of the year. Many of you have met the 
Meehls and know their passion for RMEF. They have been 
involved with RMEF for more than 20 years. Please welcome 
them to their new role and greet them at a future RMEF 
HC meeting. We look forward to continuing to serve on the 

Habitat Council alongside you all and seeing the incredible directions that we know Tom and Sue 
are going to bring us.

We thank you for the love and support that you have given both of us throughout our time 
as Habitat Council chairs. When we started this role, we had no idea the immense number of 
friendships that we were about to grow, nor could we have imagined the family we were about to 
gain. This group has always amazed us as you give your time, talents and treasure for the mission 
of RMEF. Thank you for all that you have done and for all that you will do in the future!  Always 
remember the history of the Habitat Council and we look forward to the new heights that it will 
accomplish!

On an episode of “Yellowstone,” Rip said “Cowboys never say goodbye, they say ‛see ya,’” so 
that is what we are saying to all of you. We hope to see you at an RMEF event down the road.

See ya!
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HABITAT COUNCIL TIDINGS
A MESSAGE FROM YOUR CO-CHAIRS

Kent & Cyndie Johnson,  
RMEF Habitat Council Co-chairs

RMEF MTN FEST 2022

Cyndie & Kent Johnson welcoming new 
incoming HC Chairs Sue & Tom Meehl

Reception at the Outdoor Umbrella Bar

Habitat Council & Trails 
Society Reception

NATIONAL EVENTS
2023 HABITAT COUNCIL 
MEETING & RETREAT 
Date TBD 
Missoula, MT

PBR TEAM SERIES 
CHAMPIONSHIP
Nov 4-6, 2022
Las Vegas, NV

RMEF HUNTER & OUTDOOR 
CHRISTMAS EXPO
Dec 1-10, 2022
Las Vegas, NVLEARN MORE

OUTDOORCLASS.COM

ONLINE EDUCATION PLATFORM



PRIORITY PROJECTS = Bigger Wins for Elk, Other Wildlife
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 All conservation work is important. However, some projects do 
rank a little higher than others because they check more boxes  
on the conservation scorecard, so to speak. For example, if a given 
project includes sizeable acreage, conserves habitat, protects  
year-round elk range, migratory corridors and calving grounds plus it 

opens and/or improves public access to adjacent public land,  
you can chalk it up as a “priority project.”
 In 2022, RMEF has three such land conservation and access 
priority projects. 

 This past summer, RMEF capped off a long, productive relationship with two landowners by acquiring and conserving nearly 6,700 acres 
of important elk habitat in southeast Wyoming. The Mule Creek property is between Casper and Laramie near the southern Laramie Range 
Mountains. It is both expansive and ecologically diverse winter range, rich in natural springs and located on or near several drainages that feed 
both Mule Creek and Sheep Creek. 
 “This project is especially important because it links 38,000 acres of contiguous state and federal land in a part of Wyoming where public 
access is challenging, at best, due to a large number of private ranches and landlocked state and federal land,” said Blake Henning, RMEF chief 
conservation officer. “And since elk populations are well above population objectives, biologists can better utilize hunters to manage elk  
numbers.”  The property lies in the heart of Elk Hunt Area 7 and is home to more than 500 elk, however there are more than 11,000 in the unit. 
That population is more than twice the size that biologists would like to see there.
 In 2015, RMEF worked with the landowners to help broker a 15-year agreement to create the Mule Creek Public Access Area, allowing  
elk hunting access on foot or horseback. That not only opened the door to the sizeable Mule Creek property but created a bridge to another  
4,000 acres of mostly inaccessible state and Bureau of Land Management lands next door. 
 This new transaction takes conservation and access work to a whole new level. First, it makes public access to the property permanent. 
Second, it allows for the continuation of habitat enhancement projects going forward. 
 The previous owners, both hunters and conservationists, worked with RMEF and Wyoming Game and Fish dating back to 2011 to  
implement prescribed burning and other treatments on their land in sagebrush and aspen communities with wildlife, especially elk, in mind.  
Now, RMEF will take the lead in carrying out more habitat work in an area where, on the broader landscape, it already contributed more  
than $500,000 to 40 different habitat stewardship projects. And that’s great news for elk and elk habitat!

MULE CREEK, WYOMING—CLOSED!
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 Five hundred miles to the north and west, you’ll find another RMEF priority project – this one in central Montana. It’s a 5,668-acre chunk of 
prime elk habitat in the Big Snowy Mountain Range about 20 miles south of Lewistown. 
 RMEF is working with Shodair Children’s Hospital in Helena, the current landowner that received the property as a donation years earlier, 
to acquire the land and then convey it to Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP). At that point, FWP plans to transform it into a new state wildlife 
management area that will be home to elk, mule deer, moose, pronghorn antelope and other species. As such, it will be open to public access and 
improve access to more than 10,300 acres of adjacent public land. That’s an especially good thing since elk are 900 percent above objective in 
Hunt District 411. 
 The land has high-quality, diverse habitat consisting of mature forests, grassland meadows, and aspen stands and a wide variety of 
vegetation thanks to mountain springs and intermittent streams.
 “It’s a really rich landscape with tons of grass and wildflowers, starting with fairly flat prairie that gets steeper and more forested the closer 
you get to the face of the scenic Snowies beyond,” said Paul Queneau, Bugle magazine conservation and wildlife content manager who recently 
flew over and walked the property. “Once you climb up into the woods there is elk sign everywhere — rub trees, wallows and lots of tracks. We 
found a mule deer shed right above a cliff-cave geologic feature in one of the canyons just before you get to the public land.”
 Like the Mule Creek project in Wyoming, this one is also surrounded by large private ranches with limited access. It is literally around the 
corner and on the same road as RMEF’s Red Hill project. If you remember, an RMEF member sent word to headquarters back in 2013 about a 
small 40-acre property about to hit the open market. RMEF acted quickly, purchased the Red Hill tract for $190,000 and offered it to FWP for 
$50,000. What amounted to a $140,000 donation to hunters improved public access to nearly 18,000 acres of Helena-Lewis and Clark National 
Forest land beyond because it shared a 30-foot common boundary. 
 Shodair CEO Craig Aasved grew up in Lewistown, loves elk hunting in the Big Snowies, appreciates the history of the land and the access 
challenges public-land hunters face in this area. He said Shodair’s board of directors wanted this property to enter the public domain even 
though they were under a directive to ensure it resulted in a large cash donation for the hospital, which is busy fundraising for new construction. 
 “We’re not a real estate company. We knew from the very beginning it was not going to be land we were going to take and hold onto,” said 
Aasved, who conceded the hospital received several inquiries from out-of-state buyers. “We’re a Montana company. We wanted it to stay in 
Montana, and we wanted access for the citizens of Montana.”

BIG SNOWY MOUNTAINS, MONTANA—PENDING

 Fundraising continues for the vast Minam River acquisition in northeast Oregon. 
Manulife Investment Management’s timberland business, Oregon Department of Fish 
and Wildlife (ODFW), and RMEF closed phase I of the project in late 2021, conserving 
more than 4,600 acres of elk and riparian habitat. Phase II covering nearly 11,000 
more acres is tentatively scheduled to close in late 2023. Once completed, the overall 
project will protect vital winter range for an elk herd numbering 1,400 as well as 114 
miles of streams and rivers.
 “The significance of this acquisition cannot be overstated. An opportunity to 
protect such a large swath of diverse habitat does not come along very often,” said 
Curt Melcher, ODFW director. “ODFW has pursued opportunities to permanently 
protect this property since the 1960s. This acquisition would not have been possible 
without the leadership and funding from RMEF, as well as strong partnership with 
Manulife Investment Management.”

MINAM RIVER, OREGON—IN PROGRESS
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Anderson Smith, Director of Development

THE DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE: GIVING FOR OUR FUTURE

Nonprofits and RMEF gear-up for “giving season” every year from October 1 to 
December 31. It’s when most supporters mobilize their philanthropy. For us, this is also a 
period of time where our supporters are afield enjoying their passion, reflecting in the quiet 
moments on what matters most. We hope that we’re at the top of your list, and THANK YOU 
for all of the years where that has been the case. We are nearly 8.4-million acres conserved 
because of your generosity.

At RMEF, we celebrate this community of Habitat Council (HC) members because of 
what you’ve given during your lifetime, and many of you have also made provisions for the 
future of our organization. Those who place RMEF in their wills, trusts, or as beneficiaries of 
assets such as retirement accounts and life insurance policies are part of our Trails Society 
(TS) community. It is our sincere hope that as time progresses, our HC members become  
TS members, bolstering the foundation of our future.

Making a planned gift for our future work is relatively easy, and truth-be-told, is more 
often than not the greatest gesture of support, both in amount and emotion that a member 
can commit to – plus, it doesn’t cost you a dime during your lifetime. Right now, RMEF has 
roughly 1,200 HC supporters and around 650 TS supporters, two numbers we’re hoping 
become even.

If you have any questions about how to include RMEF in your estate plans, please reach out to us. We’d be honored to help:  
Legacy@RMEF.org, (406) 523-3479.

Thank you, and have a great fall.
(If at year-end you would like to give from a donor advised fund, retirement account, or a gift of stock, please let us know, we can  

help you direct your giving.)


