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Introduction 

The Three Forks of the Flathead River were designated a Wild and Scenic River (WSR) in 1976 and are a component of 

the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System. A total of 219 miles of the Flathead River are included in the designation. 

The free-flowing conditions and water quality of designated wild and scenic rivers are to be protected and enhanced.  

Ethnographic and Historical resources on the three forks of the Flathead are considered one of its Outstandingly 

Remarkable Values (ORVs). Therefore, review of baseline conditions, potential threats to sites and resources, and future 

management and monitoring objectives will be integral to the ongoing Comprehensive River Management Plan (CRMP) 

process. 

High Quality Wildlife Habitat 

The Three Forks of the Flathead River occur within one of the largest intact ecosystems in the lower 48 states where 

natural processes such as fire, flooding, plant succession, wildlife migration, and predator-prey dynamics shape the 

landscape and its wildlife.  A full complement of native plant and wildlife species is present in the river corridor, which is 

a significant value at both a regional and national scale. 

Management and Regulatory Framework 

The Forest has one designated wild and scenic river, the Flathead River. Its three forks—the South Fork, Middle Fork, 

and North Fork—Wild and Scenic river corridors extend 0.25 miles (roughly 1,300 feet) on each side of the river. 

Public Law 94-486 established the Three Forks of the Flathead as a Wild and Scenic River in 1976 and states 

that it would be, “administered by agencies of the Departments of the Interior (NPS) and Agriculture (USFS) 

as agreed upon by the Secretaries of such Departments or as directed by the President.” 

 

Glacier National Park addresses the WSR management in its General Management Plan 

https://parkplanning.nps.gov/document.cfm?parkID=61&projectID=39894&documentID=44643 and the 

Flathead National Forest will incorporate the CRMP as an amendment to its recently revised Forest Plan 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/detailfull/flathead/landmanagement/planning/?cid=stelprdb5422786&width=full  

The current River Management Plan (1980) https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd578470.pdf has 

limited monitoring requirements related to wildlife. The new CRMP will include a monitoring plan for each ORV, 

including wildlife. 

Definition of Wild and Scenic Rivers Baseline for Ethnographic and Historical ORVs 

An understanding of baseline condition of ethnographic and historical resources on WSRs enables faster identification of 

emerging concerns and evaluation of management objectives. Baseline condition for resources on Wild and Scenic 

Rivers, is defined by the Interagency Wild & Scenic Rivers Coordinating Council (2003), as that which existed at the time 

of designation. 

Thus, baseline for the Flathead WSR CRMP primarily consists of ethnographic and historical sites and resources that 

were identified in the Flathead River Wild and Scenic River Study Report (1975) and the River Management Plan (1980). 

The amount of data and dates of baseline information and monitoring programs vary. A major source for pre-1976 

baseline information comes from an Archaeological Survey of the Flathead River, completed by the University of 

Montana and published in 1971.   

https://parkplanning.nps.gov/document.cfm?parkID=61&projectID=39894&documentID=44643
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detailfull/flathead/landmanagement/planning/?cid=stelprdb5422786&width=full
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd578470.pdf


Post WSR Designation Monitoring and Survey Data 

The 2013 ORV assessment documented resources and information that have been compiled since designation. 

• Precontact trail systems and use sites along the river corridor 

• Modern Native American traditional cultural uses and ethnographic values 

• Intact archaeological sites with potential significant information at a regional and national level 

• Euromerican settlement, homesteading, and government management properties 

Glacier National Park conducted archaeological surveys in mid-1990s. 

• 307 archaeological sites 

• Tribal uses on both slopes of the Continental Divide 

Since then, there have been several studies and partnerships to increase our understanding of ethnographic uses, 

traditional uses, and historical sites and places.  

Trust Resources 

Trust Resources include property or the interest in a property that are held in trust by the United States for the benefit 

of a tribe or a Native American individual. Trust resources can also be the minerals, plants, animals, water and air (things 

that may not be thought of as “property”) 

Affects land management and is incorporated into agency planning. 

National Register Listed Sites including: 

(Not an exhaustive list)

• Wurtz Homestead (USFS) 

• Big Creek Work Center (USFS) 

• Inside Road (NPS) 

• Back Country Administrative Facilities (USFS) 

• Adair (Polebridge) Mercantile (private) 

• Isaak Walton Inn (Private) 

• Lincoln Patrol Cabin (NPS) 

 

Selected sources of additional information on ethnography related to the Flathead region include: 

Montana Historical Preservation Office: https://mhs.mt.gov/Shpo .  

Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes: http://www.csktribes.org/   

Blackfeet Nation: http://blackfeetnation.com/  

National Park Service and Native Americans https://www.nps.gov/history/tribes/Archeology.htm  
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