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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.  

Fish and the supportive fisheries habitat on the Three Forks of the Flathead is considered one of its Outstandingly 

Remarkable Values (ORVs). Therefore, review of baseline fisheries population data, potential threats to the fishery and 

its component species, and future management and monitoring objectives will be integral to the ongoing 

Comprehensive River Management Plan (CRMP) process. 

Pristine Physical Environment 

The Flathead River has exceptionally pure, clear, and clean water. The relatively undisturbed stream habitat in the WSR 

watersheds benefits fish, wildlife, and recreationists. The river is known for its native fish populations internationally, 

nationally, and regionally. 

Management and Regulatory Framework: Who Manages What? 

• The Forest Service manages fish habitat within the National Forests. 

• Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks manages fish populations in all water bodies outside Glacier 
National Park. 

• Glacier National Park manages both habitat and populations inside the park. 

• Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes have partial management responsibility of Flathead 
Lake. 

• U.S Fish and Wildlife Service oversees management of bull trout, since the species was listed in as 
Threatened in 1998. 

• All of the above agencies work together to manage fish 
 

The 2013 Forest Service Land Management Handbook Chapter on WSR describes fisheries values as 
follows (FSH1909.12 Ch 80): https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5409888.pdf  

Fish values may be judged on the relative merits of either fish populations or habitat, or a combination of these river-
related conditions.  

a) Populations. The river is nationally or regionally an important producer of resident and/or anadromous fish 
species. Diversity of fish species or the presence of wild stocks and/or Federal or State listed or candidate 
threatened, endangered, or species of conservation concern are of particular significance.  
 

b) Habitat. The river provides uniquely diverse or high quality habitat for fish species indigenous to the region of 
comparison. Exemplary habitat for wild stocks and/or Federal or State listed or candidate threatened, 
endangered, or species of conservation concern is of particular significance.   

Definition of Wild and Scenic Rivers Baseline for Fisheries 

An understanding of baseline fishery conditions on WSRs enables faster identification of emerging fish-related concerns 

and evaluation of management objectives. Baseline fishery condition for Wild and Scenic Rivers, as defined by the 

Interagency Wild & Scenic Rivers Coordinating Council (2003), consists of: 

Characterization of the condition and variability of the fishery at the time of designation. 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5409888.pdf


Thus, baseline condition of the fishery for the Flathead WSR CRMP primarily consists of that reported in the Flathead 

River Wild and Scenic River Study Report (1975) and the studies referenced therein. Other sources of baseline fishery 

condition data such as fish population assessments conducted by MFWP in the early 1980s can provide a more complete 

picture of the Flathead River fishery. 

Fishery Baseline—Wild and Scenic River Study Report (1975) 

The 1975 Study Report and its supporting documents provide the primary source of baseline fisheries data. Highlights of 

the baseline report include (pgs 38-41): 

• Species noted include: westslope cutthroat trout, bull trout (then classified as Dolly Varden), whitefish, Kokanee 

salmon (migratory individuals from Flathead Lake), rainbow trout (lakes only), brook trout (Middle Fork only), 

arctic grayling, and several non-game fish species. 

• “Ideal conditions for fish production would require greater minimum flows than occur naturally.” 

• “Tributary streams outside of the proposed WSR corridor contain the greatest opportunity for habitat 

improvement.” 

Location Angler count 1965* Angler count 1968* 

Flathead River (Below S. Fork) --- 34,703 

North Fork 5,013 10,081 

Middle Fork 1,993 7,051 

South Fork 2,756 5,263 

*From post card mail-in surveys by MFWP 

Post WSR Designation Fish Population and Habitat Monitoring Data 

Fish populations in the Flathead Basin have been extensively studied since designation. Selected sources of additional 

monitoring data collected from one or more WSR segments of the Flathead include: 

• FishMT: http://fwp.mt.gov/fish/ has lots of links for information on fisheries management, data from scientific 

surveys, regulations, and fisheries ecology from across Montana. 

 

Water Quantity-  

Water quantity on the Flathead WSR is primarily affected by natural factors such as runoff and precipitation. The United 

States holds Federal reserved water rights for instream flows on all three forks of the Flathead through the Forest 

Service-State of Montana compact (April 17, 2007) and the National Park Service-State of Montana Compact (May 12, 

1993). Due to these compacts and predominant federal ownership of land surrounding the WSR corridor, the threat of 

additional diversions to water quantity is considered low. 

http://fwp.mt.gov/fish/

