
FINDING THE WEED IN THE HAYSTACK: 
Preventing New Weed Infestations in Garfield County 

 
Lightning strikes on July 19, 2017 changed an entire landscape in northern Petroleum and Garfield 
Counties. The Lodgepole Complex claimed over 270,000 acres when the fires were finally contained, 
making it the third largest wildfire in Montana’s recorded history. Landowners not directly affected by the 
devastating fire were faced with surviving one of the driest years on record. 
 
The widespread drought in eastern Montana meant that very little hay was available locally, so nearly all 
the donated and purchased hay came from several hundreds of miles away. People from all over the US 
responded by sending truckloads of donated hay that began arriving before the fire was fully 
extinguished. Some of the hay came from different plant communities and noxious weed populations than 
you would expect to find locally. 
  
The potential for noxious weed seeds to be transported in the donated and purchased hay, combined with 
the soil disturbance from the Lodgepole Complex fire, has created an ideal situation for the establishment 
of new weed species in Garfield County. 
 
The Garfield County Conservation District recognized the need to be pro-active to avoid weed 
infestations. They are partnering with the Garfield County Extension Agent/Weed Coordinator , Eric Miller, 
the local NRCS office, landowners and the Montana Rangelands Partnership to prevent new weed 
infestations. These working partners are focusing efforts to detect and treat noxious weeds before they go 
to seed. 
 
Dean Rogge, Chairman of the Garfield County Conservation District and a farmer and rancher who went 
through the drought described the situation, “We knew we already have spotted knapweed, Canada 
thistle and leafy spurge in Garfield County. We don’t want any new noxious or potentially invasive weeds 
growing where we raise the best beef and some of the highest quality wheat in the United States.” 
 
Ranchers who are concerned about weed infestations are urged to contact the Garfield County 
Conservation District. Personnel from the Weed District and the Montana Rangelands Partnership will 
assist the landowner in scouting the area for weeds. If any are found they will map the infestation and 
make recommendations for the best management practices for weed control. 
 
Dusty Olson, Administrator at the Conservation District, outlined the 4 primary objectives of the project: 
1). Conduct monthly monitoring (from May to October) on sites where donated hay was fed to 
livestock following the Lodgepole Complex fire in Garfield and Petroleum Counties.  
2). Involve landowners in the monitoring process and provide educational materials to them to aid 
in weed seedling identification. 
3). Share monitoring information with the local County Weed Coordinator and the Garfield County 
Conservation District for weed treatment through a contractor.  
4). Conduct outreach to surrounding counties about the risk of noxious weeds being transported 
in hay from other locations.  
 
This project is the result of a small community pulling together to provide on-the-ground solutions for a 
county impacted by natural disaster.  For more information on Finding the Weed in the Haystack please 
contact the Garfield County Conservation District at 406-557-2740 ext 100. 


