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Rav. Co. already experiencing climate change
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Data from NOAA and
analysis in the Montana
Climate Assessment (2017)
show that northwestern
Montana’s average annual
temperature increased by
about 2.5 degrees F since
1950, with the highest
rate of warming occurring in the spring. By
mid-century, Montana’s
temperatures are projected
to increase 4 ½ - 6 degrees
F, which is greater than
the national and global
changes. There are likely
to be between 5-35 more
days over 90 degrees. On
the positive side, there will
likely be a 12-day increase
in the growing season.
There have been no
changes in average rainfall
amount since 1950, but
the seasonal pattern is
projected to change, with
increases in fall, winter
and spring, and decreases
in summer. Despite recent
winters of 2017- 2019,
when western Montana
mountains recorded
record-high snowpacks,
this is unlikely to be the
norm, as warmer temperatures will result in more
winter precipitation falling
as rain than as snow. This
will result in decreasing

snowpack, particularly at
mid and lower elevations.
Less snowpack will
lead to earlier runoff and
lower late summer flows.
Hotter, drier conditions
will lead to drier plant
fuels, increasing the likelihood of wildfires, especially extreme wildfires.
Montana FWP has documented the rising temperatures of the Bitterroot
watershed from 1993 to
2019 and found that all
streams and the river itself
are gradually warming.
Colder water-loving bull
and cutthroat trout are
slowly being replaced by
brown trout in the warming waters.
Groundwater demand
will also likely increase
as surface waters and
small streams dry. Higher
temperatures will worsen
persistent drought periods
that are part of Montana’s
climate. This will affect
everyone, especially farmers and ranchers.
Preparing for climate
change now will allow
our valley not just to be
resilient in the face of that
changing climate, but also
in response to the snowstorms, spring floods,
droughts, and wildfires
that are part of life in this
part of Montana. If we plan
now, the Bitterroot Valley

and its communities
may be able not only to
reduce some negative climate impacts, but also to
“bounce forward,” instead
of finding ourselves solely
reacting to change.
Kit Tilly is a retired
microbiologist and Hillery
Daily is a retired health
care provider. Both are
long-time Bitterroot
Valley residents who love
the Valley and surrounding mountains. They are
Bitterroot Climate Action
Group founding members,
who hope to help the area
be resilient in the face of
climate change, by mitigating what we can and
adapting to the rest.

