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THE SURVEY SUMMARY
During the Summer 2020, the Western Montana Climbers
Coalition (WMTCC) along with the University of Montana,
conducted an online survey to understand climber
demographics and the current state of climbing activity in the
Missoula area, with a focus on the Bitterroot National Forest. A
secondary goal was to help inform the Bitterroot National
Forest Climbing Management Plan.
.
From a series of quantitative questions and the qualitative responses, two major topics
surfaced from the responses: (1) Collaboration between the climbing community and
the Bitterroot National Forest managers; and (2) Climbing in the Bitterroot National
Forest: Particularities, culture, and baseline. In this report, we will present an analysis of
these two major issues and discuss management implications.

SURVEY BACKGROUND

253

respondents

August 20, 2020 September 4, 2020

Climbers who recreate in the
Bitterroot National Forest

The survey was published on the WMTCC website and social media
accounts, shared with other Montana climbing coalitions and their
members, and climbers could also fill out the survey at Freestone
Climbing Center in Missoula. Each climber could only fill the survey once.
The survey data provide a better understanding of the climbing
community of the Missoula area, their preferences and motivations as
well as their perspectives on the current relationship with the Bitterroot
National Forest land managers.
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SURVEY FOCUS
Climbers' background and behaviors: where the
respondents live, where they usually climb, preferred
climbing style, frequency of climbing activities, behaviors
around climbing, motivations to climb

Climbing activities in the Bitterroot National Forest: where and how often
they climb, other outdoor activities practices
Climbers' stewardship: practice of Leave No Trace, support for seasonal closure
to protect nesting raptors, removal of rocks to increase safety of visitors,
willingness to take part in stewardship activities, level of concern about impacts
Collaboration between the climbing community and and Bitterroot
National Forest land managers: how they perceive their current relationship,
importance of collaboration, and things each group could do to
increase the trust in the other group

MAJOR RESULTS: 2 THEMES
Climbing in the Bitterroot National Forest: Particularities,
culture, and baseline

Need for an increased collaboration between the climbing
community and the Bitterroot National Forest managers
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CLIMBING IN THE BITTERROOT NATIONAL
FOREST: PARTICULARITIES,
CULTURE, AND BASELINE
The BNF primarily serves a local climbing population, so understanding who the
climbers are, their behavior and thoughts may contribute to better management
decisions. Several questions of the survey address these topics, allowing us to better
understand who the climbing community that climbs at the BNF is.

Very experienced community

71%

of respondents have been climbing
for over 6 years, indicating a lot of
climbing experience.

The presence of predominantly people with extensive experience brings
opportunities to mentorship and role modeling of beginner climbers.
Experienced climbers usually also spread the word about ethical guidelines
and standpoints, reinforcing cultural and social norms
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Learned to climb outdoors

91%

of people learned to climb outdoors, which usually
includes techniques as well as behaviors that are
desired and socially and environmentally acceptable,
such as Leave no Trace.

Very few climbers are going directly from “gym to crag” in Western Montana,
unlike other places in the world. This means that most people who learn to climb
locally are being exposed to outdoor ethics and leave no trace.

Primary modes of climbing

50%
Trad. climbing

40%
Sport climbing

Both these styles take place outdoors. While sport climbing crags usually include
mostly bolt-intensive routes, trad routes use mostly removable protections. Sport
climbing tends to promote more social aspects of climbing, allowing larger groups,
whereas trad usually encompasses 2 or 3 people. Sport climbing is connected to the
athletic part of climbing and trad routes are related to adventure, uncertainty and
management of risks

Why do people climb?

˜ 70%

“the enjoyment of climbing”

}
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“to spend time in nature”

Both motivations are intrinsically connected to climbing outdoors
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to improve physical and mental
health, reinforcing the importance
of climbing in their well-being

˜ 50%

How do they climb?

84%

of climbing groups are composed of 2 or 3 climbers

This is not surprising, as usually climbers climb in pairs or in a party of three.
However, some settings allow for larger groups, such as bouldering and sport
climbing areas. Nonetheless, most respondents mostly climb in small groups,
which tends to be less impactful on soil, vegetation, wildlife, and other visitors

Climbing and Raptors

98%

supports seasonal closures to
protect nesting raptors

This is a practice applied in many climbing areas around the world and already part
of the climbing culture. Climbers have engaged in partnership with both land
managers and researchers to protect raptors in various ways, from participating in
decision-making, leading the closures, applying technical knowledge to help
researchers access sites, conducting research, etc.

How do they feel about impacts?
high to medium-high
levels of concern

low to medium-low
levels of concerns
bolts, noise,
crowding
and parking

for erosion, wildlife,
vegetation, human
waste and dogs
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These results show two different aspects. The first reinforces the previous item
of climbers being aware of their impact and also being concerned about how
to minimize that impact. The second addresses a trend that is happening in
different areas of the country, the overcrowding of climbing areas. This does
not seem to be happening in the BNF, to the point that climbers who
responded to the survey, who tend to enjoy quieter areas with less people, are
little concerned with crowding

Stewardship opportunities

+80%

“is very willing” or “willing” to participate in
stewardship projects (e.g., erosion mitigation,
clean-up, restoration projects).

This result is corroborated in the qualitative responses, when the respondents emphasized
Leave no Trace and possible actions that climbers can take to engage in a more fruitful
collaboration with land managers, e.g.: "organize opportunities to interact with and give back
to public lands," "conduct volunteer cleanup and trail building events", and "organize trail
days with land managers"(p. 29)

CLIMBING IN THE BITTERROOT NATIONAL
FOREST: PARTICULARITIES,
CULTURE, AND BASELINE
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MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS
Understanding the climbing context and culture of a specific
location improves collaborative arrangements, as management
decisions should reflect local concerns and conditions.
Several questions on the survey indicate the BNF is starting from
an excellent place in terms of the need for climber education and
willingness to protect the environment. In fact, the climbing

culture reflected in the survey shows opportunities for climbing management:
Most climbers have a lot of experience - over 6 years. Climbers with more experience
usually have a better understanding of how their behavior impacts the environment, the
climbing ethics, the ins and outs of climbing development. They can act as role models and
spokespeople to the climbing community. All of these can minimize conflicts and improve
relationships within the community and also with outer groups. On the other hand,
sometimes old-schoolers are too attached to their own traditions and way of doing things,
which can create tunnel vision and a lack of flexibility.
Unlike other areas of the country, where climbers are learning to climb in an indoor
environment, most respondents started climbing outdoors and continue to mainly climb
in this setting. In general, these climbers receive LNT education and ethical guidelines
either formally (e.g. brochure and signs) or informally through peers. Impacts to resources
come from a variety of factors, where the number of visitors is just one piece of the
equation and visitors' behaviors is another one. The results show that the land managers
could potentially work with role models, possibly through WMTCC, to continue to influence
the education of beginners.
Most climbers understand their responsibility towards caring for the environment and are
willing to act as stewards. This provides opportunities for climbing management on two fronts.
First, by understanding their responsibility and desire to act as stewards, climbers tend to be
proactive about minimizing their impact in the environment and acting towards protecting the
climbing environment and the climbing experience. Second, land managers can partner up
with local groups, engage climbers in volunteering work, working collaboratively to, for
example, monitor impacts of management actions as well as visitor impacts.
Like other areas of the world, climbers tend to be proactive and respect seasonal closures
to protect nesting raptors. That 98% of the respondents were aligned with this provides
great opportunities for working together with the climbing community, bringing information
that has worked elsewhere as a benchmark and adapting it to the BNF reality.
When looking at other climbing areas that have suffered with an increased number of
climbers, such as Yosemite Valley (CA), Boulder County (CO), and Smith Rocks (OR), one
concern for the BNF is the level of crowding. Both the survey and field experience indicate
that the BNF does not suffer from the same pressure and an increase in the number of
climbers. In fact, the BNF serves mainly the local community and continues to do so.

NEED FOR AN INCREASED COLLABORATION
BETWEEN THE CLIMBING COMMUNITY AND THE
BITTERROOT NATIONAL FOREST MANAGERS

The survey addressed two quantitative (pages 15 and 16) and two qualitative questions on this
topic (pages 19 to 32). The purpose of the questions on pages 15 and 16 were to gauge climbers’
attitudes about the current state of the partnership between climbers and BNF land managers.
The responses to the question on pages 15 and 16 indicate that the WMTCC leadership and
BNF officials need to find ways to improve their relationship. The purpose of the two
qualitative questions was to identify areas and activities where the WMTCC and BNF officials can
work together to improve their partnership toward successful shared stewardship of the climbing
areas on the BNF.
The qualitative analysis reinforces the findings of the quantitative questions, demonstrating a need
to find avenues for these two groups to improve their relationship. The climbing community
disagrees with the land management decisions of the bolt moratorium and the decision-making
process. This led to a conflict between these two groups and a mistrust both in the processes
and the decisions, affecting the climbers' acceptability of the management decision. Judgments
about what is acceptable usually do not come from a single source, in this case, the bolt
moratorium. Rather, they involve aspects related to external sources, such as the bolt moratorium
and the vandalism, as well as internal sources, such as individual perceptions and attitudes and the
social context (Shindler, Brunson & Stankey, 2002). Moreover, the personal relevance of the issue
affects the nature and strength of these judgments.
The tensions and mistrust are present in the qualitative responses. Climbers considered the bolt
moratorium decision "misinformed," "unseasonable," and compared it to a "punishment." The
responses show that climbers feel they have not been treated equally to other public land users.
They argue that climbing needs to be seen as a legitimate activity in the BNF, "just like other
outdoor recreation activities."
Respondents also emphasized the need for improved communication and collaboration
between the two groups. Responses suggested "more public input during decision-making
processes," such as "open communication about climbing access and issues before totally making
a ban" and "no sudden changes to regulations without the input and exploration of community."
According to respondents, "open communication helps understand both sides and can help
resolve a lot of issues," as well as it "provides transparent decision making."
Respondents also realize that relationships are built on a two-way street. They understand
climbers have both individual and group responsibilities to promote and care for the relationship
with the Forest Service. In the qualitative responses, they emphasized their role in "work[ing] with
land managers to develop a mutually beneficent climbing plan," "keeping communication open,"
"respecting decisions," engaging in a collaborative relationship and discussions about climbing.
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MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS
Shared stewardship of the local climbing areas requires a solid
partnership between the climbing community and land
managers. In turn, a solid partnership requires trust, reciprocity,
and open communication. A collaborative decision-making
process can help boost these behaviors, feelings, and attitudes.

The public judgment and level of acceptability of management decisions affect protected
areas in different ways. For example, they can influence the implementation of management
strategies and actions, postponing, modifying or preventing them; they can also affect adherence
to regulations and decisions. Judgements, acceptability, trust-building, and reciprocity are neither
static nor a unidirecional process. Both the land managers and the public influence and are
influenced by these processes. These influences come from relationships, interactions, and
decision-making processes. For example, the involvement of climbers in the decision-making
process can increase their trust in the land managers and level of acceptability of the decisions.
This engagement is a product of both land managers' and climbers' willingness to collaborate
towards shared stewardship of the climbing areas in the BNF. The more open communication and
collaboration, the higher the probability of increased level of acceptability, trust, and reciprocity.
Often, the process is just as important, or even more, than the product. People want to see
their ideas, values, and concerns heard and considered. There are gradations of citizen
participation, ranging from a nonparticipation to citizen power (Arnstein 1969). The most
empowering and engaging form involves the public in the decision-making process. A partnership
allows for negotiations, trade-offs, and a joint collaboration towards a common goal.
A collaborative process improves communication and transparency in decision-making,
preventing or reducing conflicts between resource managers and the climbing community.
Collaborative processes bring together technical information, science about a specific practice,
and different points of views to create decisions about a specific topic. As decisions reflect the
values of the decision-maker(s), collaborative processes can bridge the gaps between different
value systems and points of view, leading to trust-building, an increased public acceptance of
practices, as well as effectiveness of decisions. While land managers can benefit from
understanding how people interpret and respond to changes in settings, decisions, and
management institutions, the public can benefit from the knowledge and perception of ecosystem
and recreation management and the decision-making process.

NEED FOR AN INCREASED COLLABORATION
BETWEEN THE CLIMBING COMMUNITY AND
THE BITTERROOT NATIONAL FOREST
MANAGERS
MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS
Building and restoring trust takes time and effort; it is a longterm process, rarely static. The collaborative process to write a
climbing management plan is a good starting place. It provides
opportunities for both groups as well as other groups involved to
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share their interests, perceptions and recommendations. It brings transparency for decisionmaking and builds regulation together. Nonetheless, writing a management plan can be a
lengthy process, and it is important to find a balance between time, effort, and the real need.

Collaborative partnerships can take
many forms, from a joint one time event
(e.g. trail building, trash cleanup, erosion
control at the base of the routes), to
ongoing collaboration (e.g. support for
management actions, monitoring visitor
impacts, support for research programs).
A written agreement (e.g. Memorandum of
Understanding) between these partners
may be beneficial for the work plan as well
as the partnership in itself. A written
agreement may define and clarify roles,
interests and goals, and maintain
communication lines.

BACKGROUND OF THE SURVEY
While reading the analysis, it is crucial to keep in mind the social context and background that led
to the survey and responses. The Bitterroot National Forest offers several opportunities for rock
climbing in its valleys. Rock climbing possibilities encompass options for all modalities of climbing,
ranging from bouldering problems at Lost Horse to highly technical big walls at Blodgett Canyon.
There are a few sport climbing crags, predominantly protected with fixed anchors, and several
traditional climbing routes, predominantly protected with removable anchors. Climbing routes
range from short single pitches, where climbers stay at the base of the routes for longer periods, to
multi-pitches, where all the climbers in the party leave the base and climb to the top of the route.
Fixed anchors are climbing equipment left in place to secure ascent or descent of technical terrain.
Climbers use fixed anchors when removable anchor placements are not viable. In particular, sport
climbing areas predominantly use fixed anchors. In a traditional setting, bolts are seldom used.
Regardless of the style of climbing, it is important to understand bolts are part of the climbing
equipment and climbing culture, helping to not only protect climbers while climbing but also to
shape climbers' identities.
The North rim of Mill Creek, in the Bitterroot National Forest, has sport climbing areas totalling
about 40 routes. The quality and grading of the routes make it a popular destination in the
Missoula area, so climbers put up effort to build trails and prevent erosion at the base of the
routes. Other users vandalized both the trail steps and base work, along with some of the first bolts
of climbing routes.
To try to solve the conflict, the BNF supervisor issued a letter placing a moratorium on new bolts on
the BNF. Top-down decisions may lead to a break in the trust among stakeholders, instigate
resistance and create barriers between the public and the Forest Service. In fact, the moratorium
was and still is very unpopular with the climbing community and has created tensions between BNF
land managers and climbers.
The prohibition of adding new bolts limits the development and maintenance of climbing areas in
the BNF. But the impact of this decision in climbing goes beyond the practice of the sport in itself; it
affects climbing culture, ethics, the climbers' identity, and the climbing social world.
Kacperczyk (2019) discusses the way auxiliary activities shape the social world of climbing, focusing
on technological advances and innovations. One auxiliary activity that is at the core of the social
world of climbing is setting up new routes. In fact, first ascents and the development of sport
climbing areas is an important part of the climbing culture and the development of the sport. While
creating new routes, first ascentionists offer the community a way to not only test and develop their
climbing abilities but also to reinforce their climbing identity and social bond. The climbing
experience reinforces and is shaped by the relationships with other climbers and with the routes
themselves. Thus, the limitation on using bolts to establish new routes influences the social
interactions, climbers' identity, group identity, an the social world of climbing.
The limited availability of easy and moderate routes as well as the scarcity of published information
impact the popularity (or lack thereof) of climbing in the BNF. The quality and quantity of the routes
in the BNF serves the local community, but attracts few climbers from elsewhere. Therefore, the
BNF does not experience the growth in popularity that other areas in the country have been seeing,
such as Boulder County (CO), Yosemite National Park (CA), and Smith Rocks (OR).
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LIMITATIONS TO THE SURVEY AND
ANALYSIS
Methodologically, respondents were encouraged to only
answer the survey once by using their email address.
However, most people have more than one email address
and might answer the survey twice or more times.
Because the population cannot be described, the findings from this sample are meaningful to
this sample and cannot be generalized to a population.
Regarding the results, the fact that 71% of the respondents are highly experienced climbers
(over 6 years) and the high number of climbers whose primary mode of climbing is either trad or
alpine climbing may skew the results of the survey towards the values aligned with these styles,
e.g. "spending time in nature." Other climbing modalities, such as bouldering and sport climbing,
may bring other values, in general also aligned to the social aspect of climbing, e.g. to spend
time with friends and family.
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