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In 2009, The Madison River Foundation approached me with an interesting idea. Executive Director 
Richard Lessner and Board Member Jeff Montag asked if Granger Ranches would consider installing an 
electric fence along the Madison River provided the Foundation supplied materials and volunteer labor. 
Their objective was to protect the river and reduce conflicts caused by livestock. At this time I was not 
involved with The Foundation but was already several years into working with other partners to restore 
the headwaters of O’Dell Creek and its associated wetlands. 

The area proposed for the Madison River Foundation fencing project stretches roughly from Ennis to 
Varney Bridge (7 Miles) and encompasses numerous braids of O’Dell Creek. It is annually subject to the 
famous Madison Gorge which can wreak havoc on anything in its path. Consequently our river property 
has never been fenced to contain cattle that summer there. During peak flows the river serves as a 
natural barrier to livestock but as the season progresses and water volume drops, cattle would often 
cross, wandering onto county roads, nearby private property and even into public fishing accesses.   

The concept of using temporary electric fence throughout our river bottom property had the potential 
to improve habitat and ranch operations but I had some concerns. Wouldn’t deer run through the fence 
and make it ineffective? Could such a labor intensive effort be sustained? Would we be reducing impacts 
to the river and concentrating them on O’Dell Creek? To answer these questions, I suggested The 
Foundation engage Todd Graham of Ranch Advisory Partners whose expertise includes grazing 
management and the use of temporary fencing. Along with assistance from The Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, a plan was conceived that had two objectives. These were to protect the riparian 
areas of the Madison and to better utilize adjacent forage that was used unevenly, sometimes 
excessively.  

Since the project’s inception, fencing strategies have evolved based on trial and error. We are now 
protecting the banks of O’Dell Creek as well as those of The Madison while rotating cattle through 10 
sub-pastures during the summer grazing season. By distributing grazing uniformly, livestock have an 
abundant supply of fresh grass and water so they do not need to search for sustenance. Enclosed by 
little more than a single strand of electrified wire, cattle are content to remain in designated areas until 
moved on a pre-determined schedule. Information on livestock use is tracked in the form of Animal Unit 
Dailies 
(AUD) and Animal Unit Monthlies (AUM) and used to correlate vegetation productivity from year to 
year. 

Trying something new and untested is always a bit daunting but after 7 years the results have quelled my 
original reservations. The Foundation and its volunteers have worked tirelessly to succeed on a large 
project. The river’s riparian corridor is improving. Cattle have thrived and their forage has increased in 
vigor. The banks of O’Dell Creek appear healthier with increased populations of willow, sedges and 
rushes which stabilize banks and sustain avian and insect species. Over time, these plant communities 
will also play a role in improving water quality and temperatures. 

The Madison River Foundation/Granger Ranches Fencing Project has been a wonderful collaboration to 
achieve mutual goals. Additionally, it has proven to be an opportunity for ranch staff and MRF 
volunteers 



to work together while building a stronger sense of community. Together we are caring for and 
improving our land and water resources which are vital for the future of The Madison Valley, our 
watershed and State. The Foundation, its members and volunteers have been critically important to 
making this labor intensive resource management effort a success and an example for others to follow if 
so desired. The dedication and hard work of the Foundation’s members are greatly appreciated. 
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