
2
0

2
5

annual
report



3333 2nd Ave N #170 
Billings, MT 59101

(406) 534-2915 
www.BighornRiverAlliance.org

Front cover: Where generosity 
meets gratitude, Sam Jampolis 
enjoying the river he champions. 
Photo by John Sindland.

STAFF
Anne Marie Emery 
Executive Director

Melissa Lombardozzi 
Membership & Outreach Coordinator

William McMahan 
Research Associate

@bighornalliance

b i g h o r n a l l i a n c e

/ b i g h o r n a ll i a n c e

visit website for 
digital report 

the mission of 
the bighorn river alliance is to 

protect, preserve and enhance the 

long-term health and viability of 

the bighorn river recognizing its 

significance to  the wild trout fishery,  

the agricultural community, and the 

crow nation through which it flows.

Board Chair
John Sindland
Fort Smith, MT
Vice Chair
Doug Haacke
Billings, MT
Secretary 
Don Jackson
La Grange, IL
Treasurer
Jim Chalmers
Billings, MT
Steve Buterbaugh
Lancaster, PA
Shane D. Colton
Billings, MT
Bob Dickens
Smithfield, NC

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Rick Gehweiler
Tumacacori, AZ
Tom Hansen
El Paso, TX
Steve Hilbers
Fort Smith, MT
Mike Kelly 
Fort Smith, MT
Ryan Majerus
Iowa City, IA
Mike Parnell 
East Sound, WA
Randy Randolph
Edwards, CO
Emerson Scott
Dayton, WY



a year of progress, a decade of commitment

Anne Marie and her son Jack exploring the Bighorn River for the first time, ten years ago.

Ten years ago, I stepped into the role of Executive Di-
rector with a simple belief — that people who care 

deeply about the Bighorn River can accomplish extraordi-
nary things when they work together. A decade later, that 
belief has only grown stronger.
Ten years in, I’m more convinced than ever that lasting 
conservation begins with people who choose to care — 
and who choose to stay connected.
As I reflect on this milestone, I’m struck less by the pas-
sage of time and more by what we are building togeth-
er. This annual report tells the story of that shared work. 
Within these pages, you’ll see the measurable impact of 
your support — from the data and monitoring that in-
fluence management decisions to restoration projects that 
reconnect critical habitat and strengthen the river system.
You’ll read how a sequence of variable flow years com-
bined with innovative monitoring and thoughtful resto-
ration supported a remarkable rebound in wild trout pop-
ulations. You’ll view results from our membership survey, 
providing insight into how BHRA members view the or-
ganization and its role in protecting the river.  
You’ll also meet some of the people helping move this 
work forward. Families like the Jampolis family, whose 
generosity expands and strengthens our ability to care for 
the river into the future.
Furthermore, I am proud to share that BHRA was recog-
nized as Conservation Organization of the Year from 
the Montana Chapter of the American Fisheries Society. 
This honor, of which we were chosen to receive from our 
state agency partners, reflects not only the quality of the 

work happen-
ing on the 
ground, but 
also the spirit 
behind it — a 
commitment to 
science, collabora-
tion, and long-term 
stewardship.
Recognition like this is meaningful, but it reminds us 
that our work  on the river is never finished. Rivers are 
dynamic systems, and so are the challenges they face. Pro-
tecting the Bighorn requires us to continually learn, adapt, 
and think beyond the present moment.
That future-focused mindset shapes how BHRA prepares 
for the decades ahead. As highlighted later in this report, 
we have expanded opportunities for members to support 
the river’s long-term resilience through legacy giving — 
commitments that ensure the work built over the past de-
cade continue to grow and evolve well into the future.
As I begin my second decade with BHRA, I do so with 
deep gratitude for the trust you place in this organization 
and optimism for what we can accomplish when we re-
main connected to each other, to the science, and to the 
river itself. 
With your continued support, the best chap-
ters of the Bighorn’s conservation story are still 
ahead.

Anne Marie Emery, Executive Director



4.6/5 Average Rating

A YEAR OF  
MEASURABLE  
IMPACT

2025

47Discharge measurements were taken in 13 side 
channels to assess flow.

21 Aquatic insect samples collected from 7 long-
term monitoring sites.

12 Monthly depth profiles collected on Bighorn Lake 
to investigate seasonal stratification.

41 Drone flights monitoring rainbow trout 
spawning at 11 high-use spawning complexes.

365 Days of REAL-TIME temperature funded at 
the St. Xavier Bridge.

1055Water quality data points collected from 11 
long-term monitoring locations.

640 Cubic yards of material removed to restore 
flow into Mallard’s Channel.

4.6/5  BHRA ranked by it’s membership 
as EXCELLENT 

or ABOVE AVERAGE in 
ACCOMPLISHING ITS 
Mission

1585 Guide data points submitted through the 
BHRA Fish Log App documenting catch 

rates, trout health, and river conditions.

2Miles of non-functional barbed wire removed from 
the Three Mile Fisherman’s Access path.

9Crow youth introduced to fly fishing by 6 Bighorn 
guides through BHRA’s FIRST CAST program. 

20 Agency meetings with State & Federal partners 
advocating for the Bighorn River.

BHRA delivered measurable results for 
the Bighorn River through restoration, 
research, education, and advocacy.
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Because much of the Bighorn River flows through 
the Crow Reservation, the Alliance recognizes the 

importance of creating opportunities for tribal youth. 
This past year, BHRA partnered with local guides 
to pilot FIRST CAST, a new program introducing 
Crow youth to fly fishing under the instruction 
and mentorship of professional guides. Under this 
program, nine youth participated in their first boat 
float down the Bighorn learning the fundamentals of 
fly fishing under the guidance of experienced guides 
John Sindland, Sam Mavrakis, Carter Klatt, Jeremy 
Gilbertson, Ethan Greene, and Gabe Bland- all who 
donated the day to the kids.  With the support of 
dedicated guides and Alliance members, BHRA hopes 
to grow FIRST CAST into an annual opportunity that 
helps local youth build a lasting connection with the 
Bighorn River.

first cast – bighorn 
guides give back



the rise &
rebound

OF BIGHORN RAINBOW TROUT
By Anne Marie Emery (BHRA) 
& Shannon Blackburn (FWP)

Photo credit: Carter Klatt

How variable flows, strong spawning years and restored habitat helped fuel the recent
recovery of rainbow trout in Montana’s Bighorn River.



Over the past five years, wild trout populations in 
Montana’s Bighorn River have experienced a strong 

and encouraging rebound. After reaching a low point in 
2020, fish-per-mile estimates for both brown and rainbow 
trout have steadily climbed, with 2025 representing one of 
the strongest population years observed in recent history. 
(Scan the QR code to view the full 2025 population estimates 
for all trout.)
Within this overall recovery, the resurgence of rainbow 
trout has been especially striking. Through recent sampling 
of two sections of the Bighorn River, Montana Fish, Wildlife 
& Parks (FWP), found that rainbow trout numbers in the 
Upper River increased from a concerning 642 fish per mile 
in 2020 to 1,222 fish per mile in 2025. In the Lower River, 
the rebound has been even more dramatic - rising from just 
109 rainbow trout per mile in 2020 to 1,642 fish per mile in 
2025, representing more than a tenfold increase.

Dynamic Flow = A Stronger Fishery
Understanding why rainbow trout have rebounded requires 
looking closely at one of the most important drivers of trout 
recruitment on the Bighorn River: river flows. Although 
flows on the Bighorn River are regulated by Yellowtail Dam, 
discharge still varies from year to year - and rainbow trout 
respond closely to those changes.
Following several consecutive years of prolonged high 
runoff during June from 2017 through 2019, rainbow 
trout numbers declined to near-historic lows by 2020. In 
contrast, the more moderate and stable flows observed 
during 2020, 2021, and 2022 created favorable conditions 
for spawning adults and redds, allowing the population to 
begin rebuilding.
Another high runoff year occurred in 2023. However, 
unlike the earlier sequence of high-water years, it was 
followed by more moderate—though relatively low—flows 
in 2024, conditions that appear to have supported successful 
recruitment reflected in the strong population observed in 
2025.
Together, these patterns reinforce an important lesson 
about the Bighorn River: variability in streamflow is both 
natural and beneficial. It is when extreme runoff occurs in 
consecutive years - particularly during the spawning season 
- that rainbow trout recruitment can struggle. 

Monitoring Critical Life Stages
Understanding exactly when rainbow trout spawn is critical 
to evaluating how flow conditions influence recruitment 
success. In response to the population decline observed 
in 2020, BHRA launched a drone monitoring program to 
better define the timing, duration, and peak of spawning on 
the Bighorn River. While textbook estimates place rainbow 
trout spawning between early March and mid-June, BHRA’s 

2024 (31 flights) and 2025 (33 flights) surveys revealed a 
more site-specific pattern: spawning activity begins to rise 
in May, peaks in early June, and declines by early July - 
slightly later than generic literature estimates.
With this refined timeline, BHRA is now better positioned 
to inform water and fisheries managers on how changes 
in flow stability, discharge levels, and ramping rates may 
support—or disrupt—peak spawning conditions.

Restoring Habitat for Future Generations
Monitoring alone can’t sustain a healthy fishery - adequate 
habitat is essential. Through the reactivation of nine 
historic side channels, BHRA has restored over 4.58 miles 
of complex river habitat in what is now one of the largest 
multi-scale side channel restoration efforts completed on 
a tailwater system. These reconnected channels provide 
critical spawning grounds, juvenile rearing areas, and 
refuges during extreme water years - key ingredients for 
supporting strong populations.

Looking Ahead
The recent rebound in Bighorn rainbow trout demonstrates 
the combined effects of natural river processes, improved 
spawning success, favorable water years, and expanded 
habitat access. Through continued research, restoration and 
agency partnerships, BHRA actively works to learn more 
about the Bighorn year-after-year, ensuring it remains a  
premier wild trout fishery for generations to come.

Scan here to read more about 2025 
Bighorn population estimates →

Juvenile trout recovered during survey of Juniper Channel.



2025 MEMBERSHIP SURVEY RESULTS

In 2025, the Bighorn River Alliance invited its members 
and supporters to participate in an online survey 

designed to help us better understand who makes up our 
membership community, what makes the Bighorn River 
experience meaningful to them, and what challenges they 
believe the river is facing today. The goal was simple: listen, 

learn, and use that insight to help guide BHRA’s work into 
the future. The results that follow provide a snapshot of 
who responded, what they value most about the Bighorn, 
and the issues they believe will shape its future. A total 
of 106 completed surveys were submitted, representing a 
12% response rate with participation across 32 states. 

VOICES OF THE
B I G H O R N

Responses reflect a predominantly mature membership with 
deep, LONG-TERM CONNECTIONS to the Bighorn River. 
A majority of survey respondents report more than TWO 
DECADES of EXPERIENCE fishing the Bighorn River.

Members overwhelmingly 
prioritize HEALTHY WILD 
TROUT, RESPECTFUL 
USE OF THE RIVER and 
appropriate RIVER FLOWS as 
the foundation of a high-quality 
Bighorn River fishing experience.0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

LOWER IMPORTANCE/UNSURE

Catching Healthy Trout

River Etiquette

River Flows & Temperatures

Just Being On The River

VERY IMPORTANT IMPORTANT

BHRA’s membership is predominately ANGLER BASED with 98% of survey respondents 
identifying fishing (recreational and/or professional) as their PRIMARY AFFILIATION with 
the Bighorn River. Respondents include both Montana residents and non-resident members, 
reflecting the Bighorn’s role as both HOME RIVER and a DESTINATION FISHERY.

MEMBERS’ VIEW OF BHRA’S ROLE & IMPACTWHO RESPONDED

MEMBERS’ CONCERNS FOR THE FUTURE OF THE BIGHORN

AFFILIATION WITH RIVER

2% FARMERS/LANDOWNERS
10% GUIDES/OUTFITTERS

88% ANGLERS

77+
33%

65-74
29%

55-64
29%

45-54  
6% 

35-44 
6% 25-34 

3% 

AGE OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

YEARS ON THE RIVER

 >20 years - 61%

10-20 years - 18%

5-10 years - 14%

1-5 years - 7%

100%

WHAT MATTERS MOST TO BHRA MEMBERS CONCLUSION

mt 
resident 

vs. non 
resident

70% Non Resident

30
% MT Resident



While members expressed deep appreciation for the 
Bighorn River experience, they also identified several 
concerns about the future of the fishery. When asked 
to select the most pressing issues facing the river today, 

three themes rose clearly to the top – standing out as 
the dominant issues on members’ minds and reflecting 
growing awareness of both environmental pressures and 
increasing use of the river.

MEMBERS’ VIEW OF BHRA’S ROLE & IMPACTWHO RESPONDED

MEMBERS’ CONCERNS FOR THE FUTURE OF THE BIGHORN

84% of members identified 
RIVER CORRIDOR 

HEALTH, RESOURCE 
PRESSURE, or FLOW 

MANAGEMENT as the 
most PRESSING ISSUES 
facing the Bighorn River.

Water Quality & River 
Corridor Health

Overcrowding & 
Resource Pressure

Climate Change & River 
Flow Management

29%

28%

27%

7% - Regulations & Wild Trout       	
         Management

6% - Invasive Species

3% - Other (please specify)

“The results of this survey confirm what we often hear on the water and in conversation — 
people care deeply about protecting the Bighorn.”

WHAT MATTERS MOST TO BHRA MEMBERS CONCLUSION

The results of this survey reflect more than data points 
— they represent the voices of a membership united by 
a shared connection to the Bighorn River. Members 
expressed a deep appreciation for the river experience, a 
clear understanding of the challenges it faces, and strong 
support for BHRA’s role in protecting it. This feedback 

provides valuable direction as we look to the future, helping 
ensure that our efforts continue to reflect the priorities of 
those who care most about the river. With the continued 
support of our members, BHRA will remain focused on 
science, stewardship, and collaboration to protect this 
remarkable resource for generations to come.

0%

IMPORTANCE OF BHRA EFFORTS TO MISSION

20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Working Relationships With Federal/State Agencies

Long-Term Monitoring

Side Channel Restoration and Monitoring

Mind the Redd Campaign

Real Time Monitoring of River Temps

LOWER IMPORTANCE/UNSUREVERY IMPORTANT IMPORTANT

Members overwhelmingly 
view BHRA’s MONITORING, 
RESTORATION and 
PARTNERSHIPS as 
CENTRAL to protecting the 
Bighorn River. 

TOP AREAS MEMBERS WOULD LIKE TO SEE EXPANSION

HABITAT RESTORATION 
and LONG-TERM 

RESOURCE MONITORING 
ranked as the TOP PRIORITY 

for BHRA’s future growth.

47%

24%

17%

8%

Habitat Restoration & Long-
Term Resource Monitoring
Stewardship and Access 
Program Development
Stakeholder and partner 
agency relations
Community Outreach & 
Angler Education



The Bighorn River Alliance is honored to 
recognize the Jampolis Family for their 

extraordinary commitment to the long-term 
health of the Bighorn River through a multi-year, 
unrestricted gift of $75,000 annually.
This transformational investment has been 
foundational to the growth of BHRA’s research 
program and our ability to serve the river with 
depth and consistency. Their support made it 
possible to complete the Bighorn Side Channel 
Reactivation project — restoring critical habitat 
and reconnecting important parts of the river 
system — as well as the hire of BHRA’s first full-
time Research Associate. Their continued support 
will sustain this position moving forward, 
providing the stability that the Alliance needs to 
build long-term scientific capacity and increase 
our understanding of the river over time.
The Jampolis Family’s generosity reflects a 
shared belief that meaningful conservation is 
built through trust, partnership, and long-term 
commitment. We are deeply grateful for their 
confidence in BHRA and for the lasting difference 
their support is making for the Bighorn, its fishery, 
and all who benefit from it. Their partnership is 
not only shaping the work we do today — it is 
generating a legacy that secures the future of 
the Bighorn River for generations to come.

For many members, caring for the Bighorn River is a 
lifelong connection. Over time, that connection often 

grows into a deeper desire to ensure the river remains 
healthy and thriving for generations to come. Legacy 
giving offers one meaningful way we can work together to 
carry that commitment forward. In recognition of this, the 
Bighorn River Alliance has expanded the ways supporters 
can make lasting gifts that care for the river both today, 
and into the future. If you would like to discuss your 
legacy for the Bighorn, we would be honored to have that 
conversation. 

considering your bighorn legacy

EXPLORE ALL THE WAYS TO GIVE

STOCK TRANSFERS avoid capital gains and 
increase your charitable deduction.
DONOR ADVISED FUND (DAF) via our 
website or through your grant administrator.
IRA QUALIFIED CHARITABLE 
DISTRIBUTIONS (QCD) for those 70 1/2 and 
older, you can meet your Required Minimum Distribution 
(RMD) & receive credit for a charitable contribution.
LEGACY GIFTS by naming BHRA as a 
beneficiary of your estate plan.
MATCHING GIFTS from an 
employer can double or triple your 
impact. 

Legacy giving is a way of 
saying we believe the Bighorn’s 
story should continue beyond 
our own chapter.

the transformative 
impact of the 

jampolis family

Sam and Barb Jampolis

Find more information here →



For a complete list of 2025 donors see the digital Annual Report on our website.

$50,000 + 
Sam & Barb Jampolis
$20,000 - 49,999
Ryan Majerus w/Stryker Match
Parnell Family Foundation
$10,000 - 19,999
James & Josie Chalmers
Holdfast Collective
Jim Lyon
Dee Rolph
$5,000 - 9,999 
Jim Brownlie
 John & Michelle Chalmers
 Jamie Greene
 Don Jackson &  
 Beverlee Nelson
 Sam & Carol Mavrakis
 Randy Randolph
 Edward Rossi
 Simms
$2,500 - 4,999
 Brad Boone
 Terry Bullington
 Collis Chandler III
 David Childs

 Clay Crawford
 Mary F. Emery
 Michael Engel
 Thomas Hansen
 Wink & Libba Hartman
 Steve & JJ Hilbers
 Mike Kelly
 Paul Mesack
 Courtland Palmer
 Emerson Scott
 Ed & Suzy Spalty
 The Charles Piper Cost     	     	
 Foundation
 Michael White
 Steven Zuckerman
$1,500 - 2,499
 Brian Aamlid
 George Boero
 Paul Boero
 Steve Buterbaugh 
 Carolyn Chalmers &  
 Eric Janus
 Jerome Connolly
 Dave Cottengim
 John Femino

 Doug Gouge
 Tom Holtz
 Gordon Keane
 G. Thomas Lang
 Harry Miller
 John & Debbie Sindland
 Toby Swank
 Sweetwater Travel
 Company - Guide School
 Stuart & Daney Tanner
 Dave & Barb Thomas
 Steve Whisler
$1,000 - 1,499
 Richard Allgood
 Peter Bachman & 
 Janet Rice
 Bighorn Angler
 Brad Bischoff
 Camp 6X
 Pat Cathey
 Shane Colton
 Jay Coulter
 Bob & Terry Dickens
 Dwight Duncan
 Eagle Nest Lodge

 Truxtun Emerson
 Linda Emery
 Donald Foley
 Evangeline Freenor
 Phil Gonzalez
 Jim Graham
 Doug Haacke
 Patricia Hamman
 Bruce Hammond
 Eric Jacobsen
 Charles Jaffe
 Robert Kutz
 William McMaster
 Thomas McQuillan
 Susanna Meyer
 Matthew Nicoll
 Larry Pollard
 Refuge Foundation
 Bryan Rogers
 Jerry Ryan
 Paul Shibley
 Dan Stockton
 Neil Trask
 Tom Welsch &  
 Stephanie Dubravac

*Contributed Revenue= donations, grants & matching gifts
*Earned Revenue = license plate sales, merchandise sales, & boat raffle

support & revenue
*contributed revenue $478,054.77

*earned revenue $95,159.00

total revenue $573,213.77

net assets (year end) $933,613.79

expenses  

programs $295,977.51

administrative $66,395.27

fundraising $65,177.99

total expenses $427,550.77

change in net asset $145,663.00

The strength of BHRA’s finances reflects the 
commitment of a membership that believes 

deeply in the future of the Bighorn River. In 2025, 
careful stewardship of resources allowed us to continue 
investing in meaningful conservation, research, and 
long-term monitoring while maintaining a stable 
and healthy organizational foundation.
Strong financial management is not simply about 
numbers — it is about ensuring the work we do 
today continues to protect and preserve the river into 
the future.

Every gift carries our 
mission forward, 
shaping the future of 
the Bighorn River.

financial overview

2025 WILD TROUT SOCIETY
H O N O R I N G  O U R  TO P  A N N U A L  S U P P O RT E R S
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thank you to 
everyone who 
has shown 
support for 
the bighorn 
through their 
contributions 
of ideas, 
concerns, 
and both 
physical and 
financial 
resources.


