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Ventenata in The Crow Nation  

Ventenata is a winter annual grass that is taking hold in some areas of 

Montana. It has no nutritional value for cattle or wildlife as it is higher in 

silica than most grasses, and actively replaces useful forage. In addition, it 

leaves behind abundant litter that breaks down slowly, creating fuel for 

wildfires like other winter annual grasses such as cheatgrass.  

In some areas of the state, ventenata shows up in small patches here and 

there, but in the Crow Nation, it is showing up in large stands with low 

biodiversity. MSU graduate student Zach Fighter, who hails from Pryor in 

the Crow Nation, is concerned about the spread of ventenata, and the 

general lack of awareness of the invasive grass in his community. Zach has 

taken it upon himself to research ventenata with the help of MSU professors 

Jane Mangold and Scott Powell to find an effective herbicide for treatment, 

figure out ways to identify ventenata from aerial photography, and help 

people identify the plant in their rangelands. 

Large quantities of ventenata in a field near Pryor Montana:  Jane Mangold  
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Last summer (2021), Zach applied indaziflam and imazapic to four different 

split plots across the Crow Nation. Each split plot was tested for high and low 

water carrier rates of application. The sides tested for higher rates are 

essentially those used for ground applications while the lower rate is closer to 

that of aerial applications. Zach hopes to identify an effective way to treat larger 

stands of ventenata aerially. Observations from the 2022 field season indicate 

that imazapic caused some damage to desirable plants on some of the test plots, 

but has shown to be effective at controlling both ventenata and cheatgrass. 

indaziflam, however did not damage desirable plants like imazapic has, and 

other research and observations show indaziflam provides up to three years of 

control for both ventenata and cheatgrass. Indaziflam is a more expensive 

option than imazapic, but it might be the best way to manage ventenata for long

-term control and less impact on desirable vegetation.  

Image of herbicide test plots for ventenata captured from a DJI drone at around 

150ft: Zach Fighter  
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In addition to testing the two herbicides, Zach also tested soil amendments 

on various split plots at high and low rates to see if they would increase the 

yield of desirable plants. The soil amendments have shown some positive 

results, but not enough to justify the costs of soil amendments as they are 

quite expensive.  

Finally, Zach has utilized drones equipped with remote sensing technology 

to test the effectiveness of herbicide treatments over a recorded time series. 

He is also developing methods of noxious weed classification through 

remote imaging, more specifically for ventenata. As of now, Zach has 

collected all of his data from the test plots, and will be analyzing this data 

in the fall before publishing his results. This is definitely something that we 

should pay close attention to in the upcoming months as these results will 

aid us in the fight against winter annual grasses, especially ventenata. 

(All information for “Ventenata in The Crow Nation” was obtained from Zach Fighter) 

Zach Fighter and Tyler Hicks doing fieldwork just south of Crow 

Agency in Lodge Grass : Zach Fighter 
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For many people, the first form of weed control that comes to mind may be  

herbicide. Though herbicides are great for managing target plants in a specific 

area, they can be expensive to rely on for large expanses of land. In addition to 

this, they may potentially harm beneficial native plants in the process and may 

not be able to control some herbicide resistant weeds effectively. Part of effective 

weed control is ensuring that native plants stand a chance against invaders in the 

future, but this may be difficult if the biodiversity of an area is reduced by 

excessive herbicide use. This is where the use of biocontrol can be useful. 

Biological control, or biocontrol for short, is the control of a pest by the 

introduction of a natural enemy or predator according to the oxford dictionary. 

Once established, biocontrol can weaken or reduce the population of a target 

pest until it becomes manageable with other forms of weed control.  

Using Biocontrol to Manage Weeds 

Spotted knapweed root weevils: Melissa Maggio  
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Captured flea beetles for leafy spurge: Melissa Maggio  
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It is worth noting that a biocontrol will rarely eradicate the pest in question, 

but can be used as part of an integrated pest management strategy for better 

results. So where does biocontrol come from? In the case of weeds, 

biocontrol agents are typically insects or diseases that are specialized natural 

enemies from the weed’s native range, released to reduce its spread or 

abundance in the introduced range. Some folks may worry that if a 

biocontrol will eat the undesirable weed, what’s stopping them from growing 

an appetite for the more desirable plants? This is a legitimate concern, and 

one that scientists rigorously test for before an agent can be approved for use 

as a biocontrol.  After many years of study and observation, only then will 

the biocontrol get the stamp of approval and be utilized in the fight against 

noxious weeds.  

Volunteers capturing flea beetles: Melissa Maggio  
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To provide an example of this rigorous study, let’s talk about the ongoing research 
behind the houndstongue root weevil (Mogulones crucifer).  This weevil was 

introduced to Canada in the 1990s to control houndstongue, but it has not been 
permitted for use in the United States due to perceived risks to non-target plants. 

Now, Melissa Maggio of The Montana Biocontrol Project along with other 
researchers are studying populations of the houndstongue root weevil at 11 sites in 

Montana and three sites in Washington. The goal of this research is to see if the 
houndstongue root weevil will negatively impact native plants from the 

Boraginaceae family the same way they do houndstongue. After Melissa and team 
finish collecting their data in 2023, then their findings will be recorded. The results 

of their research will likely lead to more testing down the road before the 
houndstongue root weevil will even be considered for the control of houndstongue 

in the United States.  

Canada thistle rust (Puccinia punctiformis) is another potential biocontrol which is 
currently being researched for use in Montana. Insects that were previously approved 
and release for the control of Canada thistle did not lead to significant reductions in 
the population size of this noxious weed, and other potential insect options pose a 
threat to native thistle populations. Canada thistle rust is a fungal pathogen that is 

host specific and may be effective at large scale population reduction of Canada 
thistle. Spores of Canada thistle rust acquired from Colorado back in 2017 by the 

Montana Biocontrol Project were used to inoculate Canada thistle in Montana with 
the intention of developing collectible spores to be redistributed within our state.  

Canada thistle Rust, from the MSU article labeled “Thistle Rust: A Potential Biocontrol Agent 

to Help in the Management of Canada Thistle” 
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Since then, areas of widespread infection found in 2019 have yielded spores that 

are being tested at approximately 80 sites across Montana. Melissa hopes that data 

from this research will aid the Montana Biocontrol Project and MSU in 

determining the environmental characteristics that will allow this biocontrol to 

manage Canada thistle more effectively.  

At the end of the day, finding biocontrol that are safe and effective takes time, but 

is well worth the effort. Research into biocontrol is essential for long term, 

integrated weed management as grazing and herbicides alone will not do the trick. 

Biocontrol can help to weaken populations of a target weed and make other 

conventional forms of weed control more effective. Once established, biocontrol 

populations will aid in the management of target weeds in the background and 

make the job of noxious weed control an easier one down the road. 

(All information regarding the research into Canada thistle rust and the houndstongue 

root weevil was obtained from Melissa Maggio of the Montana Biological Weed Control 

Coordination Project.) 

Image from the Montana Biological Weed Control Coordination Project webpage on the 

Dalmatian toadflax stem mining weevil 
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The “Pull Your Share” Initiative  

Image of a Pull Your Share sign posted at Fairview Creek: Dan Wilkins  

The Sun River Canyon has always been a favorite camping destination for Dan Wilkins and 

his family. Over the many years of camping there, Dan noticed that the spotted knapweed 

in the canyon was steadily increasing, affecting the quality of the Wilkins’ camping 

experience. It eventually reached the point where Dan got fed up with the spotted 

knapweed, and he decided to spend 5 to 15 minutes with his family every day pulling 

knapweed at the campground. It didn't take long before others at the campground started 

to notice what Dan was doing, and they asked him why he was pulling the knapweed. He 

told them that it was a noxious weed, and that he was pulling his share to make the 

campground a more enjoyable place. To Dan’s surprise, that conversation had an effect on 

the other campers and they began pulling knapweed as well.  

Fast forward a bit, and Dan is about to start a hike in Glacier NP on a trail infested with 

spotted knapweed. Before he started, he asked one of the park employees nearby if he 

could pull knapweed on the trail. There too, others began to pull the knapweed on the trail, 

and this is when Dan realized that ordinary folks want to do their part to ensure that where 

they recreate is managed for noxious weeds. All they needed was to be informed about the 

problem, and then they began to help pull the knapweed. 
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Students learning about the Pull Your Share Program in a classroom 

environment: Dan Wilkins  
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He started the Pull Your Share 

program with only 2 students at a boat 

launch in the Sun River Canyon in 

2017. Over the past few years, the 

program has seen rapid growth, and 

more people have started to adopt sites 

through Pull Your Share. Now, Pull 

Your Share signs are present on 

trailheads in the nearby National 

Forests. It is being promoted by the 

Forest Service and Fish, Wildlife, and 

Parks as a way to manage weeds in 

areas that are frequently used by 

recreationists.  

Mike Munoz, District Ranger for the 

Helena Lewis and Clark National Forest 

in the Rocky Mountain Ranger District, 

really likes the Pull Your Share 

program, especially in the summer 

when recreational use of the forest 

increases. Because the public does not 

perceive herbicide use as a safe way to 

control weeds in the National Forests, 

Pull Your Share is a great way to 

manage weeds when the public is 

recreating on trails and campgrounds. 

In addition, it also teaches kids that 

they can create positive change in the 

world. Many kids will learn about 

noxious weeds in the classroom, but to 

actually go out and pull weeds helps to 

solidify that knowledge in their minds. 

Going out in the field to pull weeds 

makes the process of learning a more 

meaningful experience.  

Top left image of students in the Sun River 

Canyon discussing weeds to pull, Bottom 

Right image of students pulling weeds in the 

Sun River Canyon: Dan Wilkins 



 13 

From spring 2021 to the spring of 2022, Pull Your Share received an 18-

month noxious weed grant that paid for 600 students to learn about noxious 

weeds in the classroom, and funded field trips for over 350 students to go out 

and pull weeds. It also funded 26 signs that are now posted at trailheads, 

campsites, and boat launches all over the Great Falls area. Now that Pull Your 

Share has been established in the Sun River Canyon, recreators have 

significantly reduced the knapweed at the original campsite, to the point 

where it is hard to find knapweed to pull. Now those who want to give the 

concept of Pull Your Share a try can do so at a local trail, campsite, or boat 

launch. If they like the results and the students seem to have success learning 

about noxious weeds, then a school or non-profit has the option of adopting a 

site. Students can return annually with their school to pull a problem weed 

from the trail. This is yet another way to expand a community’s noxious weed 

management strategies, and is also a way to educate the public on the 

importance of noxious weed management. 

(All information for Pull Your Share was acquired from Dan Wilkins) 

Students holding Pull Your Share signs at Giant Springs: Dan Wilkins  
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Important Dates for MWCA 

 

 

Fall Weed Managers Training 

October 25th-27th, 2022 

Havre, MT 

The schedule and location for the training will be available soon 

 

MWCA Awards Nomination Letters Due: 

November 15th, 2022 

 

MWCA Board of Directors Nominations Due: 

November 15th, 2022 

 

2022 MWCA Ballot Mailed By: 

December 1st, 2022 

 

MWCA Annual Conference: 

February 6th-9th, 2023 

The Delta Hotel in Helena, Mt 
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ADDRESS 

PO Box 2064 
Havre, MT 59501 

 

PHONE 

 406-925-0708 
 

EMAIL 

Bethannie Pike, Executive Director 

mwca@mtweed.org 
 

 

WEBSITE 

WWW.MTWEED.ORG 

Rolling hills outside of Ethridge: Joshua McTeer  

Articles for this newsletter written by Joshua McTeer  
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