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Missoula Urban Area Open Space Plan 2019 

As part of the Parks, Recreation, Open Space and Trails (PROST) Plan  

Foreword ï Why a New Plan? 

Open space defines Missoula. It frames our views and daily life. We use trails to commute and 

recreate, enjoy the views of natural areas, play in parks and conservation areas, and appreciate 

wildlife and agricultural abundance fortunately still common in our area. These conserved 

lands exist because of the foresight of those who came before us. 

For almost half a century, Missoulians have reaffirmed their support for open space by engaging 

in the planning process, by connecting with land, water and wildlife, and by voting in support of 

open space bond funding. Protecting open space has benefits ranging from ecological and human 

health to economic vitality. The vision from the original 1995 Missoula Urban Area Open Space 

Plan still reflects our values: ñThe vision of Missoulaôs open space system reflects a future 

community whose most intensive activities and land uses so successfully coexist with its internal 

and external open space that both residents and visitors readily enjoy a sense of place.ò 

Funds from the original 1980, 1995 and 2006 bonds, in combination with private, non-profit, and 

governmental partnerships, fueled a successful expansion of our popular open space system. 

Since 1980, open space bond funding has protected over 7,000 acres of land in the Missoula 

urban area and leveraged millions of additional dollars for conservation projects to match the 

public investment through bonds. Since 2006, and the first county-wide open space bond, open 

space bond funds have protected over 14,000 acres throughout Missoula County and have helped 

to leverage an additional 15,000 acres for protection in the county. These projects have protected 

wildlife habitat, agricultural land, scenic open space, forests, riparian corridors, and open space 

lands for public access, recreation and enjoyment. 

Missoula has continued to change since the Missoula Urban Area Open Space Plan 2006 

Update. Population growth and changing patterns of residential development intersect with 21st 

century recreational and transit patterns, ecological concerns including a changing climate, and 

a need for social equity in the distribution of and access to all of the benefits of open space. 
There is ever-increasing pressure on many public open space areas and a growing awareness 

that agricultural and open space resources are limited. 

The 2019 Plan addresses the Missoula communityôs current desire for a connected open space 

system that balances public access for all, natural habitats and resources, and population growth. 

It recognizes the important role our landscape plays in providing natural climate solutions. As in 

previous plans, the 2019 Plan calls for an expansion of the open space system in a way that 

addresses conservation of public resources and private agricultural areas, increases connectivity 

between areas and provides high quality habitat for wildlife. The plan also recognizes that 

maintenance and restoration of existing open space areas is critical to protecting the values of the 

open space system into the future. 

Through our work on this new version of the open space plan, we expand upon the communityôs 

open space accomplishments by continuing to prioritize conservation of diverse open space 

lands. These include conservation and recreational areas, wildlife habitat, accessible river 

corridors, developed parks, agricultural lands, and an integrated trail system.    

With our communityôs reaffirmed commitment to open space comes expanded responsibility.  



 

 

We must ensure that all people in our community have access to the benefi ts of our open spaces. 

We must create safe access to open space, and parks and recreation opportunities for all 

community members. This includes investments in park projects for underserved neighborhoods 

and programs and policies that protect vulnerable neighborhoods from environmental and health 

hazards. Our success relies on stewardship of our existing and future public lands to maximize 

their many benefits. 
 

Signed, 

 
 

Open Space Working Group 
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I.  Introduction  

Citizens of Missoula deeply value open spaces. These natural amenities are at the foundation of a 

unique sense of place that defines Missoula and contributes to the high quality of life we love 

and enjoy. An engaged citizenry, numerous organizations, elected officials, landowners and 

other passionate community members have prioritized open space. The result is thousands of 

acres of conserved land that protect air and water quality, wildlife habitat, agriculture, trails, 

scenic vistas, and public access to our lands and waterways for recreation. 

Open space planning in Missoula dates back to the 1960s to Missoulaôs first comprehensive plan, 

adopted in 1968 by the City of Missoula (ñthe Cityò) and Missoula County (ñthe Countyò). 

Specifically, that plan called to: ñExpand and equitably distribute areas for open spaces, parks, 
recreational and cultural facilities within the urban areaé[and] [p]reserve mountainous areas and 

water courses in the Planning Area for future generations.ò1 The 1975 update of this 
comprehensive plan treated open space resources in greater detail and identified the need to 
provide ñadequate space to serve recreational, environmental, health and safety needs of the 
communityò and support for Missoula to ñdevelop a uniquely large and beautiful open space area 

which links developed park facilities and all living and commerce areasé.ò2 

In 1969, the Montana Legislature passed the Open Space Land and Voluntary Conservation 

Easement Act, §76-6, Parts 1 & 2, M.C.A. (ñOpen Space Actò).3 In passing the Open Space Act, 
the legislature found that preserving open space land was essential and the expenditure of public 

funds for those purposes constituted a public benefit. Further articulating the importance of 
conserving open space, in 1981 the City passed the City of Missoula Open Space Conservation 

Ordinance ñto preserve significant open space land, including conservation land, parkland, 
trails, views and vistas, agricultural land, and urban forest, which, because of its aesthetic, 

scenic, recreational, historic or ecological value, it is in the public interest to preserve.ò 

In 1976, Missoula County adopted its first open space plan. The Missoula County Parks, 
Recreation and Open Space Plan chronicled Missoulaôs urban area open space resources and 

recommended the City and County ñestablish and preserve open space through zoning, 
acquisition, easements, grants, donations, and other available means to prevent undesirable land 

uses in critical areas.ò4 In 1995, the City completed its first formal Open Space Plan, which 

described then-current efforts and recommended additional actions to achieve an open space 
system by 2010. In 2006, the City and Countyôs Open Space Plan Update recognized the 

ongoing and growing need to protect open space as Missoula continued to grow. It reviewed, 

affirmed and expanded upon the 1995 open space vision, with the intent that subsequent reviews 
of the plan goals would take place about every 10 years, or sooner if needed. 

Today, the vision and need for open space conservation in Missoula endures. The landscape of 

the Missoula Valley reflects a portfolio of accomplishments from decades of work (Figure 1). 

Nevertheless, as Missoula continues to grow and change, there are further needs in the form of 

incomplete connections between protected areas,5 key habitats still in need of protection, and a 
growing demand for places for the public to recreate. Accordingly, this plan charts the course 

forward for the next decade of open space conservation in Missoula. 
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Figure 1. Map of Missoula Urban Area: Current Public and Protected Lands and Recreational Access
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II.  Purpose of an Open Space Plan 

The open space plan is a policy document that helps prioritize limited resources available for 

open space conservation in the Missoula urban area. The plan emphasizes open space as a key 

element in Missoulaôs overall urban development patterns and informs open space conservation 

and land use decision-making by local government, conservation organizations, and citizens. 

This open space plan, combined with other relevant adopted plans, serves as a continued 

statement of our communityôs priorities for parks, trails and open space. As with previous 

versions of the open space plan, this document is implemented through a variety of tools outlined 

below and helps guide expenditure of public and private funds for open space conservation. 

The City and County have a number of adopted land use planning documents that provide the 

policy framework for this document. Appendix A contains the list of these documents. State and 

local laws provide the legal framework for this open space plan. The text of the Open Space 

Land and Voluntary Conservation Easement Act and the Cityôs Open Space Ordinance is 

included in Appendix B, along with the constitutional provision providing Montanans a 

constitutional right to a clean and healthful environment. 

The open space plan is intended to be a chapter of the Parks, Recreation, Open Space and Trails 

(PROST) plan, yet will stand alone until the remainder of the PROST Plan is drafted and 

adopted. The open space plan is intended to support, and be consistent with, the City and 

Countyôs respective adopted plans and to guide open space acquisitions. The open space plan 

may also be used to help inform land use planning decisions about natural resource functions and 

values but is not intended to be used as a regulatory instrument. The open space plan may also be 

useful for promoting education, partnerships, and intergovernmental cooperation aimed at 

conservation and environmental quality. 

The term ñMissoula urban areaò is used throughout this plan and refers to the area identified in 

Figure 1 as the open space planning area or ñPROSTò planning area. This area includes the City 

and County lands within the urbanizing fringe around the city limits and the adjacent lands, 

which consist mainly of foothills and mountains or valley agricultural lands. The area is similar 

to the open space planning region boundary in the 2006 Update, with slight adjustments to be 

more consistent with the boundaries of the Countyôs Missoula Planning Region. 
 

III.  Vision for Missoula Urban Areaôs Open Space System 

The open space vision is to conserve, protect, and connect Missoulaôs system of open space 

lands to achieve a coherent and connected open space system, with access to a park, trail, open 

space land, natural area, or recreation area available in every neighborhood. This integrated 

system includes lands protected for wildlife habitat and natural resources, park lands, lands 

protected for historic and scenic values, agricultural lands, and trails. This vision contributes to 

shaping our communityôs character, reinforcing and enhancing our communityôs environmental 

and social values, and helps guide growth. 

A. Open Space Goals 

To achieve this vision, the plan aims to accomplish the following goals: 

Conserve natural systems through purchase and stewardship of land, conservation 

easements and other available tools, for the benefit of future generations. These 
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systems include: 

¶ Natural areas and open spaces of local and regional significance; 

¶ Places of refuge and travel corridors for wildlife;  

¶ River corridors, aquifer recharge areas, and other water resources; and, 

¶ Significant agricultural lands. 

Protect community open space values including important natural, cultural, and 

recreational resources. 

¶ Protect, maintain and enhance areas that sustain our human, plant and animal 

communities, and contribute to our resilience in the face of climate change; 

¶ Spatially define the shape of our growing community in a way that honors its 

significant landforms, natural features, and ecosystems; and, 

¶ Protect scenic viewpoints and viewsheds, including visual reminders of our 

geologic history. 
  

Connect urban green spaces and anchor areas through corridors and connect areas of 

development with open spaces through corridors. These corridors will: 

¶ Provide appropriate public access to natural areas, rivers, and open spaces for 
recreation and enjoyment; 

¶ Improve opportunities for pedestrian and bicycle access and connect human travel 

corridors throughout our community; and, 

¶ Provide space and habitat for urban trees and other appropriate native and non-native 

vegetation to facilitate wildlife  movement. 

 

B. Conceptual Framework of Missoula Urban Areaôs Open Space System 

The 2019 Plan incorporates concepts from, and builds upon, previous open space plans, 

while also incorporating new terminology, data, and updated priorities, to better preserve, 

protect and connect the system. The categories depicted (See Figure 2) and defined below 

(Anchor Areas, Corridors, Urban Green Spaces) represent a new effort to create a set of 

terms to describe the components of the Missoula Urban Areaôs open space system. This 

model is not specific to any one geographic area in Missoula but rather can be applied to any 

area of the open space planning region and represents the structure of the open space system. 

To accomplish the goals of this plan, the City and County consider the framework of this 

model while aiming to protect a variety of different types of open space in the Missoula 

urban area. 
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Figure 2. Model of Open Space in Missoula Urban Area 

 
1. Anchor Areas 

Anchor areas are large protected areas (generally larger than 100 acres) that provide 

core open space land in the system. Anchor areas include larger parcels owned by the 

City or County and other public and private protected lands. Anchor areas may 

contain unique habitat types, cultural resources, and/or recreational amenities. Due in 

part to their size, anchor areas can achieve multiple goals related to habitat, 

recreation, agriculture, ecosystem services, and human health. 
 

Anchor areas may: 

¶ Preserve natural ecosystem functions; 

¶ Conserve working lands, such as farms, ranches, and forests; 

¶ Preserve important views and scenic vistas; 

¶ Protect air and water quality; 

¶ Provide buffers to ecosystem functions in larger wildland areas, such as wildland 

fires, wildlife movement, and flooding; 

¶ Protect areas of cultural importance; and, 

¶ Meet the communityôs needs for recreation while also incorporating natural 

resources. 
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Some examples of existing anchor areas around the Missoula Valley include Fort 

Missoula Regional Park, Mount Jumbo, the North Hills, Kelly Island, and the Pattee 

Canyon and Blue Mountain recreation areas. 

Implementation Strategies for Anchor Areas 

¶ Protect key lands to improve wildlife habitat and protect natural resources. 

¶ Preserve larger and/or high-quality tracts of agricultural land. 

¶ Protect key lands to enlarge and connect anchor areas. 

¶ Establish anchor areas in regions of the planning area that do not contain such areas. 

¶ Provide public access to conservation lands. 

¶ Provide more dirt trails for hiking, biking, and running. 

¶ Balance demand for recreational access with need to protect habitat. 
  

2. Urban Green Spaces 

Urban green spaces provide transitions between developed land and open space and 

provide respite in the urban environment. Urban green spaces serve as buffer areas 

within areas of moderate to high development. They are often threaded along the 

corridors that connect anchor areas. While these areas may contain important habitat or 

natural resources worthy of protection, due to their proximity to development, they tend 

to have high human use. Key benefits of urban green spaces include storm water 

management, visual green spaces for beautification, climate resilience, and human health 

and recreation, including enhancement of, or opportunity for, social justice, health 

equity, and inclusion. 

Urban Green Spaces may: 

¶ Provide areas for recreation, education, and respite from the urban environment; 

¶ Preserve urban agriculture, gardens and community trees; 

¶ Provide a buffer between developed areas and anchor areas and provide a buffer to 

the wildland-urban interface; and, 

¶ Provide habitat for urban wildlife. 
 

Examples of urban green spaces include public natural areas such as Greenough Park, 

Tom Green Natural Area, and Bancroft Ponds, neighborhood parks like Bonner or 

Franklin, and pocket parks such as Little McCormick. 

Implementation Strategies for Urban Green Spaces 

¶ Protect additional urban green spaces within neighborhoods that have insufficient 

acres of parks, trails and open space per capita. 

¶ Work toward ensuring that the majority of citizens in the Missoula urban area have 
access to a park, trail or open space trailhead within a 10-12-minute walk from 

home. 

¶ Protect lands to balance demand for recreational access with adequate buffer zones to 
protect wildlife habitat. 

¶ Invest in agricultural lands and urban farming by creating more community gardens. 
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3. Corridors  

Corridors connect urban green spaces and anchor areas. Depending on the type of 

corridor, they can be managed primarily for wildlife habitat or for human use, or for an 

appropriate balance of each. They are often linear in nature, following rivers or streams. 

They provide access between and among protected areas, or they can provide access 

between commercial and residential development and open space lands. Urban trees and 

other vegetation in corridors provide habitat for songbirds and other wildlife, while also 

providing respite for humans and supporting climate and conservation goals. 

Corridors may: 

¶ Provide travel corridors for humans and wildlife;  

¶ Support important riparian vegetation and wildlife species (river corridors); 

¶ Enhance air and water quality; 

¶ Play an essential role in maintaining biodiversity and connections among plant and 

animal populations that could otherwise be isolated (river and wildlife corridors); 

and, 

¶ Provide important recreation and transportation corridors for humans (i.e. 

rivers, commuter trails). 

Corridors provide locations for travel by humans and wildlife, such as the Bitterroot Trail 

and Ronôs Riverfront Trail, or the Clark Fork and Bitterroot Rivers.  
 

Implementation Strategies for Corridors 

¶ Improve access and connectivity between parks, trails and open spaces by filling gaps 

in commuter trail networks. 

¶ Improve vegetation and wildlife habitat and open space values through connected 

vegetation corridors, including the urban forest, when and where appropriate. 

¶ Expand existing commuter trail networks to connect with surrounding national forest 
recreation areas and under-connected areas of town. 

¶ Provide safe and sustainable access points to rivers to minimize impacts to riparian 

areas and protect water quality. 

¶ Provide more paved and dirt trails for commuting and recreating.  

 
IV.  Implementation of Missoula Urban Areaôs Open Space System 

The City and County use a variety of voluntary and regulatory tools to implement this plan. Not every 

tool will fit every situation, and each property and set of circumstances is unique. The City and 

County work with willing landowners who wish to see a conservation outcome for their land. The 

City and County also work in the regulatory capacity to engage in land use planning and regulation. 

The combination of these efforts creates the opportunity to guide growth and protect open space in a 

manner consistent with our communityôs priorities. 

Opportunities to implement this plan may arise when landowners voluntarily seek open space bond 

funding or other partnerships to protect land as open space. Additionally, the opportunity to acquire 

open space through the private development process can occur when a landowner proposes a 

development project for review by the local governing body. The landowner can propose an open 

space set-aside; the local regulations may require an open space or parkland dedication; or to mitigate 
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impacts, the local government can place conditions on the development to create such areas, 

consistent with state and local regulations. Appendix C describes the most common voluntary and 

regulatory tools the City and County staff and citizen advisory committees may use to implement this 

plan. 

There are many considerations that staff, elected officials, conservation professionals, and 

landowners undergo when deciding whether to undertake an open space project. When 

considering an open space project, City and County staff examine how the project would fit into 

the following (in no particular order): 

¶ Specific Open Space Bond Language and Criteria (if using bond funds) 

Whether a project qualifies for open space bond funding, based on the bond language citizens 

voted to support, and on criteria contained in land use plans, resolutions, ordinances, and other 

policy documents. 

¶ Types of Open Space in the Missoula Urban Areaôs Open Space System 

Whether a project will provide one or more of the desired types of open space and associated 

uses. 

¶ Geography of High Open Space Value in Missoula Urban Area ï Cornerstones and/or 

Riparian Areas 

Whether, how, and where a project fits into geographic areas of high open space value, as 

characterized by cornerstones and/or riparian areas.  

¶ Stewardship 

Whether the land manager responsible has the ability to provide appropriate stewardship for 

the expected and intended uses or reasons for acquisition.   

Other considerations include public input and community desires as obtained by various public 

meetings, public hearings and comment opportunities and consideration of the unique benefits of each 

open space project. 

The above considerations are discussed in more detail below. 

 

A. Open Space Bonds 

Since the 1980s, open space bonds have provided public funding for voluntary conservation 

projects in the City and County. The bonds have allowed the City and the County to work 

with a variety of partners and private landowners to complete numerous projects. City voters 

passed the stateôs first open space bond in 1980, in the amount of $500,000, with a second 

city-wide open space bond in 1995, in the amount of $5 million. Missoula County voters 

passed Missoulaôs first county-wide open space bond in 2006 in the amount of $10 million. In 

2018, 63% of Missoula County voters passed a new $15 million open space bond, and 63% of 

City voters supported a 4 mill (approximately $500,000 annually in 2018 dollars) 

conservation stewardship levy. 

If bond funds are expended for a project, the project must at a minimum fit the purpose and 

allowable activities of the bond (Table 1). The ballot language from the 1995, 2006, and 2018 

bonds can be found in Appendix D. 
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 1995 Open Space 

City  

2006 Open Space 

County 

2018 Open Space 

County 

Primary 

Purpose 

Acquiring open space land in or near 

the City 

Preserving open 
space 

Conserving, enjoying, and 
enhancing open space land 

  Protecting the water 

quality of rivers, 

lakes, and streams 

 

 

 

 

Providing public access to 

water and land 

 

Conserving agricultural 

lands, fish and wildlife 

habitat, and rivers, lakes, 

and streams 

 

Protecting scenic views 

 

Making improvements to 

lands acquired or 

designated as open space 

that are accessible to the 

public 

 
Acquiring funds for the open space 

acquisition trust fund, moneys from 

which fund may be expended for the 

purpose of acquiring, in fee, by 

easement, or otherwise, open space 

land in or near the City 

Protecting wildlife 

habitat 

 

Conserving working 

ranches, farms, and 

forests 

 

Additional 

Purpose 

Acquiring Mount Jumbo lands, lands at 

the South end of Mount Sentinel, Fort 

Missoula area lands, upper South Hills 

lands, North Hills, Clark Fork River 

Corridors, areas for recreational 
playing fields 

Providing access 

along rivers, lakes, 

and streams 

 

Managing for growth 

  

Acquiring and establishing community 

trails consistent with the Open Space 
plan 

Providing open space 

and scenic 

landscapes 

  Providing 

recreational and 

commuter trails 

 

 

 

 
Allowed 

Activities and 

Costs 

 

 

Acquiring, in fee, by easement, or 

otherwise, open space land in or near 

the City 

 

Defraying costs related to such 

acquisition 

Purchasing land, 

easements, and other 

interests in land from 

willing  landowners 
 

Paying non- 

personnel related 

transaction costs, 

costs of initial clean- 

up and weed control 

associated with an 

approved project 

Purchasing land, 

easements, or other 

interests in land from 

willing landowners 
 

Paying for improvements 

and costs related to or 

serving lands acquired or 

designated as open space 

 

Transaction and project 

costs and fees 

   Citizen input 

 
Requirements 

Acquisitions are guided by the open 

space plan recently adopted by 

Missoula local governments 

 
Willing landowners 

For improvements, must 

be on land acquired or 

designated as open space 

and accessible by the 

public 

Table 1. Purposes, allowable activities and costs, and requirements of 1995, 2006, and 2018 

open space bonds 
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1. Process for Determining Open Space Bond Fund Expenditures 

Open space conservation in Missoula would not be possible without the ongoing 

coordination and collaboration among the City, County, and numerous partners 

including land trusts and other non-governmental organizations, businesses, 
developers, private landowners and other governmental agencies, who work together 

to implement the goals of this plan. The City and County formally work together 

through a number of mechanisms, one of which is interlocal agreements.6
 
 

City and/or County elected officials, with recommendations from staff and citizen 

advisory committees, make decisions related to the expenditure of open space bond 

funds. Interlocal agreements outline the details of how local governments work 

together to streamline this process to most efficiently expend public resources. The 

process for how the City and County generally work together to determine county-

wide bond fund expenditures is described in a flowchart in Appendix E. 

An essential component of the process of City open space and County open lands 

projects is the involvement and recommendations of citizen advisory committees. The 

County Open Lands Citizens Advisory Committee (OLC) makes recommendations to 

the County Commissioners on expenditure of open space bond funds, and the City 

Citizenôs Advisory Committee on Open Space (OSAC) makes recommendations to 

City Council on expenditures of bond funds. Each committee bases recommendations 

on evaluation criteria, which are derived from a variety of sources including specific 

requirements of the funding source (i.e. in the case of bonds, the specific bond 

language), state law, ordinance, and the open space plan goals and objectives. The 

2006 open space update criteria show the types of criteria used previously and can be 

found in the 2006 Update. Each citizen advisory committee employs its own 

procedures for vetting a project against the criteria and making recommendations to 

its respective elected body. 

Additionally, lands acquired with intention or potential for public access include an 

assessment for determining level of development, acceptable uses, how best to 

achieve balance of conservation, recreation, and long-term stewardship. 
 

B. Types of Open Space in Missoula Urban Areaôs Open Space System 

The Missoula urban area open space system includes several types of land, and this plan 

focuses primarily on the protection of these types. Each property will generally possess 

multiple open space values, and its protection can accomplish multiple conservation goals, 

even when one value may be the primary impetus for protection. The City and County 

focus on protecting these types of open space, within the structure of the conceptual 

framework. 
 

¶ Conservation Lands: Conservation lands are natural areas that are protected and  

managed primarily to protect their high natural resource, habitat, and scenic 

values, where recreational use is secondary to the protection of habitat. They can 

be found within anchor areas, corridors, and urban green spaces. Tower Street 

Conservation Area, Clark Fork River riparian corridor, Bancroft Ponds, Mount 

Jumbo, the North Hills, and Greenough Park are examples of conservation lands. 
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¶ Parkland/Developed Parks: Developed parks are protected and managed primarily 

for active and passive recreation. They are primarily found within urban green spaces; 

however, large regional parks can also function as anchor areas. Parks also contain 

many of our communityôs trees and other important natural resources. Lafray, 

Bonner, Northside, and McCormick Parks are typical examples of developed parks. 

¶ Historic or Scenic Lands: Historic or scenic lands are protected and managed 

primarily for historic or scenic purposes. Lands with scenic or historic open space 

values can exist within anchor areas, urban green spaces, or corridors. The Moon- 

Randolph Homestead is an example of open space land with high scenic and historic 

value, and Fort Missoula Regional Park is situated on lands on the National Register 

of Historic Places. 

¶ Agricultural Lands: Agricultural lands contain working farms, ranches, forests, 

and/or important agricultural soils. The River Road Farm and the South Hills 

Conservation Easements are examples of agricultural lands protected using open 

space bond funds. 

¶ Corridors: Corridors connect the open space system. They include commuter and 

recreational trails, greenways, waterways, riparian corridors, and wildlife corridors. 

The Clark Fork River, Rattlesnake and Grant Creeks, Milwaukee and Bitterroot 

Trails, and Rattlesnake Greenbelt (power line corridors) are examples of corridors. 

 
C. Geography of High Open Space Value in Missoula Urban Area 

Open space cornerstones are a conceptual visual tool to geographically guide open space 

conservation and planning. The 2019 Plan and the open space cornerstones are guiding 

tools; they are not regulatory and do not confer any authority to regulate that is not otherwise 

specifically provided by law. 

1. Cornerstones - Description 

Cornerstones broadly represent areas with high open space value. Cornerstones may 

contain both developed and undeveloped land. It is important to note that land with 

high open space value may also exist outside of cornerstones. Cornerstone boundaries 

are generally drawn and purposely do not follow parcel boundaries. Lands in 

cornerstones are not automatically designated as open space, and cornerstone areas do 

not delineate areas proposed for rezoning as parks or open space. Cornerstones also 

do not prohibit development, as land in cornerstone areas can be developed in 

accordance with subdivision and development regulations. Land may only become 

acquired or designated as open space land through a public process or through 

voluntary conservation efforts by willing landowners, such as protecting land with a 

conservation easement or other conservation tools. 

Each cornerstone contains a unique combination of resources and open space values 

that make lands in that cornerstone a priority for protection. For example, a 

cornerstone may contain large conservation lands that serve as an anchor area, or it 

may contain numerous parcels of conserved agricultural lands, or it may include 

several small parks as urban green spaces, connected by a corridor/trail. Some 

cornerstones include conserved lands that serve as anchor areas, while others include 
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mostly unprotected lands, representing possibilities for future open space 

conservation. Each cornerstone is unique, and the exact resource make up of a 

cornerstone may change over time. Historically, cornerstones have been ñretiredò 

when the lands within no longer possess open space values worthy of protection, due 

to development or other changed conditions. Note that open space cornerstone differs 

from the concept of an ñAnchor Areaò as discussed earlier and in Figure 2. 

2. Cornerstones ï Formation 

The City first adopted open space cornerstones in the 1995 Open Space Plan. The 

2006 Open Space Plan Update reinforced the importance of the cornerstone area 

concept and updated or retired many of the cornerstone areas.7 The 1995 and 2006 

cornerstones boundaries were based on the following: 

¶ The areas had been recommended (at least in part) for protection as open space by 

three or more community planning documents, some of which date back to 1976; 

¶ The areas contained undeveloped land that was likely to rank high when further 
evaluated against a set of open space suitability criteria; and, 

¶ The areas contained undeveloped land or water resources that could contribute a 

significant element to the urban area open space system.8 

In this 2019 plan, the cornerstones continue to represent land and water resources 

with high open space value. The updated cornerstone map (Figure 3) is based on 

community feedback, development patterns, a variety of source maps, documents, 

and spatial datasets, as well as a significant public outreach effort specifically related 

to the cornerstone mapping. The data layers include the public outreach and natural 

resources that are relevant to open space, as deemed relevant by various natural 

resource entities and agencies.  

Appendix F includes a list of resources used in the cornerstone mapping update, a list 

of natural resources that support each cornerstone, and supplemental maps. 

 

3. Riparian  Areas 

Riparian habitat is an essential habitat type that has historically been prioritized for 

open space conservation in Missoula. Riparian areas are ribbons of life. Given the 

small amount of land area they occupy, these ecosystems are highly diverse and 

provide habitat for a multitude of species. The cornerstones above do not specifically 

include the tributaries to the Clark Fork and Bitterroot Rivers (such as the riparian 

areas of Butler Creek, Lavalle Creek, Rattlesnake Creek, Grant Creek) as separate 

cornerstone areas. Rather, this plan identifies riparian areas as a habitat type that is a 

priority for open space protection and preservation. 

 

 



 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Updated Cornerstone Map 
 

 


