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Over the past decade, the Parks Division became increasingly isolated from 
the rest of FWP, which led to a cultural divide as well as a lack of financial 
oversight of the division. This contributed to the division amassing an 
$11 million fund balance that could have been used to help maintain the 
division’s 55 state parks. Additionally, state law does not clearly delineate the 
role in state parks activities of the State Parks and Recreation Board. The 
division also can improve how it allocates resources for capital improvements 
and day-to-day operations and maintenance at its 55 state parks.

Context
The Parks Division (division) of the 
Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP)
manages 55 state parks across Montana. 
Certain aspects of governance of the division 
are the responsibility of the State Parks and 
Recreation Board (board), which was formed in 
2013. Audit work found the statute governing 
the board is vague, thus there is a lack of clarity 
regarding the roles and responsibilities of the 
board and the division. We also identified a 
number of internal changes within FWP over 
the past decade intended to promote autonomy 
for the Parks Division that instead isolated 
the division from the rest of the agency, both 
organizationally and culturally.

As part of our audit work, we visited 19 state 
parks and met with all five regional parks 
managers. While we found Montana’s 
state parks are generally in good condition 
and receive high marks in visitor surveys, 
the division does not fully collect and use 
management information to prioritize the 
allocation of resources for capital projects and 
operational and maintenance needs across the 
parks system. The division identified a backlog 
of $22 million in maintenance needs, but has 
not tracked progress in addressing these needs. 
The division spent $97,000 on a software 
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system to help with this effort, but to date the 
system has not been put to use in the field or in 
the Helena headquarters office.

Historically, the division has not planned for 
the ongoing operational and maintenance 
needs of new parks when considering whether 
to add parks to its inventory. Similarly, the 
division has not undertaken a system-wide 
analysis of its ability to operate and maintain 
its existing portfolio of parks given current 
resource levels. A policy to address land 
acquisitions and disposals is inconsistent in 
how it spells out conditions for and the intent 
to transfer state parks.

Finally, we determined that a lack of 
management oversight resulted in an 
$11 million fund balance that was beyond what 
was acceptable to agency management and to 
the legislature. The division was not spending 
all funds that had been appropriated for capital 
improvements as well as routine operations 
and maintenance. This resulted in negative 
publicity for the department, both among the 
public and lawmakers, as well as a diversion 
of several million dollars in parks funding to 
other uses outside of FWP.
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Recommendation Concurrence

Concur 6

Partially Concur 0

Do Not Concur 0

Source:  Agency audit response included in 
final report.

Results
Our report resulted in six recommendations 
to the agency. Our recommendations were in 
the following areas:

 � Clarifying the duties and responsibil-
ities of the State Parks and Recreation 
Board.

 � Improving the culture of FWP and the 
relationship between the division and 
the rest of the agency.

 � Developing a broad state-wide plan 
for the allocation of resources for 
capital projects as well as regular parks 
maintenance.

 � Making use of management infor-
mation to make better decisions on that 
allocation.

 � Making internal changes and providing 
better oversight of division budgets.

 � Strengthening policy to more actively 
assess the potential need to transfer 
state parks.

The agency and the board agreed with all of 
our recommendations.


