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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This presentation tells the story of the Rocky Mountain Gardens in Missoula, Montana and how the space has strengthened the Master Gardener program, community partnerships, and horticultural education.



WHY DEMONSTRATION ARDENS MATTER

• Living classrooms
• Translate research into real 

landscapes
• Volunteer engagement
• Community gathering spaces

Setting the Stage for 
Master Gardeners

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Demonstration gardens allow Extension to translate research-based knowledge into real landscapes that people can see and learn from. They also provide volunteers with meaningful places to contribute and create community gathering spaces centered around horticulture.



Session Roadmap

• Origin story of Rocky 
Mountain Gardens and the 
Exploration Center

• Garden planning and 
partnerships

• Building the garden
• Lessons from three growing 

seasons
• Impact on Missoula County 

Master Gardener program
• Replicable lessons



Origins & Vision

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Founder's Concept: More than 20 years ago, MSU Extension agent Jerry Marks envisioned a hub for community learning and environmental stewardship.
Inspiration: Marks' vision was sparked during a 1990s trip to Wyoming, where he encountered the idea of a permanent home for extension services that included classrooms.


Transformation: The 2.75-acre site at the Missoula County Fairgrounds was previously a parking lot of barren, compacted dirt. Groundbreaking occurred in May 2021.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Fundraising and Partnerships Fueling Our Success

Collaborations and Community Support

The Healthy Acres Foundation has played a vital role in fundraising, alongside partnerships with our building partners in the Exploration Center



ENHANCING POLLINATOR EDUCATION

Through joint programs, we enhance pollinator conservation , educating the community about 
the importance of native species and sustainable gardening practices.

Partnership with Missoula 
Butterfly House & Insectarium

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
$16 million dollar Rocky Mountain Gardens and Exploration Center that will contain the Missoula Butterfly House and Insectarium.  Butterfly house raised more than 5 million dollars!

Both entities benefit as we have opportunities to showcase very different focus'



SUSTAINABLE LAND MANAGEMENT

The Missoula Conservation District 
provides expertise in sustainable 
practices  and supports native 
plantings, enhancing the 
ecological health of the garden.

Partnership 
with Missoula 
Conservation 
District

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
$16 million dollar Rocky Mountain Gardens and Exploration Center that will contain the Missoula Butterfly House and Insectarium.



Securing the Garden Site
• 4 acres at the Missoula County 

Fairgrounds
• Approval granted for a 

demonstration garden

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The opportunity to create the Rocky Mountain Gardens began when the Missoula County Fairgrounds approved the use of four acres of land for a public garden.



Planning 
Begins in 
2019

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In early 2019, Extension horticulture staff began meeting monthly with landscape architect to develop a conceptual plan for the gardens.



Educational Vision 
for the  Gardens

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The garden was designed as a place where visitors could learn about growing food, supporting pollinators, and connecting with the natural world.

• Vegetables, fruits, and herbs
• Pollinator habitat
• Nutrition awareness
• Connecting people with nature



Community Support

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The design plan helped attract volunteers, donors, and local businesses who contributed plants, funding, and time.
• Volunteers
• Plant donations
• Sponsorships
• Fundraising support





Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A garden coordinator position was created in 2022 to move the project from planning into construction.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The site required significant soil improvement because it had previously been used as a parking lot and maintenance area.

300 cubic yards of topsoil secured
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
October 15, 2023, marked the moment when volunteers and staff were finally able to begin working directly on the site.

The community support through our capital campaign was overwhelming!  The HAHC foundation was able to raise the money for the capital campaign entirely from community support.  Private donors.  Local nurseries, landscapers, designers, large donors to small donations poured in.  



VISION AND GOALS

Our vision is to connect, teach, learn,  
and grow community  through a vibrant 
demonstration garden, fostering 
engagement and education.

Transforming the 
Community Through 
Gardening

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Master Gardener volunteers and the community played a major role in installing and maintaining the gardens



Building Community Strength

VOLUNTEERS

Community volunteers have dedicated 
thousands of hours, showcasing their 

commitment and passion for revitalizing the 
Rocky Mountain Gardens project.

DONORS

Generous donors have provided essential 
financial and in -kind support, ensuring the 
project's sustainability and growth through 

their invaluable contributions.

MASTER GARDENERS

Master Gardeners have played a critical role, 
sharing their expertise and leadership to 
guide community members and enhance 

garden activities.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A Community's Collective Effort

Rocky Mountain Gardens features diverse demonstration plots, pollinator areas, and teaching zones, fostering strong connections among community members and nature.
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Community Engagement Events

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Workshops
The garden hosts hands-on workshops designed to educate participants on essential gardening techniques, fostering a deeper connection with nature and community.

Youth Programs
Engaging youth through interactive gardening programs, we provide educational opportunities that inspire the next generation to appreciate and care for the environment.



Presenter Notes
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Seasonal Festivals
Our seasonal festivals celebrate community spirit and gardening, offering fun activities, local vendors, and educational booths to connect participants with horticultural knowledge.


2nd Annual Phlox Fest April 28th

Montana Herbal Festival



HANDS-ON LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES

The garden fosters interactive education  for 
both Master Gardeners and the public, 
enhancing community engagement through 
collaboration with local schools and 
nonprofits.

Education and 
Outreach Impact



VOLUNTEERS SUPPORTING 
HORTICULTURAL GROWTH

Master Gardener volunteers are 
essential for programming, 
community education, and garden 
upkeep, helping to foster a 
thriving ecological environment.

Master 
Gardeners: The 
Heart of Our 
Community



BEFORE
The Missoula Master 

Gardener program faced 
significant challenges  with 
dwindling participation and 

limited community 
connection over the past 

20  years .

TRANSFORMATION
The revitalization of the garden 

project led to increased volunteer 
recruitment  and engagement, 

transforming the program into a 
vibrant community hub.

COMMUNITY SUPPORT
With strong local support, the 

program now sees enthusiastic 
participation , fostering a sense of 

belonging and collective effort within 
the community.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
From Dwindling to Thriving



Presenter Notes
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Amy Zanzig- The Dahlialamma

attended my 2 nd MG course, retired, became inspired through volunterism, engaged with our office and now participates on many levels!

She started a project around Dahlias, she leads the sorting, storing, planting, selection, harvesting and even taught a class on how to enter your flowers into the fair!  

She is currently a board member on the HAHC foundation and a and judge for AG exhibits at the WesternMT fair.





ENGAGING THROUGH HANDS-ON EXPERIENCES

The Rocky Mountain Gardens 
demonstrate how community 
involvement fosters growth, 
education, and connection beyond 
traditional Extension offices, 
enhancing local horticultural needs.

Demonstration Garden: 
A Community Hub



COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
MILESTONES

Celebrating Our 
Successful 
Fundraising 
Journey

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thanks to the supportive community, we achieved significant milestones in our capital campaign, enabling the garden's development and sustainability. 

This year our annual fundraiser "Taste of Missoula" raised $44K for youth programming!



EXPANDING COMMUNITY 
GARDENING INITIATIVES

Growing the Master 
Gardener Network 
Across Montana

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Engaging Beyond the Office..........................
Extension programming thrives when we actively connect with community members and support their needs through hands-on involvement and education.
YOU don't need a community garden to create community.

Embracing Community: Extension in Action



• Volunteer ownership
• Visible demonstration spaces
• Strong partnerships

Lessons from the Field

What 
Worked



• Climate challenges
• Irrigation adjustments
• Coordination systems

Lessons from the Field
What Required 

Adaptation



• Successes vs failures
• Learning in public

Lessons from the Field
Plants as 
Teachers



FUTURE PROGRAMS AND PARTNERSHIPS

As Rocky Mountain Gardens evolves, 
we aim to enhance educational 
outreach, expand volunteer roles, and 
foster new partnerships for community 
growth.

Looking Ahead: 
Expanding Our 
Garden’s Impact



Get Involved Today



TOGETHER WE GROW

• Start small
• Define purpose
• Build partnerships

Starting a Community 
Garden Space



• Expanding too quickly
• Unclear leadership
• Maintenance challenges

Common Pitfalls

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Clear leadership and phased development are essential for success.

The soil was in need of major amending, lots of compost, and cover crops used the first two seasons!



• Volunteer ownership
• Community partnerships
• Consistent programming

Keys to Long Term Success

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sustaining public gardens requires ongoing engagement.

We now have a program development coordinator who assures that programs in the garden are coordinated and ongoing!



• Does your MG program have a 
demonstration garden?

• What role does it play?
• What could it become?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Engagement with audience.

Are you a MG?  Are you an active volunteer?

Without opportunity, MG volunteer programs don't survive.



SARAH HOLDEN
MSU Missoula County Extension Horticultural Agent
sarah.holden1@montana.edu
406 -258-4205

Questions
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