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Ecology Project International relocates to historic building
Missoula-based conservation education organization blossoms into community resource

July 15, 2009 MISSOULA – Ecology Project International (EPI) is taking a monumental 
step next week in moving into the historic Swift building. A Missoula-based 
conservation education non-profit, EPI is progressing forward with an ambitious 
campaign to purchase the building, despite the challenges of the current economy. EPI 
partners scientists with local and international students at several ecologically 
fragile environments worldwide including Costa Rica, the Galapagos Islands, Mexico, 
and Yellowstone, with the mission to improve and inspire science education and 
conservation efforts worldwide through field-based student-scientist partnerships.  

The purchase of the Swift building -  located at the east end of South 4th street - will 
provide long-term stability for this innovative educational non-profit; and with 
further support, develop into a resource for the vibrant conservation education 
network that exists in Missoula. EPI will occupy 1/3 of the Swift building, and will 
host additional conservation education organizations – Watershed Education Network, 
Wild Rockies Field Institute, and Aerie Backcountry Medicine.

In addition to becoming a community resource for organizations and individuals 
interested in conservation education, EPI will maintain the historic integrity of the 
Swift building. Built in 1912, the Swift Building served as a warehouse for the 
Chicago-St. Paul-Milwaukee Railroad until the late 1900s.  Central to the historic 
warehouse district, the building also hosted the Swift Meat Packing Company and 
Western Montana Monument (a company best known for making tombstones).  

In the 1970s when the railway went bankrupt and tracks were pulled from the river 
corridor, the Swift building became abandoned. This building, once a hub of activity, 
became known not for its important role during the development of the Missoula 
community, but for rumors that the building was haunted. Overgrown by vegetation 
combined with the collapse of its infrastructure, the Swift building was a place where 
only a few ventured, seeking the thrill of encountering ghosts.

In 1979, sisters Lin and Judy Smith saw the beauty of this run-down haunt and 
purchased the structure from the Railroad. Spending considerable effort to lovingly 
restore this building to its original glory, the Smith sisters preserved one of 
Missoula’s only industrial historic buildings while also creating a beautiful and 
functional office environment.   In addition to preserving the historic façade of the 
Swift building, the Smith sisters led a campaign to secure Missoula’s first open space 
sanctuary in the heart of downtown. The restored Swift building now sits on a unique 
parcel adjacent to the Clark Fork River and restored native prairie, which is 
maintained by volunteer leadership and expertise of botanist John Pierce.



Over the last decade, the Smith sisters considered various offers for the Swift 
building, but none met their vision for how the future of the building would 
appropriately continue the historical legacy they had worked so hard to maintain. 
After more than a year of discussions, Lin and Judy agreed on a bargain sale price to 
EPI. EPI director Scott Pankratz says, “It wasn’t a year of negotiations. It was a year of 
relationship building: with Lin and Judy, and with the building.”The long-term vision of 
EPI co-founders Pankratz and Julie Osborn is to create a collaborative space with a 
mission to improve conservation education efforts.  This, combined with their interest 
in maintaining the historic integrity of the building and native prairie, has enabled EPI 
to become the Swift’s proud new owner.

Moving forward in this troublesome economy is a difficult task, especially for a non-
profit organization, but Pankratz and Osborn remain optimistic about the future of EPI 
and its expanded role in the Missoula community.  EPI welcomes the interest of 
individuals and organizations in educating about conservation practices and protecting 
and restoring biodiversity locally and worldwide.

 In celebration of this momentous step, EPI will be hosting a “moving-in” celebration, 
open to the public, on Saturday, October 17th. For more information about EPI’s work in 
Missoula and abroad, go to www.ecologyproject.org, call (406) 721-8784, or email EPI 
at info@ecologyproject.org. 
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