2005 Legislature Convenes

  The historical significance of the November elections to the Montana of 2005 is yet to be seen. How will the 2005 legislative session be recorded in Montana history books? One thing is certain; a wind of change is on the horizon. 

  Montana recently elected its first Democratic governor since 1988 whose running mate for lieutenant governor is a Republican, the shared ticket is a first for Montana. Governor-elect Brian Schweitzer (D) and Lieutenant Governor-elect John Bohlinger (R) will take over the helm on January 3, 2005.  The new Schweitzer/Bohlinger administration will not only be appointing new state agency administrators but also three out of the five member Fish, Wildlife and Parks Commission. 

  Also on January 3, 2005, a new legislature will convene. Here too, there is change. After the smoke cleared over newly drawn voting district boundaries and highly competitive election campaigns, Democrats gained six seats taking control of the Senate, a 27-23 majority. The redrawing of Montana voting districts will also mean that many new “freshmen” legislators will join the flurry. 

  On the House side a controversy over election results and a vote recount will determine whether Democrat’s or Republican’s will lead the body of 100 representatives. A Lake County Democrat and a Constitutional Party candidate are dickering over a count of six provisional votes which put the contestants within 2 votes of each other. Subject to a recount, the final determination could create a 50-50 deadlock in the House make-up which could be the first deadlock since 1985. 

  Montana legislators face a formidable task. Nearly 2,000 requests will be submitted to the Montana Legislative Services for bill drafting; as of Thanksgiving, more than 1250 requests have been made. 

  How will partisan politics and old allegiances impact legislation that determines the ‘quality of life’ in Montana?  Will the new call for “hands across the aisle” cooperation by Governor-elect Schweitzer have a bearing on the future of wildlife, our environments and our hunting and fishing opportunities?

  Montana Wildlife Federation (MWF) will be there! MWF has organized a new approach, a new team for the 2005 legislature. Heading up our team will be Chief Legislative Lobbyist, Robert Throssell. Bob will synchronize activities with the MWF Lobbyist Coordinator, Nathan Birkeland who will in-turn direct work by a new member to our team, MWF Legislative Intern, Jessie Peterson. Complimenting Bob and Nathan’s lobbying efforts, Craig Sharpe -MWF Executive Director, Larry Copenhaver – MWF Director of Conservation and MWF President, Dave Stalling will be registered lobbyists.  

  The MWF Legislative Affairs Committee, led by VP of Issues, Chris Marchion, has been working on legislative issues for eight-months. Outside of defending against anticipated efforts to privatize public wildlife, promote the commercialization of public wildlife, diminish the authority of Fish, Wildlife and Parks and hunting opportunities, a few of our priority efforts will include: renewal of the Block Management Program; renewal of the Habitat Montana program; renewal of the Fishing Access Enhancement program; a revamping of game damage statutes to include disincentives for harboring or concentrating game; maintaining in-stream water for fish and wildlife and water rights; enhancement of public access opportunities; and the reform of Bison management. 

  No matter how well organized and synchronized our team is, no matter how well tuned an engine is - it is only as good as its parts, i.e. hunters, anglers and conservationists willing to step up to the plate. MWF will once again come to the session with a proactive agenda to ensure that our fish, wildlife, habitats and public wildlife related opportunities are safeguarded, but staff can only do so much. The success of our legislative efforts will be determined by those hunters and anglers who engage the process. MWF has organized phonetrees, email lists and an activist network. We also have contact information for legislators. The time we invest today – will determine our Montana wildlife, hunting and fishing experiences tomorrow.  We need your help. 

  The spirit and soul of Montana is epitomized in abundant, quality habitats, clean water, abundant game and abundant hunting and fishing opportunities. Our hunting and wildlife heritage and our healthy natural landscapes teeter on a very precarious perch. Hunters, anglers and conservationists can help shape their future and help legislators make informed decisions that reflect deep consideration.  If you would like contact information for your legislator, if you have an interest in your hunting and fishing opportunities and would like to make a difference  and you would like to join our volunteer legislative lobbying team and make a difference – please contact Nathan Birkeland by calling (800)517-7256 or email: nbirkeland@mtwf.org – we need YOU. u
