I Hunt, I Fish, I Vote
Voting is a basic tenet of our republic. Hunters, anglers and wildlife enthusiasts have a lot at stake with each and every election, local community elections, state and national.  As we have experienced in several Montana elections - every vote counts!

  Like many states with low population densities, Montana races are often won or lost by only a few votes, sometimes a single vote. By now we have all read or heard national and state news about the close race between incumbent U.S Senator Conrad Burns (R) and Jon Tester (D). This race came down to a difference of 2745 votes, one of several crucial national races that put Democrats in the majority in the Senate. 

  This year the difference of whether a Democrat or Republican would win a seat on our state legislature in several races was the result of a handful of votes or around 200 votes or less; 3, 18, 24, 34, 35, 37, 79 and around 100 votes made the difference in several Montana districts. A couple hotly contested seats, required recounts. In total, 10 seats were determined within the 200 vote range and several others within the 300 vote difference range. 

  Three dramatic voting circumstances have perhaps had the largest impacts to our legislature make up. The November 7 election resulted in a 25-25 tie between Democrats and Republicans vying for Senate seats with Republicans gaining two seats. Nevertheless, within a week of the elections, a veteran state senator, Sen. Sam Kitzenberg (R) switched parties resulting in a 26-24 Democrat majority saying that he had increasingly felt out of step in recent years with conservative Republicans and that he would like to see Democrats have the majority in one house of the legislature.  

  As far as the House, an initial ballot count resulted in victory by a Lake County Constitutional Party candidate (the first Constitutional Party candidate from any state to be elected to the state legislature), 50 Republicans and 49 Democrats gave Republicans control. However, in one race initially won by a Republican in the Billings area, the ballot count was so close that a recount was demanded. The hand recount, including additional ballots that had been previously rejected by counting machines, put candidates in a tie. In the case of a tie, Montana’s Constitution allows the Governor to decide the winner and Montana law says that a tied House automatically gives the speaker’s chair to a member of the governor’s party.  Therefore, the control of the House was dependant on this race. 

  On November 28 another hand recount reversed the tie and reconfirmed the Republican win by three votes.  The House remains, 1-Constitutional Party, 50 – Republicans, and 49 Democrats.   More than 2,000 people in the district did not vote reiterating the value of every vote.

So now what? What demands timely attention?

  On January 3, 2006, a new legislature will convene. Montana legislators face a formidable task regardless of the controversy over a Democratic majority Senate and a Republican majority House or party control. More than 2,000 bill draft requests will be submitted to the Montana Legislative Services for crafting; as of Nov 29, 1235 requests had already been received with this number climbing daily.  

  Will partisan politics and old allegiances impact legislation that determines the ‘quality of life’ in Montana as it did in the 2005 session?  Will another call for “hands across the aisle” increased cooperation by Governor-elect Schweitzer and legislators on both sides have a bearing on the future of wildlife, our environments and our hunting and fishing opportunities? The death of several significant and constructive bills in the 2005 session due to partisan politics should not be repeated and hunters and anglers could have a huge bearing on the outcome if we become more involved. Partisan politics should not cause a gridlock that results in well thought out and across the aisle positive legislation to go down in flames. 

  Montana Wildlife Federation (MWF) will be there! MWF synchronized activities will be led by our Chief Legislative Lobbyist, Robert Throssell. Complimenting Bob’s work will be our Conservation Director of State Issues, our Conservation Director of Local Issues,  MWF’s Executive Director, and members of MWF’s Legislative Affairs Committee led by MWF president, Chris Marchion. 

  Outside of defending against anticipated efforts to privatize public wildlife, promote the commercialization of public wildlife, and diminish the authority of Fish, Wildlife and Parks a few of MWF’s priority efforts will include our flagship bill, the Bridge Access Partnership Bill (LC0150); 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, in some capacity, 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 who are 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.  

  The point is and the timely matter at hand is that we need your help. Our hunting and wildlife heritage and our healthy natural landscapes in many regions of Montana 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.  Vocal hunters and anglers have had tremendous influence on issues in the past year, consider the two failed public land sell off proposals. Before legislators move to Helena, hunters and anglers should be aware of how their legislator considers wildlife, hunting and fishing issues. Most of them are very open to talking and appreciate your call or email – they are not out of reach. 

  MWF is asking members to contact their legislators, ask them to support the non-partisan Bridge Access Partnership Bill (LC0150); it’s good for landowners, good for water enthusiasts and resolves many of the related issues which would be good for Montana.  If you would like contact information for your legislator, if you have an interest in your hunting and fishing opportunities or you would like to join our volunteer legislative lobbying team and make a difference – please contact MWF executive director, Craig Sharpe by calling (800)517-7256 or email: csharpe@mtwf.org. 
We need YOU! 
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