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DEMOCRACY IS BACK
IN SESSION:
KICKING OFF THE 2021
LEGISLATURE

Northern Plains members are adapting to a
new landscape, harnessing technology, and
making our voices heard in Helena during
Montana’s 67th legislative session.
Right: 2019 Northern Plains
Clean Power for All Rally
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TO THE MEMBERS
The power of relationships,
Northern Plains Resource Council is a grassroots conservation and family agriculture group. Northern Plains organizes
Montana citizens to protect our water quality, family farms and ranches, and unique quality of life.
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remembering our shared values

G

reetings from the East Fork of Hanging Woman
Creek.
All of you in our
Northern Plains
community have been
in my thoughts as we
begin 2021. I am so
grateful to serve as your
chair. For most of my
life, Northern Plains has
been the community
I’ve relied on when our
world seems impossibly
difficult and rancorous.
The past long, hard year
is no exception.

As December unfolded
I felt a deep exhaustion and wearing sadness for our
communities, state and country. The isolation of the
pandemic has worn on all of us and exacerbated the
media’s message that we don’t share values with our
neighbors. It has felt like so many have lost some basic
care and decency for one another.
This December my husband and I decided to do our last
beef deliveries for the year together (we sell whole and half
animals around the region), sharing the tasks of driving,
navigating and lifting. We left home, picked up beef from
our new butcher in Terry, MT then traveled to Billings
and Red Lodge, before returning to Terry and journeying
to Bozeman, finally making our way home. We traveled
over 1200 miles in two days. As we headed across the state
I did wonder if more than miles separated all of us. So I
wasn’t prepared for how uplifting the trip would be, an
inspiring reminder of people’s goodness, and how much
food connects us all.
Terry and I have always appreciated our Omega Beef
customers. We have always valued their diversity. Yet,
this year with so much isolation and discord, with media
pundits labeling and characterizing groups of people, I
have felt distance grow with different kinds of people, even
some family.

Our deliveries are quick. The packages of beef need to get
to freezers and we have a carefully organized schedule.
Despite this, at every stop this year our customers greeted
us with appreciation and kindness. We shared stories
about culture and food. Quick assumptions melted
away and conversation, news of kids and jobs, losses,
good stories and laughs took hold. A bumper sticker on a
customer’s truck telling me I really should mistrust them
became a more interesting story of a recipe for cow tongue
that comes from the old Basque country.
Something about bringing food to people connects us,
even with masks and social distance. The vital issues that
divide us do not go away, but the hearts and the values of
people stand out when we are present and engaged.
Our customer’s true appreciation for the beef we raise
and the work we do brought us home to ourselves and to
the values we share across divides and politics. Our trip
reminded me of our need to reconnect with each other.
Northern Plains has always connected people. So yes,
Montana has lost some champions of clean air and water
in the capitol. We are divided in our state, and country,
and daunting challenges are ahead of us. But the answer
to this distance is in conversation and relationship.
At Northern Plains we have never shied away from the
daunting task of building bridges, of speaking truth, and
deep listening. We have always traveled great distances to
build relationships. And this year we have gotten good at
Zoom meetings. But maybe we also need some time to reconnect with one another. We reach hearts best through
conversation. As we prepare to come out of isolation,
Northern Plains can help us all come back together and
remember those values that matter most: caring for our
neighbors and communities, eating good food, and
participating in our democracy.
If you’re interested, please join me for a re-connecting
conversation on February 10th at 5:15 PM. Contact
Maggie at maggie@northernplains.org for more
information!
					

The Plains Truth Winter 2021 Page 3

- Jeanie Alderson
Chair

PEOPLE OF THE PLAINS

MEMBERS IN THE MEDIA

From the Stillwater River to the Legislature:

Building grassroots power through national narratives

Connie Keogh is still fighting for Montana
By Svein Newman

O

n January 4th, Connie Keogh was sworn in
for her second term in the Montana House of
Representatives. Connie represents Missoula, but she
grew up on a family homestead ranch near Roscoe.
Connie was active in the early days of the Stillwater
Protective Association. The big local issue at that time?
“Chrome trucks,” says Keogh. Mined chrome had
sat for years in Stillwater County, but the prospect of
potential platinum mining spurred a company to haul
out the large volumes of chrome in an endless stream of
overloaded beet trucks. “As soon as they started, there
were big grooves in the highway. They just destroyed the
roads,” says Keogh.
The issue brought neighbors together to fight for better
roads and bridge safety. It also helped people grasp what
additional mining might mean for the area’s quality
of life — lessons that would prove invaluable for the
affiliate’s future.
Connie has served on Northern Plains’ Clean Energy
Task Force and been an officer on the Northern Plains
Board. Living in Missoula, Connie advocates for our
issues and hosted a house party for coal ash cleanup.
Connie is one of Northern Plains’ most tenacious
membership recruiters. She’s comfortable fundraising and
enjoys connecting with people, so asking people to join
is a no-brainer. “It’s different than any other organization

Connie Keogh
represents
Missoula for her
second term in
the Montana
House of
Representatives.

I’ve ever been a part of,” she says. “Northern Plains
people are a family. It’s the connection to the land and to
community values.”
When asked how people can be effective at the
legislature, Connie has advice:
•

•

•

•

Take time to learn the legislature’s website (mt.leg.
gov). This year, you have to sign up a day in advance
to testify in a committee (note: Northern Plains staff
can help you with this).
Legislators value short, simple, and specific
communication, with good facts or talking points
they can use. It also helps messages stand out to
personalize them with why you care or who you are.
Be timely. Legislators track hundreds of bills, so the
closer communication is to a vote or hearing, the
more memorable it is.
Find out what individual legislators care about, and
your shared values. If you can get to know your
legislator (or others around the state), do so. People
pay extra attention to messages from people they
know and trust.

Connie says that it’s critical to get engaged this year.
With testimony over Zoom, you can show up from
anywhere in the state. She also says to reach out to
legislators directly. You can leave a message through
Legislative Services (444-4800), but many lawmakers also
put their own phone numbers online. “With COVID,
I’m not going anywhere at night. People should feel
comfortable calling or e-mailing us.” Connie notes that
while legislators may not reply to all of their e-mails,
particularly at busy times, “most of us read them all.”
Connie’s goal at the legislature is to make Montana
a better place for her grandkids and their generation.
She represents Missoula’s Rattlesnake and University
District neighborhoods, and serves on the Appropriations
Committee, which oversees Montana’s budget.
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By Dustin Ogdin

T

his past year, many Northern Plains members told their stories to some of the most prominent and far-reaching
news outlets in the nation. It takes a great deal of courage to stand on such a large stage and speak one’s truth. But it
has an enormous impact. The opportunity to tell our stories, in our words, to national audiences – sometimes as large as
a million or more people – is an especially powerful way to help create a world that shares our values.
Early in the year, Joan Kresich spoke to the Los Angeles Times, speaking out against then Attorney General Tim Fox’s
(failed) efforts to use the Supreme Court to force other states to accept Montana coal for export terminals that locals
do not want. As the pandemic was just beginning, Ellen Pfister was featured in the New York Times, lambasting coal
executives for trying to manipulate the global health crisis to avoid paying taxes and royalties.
Betsy Baxter and Charles Sangmeister were each interviewed by The Guardian for a feature story about how Northern Plains members have sustained the Good Neighbor Agreement with the Stillwater Mining Company for twenty
years, calling it the “gold standard” of industry/community agreements.
Bill Whitehead, Dena Hoff, Wade Sikorski, and Frank Smith were all featured in a Nation magazine photo essay,
with images and quotes from each describing their work to protect Montana’s rural and tribal communities from the
Keystone XL tar sands pipeline.
Yes! Magazine interviewed Kirk Panasuk about the need to clean up Montana’s abandoned oil wells, while Sue Beug
was featured extensively in a Vice News television story discussing the same issue. Sue’s story is also featured online,
with more than half a million views as of this writing.
Shortly after the November election, Jeanie Alderson spoke to the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), discussing the future of coal country and touting our work to promote groundwater protection and good-paying jobs through
robust coal ash cleanup.
The year closed with Steve Charter telling
Bloomberg News that rule changes to meatpacking regulations perpetuate a rigged system
and market manipulations that squeeze family
ranchers while kowtowing to corporate ag.
All of these stories provide a new narrative
for broad audiences, helping them to see the
world through our values and the eyes of our
members. These national stories don’t just
bestow prestige on Northern Plains and our
issues, they help others to understand what is
happening here in Montana, and how people
can play a meaningful role in changing the
world, one community at a time.

Member Sue Beug was interviewed by
Vice News this fall about the problem
of abandoned oil wells in Montana.
The Plains Truth Winter 2021 Page 5

2020 ANNUAL REPORT
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020 brought challenges to the simple act that much of our work depends on: people talking with one another.
Northern Plains members adapted to the COVID pandemic and have stepped up through all of it in order to
protect farm and ranch country, defend water quality, move clean energy forward, and push for a thorough cleanup
at Colstrip.
There isn’t space here to cover everything from 2020, but please consider these highlights as an example of what
you have made possible through your work in – and your support of – this organization.

2020 ANNUAL REPORT
Soil and Agriculture
•
•
•
•

Clean Energy
•

•

•
•
•

Northern Plains members saved residential solar when NorthWestern Energy sought a $35 million rate
increase (designed to make residential solar uneconomical) from the Public Service Commission (PSC). In the
end, the PSC unanimously denied the new rate class for solar customers (citing testimony from our members
as their reason). Member testimony was accompanied by hundreds of submitted comments and “Stand Up for
Solar” rallies at the PSC office.
NorthWestern Energy also requested PSC’s pre-approval to acquire a greater ownership interest in the
deteriorating Colstrip 4 power plant while hiding from consumers all the costs for operation, repair, liability,
and coal to fuel the plant. We succeeded in getting the PSC to delay its decision, and Puget Sound Energy
eventually took the sale of Colstrip 4 off the table entirely. Member pressure – testimony, letters, op-eds, and a
“Ratepayer Rebellion” rally – caused this fatal delay to PSC’s decision.
In preparation for the 2021 legislature, we met with the Montana Facility Finance Authority, Montana
Nonprofit Association, Montana Credit Unions Association, Montana DEQ, City of Bozeman, and others to
firm up support for Commercial Property-Assessed Capital Enhancements (C-PACE).
Members of Park Electric Cooperative won a bylaws change for mail-in voting, giving members far more access
to the co-op’s decision-making process.
We hosted an online conversation with climate leader Bill McKibben. Hundreds of Montanans, plus people
from several other states, heard his call for action to aggressively fight the climate emergency.

Coal and Oil
•
•
•

Six years of persistence – including hundreds of public comments and testimonies, and dozens of meetings
with agency officials – culminated in finalizing the state’s first rules for radioactive oil waste disposal in
Montana.
We won our coalition court case over the Army Corps of Engineers’ approval of a key water crossing permit for
the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline. For now, this prohibits a fast-tracked process for Keystone XL, and KXL
construction through hundreds of water crossings remains blocked.
By generating 1,100 public comments for thorough coal ash cleanup at Colstrip, we persuaded the DEQ to
issue a cleanup plan for Colstrip 3 and 4 that largely complied with our proposal. Talen Energy has appealed
the plan, so we have to persuade the DEQ under a new administration to stick to its guns.

Good Neighbor Agreement
•

After three years of negotiation, we developed and finalized a Water Adaptive Management Plan for improved
ground water monitoring and stronger standards at the Stillwater Mine, giving us a better tool to respond to
any mine-related water quality changes.
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We worked with healthy soil advocates, and convened a soil health policy committee throughout the year.
We hosted a Soil Summit drew more than 120 participants who learned from soil experts how we can advance soil
health policy in Montana.
We built public support for farm-to-school programs in Miles City and other eastern Montana communities.
We worked with the Montana Farmers Union and Montana Cattlemen’s Association to draft our Montana countryof-origin labeling bill for the 2021 legislature.

Building Our Strength
•
•

Our canvass was accomplished through telephone calls because of the COVID pandemic. This phone canvass –
“Calling for Change” – made 38,256 calls, and canvassers spoke with 3,696 likely environmental activists.
We produced a written history of Northern Plains, as well as a video that documents our origin story, available on
the website.

HISTORY PROJECT

Our past leads us forward...
At Northern Plains, we’ve learned that our history can help to
guide us forward. The values that moved our people in the early
days continue to inspire our work today, and those Montanans
who launched our first campaigns nearly 50 years ago provide
lessons and insights that make us stronger.
We recently released a 25-minute film about the origins of
Northern Plains and a 50-page written narrative about Northern
Plains’ origin and how we have made Montana better. The film
and the narrative resulted from years of work by a committee
of Northern Plains members, with retired Staff Director Teresa
Erickson taking the lead to bring these projects into final form.
Over the coming weeks and months, we will also be releasing
more videos, a photo history, and an expanded anthology of the
written narrative.
To watch the video or read our narrative history – and to stay
tuned for more resources – visit:
NorthernPlains.org/HistoryProject

The Plains Truth Winter 2021 Page 7

COAL

COAL
Lighthouse Resources declares bankruptcy:

DEQ requires thorough cleanup of Colstrip 1&2 Ponds,
but future is uncertain in new administration

By Svein Newman

I

n a major win for water, agriculture, and workers,
Montana’s Department of Environmental Quality
(DEQ) issued an order in November requiring that the
leaking coal ash ponds associated with Colstrip Power
Plant Units 1 & 2 must be fully excavated. The order also
stipulated that the ash must be moved to a new, lined
landfill that is separated from groundwater.
Unfortunately, on December 17th, Talen Energy (the
corporate operator of the plant, as well as one of its coowners) invoked a dispute resolution clause to appeal
DEQ’s cleanup decision and to seek a lower bond amount.
Talen is proposing a weaker remediation plan, which the
DEQ found would “create a high level of uncertainty and
risk.” The company waited until the last legal day they
could take action, pushing a decision on their appeal into
the Gianforte administration.
Coal ash is a waste by-product from coal-fired
power plants that is generally stored in man-made
impoundments. The ash contains toxic materials
dangerous to humans, livestock, and wildlife. The Colstrip
1&2 ponds sit below the water table and leak pollutants
into the groundwater at an alarming rate.
Responsible cleanup is crucial to protecting groundwater
and to sustaining the area’s ranches. Good cleanup would
also create up to 218 full-time jobs for a decade and save
taxpayers from a massive long-term environmental liability.
DEQ found that full excavation of the ponds was the
only method to permanently eliminate the discharge of
pollution into the groundwater. The decision came after
a years-long campaign, culminating in a public comment
period in October in which Northern Plains helped
generate more than 1,000 public comments in support of
excavation/strong cleanup.

cleanup. Northern Plains members have been living with
the leaking ash ponds for decades, always advocating for
effective cleanup.
Under the terms of Talen’s appeal, DEQ program staff
and Talen have until early March to see if they can reach
an agreement. If none is reached, negotiations proceed to
DEQ’s Remediation Division Administrator before a final
decision is issued by the new DEQ director.

Longview coal port likely gone, Decker Mine reclamation in question
By Svein Newman

I

n December 2020, Lighthouse Resources (the company
that owns the Decker Coal Mine, the proposed
Millennium Bulk Terminals coal export facility in
Longview, WA, and the defunct Big Horn Coal Mine in
Wyoming) declared bankruptcy. In doing so, it became the
last of all of the major Powder River Basin coal companies
to go bankrupt in recent years. Their filing leaves many of
their assets in question.
One of those assets is the proposed Millennium Bulk
Terminals coal port. The State of Washington denied
the project’s permit request in 2017 (thanks in part to
Northern Plains members like you). However, Lighthouse
sued the State of Washington in local courts and, more
recently, convinced the Attorneys General of Wyoming
and Montana to sue Washington as well.
Unable to find a buyer for Millennium, Lighthouse
relinquished its land lease in Longview on January 8th
as part of the bankruptcy process. Since Lighthouse no
longer has access to the location, the suits will hopefully be

The Colstrip Power Plant consists of four
units. November’s order addresses the ash
ponds associated with Units 1 & 2. There
is a separate complex of ash ponds, which
are also leaking, associated with Colstrip
Units 3 & 4. In mid-2020, DEQ issued a
separate cleanup order for the 3&4 ponds
that did not require excavation.
Collectively, the ponds cover 830 acres
and leak an estimated 400,000 gallons of
contaminated water every day.

Among other things, Northern Plains brought scientific
review to each stage of cleanup proposals, and published
several studies on the economic benefits of responsible
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MEMBER VOICE

dismissed as moot, which would mark a likely end to the
10-year struggle.
Reclamation at southeastern Montana’s Decker Coal Mine
is in greater question. Normally in this type of situation,
the State would cash in the company’s reclamation bonds
and do the cleanup work. However, Lighthouse is seeking
to create a “reclamation trust” and shift its cleanup
obligations there.
Will this proposed trust be properly funded? Will state
regulators and community members be able to act to
enforce mine cleanup requirements? Or is the company
trying to create an underfunded, unaccountable shell in
order to abandon its obligations to the environment and
workers?
It’s too early to tell, but Northern Plains is in regular
conversation with regulators and bankruptcy attorneys
to make sure the company does its job without shifting
cleanup costs onto Montana taxpayers.

Why I care about climate change...
“I care about climate change because it poses a threat to all life on earth. I think about
this threat every day, in most decisions I make. This includes whether to ride my bike
over drive my car, purchase local rather than online, or buy organic rather than the
cheaper conventional option. I have begun choosing more expensive options when I
know that this money is an investment in a healthier and more livable future.
“I work at the Gallatin Valley Food Bank and see daily how important a stable food
supply is to our community’s health. I am passionate about creating a sustainable local
food system that fosters resilient communities and healthy ecosystems.
“Restoring our soil health is perhaps the best tool we have to lower our carbon footprint and sequester carbon out of the atmosphere. We can do this by supporting local
farmers who use practices that promote soil health. Getting to know our local farmers
is the best way to learn about their practices. Eating in season also connects me to the
rhythm of nature. It is my way of staying connected to the earth in a time of constant
technological distractions. It’s no surprise that local produce not only tastes better but
is also more nutritious!”
- Dara Fedrow, Bozeman
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AGRICULTURE
Together we can pass Country-of-Origin Labeling at
the 2021 Legislature

AGRICULTURE
Food experts, producers discuss pandemic impacts to
U.S. food system at Annual Meeting

By Caroline Canarios

By Caroline Canarios

T

wo simple truths: (1) consumers have the right to know where
their meat comes from and (2) producers have the right to an
honest market.
Despite a statewide and national movement to restore country-oforigin labeling (COOL) for beef and pork, our state legislators and
federal decision makers have yet to restore the labeling to beef and
pork that’s afforded to all other products.

That’s why we’re again introducing the Montana Country-of-Origin
Placarding Act at the 2021 Montana legislative session. If passed, our
bill will require retailers to display placards (signs) at the grocery store
for beef and pork. The signs would read either:
1. Born, raised, and processed in the USA; or
2. Imported/Origin unlabeled
We know from our previous COOL campaign in 2005, that passing a state bill can lead the way for federal
COOL. The 2005 state COOL bill, upon which our current bill is based, led the way for COOL to be enacted in
the 2008 Farm Bill.

A

s the pandemic continues into 2021, we look back
onto 2020, and in particular how COVID-19
has highlighted many of the fractures created by our
corporate-controlled food system. Mike Callicrate,
rancher and food system activist, opened a panel on
this topic by declaring, “COVID-19 exposes a failed
food system – abusive, unhealthy, inhumane, and
incapable of feeding people.”
Mike also discussed the potential for rebuilding
our supply chain through creating open public
marketplaces that support regional food systems. While
detailing the potential for local markets, Mike noted
that existing processing and food hub infrastructure
needs to grow and improve. He closed by describing
the importance of consumers buying products that
support a healthy workforce. He said, “If there’s not

We’re building a movement at the state level for Montana to lead the way once again, and we need your help to
pass this bill!

•
•
•

Call your legislator to voice your support today! Your voice matters, so make sure your elected senator and
representative hear from you. To find your legislator (and other legislative resources), go to our website at
northernplains.org/issues/legislature.
Write a letter to the editor to your paper. Letters to the editor not only pressure decision makers, but also
bring your wider community along to support the COOL bill.
Ask your local grocery store, meat processor, or ranchers to support COOL. We have an online letter they can
sign, or you can help them call their legislators.
Give testimony in support of COOL at the bill hearing. This is a really critical point to get COOL passed.
Legislative committees will hold a hearing for our bill, specifically to hear from Montanans like yourself.
(Note: testimony is virtual this year and the legislature requires registration the day prior. To make sure you
are registered and prepared, email Caroline at caroline@northernplains.org with the subject line “COOL
testimony”.)

Need help taking action or have any COOL questions? Contact Caroline at caroline@northernplains.org or
(406) 248-1154.
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Mike was followed by Dennis Olson, senior research
associate at United Food and Commercial Workers
International Union (and former Northern Plains
organizer). When detailing the pandemic impacts
to the food system, Dennis underscored Callicrate’s
concern for workers. The supply chain, he said, “rested
on the backs of workers.”
Dennis detailed the startling COVID-19 infection
rates and deaths of meatpacking workers, along with
the response from corporations. As of November 21st,
there had been 253 COVID deaths and more than
4,000 cases. While UFCW has worked to negotiate
better federal policy to protect workers, the Trump
administration had only implemented voluntary
guidelines. As a result, corporations like Tyson,
Cargill, and JBS seek to increase line speeds to meet
supply chain demands, contradicting their repeated
“commitment” to worker safety.
To discuss impacts to Montana producers, Tom
Tschida, Vice Chair of the Yellowstone Valley Food
Hub, concluded the panel. The Yellowstone Valley
Food Hub is a hub of 20 producers who sell directly
to consumers in Billings, Red Lodge, and Absarokee.
The Food Hub has experienced significant increase
in sales since the pandemic ravaged grocery shelves
early in the year, but Tom is concerned about how
consumers will respond once the pandemic is over. He
challenges consumers to “keep your food dollars in
your community.”

Take action to support the 2021 Montana Country-of-Origin Placarding Act:
•

a living wage being paid to workers, why on earth are
you buying the product?”

Panelists discussed the impacts of Corporate
Agriculture to our food system during the pandemic,
including disrupted supply chains and widespread
virus outbreaks in meatpacking facilities.

To learn more about our work to build a food system
that values producers, workers, and consumers, contact
Caroline at caroline@northernplains.org.
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ANNUAL MEETING
Northern Plains holds first-ever virtual Annual Meeting
By Claire Overholt

N

orthern Plains has always built power when everyday
people met where they were: in their homes, and at
their kitchen tables. 2020’s Annual Meeting theme, “Pull
up a Chair: Building Power Where We Are,” was a nod
to that organizing history. It also reflected our resolve to
continue the work of bringing together everyday people to
achieve real change, no matter the circumstances. Nearly
300 people registered for our first-ever virtual gathering,
enabling attendees to pull up their chairs (or armchairs)
from across Montana, as well as 11 other states.
The 2020 meeting comprised two and a half days of
panels, flash talks, sessions, and fun – all taking place on
Zoom! We kept it lively with a limerick contest, a “home
bar 101” mixology lesson, an always-unique staff skit, and
traditional sing-alongs (like “Home on the Range” and
“Night Rider’s Lament”).
Northern Plains’ organizing work of the last year was on
display with program topics that included: Montana’s
changing climate, the state of our food system with the
pandemic and beyond, the practice of indigenous land
acknowledgement, and the film premiere of “Standing
Together,” the origin story of Northern Plains.
Brief “flash talks” touched on: the perspectives of a young
person in ranching, our radioactive oil waste success story,
living one’s values through bequests, the potential for
biochar to revive soil health on degraded land, and more!
Friday morning “coffee hours” were offered as a time for
attendees to learn about a subject – soil health, coal ash, or
C-PACE – and have a space to chat with each other about
it afterward.
Dr. Joy Honea, Ph.D., a professor of sociology at Montana
State University Billings, led this year’s workshop, titled
“Exploring Systemic Power.” In exploring the questions,
what are “power structures” or “systems of power,” her
presentation walked us through the concept of power at
a systemic level, and helped participants explore the ways
individual lives and institutions are shaped by the beliefs,
practices, and cultural norms around us.
This year’s keynote speaker was Josh Slotnick, a Missoula-based writer, poet, farmer, and educator. Since 1992,

ANNUAL MEETING
learned how to navigate technology like Zoom for the first
time in order to join the digital meeting. Here’s a tip of the
hat to all of you!
It was extraordinary how much the camaraderie and familial bonds that are such a treat at each Annual Meeting still
came across, even through our computer screens. While
we’re pleased with pulling off a multi-day Zoom event,
we hope to greet you in person this November 19-20 for
Northern Plains’ 50th Annual Meeting!
NOTE: Many of the Annual Meeting sessions are available
on YouTube. If you’d like to receive the link to view them,
contact claire@northernplains.org.

he and his wife have run a family farm outside Missoula – Clark Fork Organics – which they started together.
In 1996, he co-founded Garden City Harvest and the
University of Montana’s PEAS farm (Program in Ecological Agriculture and Society) in the Environmental Studies
program, where he served as lecturer and PEAS Farm
Director.
Now a Missoula County Commissioner, Josh shared
what he learned in the transition from working in nonprofit and educational realms for over 20 years to serving
in local government. He called on people to “remember
local government is us.” He reminded the audience that
you might well run into an elected representative at your
grocery store, and that essentially it is neighbors in local
government electing each other to look out for their shared
home.
He challenged everyone with his observation that “we’ve
never figured out how to achieve prosperity without exploiting people or land.” Much of his message involved the
role we can all play in upholding democracy and the power
of looking local. “How do you move governments?” Josh
asked. His answer: “Small, local government movements.”
This year, free registration was made available to anyone
who was interested, and we were touched by the generosity
of attendees who donated to cover more than 20 scholarship registrations for fellow attendees (more than covering
the amount of requested scholarships). If you were one of
those who helped to make this possible, please know how
much we appreciate your generosity.
We were also beyond impressed by the adaptability of
Northern Plains members as many of you downloaded and
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“In order for us
to care about
where we live, we
need to celebrate where we
live… and from
that comes civic
pride”
– Keynote Josh
Slotnick

Resolutions expand Northern Plains’ push for rural prosperity

T

he virtual nature of the Annual Meeting did not
deter us from making grassroots democracy happen.
Northern Plains members used online voting to adopt
policy resolutions supporting small meat processing, rural
broadband expansion, and the development of the Big Sky
Passenger Rail Authority. Based on the ease with which
members used Robert’s Rules, asked questions, made
amendments, and voted – all through Zoom – the Montana Legislature should be taking a note or two from us!
The resolution in support of small meat processing, introduced by Tom Tschida and the Ag Task Force, highlighted
how family-based agriculture strengthens the security of
our food system and the economic diversity of our rural
communities. The resolution names the problem of limited local meat processing capacity in Montana and our dire
need to address the vulnerabilities of our local food system.
The Ag Task force plans to integrate small meat processing
into campaigns this year. The aim will be to create a more
resilient Montana food system while fighting the climate
crisis and providing safe working conditions for processing
facility workers.
The resolution supporting rural broadband access, brought
forth by Mary Fitzpatrick and the Clean Energy Task
Force, draws our attention to lack of broadband internet
coverage and affordability in many communities across
Montana. The situation has been exacerbated by the
pandemic and transition to online-only opportunities for
public participation. Broadband can no longer be seen as
an amenity, but as an essential utility for jobs, education,

By Makenna Sellers
government, citizen participation, telemedicine, and so
much more. In adopting this resolution, Northern Plains
will now urge public officials to remove legal and regulatory barriers to universal broadband access, and create incentives for its expansion. Northern Plains will also advocate
for state, tribal, and local governments – as well as rural
electric co-ops – to offer affordable broadband internet
within their service areas.
Members voted to support a resolution endorsing the Big
Sky Passenger Rail Authority, an ongoing project with
counties to establish passenger rail service through southern Montana. Members David Strohmaier and Paul Pacini
led the effort, noting the benefits of passenger rail such as
reducing greenhouse gas pollution and providing social
and economic stimulus to towns along the route. Northern Plains’ support of the Big Sky Passenger Rail Authority
may help some counties that are on the fence (like the
populous Yellowstone and Lewis & Clark County) come
to see the project as beneficial for their constituents. The
counties that have signed-on in support of the Big Sky
Passenger Rail Authority are Broadwater, Butte-Silver Bow,
Dawson, Gallatin, Granite, Jefferson, Missoula, Park, Powell, Prairie, Sanders, and Wibaux Counties, all of which
participated in the Rail Authority’s first board meeting in
early January.
Special thanks go to the hard-working 2020 Resolutions
Committee – John Sugden (chair), Karen Stevenson, Bill
DeGroot, and Larry Bean.
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ANNUAL MEETING
Acknowledging indigenous land, the Native experience
By Caitlin Cromwell

tense. Native people are still here, and these are still
the homelands.

“This land is part of who we are.”

- Dr. Johnel Barcus
(Amskapi Piikani/Blackfeet)

T

his year’s Northern Plains Annual Meeting included
an introduction to the practice of land acknowledgment by Dr. Johnel Barcus (Amskapi Piikani/Blackfeet).
Born and raised on the Blackfeet reservation, Dr. Barcus
works as the Youth Suicide Prevention Project Director at
the Native American Development Corporation and is an
enrolled member of the Blackfeet Tribe.
Land acknowledgment is the practice of naming the original inhabitants or caretakers of land we inhabit, in order to
acknowledge the violent history that allowed many of us to
inhabit it. It’s “the first step toward telling the honest story
of colonialism,” Dr. Barcus told Northern Plains members,
“and colonialism is a current, ongoing process.”
“These are still the homelands” for Montana’s indigenous
communities.
Dr. Barcus reminded audience members that Native people are often forgotten and rendered invisible – like when
the CNN television network categorized Native voters in
the “something else” category when displaying election
results. Land acknowledgments, she pointed out, are one
way to draw attention to the fact that Native people are
here – and are a significant part of society.

•
•
•
•

Be aware that land acknowledgment is just the first
step toward broader efforts at truth-telling and reconciliation with Native communities.
Build honest relationships with Native communities
in your area. Land acknowledgment without relationships is just tokenism.
Consider acknowledging the occupied and unceded
nature of the territory on which you’re gathering.
Acknowledgements can cause harm, too – so do your
research.
Don’t write your land acknowledgment in the past

Long-time members Kresich, Gulick win annual honors
By Claire Overholt
Bob Tully Spirit Award – Joan Kresich

T

Overall, Dr. Barcus made clear that land acknowledgments
offer a way for Northern Plains to tangibly extend the
work that we do – work that is so deeply rooted in place,
land, and our relationships to it – to Native communities,
ensuring that we’re more open toward, and inclusive of,
the experience of Native people on this land.
For the first time ever, and with Dr. Barcus’ help, the
Northern Plains Annual Meeting was opened with a statement of land acknowledgment:
“Northern Plains recognizes and acknowledges the past
Northern Plains Tribes of this Yellowstone River Valley,
and the current Tribes of Montana: the Assiniboine,
Blackfeet, Cheyenne, Crow, Chippewa Cree, Gros Ventre, Kootenai, Little Shell Chippewa, Pend d’Oreille,
Salish, and Sioux Tribes. We acknowledge them, their
strength, resiliency and relationship to this land.”
- Jeanie Alderson
Dr. Barcus’s final call to action? Find the places our work
intersects with the work of Montana’s Native communities
– and remember that “by offering an acknowledgment, we
open ourselves to rebuilding our relationships with Native
communities and the land.”

Dr. Barcus encouraged audience members to incorporate
land acknowledgements into day-to-day functions of our
institutions. How, exactly, does one go about crafting a
land acknowledgment? Dr. Barcus offered sage advice:
•

ANNUAL MEETING

Joan Kresich

he Bob Tully Spirit
Award recognizes an
exemplary leader who has
displayed courage, strategic thinking, and a sense
of humor in longtime
service to Northern Plains.
2019 recipient Sue Beug
presented the Bob Tully
Award this year to Joan
Kresich of Livingston.

Joan serves on the Clean Energy Task Force, is Co-Chair
of Yellowstone Bend Citizens Council, chaired the Northern Plains Strategic Planning Committee, serves on the
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion member committee, and
on the Board of Directors.
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Ed has spoken at numerous
rallies, been quoted in press
Ed Gulick
releases, testified at multiple hearings, and has been a leader on these issues, unafraid to speak truth to power. His nominators expanded:
“While Ed is a level-headed, kind, and diplomatic person,
he has had a real fire in the belly about these issues.”

Her nominators shared that: “In her own words, Joan
deeply understands that ‘to be powerful as one person, we
need a powerful organization,’ and that our organization
is powerful because of [all of ] us.” Joan’s commitment
to grassroots, participatory democracy and her steady
optimism were evident in her acceptance speech. For
Joan, “The deep values that I have and the desire to make
positive change is supported by the organization and vice
versa” – a reciprocity she likened to indigenous author
Robin Wall-Kimmerer’s declaration that “all flourishing is
mutual”.

In addition to being a past Northern Plains Chair, a leader
in Yellowstone Valley Citizens Council, and a pivotal
member of the Clean Energy Task Force, Ed is also an allaround model of commitment and integrity.

Joan also shared, “I do feel all around me people saying
‘I don’t know what to do…’ I don’t have that problem
and I know none of you do either. We know what to do.
And I’m just so deeply grateful to all of you, I could never
express it.”

AFFILIATE
W
A Yellowstone Valley Citizens Council won the “Most
R New Members in an Affiliate” award. Sleeping
D Giant Citizens Council was presented with the
S “Largest Percentage of New Members” award.

Mary Donohoe “Tell it Like it Is” Award – Ed Gulick,
Billings
Dr. Johnel Barcus speaks about Indigenous land
acknowledgement at the Annual Meeting, saying
“it’s the first step toward telling the honest story of
colonialism.”

Last year’s winner, Gilles
Stockton, presented the
Donohoe Award to Ed Gulick of Billings, as a member
who was not afraid to tell it
like it is to the Public Service
Commission and Northwestern Energy for ignoring the
interests of consumers and
attempting to undermine the
democratic process.

Mary Donohoe was a longtime member known for her
spirited determination and her willingness to speak up for
Northern Plains. This award recognizes a member who, in
the past year, wasn’t afraid to tell it like it is.

Reflecting on confronting the status quo and telling it
like it is, Ed ended his acceptance speech: “You’re all
my brothers and sisters… This award is really about how
Northern Plains has brought me to the place over the last
couple decades where I can get up there and really tell it
like it is.”

ELECTIONS
Please welcome our newest board member...
Elle Ross of Hardin, At-Large Representative!
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CLEAN ENERGY

CLEAN ENERGY

C-PACE has the power to win!

We’re all in this together!
By Sydney Ausen

By Sydney Ausen

“Climate change isn’t about a person, a state, or a nation. We are all in this together.”

W

e all want to see a bright future for Montana
and its people– a future where our communities
and local businesses thrive, where Montanans are back
at work, and where we are spurring economic growth
with clean energy.

T

his was the message of Northern Plains members Lori and Rob Byron at the Annual Meeting in November. The
Byrons, physicians who live in Hardin, are leaders of Montana Health Care Professionals for a Healthy Climate.
They presented at the Annual Meeting to discuss the connection between climate pressures experienced in Montana
(extreme weather events and increased wildfires) and the health of our communities.

Right now, our communities are hurting and
Montana’s businesses are feeling the weight of
the COVID-19 pandemic on their bottom line.
Hardworking Montanans have lost their jobs and
families are struggling. Commercial Property-Assessed
Capital Enhancements (C-PACE) is tool that can
build a stronger economy in Montana communities.
C-PACE is an engine for economic development.
It can help business owners make meaningful clean
energy upgrades that will save them money on their
power bills, money they can put back into their
business, toward their employees, or spend on their
families. It can accomplish this in communities big
and small, all across Montana.
C-PACE is an innovative energy efficiency financing
tool that allows commercial property owners to
receive up to 100% upfront financing to make energy
efficiency, renewable energy, and water conservation
upgrades to buildings and pay the cost of those
upgrades back as an assessment on the property’s
annual tax bill. With C-PACE, property owners will
save more on monthly utilities than they pay in their
annual property assessment, so they’re cash-flow
positive from the start. And with C-PACE, there is no
penalty for early repayment.
C-PACE is an opportunity to connect local businesses
with private lenders to fund upgrades such as
new HVAC systems, LED lighting retrofits, solar
installations, insulation upgrades, and more. These are
all improvements that add to the property’s value.
C-PACE financing is transferable and is attached to
the property through a lien, not a loan to the property
owner. When the ownership of the property changes

Lady Liberty
rallies for
C-PACE in
Helena during
the 2019
Legislative
Session.
hands the assessment stays with the property.
C-PACE can help create good-paying jobs in
Montana. When more property owners undertake
these upgrades, that’s more work for contractors,
installers, suppliers, and lenders.
While we know that energy efficiency upgrades save
property owners more money than they cost over
the long term, the upfront costs still pose a barrier
to many of Montanans. C-PACE is a tool which can
remove that barrier, create jobs, save people money,
increase property value, and conserve energy. Thirty
seven states have enabled C-PACE as a tool for
businesses, and it’s time that Montana became the
38th.
Across the state, support continues to grow for
C-PACE from cities and towns, businesses, lenders,
contractors, suppliers. Montanans understand that
clean energy is a path to economic development… the
legislature needs to understand that, too. Sign on in
support of C-PACE at northernplains.org/sign-on-insupport-of-c-pace/.
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According to the 2018 Montana Climate Assessment, since 1950 Montana has warmed twice as fast as the rest of the
48 adjacent states. The warming, along with extreme weather and wildfires, contribute to air pollution and impact our
ability to grow food. According to the Byrons, pollution and food insecurity can lead to a myriad of health impacts
including heart diseases, respiratory issues, and adverse effects on infants.
While it’s easy to become overwhelmed with the challenge at hand, the Byrons were sure to stress that there are actions
individuals can take to address this challenge right here in Montana:
•
•
•
•
•

Insist that local grocery stores sell locally produced fruits and vegetables.
Compost! Our food waste is a valuable community resource.
When you eat out, eat at farm-to-table restaurants.
We need to talk with our pocketbooks – buy local, such as from the Food Hub.
Support renewable energy and a transition from fossil fuels through the work of organizations like Northern Plains.

The Byrons also emphasized that, while we won’t overcome this challenge as individuals, “Climate change is the biggest
group participation project. We either all win it together or we don’t,” said Rob Byron.

WE LOVE MONTHLY SUSTAINERS!
Would paying your membership dues monthly
instead of annually make sense for you? Some
Northern Plains members find it useful to spread
their support over the course of 12 months, and
monthly giving helps Northern Plains, too! Here’s
how:

3. REDUCED OVERHEAD AND WASTE
Your monthly gift means that Northern Plains
doesn’t have to use staff time, printing, envelopes,
and postage to send out membership renewals or
follow-ups. More of your gift is put to work on the
issues that mean a lot to you.

1. YOUR GIFT CAN GO RIGHT TO WORK ON ISSUES
AND EVENTS
When you give a little each month, it means funds
are available when timely issues need immediate
attention. From an important federal ruling, to a
hearing on short notice, your gift is ready to go to
the most urgent need.

Become a monthly sustainer today! It’s easy to
become a monthly sustainer, and monthly giving
makes it easier to keep your membership current.

2. STABLE, PREDICTABLE GIVING
Your structured giving allows us to plan! In all that
we do, we plan strategically. When we know what
comes in each month, we can plan to have the
most impact.

You can sign up by going to www.northernplains.
org and clicking the red “donate” button in the
top right corner or contact Claire to set up your
monthly giving. Just call 406-248-1154 or email
claire@northernplains.org.
If you are already a monthly sustainer – THANK
YOU! Your support means a lot.
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SOIL

KEYSTONE XL

Biden keeps promise to stop KXL!

The Healthy Soil Task Force Bill:

Years of organizing and pressure land major victory

Scaling up soil health resources in Montana
By Tai Koester

A

s of 2007, Montana was losing an average of 6.4 tons of topsoil per acre – every year – to erosion. That equates
to approximately 31 million dump truck loads of topsoil leaving the state in a single year, and that represents an
annual loss of billions of dollars.
Montana’s soil was even worse in the 1930s during the dust bowl. For the following 90 years after that era, the
National Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and Montana’s 58 conservation districts have spread the gospel of
soil conservation, vastly improving the state’s soil health. The Montana State University Extension has served to assist
producers across the state with research-based education and training. These groups and others have undoubtedly saved
many farms and ranches over the years.
Complementing these on-the-ground resources, Montana’s legislature passed forward-thinking legislation that recognizes
the importance of preserving soil, declaring that soil preservation is necessary “to protect and promote the health, safety,
and general welfare” of Montanans.
Still – as those 2007 figures indicate – topsoil loss still matters in Montana, and still threatens the state’s agricultural
economy and rural communities.
That’s why a constellation of Montana organizations are promoting soil health and conservation in 2021, and are
working for state statutes recognizing the importance of soil preservation.
Northern Plains – through the Grow Montana Food Policy Coalition – has developed legislation that would help scale
up existing efforts to slow soil erosion and help Montana producers to implement healthy soil practices.
Our legislation would establish a 15-member task force charged with assessing the viability of a healthy soils program for
the state and producing recommendations for such a program’s purpose and objectives to the 2023 legislature. This task
force would represent a broad swath of the Montana agriculture community including producers, conservation districts,
NRCS, MSU Extension, tribal representatives, the Department of Agriculture, and others.
This initiative takes a nod from similar efforts across the country. As of this writing, nine states have passed legislation
establishing healthy soils programming. While each state’s approach varies, these programs generally offer producers soil
health education, cost-share programs to help with adopting soil building methods, technical support to implement
better practices, and additional funding for conservation districts.
Our healthy soil legislation – through the participation of stakeholders in Montana’s agriculture community – ensures
that any eventual program is tailored to the state’s needs and unique environmental contexts.
At Northern Plains, we want our agricultural system to conserve and ultimately regenerate soil rather than let it wash
downstream. We need the help of Northern Plains members to pass this legislation.
If you or someone you know would be willing to write a letter to the editor, testify, or conduct outreach to other ag
groups, contact Tai at tai@northernplains.org or call (406) 248-1154.
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By Dustin Ogdin

he saga to stop the Keystone XL pipeline has had more
twists and turns than the 1,200 mile route proposed
for this would-be climate clogging behemoth. After more
than a decade of organizing and legal challenges, it was
sometimes hard to imagine a light at the end of the tar
sands tunnel. That all changed on the first day of Joe
Biden’s presidency, however. Northern Plains members
joined allies across the nation demanding that Biden keep
this promise to stop KXL, and he listened.

Actions taken on the first day of a presidency have
special meaning. They signify priorities, and they send a
message. In this case, Biden is saying, “I heard your call
loud and clear. You want action on climate change, and
you want democracy restored. You will not be ignored.”
He is acknowledging the power of collective action and
community organizing. Now, we must never forget that we
have this power.

On January 20, Biden rescinded the cross-border
Presidential Permit for Keystone XL. This appears certain
to put a moratorium on the project for the next four
years, and may even be the final nail in the coffin for the
ill-conceived project. No doubt, this is a result of people
power.

This is a major victory, but we can’t let up. We filed a legal
challenge in early January to appeal the Montana DEQ’s
unlawful issuance of a state certification for Keystone
related to more than 200 waterway and wetlands crossings.
While we expect that Biden’s actions will ultimately render
this state challenge unnecessary, the details are currently
uncertain.

Late last year, a group of Northern Plains members drafted
an open letter to Biden reminding him that he had the full
power and authority to rescind this permit with the stroke
of a pen.
This letter told Biden that he has an obligation to respect
the tribal rights and democratic principles that have
been repeatedly trampled throughout the Keystone fight.
We told him this moment demands leadership that
understands we cannot prosper without clean air and water,
a healthy climate, and unspoiled land. We told him that
future generations are depending on him to adopt policies
that heal and protect our environment.
Hundreds of Montanans signed on to the letter in support,
and it was delivered to leaders of his transition team. Allies
in the region and across the nation made similar demands,
building a groundswell of grassroots activism. It worked.

TC Energy, the Canadian company that owns Keystone,
has spent untold sums trying to force this project through
our rural and tribal communities. But people power is
more valuable than money. Northern Plains member Dena
Hoff put it this way in a recent interview with the Montana
Free Press:
“It’s David versus Goliath. It’s only stopped because there
are people who really care … people who care about the
seventh generation, people who care about their Indigenous
neighbors, people who care about the land, water, and air.”
Thank you all for caring, and thank you for standing strong
to win this fight.

THROW THIS DOCUMENT IN THE DIRT, PLEASE
You may have noticed that this edition of the Plains Truth looks and feels a little
different than past issues. That’s because we’ve made some changes to better
reflect our values.
From now on, after you read up on all the dirt about happenings in Montana,
you can turn the Plains Truth into dirt for your flower beds and gardens. We
have moved to a printing process that uses vegetable-based inks on 100%
recycled paper. As a result, this newsletter is safe for residential or commercial
composting, helping us build a more sustainable future for Montana and beyond!
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SKILLSHARES

COUNCIL ROUNDUP

Building shared culture, collective power
By Caitlin Cromwell

E

ver been to a Northern Plains event where someone picked up a long, raw oxtail and swung it around overhead?
Neither had we, until this fall’s Skillshare: How to Cook Unusual Cuts of Beef. Northern Plains member Sara
Hollenbeck was the rancher in question, and all we can say is – she’s got a future in something between comedy and
food television. Hollenbeck is a founding member and active producer in the Yellowstone Valley Food Hub, owner of
High Five Meats, and ranches near Molt.
Skillshares like this one by Sara and fellow Northern Plains member Annika Charter-Williams (rancher, and Yellowstone
Valley Food Hub founder and producer) are a new kind of outreach for Northern Plains. These workshops involve
Northern Plains members teaching and learning tangible skills to and from each other – skills like saving seeds, canning,
bike maintenance, or vermicomposting.
So far, we’ve learned about Maintaining and Riding Your Bike in the Winter from local bike gurus Caden Kosovich
and Ed Gulick, and How to Cook Unusual Cuts of Beef with Sara and Annika. These workshops have been a blast –
casual, quirky, full of laughter, imperfect… like learning a recipe from a friend in her kitchen.
Perhaps more importantly – why are we hosting these Skillshares? We’re looking to build a shared culture around
tangible practices (like growing our own food) and deepen our collective skills at the practice of nourishing ourselves.
Against the backdrop of a culture and society that seems to count on
the loss of basic skills, it feels deeply powerful – revolutionary, even
– to teach each other how to cook and use every single part of an
animal, or how to ride your bike safely on winter streets.
At Northern Plains, we believe deeply in our work
to change systems and policy, but what good is rebuilding a local
food system if none of us will know how to use a local food system
once we get it? Both are important – and they reinforce each other.
Keep an eye out for more workshops in 2021. We’re thinking of
topics like how to raise backyard poultry, adding solar to your home,
cooking wild game, at-home composting, and cover crops.
See you at a Skillshare! Our communities – and our connections to
each other – depend on it.
Questions, comments, or skills of your own to share at a
future workshop? Contact Caitlin at (406) 248-1154 or
caitlin@northernplains.org.

Skillshares are workshops that focus on sharing and
building our basic skills. Topics so far have included
cooking unusual cuts of beef and winter bike riding.

A BEQUEST ENSURES THE FUTURE OF THE THINGS YOU BELIEVE IN
If you decide to include Northern Plains in your will, we can send you a lawyerreviewed brochure with good information on how you can put your values to
work in the world. Just call (406) 248-1154 and we’ll mail you a copy. Or you can
email maggie@northernplains.org.
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SPA identifies school solar project for 2021

A

fter completing its five-year strategic plan over the summer, SPA members have begun identifying the goal they
would like to tackle first. Toward that end, the membership has moved to explore renewable energy projects in
the Stillwater Valley in accordance with its goal of expanding access to clean energy. Members Van Wood and Bill
Pascoe have begun working alongside Beartooth Electric Cooperative general manager Kevin Owens to identify
a local school that could benefit from the installation of a solar array. The project is still in its earliest stages of
development, but SPA is excited by this promising new opportunity!
				
		
Tai Koester

Y

YVCC revives general membership meetings,
discusses railroad crossing

VCC members gathered on Zoom in December for their first general membership meeting since deciding to
revive regular membership meetings this fall. The big item on the agenda was discussion of YVCC’s position
on updates to the 27th Street railroad crossing in Billings being proposed by the Montana Department of
Transportation (MDT). MDT is proposing either a tunnel or overpass to bypass the railroad crossing for car traffic.
Following a presentation on the issue, YVCC members discussed their concerns and voted to oppose the proposed
tunnel and overpass in favor of a no-build option. YVCC is forming an ad hoc committee to build an action plan
for the railroad crossing.
Caroline Canarios
				 							

BCC to host online film screening:
The Trouble with Wolves

B

ear Creek Council members elected Richard Parks as Vice Chair and Colette
Daigle-Berg as Secretary. Nathan Varley will return as BCC Chair and
Barbara Ulrich as Treasurer.
Bear Creek is working with coalition partners and state agencies to manage bison
carcasses. On February 11, BCC will host an online film screening of The Trouble
with Wolves. Starting on February 17, BCC will begin a Living with Wildlife
series (on wolves for this installment). We hope some of you can join us virtually!
Mikindra Morin
BCC’s film screening of The Trouble with Wolves
will take place on February 11th. Contact
Mikindra at mikindra@northernplains.org for more
information.
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COUNCIL ROUNDUP
CRC’s Annual Meeting featured presentation on
Montana wildfires

C

ottonwood Resource Council is continuing to look for opportunities to promote solar projects in Sweet Grass
County. CRC also continues to be actively engaged in the Good Neighbor Agreement, incorporating the
Adaptive Management Plans, the comprehensive water quality program into the contract itself. CRC hosted our
Annual Meeting on January 21st where MSU professor Dave McWethy, made a presentation on “Wildfires in
Montana: Past, Present, and Future.”
Mikindra Morin

COUNCIL ROUNDUP
CMRC urges caution on proposed CAFO

I

n November, Central Montana Resource Council submitted public comment on a Confined Animal Feeding
Operation (CAFO) proposed near the town of Buffalo. Though many of CMRC’s members are agricultural
producers who rely on feedlots for their livelihoods, CMRC’s comments urged the Montana Department of
Environmental Quality to ensure the proposed operation would be handled responsibly, follow the letter of the law,
protect water resources, and prevent pollution.
CMRC purchased and donated one of the solar panels in Fergus Electric Co-op’s new cooperative solar array to the
Grass Range School. We hope the panel will become an educational opportunity for students at the school!
Caitlin Cromwell

YBCC celebrates another solar success

Y

ellowstone Bend Citizens Council is proud to announce the completion of the Shane Center solar array! Two
years after initial talks between the Shane Lalani Center for the Arts and YBCC began, the local Livingston arts
center is now being powered with energy from the sun. YBCC worked with the Shane to fundraise for the project
and to generate community engagement. With the completion of the Shane Center Solar, YBCC can focus on our
next project: solar on the Head Start building!
				
		
Sydney Ausen

New officers, ideas for SGCC before 2021
Legislature

CCRC members increase pressure on Custer Gallatin
Forest Plan objection

I

n the Fall 2020 edition of The Plains Truth, we reported that CCRC filed an objection to the Forest Plan
Revision of the Custer Gallatin National Forest. Since then, CCRC members Jeff DiBenedetto, Karen Walmsley,
Becky Grey, and Sue Beug virtually attended meetings with the US Forest Service, alongside other individuals and
organizations that also filed objections. CCRC delivered its concerns about the Plan’s inadequacy in addressing
climate change, increased recreation traffic, and extractive industry. CCRC was proud to be the only voice
representing the eastern half of the National Forest, and members now await the Forest Service’s response to their
objection.
Tai Koester

S

leeping Giant Citizens Council starts 2021 with a slate of newly elected
officers. Hugh Zackheim will chair SGCC for this year, with Joel Harris as
vice-chair. Joel chaired Sleeping Giant with great leadership and determination
for 2 years, expanding participation and community support for the Sun Run
and leading citizen lobbying for clean energy at the Public Service Commission
and the legislature. Thank you, Joel!
Other new officers include Marianne Schomaker (Secretary), Paul Jacquay
(Treasurer), Norane Freistadt (Board representative) and Mic Smith (Board
representative). Members of Sleeping Giant are focused on defending Montana’s
renewable energy progress at the legislature and beyond, while building on new
solar opportunities in Helena through their new Solarize campaign.

DRC members push for stronger DEQ oversight

I

n December, Dawson Resource Council member Seth Newton and several other Northern Plains members met
with staff from the Department of Environmental Quality. The group discussed the DEQ’s recently finalized
radioactive oil waste rules, and pressed agency staffers to mount a powerful defense of the rules if the Montana
legislature makes any effort to weaken them.
DRC members submitted comments and testified at a public hearing about the Keystone XL pipeline’s 401
certification in November. Members urged the DEQ to protect eastern Montana, and to protect the rivers and
waters that would be crossed by the pipeline.
Caitlin Cromwell

Makenna Sellers

SGCC will focus on
		
		 				 defending renewable
energy at the legislature.
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BE A CITIZEN LOBBYIST...FROM YOUR LIVING ROOM!
The 67th Montana legislative session is forging ahead,
despite the setbacks caused by COVID-19. At Northern
Plains, safety is our first priority. We will never ask our
members to risk their health by attending in-person
hearings that fail to follow recommended public health
guidelines.

Members, including Laurie
Lohrer (left), lobby during a nonpandemic year. Oh, remember
the days!

Instead, we invite you to be a citizen lobbyist from
your living room! For the first time ever, Montanans
can testify and submit comments virtually to the
legislature.
Visit the Northern Plains “Legislature” page for
the best updates and tools for engagement -northernplains.org/issues/legislature.
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