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Your country,
your vote

TONY HUDSON

cross the country there is
Agrowing debate about how

best to verify voter eligi-
bility. The Safeguard American
Voter Eligibility Act now being
discussed in Congress reflects a
broader concern that is not going
away. Americans want confi-
dence that elections are both
accessible and lawful. Especially
considering the Federal Motor
Carrier Safety Administration
has identified over 200,000
non-citizen commercial drivers
license holders.

Here in Montana we had an
opportunity to address that con-
cern in a practical and measured
way. House Bill 402, introduced
by representative David Bedey,
was one such effort. Unfortu-
nately, it was mischaracterized
during debate and ultimately
defeated largely on the basis of
personalities rather than the
merits of the proposal itself.

HB 402 did not attempt to
overhaul Montana’s election
system or restrict lawful voters.
Its purpose was far more modest
and far more necessary. It sought
to begin assembling the infor-
mation election officials need to
verify voter eligibility effectively.
Because of the federal motor
voter law, 402 initially could not
legally stop anyone who is willing
to sign their name and attest they
are a citizen from voting. HB402
would however, require them to
register so eligibility could be
verified by SOS and ultimately
prosecuted by DOJ if appropriate.

The logic was straightforward.
First, identify registrations that
cannot be immediately con-
firmed through existing records.
Second, give the Secretary of
State the tools to resolve those
questions quickly and transpar-
ently. All while threading the
needle of constitutionality.

In other words, HB 402 rec-
ognized a simple reality: before
eligibility can be verified, offi-
cials must first know which
registrations require verification.

Considering today’s technol -
ogy, this system quickly would
have evolved into real time
verification.

Today much of our voter reg-
istration system still relies heav-
ily on sworn declarations and
fragmented databases. While
most Montanans follow the
law, the absence of a structured
verification framework creates
unnecessary uncertainty and
weakens public confidence.

HB 402 would have helped
close that gap by identifying reg-
istrations as verified, unverified,
or requiring additional review.
That information alone would
allow election officials to focus
attention where questions actu-
ally exist rather than treating
every registration the same.

Just as important, it would
serve as a deterrent. When indi-
viduals understand that eligi-
bility records are reviewed and
maintained, the temptation to
test the system diminishes.

Election integrity is not a sin-
gle safeguard. It is a chain that
begins with registration and
ends with counting ballots. HB
402 was a thoughtful attempt to
strengthen Montana’s elections
and stay inside the very narrow
boundaries of federal law.

Even if federal proposals such
as the SAVE Act do not ulti-
mately pass, states will continue
searching for practical ways to
improve confidence in elections.
Montana should remain part of
that effort.

Reasonable steps that improve
transparency and accountability
should never be feared. They
should be welcomed. Mea-
sures like HB 402 deserve to
be debated on their merits and
given a fair hearing in the future.

Tony Hudson is a rancher from
Stevensville and president of Save
the American West. His writing
focuses on constitutional limits,
election integrity, education, and
the long-term sustainability of rural
communities.
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[ knew Steve Daines
before the swamp did

BRAD JOHNSON

have known Steve Daines since
Ihe was a junior in high school,

and I could not be more disap-
pointed in what he has become.

Iremember a very different
Steve Daines. Back when he was
president of the College Republi-
cans at Montana State University,
I'watched him organize a dorm
voter registration drive. It was
energetic, effective, and genu-
inely grassroots. Looking back, it
may have been the last truly self-
less political act of his career.

Somewhere along the way,
Steve changed. He rose through
the Gianforte orbit, climbed the
ladder, and became exactly what
Montana Republicans claim to
despise: a creature of the D.C.
Swamp. The man who once
worked to bring voters in now
works to keep real choices out.
The grassroots activist became a
gatekeeper for the D.C. Cartel.

And now Montana Republi-
cans are paying the price.

Steve Daines has made a career
out of good timing and care-
fully avoiding real political risk.
In 2012, he first set his sights
onthe U.S. Senate, but when
Denny Rehberg decided to run,
Daines took the easier path and
switched to the open House seat
rather than face a competitive
Republican primary. In 2014, his
Senate path benefited after John
Walsh’s collapse. In 2020, he
ran with the political wind at his
back. And now, after spending
years avoiding difficult contests
himself, he is trying to deny
Montana Republicans the very
thing he has so often escaped: a
real choice.

Steve Daines has now helped
disenfranchise Republican pri-
mary voters in three major fed-
eralraces: the 2024 U.S. Senate

primary, the 2026 U.S. Senate
primary, and the 2026 western
U.S. House race. In 2024, even
before that Senate primary fully
developed, national Republican
leaders had already coalesced
around Tim Sheehy, with Daines
among his leading backers.

Then came 2026, and the
arrogance got worse.

Daines filed for reelection
when the filing period opened,
then withdrew just two minutes
before the filing deadline. At
nearly the same moment, Kurt
Alme entered the race. Two days
earlier, Ryan Zinke announced
he would not seek reelection
in the western House district,
and Aaron Flint rolled out with
endorsements from Daines,
Zinke, and Gianforte, in the same
handpicked, behind-the-scenes
style Montanans just saw in the
Senate race.

This is what the swamp looks
like in Montana: last-minute
deals, handpicked successors,
frozen-out challengers, and
party insiders treating voters
like an inconvenience. Steve
Daines now believes he knows
better than Montana Repub-
licans. He thinks Washington
should choose Montana’s voice
in Washington, instead of letting
Montana Republicans choose it
for themselves.

That is not leadership. That is
not confidence. It is the behavior
of a political boss who no longer
trusts the people and no longer
respects the voters who put him
where he is.

Brad Johnson is a former Montana
Secretary of State, served for four
years as the only Republican on the
State Land Board, and is a former
chairman of the Montana Public
Service Commission.
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The Roadless Rule
doesn’t stop firefighting

BILL AVEY

any Montanans have
Mheard claims that the

Roadless Rule makes it
harder to fight wildfires. I spent
four decades managing our
national forests — including
the Custer-Gallatin and Hele-
na-Lewis and Clark — and my
experience tells me that claim
justisn’t true.

The Roadless Rule, enacted in
2001, protects 6.4 million acres
of Montana’s wildest places from
new road building and industrial
logging. But it explicitly allows
wildfire suppression, non-com-
mercial and small diameter thin-
ning, prescribed fire, habitat res-
toration, and emergency actions.
The rule was designed to be
flexible — not to tie firefighters’ or
forest managers’ hands. I've seen
what that looks like in action.

During the 2018 fire season,

I approved a hot saw fire break
through roadless areas south of
Flesher Pass, between Helena
and Lincoln, during an ongoing
wildfire. Once our fire behavior
analysis determined we needed
this to protect homes, I made two
quick phone calls to conservation
organizations to give them a heads
up. I notified the regional forester,
who approved it immediately.

There was no delay in fire
response.

On the Helena-Lewis and
Clark, the 2018 Ten Mile South
Helena Project protected drinking
water for the City of Helena. Dr.
Mark Finney, the world’s leading
fire behavior analyst, recom-
mended treating at least 20% of

the area to affect fire behavior.
Despite litigation, we treated 21%
— exceeding the baseline recom-
mendation, including treatments
in inventoried roadless areas.

As adistrict ranger on the Gall-
atin National Forest, I managed
an inventoried roadless area in the
Deer Creek Mountains that had
beenroaded and logged in the mid-
1980s. After the 2006 Derby fire,
we did extra analysis to conduct
roadside harvests removing burned
hazard trees. Yes, it required an
additional look because these areas
retained roadless designation, but
the work got done.

These examples demonstrate
that the Roadless Rule doesn’t pre-
vent fire management — it encour-
ages managers to think carefully
before impacting wildlands. If
fuel treatments or suppression
activities are warranted, the rule
doesn’t make implementing them
meaningfully more difficult. In
my experience, the Roadless Rule
doesn’t pose an insurmountable
barrier to good land management;
it simply requires baseline analysis
and thought before impacting the
landscape. That’s as it should be,
because roadless areas are import -
ant backcountry wildlands with
significant ecological, recreational,
and wildlife habitat value.

We should also consider the
wildfire benefits of not building
unneeded roads. Research from
the Forest Service shows human-
caused fires are three times more
likely to start adjacent to roads
than in roadless lands. Nationally,
90% of wildfires start within half
amile of roads, and wildfires are

four times more likely to start
inroaded areas. Building more
roads into the backcountry when
we don’t need them will increase
wildfire risk, not decrease it.

Finally, trust the people who
actually know these lands —
your local district rangers, forest
supervisors, and Forest Service
field staff. This repeal initiative
comes from political appointees
in Washington, D.C., not from
the folks who manage these lands
every day.

Based on 25 years of experience
of dealing with the Roadless Rule
as a National Forest manager, I
can say the exceptions in the orig-
inal rule have generally worked.
Naturally, some additional clarity
after 25 years of on-the-ground
implementation would be reason-
able. Repeal, however, is a short -
sighted plan that would cause
more problems that it would fix.
The Roadless Rule doesn’t need
to be thrown out — it needs to be
kept, with practical adjustments
where experience shows they’re
needed. That’s stewardship.
That’s what Montanans asked for.
And that’s what our outdoor heri-
tage deserves.

Bill Avey is the former Helena-Lewis
and Clark National Forest supervisor
and former acting director of the
Forest Service’s Fire and Aviation
Management program in 2021. He
served as the Forest Service Agency
Administrator on multiple large and
complex fires, earning the National
Wildfire Coordination Group’ National
Line Officer Team Award for Fire
Leadership in 2006.

WESTERN MONTANA DEMOCRATIC SOCIALISTS OF AMERICA

Don’t despair; stand up, fight back

hree and a half percent.
That’s all it takes.
According to a study pub-
lished by Erica Chenoweth and
Maria Stephan in 2021; while no
panacea and subject to deviances,
when 3.5% of a
given country’s
population is
actively involved
in civil resistance
against an authori-
tarian government,
that government
is more likely
tolose power.
Protests Che-
noweth and Stephan studied were
twice as likely to succeed when
they involved nonviolent civil
resistance.
It happened in Brazil in 1985.
It happened in the Philippines in
1986. It happened in Czechoslova-
kiain 1989. It happened in Tunisia
in 2011. And it can happen here.
Discontent is brewing. Armed
goons are throwing immigrants
into concentration camps and
murdering protesters with impu-
nity. An unpopular, illegal war in
Iran has murdered schoolchildren
in their classrooms. The U.S. gov-
ernment regularly ignores its own
Constitution and international
law. Incompetence, criminality,
and corruption are on full display.
Prices are up, the U.S. isisolated,
Trump is losing his war, and the
entire political class is embroiled
in a worldwide child sex abuse
scandal with Trump at the very
center.
But the good news is that the

CHARLIE
MCPHERSON

Dependence on Mideast oil
is a national security issue

In January, the average cost of
a gallon of gas in Missoula was
$2.74. Today, March 24, that
average is $3.98. You know that if
you'’ve filled up your car recently.
The cost of a barrel of oil see-
saws, depending on the strate-
gy-du-jour governing Middle
East hostilities, but is currently
standing at $104, up from $65 in
February. Also, expect higher air-
line prices because of increasing
cost of jet fuel.

Despite the risks tied to our
dependence on Middle Eastern
oil, we are slowing production of

ruling elite are running scared.
These clowns know that the show
is over, so they are trying des-
perately to maintain wealth and
power before the house of cards
collapses. Every member of the
servile, corrupt American political
class is attempting to circle the
wagons and protect themselves
and the elite they serve.

For instance, Greg Gianforte,
our carpetbagging reporter-chok-
ing wannabe cowboy governor,
has attempted to cancel the
upcoming No Kings protest in
Helena on March 28, citing the
ludicrous claim of “stewardship
of taxpayer dollars” As an obe-
dient Trump lapdog, Gianforte
understands that protests against
Trump in Montana would make
Trump, and by extension Gian-
forte, look weak and ineffective.
But hey, what’s a little abrogation
of constitutional rights between
friends?

With only a little public and
political outcry, Gianforte folded
like a cheap suit and reversed his
closure of the Capitol to protesters
for No Kings. Fortunately for us,
Gianforte’s political acumen is on
par with his hunting skills.

This was on a small scale. Imag-
ine if we took it nationwide.

Gianforte and his ilk, both
Democratic and Republican, are
on the run and without a clue as to
how to stem the tide of discontent
against them. These are not par-
ticularly principled people — they
are out of ideas, and terrified of an
organized working class waiting
to sweep their greed, corruption,

important domestic sources of
energy, solar and wind. Recently,
the French company TotalEner-
gies was paid $1 billion in taxpayer
dollars to abandon plans to build
East Coast wind farms and instead
invest in oil and natural gas pro-
duction in Texas.

This makes no economic sense.
With current technology, renew-
able energy promises both lower
utility bills and reliable sources of
power not disrupted by geopolit -
ical conflict. Today, most renew-
able energy is more cost effective
for generating electricity than
most fossil fuels (International
Renewable Energy Agency).

Obtaining oil from the Middle

violence, perversion, and repres-
sion to the side.

But we must seize the moment.
We cannot merely hand power
back to the other half of the cor-
porate capitalist party. We must
reject outright the manufactured
consent of the two-party duopoly
and organize outside of the nox-
ious political establishment. Oth-
erwise, we wind up right where we
started.

We need a broad coalition of
working people to demand and
fight for the things that sustain
life and public good: single-payer
health care, quality public edu-
cation, robust investment in
infrastructure, renewable energy
initiatives, and a vigorous public
sector that meets its citizens’
needs. No more robbery of the
working class to pay for milita-
rism, genocide, and handouts
to corporate, Big Tech, and Wall
Street billionaires.

All these things are well within
our reach now. The postwar
consensus is dissipating before
our eyes. Every falsehood, myth,
distraction, and deception that
has kept the empire of illusion
running since the end of World
War IT and through the Cold War
is falling apart.

The people want answers. The
people are demanding change.

And the best part is it only
requires 3.5% of us. Let’s get to
work.

Charlie McPherson is an organizer
with the Western Montana
Democratic Socialists of America.

East is a national security issue. It
forces reliance on volatile Middle
Eastern sources, compromises our
foreign policy options, and makes
us vulnerable to adversaries.
While the U.S. produces a signif-
icant amount of oil, our refineries
are largely designed to process
heavy rather than lighter domestic
crude. Thus, we are tied to Middle
East oil unless we switch course.
In sum: domestic production

of renewables provides us with
reliable, cost effective energy and
offers greater energy indepen-
dence than relying on Middle East
oil.

Caryl Cox,

Polson
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