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I
n Montana, health care isn’t 
an abstract debate. It’s the 
diff erence between catching 

cancer early or too late, a child 
seeing a pediatrician or going 
without care, a veteran getting 
treatment close to home or 
driving hundreds of miles for 

a specialist. Few 
policies have 
touched more 
Montana lives 
than the Aff ord-
able Care Act 
(ACA), and few 
issues demand 
more serious 
leadership than 
the future of 

health care in our state.
Before the ACA, tens of 

thousands of Montanans lived 
one accident, one diagnosis or 
one job loss away from fi nan-
cial ruin. Pre-existing condi-
tions meant denied coverage. 
Rural hospitals struggled to 
survive. Families had to choose 
between paying bills and see-
ing a doctor. The ACA didn’t 
fi x everything, but it changed 
the trajectory — expanding 
coverage, bolstering rural sys-
tems and giving working fami-
lies a fi ghting chance. 

Today, more than 100,000 
Montanans rely on ACA pro-
tections. They are farmers, 
loggers, service workers, veter-
ans and small business owners 
without employer insurance. 
They are parents who can take 
their kids to the doctor with-
out fear of bankruptcy. They 
are seniors who benefi t from 
lower prescription drug costs 
and better preventive care. 
These aren’t statistics — they 
are our neighbors.

Yet Montana’s health care 
remains fragile. Rural hospitals 
operate on razor-thin margins. 
Mental health services are 
overwhelmed. Pediatric spe-
cialists are scarce. Too many 
communities lack basic access. 
This reality demands leaders 
who treat health care as a core 
economic and moral priority, 
not as a political talking point.

A health care-focused 
approach recognizes that 
strong communities require 
healthy people. Workforce 
participation rises with 
coverage. Small businesses 
thrive when employees aren’t 
locked into jobs for insurance. 
Patients must take precedence 
over politics in Washington.

Western Montana feels these 
pressures acutely: vast dis-
tances, aging populations and 

provider shortages make care 
harder than almost anywhere 
else. When federal leaders 
weaken ACA protections, rural 
communities suff er fi rst. When 
they strengthen systems, rural 
communities benefi t most.

We need representatives 
grounded in these realities — 
leaders who’ve seen families 
fall through the cracks, who 
understand pediatric care, 
mental health, veterans’ ser-
vices and rural clinics as the 
backbone of our state. Health 
care is an economic policy. It’s 
family policy. It’s rural policy.

The ACA showed that 
investing in people yields 
broad returns: healthier kids 
strengthen schools, healthier 
workers boost local economies, 
and healthier veterans build 
stronger communities. When 
health care comes fi rst, every-
thing else works better.

Montana deserves leaders 
who will protect what works, 
fi x what doesn’t and remem-
ber that every policy decision 
aff ects families hoping for a 
healthy life.

That’s why I’m running to 
represent Montana’s First 
Congressional District in the 
U.S. House. I lost a daugh-
ter to leukemia at age 13 and 
nearly lost a second to a rare 
lung disease at the age of 6. As 
a veteran and small business 
owner, I know what’s at stake. 
I believe health care is a human 
right, and I will fi ght for every 
Montanan.

I will be the representative 
Ryan Zinke never was — one 
who serves Montana’s people, 
not wealthy special interests 
propping up a broken system. 
When given chances to help, 
Zinke voted “no” repeat-
edly, then retreated to his 
multi-million-dollar Califor-
nia estate and yacht — enjoying 
government health care on our 
dime while abandoning Mon-
tanans. That’s unacceptable.

We can’t fi x rising costs and 
declining access by reelecting 
the same politicians who cre-
ated this mess. When some-
one shows you who they are, 
believe them. Zinke has. It’s 
time he retires.

Lowering costs and ensur-
ing health care for all is why 
I’m asking for your vote. I 
will never quit on Montana 
families.

Russell Cleveland is a candidate 
for U.S. Congress, Montana 
House District 1.

I’ll fight for 
your health care

OPINION

A
s part-time citizen legis-
lators in Montana, there 
is a concerning trend of 

Montana special interest groups 
unduly infl uencing, or worst yet, 
outright control legislators. The 

most stunning 
example of this 
is the Montana 
Hospital Associ-
ation (MHA). In 
2015, the federal 
government made 
available the Med-
icaid expansion 
program. I am not 
going to debate its 

merits here, rather only call in 
question the way the Montana 
Hospital Association has gone 
about securing a huge windfall of 
tax dollars year after year. Today, 
Medicaid expansion is over a $1 
billion program in addition to 
the traditional Montana Med-
icaid program funding of about 
$2.5 billion. That 2015 Medicaid 
Expansion Bill was carried by 
Rep. Ed Buttrey. The following 
year Rep. Buttrey got a position 
on the board of directors at one 
of Montana’s biggest hospitals. 

In 2019 the program was up for 
reauthorization by the legislature 
and once again Rep. Buttrey car-
ried the bill. He is the vice chair 
of the hospital board which has 
received millions in supplemen-
tal government payments over 
the four years the program has 
been implemented. When should 
ethical considerations come into 
play? 

Now, just in the past few 
months, the Montana Hospital 
Association has hired current 
sitting legislator, State Rep. Ed 
Buttrey to run its organization; 
an organization that, according 
to the Commissioner of Polit-
ical Practice’s fi les, has spent 
$346,873 since the beginning 
of Medicaid Expansion to lobby 
state legislators. Also, the MHA 
has spent over $7 million on 
ballot issues as well as giving 
over $200,000 to political can-
didates. From the perspective of 
the MHA, it is a great move to 
hire a sitting legislator to be in 
charge of such political spending 
and infl uence. What an inside 
advantage! At what point does 
this become an ethical confl ict? 

In Montana there is a law, leg-
islators have to wait two years 
after leaving offi  ce before they 
can be a lobbyist. It seems even 
worse to have a current legislator 
in control of an association with 
a very large lobby budget and 
infl uence. A recent Montana Free 
Press article rightly stated that 
the hospital legislation benefi ted 
from Ed Buttrey’s legislative 
infl uence, “The legislation, 
House Bill 245, also benefi ted 
from the support of Gov. Greg 
Gianforte and sponsorship from 
Rep. Ed Buttrey, a Great Falls 
Republican allied with major 
health care industry groups. 
(Shortly after the Legislature 
adjourned, the Montana Hos-
pital Association announced it 
had tapped Buttrey to be its next 
president and CEO.)”

The question and concern for 
all the taxpayers of Montana is 
where does the practice of lob-
bying organizations paying large 
salaries to sitting legislators end? 
According to MHA’s tax form 
990, the CEO was paid $442,087 
a year. This practice will allow a 
sitting legislator, getting almost 
a half-million dollars a year, to 
manage highly paid lobbyists on 
legislation he is voting on.

Carl Glimm represents Senate 
District 3.

T’
was the night before 
Christmas and all 
through the house, not 

a creature was stirring — except 
in Helena, where the Montana 

Public Service 
Commission 
(PSC) was pre-
paring to issue 
its fi nal order in 
NorthWestern 
Energy’s appli-
cation to increase 
Montana electric 
rates. Along with 
the Montana 
Environmental 

Information Center, Human 
Resource Council-District 
XI and the Natural Resources 
Defense Council, we jointly 
intervened in this year-and-a-
half long, quasi-legal process 
before the PSC.

At the crux of the rate request 
was the Yellowstone County 
Generating Station (YCGS) — a 

newly-constructed, gas-fi red 
power plant operating near Lau-
rel. NorthWestern had sought 
recovery in customer rates of 
nearly $300 million for the total 
cost of constructing the plant.

The lengthy process at the PSC 
included written and oral tes-
timony from dozens of experts 
in energy and consumer advo-
cacy. The evidence presented 
ultimately led the PSC staff  to 
conclude that “signifi cant defi -
ciencies in the planning and pro-
curement processes raise serious 
doubts about whether North-
Western minimized total costs 
and risks for customers over the 
long-term,” and that “North-
Western did not evaluate the full 
range of potential cost-eff ective 
resource options.” Furthermore, 
PSC staff  concluded that (with a 
few exceptions) the YCGS “cost 
overruns resulted from impru-
dent decisions and should not be 
borne by ratepayers.”

Nevertheless, Public Ser-
vice Commissioners voted in 
November to allow NorthWest-
ern to recover the vast majority 
of costs associated with YCGS 
from its Montana electric cus-
tomers. The Commission’s fi nal 
order was issued on Dec. 24, in 
spite of the fact that NorthWest-
ern had not yet calculated and 
submitted to the PSC the exact 
impact of the allowed costs on 
customers’ electric bills. 

Since Montana law allows a 
regulated utility to preemptively 
implement a proposed rate 
increase while the case is still 
pending before the Commission, 
NorthWestern did just that last 
May. Because spring is a time 
when most Montanans don’t use 
a lot of heat or air condition-
ing (two of biggest end-uses of 
electricity), many of us may not 
have noticed double-digit per-
cent rate increases on our bills 
at the time. Because the PSC 

did ultimately block at least a 
small portion of the Yellowstone 
plant’s costs in its fi nal order, 
many electric customers may 
actually see a slight decrease 
in electric rates next month. 
But don’t be deceived: the net 
result of the whole process will 
be an estimated 12% residential 
electric rate increase above 2024 
rates. At a time when the cost 
of just about everything is ris-
ing, this will hit hard for many 
low-income Montana residents 
and small businesses.

Knowing this, the Commis-
sion also ordered NorthWestern 
to maintain its low-income 
stakeholder group and to 
develop proposals to address 
energy aff ordability prior to fi l-
ing a new rate request. The PSC 
also ordered the utility to report 
progress to the Commission 
every six months.

Ultimately, the Yellowstone 
gas generation plant will emit 

approximately 23 million tons 
of carbon pollution over its 
expected life, and it will cost 
NorthWestern’s electric cus-
tomers nearly a quarter of a bil-
lion dollars.

As NorthWestern enters its 
new resource planning cycle over 
the next couple of months, util-
ity staff  will be holding four pub-
lic meetings in Montana. Resi-
dential and commercial electric 
customers who are concerned 
about ever-increasing utility 
bills, drought, wildfi re and other 
climate change impacts should 
make their voices heard and 
demand our state’s largest utility 
invest in clean and aff ordable 
energy resources.

Derek Goldman is the Montana 
Policy and Regulatory Associate for 
the NW Energy Coalition—a non-
profi t organization advocating for 
a clean, aff ordable and equitable 
energy future.

Question of ethics

A lump of … gas in Montanans’ stockings
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I
t’s three weeks into 2026 and 
the Trump administration 
has kidnapped the president 

of Venezuela, bombed Nigeria, 
threatened Mexico and Cuba, 
unleashed ICE terror on Min-
neapolis, saber-rattled Iran and 
is wheedling for Greenland. 
These are the crimes of someone 
who doesn’t expect to be held 

accountable by 
midterms or the 
law, and their fre-
quency is designed 
to demoralize you.

“Flooding the 
zone,” the name of 
this strategy, orig-
inates in football: 
a team sends a 
bunch of receivers 

on one side of the fi eld to get the 
defense to overcommit, leaving 
you defenseless on the other. And 
just like in football, the coun-
termove in organizing is to trust 
your teammates and balance out 
the fi eld. If we keep our heads and 
dare to be bold with the weapons 
of the working class, we will win.

The football metaphor isn’t 
perfect. First, there is no “end-
zone” for Donald Trump and the 
capitalist war machine. Sure, 
America’s billionaires got $1.5 
trillion richer in the fi rst year 
of his term, but when was that 
enough? Their object is endless 
profi t and waste, the plunder of 
every country and introduction 
of the market into every aspect 
of living. The law of diminishing 
returns means there will always 

be more greed, more wars, and 
more ways to bet on them on 
Polymarket.

Second, when Trump fl oods 
the zone he does so against an 
opposing team that ends up 
running away, joining him, or 
pretending to be the refs. That’s 
because the Democrats, with few 
exceptions, are part of the prob-
lem. When Trump killed over a 
hundred Venezuelans while kid-
napping Nicolas Maduro, Demo-
crats carped about congressional 
authorization. When Trump’s 
goons shot Renee Good in Min-
neapolis, they hoped you’d for-
get they funded ICE. With the 
Democrats, every Trump outrage 
is followed by a stirring dissent 
and a fundraising email. They 
will not organize the opposition 
we need.

One misconception about 
Trump’s fl ood-the-zone tactic 
is that everything is a distraction 
for something else. You often 
hear invading Venezuela is a dis-
traction from the Epstein fi les, 
or that we are bombing Iran to 
cover up more ICE raids. These 
simplifi cations are echoed by 
Democrats saying the rights of 
trans people are a distraction 
from “kitchen table issues.” The 
reality is that there are many 
fronts that need defending, 
and those defenders need to be 
both committed and regularly 
communicating. Luckily, that’s 
where the last diff erence from 
football comes in: there is no 
limit to the people on the fi eld.

When you have one-on-one 
conversations with your friends, 
family, and co-workers — to 
organize them, not just kvetch — 
you can fl ood the zone right back 
and create crises 10 times worse 
for the ruling class. Individual 
refusal to buy from companies 
or vote for candidates is princi-
pled and therapeutic. But mass 
refusal is powerful and hab-
it-forming. Educating, agitating, 
and acting with people who care 
about each other — not mutually 
hand-wringing and rubberneck-
ing the latest catastrophe — is a 
generative process that invigo-
rates everyone around you and 
leaves no room for despair. There 
is plenty to do in Missoula: a ban 
on ICE collaboration with Mis-
soula PD, the University of Mon-
tana’s divestment from Israel, 
and a revitalization of our labor 
unions, to name a few. The Dem-
ocratic Socialists of America is 
one of the organizations leading 
these fi ghts, and you can join us.

Donald Trump is the avatar of 
the attentionless age. He doesn’t 
know what bauble will catch his 
eye tomorrow, and neither do 
you. But we win when we fi eld a 
patient, disciplined defense. So 
whoever you are, whatever new 
low we’ve reached when you read 
this, don’t throw up your hands. 
Get organized.

Brendan Work is an organizer 
with Western Montana 
Democratic Socialists of America, 
westernmtdsa.org.
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