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I 
live in a condo complex as a 
renter. I have lived here for 
over 15 years. I have always 

paid the rent on time. I have 
maintained my apartment and 
the living space around it. I have 
excellent relationships with my 
neighbors. I am a model tenant.

And I may be forced out of my 
home in the next few months.

Over the years, 
the rent has 
increased steeply. 
In September, it 
increased 10%, 
in addition to the 
15% it increased 
last year. There 
were two separate 
years when my 
rent increased 

three times in the course of 11 
months. The tenants here only 
have month-to-month leases 
meaning we can get evicted 
without cause with 30-days’ 
notice. We are not allowed the 
choice of annual leases. 

Last spring, my landlady 
passed away and left all her rental 
property, including four apart-
ments and four houses, to her 
two sons. In June, one of them 
told me that the two would divvy 
it up between them. Property 
that one got would continue as 
rentals. Property the other got 
would be sold. We have had sev-
eral months of uncertainty about 
the future, not knowing if we’d 
be evicted or have our rents dras-
tically increased. New tenants 
in the apartment next door had 
their initial rent rise 30% over 
the previous tenant’s. That’s 50% 
over the previous year.

We recently learned which 
brother got which property. The 
young couple two doors down is 
having their apartment sold out 
from underneath them. They are 
being forced to move. Mine is 
also being sold. I have to decide 
whether or not I can aff ord to buy 
it, though I still don’t know the 
asking price. According to Zillow, 
diff erent condos in my complex, 
all pretty much identical, have 
values that are widely divergent. 
With low vacancy rates in Mis-
soula, aff ordable rentals are hard 

to fi nd. I may not be able to fi nd a 
living space I can aff ord. Moving 
is expensive, time-consuming 
and emotional. 

We are not permitted to par-
ticipate in the decisions that 
deeply aff ect our lives.

I’d like to retire next year, I’ve 
worked hard all my life, but I 
don’t know if I can retire and 
purchase my apartment at the 
same time.

My point is not to complain 
that the family that owns our 
property is especially greedy or 
inconsiderate. They’re not. They 
are doing what the market allows 
them to do and encourages them 
to do. To them their real estate is 
simply an investment that they 
can extract wealth from, or dis-
pose of at will, with no require-
ment to include their tenants in 
the decisions that aff ect us, nor 
even the understanding that it 
aff ects us at all.

The question is why do we 
have a system of housing that 
allows one class of people to have 
such profoundly destructive 
eff ect on another class? How 
can it ever be acceptable to make 
someone homeless for profi t? 
Why is it acceptable to subject 
tenants to housing insecurity?

If this can happen to my 
neighbors and me, it can happen 
to anyone. I’ll likely be able to 
fi nd housing that I can almost 
aff ord if I have to. But that puts 
me in competition with those 
who may have lower incomes, 
or may who may have a variety 
of challenges. They may end 
up living in their cars or in our 
parks.

In a rational economy, housing 
is a right, not a privilege only 
aff orded to those with enough 
money to purchase it. We would 
be able to democratically partic-
ipate in decisions that aff ect us. 
Necessities like housing must 
never be subject to the cruelty of 
the market.

Robbie Liben works for a large 
national health care company and is 
an organizer with Western Montana 
Democratic Socialists of America, 
westernmtdsa.org.

I may soon 
be homeless
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U
.S. Critical Materials has 
submitted an initial Plan of 
Operations for their Sheep 

Creek project to the Bitterroot 
National Forest. They call it an 
“Exploration and Bulk Sampling 
Plan.” See https://www.friend-
softhebitterroot.net/draft-plan-
of-operations-sheep-creek/.

Under any reasonable criteria, 
their “Plan” is a mining plan. It 
is hard to take their mining plan 
at all seriously given the fl ights 
of fancy and missing critical 
information.

Our initial comments to the 
BNF are abbreviated in order to 
save time and eff ort that could 
be wasted on a bad faith USCM 
“Plan.”

Their mining Plan would 
require an EIS, not simply an EA, 
as now stated on the FAST 41 
Dashboard.

We believe the process 
involved with permitting the 
Sheep Creek project should be 
subject to “cost share” recovery 
of costs for processing proposals 
related to mineral activity on 
National Forest System lands 
based on statutory author-
ity, which authorizes Federal 
agencies to charge for work it 
performs to provide a service or 
benefi t to identifi able entities 
and on policy guidance from 
the Offi  ce of Management and 
Budget (OMB) which directs 
charging these fees. Addition-
ally, the Government Account-
ability Offi  ce (GAO) made a 
recommendation that the Forest 
Service recover costs for pro-
cessing locatable mineral plans 
of operation. 

If USCM is required to pay 
for Forest Service processing of 
their proposal they might get 
more serious about their plans 
instead of playing the public and 
agency along, as they appear to 
be doing.

Among the numerous 

omissions and ploys we note, 
there is no discussion about 
testing for asbestos, a potentially 
immediate human health issue, 
and no plans to mitigate foresee-
able impacts of toxins like arse-
nic, thorium, lead or possible 
asbestos.

Their Plan proposes that 
“excess waste will be transferred 
to a containment pad and then 
off site via truck to be utilized 
in gravel production or backfi ll 
unrelated to the proposed site 
activities.” This seems to be a 
cynical ploy to stay within a fi ve-
acre limit to surface disturbance. 
In short, their Plan is to haul 
waste away so to ignore it, and 
they already are.

The enormous amount of waste 
produced by mining an approxi-
mately mile long 12’ x 12’ adit will 
require more than an equally large 
area for storage; think pulling a 
sleeping bag out of its stuff  sack. 
It will be bigger than the hole it 
came out of. Waste disposal is 
clearly related to site activities 
and needs to be evaluated in the 
analysis as a foreseeable con-
nected cumulative impact.

The Plan proposal to use waste 

for off -site gravel production 
or backfi ll could serve to spread 
toxic contamination by possi-
ble asbestos, lead or radioac-
tive thorium far and wide, as 
happened historically in Ravalli 
County with Curlew mine waste 
containing lead getting spread in 
various places as road material, 
leading to water pollution.

Storing rock inside the mine 
adit, which could be fl ooded 
with ground water, looks like a 
potential recipe for a toxic stew 
of assorted minerals leaching off  
the fractured rock surfaces into 
the water drainage. We have no 
idea how the stew will turn out. 
Has anybody tried the Plan’s 
stew recipe out?

There are too many fl aws in 
the proposal to cover adequately 
here. We hope and trust that the 
FS will reject USCM’s “plan” 
entirely.

The only way to stop the 
Sheep Creek mine will be people 
power. Our Congressional dele-
gation has abandoned us.

Larry Campbell, of Darby, is 
a retired mineral exploration 
geologist.

M
ontana is a rural state. Yes, 
we have a few big cities, 
but it’s mostly small towns 

and rural communities that make 
up Montana. We continue to 
have way more cows than people. 
It has narrowed from the days 
when there were more than two 

cows per person. 
In 2024, there were 
only 2.12 million 
cattle compared to 
1.14 million people. 
We, people, are 
catching up.

It is partially due 
to that damnable 
popular TV series 
“Yellowstone.” 

Think about that — a series about 
cattle brought in more people 
than cattle to “The Big Sky State.” 
Nonetheless, you would think 
ranchers and stockmen would 
be delighted with the signifi cant 
number of cows in “The Treasure 
State,” as beef prices are at an all-
time high. But they’re not.

Montana ranchers, stockmen, 
and farmers remain strong sup-
porters of Trump, even though 
he has announced plans to allow 
four times the usual quota for 
American purchases of Argentine 
beef as part of an eff ort to lower 
beef prices. Argentina is the same 
country that is undercutting 
American farmers by signifi -
cantly increasing soybean exports 
to China. Yet it is Argentina 
that the Trump Administration 
has rewarded with a $40 billion 
bailout package, while off ering 

farmers only a $12 billion bailout. 
Doesn’t sound much like “Amer-
ica First,” does it?

Trump lectures ranchers: “The 
Cattle Ranchers, who I love, don’t 
understand that the only reason 
they are doing so well, for the fi rst 
time in decades, is because I put 
Tariff s on cattle coming into the 
United States, including a 50% 
Tariff  on Brazil.” But Argentina is 
a diff erent story.

Recent reports from late 
2025 confi rm a signifi cant trade 
imbalance: the U.S. imported 
over $800 million in Argentine 
beef while exporting only about 
$7 million to Argentina over the 
preceding fi ve years. Besides con-
cerns about market disruption, 
there are signifi cant disease risks. 

The Montana Stockgrowers 
Association (MSGA) has strongly 
encouraged the administration 
not to intervene in the domestic 
beef market, as it could have a 
potentially devastating eff ect on 
Montana cattle ranchers. These 
actions destabilize an already vol-
atile market and negatively impact 
America’s cattle producers.

Cattle ranchers operate in 
one of the most transparent and 
competitive markets in the world. 
Trump’s manipulation of beef 
prices undermines the principles 
of fair trade and free enterprise 
that have long sustained rural 
economies.

Having worked for many 
Montana rancher’s families in 
my youth, I can personally attest 
to their hardworking ethics and 

love of Montana. It is damnable 
hard work — while being damned 
enjoyable.

It is not just ranchers and 
stockmen getting hurt. U.S. 
agricultural exports to China 
have dropped by more than $6.8 
billion since Trump took offi  ce 
— a 73% decline, most notably in 
soybeans. Montana experienced 
a much lower drop in exports to 
China, 19%, than our neighbors 
in North Dakota, which saw its 
exports to China plunge by 85%. 
But any loss in these markets 
hurts, as it took decades of eff ort 
to build the infrastructure and 
negotiate trade opportunities to 
gain entry into these overseas 
markets.

With escalating costs, low 
crop prices and the the trade war, 
economists project that farm-
ers could see over $40 billion in 
losses from their 2025–26 crops. 
This has resulted in soaring farm 
bankruptcies. The fi rst half of 
2025 bankruptcies have already 
exceeded the total for all of 2024. 
One can only wonder what the 
second half of 2025 will bring?

Although President Trump 
continues to do stockmen, ranch-
ers, and farmers wrong, it appears 
they will continue to support him 
— provided he promises to keep 
transgender cows out of their 
herds!

Tom Muri is a fi fth generation 
Montanan and a retired military JAG 
Offi  cer, writing from Montana and 
Arizona.

Too many flaws in 
Sheep Creek plan

Why do MT ranchers and farmers 
continue to support Trump?
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The sun sets over the hills near the proposed Sheep Creek Mine in this 
2024 fi le photo.

L
ast week’s major drug 
seizure in St. Regis should 
command the attention of 

every Montanan. More than 28 
pounds of illegal drugs — includ-
ing fentanyl, methamphetamine, 
and cocaine — were intercepted 
on one of Montana’s highways. 
The operation resulted in 51 

arrests, including 
41 individuals 
believed to be 
in the country 
illegally. It was a 
stark reminder 
that Montana is 
a target of drug 
traffi  cking cartels, 
and that fentanyl 
in particular poses 

an immediate and deadly threat 
to communities across the state.

This operation refl ects the 
dedication and coordination 
of local, state, and federal 
law enforcement. Their work 
stopped lethal drugs before they 
could reach Montana neighbor-
hoods, schools, and workplaces. 
That outcome requires strong 
enforcement, collaboration 
across jurisdictions, and laws 
that give offi  cers and prosecutors 
the tools to act decisively.

In 2023, I sponsored House 
Bill 791 to crack down on fen-
tanyl traffi  ckers with mandatory 
jail time. HB 791 was crafted in 
close collaboration with Attor-
ney General Austin Knudsen 
and his team, who provided 
critical expertise and support 
throughout the process. As the 
Attorney General warned that 
year, “We’re on pace to far sur-
pass last year’s record-shattering 
number of fentanyl seizures ... 
this poison is making its way 

across the southern border and 
into Montana where it’s killing 
men, women, and children.” 
HB 791 passed both chambers 
with overwhelming support 
and was signed into law by Gov. 
Gianforte. 

In 2025, lawmakers again acted 
to protect children from the 
dangers of drug exposure. That 
eff ort included HB 289, which I 
sponsored, focused on a minor’s 
exposure to cocaine, heroin, and 
fentanyl, as well as Sen. Greg 
Hertz’s SB 261, which extended 
protections to all scheduled 
drugs. The Legislature ultimately 
adopted the broader approach, 
strengthening safeguards for 
Montana children.

Alongside Sen. Hertz, Sen. 
Tom McGillivray, ProTem Katie 
Zolnikov, and Rep. Denise Baum 
have each carried important 
legislation aimed at combating 
drug traffi  cking and strengthen-
ing Montana’s criminal justice 
response. Montana’s eff orts 
are reinforced at the federal 
level. U.S. Sen. Daines’ HALT 
Fentanyl Act, recently passed 
by the U.S. Senate, strengthens 
enforcement by permanently 
classifying fentanyl-related sub-
stances and targeting traffi  ckers 
before deadly drugs reach local 
communities.

The St. Regis seizure proves 
that strong laws, when paired 
with eff ective enforcement, 
make a diff erence. Montana must 
remain united in supporting law 
enforcement, holding traffi  ckers 
accountable, and keeping deadly 
drugs out of our communities.

Courtenay Sprunger (R) represents 
House District, Kalispell.
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Montana must stand united 
against fentanyl trafficking
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