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By DAN GORENSTEIN 

AND LESLIE WALKER

Kaiser Health News

Marilyn Bartlett might 
be the closest thing health 
policy has to a folk hero. 
A certified public ac-
countant who barely tops 
5 feet, Bartlett bears zero 
resemblance to Paul Bu-
nyan. But she did take an 
ax to Montana’s hospital 
prices in 2016, stop-
ping the state’s employee 
health plan from bleeding 
money.

“Marilyn is not a physi-
cally imposing person,” 
said Montana Board 

of Investments Execu-
tive Director Dan Villa, 
who worked closely with 
Bartlett in state govern-
ment. “She is a blend of 
your favorite aunt, an 
accounting savant and 
a little bit of July Fourth 
fireworks.”

Bartlett, whose faith in 
data borders on fervent, 
hauls binders full of num-
bers everywhere she goes. 
“My focus has always been 
following the dollars,” she 
said. “You’ve got to roll up 
your sleeves and get down 
to the nitty-gritty detail, 
especially in health care.”

Bartlett’s success in 
Montana saved the state 

more than $30 million 
in three years by peg-
ging hospital prices to a 
multiple of what Medicare 
pays. Now, she is an in-
demand adviser to states, 
counties and businesses 
all trying to control health 
care costs. But as she’s hit 
the road, binders in tow, 
she’s found it difficult to 
replicate the Montana 
solution.

A MONTANA MIRACLE

Bartlett earned her 
reputation as administrator 
of the Montana state em-
ployee health plan, a role 
she assumed in 2014 as the 
plan hurtled toward insol-

vency. As Bartlett dug into 
the data, she discovered 
hospitals were charging the 
state as much as five times 
what they charge Medi-
care, the federal insurance 
program — for the exact 
same services.

Historically, the state 
had accepted the seem-
ingly arbitrary prices set 
by hospitals. Bartlett, 
staring down a $9 million 
shortfall, knew that had 
to change. She wanted the 
state to start dictating the 
rates they were willing 
to pay, but she needed a 
benchmark first.

Montana’s health policy MVP takes her playbook on the road

TOMMY MARTINO FOR TRADEOFFS

Marilyn Bartlett, credited with saving Montana’s state 

employee health plan millions of dollars, is a busy consultant 

now, as states, counties and big businesses try to use her play-

book to bring down hospital costs. More BARTLETT  |  A12

By HOLLY K. MICHELS

holly.michels@lee.net

A long line of workers told lawmak-
ers Tuesday that making Montana 
a right-to-work state would cut off 
access to middle-class jobs, while 
supporters of the legislation argued it 
would boost economic activity in the 
state.

House Bill 251 is from Rep. Caleb 
Hinkle, a Republican from Belgrade. 
It would prohibit 
the requirement 
of belonging to a 
union as a condi-
tion of employment. 
The bill would also 
bar private-sector 
unions from requir-
ing non-members 
covered by bargaining 
agreements pay union 
dues.

The Janus deci-
sion from the U.S. 
Supreme Court in 
2018 already made it so unions can’t 
collect fees for collectively bargain-
ing on behalf of non-member public 
employees.

Hinkle told the House Business 
and Labor Committee that he was 
motivated to carry the bill because 
he was fired in 2013 from a job at a 
supermarket deli because he couldn’t 
afford a union fee.

“I believe that no organization 
should have the power to keep an 
employee from working simply be-
cause the employee refuses to join or 
support or financially support that or-
ganization, especially if that organiza-
tion has an agenda or political goals,” 
Hinkle said.

While Hinkle argued and pointed 
to studies he said show right-to-
work policies would boost the state’s 
economy, opponents pointed to 
conflicting data showing states that 
had implemented right-to-work laws 
have not fared as well. Twenty-seven 
other states have right-to-work laws 
in place.

Al Ekblad, the executive secretary 
of the Montana AFL-CIO, said Tues-
day the bill would harm unions.

“We believe this bill will be detri-
mental to our freedom to negotiate 
fair wages,” Ekblad said. He added 
workers who are not union members 
are already covered by collective 
bargaining agreements, meaning they 
can opt out of paying dues and still 
receive the benefits from bargaining.

Scott Dunlap, a trustee for the 
United Steelworkers Local 11-0001, 
said he represented about 1,600 work-
ers at Stillwater mines in Nye and Big 
Timber and the smelter in Columbus.

Dunlap said most members are 
politically conservative and that they 
benefited from a mature union that 
secured good pay and benefits.

Right-to-work 
fight heats up 
at Legislature
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By HELENA DORE

Chronicle Staff Writer

A proposal to raise fees at 13 For-
est Service cabins, one lookout 
and 15 campgrounds across 

southern Montana was approved at a 
virtual meeting Tuesday, meaning the 
final decision is now in the hands of the 
regional forester.

Members of the Southern Mon-
tana Resource Advisory Committee 
voted to approve the set of fee hikes 
at cabins, lookouts and campgrounds 
dotted throughout the Custer Gallatin 
National Forest in southern Montana. 
The 15-person committee composed of 
volunteers meets a few times a year to 
discuss projects in counties that receive 
Secure Rural Schools and Community 
Self-Determination Act funding.

The Forest Service recommended 
more than doubling prices at several 
campgrounds and nearly doubling 
prices for several cabins in Park, Sweet 
Grass, Stillwater, Carbon and Powder 
River Counties. Two members of the 
committee — Liz Stone and Craig 
Hash — voted against the agency’s 
recommendations. They were con-
cerned about the magnitude of the price 
increases.

Raising the price for renting a cabin 
that costs more than $50 might box 
people who make less than $15 an hour 
out of the system, according to Stone.

“I would just like to see a larger per-
centage of (cabins) below $50,” she said.

Becky Grey, another member of 
the committee, said she realizes some 
people will have a harder time paying 
the fees, but the increases are necessary 
to meet the costs of maintenance. “If we 
do want to make some improvements, 

we need to provide the Forest Service 
with the ability to do that,” she said.

Before the fee adjustments can go 
into effect, they must be approved or 
altered by Leanne Marten, the northern 
regional forester for the Forest Service. 
A comment period for the proposal 
ran from July 2 to Aug. 23. Committee 
members said most of the comments 
were in opposition to the changes.

Fees at most of the sites 
haven’t been raised in 
decades, largely because 
of political opposition and 
program changes, accord-
ing to Jeffrey Ward, recre-
ation fee program man-
ager for the Forest Service. 
The Federal Land and 
Recreation Enhancement 
Act (FLREA) authorizes 
fee changes once every 
decade.

“We’ve had countless 
hurdles that have held us 
up,” he said. “Certainly our 
goal is not to only look at 
these every 25 to 30 years.”

The Forest Service uses 
the money collected at 
recreation sites to fund 
deferred maintenance, trail work and 
cabin improvements. The agency must 
put 95% of the fee money back into 
projects in the forest.

The Forest Service charges people 
$0 to $9 per night to stay at 15 camp-
grounds across southern Montana. If 
the regional forester OKs the fee hikes 
approved by the committee, the prices 
will soon range from $10 to $20 per 
night.

The changes will apply to Falls Creek, 
Hells Canyon, Sage Creek, Canyon, 

Aspen, Chippy Park, Halfmoon, Hicks 
Park, West Boulder, Eagle Creek, East 
Rosebud Lake, Emerald Lake, Pine 
Grove, Colter and Soda Butte camp-
grounds. The Forest Service has never 
charged fees at two of the sites — Falls 
Creek Campground and Hells Canyon 
Campground.

It costs $25 to $50 to rent a Forest 
Service cabin or lookout at 12 sites 

in southern Montana, 
depending on amenities. 
Upon approval from the 
regional forester, those 
prices will range from $45 
to $90. One of the sites — 
the Sage Creek Cabin — is 
new to the system and 
hasn’t had a fee estab-
lished.

The new prices will 
apply to Deer Creek, Trail 
Creek, Crandall Creek, 
Ibex, Porcupine, White 
Tail, West Bridger, West 
Boulder, Fourmile, Mill 
Creek, Big Creek and 
Meyers Creek cabins. 
Renting the Diamond 
Butte Lookout will in-

crease from $25 to $45.
At a virtual meeting in December, 

the Gallatin Resource Advisory Com-
mittee approved bumping pass prices at 
Rendezvous Ski Trails and prices at 14 
Forest Service cabins, one lookout and 
three campgrounds in Gallatin County.

Rendezvous pass prices increased on 
Feb. 1, and the Forest Service anticipates 
the rest of the changes will go into effect 
this summer.

Helena Dore can be reached at hdore@
dailychronicle.com or at 582-2628.

FEE HIKES
Price bumps for Forest Service cabins, campgrounds advance
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