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A legislative budget panel Friday 
voted against funding for new 
district court judges in Gallatin and 
Flathead counties, both of which 
were part of Gov. Greg Gianforte’s 
budget proposal released in 
January.

Lawmakers on the Joint 
Subcommittee on the Judicial 
Branch, Law Enforcement and 
Justice acknowledged studies that 
show the judicial districts at hand 
are spread thin considering their 
local caseloads, but the majority 
said the $889,662 cost over the next 
two years 
for both new 
benches was 
too much for 
the budget 
to handle at 
the moment. 
Several 
lawmakers 
who voted 
against the 
proposal said 
they were a 
“soft no” on 
the decision.

Gallatin County is the only 
urban judicial district without four 
district court judges, subcommittee 
chairman Rep. Bill Mercer, 
R-Billings, said during the hearing. 
Mercer and Rep. Emma Kerr-
Carpenter, D-Billings, were the 
only lawmakers to vote for funding 
the new judges.

“I think they certainly 
demonstrated the need,” Sen. Ryan 
Lynch, D-Butte, said during the 
hearing. “I’m going to be a no for 
the time being.”

The budget for the agencies 
within the panel’s workload is 
not finalized, so the judges could 
still be included by the end of the 
session.

Gianforte, a Republican, had 
included funding for the two new 
judges in his proposed budget 
package. Travis Hall, director of 
communications for the governor’s 
office, said Gianforte would 
continue working with lawmakers.

“The governor recognizes the 
importance of a new district judge 
in Flathead and Gallatin counties 
as well as the effectiveness of 
treatment courts, and he included 
them in his budget,” Hall said in 
an email Friday. “He’ll continue 
working with the Legislature on the 
budget as it moves through its long 
process.” 

Data collected by Montana 
Fish, Wildlife and Parks 
during last year’s general 
hunting season indicated 
prevalence of CWD in 
whitetails in and around the 
Ruby Valley ranged from 
8.3% in Hunting District 
320 to as high as 50% in a 
specific portion of district 
322. Harshbarger’s land in 
Waterloo — a tiny town 
between Twin Bridges and 
Whitehall — lies in 320.

The Fish and Wildlife 
Commission approved 
the two-month CWD 
management hunt in nine 
hunting districts around 
Sheridan and Twin Bridges. 
The goal was to reduce 
population densities among 

whitetails and slow further 
spread.

They wanted to act quickly 
and aggressively, as deer in 

the region “are seasonally 
connected to migratory 
populations of elk, moose and 
mule deer that occupy adjacent 

upland habitats.” The hunt ran 
from Dec. 15 to Feb. 15.

Nick Gevock, conservation 
director for the Montana 
Wildlife Federation, said in 
December that the rates were 
“staggeringly high,” especially 
since the disease was first 
introduced to the valley just a 
year ago. “That suggests either 
it’s been there a lot longer than 
we realized, or the spread is 
extremely rapid, or both,” he 
said.

Large herds of whitetails 
have always congregated on 
private land in Harshbarger’s 
area, he said. Deer populations 
in Waterloo have been 
dense for as long as he can 
remember.

‘Doing my part’
Hunters take part in special hunt meant to fight CWD

TOP: Waterloo property owner Garrett Harshbarger, left, and hunter Spencer Obresley, right, retrieve the carcass of a white-tailed doe Obresley 

shot on Jan. 31. Harshbarger said the herds of deer on his property have been dense for as long as he can remember. ABOVE: Harshbarger sits 

on the bed of Obresley’s truck as he waits for Obresley to finish gutting two deer. 
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 WATERLOO — Garrett Harshbarger hasn’t seen any classic symptoms of chronic wasting disease 

in the white-tailed deer around his property near the Jefferson River, but last summer, he watched a 

young, healthy-looking buck die suddenly.

He wondered if the prion disease had killed it, but he never took it in for testing.

It wasn’t until December, when members of the Montana Fish and Wildlife Commission approved a 

special CWD management hunt in Harshbarger’s area, that he began to worry about the deadly prion 

disease reaching the deer on his land.

New judges 
stripped from 
state budget, 
gov’s office 
still hopeful

DALLAS (AP) — Warmer 
temperatures spread across 
the southern United States on 
Saturday, bringing some relief 
to a winter weary region that 
faces a challenging clean-up 
and expensive repairs from 
days of extreme cold and 
widespread power outages.

In hard-hit Texas, where 
millions were warned to boil 
tap water before drinking it, 
the warm-up was expected 
to last for several days. The 
thaw produced burst pipes 
throughout the region, adding 
to the list of woes from severe 
conditions that were blamed 
for more than 70 deaths.

By Saturday afternoon, 

the sun had come out in 
Dallas and temperatures 
were nearing the 50s. People 
emerged to walk and jog in 
residential neighborhoods 
after days indoors. Many 
roads had dried out and 
patches of snow were melting. 
Snowmen slumped.

Linda Nguyen woke up in 
a Dallas hotel room Saturday 
morning with an assurance 
she hadn’t had in nearly a 
week: she and her cat had 
somewhere to sleep with 

power and water.
Electricity had been 

restored to her apartment 
on Wednesday, but when 
Nguyen arrived home from 
work the next evening she 
found a soaked carpet. A pipe 
had burst in her bedroom.

“It’s essentially unlivable,” 
said Nguyen, 27, who works 
in real estate. “Everything is 
completely ruined.”

Deaths attributed to the 
weather include a man at an 
Abilene health care facility 
where the lack of water 
pressure made medical 
treatment impossible. 

Drug 
treatment 
courts are a 
tool Gov. 
Gianforte 
hopes can 
tamp down 
addiction 
across the 
state
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Frozen pipes, electric woes remain as cold snap eases grip

AP

A pickup sends a wake of snowmelt high into the air as the driver plows through a 

large puddle at Barrow and South 11th streets intersection in Abilene, Texas, Friday.

Severe conditions 
blamed for more than 

70 deaths in Texas
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