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BILLINGS (AP) — A judge 
threw out a lawsuit on Friday 
from a coalition of states, envi-
ronmental groups and Ameri-
can Indians which sought to 
revive an Obama-era morato-
rium against U.S. government 
coal sales on public lands in the 
West. 

U.S. District Judge Brian 
Morris said President Donald 
Trump’s administration had 
fixed its initial failure to consider 
the consequences for climate 
change from ending the mora-
torium. Acting under an earlier 

order in the case, the adminis-
tration in February released an 
analysis  that said the decision to 
resume coal sales would make 
little difference over time in 
greenhouse gas emissions from 
burning coal, a contention crit-
ics said was flawed. 

Attorneys for the plaintiffs 
argued the administration only 
considered emissions from a 
handful of leases and failed to 
capture the cumulative, long-
term impact of the coal pro-
gram.

But Morris declined to 

weigh in on the accuracy of the 
administration’s conclusions. He 
said the February analysis was 
enough to fulfill the administra-
tion’s immediate legal obliga-
tions. Any review of whether it 
was flawed would require a new 
lawsuit, he added.

“Plaintiffs remain free to file a 
complaint to challenge the suf-
ficiency of the (environmental 
analysis) and the issuance of any 
individual coal leases,” the judge 
wrote in a 24-page opinion. 

By The Associated Press

Millions of Americans are 
getting ready to emerge from 
coronavirus lockdowns and 
venture outdoors to celebrate 
Memorial Day weekend at 
beaches, cookouts and fam-
ily outings, raising concern 
among public health officials 
that large gatherings could 
cause outbreaks to come roar-
ing back.

Medical experts warn that the 
virus won’t take a holiday for 
the traditional start of summer. 
The Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention continues to 
recommend that people stay 
home, avoid crowds and con-
nect with family and friends by 
phone or video chat.

Dr. Seth Cohen, an infectious 
disease expert at the University 

of Washington Medical Center-
Northwest in Seattle, advised 
that people who do celebrate 
keep their distance, wear masks 
and avoid sharing food and 

drinks.
“Punch bowls. Nachos. These 

things are a no-no,” Cohen said.
Dr. Deborah Birx, coor-

dinator of the White House 

coronavirus task force, said 
Friday that people can enjoy the 
outdoors if they stay at least 6 
feet (2 meters) apart. Birx of-
fered as examples playing tennis 
with marked balls, one for each 
player to handle, or not touch-
ing flags on the golf course.

“That is your space and that’s 
the space that you need to 
protect and ensure that you’re 
social distanced for others,” Birx 
said at a White House briefing. 
She also suggested disposable 
utensils for picnics and pot-
lucks.

 Birx said COVID-19 is 
declining nationwide, but many 
healthy-seeming people are 
unknowingly infected, making 
social distancing, face coverings 
and frequent hand-washing 
necessary. 

By GAIL SCHONTZLER

Chronicle Staff Writer

M
ontana’s 
colleges and 
universities are 

bracing for enrollment 
drops this fall that 
could be as bad as 15% 
at some campuses, 
according to the 
University System’s 
planning expert.

That’s why more finan-
cial help is needed from the 
federal government, Tyler 
Trevor, deputy commissioner 
of higher education for budget 
and planning, told the state 
Board of Regents this week.

A lot is still unknown about 
the impacts of the coronavirus 
pandemic and outlook for the 
fall semester, said Clay Chris-
tian, commissioner of higher 
education.

That uncertainty is reflected 
in national surveys that have 
reported that one college 
student of out six is worried 
about the fall semester and 
may not return, Trevor said.

“Somewhere between 
10% and 20% may be in flux 
whether they’re going to 
return this fall,” Trevor said 
Wednesday during the regents’ 
online meeting.

Each campus is working 
on models on a daily basis, 
forecasting how an enrollment 
drop would affect everything 
from the overall budget to 
deficits for dorms and dining 

halls, athletics, campus events 
and more.

The Montana 
University System 
has already 
received $26 
million from 
the CARES Act 
passed by Con-
gress. Half of that 
or $13 million 
was required 
to be spent on 
emergency relief 
for students.

“We refunded 
close to $12 mil-
lion in room and 
board this spring,” Trevor said. 
“That eats up a lot of the first 

tranche of funds.”
University officials are 

talking with Gov. 
Steve Bullock’s of-
fice about possi-
bly getting a share 
of the relief funds 
the governor’s of-
fice has. But any 
additional relief 
money would 
have to come 
from the federal 
government.

The Heroes 
Act passed by 
the Democrats 
in the House last 

week would include more than 
$30 billion for higher educa-

tion and allow using the funds 
to “backfill” holes in college 
budgets, Christian said. But the 
bill has not been embraced by 
Republicans in the Senate, who 
want to see how well the first 
relief bills bolster the economy.

The first relief bills from 
Congress focused on relief for 
individual students, Christian 
said. “We also need help to 
stabilize institutions.”

Christian said he’s been 
talking with Montana’s sena-
tors about the need for more 
relief funds.

“They’re incredibly impor-
tant in terms of stabilizing our 
picture,” he said.

HELENA (AP) — Montana’s sea-
sonally adjusted unemployment rate 
soared to 11.3% in April as the full 
effect of the coronavirus began to 
take its toll on the economy, mark-
ing the highest jobless rate in the 
state in more than four decades.

Total employment, which 
includes payroll, agricultural and 
self-employed workers, decreased 
by nearly 56,000 jobs in April, labor 
officials and the governor’s office 
said Friday.

“While we are not immune to 
the significant economic challenges 
facing the nation, we are work-
ing every day to safely reopen and 
ensure Montana stays on a path to 
long-term economic recovery,” Gov. 
Steve Bullock said in a statement. 
“There is still 
a lot of work 
to do, and we 
are dedicated 
to maintain-
ing a healthy 
workforce, 
while continu-
ing to provide 
immediate 
economic relief 
for Montana 
families and 
businesses who 
are hurting.”

Nearly 
18,000 resi-
dents have re-
turned to work 
since retailers 
were allowed 
to reopen in 
late April, state 
officials said.

Montana’s 
previous high 
unemployment 
rate was 8.8% 
from January 
through May 
of 1983, during 
a recession. 
State unem-
ployment 
records date back to 1976.

The unemployment rate on 
Montana’s Indian reservations range 
from 10.3% on the Flathead reserva-
tion to 22.8% on the Rocky Boy’s 
reservation. The national unemploy-
ment rate was 14.7% in April.

The governor has announced 
Montana will begin its second phase 
of economic reopening on June 1. 
That includes the possibility of more 
capacity in bars and restaurants and 
the lifting of a 14-day quarantine for 
out-of-state visitors.

On Friday, the state announced 
no new cases of COVID-19 from 
among more than 1,000 tests run 
on Thursday. The state has con-
firmed 479 cases of COVID-19 and 
16 people have died. Montana has 
22 confirmed active cases, includ-
ing three people who are hospital-
ized.

As holiday tempts people outdoors, virus rebound feared

AP

A member of the 3rd U.S. Infantry Regiment wears a face mask as he 

places flags in front of each headstone for “Flags-In” at Arlington 

National Cemetery in Virginia on Thursday.

Judge nixes bid to stop Trump-revived coal sales
AP
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Montana’s 
jobless rate 
for April 
hits 11.3%

Bracing for the fall
■ Montana campuses worry about steep enrollment drop

RYAN BERRY/CHRONICLE

A lecture hall at Norm Asbjornson Hall is empty and locked up April 30 at Montana State University.

Somewhere 
between 10% and 
20% may be in flux 

whether they’re 
going to return 

this fall.

TYLER TREVOR,

DEPUTY COMMISSIONER OF 

HIGHER EDUCATION FOR 

BUDGET AND PLANNING

“”

More FEAR  I  A10

INSIDE

■ Poll: Many 

unlikely 

to return 

to gyms, 

restaurants 
PAGE A8

On Friday, 
the state 
announced 
no new 
cases of 
COVID-19. 
The 
state has 
confirmed 
479 cases of 
COVID-19 
and 16 
people 
have died. 

More JOBLESS  |  A7

More ENROLLMENT  |  A7

More INEQUALITY  I  A7


