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BILLINGS (AP) — The battle 
against the coronavirus is help-
ing shape the race for Montana 
governor and giving Lt. Gov. 
Mike Cooney an unexpected 
boost as he faces a well-fi-
nanced Democratic primary 
opponent with an extensive 
political network in Whitney 
Williams.

The pandemic also has 
upended the Republican race 
between Attorney General Tim 
Fox, U.S. Rep. Greg Gianforte 
and state Sen. Al Olszewski 
ahead of what’s now an all-mail 
June 2 primary election.

“With this coronavirus turn-
ing the campaign upside down 
there is not one single candidate 
that understands what’s the best 
way to campaign in this environ-
ment. Nobody,” Olszewski said.

Williams, a 49-year-old Mis-
soula businesswoman, is a first-
time candidate with backing 
from some major Democratic 
leaders and organizations. That 
includes a $700,000 advertise-
ment campaign launched this 
week by Emily’s List, a group 
that supports female candidates 
and has a Montana offshoot 
named after Williams mother, 
former state Sen. Carol Wil-
liams.

But with political campaigns 
grounded the past two months, 
analysts said Cooney has caught 

some shine from the spotlight 
on the administration of Gov. 
Steve Bullock as it addresses the 
outbreak. So far there have been 
only 16 deaths in the state.

By MELISSA LOVERIDGE

Chronicle Staff Writer

The housing market in Bozeman 
continues to chug along despite the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, with increased interest 
from out-of-state buyers.

The median sales price for a single-
family home increased 3.5% last month 
compared to April 2019, going from 
$425,000 into $440,000. The median price 
of condos and townhouses dropped 9.7%, 
from $348,450 in April 2019 to $314,500 
last month, according to a release this 
week from the Gallatin Association of 
Realtors.

“The Gallatin County real estate market 
continues to hang tough in spite of the 
effects of COVID-19,” said Gallatin As-
sociation of Realtors Board President 
Claire Gillam in the release. “While we 

can expect continued impacts from the 
coronavirus situation, our market remains 
well-positioned for the future.”

It’s unclear exactly how the pandemic 
has affected the number of out-of-state 
folks buying homes in Montana, but ERA 
Landmark broker owner Robyn Erlenbush 
said the interest is increasing.

“What we are seeing is a lot more inqui-
ries of people wanting to move to Mon-
tana, and I don’t see that our demand is 
going to go down,” Erlenbush said. Buyers 
giving offers before visiting a property has 
become more popular, as well, especially 
as video technology has advanced.

For ERA properties specifically, condo 
and townhome prices rose by 2% com-
pared to 2019 and single family homes 
rose by 8%, Erlenbush said. Those growing 
prices are good for investors and people 
who already own homes and want to sell, 
Erlenbush said, but put renters and poten-
tial first-time buyers in a difficult spot.

Rapidly rising housing costs have long 
been a problem for Bozeman residents 
whose wages on average have not grown 
fast enough to keep up with the cost of 
homes and with what out-of-state buyers 
can often pay.

By MELISSA LOVERIDGE

Chronicle Staff Writer

Unemployment claims state-
wide and in Gallatin County have 
continued to decline after the virus-
induced peak last month, though 
numbers are still nowhere near pre-
coronavirus levels.

In the week ending May 16, 
Montanans filed 54,212 initial and 
continued claims for unemployment 
payments. Of those, 7,264 were filed 
by residents of 
Gallatin County, 
according to the 
Montana Depart-
ment of Labor and 
Industry’s labor 
market informa-
tion resource. The 
week prior, there 
were about 5,500 
more claims statewide and just over 
600 more in Gallatin County.

Park County has also seen its un-
employment claim numbers slowly 
shrinking.

Park County residents filed 1,156 
initial and continued claims for 
unemployment payments during the 
week ending on May 16. The week 
ending on May 9 saw 1,217 claims 
from Park County.

In Madison County, 241 claims 
were filed in the week ending on 
May 16, down from 266 the previous 
week and 285 in the week ending on 
May 2. At the peak in April, claim 
numbers in Madison County hov-
ered around 400 for several weeks.

By GAIL SCHONTZLER

Chronicle Staff Writer

The Montana Board of Regents 
has given the green light Montana 
State University’s plan to build a 
new Student Wellness Center cost-
ing up to $60 million.

The regents, meeting online 
Wednesday, voted unanimously to 
approve designing and construct-
ing the project, partly to replace 
three old gyms and a 
swimming pool that 
were damaged or 
destroyed by record 
snows in 2019.

The project goes 
beyond that and will 
include building larger, mod-
ern spaces to replace aging and 
cramped buildings that now house 
the student health and mental 
health counseling centers. The new 
construction, more than 150,000 
square feet, will expand the current 
Student Fitness Center on Grant 
Street.

MSU students voted overwhelm-
ingly last month in favor of a $58 
per semester student fee to help pay 
for the project, with 66% voting yes.

“We had a better turnout and 
show of support that I could have 
dreamed of,” said Taylor Blossom, 
last year’s student body president. 
Mike Vasquez, the newly elected 
student president, also spoke in 
favor of the project, saying students 
didn’t just want the old gyms to be 
patched up but to have the build-
ings improved.

Coronavirus shapes governor race as primary nears
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ABOVE: In this Jan. 23 photo, 

Republican candidates for 

governor U.S. Rep. Greg Gianforte, 

left, Attorney General Tim Fox, 

center, and state Sen. Al Olszewski 

debate in Billings. RIGHT: Whitney 

Williams speaks at a forum for 

Democrat ic  gubernator ia l 

candidates at MSU Billings.

Regents 
OK MSU 
wellness 
center

■ Bozeman housing prices continue climb despite pandemic 

RYAN BERRY/CHRONICLE

A for sale sign is posted in a yard as a neighboring home is under construction in a new development on Flander Mills Road on Wednesday.

State and local 
unemployment 
numbers decline
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The median sales price for a 
single-family home increased 

3.5% last month compared 
to April 2019, going from 

$425,000 into $440,000. The 
median price of condos and 
townhouses dropped 9.7%, 

from $348,450 in April 2019 to 
$314,500 last month.
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