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WASHINGTON (AP) — Presi-
dent Joe Biden’s  $2.3 trillion plan 
to transform America’s infrastruc-
ture includes $16 billion to plug 
old oil and gas wells and clean 
up abandoned mines, a longtime 
priority for Western and rural 
lawmakers from both parties.

Hundreds of thousands of 
“orphaned” oil and gas wells and 
abandoned coal and hardrock 
mines pose serious safety hazards, 
while causing ongoing environ-
mental damage. The administra-
tion sees the longstanding problem 
as an opportunity to create jobs 
and remediate pollution, including 
greenhouse gases that contribute 
to global warming.

Biden said last week he wants to 

put pipefitters and miners to work 
capping the wells “at the same 
price that they would charge to dig 
those wells.’’

Many of the old wells and mines 
are located in rural communities 
that have been hard-hit by the 
pandemic. Biden’s plan would not 
only create jobs, but help reduce 
methane and brine leaks that 
pollute the air and groundwater. 
Methane is a powerful contributor 
to global warming.

The Interior Department has 
long led efforts to cap orphaned 
wells — so named because no 
owner can be found — but does 
not assess user fees to cover recla-
mation costs. Bond requirements 
for well operators, when known, 

are often inadequate to cover full 
clean-up costs. 

Biden’s plan, which needs ap-
proval by Congress, would jump-
start the well-capping effort and 
expand it dramatically.

Similarly, the White House 
plan would exponentially boost 
an Abandoned Mine Land 
program run by Interior that 
uses fees paid by coal mining 
companies to reclaim coal mines 
abandoned before 1977. About 
$8 billion has been disbursed 
to states for mine-reclamation 
projects in the past four decades, 
but Biden’s plan would ramp up 
spending sharply.

By NORA SHELLY

Chronicle Staff Writer

Some of the most vulnerable 
people in Bozeman had access 
to a COVID-19 vaccine 
Thursday during a clinic 
for people experiencing 
homelessness.

On the same day that 
anyone 16 and older in 
Montana became eligible 
for a COVID-19 vaccine, 
Community Health Partners 
held a vaccine clinic at Human 
Resource Development 
Council’s Warming Center on 
Wheat Drive.

People experiencing 
homelessness may not have 
insurance or the time to 
even think about trying to 
get a vaccine, said Andrew 
Connelly, a staff member at 
the Warming Center

“There’s a million things 
they have to worry about, the 
vaccine is not number one on 
their list,” said Connelly, who 
got vaccinated on Thursday.

The clinic used doses of the 
Johnson & Johnson vaccine, 
said Jen Vero, lead resource 
coordinator for CHP.

It’s crucial not having 
to schedule a follow-up 

appointment in three or 
four weeks because many of 
the center’s clients also lack 
transportation to get to the 
building and may be hard to 
get in touch with or locate, 
Vero said.

Some people experiencing 
homelessness also live in large 
groups or eat communally, 
meaning COVID-19 could 
spread more easily between 
them, Vero said.

“We believe it’s important 

to vaccinate our most 
vulnerable,” she said.

The clinic came with some 
challenges. Some of the 
Warming Center’s clients were 
skeptical when he told them 
about the clinic, Connelly said. 
Getting buy-in was difficult.

The Warming Center also 
closed for the season starting 
Thursday, so some people who 
are homeless may already be 
focused on their next steps, 
Vero said.

“Today is a pretty important 
day for them to be figuring out 
how they’re going to take care 
of themselves throughout the 
summer,” Vero said.

The clinic was open for 80 
appointments, said Hannah 
Churchwell with CHP — but 
just 15 people had received 
a vaccine by about 4 p.m. on 
Thursday. The clinic was also 
open for some CHP patients 
and HRDC staff members.

HRDC employee Anna 
Stone said she cried the entire 
time she was getting her 
shot. She’d been thinking of 
her grandmother who died 
of COVID-19 and the relief 
getting vaccinated brings.

Stone has had to do a lot 
of in-person work during 
the pandemic as a housing 
counselor for people who are 
homeless and those facing 
eviction, she said. She said she 
felt grateful to get her vaccine.

“I just love knowing that 
whenever I have a scratchy 
throat I don’t have to worry 
that I’m exposing my 
vulnerable clients to COVID,” 
Stone said.

Nora Shelly can be reached 
at nshelly@dailychronicle.com 
or 406-582-2607.

HELENA (AP) — Jermain 
Charlo vanished in June 2018. The 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai 
tribal member hasn’t been seen 
since.

Valenda Morigeau, Charlo’s aunt, 
reported her missing to the Missoula 
Police Department in the days after 
her disappearance. But Morigeau said 
the detective initially assigned to the 
case failed to take the report seriously 
and was slow to act, a pattern she said 
is common when Native Americans 
report missing loved ones.

“You would think that there would 
be more urgency to go find the person 
that is missing,” Morigeau said. “Here 
we are, three years later, because 
they assumed 
she was avoiding 
responsibilities.”

Charlo’s 
case brought 
the problem 
of missing 
and murdered 
Indigenous 
women to the 
fore in the 
Confederated 
Salish and 
Kootenai tribes. 
Now, almost three 
years after her 
disappearance, 
the tribes on 
Thursday are the 
first in the nation 
to complete 
a community 
response plan 
— a Justice 
Department 
initiative aimed 
at creating collaboration between 
law enforcement agencies, including 
tribal police, county police and 
federal authorities, when Native 
Americans go missing on tribal land.

Still, there are major holes. Among 
the most glaring: There is no plan for 
when a tribal citizen goes missing off 
a reservation or outside tribal lands, 
as Charlo did. 

In 2018, an Associated Press 
investigation found  that 633 
Indigenous women made up 0.7% of 
open missing persons cases despite 
being 0.4% of the U.S. population.

Gov’t,
tribes 
team on 
missing 
persons

Biden plan: $16B to clean up old mines, oil wells

In this Oct. 12, 2018 photo, water contaminated with arsenic, lead and zinc flows from a pipe 

out of the Lee Mountain mine and into a holding pond near Rimini. (AP)
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■ Clinic held for people experiencing homelessness

PHOTOS BY RACHEL LEATHE/CHRONICLE

TOP: Abigail Schultz, a clinical nurse with CHP, gives Suzanna Powell, a 

Warming Center employee, a shot of the Johnson and Johnson vaccine 

on Thursday at the Warming Center. ABOVE: Liesl Pessl, a family nurse 

practitioner with CHP, gives a shot of the Johnson and Johnson vaccine.


