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MATHER, Calif. (AP) 
— President Joe Biden on 
Monday pointed up close to 
wildfires burning through 
the West to argue for his 
$3.5 trillion rebuilding plans, 
calling year-round fires and 
other extreme weather a 
climate change reality the 
nation can no longer ignore.

Aiming to boost support 
for his big rebuilding plans, 
the president said every dollar 
spent on “resilience” would 
save $6 in future costs. And 
he said it must go beyond 
simply restoring damaged 
systems and instead ensure 
communities can withstand 
catastrophic weather that 
doesn’t strike based on 
partisan ideology.

“It’s not a Democrat thing. 
It’s not a Republican thing. It’s 
a weather thing,” he said. “It’s a 
reality. It’s serious and we can 
do this.”

The president’s two-day 
Western swing comes at a 
critical juncture for a central 
plank of his legislative agenda. 
Lawmakers on Capitol Hill 
are working to assemble 

details of the infrastructure-
plus plan — and how to 
pay for it, a concern not 
just for Republicans. A key 

Democratic senator said 
Sunday that he will not vote 
for a package so large.

The president issued his 

plea about climate change 
during a briefing at the 
National Interagency Fire 
Center in Boise, which 
coordinates the government’s 
wildfire response.

He noted that wildfires start 
earlier every year and that this 
year they have scorched 5.4 
million acres. “That’s larger 
than the entire state of New 
Jersey,” Biden said.

“The reality is we 
have a global warming 
problem, a serious global 
warming problem, and it’s 
consequential, and what’s 
going to happen is, things are 
not going to go back,” he said. 

With stops in Idaho, 
California and Denver 
through Tuesday, Biden 
aims to link the increasing 
frequency of wildfires, 
drought, floods and other 
extreme weather events to 
what he and scientists say is 
a need to invest billions in 
combating climate change, 
along with vastly expanding 
the nation’s social safety net.

By BRET HAUFF

Chronicle Staff Writer

Kim Blakeley was 
embarrassed.

It was the start of her 
freshman year at Montana 
State University and she was 
“the old lady in class” with 
tears running down her nose 
because the math she was 
learning alongside a bunch of 
teenagers just wasn’t clicking. 
She got a 43% on her first 
exam and the former Army 
Specialist who served 8 ½ 
years — some of which in 
Iraq — asked herself, “who 
are you fooling?”

But she persevered, for 
herself and for her four 
children, and now the 
43-year-old sociology student 
is just one semester away 
from graduating with a 
bachelor’s degree. 

Blakeley was just months 
away from losing her VA 
tuition assistance benefits 
when she enrolled at MSU. 
Now, says she couldn’t 
have made it this far in her 

academic career without 
the tuition assistance she’s 
received through the 
U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs.

“They make it 
doable,” she said. “I 
know I wouldn’t succeed 
without this program.” 

Blakeley is one of more 
than 600 students at MSU 

who received some form of 
tuition assistance through 

the VA last academic 
year, many of whom 
are coming from 
active duty, said Joe 

Schumacher, MSU 
director of Veteran 

Services. 
About half of those 

students received benefits 

colloquially termed as Post-
9/11 GI Bill, tuition assistance 
approved by Congress in 2008 
that provides post-secondary 
school financial assistance 
for anyone who served in the 
military for at least 90 days 
after Sept. 10, 2001.

The VA last academic year 
paid more than $2.75 million 
in educational benefits to 
MSU-Bozeman and the 
veteran students receiving 
Post-9/11 GI Bill financial 
assistance, which includes up 
to 100% tuition, a housing 
stipend of up to $1,704 each 
month of school and up to 
$1,000 for books per semester 
for each student, according to 
MSU-Bozeman’s VA profile.

Before 2009, when Post-
9/11 GI Bill benefits went 
into effect, veteran students 
received a monthly stipend, 
which was meant to cover the 
cost of tuition. The tuition 
benefits under the Post-9/11 
GI Bill are sent from the VA 
to an institution and provide 
direct financial support for 
students.

By NORA SHELLY

Chronicle Staff Writer

High levels of coronavirus 
transmission in Gallatin County has 
prompted the city of Bozeman to 
reverse its plan to return to in-person 
meetings next week.

City commission meetings will 
remain virtual for now, as they 
have for the entirety the pandemic. 
A previous plan had called for the 
commission to host hybrid meetings 
starting on Tuesday, Sept. 21, with 
both in-person and 
virtual attendance 
options.

Bozeman Mayor 
Cyndy Andrus 
said Monday she 
made the decision 
within the past few 
days in wake of 
increasingly grim-
looking COVID-19 
surveillance 
reports in Gallatin 
County. Andrus 
noted the caveat 
to the city’s plan 
to return to the 
commission chamber was whether it 
was safe to do so.

There were 438 active COVID-19 
cases in Gallatin County as of Friday, 
an increase from 314 the week before, 
according to the city-county health 
department.

Also on Friday, the department 
reported 21 people were hospitalized 
with the virus, and the percentage 
of positive tests compared to all tests 
given was 12.6%, a 26% increase from 
the week before.

Out West, Biden points to wildfires to push for big rebuild

AP

President Joe Biden speaks during a visit to the National Interagency 

Fire Center on Monday in Boise, Idaho.

“It’s not a Democrat thing. It’s not a Republican 
thing. It’s a weather thing. It’s a reality. It’s 

serious and we can do this.”

— President Joe Biden
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By ALEX MILLER

Chronicle Staff Writer

COVID-19 cases in the Gallatin 
County Clerk and Recorder’s Office 
have caused staffing issues that forced 
the department to temporarily close its 
office to foot traffic.

County Clerk and Recorder Eric 
Semerad said he is unsure if people 
who came into the office would have 
come in contact with a COVID-19 
positive employee. Staff 
were asked to wear masks 
beginning last Tuesday 
and have had other safety 
measures in the office, 
like plexiglass dividers at 
counters where the staff 
interact with the public.

There is no concrete 
date for when the Clerk and Recorder’s 
office will reopen to in-person 
services.

“The safety of the people in my 
office and for the public is the primary 
reason for this closure,” Semerad said.

There are 10 people, including 
Semerad, who work in the Clerk and 
Recorder’s Office. Semerad declined 
to say how many positive cases were 
reported among the staff, citing 
privacy concerns.

Semerad also said he is unsure 
whether the Gallatin County Health 
Department had conducted contact 
tracing on the members of his office 
who tested positive for the virus.

For their service

■ Veterans at MSU receive more than tuition assistance

PHOTOS BY RACHEL LEATHE/CHRONICLE

TOP: Student veterans work on assignments in the Veteran Support 

Center at Montana State University on Sept. 7. ABOVE: Kim Blakeley 

works on an assignment from her home in Livingston on Sept. 3.
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