County axes road position
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer
The Park County Commission on Thursday morning eliminated the road supervisor’s position held by Ed Hillman.

Commissioners Larry Lahren, Jim Durgan and Kris Denton voted 3-0 to drop the $60,204-a-year position as of Dec. 12, citing budgetary reasons.

Although the Thursday meeting covered a personnel issue, Hillman requested the it be open to the public.

Members of the Park County Concerned Citizens group, road building contractor Mike Adkins, along with Attorney Mark Hartwig, newly-elected commissioner Randy Taylor and County Attorney Brett Linneweber were also present at the session.

Lahren asked for public comments.

“I’m representing Mr. Hillman for the purposes of this meeting only,” Hartwig said. “My client had no notice of this decision and has no statement prepared. He will have no comment at this time. I’ve advised him to seek legal counsel should he want to pursue action against the county.”

Lahren asked for other comments.

“This is yet another mistake by the Commission,” said Adkins. “Ed Hillman is the best road supervisor we’ve had, and I’ve worked with three of them in the past. This a grave mistake, and a costly one.”

After the meeting, Lahren said that for legal reasons, he could not comment on the details of the personnel action.

“The road supervisor position pays $60,204 with benefits,” said Marilyn Hartley, Park County finance director, after the session. “The position is budgeted for 2009. The money will remain in the Road Department unless the commissioners decide to amend the budget.”

Hillman and the Commission have clashed several times in recent years over county road issues, including repairing bridges, road supervisor-initiated improvements to a county road in the Cokedale area, and the controversial trade-in and leasing of road graders without prior approval of the Commission. That lease was for $122,191 per year for three graders, according to public documents.

“I’m seeking legal counsel,” Hillman said, after the meeting.” I can’t comment further at this time.”

 

People have advice for new president-elect
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer
Livingston residents and visitors have advice for President-elect Barack Obama when he takes office in January.

Randomly chosen people on the streets around town responded to the question, “What is the first thing President-elect Obama should do when he takes office?”

“I haven’t gotten past the election yet,” said Amy Brown of Livingston, outside of the Livingston Post Office Monday. “I haven’t given it much thought.”

Dee Towne, also of Livingston said, “There’s so much to do, like taking care of our men in Iraq. Helping veterans who are hurt. They’re not getting taken care of the way they should.

Children who need insurance is important, she said.

“I know he’s going to do all of this,” Towne said. “I’m sure he will. I voted for him.”

Outside of Albertsons, folks offered more suggestions on what issues Obama should tackle first.

“The first thing is, don’t put a hold on the media,” said Donna Lewis of Ekalaka, located southeast of Miles City. “That’s not a good thing.

“Obama said he’d ‘black out the media until Monday.’ That’s not a good thing for our free speech.

“I wish he’d face the flag and salute it, not turn his back on it. I can’t stand someone who disrespects our flag.”

Supporters of Obama in Livingston were easy to find.

“He should take his time and think things through,” said Tim Gable of Livingston, who jokingly introduced himself as “Jack Hammer.”

“I’m a big Obama fan, and I’d like to see him do well,” Gable said. “Be methodical and take it slow. Think things through. There’s no need to rush into anything.”

Brenda Blanchard, visiting from Portland, Ore., said, “He should work on the tax issue.”

When asked about specifics of the tax plan she favored, Blanchard declined, due to time constraints.
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Setbacks might spark controversy
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer
The distance a building can be built from a major area river could be one controversial issue stemming from the recent passage of Park County Growth Policy document.

A “setback,” as it is called, is defined by land use planners as the distance a structure may be built from a stream or river. Some Montana counties are already crafting laws governing the distance, which is designed to protect waterways and local fisheries, but Park County has yet to do so.

“There are no (countywide) setback requirements for any rivers and streams,” said Mike Inman, senior Park County planner, in an e-mail. “Our subdivision regulations have a setback of 150 feet from the Yellowstone, Shields and Boulder rivers. All other perennial streams have a setback of 100 feet. Again, this is only for proposed subdivisions” and not for individual homes, he said.

At the state level, there is no regulation concerning individual homes on rivers and streams, which is why Gov. Brian Schweitzer several years ago said he advocated a uniform, statewide streamside setback law.

“Development along rivers and streams that destroys protective riparian areas is possibly the single most urgent ecosystem threat facing Montana today,” Schweitzer wrote in a 2006 letter to directors of Montana’s Department of Environmental Quality, Department of Natural Resources and Conservation, and Fish, Wildlife and Parks. “Not only do these waterways and riparian areas provide fish and wildlife habitat, they also provide jobs and recreation.”

The Governor’s Task Force for Riparian Protection, comprised of these state resource agencies and the Department of Commerce, put out a “Room to Roam” brochure for prospective home builders that suggested steps to protect streamside, or riparian, areas when building a home near waterways.

The task force said in the brochure setbacks reduce flooding and protect property by allowing streams to use their natural floodplains; reduce stream bank erosion by slowing runoff and stabilizing stream banks; reduce pollution by allowing vegetation to trap and filter pollutants; protect fish and wildlife habitats; and provide economic benefits by reducing the need to combat flooding and repair damaged stream banks.

An attempt during the 2007 Legislature to control river setbacks, although it failed, outlined one possible avenue of regulation.

Senate Bill 345, the Montana Stream Legacy Act sponsored by Sen. Bob Hawks, D-Bozeman, would have required new homes and commercial buildings be set back at least 250 feet from the ordinary high water mark of 47 major rivers in Montana. It would also have required a 150-foot setback on most of the major tributaries of these rivers and would have protected native vegetation within 100 feet of the rivers and 50 feet of the major tributaries.

According to the bill, setbacks do not apply to rivers flowing through incorporated cities or towns, or to lakes and reservoirs.

County growth policies across Montana attempt to address general guidelines for streamside development and, in the case of Madison County, were met with fierce opposition from citizen watchdogs like the Streamside Opposition Group. Unlike the Yellowstone River, the Madison doesn’t flood, and officials there are seeking a 500-foot setback, according to a Streamside Opposition Group’s Web site.

Critics of setbacks cite housing value declines if formal setbacks are adopted.

“There is no statistical evidence that riparian setbacks negatively impact housing values ... statements that riparian regulations will decrease property values are simply not true,” said Jeff Erickson, of the governor’s task force on riparian protection, in a presentation before the Madison County Commission in September.

“The Park County Growth Policy provides a general but nonregulatory framework on how to protect streams, rivers and watercourses,” said Philip Fletcher, Park County planning director. “That’s a place to start, but there are several ways to do that. Conservation easements are a common way, and setbacks are another. There is a 150-foot setback in the floodplain, but I know of no movement to implement countywide stream setbacks. That would require a zoning ordinance.

“We have very little zoning in the county.”

 

Unemployment rate still low in Livingston area
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer
Park County is weathering the nation’s economic storminess better than most areas of the country, local job officials say.

“We’re starting to feel some impact, but not as much as the rest of the country,” said Joyce Heiser, local office manager for the Montana Job Service in Livingston. “We have a lower average wage rate, but people are able to find jobs easier.”

Heiser said the unemployment rate as of September was 3.7 percent for Park County compared with 2.1 percent for the same period last year.

According to September statistics, the most recent available, from the Montana Department of Labor and Industry, 8,990 people are working in Park County, while 329 are unemployed.

The unemployment rate for Sweet Grass County was 2.1 percent in September, while it was 3.2 percent for Gallatin County.

Statewide, the unemployment rate is 3.5 percent, up from 2.4 percent in September 2007.

According to National Labor Statistics for October 2008, the national unemployment rate is 6.5 percent, up from 4.7 percent a year ago.

There were 24 jobs posted at the Livingston Job Service Monday.

“That’s low for us,” Heiser said. “We’re seeing more job seekers and fewer jobs posted. More job seekers are going directly to businesses looking for work.”

She said most of the downturn affects construction, housing and financial businesses, but affects Bozeman more so than Livingston.

“There is some ripple effect here,” she said. “The lumber yard could be affected because of less of a demand for materials, but I haven’t heard anything specific.”

Heiser cited the national chains, Linens & Things, which has a store in Bozeman, and Circuit City filing for bankruptcy recently as examples firms suffering through the economic downturn.

She said she’s talked to some job seekers who, although still working, have had their hours reduced.

“They’re uncertain about their future,” she said.

“The job seekers with skills will get the jobs available — those who have people skills, a good attitude, customer orientation, with the drive and energy to look for what they can do for the company,” she said. “We’re switching from a job seekers’ market to an employers’ market. Employers have more people to choose from.”

She said people looking for work “should brush up on skills, including technical skills such as computers to be competitive.

“Things are still happening here. We are here to help employers and job seekers.”
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Clarification
In the last Web posting, the writers of two opinion columns were initially inadvertently not identified. The author of the column titled, “Sight of Barack Obama voting brings flood of memories,” was Enterprise Managing Editor Stephen Matlow. The column titled “Stint as fish biologist puts the government on my back — literally,” was written by Enterprise staff writer Mark A. York.
 

