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Trump halts historic orphaned 
well-plugging program
Western states were using funds from 

President Biden’s Infrastructure Act to 

clean up pollution left behind by industry.   

By Nick Bowlin

The horses and mules that  
moved mountains and hearts
Forest Service stock animals are indispensable 

to public-lands trail work. Now, President 

Trump is accelerating the death of a dying art.

By Shi En Kim

RECENT STORIES AT HCN.ORG

The social contract
FOR SEVERAL YEARS I served on the board of a rural school district, and every 
year, when our draft budget was presented at our monthly public meeting, the audi-
ence would fill with people concerned about higher taxes. Seniors on fixed incomes 
spoke about the precarity of their budgets, while people of significantly greater means 
railed against “irresponsible” spending. As a board, we were trying to keep class sizes 
small enough for good learning outcomes and to avoid having to cut art and music 
and Spanish classes. I typically let the more senior board members handle the tough 
questions, but one year, as a young mom, I felt compelled to speak on behalf of the inter-
generational social contract: the idea that when we were in school, we benefited from 
the investment of the generations before us, and it is therefore our moral obligation as 
adults today to invest in schools for the generations coming after us.

The intergenerational social contract is an old idea, far older than the U.S. government, 
Social Security and Medicare. It is not about entitlement. It’s about intergenerational 
caretaking — the recognition that there are no isolated moments of history, that we are 
obliged to pass on a world of hope and possibility to future generations. Indigenous 
communities have always understood this, which is why traditional ecological knowl-
edge is increasingly being looked to for ways of managing the land for long-term health 
and sustainability. It’s a line of thinking that respects, and assumes a responsibility to, 
future inhabitants of Earth. 

The intergenerational social contract also applies to public lands. Land-management 
agencies in the U.S., including the Bureau of Land Management, Department of the 
Interior and the Forest Service, have a legal responsibility to manage lands and resources 
with the future in mind. The words “to the benefit of present and future generations” 
are all over the charters and laws governing these agencies. Current proposals to sell 
off public land are not only a blatant violation of the social contract, but a violation of 
the very idea of public land. Transferring a public good into private hands is a crime 
against future generations. 

The reckless actions of the Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE), as charted 
by Jonathan Thompson in this issue, are another blatant assault on the public good, 
slashing budgets for public land and firing its caretakers. Cutting funds for cancer and 
climate research is an assault on present and future generations, as is defanging the 
Endangered Species Act and the National Environmental Policy Act. This activity should 
be considered un-American: enriching the wealthiest while stealing from the everyday 
Americans of today, tomorrow and as long as our republic shall stand.

Jennifer Sahn, editor-in-chief

EDITOR’S NOTE

Follow us @highcountrynews

Scan to read these 

stories and all 

our web-exclusive 

content.

Michael Maierhofer

Evan Vucci/AP Photo
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ON THE COVER
Lou Varela hops his 
1984 Cutlass Supreme 
down Central Avenue 
as a storm rolls into 
Albuquerque, New 
Mexico, in June 2024.  
Gabriela Campos / 
HCN

A snowy road in Bozeman, Montana, where unhoused people often park 
the vehicles they live in. Will Warasila / HCN
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HEARTBREAKING AND HEALING 

Thank you for this outstanding 
article on the Wakasa monu-
ment and the issues surround-
ing its discovery, excavation and 
future (“The Topaz Affair,” April 
2025).

Kori Suzuki did a thorough 
and sensitive job researching 
and reporting an emotional and 
volatile subject, and he photo-
graphed the story beautifully.

It’s not clear that Mr. Waka-
sa, his relatives and the Wakasa 
Stone will ever find peace and 
resolution. But I expect any res-
olution will come, in part, from 
Suzuki’s fine reporting.
Tom Graves
San Francisco, California

ANOTHER SIDE OF THE STORY

It would be easy to read “No 
helping hand here” (April 2025) 
and walk away with the sense 
that the Veterans Park Neigh-
borhood doesn’t care about the 
needs of the unhoused commu-
nity in Boise. 

Interfaith’s current location 
sits in west downtown Boise, 
which is prime for development 
as the city grows and property 
values are high. This site was 
sold before Interfaith purchased 
the new property.

The Veterans Park Neigh-
borhood is already home to 
several shelters and services for 
unhoused veterans in recovery, 
a women and children’s shelter, 

supportive housing for impov-
erished seniors and others. The 
neighborhood is not against 
helping others but is question-
ing why this low-barrier shelter 
needs to be placed in the resi-
dential area as well.

Relocating Interfaith to 
Veterans Park will remove this 
population from the services 
they require that are located 
downtown, nearly three miles 
away, and they will need to cross 
a busy six-lane road to access a 
bus stop. 

Veterans Park Neighbor-
hood, a lower-income neighbor-
hood in Boise, is being targeted 
and sacrificed for developers’ 
pocketbooks.  The article has 
vilified a working-class neigh-
borhood that, when given a fair 
hearing, was supported by plan-
ning and zoning, the law and 
common sense.
John Olson 
Boise, Idaho 

BE WARY OF ‘WILDCRAFTING’

“The Berry Fields” (March 2025) 
is precisely why I’m extremely 
cautious, even opposed, to com-
mercial “wildcrafting” or forag-
ing. It’s commoditizing the wild 
for the financial benefit of the 
few. 

The current “foraging craze” 
is sending hundreds, probably 
thousands, of people out into 
the forests, deserts, meadows 
to get as big a “haul” of things 

as possible, usually as Facebook 
trophies or to sell, as I saw during 
the recent mushroom season, 
when dozens and dozens of 
posts were showing up all over 
social media advertising vari-
ous wild-harvested mushrooms 
for sale, with more than a few 
showing misidentified species. 
Commercial “wildcrafting” and 
foraging takes it to another level, 
where “product” is often mea-
sured in hundreds of pounds.

It is a gift to just be in the 
woods, let alone to draw suste-
nance from the forest and land 
and ocean. I try to spend my 
time when I’m not in the woods 
working to figure out ways to 
heal the land, teach people 
ethics and understanding, and 
allow myself to continually be 
in awe of the gifts the forest and 
land offers to us.

What I have been taught is 
there is almost always a sense 
of reciprocity in a gift. An obli-
gation for both the giver and 
recipient that keeps our world 
in balance. Without, we live in a 
lopsided world that increasingly 
is off-balance, or koyaanisqat-
si, as the Hopi put it. No further 
proof is needed than looking at 
our forests and lakes and rivers 
and ocean to see just how out-of-
kilter we’ve truly become.

I hope the folks in this story 
succeed in stopping commercial 
harvest of the huckleberries. I’d 
be happy to see all commercial 
foraging brought to an end.
Tripp Mikich
Via Facebook 

Editor’s note: On March 31, 
the U.S. Forest Service temporar-
ily paused commercial huckle-
berry picking in Gifford Pinchot 
National Forest. See our coverage 
online.

BULLISH ON BUFFALO

What a fascinating story! (“The 
art of moving a buffalo,” March 

21, 2025) I particularly was 
impressed with the photogra-
phy. Owen Preece shows a sense 
of time and place. I sincerely 
hope we see more of his work. 
Patsy Thompson
Snellville, Georgia

MANIFEST HISTORY

“The Indian education of 
Charles Sams” (February 2025) 
had many salient points, but I 
was totally amazed at one par-
ticular phrase: “larger-than-
life monument to Indian killer 
Abraham Lincoln.” Wow! Most 
people don’t have a clue about 
the magnitude and scope of 
these incidents. References to 
this holocaust just never make 
it into print; no one wants to 
hear about it and therefore they 
don’t. Couple that with a few 
other very American attitudes 
and habits, and that cryptic 
piece of history remains just 
that: cryptic.
David Glaeseman
Phoenix, Arizona

YES, WE CAN!

Kudos to Michelle Urra for her 
wonderful illustrations in the 
February issue of (“A Fight We 
Can Win,” February 2025). She 
captures the unique light of the 
West — and the dark — with 
her beautiful images. They’re 
frame-worthy, for sure!
Kris Cloud
Chicago, Illinois

In “A Fight We Can Win,” (Feb-
ruary 2025) Alexander Lemons 
shows what needs to happen in 
our country — a nationwide res-
toration program for our ecosys-
tems. We can do this — we have 
the ingenuity, expertise and 
manpower. We  must  do this. It 
will take great courage and lead-
ership, and I hope to see Lemons 
on an election ballot soon.
Amy Gulick
Clinton, Washington
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High Country News is dedicated to independent 
journalism, informed debate and discourse in the
public interest. We welcome letters through 
digital media and the post. Send us a letter, find us 
on social media, or email us at editor@hcn.org.

LETTERS



ON A FEBRUARY MORNING,  the broad-
cast studio at Radio Campesina in Phoenix, 
Arizona, feels frenzied: Drive-time DJs relin-
quish their seats to incoming guests, trading 
jokes over a norteña song’s jaunty accordion. 
But at 10:18 a.m., a producer gestures for 
silence. Mics go on, and Osvaldo Franko starts 
the show: “Vámonos, from coast to coast and 
border to border!”

Franko’s voice reaches some 750,000 
people —  many of them Latino workers, 
from bellhops in Las Vegas to farmworkers 
in California’s Central Valley. Every weekday 
morning for more than 25 years, Spanish- 
speaking listeners around the West have 
tuned into Punto de Vista for casual but 
curated conversations on topics ranging 
from national politics to romance.

Today’s segment, though, is something 
new: Conoce Tus Derechos, or “Know Your 
Rights.” Radio Campesina launched the 

weekly program soon after the election, as 
President Donald Trump’s campaign promise 
to initiate mass deportations turned tangible.

In recent weeks, lawyers and activ-
ists have joined Franko to share advice on 
interacting with  Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement. Today’s guests are here for a 
grim follow-up: how to make sure your fam-
ily and belongings are cared for after you’re 
detained.

“Did you know that if you need to let 
someone take care of your house, you have to 
leave them certain specific documents so they 
can make decisions?” Franko asks in Spanish.

His first guest is Juliana Manzanarez, an 
immigration lawyer. At Franko’s urging, she 
lists the paperwork an undocumented lis-
tener ought to compile: A power of attorney 
authorizing someone to take your kids to 
the doctor. Another for accessing your bank 
accounts. One for the title to your house, and 

a general one they could use to sell your car.
Franko, 45, has a short swoop of salt-and-

pepper hair, squarish glasses, and the disci-
plined ease of someone who runs several miles 
before work. He’s from Mexico City, where he 
developed a colloquial, assertive radio perso-
na (and replaced the “c” in “Franco” with a 
“k”). Two years into hosting Punto de Vista, 
he’s practiced at fielding questions that come 
through Facebook and WhatsApp. Some are 
general: Where should I keep those documents? 
How long do I have after I’m detained before 
I’m deported? Others are more specific: If I’m 
married to a U.S. citizen but don’t yet have my 
own papers, what should I do if I’m stopped by 
ICE? In a voice message, a man asks, “Franko, 
can a work permit protect me?”

The answers, from Manzanarez and two 
community organizers sitting beside her, 
are friendly but direct. Make several copies 
of those documents, and give them to the 
people you’re leaving in charge. The timeline 
after you’re detained depends on your record 
and what country you’re from. If you’re 
stopped, remain silent. A work permit alone 
will not protect you from deportation.

“They’re sending greetings from Tem-
pe and say, ‘God bless you and take care of 
you,’” Franko tells the guests, reading from 
his phone. Addressing the audience, he 
paraphrases Cesar Chavez: “The struggle 
does not end until we stop fighting.” 

“It’s not the first time we’ve been in a 
moment like this,” he adds.

The comment likely resonates with lis-
teners here in Maricopa County, where noto-
rious former Sheriff Joe Arpaio targeted Lati-
nos for decades. But it’s also true of the radio 
station itself. Chavez and the United Farm 
Workers founded Radio Campesina in 1983, 
hoping to connect and educate migrant work-
ers confronting abuse. And La Campesina is 
not alone in that effort: For nearly a century, 
at stations large and small, Spanish-language 
radio has proven a powerful tool for defend-
ing immigrant communities across the West.

DURING THE GREAT DEPRES SION, 
as Americans sought a scapegoat for their 
financial woes, more than a million people 
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The subversive power of 
Spanish-language radio
For decades, immigrant communities have used the airwaves 
to educate and protect themselves.

BY ANNIE ROSENTHAL

REPORTAGE

Osvaldo Franko (left) during his show at the Radio 
Campesina studio in Phoenix, Arizona, last year. 
Roberto (Bear) Guerra / HCN



of Mexican descent — a majority of them 
U.S. citizens — were forced to leave the U.S. 
for Mexico. In Los Angeles, a veteran of the 
Mexican Revolution took to the airwaves to 
protest. From 4 to 6 a.m., Pedro González 
and his band, Los Madrugadores (“The Early 
Risers”), serenaded KMPC listeners heading 
to the factories and fields with a combination 
of corridos and political commentary. The 
show was so popular that authorities tried to 
revoke González’s broadcasting license — and 
eventually sent him to prison on trumped-up 
charges before deporting him. The border 
made a poor sonic barrier, though — González 
quickly got back on the air in Tijuana.

In the 1970s, with the advent of public 
broadcasting, Chicano organizers were able 
to start their own Spanish-language radio 
stations. The first were located in agricultur-
al communities: KBBF in Santa Rosa, Cali-
fornia, and KDNA in Granger, Washington. 
As historian Monica De La Torre wrote in a 
recent study of KDNA (pronounced “cadena,” 
the Spanish word for “chain”), radio was a 
uniquely effective medium for reaching farm-
workers: cheap to produce, free to access, no 
reading required. Workers could listen to por-
table transistor radios while they picked wine 
grapes and Red Delicious apples.

Beyond entertainment and a sense of 
community, the stations provided a safe and 
anonymous forum for listeners to ask ques-
tions about navigating the immigration sys-
tem. They also shared urgent news in real 
time. When immigration raids hit Washing-
ton’s Yakima Valley in the 1980s, KDNA desig-
nated lookouts to keep watch — and created a 
covert alert system. “They used a song called 
‘La Cosecha de Mujeres.’ When that song went 
on the air, the farmworker community knew 
there was migra action,” Francisco Rios, the 
station’s news director, told HCN.

Cesar Chavez visited KDNA in 1980. 
Dolores Inés Casillas, a radio scholar at the 
University of California, Santa Barbara, 
writes that he was particularly impressed 
with the station’s DIY counter-surveillance 
efforts. Soon after, Chavez invited one of 

KDNA’s producers to help start a new station 
in California: KUFW,  Radio Campesina’s 
flagship station. (Four decades later, KDNA 
still broadcasts from a small community 
station in Granger; Radio Campesina now 
operates a network of several commercial 
stations around the country.)

Not everyone was a fan of the migra alerts, 
of course. According to De La Torre, agents 
with the Immigration and Naturalization Ser-
vice complained that hosts were aiding illegal 
activity. But the broadcasts were unrecorded, 
and their fleeting nature made investigation 
difficult. Besides, even if regulators tuned in, 
few of the Federal Communications Commis-
sion’s employees spoke Spanish.

Today, it’s not so easy to fly under the 
radar. Radio broadcasts are less ephemeral; 
many stations, including Radio Campesina, 
post shows on social media. And the Trump 
administration is aggressively working to sup-
press live immigration reporting: In February, 
the newly appointed chair of the FCC, Bren-
dan Carr, announced the agency was opening 
an investigation into California station KCBS 
for its coverage of raids in San José.

First Amendment experts broadly agree 
that law enforcement operations are a mat-
ter of public interest. Still, KDNA and Radio 
Campesina are taking a cautious approach: 
These days, rather than broadcasting alerts 
themselves, staff at both stations said they’re 
sharing information about local grassroots 
groups that offer real-time warnings and 
legal support.

But in Phoenix, Radio Campesina is 
still building on the other strategy that 
inspired Chavez in Washington. When staff 
hear rumors about a raid, the company’s 
outreach team drives out to independently 

verify them. Ruben Pulido, a member of that 
team, said in early February that the vast 
majority of the reports they’d received so far 
had been false. “The most important thing is 
to know if it’s really happening, to not alarm 
people,” he told HCN.

Maria Barquin, the network’s program 
director, said this kind of work is central to 
La Campesina’s mission: “How we’re going 
to make sure people understand their val-
ue, make people understand that unidos 
somos más, that there’s light at the end of 
the tunnel.”

As immigrants around the West steel 
themselves for a dark political era, Barquin 
hopes they’ll look to both the technologies 
and the activists of an earlier generation. In 
her office, she pointed to a box of red “Know 
Your Rights” cards, just below a larger-than-
life poster of Chavez. “There’s some good 
tactics that they need to learn from the past, 
and I think that’s the opportunity,” she said.

PUNTO DE VISTA  ends before 11 a.m. — but 
ever since the inauguration, Osvaldo Franko 
has been getting messages from worried 
listeners at all hours. On the Wednesday 
Manzanarez joined his show, he’d organized 
an evening event for people trying to assem-
ble all the paperwork she’d recommended. 
The venue was an office building downtown 
where Franko broadcasts a side project — an 
internet station called Frekuencia Alterna 
(“Alternate Frequency”).

By 7 p.m., the station’s studios had been 
transformed into a makeshift legal clinic, 
sound equipment pushed back to accom-
modate a table covered in power of attorney 
forms. Franko and a smiling woman who 
hosts an ’80s pop show were organizing the 
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After visiting Radio KDNA’s studios in Granger, 
Washington, Cesar Chavez was inspired to start 

the Radio Campesina network.  
Photo courtesy Rosa Ramón via the  

Feminista Frequencies archive



documents into folders. They kept having to 
print more: Dozens of people were lined up 
to talk to an attorney in the break room.

Adriana Cota, a blonde woman in  
leopard-print boots, helped distribute the 
folders. Cota is a legal document preparer 
and Franko’s wife. (They met when Franko 
asked her to be a guest on his show.) In the 
hallway, she was stopped by a young preg-
nant woman in a pink dress. Sofia (a pseud-
onym) told Cota her baby was due soon, and 
that she had a toddler at home. She’d come 
to Arizona from Mexico three years ago.

“I’m afraid they’re going to come and 
take me,” Sofia said. She wanted to know 
whether she could authorize her 18-year-old 
nephew, the only adult in the family with 
U.S. citizenship, to take responsibility for 
her kids if she were deported. Cota assured 
her that she could.

Sofia was accompanied by her older sis-
ter, Elena (also a pseudonym). Elena’s son was 
the 18-year-old — and she said he was scared, 
too. Earlier that week, he’d gone to the store 
but left without buying anything when he saw 
what looked like immigration agents.

“What responsibility for a kid to feel,” 
Cota said quietly. “That if I go out, they’re 
going to take my parents.”

“We have to do what’s possible to leave 
them with someone and be prepared. Like 
right now, with the packet,” Elena said, hold-
ing up her folder. She told Cota even this thin 
pile of documents brought some comfort: 
“We didn’t have any idea what to do.”

“I had no idea there were places like 
this, that give you advice,” Sofia added.

Cota explained that Franko, standing in 
the corner, had organized the event — and 
that he hosts Punto de Vista. Elena seemed 
surprised and impressed. “My husband lis-
tens to La Campesina all the time,” she said.

“What’s your husband’s name?” Franko 
asked. If Elena had a message for him, he 
said, he’d share it on the air the next day.

Elena thought for a second. “Tell him I 
love him,” she said.   

Annie Rosenthal is the Virginia Spencer 
Davis fellow at High Country News, report-
ing on rural communities, migration and life 
in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands.

WEB EXTRA Lea éste reportaje en español en 
hcn.org/radio-espanol
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POEM

WEB EXTRA Listen to David Roderick read his poem at hcn.org/coyote

Coyote

By David Roderick

With lunar phrases I cry to diorama houses—
adrenaline, scorn—on your hills I prowl
to the frisk of minor keys, Ha,
a “gullible vermin”—lecherous, deceitful, immoral, vile,
remembering towns before rivers bequeathed them to highways, Ha,
Roosevelt’s “beasts of waste and desolation,” Ha,
Nelson’s Denver-to-Disappointment-Valley kill machine, Ha,
5 million scalps, 7 million,
strychnine and thallium sulfate, Compound 1080, Ha,
recommissioned Jeeps, mounted rifles with high-powered scopes, 
a map’s crisp elevations,
peripherals and foolproof systems, Ha,
Predator & Rodent Control Branch of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(joke sister of the “Bureau of Indian Affairs”) Ha, Ha,
aerial hunting from copters, Ha, dying rabbit calls, Ha,
rabbit calls leading to hounds, 
sterilizations, bait carcasses 
with cubes of poisoned animal fat stuffed inside, Ha,
toxic collars on sheep, Ha, beyond, Ha,
beyond Bering Strait and shamanic ledge, beyond coyotl, iisaw, Canis latrans, Ha,
Guatemala, Alaska, Ha,
Gary Snyder, Ha,
mad druggists, bounties, self-made gurus, Ha,
heil my tongue of action, 
my tail-flag, maw, and muzzle,
on terrain claimed with your reared-and-ready bodies, Ha, 
your grief, your boundaries, your so-called wound 
and wounded, Ha, Ha, Ha, Ha, Ha. 
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EVERY SUMMER,  rancher Richard Egan 
grazes about 400 cattle on private and Forest 
Service land in northeastern California. 
Since 2017, the rolling grasslands and pine 
forest have also been home to the Lassen Pack, 
which has produced nine litters of pups. In 
2023, the state paid Egan $5,550 to compen-
sate him for the loss of a cow and calf to the 
wolves, but he says there are other, less tangi-
ble costs of operating in their territory: The 
stress of living with predators, for example, 
can cause cows to put on less weight or give 
birth to fewer calves. 

Two years ago, the California Department 
of Fish and Wildlife tested the “pay for pres-
ence” concept, which attempts to tally — and 
at least partially cover — these hidden costs. 
While most Western states offer compensa-
tion only after official inspections of slain 
cows determine wolves are responsible, the 

“P4P” approach pays ranchers simply for shar-
ing the landscape with wolves. Supporters 
argue that it’s a fairer way to distribute the 

costs of wolf recovery.
Through the pilot P4P program, Egan 

received about $30,000, an amount he says 
was “in the realm” of the actual cost of liv-
ing with wolves. “Pay for presence, on my 
landscape, is by far the most important 
because it’s just impossible to locate and 
find the direct kills,” he said, adding that 
searching an expansive rangeland like his is 

“fool’s play.” 
Before the program ran out of cash last 

March, it awarded 27 grants totaling near-
ly $1 million to livestock producers in wolf 
zones. Though its future is uncertain, the 
concept of pay for presence has survived — 
and continues to evolve. 

 
DATA ON THE INTANGIBLE EFFECTS 
of wolves on livestock is scarce: Lacking any 
California-based studies, the wildlife depart-
ment used research from other states to set 
compensation amounts for the pilot program. 
Tina Saitone, an agricultural economist at 

The true cost 
of wolves
How California tried to remedy  
the toll wolves take on ranchers  
and their animals.

BY ALIX SOLIMAN

REPORTAGE



the University of California, Davis, who 
served on a stakeholder advisory committee 
while the P4P pilot was being developed, is 
now studying the financial impact of wolf 
presence on California ranchers.

One of the eight herds in Saitone’s study 
belongs to Egan. Saitone’s team deployed 
about 120 game cameras across 850,000 
acres to track wolves, then fitted more than 
100 cows with GPS collars. She and her 
colleagues are comparing the results from 
ranches outside wolf zones, looking at vari-
ables like conception rates and cow and calf 
weights. They estimate stress levels by mea-
suring the amount of cortisol, a hormone in 
the animals’ hair samples. 

Saitone will wrap up her fieldwork next 
year, but her observations have convinced 
her that the mere presence of wolves neg-
atively affects cattle. While they cannot yet 

“quantify the dollar values,” she said, ranch-
ers are losing money “in real life on the 
ground.”

FOR NOW, CALIFORNIA has resumed 
compensating ranchers only for confirmed 
livestock deaths. Some in Washington, 
however, are developing a different version 
of paying for presence. 

The state’s Wolf Advisory Group, which 
includes livestock producers and wolf advo-
cates, has proposed that the Washington 
Department of Fish and Wildlife pay ranch-
ers based on a tiered risk assessment rath-
er than just for confirmed losses. Ranchers 
who raise cattle in wolf territory but have 
not lost livestock would be in Tier 1; those 
with confirmed losses within the past three 
years would be in Tier 2; and those current-
ly losing animals would be in Tier 3. Unlike 
participants in the California pilot, Wash-
ington ranchers would have to use non- 
lethal predator deterrents — fencing, guard 
dogs, or other measures — to qualify for ini-
tial payment.

“Very few people would actually fall in 
that higher expense, Tier 3, because not 
everybody who runs cattle is losing cattle 
to wolves,” said Amy Porter, director of con-
servation at Wolf Haven International and a 
member of the Wolf Advisory Group. 

Pay for presence, said Porter, is one way 
wolf advocates can “contribute to absorb-
ing” the costs of wolf recovery — though she 
doesn’t think it’s a complete solution. 

Washington’s current budget for com-
pensating ranchers is $50,000 per year. 
Based on the Wolf Advisory Group’s esti-
mates, the state’s pay-for-presence program 
could cost as much as $5.5 million in the 
first year, if every eligible rancher applied. 
(New data on the cost of running cattle in 
wolf territory could change that estimate.) 

“The Department does not have an ade-
quate budget appropriation, staff capacity, 
or technical expertise needed to support 

and administer a P4P program,” Subhadeep 
Bhattacharjee, the wildlife department’s 
wolf and grizzly bear policy lead, wrote in 
an email to High Country News. Francisco 
Santiago-Ávila, science and advocacy direc-
tor for Washington Wildlife First, said the 
program is unlikely to be sustainable, given 
the state’s large wolf population and “deli-
cate budget situation.” Taxpayer dollars, he 
said, are better spent on non-lethal deter-
rents. 

SOME RANCHERS IN WASHINGTON 
and elsewhere think that state officials 
should track more wolves so that they can 
more consistently notify ranchers when the 
animals are near cattle. 

In Washington, 17 of the 43 state- 
managed packs include wolves with GPS 
collars, and ranchers can enter into agree-
ments with the state to see wolf locations 
in their area. Since 2022, however, at least 

20 Washington wolves have been illegally 
killed. Some fear that sharing wolf locations 
increases the danger of poaching.

California Department of Fish and 
Wildlife staffers often notify ranchers when 
wolves are nearby, usually via text, but only 
four of the state’s seven packs currently 
include collared animals. Axel Hunnicutt, 
the state’s gray wolf coordinator, said that 
because packs can split up and travel wide-
ly, notifications may not help — though the 
department plans to release an online tool 
that allows the public to see approximate 
wolf locations. “The reality is that wolves 
are not going away,” he said. “We can just 
keep paying people out forever, but ideal-
ly, we get to a place where perhaps we can 
decrease conflict in certain areas.” One pos-
sibility, he said, is to make non-lethal deter-
rents a prerequisite for payments, as the 
Washington proposal does. The effective-
ness of deterrents, however, varies widely 
with their type and location.

Dan Macon, a livestock and natural 
resources advisor at the University of Cal-
ifornia’s Central Sierra Cooperative Exten-
sion, was an early supporter of the P4P con-
cept, believing it would promote peaceful 
rancher-wolf coexistence. Though it can 
help spread the cost of wolf recovery, “it’s 
probably not going to convince a rancher 
who lost cows or lambs to a wolf” that com-
pensation will solve the problem, he said. 

Macon raises sheep, and that has made 
him realize that no compensation program 
can cover all costs. The genetic potential of 
animals bred over generations can’t be eas-
ily replaced, nor can the emotional impact 
of losing animals be easily measured. “I 
look at the flock of sheep that I’ve created 
over the last 20 years — it’s almost a body of 
work,” he said. “There’s this deep sense of 
connection with decisions we’ve made over 
the course of a lifetime.”   

Alix Soliman is an environmental journalist 
based in Juneau, Alaska. She previously cov-
ered climate science from Washington, D.C., 
and worked at conservation nonprofits in 
California and Oregon. @alix.outdoors on IG 
or alixsoliman.com 

This story is part of High Country News’ 
Conservation Beyond Boundaries project, 
which is supported by the BAND Foundation.

“It’s probably not going 
to convince a rancher 

who lost cows or lambs 
to a wolf that it’s an  

all-positive step in 
terms of policy.”

A moment of mutual contemplation in northeastern 
California. Courtesy of Tina Saitone
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FOR YEARS, Crista Valentino 
felt uncomfortable about how 
Jackson, Wyoming, her adopted 
home, promoted itself as a tour-
ist destination. Ads showed 
cringe-worthy montages of frol-
icking bear cubs and jagged peaks 
in nearby Grand Teton National 
Park. “I always felt a little bit icky, 
like we were marketing Jackson 
as a commodity,” she said. 

The Jackson Hole Travel 
and Tourism Board was primar-
ily responsible. Established in 
2011 to promote tourism during 
the slower months, it ran ad 
campaigns funded by 60% of 
Teton County’s portion of the 
state’s lodging tax. By the time 
Valentino became a board 
member in 2017, tourism was 
booming even as complaints 
about “over-tourism” rose among 
Jackson’s roughly 10,700 year-
round residents. 

When the pandemic hit, 
tourism reached record highs, 
with 50,000 daily visitors — 
nearly five per resident. Traffic 
soared, long lines formed outside 
restaurants and workers were 
overwhelmed and exhausted. 
Tourists thronged the outdoors, 
hiking and camping in non- 
designated areas and leaving 
behind human waste and trash. 

In August 2021, the board 
started working on a Sustainable 

Destination Management Plan 
(SDMP), the first in the state to 
focus on sustainable tourism. 
Other Western mountain towns — 
like Park City, Utah, Breckenridge, 
Colorado, and Big Sky, Montana 

— have faced similar booms 
and developed similar plans to 
address overtourism. Meanwhile, 
outnumbered locals find them-
selves wondering who benefits 
from the hordes of visitors — and 
whether they are wanted at all.

VALENTINO, WHO BECAME 
the Tourism Board’s execu-
tive director in 2023, jokes that 
on Monday, she’ll get a call 
complaining about tourists, while 
on Tuesday, someone else will 
call grumbling about business 
and lamenting a lack of visitors. 
The big challenge of the SDMP 
planning process, she says, was to 
thread the needle between those 
two camps. Like it or not, tourism  
drives a large chunk of the local 
economy, generating $1.7 billion 
in travel-related spending and 
8,198 tourism-related jobs in 
2023. Local businesses feared 
the SDMP might put a cap on the 
number of tourists.     

“We had to do a lot of work 
to say, ‘No, no, no, we’re not anti- 
tourism at all,’” Valentino said. 

“What we’re getting at is actually 
just better-managed tourism.”

In January 2023, the board 
adopted its final SDMP. Its 
initiatives encompassed plans 
to improve residents’ qual-
ity of life by upgrading public 
transportation to alleviate 
congestion and building more 
affordable housing. It aimed to 
better manage tourists, spurring 
a “selfie control” campaign to 
educate people about maintain-
ing an appropriate distance from 
wildlife. The plan also called for 
signage and messaging explain-
ing the importance of staying 
on-trail and extinguishing 
campfires to reduce wildfire risk. 

Recently, Valentino said, Grand 
Teton National Park’s superin-
tendent told her that this would 
help land managers weather the 
summer tourism season, espe-
cially in the wake of the Trump 
administration’s budget cuts, 
which eliminated 16 of the park’s 
17 supervisory positions.

Taylor Phillips, founder and 
owner of Jackson Hole EcoTour 
Adventures, believes the SDMP 
could ultimately benefit the 
tourism industry. The boom has 
been great for his business, but, 
like other locals, he’s noticed the 
impact. People come to Wyoming 
for nature, he said, and “if the 
health and the quality of their 
experiences dwindle over time, 
it’s going to have detrimental 
impacts to the larger (Jackson) 
travel and tourism industry.”

Critics, however, think the 
SDMP ignores the root cause of the 
problem: the millions the tourism 
board still invests in “destination 
marketing.” In fiscal year 2024, 
nearly $3.7 million went toward 
advertising, though a portion 
focused on education. “You’re 
spending money to create prob-
lems that the other hand is going 
to spend money to try and resolve,” 
said Alan Henderson, who retired 
to Jackson Hole in 2005.

A 2022 survey organized by 
the travel and tourism board 
suggested that locals agree: Only 

26% of the nearly 5,000 respon-
dents said tourism’s benefits 
outweighed its drawbacks. Even 
more telling, 61% said they’d be 
willing to pay more taxes if it 
meant having fewer visitors. (In 
2023, the lodging tax covered 
$9,833 worth of public services 
for each household in Teton 
County.) At a 2022 public meet-
ing about the survey, Henderson 
asked about ending advertising 
spending altogether. A tourism 
board representative said that 
wasn’t possible without chang-
ing the organization’s bylaws. 
Henderson left the meeting. 

Valentino still believes the 
solution isn’t ending advertis-
ing, but changing it. Over the 
last several years, she noted, 
the board has shifted toward 
educational messaging empha-
sizing stewardship, with slogans 
like “Take care of what takes 
your breath away.” Ultimately, 
Grand Teton and Yellowstone 
are “Bucket List” trips. “People 
are going to come here whether 
we market or not,” she said. “If 
you’re not driving the narrative, 
then someone else will.”   

Sarah Tory is a journalist and 
former HCN correspondent based 
in western Colorado.

Stay wild or 
go home? 
Jackson Hole tries a new 
plan to manage the impact 
of tourism.

BY SARAH TORY

REPORTAGE

Crowds in Grand Teton National Park, 
Wyoming, in 2021.  Ryan Dorgan



ON A LATE SUMMER DAY in 2020, Gina 
Lawrence stepped onto her porch and spot-
ted fire rolling through the dry grass across 
the valley from her home on the eastern edge 
of the Colville Indian Reservation in central 
Washington.

 “It was moving pretty fast,” she recalled. 
“I could see the flames and was like, ‘I think 
we’re going down.’”

 The fire started about 10 miles away 
when heavy winds downed power lines. It 
was one of three fires that broke out that day 
around the reservation town of Inchelium, 
nestled between timber stands and the banks 
of the Columbia River. 

When tribal authorities ordered an evac-
uation later that day, Lawrence and her family 
packed important documents and valuables 
into their RV and drove to Inchelium, popu-
lation 431. 

The family spent several excruciating 
hours watching the hillsides burn, wondering 
if their own house was still standing. In the 
evening, Lawrence and her husband could no 
longer wait, so they drove out to check.

 Driving through the smoke-filled valley, 
Lawrence passed a single red pickup truck 
belonging to the Mount Tolman Fire Center, 
the local department that serves the entire 
2,180-square-mile Colville Reservation. A fire 
official who was in the truck spoke to Lawrence.

 “He tells us that ‘there’s nothing we can 
do,’” she said; the center’s firefighters were 
already tied up fighting another blaze 80 

miles away.
 “Everybody’s so spread out that we don’t 

have anybody to come,” the fire official said.

MORE FIRES, LESS MONEY
About 10,000 people — descendants 
of 12 Indigenous tribes — make up the 
Confederated Tribes of the Colville 
Reservation today. They like to call their land 

“God’s Country,” a place of near-divine beauty 
where sheer cliffs descend from dense timber-
lands and plunge into the Columbia River. 
Rugged alpine mountains bisect the reser-
vation, opening onto windswept plains with 
stands of towering trees on its western edge. 
Junipers and huckleberries dot the woods 
along with other culturally significant plants. 

 The Colville Reservation is one of the 
many Indigenous tribal communities 
protected by its own tribal wildfire fighters 
with funding from the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs (BIA). In 2019, about 80% of tribal 
forests were managed in part or fully by tribal 
programs funded directly by the BIA. Tribal 
communities that lack their own programs 
can opt for direct management by the BIA. 

 However, these tribal wildfire fighters, 
who protect some of the nation’s most vulner-
able communities, are stretched to their limits. 
Long-term federal land mismanagement and 
climate change have caused the number and 
intensity of reservation fires to soar. About 
7% of the 4 million acres of tribal lands in the 
country burned between 2010 and 2020.

Wildfire-fighting programs across the 
nation all struggle with low pay, funding and 
recruitment. But on tribal lands, the pressure 
is even more acute.

Despite dealing with more fires per 
100,000 acres than the U.S. Forest Service 
does, tribal wildfire programs receive less 
than half of what Congress appropriates for 
the Forest Service per acre. 

In 2019, tribes across the country 
received a total of $176 million from the BIA 
for forestry and fire programs. Based on esti-
mates by the Intertribal Timber Council, a 
nonprofit Indigenous organization mandated 
by the government to audit federal manage-
ment of tribal lands, tribes need almost 
double that amount to properly manage their 
lands and fires.

Under century-old treaties and contracts, 
the federal government is required to pay the 
cost of preventing and fighting fires on tribal 
lands. But fire-preparedness funds, which 
pay for wages, training and equipment, have 
remained stagnant for decades despite infla-
tion and the increasing number and severity 
of wildfires.

“As long as I’ve been the (fire management 
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Left to burn 
How the government abandoned 
tribes to wildfires.

BY LACHLAN HYATT

REPORTAGE

Jimmy Timentwa at the site of his house, which 
was destroyed by the Cold Springs Fire near Omak, 
Washington, on the Colville Reservation. The 
fire was one of many that devastated the area in 
September of 2020.  Colin Mulvany /  
The Spokesman-Review



officer), every year our preparedness budget 
shrinks,” said Don Jones, a member of the 
Cowlitz Tribe and the fire management offi-
cer for the Yakama Indian Reservation in 
Washington. “When I first started, we were 
getting a little over $750,000 for prepared-
ness, which took care of training costs and 
vehicles, operational stuff.”

 Now, he says, they receive around 86% 
of that. 

Many Indigenous tribes are suffering 
from similar funding shortfalls. Tools and 
equipment are outdated, and firefighters 
often leave in search of more lucrative jobs.

Despite decades of repeated calls for the 
BIA and Department of the Interior to address 
the funding issue, little progress has been made. 

 “We’ve been saying the same thing for 30 
years now,” said Jim Durglo, a member of the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes and 
a fire technical specialist with the Intertribal 
Timber Council. “What makes you think that 
they’re going to listen to us now?”

 
RED TAPE
Previously, the BIA directly managed tribal 
wildlands. In the 1970s, a push for greater auton-
omy led to tribes taking over the responsibility.

In 1990, Congress passed legislation 
requiring the government to increase its 
support for tribal forests. The new law called 
for routine audits on the government’s 
progress by an Intertribal Timber Council 
assessment team. Nearly every assessment 
since 1993 has found severe funding and 
staffing deficiencies in tribal and BIA forest 
management programs. 

In recent years, however, some progress 
toward appropriate funding levels has been 
made.

In 2021, thousands of wildland firefight-
ers across the U.S. received temporary pay 
bonuses through the Biden administration’s 
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law. Tribal firefight-
ers were initially left out, but after weeks of 
pushing, the law was amended to include them.

In March 2025, these temporary bonuses 
were made permanent in an attempt to 
bolster the nation’s firefighting forces. This 
time, tribal firefighters were included from 
the start and will continue to get the same 
bonuses they’ve received since 2021.

“It’s a huge win, not only for tribal fire-
fighters, but wildland firefighters in general,” 
said Darron Williams, the BIA Northwest 
Region’s assistant fire management officer. 
However, Williams acknowledged that the 
new codified boost wasn’t a “pie-in-the-sky” 
solution that would fix all the funding issues 
faced by tribal fire programs. 

The formula used to calculate how much 
money goes to each tribal program hasn’t 
been updated in more than 20 years, multi-
ple sources from the BIA and tribal wildfire 
programs told HCN. It sets funding based on 
the prevalence of wildfires and the staff, equip-
ment and training costs needed to fight them.

 The formula is “not adequate for what 
we currently have in 2024, and we’re just 
trying to figure out a way to bring us up to 
speed,” said Williams. “Our tribal folks are 
very frustrated.”

 
UNDERFUNDED AND UNDERPREPARED
The outdated funding formulas have left 
tribes across the West reeling. 
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A Klamath Tribal elder sets up her own fire line as 
the 242 Fire rages on the horizon near Chiloquin, 
Oregon, in 2020 (left).  Paul Robert Wolf Wilson 

Wearing a T-shirt and shorts, Joe Pakootas helps 
other residents battle flames near Inchelium in 
2020 (facing). Courtesy of Joe Pakootas
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The Confederated Salish and Kootenai 
Tribes of the Flathead Reservation in western 
Montana have had to cut key wildfire jobs, 
and recently the reservation decommis-
sioned two of its eight fire engines. 

 Currently, the Confederated Salish and 
Kootenai get about 60% of what they received 
in 1998 to fight fires after adjusting for infla-
tion, according to its fire management officer, 
Ron Swaney, a member of the tribe.

 Swaney said he would need more than 
twice the amount to properly carry out the 
work given the rising costs and frequency of 
wildfires.

When Don Jones, the Yakama Nation’s 
fire management officer, first started in 2007, 
the tribal program had 40 to 45 workers 
compared to over 100 employees in the 1990s. 
Now, the Yakama program has 14 employees, 
including 10 on-the-ground firefighters who 
at one point handled around 1.2 million acres. 

At the Colville Reservation, the Mount 
Tolman Fire Center faces similar challenges: 
Its fire-preparedness budget is the same as 
it was in the late 1990s, according to its fire 
management officer. 

 Between 2014 and 2024, the Mount 
Tolman Fire Center added four employees to 
its fire-preparedness team, bringing it to 34, 
with just nine full-time staffers. During that 
time, more than half the reservation burned.  

In 2021, the Confederated Tribes of 
the Colville Reservation sued the federal 
government, alleging the BIA did not support 
adequate fuels management on the reserva-
tion and failed to adequately suppress the 
fires that broke out in 2015. 

“Had we had adequate resources and 
funding to do the work that should have been 
done, those damages wouldn’t have been to at 
least the extent they were,” said Cody Desautel, 
executive director of the Colville Tribe and 
president of the Intertribal Timber Council. 
Over half a billion dollars’ worth of the tribe’s 
timber was destroyed by fire that year.

 
70 HOUSES BURNED
While Gina Lawrence waited to see if her 
property would survive, members of the 
Inchelium community, long accustomed to 
the land’s intense fires, tried to help.

 With Colville’s professional wildfire team 
tied up fighting blazes elsewhere on the reser-
vation, Inchelium residents like Joe Pakootas 
Jr. stepped up to help their neighbors.

“As soon as those fires hit that first day, 
there was hardly any resources here,” said 
Pakootas. “My partners and I, we all met 
out there on the roads, and we just started 
hitting all the flames we could to protect 
those houses that were right in that region.” 

 Wearing shorts and a T-shirt and driv-
ing his “fire tender” truck, a 1997 Ford F-350 
with chainsaws, a 350-gallon water tank and 
hoses, Pakootas and other residents worked 
to control the flames.

 “There was no contact between us 
because we are just private owners of our own 
equipment,” said Pakootas. “So it’s not like we 
were working in conjunction with the tribe. 
We weren’t working with fire management. 
We were just basically working off instincts 
of what we knew as far as growing up here.”

 For hours, Pakootas batted down flames 
and hosed down land next to nine homes, 
including the Lawrences’.

 The flames came within 30 feet of 
the Lawrences’ home, but it survived. The 
professional wildland firefighters reached 
Inchelium at around 11 p.m., Pakootas said. 
Fires still raged around the reservation, 
though, including two others near Inchelium 
and an even bigger blaze to the west.

“That thing ran like I’ve never seen a fire 
run before,” said Desautel, describing a fire 
that burned on the other side of the reserva-
tion. “We threw the kitchen sink at that one.”  

Desautel, the Colville Reservation’s 
executive director, said that about 70 houses 
burned that day. In total, those 2020 fires 
burned 200,000 acres on the reservation.

FIRES ON THE HORIZON
Around the Colville Reservation, nearly 
everyone has vivid memories of fire. The 
blazes’ names — Devil’s Elbow, North Star, 
Tunk Block, Summit Hill, Cold Springs and 
Chewah — are recalled and recited even as 
the fire years blend together.

 Every summer, the infernos return, 
threatening families and damaging the reser-
vation’s economy.

 The Lawrences’ house survived the 2020 
fires, but soon after, its roof caved in under 
heavy snow. The couple lived in an RV until 
winter 2024, when they finally moved into 
their renovated shop on the property.

Tribal wildfire-fighting programs 
continue to work with the same inadequate 
budgets they’ve had for decades even as 

another fire season begins amid federal 
tumult and already-historic blazes.

When the devastating Palisades and Eaton 
fires ripped through Southern California, fire 
crews from at least eight tribes helped battle 
the blazes. Mutual aid agreements between 
federal, state, local and tribal fire crews are 
becoming customary as the number and inten-
sity of wildfires continue to increase.

On top of everything, this February, the 
Trump administration terminated thou-
sands of fire-support positions in the Bureau 
of Land Management and Forest Service.  

“Staffing levels were below subpar last 
year,” said Yakama Fire Management Officer 
Don Jones. “This year, we were not looking 
too good. We lost two engine bosses since last 
summer.

“I don’t know what we’re gonna do about 
this year.”  

Looking back to the day in 2020 that 
nearly cost her family so much, Lawrence  
remembers the terror of watching the blaze, 
not knowing if her home would survive.

 Year after year, the land continues to burn. 
She is already dreading the next fire.

 “Every year there’s been fires along 
that ridge up there and back over there, and 
I think, ‘What is there left to burn?’” said 
Lawrence. “It took everything.”   

Lachlan Hyatt, a New York City-based inves-
tigative journalist covering federal politics 
and international affairs, likes to tell stories 
about under-reported communities affected 
by climate change. @hyattjournal



Feb. 26: The Department of Interior 
imposes a $1 spending limit on all 

government purchase cards, making it diffi-
cult for officials to purchase even toilet paper 
for national parks, much less pay contractors 
to repair infrastructure.  

Feb. 27: The administration fires 
about 800 National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) employees, including at least 80 from 
the Boulder, Colorado, facility.

Feb. 6: Approximately 75,000 employees — including about 700 
Park Service workers— opt for deferred resignation before Feb. 6, 
far fewer than Elon Musk anticipated.

Feb. 11: Trump signs an executive order “implementing” DOGE 
and putting Musk in charge of eliminating “waste, bloat and 
insularity” by slashing the federal workforce.

Feb. 13 & 14: The Trump administration terminates some 200,000 
probationary employees, including new hires and people who were 
transferred or promoted in the last two years. 

Feb. 14: The administration scrambles to rehire about 300 em-
ployees after realizing they oversaw the nation’s nuclear arsenal.

Feb 15:
Feb. 21: Interior 
Secretary Doug 

Burgum says the Na-
tional Park Service will 
hire more than 5,000 
seasonal workers, 
apparently reversing 
the Jan. 20 hiring 
freeze but not the Feb. 
14 terminations. In 
mid-March, however, 
the USAJOBS website 
lists only 195 job 
openings across the 
department.

Feb. 26: 
Office of 
Management 
and Budget Director 
Russell Vought orders 
agencies to slash 
budgets by signifi-
cantly reducing their 
workforces and real 
estate footprint.

SHORTLY AFTER PRESIDENT  Donald 
Trump took office for the second time, he 
created the Department of Government 
Efficiency to eliminate all the “waste, bloat 
and insularity” allegedly plaguing federal 
agencies. Tech billionaire Elon Musk, who 
has already donated hundreds of millions 
to Trump and whose businesses have tens 
of billions of dollars’ worth of government 
contracts, took the quasi-agency’s helm and 
set about making the government more effi-
cient, or so he said, even as he pursued his 
other goal: killing the so-called “woke mind 
virus.” 

But Musk’s approach has been anything 
but efficient. In fact, it’s done little but sow 
chaos: Hours after firing federal employ-
ees, the administration — realizing it was 
eliminating critical positions — found itself 
scrambling to rehire them. And judges and 
government boards have ruled that some 
terminations must be reversed, though it’s 
not entirely clear whether the administra-
tion will comply.

Amid the disarray, High Country News 
set out to chart the first 60 days of this 
DOGE-induced disorder. We found the 
kind of bedlam that not only destabilizes  
the government and demolishes the services 
it’s supposed to provide, it’s also astonishing-
ly cruel to the laid-off federal employees. If 
continued, it’s likely to do lasting damage to 
the nation’s public lands and programs and to 
the communities that depend on them.   

Sixty days of 
DOGE chaos 
Charting the mass culling of the 
federal workforce.

BY JONATHAN THOMPSON

FACTS & FIGURES

JANUARY 20-31 MARCH 4-7FEBRUARY 6-27
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Jan. 20: 
Trump signs 

an executive order 
freezing all new 
federal government 
hiring and revoking 
job offers for about 
2,000 seasonal Na-
tional Park Service 
workers. 

Jan. 20: An  
executive 
order  
“establishes 
the Department 
of Government 
Efficiency to 
implement the 
President’s DOGE 
Agenda … to maxi-
mize governmental 
efficiency and pro-
ductivity.”

Jan. 28: The 
Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM) 
sends its “Fork in 
the Road” email 
to about 2 million 
federal employees, 
pressuring them to 
resign by Feb. 6 and 
be paid until Sept. 
30 or else face 
possible involuntary 
reductions in force.

Jan. 31: A sec-
ond OPM email 
urges employ-

ees to resign and 
even “travel to your 
dream destination.” 

Absolutely! We 
encourage you to 
find a job in the 
private sector 
as soon as you 
would like to do 
so. The way to 
greater American 
prosperity is 
encouraging 
people to move 
from lower produc-
tivity jobs in the 
public sector to 
higher productiv-
ity jobs in the 
private sector.

Am I allowed 
to get a second 
job during the 
deferred resigna-
tion period?

2,400: U.S. Forest Service

2,300: National Park Service

420: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

400: Bonneville Power Administration

400: Bureau of Reclamation

6,700: Internal Revenue Service

22:	 Bureau of Indian Education’s 
	 central and regional offices

A partial tally of employees
 terminated Feb. 13-14

The federal government 
is costly, inefficient, 
and deeply in debt. At 
the same time, it is not 
producing results for 
the American public. 
Instead tax dollars 
are being siphoned 
off to fund unproduc-
tive and unnecessary 
programs that bene-
fit radical interest 
groups …

Big cut Trim DOGE Backtrack



MARCH 4-7 MARCH 8-13FEBRUARY 6-27

March 4: The U.S. General Services Administration, the government’s 
real estate manager, announces plans to dispose of about 440 “non-
core assets” across the nation and cancel leases on more than 800 

properties, shuttering dozens of federal offices around the West. 

March 5: A federal board finds USDA’s mass termination of work-
ers violated proper practices and orders it to reinstate some 6,000 

of them, at least temporarily.

March 7: Three tribal nations file a lawsuit seeking to block mass 
firings at the chronically understaffed Bureau of Indian Education, 

the Southwestern Indian Polytechnic Institute in Albuquerque and Kan-
sas’ Haskell University.

I n s t r u c t o r s 
were laid of f, 
student services 
were reduced or 
discontinued, and 
custodial and main-
tenance services 
w e r e  d e g r a d e d 
thro ugho ut  b oth 
campuses... Tribal 
Nations, schools, 
students, parents 
and families were 
affected. 

Feds ditch the West

March 8: 
The Trump 
administration 

fires 1,000 NOAA 
workers in ad-
dition to the 
1,300 or so 
that were 
already 
terminated 
or accepted 
the deferred 
resignation.

March 13: 
Western states 

sue the administration 
over its firing of more 
than 1,300 Education 
Department employees 
on March 11, saying it 
will harm low-income 
and disabled students 
in rural Western states 
that receive more fed-
eral education funding 
per student than the 
national average. 

March 13:  
Oregon’s con-

gressional delegation 
asks the administration 
to reverse its termina-
tion of about 20% of  
Bonneville Power Ad-
ministration’s workforce.

 
March 13: A fed-
eral judge finds 

the administration 
acted improperly when 
DOGE and OMP fired 
thousands of proba-
tionary employees and 
orders it to reinstate 
about 200,000 of 
them  — though only 
temporarily.

March 14: The Environ-
mental Protection Agency 
submits its plan to elim-
inate its Office of Research and 
Development and fire more than 
1,100 scientists.

March 17: A federal 
court votes 2-1 to reject 
the administration’s 

appeal seeking to block 
a judge’s order to reinstate fired 
probationary employees. 

March 17: The Interior 
Department sends an email 

to staff offering early retirement 
or “voluntary separation incentive 
payment” to help it meet its goal 
of a 30% reduction in payroll. 

March 17: Interior an-
nounces a plan to transfer 
“underused” federal land to 
states and localities for affordable 
housing development.

March 20: DOGE’s website 
claims its cuts have saved 

$115 billion in federal spending, 
though only about $12.6 billion 
has been verified. Musk and his 
minions have barely begun to 
wield their chainsaw of chaos, 
however; before the election, 
Musk promised to cut $2 trillion, 
and despite setbacks and court 
rulings against him, he’s showing 
no signs of stopping.

The imminent depar-
ture of nearly 20% of 
BPA’s workforce … 
poses a direct and 
immediate threat to 
the reliability of the 
electrical grid that 
serves millions of 
American families 
and businesses in the 
Pacific Northwest.  
We do not believe 
there is currently an 
energy emergency, 
but your actions 
certainly appear to 
be creating one …

SOURCES: The White House, 
Education Data Initiative, Native 
American Rights Fund, Public Em-
ployees for Environmental Respon-
sibility, General Services Admin-
istration, Government Executive, 
New York Times, DOGE, Office of 
Management and Budget, Musk 
Watch Doge Tracker, USAJOBS. 

MARCH 14-20

Please be advised that 
this notice is RESCINDED 
and your employment 
with the General Services 
Administration is reinstated. 
You will be placed on paid 
administrative leave retro-
actively … 

not to scale

Army Corps of Engineers
Bureau of Indian Affairs
Bureau of Land Management
Bureau of Minerals Management  
Service / Trust Fund Administration
Bureau of Reclamation
Food and Drug Administration
Indian Health Service

Mine Safety and Health Administration
Natural Resource Conservation Service
Rural Housing Service
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Admin.
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
U.S. Forest Service
U.S. Geological Survey



ERIC ERIKSEN PUTS IN  long 
nights and weekends to keep the 
lights on in southern Colorado. 
As the CEO of the San Luis Valley 

Rural Electric Cooperative, 
Eriksen leads a member-owned 
nonprofit that provides electric 
service to more than 7,500 people 
across seven rural counties in 
the Rocky Mountains — a small 
cooperative serving a large area.

After Eriksen took over the 
post in 2023, the utility’s members 
urged him to apply for a flurry of 
federal funds available through 
Biden-era legislation. It was a 
heavy lift for Eriksen’s team to 
take on 150- to 200-page federal 
grant applications. They had to do 
it fast, he said, and they had to be 
good at it. Even then, they knew, 
the application might be denied.

It paid off: The electric coop-
erative was awarded $1.7 million 
from the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture in January 2025 to 
construct two 1-megawatt solar 
farms. (The co-op’s peak electric 
demand is around 70 mega-
watts, and it already has one 3 
MW solar farm.) But just weeks 
later, President Donald Trump 
issued an executive order paus-
ing climate and energy spending. 

As of press time, billions of 
dollars of funding for rural elec-
tric cooperatives, including the 
San Luis Valley co-op, remains 
in Washington, D.C.

Ratepayers themselves 
own rural electric cooperatives 
and elect the board of directors. 
Co-ops tend to have older equip-
ment than for-profit utilities. 
They often use less renewable 
energy than America’s electric 
grid as a whole and typically 
have fewer financial resources 
to invest in large projects.

To help fill this gap, the 
Department of Agriculture 
launched new programs as part of 
the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act 
that altogether mark the largest 
investment in rural electrification 
since the 1930s. The $9.7 billion 
Empowering Rural America (New 
ERA) and the $1 billion Powering 
Affordable Clean Energy (PACE) 
offered grants and loans to elec-
tric cooperatives and other energy 
companies to build new clean 
energy facilities and upgrade 
infrastructure.

“(Electric co-ops) are often at 
the center of what is going on in 
a community, and they need to 
thrive for rural America to grow 
and prosper,” said Andy Berke, 
who served as the administra-
tor for the USDA’s Rural Utilities 
Service, overseeing rural elec-
tricity programs, from 2022 until 
January 2025.

At the end of Biden’s term, 
the USDA announced awards for 
49 rural electric co-ops through 
New ERA to fund everything 
from wind, solar and battery 
storage to expediting coal 
plant retirements, upgrading 
transmission lines and start-
ing programs to help stabilize 
the grid during high demand. 
The PACE program funded 59 
organizations, including rural 
electric co-ops and private 
energy providers, largely to build 
solar and battery facilities. The 
plans co-ops submitted would 
boost energy supply without big 
price hikes, Berke said.

High Country News spoke 
with several former USDA officials 
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Colorado’s 
rural  
electric 
co-ops are 
determined 
to go green 
Despite delays of promised 
federal funding.

BY KEATON PETERS  
PHOTOS BY ABBY HARRISON

REPORTAGE



and employees or board members 
at a half-dozen electric coopera-
tives across Colorado that were 
set to receive funding from these 
programs. Some cooperatives met 
with their representatives and 
traveled to Washington to urge 
the new administration to follow 
through on promised grants.

Then, in late March, the 
USDA announced that it would 
release the promised funding. 
But there was a catch. 

In a press release, the agency 
asked grant winners to submit 
revised plans within 30 days 

“eliminating Biden-era DEIA 
and climate mandates embed-
ded in previous proposals.” The 
announcement indicates that 
these revisions are voluntary, 
and an online form says grant-
ees that do not wish to alter their 
projects can notify the agency to 
initiate transfer of funds. 

The USDA did not respond 
to questions from High Country 
News. Although uncertainty 
remains about project revisions 
and timelines, electric co-ops are 
tentatively confident that they 
will eventually receive the money.

Electric cooperative fund-
ing is one part of the IRA that’s 
apparently getting a green light 
after initially being frozen. 
The USDA is also unfreezing 
$1 billion for agricultural produc-
ers and rural small businesses 
to generate clean energy, and 
the Environmental Protection 
Agency released $7 billion in 
solar funding in February. Still, 
as of press time, the Trump 
administration was withholding 
billions more in IRA funds.

AGRICULTURE IS THE CORE 
of the San Luis Valley’s economy. 
The 2,800 miles of power lines 
across sparsely populated terrain 
cost each San Luis Valley co-op 
member more to maintain than 
the grid of any Colorado city or 
the average rural co-op, Eriksen 

said. With the sun providing 
free power, the project slated 
for funding through New ERA 
was expected to save the co-op 
$200,000 per year. “It’s huge,” 
Eriksen said. “Gosh, these are 
real dollars that are going to 
change people’s lives.” 

Electric cooperatives are 
especially vital in Colorado, 
where 22 individual co-ops 
distribute electricity across 
most of the state. They largely 
emerged in the 1930s and ’40s to 
serve rural regions neglected by 
investor-owned utilities because 
expanding across vast areas with 
few customers was unprofitable. 
Co-ops prioritize safety — storms 
can down power lines, and 
improperly monitored and main-
tained lines can spark wildfires 

— reliability and affordability.   
But now, the pressure is on 

for co-ops in Colorado to invest 
in renewable energy, following 
passage of state laws starting 
in 2019 that require utilities to 
slash their greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 80% by 2030. Ten rural 
Colorado co-ops were collectively 
awarded $800 million in New 
ERA and PACE funding, the most 
recipients of any state. 

The federal investment 
represents a “generational 
opportunity to make progress 
in the clean energy transition 
space,” said Ted Compton, board 

president of La Plata Electric 
Association, another Colorado 
co-op that was awarded $13.4 
million through PACE to build 
solar and battery storage. 

Few co-ops generate all 
their electricity, relying instead 
on Tri-State Generation and 
Transmission Association, a 
large nonprofit active in Colorado, 
Arizona, Nebraska, New Mexico 
and Wyoming, which owns 
coal-fired power plants and 
utility-scale solar installations. 
In an email, Lee Boughey, vice 
president for strategic commu-
nications, said Tri-State is 
forecasting significant electricity 
load growth and needs infrastruc-
ture upgrades. Reliable, affordable 
power is the “lifeblood of rural 
communities, farmers, ranch-
ers” and other industries, he 
wrote. Tri-State was also awarded 
$2.5 billion through New ERA 
to add more than a gigawatt of 
renewable energy and help offset 
the cost of closing down several 
coal-powered units. Without that 
money, the consequences — in the 
form of dirtier energy or a more 
costly transition to renewables — 
could ripple across the West.

Experts have questioned the 
legality of the Trump administra-
tion’s attempt to withhold federal 
dollars. “Only Congress has the 
power of the purse,” said Jillian 
Blanchard, a lawyer and the vice 

president of climate change and 
environmental justice at Lawyers 
for Good Government, a nonprofit 
that supports pro-bono attorneys. 
Many grant winners already have 
a signed legal agreement with the 
federal government, and in addi-
tion to infringing on Congress’ 
authority, Blanchard said with-
holding those funds violates the 
Impoundment Control Act of 1974.  

In the San Luis Valley, begin-
ning solar construction without 
the $1.7 million would be slower, 
cost ratepayers more and, in 
the meantime, require burning 
more fossil fuels. Eriksen said he 
intends to forge ahead; he already 
has designs, a contractor and a 
shovel-ready location, though he 
can’t take the next step until the 
funding question is settled. 

“We’re waiting and seeing 
to get some certainty before we 
move forward,” Eriksen said.   

Keaton Peters is a freelance jour-
nalist based in Austin, Texas, 
covering climate change and the 
energy transition. keatonpeters.
com BlueSky and X: @keatonpeters
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Near Moffat, Colorado, where the San 
Luis Valley Rural Electric Cooperative 
is waiting on funding to build a solar 
array (facing). CEO Eric Eriksen at the 
co-op’s office outside Monte Vista 
(left). The co-op’s Penitente Solar 
Project (below).
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George Sanker

Leave 			         
    a little 
	 behind

Estate planning — at any age — can 
help bring you peace of mind, knowing 
the loved ones and organizations you 
treasure will be cared for.

The easiest way to leave a lasting 
legacy is by bequest. Here is some 
simple language you can choose to 
include in your will or trust:

“I bequeath to High Country News, a 
nonprofit corporation, organized and 
existing under the laws of the State 
of Colorado, with tax identification 
number 23-7015336 and the principal 
business address of P.O. Box 1090, 
Paonia, CO 81428, the sum of $ ____
(or ____% of my estate; or the property 
described herein) for its general 
purposes.”

For other giving options, 
visit our Planned Giving 
Guide.

Consider a legacy gift to High Country News and

Questions? Contact us anytime: 
fundraising@hcn.org
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Anonymous (35)
Joseph Aschenbrenner
James Bilskie
Michele Burkett
Susan DeFelice
GBL Charitable
Holdfast Collective
Marshal Merriam
Nancy Milewski
Nancy Naslund
Lisa Rose

ALABAMA
Tom Smith | Huntsville

ARIZONA
Marie Fisher | Tucson
David Glaeseman | Phoenix
Lee Lang | Tucson
Charles Schulz | Tucson

CALIFORNIA
Joanne Athearn | Petaluma
Barbara Bernhart | Daly City
Jack Carter & Linda Gohl | Cupertino
Kate Inskeep & Derek Davis | Cupertino
Malcolm Clark | Mammoth Lakes
E. Janell Cornforth | Cool
Bruce De Terra | Santa Rosa
Adam Diamant & Melissa Eizenberg | El Cerrito
Douglas Duncan | San Diego
Nancy Emerson | Solvang
Kathryn Gaffney & Matthew Thompson | Corte Madera
Mary Gale | Carmel
Gerald Gregg | Three Rivers
George Griset | Gustine
Tricia Ialeggio | Santa Rosa
Bill & Beth Krumbein | Santa Rosa
Lori Larson | Coarsegold
Anne Lyon | Grass Valley
Theresa McGovern | San Francisco
Gerald Meral | Inverness
John Merz | Chico
Larry Minden | Aptos
Warsh-Mott Funds | Santa Barbara
Rose V. Ramirez | Temecula
Karen Roberts | Atascadero
Don Robertson | San Mateo
Donna Shoemaker | Larkspur
Douglas Steeples & Patricia Botting | Redlands
Steve Ulrich | El Sobrante
Dock Williams | Carmel Valley
Earl Withycombe | Sacramento

COLORADO
Trace Baker | Boulder
Nichol Bronson | Englewood
Deborah Byrd | Boulder

Ed & Barb Chamberlin | Grand Junction
Ralph Clark | Gunnison
Tom & Bonnie Clarke | Denver
Andrew Cole | Littleton
Steve Cunningham | Grand Junction
Ruby Doyle | Colorado Springs
Tracy & Michael Ehlers | Boulder
Pete Fox | Boulder
Peter A. Gilman | Boulder
Patricia Griffin | Englewood
Kathryn Hamilton | Delta
Lyda Hardy | Gunnison
Anne Hatcher | Denver
Jackie & Bob Heyda | Monument
William Hill | Boulder
James & Marcia Hoffmeister | Boulder
Katherine Hudson | Carbondale
Katherine Hudson | Grand Junction
Mary Humstone & George Burnette | Fort Collins
Kate Inskeep & Derek Davis | Boulder
Bill Johnson & Cheri Ferbrache | Denver
Ralph Jones III | Denver
Edward Kennedy | Boulder
Frank Kipple | Pueblo
Barbara Klein | Fort Collins
Piera Kllanxhja | Grand Junction
Tracy & Scott Kozak | Denver
Susan & Richard Kuehster | Palmer Lake
Ben Kutsch | Clark
Rolf & Lucinda Larsen | Fruita
Torrance Lawton | Englewood
Cami Learned | Denver
Susan & Greg Ledges | Denver
Margaret LeMone | Boulder
Emmy Lerma | Glenwood Springs
William Lindsay | Vail
James Lockhart | Colorado Springs
Stephanie Logan | Centennial
Patricia Logan Olson | Niwot
Don MacKendrick | Grand Junction
David Maddox | Tabernash
Paula & Terry Malleck | Grand Junction
Margaret Mansfield | Boulder
Barbara Masoner & Scott Goodman | Denver
Virginia McAfee | Boulder
Barbara Meckel | Ouray
Susan Armijo & Roger Miller | Nathrop
Robert Millette & Maggie Pedersen | New Castle
Douglas Moran | Denver
Stephen & Donna Morrall | Palisade
Robert Moston | Grand Junction
Barney & Dot Mulligan | Glenwood Springs
Dave Munk | Carbondale
Pam Nemeth | Silverthorne
Kent & Ruth Obee | Colorado Springs
John & Katie Parkinson | Denver
Wanda Perrier | Colorado Springs
David & Ann Phillips | Boulder
Cynthia Pritekel | Loveland

Richard Pritzlaff | Boulder
Bettina Proctor | Denver
Dale Quakenbush | Longmont
Christine Quinlan | Boulder
Gary Rivedal | Woodland Park
Molly Ross | Castle Rock
Randall Rutsch | Boulder
Sherry Schenk | Longmont
George & Libby Schovajsa | Hotchkiss
Sue Schulz | Littleton
Tom Schweich | Golden
Jim Shaw & Marianne Bachmann | Boulder
Ellie Slothower | Colorado Springs
Jean Stoenner | Lafayette
Calvin & Mary Strom | Fort Collins
Larry Swift & Jackie Daly | Carbondale
Karen Torf | Evergreen
Mark Vappi | Denver
Wendy Verdun | Lakewood
Marilyn Walker & Peter Lilienthal | Boulder
Fred Walls | Lafayette
Paul Wegemann | Fruita
Curtis Weller | Arvada
Gayle & Richard Wells | Carbondale
Susan Werner | Montrose
Terry Whitaker | Fort Collins
Larry White | Evergreen
Kathryn Wilder | Dolores
Richard Woodruff | Denver
Christy Wyckoff | Gardner
Doug Yohn | Boulder
Mike Zawaski & Stacy Wolff | Louisville

CONNECTICUT
Peter Burnett | Waterbury
John Grim | Woodbridge

DELAWARE
George Irwin | Wilmington

FLORIDA
Joseph Hale | Palm Bay
Miami Foundation | Miami

IDAHO
Kenton Bird | Moscow
Anna Demetriades | Boise
Steve & Barbara Frank | Driggs
Gene Gray | Payette
Craig D Jensen | Idaho Falls
Arthur & Annelies Kull | Idaho Falls
Sarah Michael & Bob Jonas | Sun Valley
Caroline Morris | Boise
Molly O'Reilly | Sandpoint
Chapman Root | Hailey
Tony Seikel | Inkom
Art Troutner | McCall
Warren Weihing | Boise

ILLINOIS
Tim Balassie | St. Charles

KANSAS
Lew & Enid Cocke | Manhattan

If you would like to make a tax-deductible contribution, please scan the QR code to the right, visit 
hcn.org/give2hcn, call 800-905-1155 or mail a check to: P.O. Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428.

Thank you, readers! 
Your generous and dedicated support makes these pages possible.

“Thanks for your work in keeping us well-informed about all things that are impacting or 
influencing the West. Keep up the good work!”                                                                            

— Steve Miller & Mary Rook, Bend, Oregon



KENTUCKY
Ashutosh Lohe | Barbourville
Andrew & Debra Melnykovych | Louisville

MAINE
Sid Quarrier | Appleton

MICHIGAN 
Rodger Pollesch | Hartland
Warsh-Mott Funds | Flint

MONTANA
Neil Akerstrom | Livingston
William Dakin | Bigfork
Fred & Bev Hartline | Butte
Roger Jenkins & Susan McDonald | Bozeman
Martin & Martha Onishuk | Missoula
Stephanie & Ken Wallace | Helena

NEVADA
Michael Howard | Reno
David Worley | Reno

NEW HAMPSHIRE
Al Larson | Concord

NEW MEXICO
Nancy Cella | Jemez Springs
F. Harlan Flint | Santa Fe
Jerry & Donna Jacobi | Santa Fe
Yale Jones | Ranchos de Taos
John McDermott | Santa Fe
Susan Miranda | Los Alamos
David Moir & Ruth Tatter | Los Alamos
Ann Moore | Albuquerque
Marlene Perrotte | Albuquerque
Holly Potter & Jeff Garcia | Albuquerque
Allen & Diana Russell | Santa Fe
Debra Shoemaker | Albuquerque
Keith Stickford & Elena Snyder | La Jara
Anthony Traweek | Albuquerque
Minna White | El Prado

NEW YORK
Emerson Collective | New York
Bruce Rosen | New York

OREGON
S. Jean Barczak | Sutherlin
Linda Bierly | Salem
Nancy & Tom Clarke | Hillsboro
Erik Fisher | Eugene
Vera Gottlieb | Ashland
Bob & Judy Hannigan | Corvallis
Arthur Martin | Portland
Nancy Mattson | Portland
Stephen Miller & Mary Rook | Bend
Nancy W. Price | Coos Bay
Emily Prudhomme | Bend
Richard Reinaker | Terrebonne
Ronald Rogers | Bend
R. Schroeder & Carol Savonen | Philomath
James M. Spencer | Portland
Hugh Studebaker | Salem
Gerald Weisensee | Monmouth

SOUTH DAKOTA
Sandra Seberger | Rapid City

TENNESSEE
Joseph Goforth | Bristol

TEXAS
Bo Baggs | Port Arthur
Dan McCormack | Magnolia
Robert Phillips | Fort Davis
Deborah Vatalaro | Wimberley

UTAH
Patrick & Lynn de Freitas | Salt Lake City
Vernon Greco | Kamas
Dan Harris | Eden
Kathryn MacKay | Ogden
Peter & Kathleen Metcalf | Park City
Steven Meyer | Tremonton
Steve Mimnaugh | Sandy
L. Jackson Newell | Salt Lake City
Lisa Poppleton | Salt Lake City

VERMONT
Sheila Reed | Ryegate
Robert Wolfreys | Bridgewater Corners
 
WASHINGTON
Virginia Darvill | Mount Vernon
Candace & Donald France | Yakima
Lawrence Gorton | Spokane
Melinda Grant | Seattle
Randal Hassler | Yarrow Point
Max Hunt | Woodinville
David Hogle & Janice King | Spokane
JoAnn Lincoln | Olympia
Steve Olson | Olympia
Andrea Otáñez | Tulalip
Beverly Parsons | Hansville
Dennis Pennell | Vancouver
Tim & Cindy Ray | Chewelah
Ray Redd | Everett
Paul Richardson | Spokane
David & Louise Stonington | Seattle

WISCONSIN
Jim Ellis | Adell
Brian Parks | Madison

WASHINGTON, D.C.
Mark & Meredith Giordano | Washington

WYOMING
Tom Crayton | Laramie
Dawn Decot | Cody
Janice & Hustace Scott | Casper

ONTARIO, CANADA
Cindy Rogers & James Tory | Toronto

WELCOME TO THE SUSTAINERS' CLUB
Anonymous
Gerry Bates
Ronald Collings | Carson City, NV
Gary & Paula Evershed | Santa Barbara, CA
Leigh Kronsnoble | Bellingham, WA
Tom Lee | Spokane, WA
Roger Millar | McCall, ID
Shannon & Steve Planchon | Portland, OR
Craig | Logan, UT
Paul Shannon
JoAnn Silverstein | Boulder, CO
Taylor Spence | Albuquerque, New Mexico

 
We’d love to hear from you! Tell us 
why you think High Country News is 
important to you and worth supporting. 
Email us at: fundraising@hcn.org

“Please accept this contribution to help continue the excellent and 
much-needed journalism covering the west. We applaud HCN for 
covering the important issues, including but certainly not limited to 
Indigenous affairs, water shortages,habitat loss, and effects of climate 
change on our resources and lives. Keep it up.”                                                                            

— Stephanie & Ken Wallace, Helena, Montana

Looking for a simpler way to give? 
If you are 70 ½ or older, you may give 

up to $105,000 directly from your 
IRA to HCN tax-free. If you're 73 or 
older, you may use this transfer to 

satisfy some of all of your required 
minimum distribution. Learn more at 

hcn.org/planned-giving

Streamline   
    your giving.
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DEAR FRIENDS

First, a heartfelt thank-you to all who have contributed to our spring fund 
drive — and a quick nudge to get in on the action if you haven’t done so 
already! In a year when journalism is under attack and an administration 
in Washington is spreading chaos, your notes and contributions renew 
our sense of purpose. We’ve said it before, but it’s absolutely true: The 
West has never needed High Country News more.

Fair-minded reporting by journalists with a deep understanding of the 
people and places they cover is like a miracle drug for our communities. 
Research has shown that it can reduce polarization, increase civic engage-
ment and decrease government waste and corruption. HCN’s journalism 
gives readers a sense of agency and empowers them to become a part 
of the conversation about the West they want to see and how we might 
achieve it.

With that in mind, we have renewed our efforts to put HCN in the hands 
of more people who care about this region. Our latest initiative is called 

“Roots & Range,” and we need your help to get it going. Here’s how it works:

We’re asking HCN readers to identify friends and colleagues who should 
be HCN readers, but aren’t. Sign up, and you become an HCN ambas-
sador, giving gift subscriptions — at half the normal price — to people 
you know who are active in your communities, involved in like-minded 

nonprofits, or able 
to help support HCN 
financially. Think:

•	 Leaders at your 
local conservation 
group or envi-
ronmental justice 
organization

•	 Members of your town 
or tribal council or county 
commission

•	 Employees or board members of 
your local community foundation

•	 Or just folks you think should be reading 
HCN

If you’re interested, go to the Roots & Range page on our website at  
hcn.org/outreach-partner. We’ll make it easy for you, and, to show 
our appreciation, we’ll send you free HCN swag like mugs, hats, stickers, 
as well as discount codes that you can share with friends and an early 
heads-up about upcoming events.

— Greg Hanscom, executive director & publisher
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Help us reach more people 
who care about the West

Farewell, beloved board members

Photo illustration by 
Marissa Garcia / HCN 

The list of people who have served on HCN’s board of directors over the 
years is a truly remarkable one. It includes community and conserva-
tion leaders, scholars, award-winning authors and journalists and two 
current Western state governors. And now, with a lot of gratitude and a 
little sadness, we’re adding four more names to that list.

John Belkin leaves us after more than a decade on the 
board, years in which we saw leadership changes and 
a doubling of HCN’s budget. A former congressio-
nal staffer, he served as town attorney for Crested 
Butte, Colorado, and now practices law over the hill 
in Basalt. John was of particular help when it came 
to thorny legal questions. He helped us through one 

dispute by advising this writer to control his penchant 
for pointed prose: “Avoid the poison pen,” he said. 

Always extremely busy with his day job and raising two 
young boys, he often took calls while riding his mountain bike.

Dina Gilio-Whitaker and Andrea Otáñez are both 
stepping aside to write books, but we’re keeping 
them on tap as advisors to help with special 
projects. 

An educator and scholar, Dina (Colville 
Confederated Tribes) lectures on American 
Indian Studies at California State University 
San Marcos. She already has several books to her 

name, including As Long as Grass Grows: The 
Indigenous Fight for Environmental Justice from 
Colonization to Standing Rock and Who Gets to 
Be Indian? Ethnic Fraud and Other Difficult 

Conversations About Native American Identity. 
Dina is also a surfer and has much to say about the 

sport’s Indigenous roots. 

Andrea got her start in journalism at the Salt Lake Tribune and later 
worked at the Seattle Times. She’s now a teaching professor at the 
University of Washington and has developed curricula in Chicano 
studies, Latinx representation in media and the ethical imperatives 
of journalism in a diverse society. A student describes her on “Rate 
My Professor” as “knowledgeable, experienced, cool” — a judgment 
with which we fully concur.

Finally, happy trails to Wendy Fisher, the long-
time executive director of Utah Open Lands. 
We’ll always be grateful for her wicked sense of 
humor and knack for summing up big messy 
conversations with a simple, enlightening turn 
of phrase. After a wide-ranging strategic plan-
ning meeting in Seattle in 2023, Wendy concluded 
that HCN is more than a magazine: “We’re in the 
business of building community.” We’re grateful that 
she and the rest of our departing board members will always be part of 
that community.
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Photos by Gabriela Campos
Text by Don J. Usner

An intimate 
look at the 
vehicles and 
people driving 
New Mexico’s 
lowrider culture.

DROP IT LOW



DROP IT LOW Fernando Ortega drives past colorful murals in downtown 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, in his 1978 Pontiac Grand Prix.  
Ortega custom-built the car, which he calls “Mi Carruca,”  

for his wife, Francine.



26      HIGH COUNTRY NEWS  

THERE’S  MORE THAN GLEAMING  metal 
surfaces and a sexy street presence in Gabriela 
Campos’ photographs of lowriders in New Mexico.

Dagger fingernails and polished glass, swirls 
of blue ink wrapping muscled torsos, tough-guy 
biceps cradling newborn babes — the images cap-
ture  quintessential New Mexican culture, one that 
boldly proclaims its stature among lowrider com-
munities in Los Angeles, Phoenix and Tokyo.

Her lens cruises like the cars, a magic carpet 
ride with kick-ass orgullo.

Campos  rode in the New Mexico scene for 
years, getting to know the unabashedly proud driv-
ers whose vehicles are a personal expression of life 
in the streetlight glare in New Mexican towns like 
Burque, Spaña and Chimayó. Her long familiarity 
with the culture enables her to capture the cele-
bratory atmosphere and shared love of pageantry. 
She illuminates the badass drivers, tattooed  chi-
cas  strutting alongside Impalas and Regals and 
Caddies alive with dizzying lines and Chicano- 
themed murals. Dancing cheek-to-cheek down 
Burque’s streets and scattering light from radi-
ant metallic spokes, lowriders speak to a cultural 
identity that cannot be subverted or stereotyped or 
captured by any meme. 

In her eyes, lowriders are poetry in 
motion,  statements  in style  that  shout  in bold 
double-underlined letters, “I’ll show you who I am! 
Stand back, heads up, look at me!”

The don’t-mess-with-me attitude of the driv-
ers is accompanied by a warm invitation to join 
them for  a  ride beneath the vast New Mexico 
clouds. Campos shows that lowriders are so much 
more than colorful cars and rebellious tough guys; 
she shows hometown heroes, a cadre  of spirit-
ed  vatos  and everyday fathers and mothers and 
children, all empowered by cruising the streets 
in  their artfully crafted and lovingly cared-for 
behemoths.  
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James Valdez and his family drive their Impala toward the Cathedral Basilica of  
St. Francis of Assisi in Santa Fe, March 2017 (left).

Jay Sanchez wipes the raindrops off his 1999 Lincoln Town Car, which goes by the name 
“Hustler’s Ambition,” as it sits on three wheels on Albuquerque’s Central Avenue,  
June 2024 (below). 

A view looking out of Amor Bustamante’s 1980 Oldsmobile Cutlass at a Chevrolet Fleetmaster, 
November 2023 (above). 

Laura Peralta looks out the window of Joseph “Star” Vigil’s 1985 Cutlass Supreme while 
cruising on three wheels through downtown Albuquerque, April 2023 (left).
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A group of women pose for a photo while  
cruising their lowrider in downtown Albuquerque, 
May 2021.

A young man navigates his lowrider out of a parking spot 
after a cruise in the Barelas neighborhood following the 
Albuquerque Lowrider Super Show, June 2023.

Paula Jaramillo lifts the bed of her custom mini-
truck while cruising down Central Avenue with 
Steve-O Garcia, August 2021.
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Matthew Cordova 
holds his newborn 
daughter, Ava, during 
a Sunday evening 
cruise in the Barelas 
neighborhood of 
Albuquerque, July 
2022.

Lillyana Martinez leans on George and Amor 
Bustamante’s 1959 El Camino while hanging out in the 

Barelas neighborhood, April 2023.
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Gabriela Campos, born and raised in 
Santa Fe, New Mexico, is a photojournal-
ist who documents the people and tradi-
tions of the Southwest. She’s on staff at the 
Santa Fe New Mexican, and her work is 
held in several collections and has been 
published widely.

Don J. Usner is an author and photogra-
pher who documents the culture he inher-
ited and his upbringing in the northern 
New Mexico communities of Embudo, Los 
Alamos and Chimayó.
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Clockwise from top, facing page:

A lowrider hops during an informal 
competition while spectators look on in 
an Albuquerque parking lot, August 2021.

A young woman looks out from a lowrider 
during a Sunday evening cruise in 
downtown Albuquerque, January 2023.

Guillermo and Alicia Jimenez park their 
1964 Impala at Albuquerque’s iconic Dog 
House Drive In on Central Avenue in 
Albuquerque, September 2023.

Anthony Miramontes stands atop his 
1980 Buick Regal and lifts a plaque for 
the  Superior Car Club after an impromptu 
hopping competition on Central Avenue 
in Albuquerque, February 2023.
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Staff and guests gather to receive boxes of 
donated blankets at the Warming Center, Bozeman, 
Montana’s only year-round homeless shelter.
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Inside Bozeman’s
Only Shelter

As demand for emergency housing climbs, 
so does the toll on workers. 

By Nick Bowlin 
Photos by Will Warasila



L
AST YEAR, A MASS OF ARCTIC AIR  sent temperatures  in 
Bozeman, Montana, plummeting to minus 30 degrees Fahrenheit 

— temperatures at which exposed skin can develop frostbite in 
less than half an hour. Massive snowstorms might be welcomed 
by Montana’s recreational skiers, but for people sleeping outdoors, 
cold weather can kill. And for years, Bozeman’s unhoused popula-
tion has ballooned alongside its housing prices, with campers and 
RVs congregating along undeveloped streets on the city’s fringes. 
Surrounded by mountains and located near famous ski resorts 
and the Yellowstone area, the city has rapidly become one of the 
region’s most expensive places. 

As the temperature dropped, staff at the Warming Center, 
Bozeman’s only year-round homeless shelter, sprang into action. 
Members of the street outreach team fanned out, warning peo-
ple sleeping outdoors of the impending cold, urging them to get 
inside and passing out blankets and food. The shelter is oper-
ated by the nonprofit Human Resource Development Council 
(HRDC), which also runs a smaller shelter in nearby Livingston 

and provides food, housing and 
financial assistance throughout 
southwestern Montana. The 
shelter’s leadership decided 
that the Warming Center would 
remain open all hours rath-
er than closing for its regular 
midday cleaning. Volunteers 
were called in to staff the front 
desk and help guests. One night, 
when the shelter was just two 
occupants shy of the fire mar-
shal’s occupancy limit — 120 
people — the staff feared they’d 
have to turn people away. 

Located on the edge of 
Bozeman, away from the 
swank city center, just off I-90 
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near cheap motels and big-
box stores, the shelter, a one-
time roller rink, is cavernous 
and echoey. The space is split 
between men and women, with 
a set of bunks for those who 
have special medical needs or 
require extra supervision. For 
five days, while temperatures 
remained dangerously low, the 
space, which normally feels 
expansive, was packed, and the 
crowding, the constant proxim-
ity, wore on both staff and visi-
tors. Arguments, mental health 
episodes and drug and alcohol- 
related problems increased. 
But even before the cold snap 
hit, staff had been dealing with 
uncommon and disturbing 
behavior patterns.

For Brian Guyer, HRDC’s 
housing director, the reasons 
were clear. A local mental health 
center, which included a crisis 
unit, had closed. More recently, 
Gallatin County’s alcohol and 
drug service program shuttered 
as well. Budget and staffing 
issues contributed to both clo-
sures. And compared to other 
states, Montana was hit espe-
cially hard when the federal gov-
ernment rescinded its COVID-
era Medicaid expansion. Guyer, 
who is in his 40s, with a shaved 
head and square-toed boots, 
exudes a noticeable air of calm 
despite the growing unpredict-
ability of his job and the unprec-
edented demand for services. 

“We’re not mental health 
specialists,” he said. “We’re not 
behavioral health providers. 
We’re not medical care providers.”

The Bozeman location is 
meant to be an emergency shel-
ter. Other local organizations 
provide housing for families and 
domestic violence survivors, but 
HRDC’s shelter is the sole place 
where someone without a place 
to sleep can walk in and get a bed. 

In recent years, however, 
HRDC’s employees have taken 

on roles beyond their training 
and capacity. As Bozeman’s 
unhoused population has 
increased dramatically — up 
280% between 2018 and 2024, 
according to an annual survey — 
HRDC has tried gamely to keep 
pace, expanding its services 
from seasonal to year-round 
and providing more space at a 
new location. But the need has 
outstripped its ability to pro-
vide. And for people sleeping 
outdoors, HRDC’s warming 
shelter is often the only place 
to turn, the last still-hanging 
strand in Bozeman’s tattered 
safety net.

“All of these things sort of 
come to a head at the shelter,” 
Guyer said. “We see the culmi-
nation of a mental health crisis, 
housing crisis, a wage crisis, a 
drug crisis.”

THE WINTER was challenging 
even before the severe cold hit. 
At 2:20 a.m. on Christmas Day, a 
young man was found lying on 
the bathroom floor, unrespon-
sive. When staff reached him, 
his face was blue. Suspecting 
a fentanyl overdose, they gave 
him two doses of Narcan, a nasal 
spray designed to reverse opioid 
overdoses. Emergency services 
arrived shortly after and admin-
istered CPR, but to no effect. Half 
an hour later, the man, who was 
only 23, was pronounced dead at 
the scene.

In February, another man 
fatally overdosed in his car; he’d 
been in and out of the shelter 
and was well-known in that com-
munity. His infant twin sons had 
been staying with their mother 
at a transitional housing facility 
also run by HRDC. That same 
month, a third person died of an 
overdose at an HRDC site. Shel-
ter staff, overworked and burned 
out after the cold snap, tried to 
contain the fallout, checking in 
with the deceased’s friends and 
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Unhoused men rest at the Warming Center on a February day when the 
temperature fell below 10 degrees Fahrenheit (facing page). Jeanne DiPrima, 
HRDC employee, fields a call from a lawyer (top). Brian Guyer, HRDC housing 
director, on a bunk at the Warming Center (above). 
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with shelter guests who were 
struggling with addiction. 

“You’re talking about well 
over 100 people that have co- 
occurring traumas, they’re deal-
ing with that loss at the same 
time,” Greg Overman, HRDC’s 
supportive housing manager, 
said. “And what we’re trying to 
prevent is the domino effect.” 

But the tragedies contin-
ued. In late February, a man 
who was relatively new to both 
the shelter and the staff walked 
outside to a tree near the shel-
ter’s front gate, looped a rope 
around a branch and hanged 
himself. Mychal Anne Marsolek, 
the overnight operations lead, 
was on duty that night. Anoth-
er worker saw the man hanging 
from the tree on a security cam-
era feed, and shelter employees 
rushed outside. Marsolek called 
911 while her co-workers took 
him down, removed the noose 
and gave him CPR. Eventually, 
he regained a pulse and was tak-
en to the hospital.

Days after the incident, the 
man returned, walking in qui-
etly through the shelter’s front 
doors. He was greeted by the 
same people who, days earlier, 
had taken him down from the 
tree. He had sneaked out of the 
hospital. 

“We were just stunned,” 
Guyer said. “It was like seeing a 
ghost.”

Marsolek began volunteer-
ing at the shelter a few years 
ago. She found that she loved 
the work, and, as she put it, 
was “not able to stay away.” 
She eventually applied for a 
full-time job. Months after the 
suicide attempt, sitting in the 
empty shelter, Marsolek, wear-
ing a denim jacket and chunky 
glasses, said that the memories 
of that night continued to haunt 
her. “This was absolutely one of 
the most intense situations that 
I have been a part of,” she said. 

THE GAPING ABSENCE  of 
services for Bozeman’s poorest 
and most vulnerable has grown 
increasingly obvious in recent 
years, as the city has become a 
magnet for wealthy people and 
luxury real estate investment. In 
the last decade, Bozeman, popu-
lation 57,300, has been among 
the nation’s fastest-growing 
small cities, attracting well-to-do 

people willing to pay for easy 
access to nearby mountain ranges 
and ski resorts. In early 2024, the 
median home price approached 
$1 million in the greater Bozeman 
area. A 2020 study from the U.S. 
Government Accountability 
Office estimated that a $100 
increase to the median rent was 
associated with a 9% increase in 
the rate of homelessness.

From 2007 to 2023, the 
number of people experienc-
ing homelessness in Montana 
increased by 89%, according to 
the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development.  (Montana 
also had the nation’s highest sui-
cide rate from 2021-2023.) These 
statistics and the shelter’s own 

demographic research refute an 
accusation that Guyer often sees 
online or hears: that, by its very 
existence, the shelter incentiviz-
es unhoused people to come to 
Bozeman. According to HRDC, 
the vast majority of its shelter 
guests have been in Bozeman for 
over a year, and half have lived in 
the area for more than five years. 

“Our data shows that the 
guests at the shelter are long-
time Montana residents, and 
they’ve simply been priced out 
of homes,” he told me. 

This myth, though, is 
pervasive in Bozeman, and it 
appeared prominently in the 
Facebook comments of a Boze-
man Daily Chronicle story about 
HRDC in May 2024. 

“If you build it, they will 
come,” wrote one commenter. 

“And come, and come.” 
Dozens of comments 

expressed similar sentiments: 
“Build a nice homeless shelter. 
Guess what you get? Permanent 
homeless people.” “It is time to 
get the HRDC out of our valley.” 

At times, this hostility 
leaves the digital sphere and 
enters everyday life. Crystal 
Baker, who runs HRDC’s Street 
Outreach Program, regularly vis-
its people living on Bozeman’s 
streets with her team, offering 
aid and services. Once, she and 
a member of a local health clin-
ic were checking on a man in a 
trailer when a woman drove up, 
rolled down her window and 
began yelling. 

“She hung out the window 
and was banshee-screaming at 
all of us to get a job, that we were 
a waste of space, that we should 
just kill ourselves,” Baker said. 

More recently, the desire to 
remove unhoused people has 
taken on the force of policy. In 
the wake of last year’s Grants 
Pass Supreme Court decision, 
Bozeman’s City Commission  
enacted a ban on sleeping on 

A U.S. Government 
Accountability 
Office study 
estimated that a 
$100 increase to 
the median rent 
was associated 
with a 9% increase 
in the rate of 
homelessness.
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Joshua Powell, 41, lives in his car even 
during sub-zero weather. Here, he uses 

his car door to clear away snow so he 
can climb into and out of the vehicle.



public property and created a 
temporary permitting system 
for people sleeping in streetside 
vehicles or campers, which will 
end on Nov. 1. Violators can be 
fined up to $500 or face jail time. 
In Montana — including Mis-
soula and Helena — and across 
the West, many municipalities 
are passing similar restrictions. 
Nationally, around 150 cities 
have passed or strengthened 
anti-camping rules, with doz-
ens more pending, according 
to Stateline. And several other 
cold-weather cities in the Rocky 
Mountain West — including 
Park City, Utah, and Boise, Idaho 

— have, like Bozeman, only one 
year-round homeless shelter. 

The Trump administra-
tion’s budget cuts have further 
complicated things: HRDC 
relies almost entirely on feder-
al funding for rent aid, veterans’ 
assistance and family-specific 
programs. 

“There are about 670 low- 
income individuals, families, 
pregnant women, people with 
disabilities and seniors across 
our service area who are receiv-

ing project and tenant based 
rental assistance,” Guyer wrote 
in an email. “Losing those 
resources could effectively dou-
ble the number of unhoused 
people in our community.” 

And funding emergency 
housing here presents its own 
set of problems. Guyer noted 
that federal funding supports 
more than half of HRDC’s public 
transit services. The Warming 
Center itself receives minimal 
federal help, less than 5% of its 
overall budget. But the shelter 
depends overwhelmingly on 
private funders and small dona-
tions, and the growing backlash 
against Bozeman’s unhoused 
people and those who aid them 
has made fundraising increas-
ingly difficult during a time of 
tremendous need. 

“Going out and talking about 
the need to put a roof over our 
neighbor’s head used to be a 
pretty easy sell,” he said. “That 
environment has shifted.” 

L IKE MANY PEOPL E  who 
use the shelter’s services, Cindy 
was managing on the surface 

but living one crisis away from 
financial ruin. (Cindy asked that 
we use only her first name.) Now 
in her 40s, she came to Montana 
from Ohio in the early 2000s to 
work at Yellowstone National 
Park as a hotel manager. She liked 
it so much that she encouraged a 
nephew and her mother to join 
her. A decade later, she moved to 
Bozeman, where she worked as 
a 911 dispatcher. Housing costs 
weren’t an issue at first, she 
recalled. Then, in 2017, Cindy 
suffered an injury at work, leav-
ing her with chronic shoulder 
and neck pain. Unable to work as 
a dispatcher, she tried a desk job 
with the city, then a gate agent 
position at the airport, only to 
realize she couldn’t carry luggage. 
For a few years, she and one of 
her nephews split an affordable 
apartment. 

“We were riding the line, but 
we were OK,” Cindy said — OK 
until 2023, when her nephew 
contracted COVID and devel-
oped a lung infection, causing 
him to miss work. Late rent fees 
piled up, and they were forced to 
leave the apartment last March. 
They spent a month in cheap 
motels  before their savings ran 
out. Then, early one morning, 
Cindy recalled, they checked out 
of a room at a Super 8 and made 
their way to HRDC’s shelter, 
where they waited outside with 
all their belongings until the 
doors opened at 7 p.m. “It was 
really intimidating,” she said. 

After their time in the motel, 
Cindy and her nephew spent 
every night at the shelter. During 
the day, she would often go to a 
local library, but in summertime, 
she would sometimes set up a 
tent in a permanent encamp-
ment for unhoused people not 
far from the shelter. She and her 
nephew are trying to save mon-
ey for an overdue surgery; Cindy 
has a cyst that presses against 
her spine. 

“I was working on getting 
(the surgeries) scheduled as we 
were being evicted, but now 
that I’m out here, there’s just too 
much,” she said. “I can’t get it 
started.” 

During the day, Cindy’s 
nephew would leave the shelter 
and head for a shift at the near-
by Walmart; many shelter reg-
ulars work low-paying jobs in 
Bozeman’s massive service and 
tourism industry. This became 
clear one evening in late May, 
when I observed HRDC’s staff 
doing evening intake. Many of 
the people who pushed through 
the doors had just come from 
work, wearing chain-store uni-
forms or boots caked in con-
struction-site dirt. One man in a 
hoodie stamped with a contrac-
tor’s logo said that he’d been 
working on a building in the Yel-
lowstone Club, a hyper-exclu-
sive private ski resort 45 miles 
south in Big Sky. He’d spent the 
day installing 400-pound wood-
en ceiling beams, only to return 
to Bozeman and a bunk in the 
shelter’s crowded men’s quar-
ters.

“In a very perverse way, this 
is what the service industry 
workforce housing looks like,” 
Guyer told me. 

The next day, I returned to 
the shelter around the time that 
an older woman shuffled out of 
a sheriff’s vehicle at the front 
entrance, wearing pink slippers 
and clutching several over-
stuffed duffel bags. Guyer and 
shelter staff spoke with her for 
several minutes before taking 
the bags to a storage closet. He 
returned to his cubicle, shaking 
his head. The woman had been 
working a hospitality job in West 
Yellowstone, on the other side of 
Big Sky, but was fired after she 
couldn’t handle the job’s physi-
cal demands. The loss of her job 
meant the loss of her employ-
er-provided housing. 
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Versions of this scene are 
becoming increasingly com-
mon: older people who come to 
the shelter as a last resort. But 
the shelter isn’t set up to serve 
every visitor. “We can’t care for 
people who can’t shower them-
selves or are incontinent,” Guyer 
said. “But the hospital often 
won’t take them. We’re tolerat-
ing more than we should, if the 
other option is outside.” 

FOR HRDC STAFF, the day-to-
day job is full of moments like 
these — determining how to 
help people whose needs exceed 
what they can provide. On most 
days, the shelter takes in dozens 
of people, often more than 100. 
Staff members try to accom-
modate bunk requests and 
field complaints — accusations 
of stolen propane or missing 
charging cords. Sometimes they 
break up fights. 

But the growing pressure 
plays out in ways that are some-
times shocking, even dangerous. 
In late June, early one evening, 
the phone rang. If the shelter 
wasn’t empty in the next two 
hours, the caller said, he would 

“light it up.” 
Staff immediately began 

evacuating the building, with 
90 or so people inside, hurried-
ly handing out food, sleeping 
bags, tents — anything they 
could to help people get through 
an unexpected night outdoors. 
Guyer was checking the shelter’s 
perimeter when he encountered 
a man he knew who often stayed 
there, sitting under a pavilion 
drinking a can of Mike’s Hard 
Lemonade. Several backpacks 
lay nearby. 

Guyer told the man that, 
due to the threat, he needed to 
leave, and asked that he pour 
out his drink. The man complied 
and left with the backpacks. 

That same man was ulti-
mately arrested for the threaten-

ing call: Police found him carry-
ing “a Glock 22 .40 caliber pistol, 
six extended magazines, a drum 
magazine, a 15-round magazine 
and 243 rounds of ammunition,” 
according to the Bozeman Daily 
Chronicle. 

According to court docu-
ments, the man believed that 
unhoused people in Bozeman 
were being targeted for sex-traf-
ficking and blamed the shelter. 

“He was in the midst of a 
mental health crisis,” Guyer 
said. “I can’t help but think, had 
the safety nets that used to exist 
been there, maybe they pick up 
on this before it becomes this 
extreme.” 

Nor are shelter staff 
immune from the forces that 
make housing in Bozeman inac-
cessible to all but the lucky and 
the wealthy. Guyer and his fam-

ily had to leave for the nearby 
town of Livingston a few years 
ago when his landlord asked 
for a $1,600 rent increase. Mar-
solek, who works a second job 
at a local domestic violence aid 
organization, has dealt with a 
30-day eviction notice and sub-
stantial rent hikes in Bozeman’s 
tight rental market, which has 
had a slim vacancy rate for years. 
Overman lives in a small town 
half an hour away.

HRDC staff acknowledge 
the difficulties, but they still 
insist they are fortunate to do 
this work — it’s a “privilege,” 
Overman told me, unpacking 
hot dogs and hamburgers at a 
picnic table in June. 

“There’s no more human 
experience than being alongside 
someone in the depth of their 
troubles.” 

Overman, who is tall and 
angular and wears a thick beard, 
witnesses such troubles but also 
sees slivers of hope in his work 
with chronically homeless peo-
ple, those who have lived on 
the streets for years, sometimes 
decades. Many are unable to 
hold jobs. Others have long his-
tories of encounters with law 
enforcement or profound addic-
tion and mental health chal-
lenges.

Led by Overman, HRDC 
has tried to address this demo-
graphic with its Housing First 
Village project, which opened 
in November 2021. Between the 
emergency shelter and the high-
way sits a collection of 19 tight-
ly packed tiny homes, brightly 
painted and arrayed around a 
grassy common area. Known 
simply as the Village, the proj-
ect operates on a “housing first” 
model: Once people have a safe, 
stable place to live, the think-
ing goes, good things will follow. 
HRDC’s own data bears it out, 
Overman said. 

“If you look at everybody 
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“There’s no 
more human 
experience than 
being alongside 
someone in the 
depth of their 
troubles.”

Greg Overman, supportive 
housing manager at the 
Housing First Village, which 
offers permanent housing in 19 
tiny homes (above). A Warming 
Center resident (facing) who 
has a job but still can’t afford 
rent in Bozeman.
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that has lived at Housing First 
Village and the amount of time 
they’ve lived here, and then 
compare that equal amount 
of time to before they were in 
housing, what you see is that 
there’s around a 40% decrease 
in emergency room use,” he said. 

“There’s over a 45% decrease 
of bookings in Gallatin Coun-
ty Detention Center, over an 
80% increase of preventative 
health access … and over a 50% 
increase in behavioral health 
access.” 

A small party coalesced 
around Overman as he pre-
pared the grill and hauled out 
plastic-wrapped cases of soda 
and water. Residents from the 
Village arrived slowly, as did a 
few shelter regulars and people 
from the encampments. HRDC 
caseworkers came and went, 

and two dogs tussled on the 
lawn. Overman talked about the 
country singer Morgan Wallen 
with a man holding a bottle of 
vodka. At one point, a Village 
resident arrived in a car, and the 
crowd clapped and cheered: She 
had recently regained custody 
of her infant daughter, who slept 
peacefully in her arms despite 
the noise. 

Brittany, a young woman 
who lives in the Village, stood 
near the table. Since moving 
into permanent housing, she 
rarely interacts with police, 
who, she said, “lurk around and 
harass people” who live on the 
streets. And it’s been easier for 
her to avoid people who encour-
aged her drug addiction. 

“I don’t have to go nowhere,” 
she said. “I have power, and I 
have running water, and I have 
a door that locks.” 

I also spoke to James, who 
lived outside for years before 
finding housing at the Village. 
He wore a green hoodie and 
had a bandage on his hand. For 
months after he moved in, sleep-
ing indoors felt strange, he told 
me, so he slept on the lawn. 

“Never had a house of my 
own,” he said. “This guy gave it 
to me,” gesturing to Overman. 

“I didn’t give it to you, you 
deserve it,” Overman replied. In 
general, Overman speaks qui-
etly, but his reserved demeanor 
dissolved around the Village’ 
residents. He became voluble, 
telling jokes and animating the 
gathering.

Six months later, that fes-
tive atmosphere was long gone; 
Bozeman was again frozen, dark 
and cold. In January 2025, the 
temperature dropped precipi-
tously, and the shelter remained 
open all day. Valentine’s Day 
brought another cold snap, and 
for several days staff members 
were once again constantly 
on-duty. More than 100 people 

filled the beds each day. A few 
smuggled in alcohol, and staff 
suspected that someone was 
getting high in the bathroom. 
There were disputes, outbursts 
and a mental health breakdown. 
Cleaning was challenging, and 
by the end, the place reeked of 
packed-in bodies.  

“It’s sad to just watch people 
unravel because they don’t have 
the space that they need,” Guyer 
said, the day after the cold end-
ed and the shelter resumed its 
normal schedule. It was a diffi-
cult few days, but a success, he 
said: HRDC reached unhoused 
people at acute risk of dying 
from exposure, and Guyer said 
there had been no reported 
fatalities when the temperature 
was regularly below zero. And 
staff diffused the potentially 
explosive moments. 

The relative peace they 
maintained spoke to HRDC’s 
increasingly practiced and 
capable employees, Guyer went 
on, a testament to their train-
ing and the calm that comes 
from hard-won experience — 
from showing up no matter 
what, for the intense periods 
of extreme cold as well as for 
the pleasant springtime barbe-
cues. It reminded me of some-
thing Guyer said months before, 
reflecting on his co-workers: 

“The things that seem to drive 
others away seem to strengthen 
their resolve.”   

Nick Bowlin is a contributing 
editor for High Country News.  
@npbowlin

Will Warasila is a photographer 
focused on long-term documen-
tary  projects concerning the 
environment, particularly the 
slow violence wrought by cor-
porate and political structures. 
Gnomic Books published his first 
monograph, Quicker than Coal 
Ash, in 2022.

“All of these 
things sort of 
come to a head 
at the shelter. 
We see the 
culmination 
of a mental 
health crisis, 
housing crisis, 
a wage crisis, a 
drug crisis.”

A note at the Warming Center.
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Notice to our advertisers: You can 
place classified ads with our online 
classified system. Visit hcn.org/
classifieds. April 28, 2025, is the 
deadline to place your classified 
ad in the June 2025 issue. Email 
advertising@hcn.org for help or 
information.

Advertising Policy — We accept ad-
vertising because it helps pay the 
costs of publishing a high-quality, 
full-color magazine, where topics 
are well-researched and reported 
in an in-depth manner. The per-
centage of the magazine’s income 
that is derived from advertising is 
modest, and the number of adver-
tising pages will not exceed one-
third of our printed pages annually.

EMPLOYMENT & EDUCATION

Residency for rural radical(s) at Cen-
ter for Rural Livelihoods  — Eco- 
living, land stewardship, social 
ecology, organizing, antifascism. 
Several types of employment. 40 
minutes from Eugene. ruralliveli-
hoods.org.

Northern Plains is growing!  — Use 
your skills and training to help pro-
tect Montana’s water quality, family 
farms and ranches and unique 
quality of life. You’ll work hard, 
meet good people and make the 
world a better place! Competitive 
pay, benefits, time off and flexible 
schedules. For full details, visit 
www.northernplains.org/about-us/
careers/.

MERCHANDISE

100% grass-fed Wyoming beef — 
Ishawooa Mesa Ranch delivers 
premium beef raised in the moun-
tains of northwest Wyoming. Raised 
without hormones or antibiotics for 
tender, flavorful beef. Local delivery 
or nationwide shipping! gkhertel@
gmail.com. ishawooamesaranch.net.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

Environmental Protection Services —  
To protect your land and ground-
water, we use geophysics and 
engineering to characterize 
contamination and to locate buried 
objects. www.e-c-associates.com. 
208-501-9984.

REAL ESTATE FOR RENT & SALE

Summer rental wanted — Retired 
teacher/wildlife artist: cabin/ 
cottage. Affordable, safe, clean, 
good light; no 4x4, quiet, away from 
city but near supplies, web access. 
Possible perennial renter escaping 
desert heat. lynnwaltke@comcast.
net. 520-297-2991.

Adobe home for sale — Restored 
200-year-old traditional adobe 
home in northern New Mexico on 
1+ acre site with very good irriga-
tion water and separate large shop/
studio. 303-931-5280. graff3rd@
gmail.com.

Riparian sanctuary looking for new 
guardianship — Clean air, water and 
land. See ad at classifieds.hcn.org. 

Strange Ranch  —  A 117-acre riv-
erfront retreat with residences, a 
commercial warehouse, trails, and 
a licensed cannabis farm, blending 
nature and investment potential. 
More information: Chris Lim. 415-
577-3770. chris.lim@christiesreal
estatenorcal.com. strange-ranch.
com.

Coming to Tucson? —  Popular va-
cation house, furnished, two bed/
one bath, yard, dog-friendly.  Lee at 
cloler@cox.net or 520-990-3689.

20-to-100-acre ranchettes — Build 
your new home under the Big Sky 

of eastern Montana. New to the 
market, five lots with 20-100 acres. 
A new county-approved gravel road 
and underground power to each 
property. Seven miles south of Miles 
City, Montana, with easy access 
from Hwy. 59. Starting at $125,000. 
Call or text Mark at 406-853-1198. 
markweeding@rocketmail.com. 

Colorado Rocky Mountain Solitude: 
Panorama Ranch

TOURS & TRAVEL

Canyonlands Field Institute — Field 
Seminars for adults in natural and 
human history of the Colorado 
Plateau, with lodge or base camp 
options. Guest experts, small 
groups, all-inclusive. cfimoab.org. 
435-259-7750.

Stories + Songs Writing Retreat in 
Montana/Yellowstone, Sept. 22-26, 
2025 — A writing retreat for people 
who write — or want to write — sto-
ries and songs. Immerse yourself in 
pristine mountains and write under 
starry skies. With novelist/memoir-
ist/essayist Carolyn Flynn, novelist 
and songwriter Karen Leslie and 
the award-winning songwriter Clay 
Mills of Songtown. www.storie-
sandsongsretreat.com/.
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@highcountrynews

Read more reporting from High Country 
News at hcn.org — where you’ll find 

online-exclusive articles in addition to 
everything in print issues like this one.

Sign up for weekly email newsletters at hcn.org/newsletters.Luna Anna Archey



ON A SNOWY  Saturday in February, seven 
just-fired U.S. Forest Service employees — my 
partner and I among them — gathered in a 
small town nestled against the east slope of 
the Washington Cascades, to mourn, rage and 
toast the end of an era. Each of us had worked 
for the Forest Service for at least five years 

— some for over a decade — and after years 
of seasonal work, all of us had finally, last 
year, been promoted to permanent positions. 
None of us made more than $23 an hour or 
ever received a negative performance review. 

We sipped whiskey from jam jars. We 
made a pyramid of Rainier beers on the coffee 
table and picked them off, one by one. We 
shared brownies, chips and dips, and stories. 
Stories that some of us had heard many times 
already: ill-fated bushwhacks in search of lost 
trails; unsettling encounters, human and not, 
deep in the woods. These stories are a record 
of a way of life, one dedicated to service and 
stewardship, that our country is on the verge 
of losing. 

Every summer, my trail crew cleared 
thousands of downed logs from hundreds 
of miles of trail. We used dynamite to blast 
away backcountry rockslides. We built 
bridges by hand in the wilderness. We 
planned and supervised projects for volun-
teer groups and youth corps. Our mule 
packer hauled in supplies and tools for those 
partner crews, as well as for our own crew, 
the fire crews and the tree-planting crews. 
Our wilderness rangers buried thousands 

of piles of poop and packed out thousands 
of pounds of trash every year from fragile 
alpine ecosystems. They assisted on search 
and rescue missions, and, by intercepting 
unprepared hikers, prevented many more 
rescues from happening at all.

Our work was mentally and physically 
challenging and never lucrative, but we did 
it because we believe in the importance of 
access to public lands. The day-to-day real-
ity of our jobs only reinforced that belief. 
Spending time in wild spaces is what makes 
us feel at once more human and more 
connected to the world outside our individual 
human selves. Working trails, I experienced 
this power for myself every day, at the same 
time that I made it possible for the public to 
do so, too. The more time I spent doing trail 
work, the more convinced I was that becom-
ing aware of our interdependence with the 
land and with each other is crucial to human-
ity’s survival.

Working in the woods wasn’t always 
a “dream job.”  I worked in driving rain, in 
shoulder-season snow, in triple-digit heat, 
in burned forests where trees fell without 
warning. I took immense pride in all of it, but 
the low pay got harder to stomach each time 
I hefted my pack and stepped out, saw on my 
shoulder, on to the trails I’d come to know like 
the rooms in a childhood home. 

It’s a testament to Forest Service workers’ 
belief in the fundamental value of our jobs 
that so many of us stuck with it, even when 
cushier options presented themselves, even 
when our work so often felt invisible. Many 
hikers don’t realize that trails need mainte-
nance on an ongoing basis, especially after 
wildfires, and that the scale of that work 
requires experienced professionals with 
local knowledge. The outpouring of support 
for fired federal workers has meant the world 
to people like me, but it’s also been a sharp 
reminder of how much of the important 
work done in this country is easily taken for 
granted, until it’s suddenly gone.

Some of us have been rehired — for now 
— but told to expect more cuts. Whatever 
happens next, we don’t want sympathy. We 

want our work, and the places we’ve done it, 
to be recognized and valued. 

A few weeks before we were fired, my 
partner and I went to see a beloved local band 
play at a beloved local bar, the kind with old 
wooden skis and crosscut saws on the wall. 
During set break, we fell into conversation 
with a couple on the patio. We tried to describe 
what we did for a living. The sweaty, dirty days 
of running saws in shadeless, burned-over 
forests. The long backcountry trips eagerly 
awaiting the twice-daily fire weather forecast 
on our radios. How we met and fell in love as 
our rawest, stinkiest selves. 

“What a beautiful life,” the woman said. 
I rankled at the romanticization of what, in 
reality, often felt like just another form of 
thankless, underpaid labor. I launched into 
a practiced speech about how, yes, it does 
seem cool at first to get paid to work in some 
of America’s most remote and breathtaking 
places, but before long you’re 35 years old with 
no savings and creaky knees. Yes, we consider 
ourselves lucky. We’re grateful. But.

My new friend wasn’t buying it. “It really 
sounds like a beautiful life,” she repeated. Now 
that it might be gone, I know — as I’ve always 
known, deep down — how right she was.    

Claire Thompson led and worked on Forest 
Service trail crews for eight years. She is work-
ing on a book about the impacts of cultural, 
political and climate change on the public-
lands workforce.

Losing the 
forest
Trump’s cuts targeted some of the 
hardest-working stewards of our 
public lands.
 
BY CLAIRE THOMPSON

ESSAY
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Claire Thompson’s trail crew uses traditional tools 
to remove old-growth deadfall from the White River 

Trail in Washington’s Glacier Peak Wilderness. 
Walker Basinger



YOU, CYBERTRUCK , are not just repul-
sive; you are comical. It’s not your fault that 
you’re not really a truck. But if your operating 
system is listening, I have to tell you: You are 
the dumbest vehicle ever engineered. 

Your sleek, commercial kitchen-shaped 
exterior, which is called a “cantrail,” can’t 
even stay on: It peels off your body at high 
speeds when the glue holding it together 
malfunctions. It lives up to its name, because, 
in so many ways, this car just can’t. 

You and the other 46,906 Cybertrucks 
manufactured since 2023 have been ordered 
off American highways for immediate repair. 
You are a road hazard, a danger to other drivers. 

In ordinary circumstances, we would 
just laugh at you. And I do laugh when I think 
about the head of the FBI driving to work each 
morning in a custom-wrapped Cybertruck 
barely held together by inadequate glue.

At perhaps any other time in U.S. history, 
you’d have fallen into obscurity as the 
not-truck you are, a silly thing promoted by 
an eccentric billionaire crypto bro with a 
predilection for ketamine. But that billion-
aire car dealer is currently running around 
the White House gutting federal agencies and 
throwing out Hitler salutes. Now every white 
supremacist or men’s rights advocate with a 
crypto exchange key wants a Cybertruck in 
their driveway. You’ve become a symbol, the 
dead end where bad men drive deeper into 
dysfunction, shallow masculinity and toxic 
American disposability.

You are the carpool that ferries toxic 
waste from around the world into Texas to 

be glued together with shiny materials and 
stamped “American Made.” 

But to anyone with a job that requires 
a functioning truck, the Cybertruck is a 
monstrosity. It cannot haul, lift, climb or 
build. At its core, it simply does not truck. 
Most egregiously, it voids the deeper truck 
experience, severing the vital connections 
that bond truck-driving humans: wood 
hauls, fishing and camping trips.  Mudding, 
modding, racing. Cruising in a clean Chevy 
to Tom Petty’s “Free Fallin’” in the tape deck. 

At its best, a truck celebrates work-life 
balance. It is the vehicle of skilled labor. 
That’s what drives so many truck owners: 
building and strengthening communities, 
creating legacies, forging connections. That’s 
why we spend hours tinkering with that long-
bed four-wheel-drive in the backyard. A little 
more oil, one more crank, one last job before 
an adventure down the back roads, where 
perhaps this time you’ll go farther than before.

The Cybertruck, because of that billion-
aire’s politics, is a clearly identifiable symbol 
of a more infantile masculinity and a badge of 
fascist imperialism, less a truck than an elab-
orate performance of a truck that gets stuck 
in snow and stranded on hillsides, trapped 
in mud, greeted by raised middle fingers and 
sprayed with graffiti across the country. 

“Motherfucker,” I say to its silver rear 
bumper. I want to flip it off, to toss cockroach 
poison at it. This metallic lump of excrement 
needs to be flushed. As many already have: In 
Las Vegas and Kansas City, Tesla dealerships 
have been vandalized and Cybertrucks burned, 
even though the White House has decreed that 
flushing a Tesla is an act of domestic terrorism. 

Outside my hometown, Albuquerque, 
where the city ends and modular suburban 
homes climb the hill toward the Santa Fe 
National Forest, there’s a Tesla sales lot, filled 
with a fleet of the angular silver Nazi Wagons. 

There is a painful irony here: That lot sits 
on Tamaya, on sovereign land with its own 
sovereign business practices. New Mexico 
state law prohibits direct car sales from manu-
facturers, so those trucks would be illegal to 
sell if the shop was across the street. But this 
is America 2025, and inventive tribes have 
learned to leverage money and law. So Santa 
Ana Pueblo approved its own car sales law, and 
Tamaya Enterprises, its business arm, arranged 
a lease with the company. This also happened 
in Nambé, where a tribe just outside Santa Fe 

and Los Alamos has a similar deal. Cybertrucks 
are sold on tribal land, but they are not in spaces 
that Native people, or any real truck people, go. 
They are simply taking our space. 

My Indigenous upbringing taught me to 
give back to this land, which belongs to my 
ancestors. That value is real and spiritual 
for me; I remember where I came from. But 
these cyber-things are made of rare miner-
als extracted from the land. They give nothing 
back, only take. 

I want a truck for the memories it creates, 
cold mornings gripping a warm burrito in the 
tiny back seat on the way to a worksite with my 
uncles. On those rides I learned how to talk, 
what to do, where to save my money and how 
not to spend it. We drove off to build things, 
creating a legacy, relishing the excitement 
when my aunt took us to town, piled into a 
bench seater, shuffling our ankles whenever 
she shifted gears. 

When I first met my niece, Nevaeh, she 
was huddled warmly in her pink car seat in 
the wide backseat of my uncle’s old extended 
cab truck. It was a bit roomier than the tiny 
utility seat I sat on when I was her age. 

Recently, at the Sunday truck meetup at 
Robinson Park along old Route 66 in down-
town Albuquerque, where our grandparents 
once parked, I walked her in her stroller to 
take in the colors and sounds of classic rides. 
These trucks are an inheritance for people; 
they are works of art. Nevaeh, now 9 months 
old, grins when I seat her behind a white 
leather steering wheel in a finely crafted truck 
assembled 50 years earlier. “That’s something 
you’ve never seen before!” Marco, the truck’s 
owner, says, smiling at Nevaeh’s focus as a 
smooth bass drops on the radio.

When we leave and I return her to the 
car seat, I tell her that she can have her own 
truck one day to drive and haul things and 
bond with people she loves. Nevaeh growls 
happily in reply and nestles down, buckled 
safely in the backseat of the truck that will 
take her home. We drive past the classic car 
meetup and that lot where the cyber-things 
sit on Native Land, back onto the bumpy clay 
rez roads that rock her to sleep.   

Shaun Griswold does journalism from the 
high-elevation deserts in New Mexico. They’re 
a sovereign citizen from the Pueblos of Laguna, 
Jemez and Zuni who writes about Indigenous 
people living with colonialism.
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The car that 
just can’t
Tesla’s baking sheet on wheels rides 
fast in the recall lane toward a dead 
end where dysfunctional men gather. 

BY SHAUN GRISWOLD
ILLUSTRATION BY ANTOINE MAILLARD

ESSAY
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ENCOUNTERS

An exploration of life and landscape during the climate crisis.

Behavior change is society change
How leaders influence our ideas about climate.

BY RUXANDRA GUIDI



IN 1968, Stanford Research Institute scien-
tists Elmer Robinson and R.C. Robbins 
produced a landmark study for the trade 
association American Petroleum Institute, 
which represents the nation’s oil and natu-
ral gas industry. The rising levels of carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere would result in 
rising temperatures at the Earth’s surface, 
they warned, and in turn that could lead to 
melting ice caps and rising seas and cause 
serious environmental impacts. “There seems 
to be no doubt that the potential damage 
to our environment could be severe,” they 
concluded.

Their findings were buried, however — 
dismissed and later denied for the sake of 
profit. Meanwhile, CO2 levels have contin-
ued to grow exponentially. Misinformation 

— climate denial — took hold even as the 
impacts of all that CO2 superseded the 
climate scientists’ 1960s predictions.

But what would have happened over 
the past 50 years if the American Petroleum 
Institute and Big Oil had behaved differ-
ently? What if the industry had chosen 
responsibility over greed and cowardice? 
What if, in the face of climate denial, the 
American Petroleum Institute had stood up 
for the truth?

Last fall, the scientific journal Nature 
published a study that put those questions 
into sharp perspective. British researchers 
Steve Westlake, Christina Demski and Nick 
Pidgeon, all of whom work at the nexus of 
human psychology and the environmen-
tal sciences, wrote that “visible leading by 
example from politicians and celebrities 
significantly increases the willingness” 
of the public to make high-impact, low- 
carbon choices. In other words, we look up 
to our leaders and expect them to guide us 
in making important decisions. According 
to the authors, this isn’t just true for things 
like our voting preferences and shopping 
habits, but also for sustainable activities 
that sometimes involve the very opposite of 
shopping — boycotting certain businesses, 
for example. Such “visible leading,” they 
argued, is a crucial but often missing link 

in climate change mitigation.
Obviously, most of us aren’t influential 

celebrities or politicians. But we can bolster 
our collective power by modeling sustain-
able behavior to our peers and to younger, 
and even to older, generations. For the past 
decade, for example, my family has opted 
to fly less and to do so only when neces-
sary. We added solar panels to our home 
after talking to friends who broke down 
the cost and benefits over the long run; we 
also returned native vegetation to our yard, 
which depends on a rainwater catchment 
system that was largely subsidized by our 
city, Tucson, Arizona. The more changes 
we make, the more invested we become in 
continuing this behavior. And the more we 
do, the more collective the changes feel: 
We’re not only altering our family’s carbon 
footprint; we are also joining with others and 
helping to inspire our community.

Behavioral changes have the poten-
tial to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, 
not just from individuals but from entire 
communities across the West and ulti-
mately across the globe. A 2023 study 
identified six different interventions to 
motivate behavior change: educating others 
by way of providing data; giving feedback 
on past climate-related behaviors; setting 
personal goals; urging people to act more 
sustainably; providing financial incentives; 
and establishing social comparisons that 
highlight sustainable behavior wherever it 
appears. Out of those six, the one with the 
strongest and most lasting impact has been 
the last. Social comparison could take the 
form of witnessing your neighbors’ switch 
to rooftop solar or listening to your favorite 
celebrity make a case — perhaps publicly 
vowing — to fly by private jet less often. 
Legions of sports and pop music fans might 
reconsider their choices if their heroes not 
only talked the talk but also walked the 
walk. Unfortunately, the opposite holds 
true as well: If we see others tossing recy-
clables into the trash, we’re easily inclined 
to follow their example. 

With the right leadership, we can all 
be encouraged to help address the climate 
crisis by flying less, eating less meat, improv-
ing home energy efficiency and curbing our 
reliance on gas-guzzling cars. An estimated 
74% of people in the U.S. polled by the Pew 
Research Center in 2021 said they were 

willing to “make at least some changes to the 
way they live and work to reduce the effects 
of climate change.” I’ve been particularly 
impressed by the mayor of Tucson, Regina 
Romero, who has prioritized climate resil-
ience in one of the hottest cities in the country. 
She’s made rooftop solar more accessible for 
working-class families, and she’s invested in 
free public transportation while encouraging 
the restoration of green corridors throughout 
the city. Many of Tucson’s residents, myself 
included, have been inspired to adopt more 
sustainable behaviors simply by becoming 
aware of Romero’s priorities. 

From California to Utah to Arizona to 
New Mexico, and particularly among young 
people, our behavior has been shifting over 
the past 20 years. According to research 
led by Leaf Van Boven of the Department 
of Psychology and Neuroscience at the 
University of Colorado Boulder, one of the top 
three states for new solar panel installations 
is California. Among the top five states adopt-
ing electric vehicles are California, Hawai’i, 
Washington and Nevada. In Wyoming, 
Republican Gov. Mark Gordon has been 
promoting wind, solar and nuclear energy. 
What if instead of trying to save coal and kill 
green energy, Republican-led states banded 
together to promote and fund a serious tran-
sition to sustainability?

A lot of behavior changes start at home; 
our kid learned to recycle and conserve 
energy and water about the time she learned 
to walk and talk, simply by watching us. 
These behaviors can and should be further 
promoted by schools and by local govern-
ments and places of worship. But it’s one 
thing to achieve individual behavior change 
and another to achieve systemic or society- 
wide behavior changes. Still, it’s possible: 
Imagine if the American Petroleum Institute 
had acknowledged Big Oil’s impacts on the 
climate instead of burying them. That kind 
of leadership would have laid the groundwork 
for a remarkable systemic behavior change, 
and its ripple effects would have inspired the 
rest of us to do our part, as well.   

Ruxandra Guidi is a correspondent for High 
Country News. She writes from Tucson, 
Arizona.

WEB EXTRA Lea éste ensayo en español en 
hcn.org/cambio 
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LIFEWAYS

An Inuit woman explores living in direct relationship  
with the land, water and plant and animal relatives of Alaska.

I wish I was ice fishing
City life pales in comparison to the abundance of the sun and the seasons. 

BY LAURELI IVANOFF



WHEN MY NEPHEW , Kael, was about 
9 years old, that formative age where the 
world imprints itself upon you, he came 
to Anchorage from his home in Unalakleet, 
Alaska, with his auntie, Heidi. It was summer, 
and he was loving all the diversions of the big 
city. Movies, shopping at the mall, meals at 
restaurants, and chocolate donuts with sprin-
kles at the grocery store. During a moment in 
the car, I imagine when he was thoroughly 
appreciating all that city life can offer, he 
asked his auntie, “Do people go ugruk hunt-
ing here?”

“No, they don’t,” Heidi said. 
Kael looked down. “Oh,” he said, his voice 

shallow and quiet. “Then I can’t live here.” 
When I heard this story, my eyes and belly 

smiled and my auntie heart melted.

FOR SOME PEOPLE, like me, moving out 
of a community in rural Alaska was a choice. 
A difficult choice. A choice I don’t question 
or regret or second-guess, though it was still 
hard-won, because of the exact sentiment 
Kael expressed. I feel like it’s a redundant 
message in my writing. In my testimony to 
governing bodies. In conversations I have 
with people who’ve never left the road 
system. Our Indigenous way of life is beau-
tiful. Living in relationship with the land 
and water is so rich and so life-filling that all 
the diversions in Western cultivated society 
cannot hold a candle to a calm day on the 
water. Feeling the kiss of the spring sun on 
your cheeks and hearing the water lap and 
laugh against the hull of the boat. Seeing 
the orange face of an ugruk and hauling it 
onto an ice floe, knowing your family will 
celebrate and be nourished. 

Moving away from Unalakleet was an 
impossible decision full of heartbreak. The 
land and the water and the way we live and 
play are central to who we are. This is where 
our values are born. It’s where we teach our 
children to respect our plant and animal 
relatives and the living Earth that gives and 

gives. It’s where we stain our fingers with 
blueberry juice and plunge seal livers into 
the cold ocean water to wash. Where we haul 
moose hindquarters to the boat, our legs, 
belly, back and arms shaking with fatigue 
but our spirits buzzing and feeling as sweet 
and light as whipped akuutaq made by an 
auntie from St. Mary’s.

With the changing of the seasons, I’m 
realizing that living away will always bring 
moments of heartbreak. The love I feel for the 

driftwood-lined beaches, the green tundra 
plants growing under the snow in the spring, 
the sight of the Whaleback Mountains to 
the east, and the ocean that gives, that loves, 
that shows its anger in the fall is like the feel-
ing one has for one’s beloved. The ache in 
my chest when I witness the change of the 
seasons and acknowledge and listen to Her 
silent messages is the same ache I feel for my 
mother. For my grandma. I want to be with 
them. In moments of missing home, I remind 
myself to breathe. 

In Unalakleet and so many communities 
throughout rural Alaska, if you want to take a 

short four-wheeler ride after work to go pick 
a gallon of blueberries in late summer, you 
can. If you want to go for a quick boat ride 
with a rifle to see what you can see during 
moose-hunting season, you can. If you’re 
tired of eating moose meal after meal after 
meal during those early spring days and you 
want to drive upriver on sno-go to ice fish for 
trout for a taste of something fresh, you can. 

It’s not so in Anchorage. 
This past March, when the sun returned 

and I once again welcomed its warmth on my 
cheeks, I felt it. My body was telling me it was 
time to go ice fishing. It was time for fresh 
trout. Except this spring, I was in Anchorage, 
where outdoor spring activity means switch-
ing from skis to running shoes. And I wanted 
more. I wanted to be fed from the water. I 
wanted to be fed from a day in the sun, to feel 
life literally tugging at the line on my jig stick. 

The shock in the lack of dimension in 
activity and relationship here is like that feel-
ing when you think there’s one last step on the 
staircase, but instead of your foot stepping 
down one more tread, it lands abruptly on the 
floor where you’re already standing and the 
force of it reverberates up your femur, thigh, 
spine and into your head. With the change of 
winter to spring, my body told me it was time 
for ice fishing. My body told me to get ready 
for ugruk hunting. As the season moves along, 
my body will tell me it’s time to eat grilled king 
salmon steaks at my dad’s and then check the 
tundra for ripe aqpiks. My body tells me when 
to be out, harvesting. Appreciating the gifts. 
Loving the giver. 

With the change of the seasons this year, 
the last step wasn’t there. I simply switched 
out my studded winter car tires. 

I am in Anchorage. The sun and the 
season give their signals. I still appreciate my 
walks among the trees. I look out my window 
for new birds arriving as they build nests 
and lay their eggs. One day soon, I’ll drive to 
Costco for a $5 chicken in a plastic bag. I’ll 
make a chicken pot pie and then the boil the 
carcass into broth for soup the next day. And 
I’ll think of Kael’s wisdom at 9 years old.    

 
Laureli Ivanoff is an Inupiaq writer and jour-
nalist from Unalakleet, Alaska, now based in 
Anchorage.    

Living in relationship 
with the land and 

water is so rich and so 
life-filling that all the 
diversions in Western 

cultivated society cannot 
hold a candle to a calm 

day on the water.
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Digital collage: archival photograph from artist’s 
personal collection hand-sewn with embroidery 
floss, layered with an original digital photograph. 
Jenny Irene



OREGON

If the cost of those items that 
some “old-fashioned” people 
call “groceries” has you worried, 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
has an inexpensive alternative: 
nutria. Witness its new slogan: 

“Save a Swamp, Sauté a Nutria,” 
The Oregonian reports. Sounds 

… uh … nutritious — but then 
again, what is a nutria? Visualize 
a protein bar, but with more fur. 
Nutria are cat-sized rodents 
native to South America that 
were brought to Oregon during 
the 1930s for the fur-farming 
trade. Over the next decade, they 
escaped captivity and ultimately 
became an invasive species that 
is rapidly demolishing marsh-
land. According to the Fish and 
Wildlife folks, “Their nonstop 
munching and burrowing destroy 
the plants that keep marshes 
stable, leading to erosion, loss of 
habitat and wetlands that look 
like something out of a disas-
ter movie.” The agency says 
the meat is lean and mild, and, 
unlike everything else in the 
known universe, does not taste 
like chicken but rather is similar 
to “rabbit or turkey drumsticks.” 
For this and other dinnertime 
delights, check out the agency’s 

“Eat the Invaders” article. Really.   

WASHINGTON

This season, purple hammock 
headgear was all the rage in 
the little town of Pullman, 
Washington. Just ask Walter, the 
white-tailed deer that became 
an international internet celeb-
rity after his triumphant tussle 
with a backyard hammock last 
September. The Pullman Police 
Department was able to free 
Walter from the “backyard booby 
trap,” i.e., a colorful hammock, 
the Spokane Spokesman-Review 
reported, but a tangled bunch 
of purple fabric proved too 
difficult to remove from one 
of his antlers. Fortunately, the 

snarled-up material didn’t inter-
fere with the buck’s ability to see, 
eat or drink, so the Washington 
Department of Fish and Wildlife 
adhered to its policy of no inter-
vention absent “truly necessary 
circumstances.” In any case, the 
situation was fully expected to 
resolve itself, since white-tailed 
deer shed their antlers annually. 
In the meantime, Pullman resi-
dent Judy Willington, created a 
Facebook group called “Where’s 
Walter?” so that more than 1,100 
people from around the globe 
could keep track of Walter’s activ-
ities through the photos she took, 
which showed the world exactly 
where his adventures took him 
each day. Once Walter shed his 
antlers, Willington updated 
the Facebook page to “Where’s 
Walter’s Antler?” referring to the 
hammock-bedecked antler that 
had evolved into a moveable 
feast of modern art. In February, 
Dave Gibney spotted the legend-
ary antler while out for a walk 
near Pullman’s Reaney Park. He 

connected with Willington, who 
retrieved the antler and plans to 
mount it above her porch with a 
sign marking the site as “Walter’s 
Place.” We look forward to seeing 
similar hammocky headgear 
on the next celebrity-studded 
red-carpet event. 

COLORADO

The Centennial State has a new 
official state mushroom: The 
emperor mushroom, Agaricus 
julius. The noble fungi achieved 
this distinction despite being 
initially misidentified as its close 
relative Agaricus augustus, more 
commonly known as the Prince 
mushroom, or “the mushroom 
formerly known as Prince.” Once 
it was accurately identified as 
the Agaricus known as julius, 
HB 1091 was amended and Gov. 
Jared Polis signed it on March 
31, 2025, making Colorado the 
eighth state to designate a state 
mushroom, 9news.com reported. 
The emperor mushroom is edible 
and apparently delicious — it’s 

described as having a “cherry- 
almond aroma” — but don’t 
bother hunting for it thinking 
it’s psychedelic, although Colo-
rado did legalize psilocybin for 
medicinal use in 2022. Agari-
cus julius looks nothing like the 
Amanita muscaria, the photoge-
nic white-dotted raspberry beret 
that starred in the animated 
Disney classic Fantasia. Instead, 
it looks more like a “toasted 
marshmallow.” And we’re sure 
it’s great on the grill paired with 
honey-glazed nutria.

COLORADO

The Denver Zoo Conservation 
Alliance proudly announced 
the birth of a male reticulated 
giraffe calf, the first child of 
BB and Jasiri, two 4-year-old 
giraffes, on March 7, denverzoo.
org reported. The labor and deliv-
ery lasted just three and a half 
hours, which seems like no time 
at all compared to the 444-day 
pregnancy that giraffes typically 
endure. (If you think that’s bad, 
try being an elephant; they carry 
their young for up to 22 months, 
which seems like a really long 
time to carry anything, much less 
another elephant, even a baby 
one. Oof.) Maura Davis, cura-
tor of large mammals, said that 

“delivery went very smoothly, 
BB is doing a great job.” For a $5 
donation, zoo patrons and the 
public are invited to vote for one 
of three names — Dagg, Thorn or 
Kujali — with the proceeds going 
to the Denver Zoo Conservation 
Alliance.    

Tiffany Midge is a citizen of the 
Standing Rock Nation and was 
raised by wolves in the Pacific 
Northwest. Her most recent 
book, The Dreamcatcher in the 
Rye, was published in December 
2024 by Bison Books. She resides 
in north-central Idaho near the 
Columbia River Plateau, home-
land of the Nimiipuu.

Heard Around the West 
Tips about Western oddities are appreciated and often 

shared in this column. Write heard@hcn.org.
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DON’T JUST VISIT GRAND CANYON— 
EXPERIENCE IT.

J O I N  U S  F O R  A N  U N F O R G E T T A B L E  A D V E N T U R E .

EXPLORE THE WONDER 
OF GRAND CANYON

Are you ready for the adventure of a lifetime?  
Discover the breathtaking beauty, rich history, and 
fascinating wildlife of Grand Canyon National Park with 
expert guides who bring the landscape to life! 

Grand Canyon Conservancy, in partnership with the National Park Service, offers 
unforgettable educational tours and experiences designed to deepen your connection 
with this natural wonder. Whether you’re a first-time visitor or a seasoned explorer, 
the Grand Canyon Conservancy Field Institute has been creating meaningful journeys 
since 1993—helping people just like you experience the canyon in a whole new way.

B O O K  Y O U R 
T O U R  T O D AY !

grandcanyon.org
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BRYCE SPARE (HE/THEY) and TUCK (GOOD DOG)
Lead backcountry ranger in Payette  
National Forest (recently fired and reinstated), 
ultra runner and backcountry skiier 
McCall, Idaho

There’s this idea that queer, trans, nonbinary 
and two-spirit people live in urban areas. 
But they have lived and continue to live all 
over, and living rurally is where I feel best 
and most comfortable. As somebody who’s 
transmasculine and white, I have a lot of 
privilege, so it’s important for me to use my 
voice right now. This administration is literally 
trying to write us out of existence. It’s hard 
for it to be such a negative focus point. But 
it’s important to continue to find joy and 
live your life, and that’s what I intend to do. 
The reasons I want to live here are pretty 
universal: I want to have amazing access to 
beautiful places, open spaces. I hope that is 
something across the political spectrum that 
people can relate to — maybe some kind of 
bridge to understanding.

119 Grand Avenue

PO Box 1090

Paonia, CO 81428

#IAM
THE
WEST

Murphy Woodhouse / HCN

U.S. $5  |  Canada $6

@highcountrynews  |  #iamthewest  �|  hcn.org

Do you know a Westerner with a great story? 
Let us know on social.
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