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guard at the University of Mon-
tana?’ We are not able to recruit
the personnel. We are down
seven game warden positions.
We cannot get out of the hole.
The people are either not quali-
fied or they don’t want to do the
job.”
Among lowest paid

The pay for an entry-level
game warden in Montana cur-
rently is $16.72 per hour or
$36,670 per year,

Rookies with the Great Falls
Police Department earn a base
salary of $38,844, according to Lt.
Bryan Lockerby, and after one
year of probation, they earn
$40,494.

The Missoula Police Depart-
ment pays $21.17 per hour or
$4.45 per hour more than Mon-
tana pays its new game wardens.
Kropp says he expects to lose a
Missoula-based game warden
who recently interviewed with
the city of Missoula.

The Montana Highway Patrol
pays $18.74 per hour at entry, but
they have a good progression
market after the first year. Even
security police at the University
of Montana begin working at
$19.71 per hour and then $22.34
after the first year.

The turnover also means that
the game warden force is relative-
ly inexperienced. Of Montana’s
73 field wardens, half have less
than five years of experience. But
Kropp says that can be good.

“Despite the fact that we have
lost several senior officers, it's not
all bad. We essentially have a
young, motivated game warden
workforce,” Kropp said. “We're
learning together and making
some mistakes but, they are ener-
getic and enthusiastic, so it’s con-
tagious and helpful to us older

“It's not all about money but a
good share of it is in terms of
retention and recruitment. We
have been recruiting heavily
across Montana and nationwide
and we are not finding anywhere
near the number of qualified
applicants that we used to. In part
that has to do with pay,” Kropp
said. .

“A good 15 to- 20 years ago
Montana wardens were among
highest paid peace officers in
state. It is one of the only agen-
cies in the state that requires a
college degree to do law enforce-
ment work and right now our
wardens are among, the lowest
paid ix the state,” he said.

Working relationships with
hunters, landowners and the
communities where they are sta-
tioned also deterjorate, according
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A Montana state game warden works undercover, scanning the
horizon overlooking an elk herd on the edge of the Sun River

Game Range west of Augusta.

to Kropp, and he said “the
resource pays the cost for not
having somebody present.

“It really stretches our work
force thin in that we already
heave large geographic areas to
cover and when a neighboring
game warden’s district is vacant
and somebody has to cover two
districts and that cuts into effec-
tiveness.”

Almost everything
Snyder said that Montana had
everything he and his wife want-

ed for their young family but they

were unable to get ahead.

“It was very largely a financial
decision,” Snyder said. Washing-
ton State was able to pay him §10
an hour more and the cost of liv-
ing in Moses Lake is the same or
slightly less than in Great Falls.

“It just came down to the big
thing my wife kept going back to
and that was how hard we had to
work to get by,” Snyder said,

“It was very hard,” said Lori
Snyder of deciding to move. "My
parents are in Cascade, two
brothers and a sister are in Cas-
cade and a sister is in Bozeman
and their kids and everything.
Having graduated from Cascade
we have a lot of friends in that
area. I went to college in North-
ern 5o it was a long decision-mak-
ing process. However we needed
to take care of the five us; this
was going to be the best decision
for us because opportunity for my
husband to continue to do what
he loves and eventually perhaps

send our three daughters to col-

lege.

“We were making it and living
in a place that was beautiful and
had all the things we wanted.
However, we needed to make
decisions for the future,” she said.

1t helped that Snyder grew up
in Washington State and he still
has family there.

“That played a little in that 1
knew what I was getting into,”

Snyder said. "We have some
good friends not far away. I went
to Washington State University
and have friends not far away
and brother in Spokane. That
was an influence. There were
some other states that pay well
too but they were not considered
an option. Colorado pays well but
we don’t have any family there.
That family aspect was very big.
Wife's family was all in Cascade.

“But I would have still consid-
ered it even if family wasn’t
there,” he said. “It was the oppor-
tunity. We considered Oregon
also. They have some differences
in structure, through state police.
T'wasn’t quite comfortable with
how they were organized. I was-
n't sure that was going to be a
real good fit.

“The epiphany I finally had
was this: We moved to Montana
in 1998. I am passionate about
hunting and fishing I love to do it
and that was a huge part of réa-
son why moved. Over the years, I
got to do less and less and less;
part of it was due time and part of
it was due to money. I would have
to plan four weeks in advance to
have enough budgeted so I could
take my daughter fishing. All the
things we moved here for, we
were not getting to partake in
those. From that aspect it started
to make a lot more sense. It was
not so far-fetched to look at living
somewhere else.

“There are plenty of other guys
that work for FWP that are in the
exact same situation,” Snyder
said. “We have talked and the
common theme is, we are just
treading water, just getting by
from day to day. I had to look at
things like that we are not saving
a dime to think of kids going to
college. We weren't putting any
thing away for savings or at least,
not much.”

Kevin Arnold decided in the
fifth grade that he wanted to be a
FWP game warden and from

d work

then on he worked to make that
dream happen; he was a FWP
game warden i the Paradise Vai-
ley.
But a year ago, with less than
three years of experience, Amold
took a job with the U.S. Forest
Service as a backcountry ranger
in the Bob Marshall Wilderness.
It was a perfect job for Arnold,
who is single, and also grew up
on a ranch in Montana,

“(Pay) was one of the reasons ~
probably the biggest reason,”
Amold said. “But hands down, it
was the hardest decision I ever
had to make in my life.

“1 was stationed in Park Coun-
ty, probably the best warden dis-
trict there is. There is year-
around stuff there from hunting
to late season elk hunts, wolf
issues, grizzly bears and a lot of
backcountry work. You have the
Yellowstone River always full of
trout fishermen.”

Arnold said the big pay differ-
ence between FWP and the For-
est Service hinges more on over-
time. As a FWP warden, he was
allowed up to 80 hours of over-
time per year. With the Forest
Service, he has the opportunity to
work longer hours and get paid
for them.

According to the federal gov-
ernment salary table, a third year
Forest Service law enforcement
officer  would make about
$#46,625 or about the same as a
20-year veteran with Fish,
Wildlife & Parks.

“I was born and raised in Mon-
tana and I came from a ranching
family. You don't get into this job
for the money,” Amold said. “But
there was a point in my life, I had
to decide ... It wasn't to make a
lot more money but living in Par-
adise Valley south of Livingston,
the cost of living was astronomi-
cal”

Snyder makes it clear that he
respects Montana and the FWP
law enforcement community.

“I worked with some tremen-
dous people. Despite the money it
was a very difficult decision. 1
agonized over it, making sure it
was the right thing to do. Not
everything is about money. That
was in the back of my mind. I
worked with some excellent peo-
ple. I think this department and
law enforcement here have very
high standards.

“A game warden with FWP has
full police autherity so the scope
of jurisdiction is quite a lot broad-
er. They are a nationally recog-
nized law. enforcement agency.
That speaks volumes to the quali-
ty of people in Montana,” Snyder
said.

Reach Babcack at tribout-
doors@greatfalistribune.com or
791-1487.
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