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As conservative legislators from the Flathead, we went to Helena to fight for real proi)erty tax relief —
relief that’s fair, easy to understand. After all, your state government started this last legislative session
with a yearly structural surplus balance of over half a billion dollars.

What passed during the session, in spite of ardent opposition by your conservative Flathead delegation,

wasn’t tax relief at all. It was a complicated tax shift that leaves too many Montanans paying more and
getting less.

Your conservative Flathead delegation did have a simple plan for property tax relief: Take the tourist
taxes, paid for by those that visit our state and use our infrastructure (i.e. hotel room tax, rental car tax,
etc,) that are currently going to a bloated state general fund, and give it back to Montana residents, year
after year in perpetuity, as a credit on their property tax bill.

However, Democrats and a handful of moderate Republicans thought it better to protect the state
government surplus instead of delivering it back to you.

Let’s be honest: This new property tax law, passed at the last minute by Democrats and a handful of
moderate Republicans, doesn’t cut property taxes at all. It just moves the bill around. The new law
simply shifts the burden from one tax column to another and calls it reform. This year residential will
get a break and business and ag will pay significantly more. In 2026, businesses get a break while
residential boomerangs back up to the top. That’s not relief — it’s misdirection.

Worse, this new property tax law sends a troubling message to Montanans who are trying to plan for the
future. If you work hard, buy a cabin and now rent it part-time to help pay it off, you’re being punished
— not because you’re doing harm, but because you’re not using your property the way Helena says you
should. That’s not a conservative value nor is it fair. It’s the government telling you what you’re allowed
to do with what you’ve earned. Government favoring one use of your property over another and setting
punitive tax rates.

This new property tax law hits Montana property owners, young families trying to invest in their future,
and seniors trying to hold onto what they have. These aren’t loopholes — it’s how Montanans have
always made ends meet: through saving, self-reliance, and using what they have. When this all shakes
out in 2026, ag land, businesses and any part of your property that doesn’t qualify for an exemption
(outbuildings, etc.) will see significant tax increases. If you don’t qualify, the Department of Revenue
has estimated your property tax liability here in the Flathead will jump a whopping 67%.
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The Montana homeowner
property tax shell game

BY BILL LOMBARDI

Montana homeowners’ property taxes were
complicated before the 2025 Legislature convened
in January.

Now they’re, according to one state senator, the
“most complicated” in the nation.

Yep, you read that right: More — not less —
complicated. (W jth taxes, most people prefer less.)

To determine your residential property taxes,
youw'll now need a compass, protractor, sgxta.nt
and slide rule to connect the dots to decipher
what lawmakers did. -And suppose you do unlock
that Da Vinci Code: Then yowll need a lawyer
and accountant to challenge your home’s rising
taxable value and tax liability, a cardiologist to
place a2 stent to prop open your coronary artery
and a priest to impose penance 1o absolve your
state sins. .

Welcome to this edition of the Homeowner
Property Tax Shell Game, hosted by Gov. Greg
Gianforte and most of your legislators, an_d led
by the Pied Piper of Complicated Legislative
Legerdemain, Rep. Llew Jones, the C_)onrad
Republican who serves as de-facto dn'eptor of
much of the Republican and Democratic caucuses
in the state House and Senate. .

- First, some background: In 2023, the Legislature
and Gianforte raised the state portion qf home-
owners’ property taxes by about $219 million over
two fiscal years. Then they proceeded to spend
your hard-earned money. )

Montanans expressed outrage, and county com-
missioners sued Gianforte over a state tax hike as
he tried to blame elected county officials for rais-

ing state property taxes. )
ngemoci"a’csp and Republicans waited until the
very end of the 2025 Legislature to pass an even
more complicated residential property tax system
that requires more — not fewer — taxpayer dol-
1ars to hire new state employees to administer the
ogram. ]
P S%;p, they cobbled together a more complicat-
ed tax system and addgcd bureaucracy under a
ublican administration. )
ReIéome lawmakers — Democrats and Republicans
__have been crowing about this so_-ca]led resui?n-
tial property tax spelief,” Don’t believe them. It's a
way of saying, «“{e picked lots of cash out of your
pocket in 2023, passed complicated legislation this
year that gives you some dough back,"and raises
taxes on select Montana homeowners.’

Right-wing Republicans and some Democrats
tried to call out the hypecrisy of the last-minute
legislation, which includes rebates that don’t nec-
essarily pay you back for the built-in 2023 residen-
tial property tax hike.

The new law, meanwhile, creates a tiered tax-
rate system for residential property that generally
will result in urban homeowners in high-growth
areas paving more property taxes in coming
years. Families that own a second home, like a
family cabin, wili-pay even more in propérity taxes
(an estimated 68% more by 2026) becauseé so-called
“sacond homes” are exempt from “relief.”

“The new law doesn’t distinguish between fami-
1y cabins owned by Montana residents and luxury
real estate owned by out-of-state residents,” the
Montana Free Press noted.

The 2023 property tax hike socked homeowners
while big corporations, railroads and utilities got
tax breaks. Now, some lawmakers are complain-
ing that some commercial and industrial busi-
nesses will see property tax hikes under the new
system. But one lawmaker noted these business
entities will just pass their tax increases on to
consumers. (Utilities, for instance, didn’t cut con-
sumer rates when they got property tax breaks in
2023.) ’

Montana voters didn’t think the 2025
Legislature addressed this issue well: In a May

- 2025 poll, 64% of Montanans told Middle Fork

Strategies that lawmakers did “not we 7 in
addressing property taxes; 25% said they did
“well” — a negative 39-percentage point difference.

Couple that with the biennial reappraisals that
raise your home’s taxable value (national surveys
rank Montana poorly in housing affordability).
Consequently, the 2025 Legislature gets low marks
in addressing that issue. To wit: 74% of Montana
voters polled said legislators performed “not well”
in addressing housing affordability; 14% said
lawmakers did “well” — a negative 61-percentage
point difference! ]

1f lawmakers won't fix the complicated property
tax system, citizens can act and pass a ballot ini-
tiative like the constitutional amendment (CI-130)
being proposed by a former Bozeman legislator
that would cap increases in residential property
assessed valuations to 2% annually.

Tt's time for legislators to overhaul this compli-
cated property tax system, bring it into the 21st
century, and provide real tax relief to Montana
homeowners. Leave code breaking to Da Vinci -
or Morse. :

Bill Lombardi lives in Seeley Lake.
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. value, the important numbers on which —
¢ + B - you should focus are the prior taxable %.,.. {
| work I“ value and current taxable value, found ’
. September13-5 | a

_ on the right side of the appraisal matrix.

se In 2023 and 2024 a tax rate of 1.35%

was applied to the residence’s value to 202
determine the taxable value listed in the

prior taxable value column. In 2025, the

new progressive tax rate (starting with

the first $400,000 taxed at 0.76%) is used

to calculate the current taxable value.

In most cases homeowners will find
that, despite an increase in the home’s
appraised value, the taxable value
decreases. This new taxable value will be
multiplied by the number of mills levied
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to determine the amount of tax. Those
tax bills will be mailed in late October.
In addition to a reduction in the tax
rate, the Legislature passed a rebate of
up to $400 for homes occupied by the

‘ A ; -owner for a minimum of seven months
roperty tax issue. R i in 2024. The rebate application will go
\ P Montana currenﬂY };agi%g;égisgg Oog- ; live on the Dep:frm‘i-_ent of Reveflue web-
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If a homeowner believes the new
appraised value of the residence is not
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es of pfoperty as residential valuation
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appeals must be completed within thir-
ty days of the date the new assessment
notice was mailed. _

In 2026, owner-occupied primary res-
idences will see another reduction in
property tax rates. However, beginning
in 2026 second homes will no longer ben-
efit from the reduced tax rates and will
see an increase in property taxes.

While not a perfect solution, most
Montanans will see property tax relief as
a result of legislative action. Know that
as Democratic legislators serving on the
House Taxation Committee we will be
seeking feedback from constituents to
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Property tax
increase for
Montana

farmers and
ranchers

BY KEN BOGNER

Yow've likely heard that
instead of real property tax
. relief, the Legislature passed
i a property tax shift this leg-
’$ islative session. Some of that
\ shift is starting to go into
| effect now, but the biggest
i changes, including massive
‘ tax hikes on thousands of
1 Montanans’ properties, will
| come next year. A’lot has
| been said about the huge hit
| coming to family cabins and
\ similar properties, but many
agricultural producers are in
ﬁ for a rude surprise as well.
\ That surprise will be espe-
| cially jarring for farmers and
| ranchers, because the initial
| phase of the tax shift is going
. to lower most of their taxes
. this year; only to be followed
" by a larger increase next
. year.
‘] Also concerning, it
| appears some legislators who
. passed this tax shift will
| be surprised as well.. Take
“ Democratic Rep. Jonathan
| Karlen, who has been one of
'1 the loudest and proudest pro-
i moters of this Jegislation, for
l example. ' )
i On May 22, shortly after
\ the session concluded, Karlen
’1 confidently said on the
.| Montana Talks radio show
[\ that “I'm very comfortable
| that-we did not pass a bill
; that would increase taxes on
. our farmers and ranchers.”
! That’s certainly not true
| in my area — the “Cow. .-
. Capital of the World,” Miles
| City. After the Legislature -
| concluded, the-Montana - .7~ "
| Departifent of Revenye: . i
releaged™its county-By-county
analysis of how the tax shift
is projected to play out. Here
in Custer County, the projec-
Hon is & nearly 8% property
tax increase on production
agriculture land from 2024 to
2026. i
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=iz vear alone. The end
r25111? The minimal resi-
dential tax cut immediately
+znishes while the agricul-
~iral taX increase grows even
higher.

Karlen also cen't retreat
the statewide averages.

he Department of Revenue
~oiects a 2% increase on
~icultural and timber
sduction land statewide,
=-ith the average tax hike

on agricultural “residential”
nuildings that aren’t primary
es clocking in at a mas-
sive 24.5%.

1. along with the majority
of conservative Republicans,
opposed this tax shift passed
by Democrats and a minority
of Republicans. There were
other bipartisan solutions to
property taxes that wouldn’t
have caused these tax hikes.

Unfortunately, many of
those who voted for this tax
shift didn’t fully understand
the ramifications of what ~
they were doing. They forced
the complex bills through in
the final days of the session
with barely any public hear-
ing or scrutiny.

Just like U.S. Rep. Nancy
Delosi once infamously
said, some legislators like
Democratic Karlen have
adopted the approach of “We
have to pass the bill to find
out what’s in the bill.”

He and others are now
learning that, yes, you did
pass a bill that raises taxes
on farmers and ranchers. .
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Sen. Ken Bogner, R-Miles City,

is Senate president pro tempore.
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The rise in property taxes across the state are a real prob-
lem the 69th Legislatare attempted to address. As the dust
settles on policies passed and signed into law, effects on tax-
payers are becoining moere clear.

Simply put, the new legislation shifted the tax bur-
den. House Bill 251 and Senate 3ill 542 work in concert to
bring ahout these changss to vowr tax bill. One must ask if
decreasingz the . on primary residential homes is equita-
ble given the drastic increases it creates for agriculoure and
business property taxes, which will shift to the consumer.

These hills also fail to take into account workarcunds to
avoid taxation. Will those holding prime agriculture land
opt to sell to developers buiding primary residences? Will
those owning an inherited cabin oi the lake “rent” o a fam-
ily member in order to avoid a second home tay increase of
68,2 As the tax burden was merely shifted, these bills do
nothing to limit government spending — the crux of the real
problem. :

When vou open vour tax bill, be cognizant of those conser-
vative legislatcrs who voted against these tax shifts in favor
of legislation to lowsr property taxes for everyone while lim-
iting government spending. There were better proposals that
truly support all taxpayers. How did vour legislator repre-
sent you in property tax reform? Keep that in mind at the
ballot box. You can see how vour legislator voted by looking
up bills on legmt.gov (specifically HDB 251 and SB 542).

— Rep. Amy Regier, R-Kulispell
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