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Introduction and Overview 
 
The 2015 Legislature created a seven-member Judicial Redistricting Commission for the 2015-
2016 interim to study whether judicial redistricting was necessary and report the results of its 
work to the 2017 Legislature. The enacting legislation, House Bill No. 430, set out the 
parameters for the commission’s membership and study criteria, as well as providing an 
appropriation to fund the commission’s work. A copy of HB 430 can be found in Appendix A. 
 
After eight months of study, the commission decided against recommending changes to the 
existing judicial districts. This report summarizes the commission’s study process and the study 
results, as required in HB 430. 
 
Membership 
All seven commissioners were appointed by early July 2015, well in advance of the July 31 
deadline provided in HB 430 and represented a range of stakeholders  in District Court 
functions. Two legislative members were appointed by legislative leaders in both chambers: 
Senator Kristin Hansen (R-Havre) and Representative Nate McConnell (D-Missoula). The chief 
justice of the Montana Supreme Court appointed District Court judges Ray Dayton, 3rd Judicial 
District, and Gregory Todd, 13th Judicial District. Rick Cook, the Clerk of District Court in 
Chouteau County, served as the representative of the Montana Association of Clerks of District 
Court. Madison County Commissioner Dave Schulz served as the appointee from the Montana 
Association of Counties, and the President of the State Bar of Montana  appointed Emily Jones, 
a Billings attorney, to serve as the bar representative. 
 
The commissioners elected Judge Todd as the presiding officer at their first meeting. 
 
Redistricting Factors 
HB 430 listed six specific and one general criteria that the commissioners were to use when 
considering whether judicial redistricting was necessary. Those factors are listed below: 

• The population of the judicial districts as determined by the most recent figures 
prepared and issued by the U.S. Census Bureau; 

• Each judicial district’s weighted caseload as determined by judicial workload studies; 
• The relative proportions of civil, criminal, juvenile, and family law cases in each judicial 

district; 
• The extent to which special masters, alternative dispute resolution techniques, and 

other measures have been used in the judicial districts; 
• The distances in highway miles between county seats in existing judicial districts and any 

judicial districts that may be proposed by the commission; 
• The impact on counties of any changes proposed in the judicial districts; and 
• Any other factors the commission considers significant to determining whether 

adjustments are needed in the state’s judicial district boundaries. 
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Montana Judicial Districts 
One district court exists in each Montana county. Under current law, those 56 district courts are 
grouped into 22 judicial districts and served by 46 judges. Only seven of the judicial districts are 
composed of a single county. Eleven judicial districts contain two or three counties, while five 
districts include four or more. One district, the 16th, is composed of seven counties.  

 
District court judges are elected to 6-year terms, though the governor appoints a replacement 
when a vacancy occurs. One-half of the districts are served by a single judge, while one district, 
the 13th in Yellowstone County, has six judges. The Montana Constitution provides that a 
district court judge may not be removed from office during the term for which the judge was 
elected or appointed because of changes made to the number or boundaries of the judicial 
districts or the numbers of judges who serve in each district. This restriction was one additional 
factor considered by the commissioners when weighing the necessity of judicial redistricting. 
 
In Montana, district court expenses are split between the state and counties. Counties are 
responsible for courtroom and office space, as well as the Clerk of District Court offices in each 
county. The state is responsible for other expenses, including the compensation of judges and 
the judges’ direct staff, youth court, and other expenses such as jury, witness, and travel costs. 
Because of this split responsibility, changing the number of district court judges in the state 
could affect the costs paid by the counties to support the judicial function, especially if 
additional courtroom and office space is needed to accommodate additional judges and staff. 
 
Further Information 
Audio and video recordings of each meeting, as well as agendas, meeting materials, summary 
minutes, and maps, are available at the commission’s website: 
http://leg.mt.gov/css/Committees/Interim/2015-2016/Judicial-Redistricting/default.asp 

http://leg.mt.gov/css/Committees/Interim/2015-2016/Judicial-Redistricting/default.asp
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Study Process 
 
Laying the Groundwork 
At a September 2015 organizational meeting, the commissioners learned about most of the 
elements that would affect their future deliberations and any recommendations they chose to 
make, including: 

• the history of the HB430 study and previous judicial redistricting studies; 
• the legislative history of previous changes to judge numbers and judicial districts; 
• the caseload and judicial need models that track the district courts’ workload; 
• county and district populations; 
• constitutional and statutory provisions that guide the court structure and judges’ terms; 
• the funding structure of the courts; and 
• several measures courts have implemented over the years to mitigate workload 

demands on the judges and provide services to citizens, including treatment courts, 
standing masters, and self-help law centers for people who appear before the court 
without an attorney. 

 
One of the key data sources used by the commission was a weighted caseload model. The 
model uses actual case numbers and types (civil, criminal, dependent neglect, etc.) and assigns 
each case type a weight that reflects the typical time a judge would need to dedicate to the 
case. That case weight data is combined with other figures that approximate the time a judge 
spends each year on travel, training, sick or vacation leave, and managing court staff to provide 
an estimate of judicial resources and needs for each district. The data can be used by judges, 
administrators, and policymakers to assess how the judicial needs are being met and where 
additional resources could be deployed. Because the workload data has been collected since 
2007, the commission could review trends over time in the judicial need model results. (The 
2015 version of the judicial need model is available in Appendix E.) 
 
The 2014 need model determined that the state needed 17.63 judges to accommodate the 
existing workload demands. While some districts had less workload than judge resource, other 
districts had a workload closely aligned with the judge availability, and still others had more 
workload than judge time but not enough to add up to the need for a full judge resource. Six 
districts needed at least one full judge, with the 13th Judicial District in Yellowstone County 
registering the need for five additional judges. 
 
After assessing the information presented at that initial meeting, the commission decided to 
meet again in early 2016 when complete workload information would be available for the 2015 
calendar year. They also requested more information, including data on the number of district 
court cases that were presided over by a judge not from the district in which the case was filed 
and information about case filing priorities set in statute by the Legislature. 
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Next Steps 
Once complete 2015 workload numbers were available, the commission reconvened in 
February 2016 to consider its next steps. Before making those steps, however, the 
commissioners learned answers to the questions it had posed at the previous meeting. 
Regarding case priority statutes, legislative staff presented information and also a previously 
conducted survey that identified many of those statutes. The survey noted that many case 
priority statutes exist, but not all case types are heard frequently. For example, priorities set for 
case types that occur more often than others are in the areas of family law, proceedings 
involving youth, and mental health commitments—cases that can take larger amounts of a 
judge’s time to resolve. Criminal trials can also pose speedy trial concerns that aren’t always 
addressed in statute. 
 
Also, the commission heard from court staff that for 2015 case filings, only 138 cases out of 
about 52,000 cases—or less than one-half of 1 percent were handled by a judge from a 
different district than the one in which the case was originally filed. Cases might be handled by 
a judge from a different district for a variety of reasons, including that a judge might be recused 
because of a conflict or be substituted by one of the litigants. The cases typically occurred in 
single-judge districts simply because in those districts the case cannot be assigned to a different 
judge. 
 
The commissioners then reviewed the judicial need model updated with 2015 case filings. The 
numbers indicated the state needed an additional 21.20 judges to handle the total demand for 
judicial time. Similar to 2014, the 2015 model resulted in six districts needing at least one 
additional judge, with the 13th district needing six. 
 
Overall, the 2015 workload figures showed the district courts experienced an increase of about 
3,000 cases. Dependent neglect cases, which typically are the most time-consuming cases for a 
judge, went up by about 700 cases. The numbers of criminal cases also increased. Because of 
the uncertainty of knowing whether these increases were outliers or would continue, the 
multiyear trend data was again important. 
 
After consuming the information provided to them, the commissioners then discussed how 
they would proceed with the study, and agreed to consider proposals to change district lines. 
Only commissioners were allowed to make formal proposals, which would be sent to the 
commission staff, distributed to the public along with maps and analysis, and discussed by 
commissioners and the public at a future meeting. 
 
Reviewing the Proposals 
This discussion occurred in April 2016. But before considering the redistricting proposals, the 
commission learned more about the state-borne costs related to district court judges and 
standing masters, as well as the roles played by the state’s current standing masters. In 2015, 
the state had five standing masters: two in the 4th Judicial District and one each in the 8th, 13th, 
and 18th Judicial Districts.  
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Commissioners also listened to the Judicial Branch’s tentative budget recommendations and 
anticipated costs related to adding several new judges, support staff, and a standing master to 
districts around the state. Those recommendations will be presented by the Judicial Branch to 
the 2017 Legislature for its consideration, but the budget information was provided to the 
commissioners at their request. 
 
Then, the commission turned its attention to the six proposals forwarded by individual 
commissioners. A written description of each proposal and a map of it can be found in 
Appendix G. Commissioners listened to public comment from and engaged in discussion with 
several district court judges on the effects the proposals could have on the judges’ caseloads 
and travel times, as well as on the people living in the affected counties. The commissioners 
also considered written public comments submitted to them by interested people around the 
state.  
 
Final Results 
After discussion, the commission voted against recommending any of the six proposals to the 
2017 Legislature and determined that redistricting is not necessary and not the appropriate 
way to address the need for additional judges. 
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