
 
 Memorandum 
 

TO:   Economic Transformation and Stabilization, and Workforce Development 
Advisory Commission 

FROM: Attorney General Knudsen, Budget Director Ryan Osmundson, Director 
Osterman 

DATE:  October 27, 2021 
SUBJECT: Addressing Significant Violent Crime Increase to Economically Stabilize Billings 
 
Overview:  Billings is experiencing economic instability related to an increase in COVID-related 
crime, including violent crime.  More prosecutors and criminal defense attorneys are needed to 
reduce the number of unfiled cases and case backlogs, and more law enforcement is needed on 
the streets to address the crime increase and enhance economic stability.  The state proposes to 
dedicate resources to the issue for state expenses in collaboration with both the City of Billings 
and Yellowstone County dedicating resources at the local level. 
 
Violent crime has significantly increased as a result of the pandemic.  Project Safe Neighborhoods 
data gathered from the Billings Police Department (BPD) shows that after a few early static 
months at the start of COVID, beginning in June 2020 through August 2021, violent crime 
reported by the BPD increased almost 40 percent when compared with the previous 12 months.  
For example, Partner or Family Member Assault charges increased 48% from 2019 to 2020 to 114 
cases, and Strangulation charges increased 35% from 2019 to 2020 to 142 cases. 
 
Crime, including violent crime, has increased as a result of the pandemic, in part because court 
backlogs have resulted in criminal defendants being in pretrial or pre-revocation hearing status 
longer, resulting in more defendants being released pretrial or pre-revocation hearing because 
of jail occupancy limits and because defendants are released into the community for a longer 
time. In addition, in part because of COVID-related recruitment and retention issues, and because 
of the need to focus on case backlogs at the Yellowstone County Attorney’s Office (YCAO), more 
suspects remain uncharged in the community. 
 
Per data from the Montana Supreme Court, the on-time case processing rate for District 13 which 
includes Yellowstone County fell from 73% in 2019 to 72% in 2020 to 66% in 2021.  In addition, 
the criminal case clearance rate for District 13 fell from 122.5% for the twelve months ending 
March 31, 2020 to 103.25% for the next twelve months after COVID began, and the abuse and 
neglect case clearance rate fell from 130.5% to 90.5%. Per data from the Office of the Public 
Defender (OPD), working cases open in OPD Region 9, which includes Yellowstone County, 
increased from 7,789 in mid-2020 to 9,687 in mid-2021. In 2020, information from the YCAO 
shows that it brought charges against 1,722 defendants, a 13.8% increase over 2019.  Charges in 
2021 are on pace to go down, however, the number of unfiled cases has increased. 
 
Information from the Yellowstone County Sheriff’s Office shows that before and after the onset 
of COVID, except for a brief period in 2020 when the district judges ordered a COVID-related 
release of prisoners, the jail population in Yellowstone County has remained fairly constant.  
However, because there are more defendants awaiting trial or revocation hearing, and because 
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there are more uncharged suspects, there are more criminal suspects and defendants on the 
streets in Billings. 
 
Those who have already committed a crime are more likely to commit another crime.  A 2017 
Study by the U. S. Sentencing Commission showed that there is a 34 percent to 80 percent chance 
that a person who has committed at least one crime will be rearrested for another crime, 
depending on the number, recency and severity of previous crime(s) committed.  For example, 
information from the YCAO shows that in Yellowstone County, during June through August of 
2020 (in the early stages of COVID), 99 suspects for new crimes, with at least 159 charged but 
unresolved previous crimes or supervision violations, were presented by law enforcement to the 
YCAO for prosecution.  During June through August of 2021, however, after the COVID-related 
case backlog had increased, 147 suspects for new crimes released pending trial or revocation 
hearing for at least one prior crime or supervision violation, were presented to the YCAO for 
prosecution.  That is almost a 49 percent increase over the same period in 2020.  Those suspects 
were pending trial or revocation hearing on at least 276 prior crimes or violations, which is an 
increase of almost 74 percent over the same period in 2020. 
 
The increase in crime, including violent crime, has caused economic de-stabilization in Billings.  A 
National Police Services Survey between October 19, 2020 and December 2, 2020 reported that 
only 31% of 3,000 households in Billings felt safe in downtown Billings at night compared to 74% 
who felt safe in their neighborhood at night. In a Billings Chamber of Commerce survey between 
April 27, 2021 and May 13, 2021, 89% of businesses responded that their business was impacted 
by public safety issues and concerns, and 53% were impacted moderately or greatly. 
 
As outlined in the attached letters, Billings businessowners have been adversely impacted by the 
surge in crime and violence. For example, Mike Nelson, General Manager of the Northern Hotel, 
notes that necessary private security has resulted in “extra expense through our Downtown 
Association”; that “in our nearly nine years we have had employees robbed, beaten, and even 
sexually assaulted on their way to work”; and that related employee turnover “is a major 
expense, one which depending on the position can [cost] tens of thousands of dollars.”  
 
Allocation Request and Deadlines:  $1,500,000 to the OPD and $815,000 to the Montana 
Department of Justice from the amount appropriated under Section 12 of HB 632, to be obligated 
by December 31, 2024 and spent by December 31, 2026. 
 
Structure:  The OPD will use the funds to hire public defenders and contract defense attorneys 
to help address the case backlog in Yellowstone County. OPD will address backlogs in 
misdemeanor cases by hiring contract defense attorneys, while addressing backlogs associated 
with felonies and abuse and neglect cases through the freed up and newly employed public 
defenders.    
 
The Department of Justice will use the funds to hire three new agents in the Division of Criminal 
Investigation to help address drugs and violent crime in Yellowstone County. 
 



3 
 

In addition, Yellowstone County will use $1M of local funds to help address these problems from 
the county perspective.  The City of Billings will also use $1M local funds to help address these 
problems from the city perspective.   
 
Eligibility:  The Department of Justice and OPD will be the recipient of these funds for the 
purposes set forth in this project proposal. The Office of Budget and Program Planning plans to 
seek review and comment from the Legislative Finance Committee to categorize the funding as 
“revenue replacement funds” and the provision of services under this proposal fit under the 
eligibility category of “provision of government services.”  The Departments of Justice and 
Commerce, the OPD, and the Office of Budget and Program Planning certify that this program is 
an eligible use under the American Rescue Plan Act and all applicable guidance.   
 
Application and Verification: On approval of this program proposal, the Office of Budget and 
Program Planning will make these funds available to the Department of Justice and OPD in annual 
amounts to total the amount set forth for each agency in this program proposal for funds spent 
or obligated through December 31, 2024. 
 
Equity: American Indians and Alaska Natives have been disproportionately impacted by the 
pandemic-related surge in crime.  Despite American Indians and Alaska Natives comprising 
approximately 4.9 percent of Yellowstone County’s population, they accounted for 21 percent of 
crime victims in 2019; 20 percent of victims in 2020; and 20 percent of victims as of September 
30, 2021, according to data provided by the BPD. Data provided by BPD also demonstrates that 
crime against American Indians and Alaska Natives increased by 37 percent between 2019 and 
2020 and is on track to meet or exceed this percentage increase for 2021. Crime suspects are also 
disproportionately American Indian or Alaska Native, as evidenced by BPD data that 
demonstrates this population constituted 39 percent of charges in 2020. 
  
Performance Metrics: The Department of Justice will report the violent crime rate annually in 
Billings from data tracked by the BPD.  The OPD will track criminal felony, abuse and neglect, and 
criminal misdemeanor backlogs over the period these funds are allocated.  
 
Recommendation:  
Allocate $1,500,000 to OPD to hire employee or contract defense attorneys to address cases in 
Yellowstone County.  Allocate $815,000 to the Montana Department of Justice to hire criminal 
agents to help address drug and violent crime in Yellowstone County.  Both allocations of state 
fiscal recovery funds are recommended to be allocated from the amount appropriated under 
Section 12 of HB 632.  The allocation of funds to the Department of Justice is contingent on the 
documented commitment of $1 million of additional criminal justice local funding by the City of 
Billings and on the documented commitment of $1 million additional criminal justice local 
funding by Yellowstone County.  
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Item 4.
 
City Council Work Session
Date: 10/18/2021
Title: Violent Crime Reduction Partnership
Presented by: Chris Kukulski, City Administrator
Department: Finance
Presentation: Yes

RECOMMENDATION
During the October 25 City Council meeting the Council will be asked to adopt a resolution of
intention to partner with Yellowstone County and the State of Montana to invest funds locally to
combat increases in violent crime in our community. The work session this evening will provide City
Council with an update on the potential program and the desired outcomes of this partnership.

BACKGROUND (Consistency with Adopted Plans and Policies, if applicable)
Attorney General Knudsen and former Budget Director Kurt Alme's offices recently met with
representatives from the City and County to positively impact the surge in violent crime in Billings. 
This goal will be accomplished by freeing up space in the jail to house criminals and to fight violent
crimes tied to drugs and domestic violence.  The idea is to have each of the three entities commit to
increasing resources to accomplish these priorities.  We have discussed a partnership investing a
total of $4,000,000 to assist victims and hold criminals accountable to reduce violent crime in Billings
over the next three years. Yellowstone County and the City will each commit $1,000,000 of
investment to match $2,000,000 from the State over the next three years. This program is being
implemented with one-time money, and the commitment is expected to end after three years.  The
State will be making their request to a legislative sub-committee in late October.  We believe it is
beneficial to make our local commitment prior to the October 27 hearing.  


The City is coordinating with the Attorney General and Governor's offices, Yellowstone County
Attorney Twito, Sheriff Linder and the County Commissioners to prioritize freeing up jail space and
preventing and prosecuting violent crimes connected to drug and domestic violence with these one-
time additional resources.  We plan to create teams of city, county and state personnel to
collaboratively address these two key areas of violent crime.  The City can accomplish its
commitment by adding one (1) major case agent, one (1) prosecutor and one (1) victim witness
specialist for an estimated cost of approx. $1.14M over three years.  In addition to the areas
identified above, the State will increase its capacity to provide public defenders so that criminal
cases can be adjudicated through the criminal justice system.  This last step is critical to freeing up
space at the jail.


The City's resolution of intention, as well as support from the County will be presented along with the
State's funding request to the legislative ARPA Commission on 10/27/2021. If approved by the
commission and the Governor, the State, County, and City will begin implementing investments to
reduce violent crime in our community as soon as possible.

ALTERNATIVES
No Council decision will be made at this meeting. Council will be asked at the regular City Council
Meeting on 10/25/2021 to approve a resolution of intention to support this investment of funds
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FISCAL EFFECTS
The anticipated costs to the City of Billings over the next 3 years is approximately $1.14M. If voters
approve the 2021 Public Safety Mill Levy, much of the additional resources identified in that levy will
be used to kickstart this program and no new funding will be needed, as the goals are identical.


If the levy is not approved, City staff will ask City Council to use either ARPA funds or cash reserves
to fund this program for 3 years.


Attachments
DRAFT Resolution
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