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Corral West goes bankrupt; stores, including Livingston’s, to be sold
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer, and the Associated Press
The parent company of Cheyenne-based Corral West Ranchwear has filed for bankruptcy protection for the second time in five years and plans to sell its stores, including those in Livingston and Bozeman.

“I have no comment,” said the manager of Corral West in Livingston Friday. She identified herself only as Debbie.

She also wouldn’t say how many employees the store has on staff.

Corral West Ranchwear’s parent company, Dallas-based BTWW Retail, filed the bankruptcy papers in Texas on Monday. The retailer owns and operates more than 100 stores nationwide, including nine in Montana, under the names Corral West, Boot Town, Sergeant’s Western World, Western Warehouse and Workwear Depot.

Corral West officials in Cheyenne declined to comment Thursday.

Clear Thinking Group, a national advisory firm, announced Thursday it had been hired to assist in the sale of BTWW’s assets. It has set a Nov. 21 bid deadline. A bankruptcy court hearing to approve the proposed sale is set for Nov. 25.

Corral West began in 1951 in Red Lodge under the name Red Lodge Trading Post. The stores eventually ranged from Alaska to Georgia and west to California.

In October, Boot Barn Holding Corp. bought 22 BTWW stores in Arizona, California, Nevada and New Mexico. The stores will be renamed Boot Barn after the holidays.

Corral West CEO Larry Hager said slumping sales prompted the stores to be sold.

Corral West’s headquarters in Cheyenne did not return calls or e-mails Monday.
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County man guilty in federal wage tax case
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer
A 59-year-old Park County man awaits sentencing in Minnesota for failing to pay federal taxes on the wages of people in his medical staffing business.

A federal jury in St. Paul, Minn., recently convicted Francis L. McLain on nine counts of failure to account for and pay employment taxes.

His Minneapolis-based business provided nurses and other professionals for health-care facilities with temporary staffing needs.

Federal prosecutors said the criminal conduct spanned nine calendar quarters, and the federal taxes not accounted for or paid total more than $500,000.

According to the indictment, McLain was arrested Feb. 4 in Montana and released on bond. He made his first appearance February in Minneapolis.

From approximately 2001 through 2004, McLain controlled Kirpal Nurses, doing business as Kind Hearts, a company that supplied nurses and other nursing professionals to nursing homes and other health care facilities on a temporary basis. The company was based in Minneapolis, according to an IRS news release.

Before starting Kirpal Nurses, McLain owned and operated several other temporary nursing services beginning in 1987, including Lifelines Care Inc., Lifelines Cooperative Care Inc., and Cooperative Nurses Inc.

McLain took steps to hide his ownership and involvement in Kirpal Nurses by using others as the owners and operators, including his daughter, the indictment states. From June 1999 through December 2001, McLain arranged to pay the IRS some but not all of the employment taxes.

According to the indictment, in December 2002, Kirpal Nurses provided the IRS with a single payment of approximately $4,200 in employment taxes for the calendar quarter ending on Dec. 31, 2002. Kirpal failed to make any employment tax payments to the IRS after that.

McLain’s trial lasted nine days. United States District Court Judge Patrick Schiltz will determine his sentence at a future date.
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Rig looking for oil, gas south of Clyde Park
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer
Oil and gas drilling began on a new private lease in Shields Valley, Tuesday.

Devon Energy of Oklahoma City, Okla., started moving into the area from Wyoming on Nov. 6.

The rig is drilling just west of U.S. Highway 89 and just north of Grannis.

“We just started drilling this morning,” said Sidney Blackwell, drilling consultant on scene at the Shields site Tuesday.

“I can’t talk about the well except to say the hole is round,” he said. “This is a Nabors M40 pace rig — a state-of-the-art computerized generation wildcat well exploration. This will be the seventh hole this rig has drilled. The others were all in Wyoming.”

“A wildcat rig is one that goes after anything it can find,” said Dave Johnson, also a drilling consultant for Devon, who just arrived in Montana from Riverton, Wyo., Tuesday.

A crew member in a round hardhat reported for duty at the the drilling office, a trailer parked across the site from the rig, which hummed in the background.

“Boy, it’s a long way from Wamsutter, (Wyoming),” he said of his drive to his new work site, shaking his head.

The drilling site is located a mile and a half west of Highway 89 south of Clyde Park, 15 miles from Livingston.

In September, state oil and gas leases caused a local uproar over drilling in and near the riverbeds of the Yellowstone, Shields and Boulder rivers.

While Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation Director Mary Sexton told concerned residents and landowners of Park and Sweet Grass counties at a September meeting in Livingston that just because a state parcel is leased doesn’t mean it will be drilled, this operation is evidence drilling can happen quickly.

The company uses a technique known in the industry as hydraulic fracturing, or “fracing,” a technique in which fluids are pumped into an oil or gas well at high pressure to fracture geologic formations and open up pathways for the oil or gas to flow to the well, according to industry documents.

This has caused drinking water well problems in Sublette County, Wyoming and Silt, Colorado, resulting in one rancher’s water well exploding, according to an investigation by ProPublica, an independent, nonprofit newsroom headquartered in New York that produces investigative journalism in the public interest.

“(Fracing is) part of the deal,” said Chip Minty, external communications supervisor for Devon Energy in Oklahoma City.

“We contain the runoff at the wellhead and dispose of it in an environmentally approved way in conjunction with state regulators.

“We’re very aware of the sensitivity of this issue in Montana and we’re working with the state.”

“We’ve got crew members from all over the country,” Blackwell, who is from Mississippi, said. “Some are from Louisiana, Oklahoma, Colorado, Montana, Wyoming, Oregon, Texas and Mississippi — 25 in all. We run 24 hours a day in 12-hour shifts, two weeks on and two weeks off.”

He said Devon had five rigs going in Wyoming, and that this was the only one they had in Montana.

According to the DNRC oil and gas lease sale list, there are 19 leased sites in Park County and 131 in Sweet Grass County.

Statewide there are 6.3 million acres of state lands open to lease for minerals and oil and gas exploration, Sexton said in July, when the leases were first announced.

“This Livingston is a pretty good town,” Blackwell said. “The restaurants and bars are great. I haven’t had a bad meal since I’ve been here. The Bistro, Adagio, Stockman’s, the Rib and Chop House, are all really good. I like that Murray Hotel.

“All we’ve done in town is eat and drink,” he said, and then chuckled.

“I hope Livingston is ready for the wildcatters.”
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Judge rules on disputed road
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer
A county road dispute made its way into Park County District Court Monday, as Judge Nels Swandal ruled that Deborah and Andreas Luder could continue to deny public access on a disputed section of Lower Deep Creek Bench Road to residents that includes actor Jeffrey Bridges.

The case will now have to go to trial in order to determine whether a public easement exists that would allow Bridges to expand his property on the South Fork of Deep Creek via the Lower Deep Creek Bench Road should he chose to do so, and continue to receive county maintenance.

“The Luders are saying we can’t expand use of the road because they own the land it crosses,” said Pat Wagman on Tuesday.

Wagman, a former state representative and current real estate agent named in the lawsuit, owns property on the road.

The case of Luder v. Pat Wagman, Marla Wagman, Jeffrey and Susan Bridges and several others centers on public easements and the status of Lower Deep Creek Bench Road.

According to court documents, the Bridges own the former Barton Bowles Ranch on Lower Deep Creek Bench Road, adjacent to the properties of Wagman and Luder.

Mark Hartwig, counsel for the Luders, explained at the hearing the vagaries of county road easements. The Luders question the public status of the Lower Deep Creek Road, claiming it is a private road.

“If a road goes from a public place to another public place, it has a prescriptive easement,” Hartwig said. “It’s not the same for a road that starts at a pubic place and ends at a private place.”

Hartwig argued that just because the county maintains a road doesn’t make it an official county road, and he cited the past history of Suce Creek Road and North Fork Deep Creek Road as examples.

Joe Swindelhurst represented the Bridges, arguing against the denial of access by the Luders.

In his affidavit, Bridges wrote, “We have always believed that road was a county road, because we were told by the previous owner when we purchased the property ... the road is commonly used by neighbors and members of the public traveling back and forth from the Deep Creek Bench Road to the North Fork of Deep Creek and the county has always maintained the road at least to the Bowles homestead. When we bought the property and built our house we relied on the fact it was a county road. It would create a difficult and dangerous situation for the road to be classified as a private road, and no longer eligible for maintenance because our property would be less accessible by service and emergency vehicles.”

“Questions exist as to whether an easement exists by prescription or necessity,” Swandal wrote in his denial of summary judgment and injunction, “and if an easement is found, the scope of that easement and whether it is a public or private easement cannot be decided in summary fashion, but requires evidence and testimony.”
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County set to get $1.3 million from federal coffers
By Mark A. York, Enterprise Staff Writer
For the first time since 1994, the federal program, Payments in Lieu of Taxes (PILT), to compensate Western counties, will be fully-funded, including more than $1 million for Park County.

Montana’s senior U.S. senator, Max Baucus, announced Thursday his provision to fully fund the PILT program, which means more than $27 million is headed to Montana counties in 2008.

The announcement marks the first time PILT has been fully funded in more than a decade. Since 1994, payments to counties were funded only from 41 to 77 percent of the funding they needed, according to a press release from Baucus’ office.

“PILT benefits every citizen in Park County and in Montana,” said newly-elected Park County Commissioner Marty Malone, Friday. “It’s important that the federal government pay their fair share on the property they own. They do have an impact on county government.”

For Park County, the amount is $1,339,982, compared with $846,375 in 2007, according to the news release. The money goes to help rural counties pay for vital services such as schools, emergency services, firefighting and road repair.

Earlier this year, Baucus wrote and helped pass a provision making the PILT program mandatory. The move guarantees the program will be fully funded through 2012.

“This is truly fantastic news,” Baucus said in the release. “$27 million will go a long way toward making sure Montanans have access to the services they need. I fought like the dickens to make sure PILT was fully funded because I know how important these dollars are to our rural communities.”

The Department of the Interior has distributed $138.7 million in payments to about 2,200 county and other local governments nationwide.

The program provides counties with full compensation for taxes that could not be levied on federal lands in their jurisdictions during fiscal year 2008.

The PILT dollars are in addition to the estimated $111 million headed to Montana counties under the Secure Rural Schools program over the next four years.

 

