


As some of  you may remember, State Bar an-
nual dues were set at $100 in 1974.  They have 
increased only twice:  $50 bucks in 2001, and 
another $50 bucks in 2009.  Putting that into 
perspective for any accounting wonks reading 
this - Accounting for inflation alone, the $100 
dues from 1974 are equivalent to $525.65 in 
today’s dollars.  To look at it another way, the 
proposed increase to $285 is only 54% of  the 
present value of  the 1974 dues, and it’s only 
57% if  the Court orders in increase to $300.  

“But why does the State Bar need more mon-
ey?” you ask.  There are two reasons.  First, in 
2015, the State Bar lost a significant source of  
non-dues generated revenue when the State 
Bar Group Benefit Health Trust was dissolved.  
Second, the cost of  administration has in-
creased over the years, just as it has for your 
own business. 

The monthly expenses of  the State Bar are ap-
proximately $130,000 per month.  These ad-
ministrative expenses are primarily related to 
the programs and commissions ordered by the 
Supreme Court.  The State Bar employs 16 
people, some of  whom are part time. 
      
I must confess, you would be hard pressed to 
find a harder working and more dedicated 
group of  people than those 16 who make up 
the State Bar Staff.  They carry a crushing load.  
Among other responsibilities, and in addition 
to their day-to-day work requirements, your 16 
State Bar Staff support:
•	 The Character and Fitness Commis-
sion’s review of  applicants for the bar exam, 
including whether the applicants possess the 
requisite character and fitness; commission staff 
also monitor conditional admittees and review 

and certify pro hac vice applicants;
•	 The Board of  Bar Examiners’ adminis-
tration and grading of  the bar exam;
•	 The Continuing Legal Education Com-
mission and CLE Institute’s certification and 
organization of  seminars to improve attorney 
competence;
•	 The work of  the Office of  Disciplinary 
Counsel, including coordination of  attorney 
and public inquiries regarding ethics and attor-
ney behavior;
•	 The Access to Justice Commission, mod-
est means/limited scope program, and pro 
bono reporting;
•	 The fee arbitration program, resolving 
disputes between attorneys and their clients;  
IOLTA/trust account and overdraft monitor-
ing and reporting;
•	 The Ethics Committee, which provides 
informal and formal advisory ethics opinions to 
lawyers and judges;
•	 The Professionalism Committee, which 
is responsible for the award winning New 
Lawyers’ Workshop, the mentor program, the 
Road Show focusing on professionalism and 
the Rules of  Professional Conduct, and regular 
continuing legal education programs, including 
the Annual Meeting;
•	 The Technology Committee, aiding with 
law office management and suggestions to en-
hance the efficiency and profitability of  law 
practices;
•	 The maintenance of  bar member infor-
mation, membership status, and preparation of  
dues statements, including all assessments and 
CLE reporting;
•	 The Montana Lawyer, which offers in-
formation on legal and professional develop-
ments in the law;
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•	 The Bar’s website, containing resources, 
materials, and links for lawyers and the public;
•	 E-newsletter Bar Briefs and social media 
through Facebook and Twitter;
•	 The Lawyer Referral and Information 
Service, answering over 600 calls over the last 8 
months and providing attorney referrals to the 
public;
•	 The Lawyer Assistance Program, provid-
ing crisis management, intervention, treatment 
resources, support, monitoring, and mentoring 
for impairment and mental health issues. 

Since the revenue loss caused by dissolution of  
the Health Trust, and to keep up with the or-
dinary inflationary expenses, the Trustees for 
the State Bar have explored and implemented 
some ways to reduce expenses and generate 
income.  Examples of  income generating ve-
hicles include charging a credit card processing 
fee for credit card transactions and negotiating 
affinity contracts with certain service provid-
ers like CLIO and MyCase.  Examples of  cost 
containment include implementing a hiring 
freeze, and even discussing whether the State 
Bar should provide refreshments at the State 
Bar offices.  These efforts to make up the rev-
enue loss caused by dissolution of  the Health 
Trust are not enough.  

The State Bar budget for Fiscal Year 2018 proj-
ects a $109,507 deficit.  The five-year forecast 
projects a deficit of  nearly $544,000 without a 
membership dues increase.  Succinctly, without 
additional funding that can only come from a 
membership dues increase, the State Bar can-
not fulfill its purpose as mandated by the Mon-
tana Supreme Court. 
 

This would also be a good time to brush up 
on basic civics:  please remind your buddies 
at the bar (the one down town, with a small 
“b”) that we are part of  the separate-but-equal 
third branch of  government, the Judiciary, 
when they start yammering about a “legisla-
tive solution.”  A membership dues increase is 
essential to a successful mandatory bar.  We, 
as members of  the Bar, have an obligation to 
the Courts, to the public, and to our profession.  
We are responsible for our Bar, and we are part 
of  the checks and balances on government cre-
ated by our Constitution.  Anything other than 
a self-regulated and self-imposed solution will 
cause our equal Constitutional footing, as the 
Judiciary, to erode.  
  
I am asking you to support this proposed mem-
bership dues increase. I am mindful of  the cost 
of  practicing law in Montana.  And I don’t ask 
for your support lightly.  But I would respectful-
ly ask you to consider this request in perspec-
tive -- Are annual dues of  $300 too much for 
you to pay for the privilege of  charging Mon-
tanans your hourly rate?    

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *

Dave Steele earned his Juris Doctor from the University 
of  Montana School of  Law. He is a Shareholder at 
Geiszler Steele, PC, and serves as a Trustee for the State 
Bar of  Montana representing Area B. His practice in-
cludes advising clients about business and commercial 
transactions and litigation, real estate and property 
transactions, construction contracts and disputes, wills, 
trusts and estates, and other civil litigation matters. Dave 
greatly enjoys spending time outdoors with his
friends and family.
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