LM 41 Government & Politics Day
Speaker Bios
Thank you to our speakers for generously donating their time 
and expertise to support Leadership Missoula


Andrea Davis, City of Missoula Mayor
Email: bakulah@ci.missoula.mt.us	

Mayor Andrea Davis has called Missoula home since 1998 when she transferred from Flathead Valley Community College to the University of Montana, where she studied Organizational Communications and Environmental Studies. Andrea has dedicated her 22-year career to building sustainable homes and strong communities. For the past 15 years, she served as the executive director of Homeword. She expanded Homeword into 14 different communities across the state, building thousands of homes that Montanans can afford and providing education for tens of thousands of Missoulians to buy their first home and make informed financial decisions. This has led her to have deep experience in policy creation and implementation, while building relationships on all levels of government and the private sector. 

During her professional career, Mayor Davis has held several leadership roles including board member of Missoula Economic Partnership, Chair of Neighbor Works Montana, Chair of the Affordable Housing Advisory Committee for the Federal Home Loan Bank and Chair of Mountain Line. There she worked toward the goal of eliminating all tailpipe emissions by 2035 and helped expand service and frequency serving more Missoulians. Mayor Davis is proud of the work done to create rental and homes for purchase that working Montanans can afford, via innovative building and land use design, and creative financing. Her body of work is reflective of her personal mission which is to find inclusive solutions that exemplify the interrelated reality of our world. 

Melody Cunningham, Montana House Representative HD-97
Email: mjcunningham2@comcast.net				

Melody is the Montana House Representative in HD-97 in Missoula. She has been a practicing pediatrician for 30 years caring for children with cancer and children at end-of-life.  Having experienced the sudden death of her father when she was 9 years old, she realized that having the gift of being able to say goodbye was sacred.  She has had the honor of walking this journey with many patients and families.

Without family resources, Melody received scholarships and waitressed full-time to earn her bachelor’s degree from Wellesley College where she majored in literature and pre-medical studies. She then taught high school chemistry and physics for underserved students prior to entering the University of Massachusetts Medical School. As a product of strong public education, she believes that protecting and strengthening public education is an essential part of supporting children and improving the lives of Montanans.

Her husband of 30 years was recruited to St Patrick Hospital to be the Medical Director of Vascular Surgery. They brought her mother to join them in this amazing community where they have all settled, along with her sister and brother-in-law. She quickly integrated into the community earning her Forest Stewardship Certificate from Montana State University, becoming a community ambassador for the Missoula Rural Fire District by leading neighbors in clearing a safe evacuation route and spending hours on fuels reduction on her property with chainsaw in hand.  She was invited to bring her pediatric experience to the Board of Directors for the Partners Hope Foundation, an End-of-Life Center and Hospice Residence here in Missoula for Western Montanans.

Josh Slotnick, Commissioner, District 3 
Email: cdewar@missoulacounty.us	

Josh Slotnick moved to Missoula from Grand Forks, N.D., when he was 18 to attend the University of Montana, where he earned a philosophy degree. He then served in the Peace Corps in Thailand before furthering his education, first with a certificate in ecological horticulture from the University of California-Santa Cruz, and then by earning a master’s degree in agricultural extension from Cornell University.

Josh has been farming in Missoula with his wife on their family farm since 1992. In 1996, he co-founded Garden City Harvest and the PEAS Program in the Environmental Studies Program at UM. These entities have grown considerably since, and Josh's work, with many partners, has been well recognized. Josh also lectured at UM and received three awards from the University for Service to students.

He has served on many voluntary boards of directors in Missoula, including the Missoula County Weed Control Board, the Missoula Consolidated Planning Board, Homeword, AERO and the Missoula Farmers Market. He has written articles, essays, book chapters and one book.

Josh’s family is his greatest source of pride: his wife, Kim who runs their family farm, Clark Fork Organics in the Orchard Homes area, and their kids, Quinn, Sophie and Tasha. 

Matt Jennings, Missoula County Attorney 
Email: mjennings@missoulacounty.us	

Matt Jennings was appointed by the Missoula County commissioners as interim county attorney on March 14, 2024 in advance of the retirement of Kirsten Pabst at the end of March. He ran in the general election in November 2024 and will continue serving the remainder of Pabst’s term, which runs through 2026.

Jennings has worked in the County Attorney’s Office since 2014 and served as the chief criminal deputy attorney from 2019 to his appointment as interim county attorney. He previously clerked for retired District Court Judge Karen Townsend and worked as a legislative assistant for U.S. Sen. Jon Tester in Washington, D.C. He earned both his undergraduate and law degrees from the University of Montana. Prior to starting law school, Jennings worked as a vice president of government affairs for a renewable energy company.   

Ella Smith, Central House Strategies
Email: ella@centralhousestrategies.com	

Before joining Central House Strategies, Ella was the Program Director for Montana Women Vote and Lobbyist and Community Organizer with Northern Plains Resource Council. They also played a significant role in numerous political and issue-based campaigns, including Medicaid expansion, state legislative seats, US Congress and Senate, and protecting a clean and healthful environment. Ella has been a lobbyist and organizer in the Montana Legislature since 2015 on health care access, Medicaid expansion, childcare, economic justice, LGBTQ rights, Indigenous rights, sexual and reproductive freedom, and decriminalizing poverty.

With relationships at the core, Ella's work centers on building community and fostering nuanced conversations. Ella has a zeal for coalition building and strategic planning, believing that the more we are in community with one another, the stronger our movements are.

Ella Smith was born in Helena and grew up between Montana and Pennsylvania. After studying jazz performance and composition at the University of North Texas, Ella returned home to Montana and fell in love with community organizing. In their free time, Ella enjoys cracking jokes, reading fantasy novels, writing songs, and wandering aimlessly with her dog, Pippen.

Chad Bauer, President/CEO – Missoula Chamber of Commerce 
Email: chad@missoulachamber.com

Chad Bauer has been actively involved with the Chamber for decades, serving two terms as board chairperson and most recently as chairperson of the Governmental Affairs Committee. His longstanding commitment to the Chamber and his advocacy for Missoula have established him as a trusted leader at both the local and state levels.
With over 35 years of professional experience in the environmental services industry, Chad has held leadership roles with organizations including City Disposal, BFI, Allied Waste, Waste Connections, and Republic Services. At Republic Services Chad was serving as the General Manager for Eastern Montana.
Beyond his professional accomplishments, Chad has dedicated himself to various nonprofit boards, including Mountain West Bank, Campfire, the Missoula Education Foundation, GSA, and the Safari Club. His commitment to supporting Montana’s outdoor heritage is evident in his 18 years as a volunteer instructor for Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks’ hunter and bowhunter programs. And if that isn’t enough, he also holds a real estate license and pursues property development projects in his spare time
Chad is a lifelong resident of Missoula, and lives with his wife, Tiffany, and enjoys spending time with their two grown children and one grandchild. In his free time, he takes full advantage of Montana’s outdoor opportunities, participating in activities such as hunting, camping, golfing, and skiing.

Andy Nelson, Arts Missoula
Email:	andynelsonmt@gmail.com	

Andy has had a passion for the arts since “before he could talk,” as they say. Growing up in rural northeastern Montana (Culbertson), his early upbringing was fortunately rich with arts and culture. His mother started taking him to Suzuki piano lessons in North Dakota at the age of 3 after his daycare lady told her “He’s got an ear for music!” He had his first experience with 
Missoula Children’s Theatre when the tour came to his school and his entire Kindergarten cast as rats in the Pied Piper. Throughout his early years, he took advantage of every opportunity he could when it came to participating in the arts, including band, choir, summer theatre programs in Williston, ND, piano camp, and Speech and Drama. Upon graduating high school, Andy ventured west to Missoula where he attended college at the University of Montana. He immediately fell in love with this beautiful community, its people, and culture. After receiving his bachelor’s degrees in history and political science, he had a brief stint in the hospitality industry and then found himself working in the nonprofit sector, starting as a volunteer and eventually Executive Director of the Western Montana LGBTQ+ Community Center. Through this work, Andy found his voice in advocating for the LGBTQ+ community and during his tenure created safe, affirming spaces for the community; from beloved events like Missoula 
Pride to overseeing the move of The Center to their new location at 500 N. Higgins. 

His passion for community runs deep. You can often find Andy participating in a community event or volunteering for a fundraiser. He is active in the Missoula Sunrise Rotary Club, serves on the board of Run Wild Missoula, and is the Chair of the Missoula County Democrats. One of his favorite places in the world is Missoula Children’s Theatre, where he enjoys performing in their community productions. Andy is thrilled to be able to couple his love of community with his passion for the arts in his new role at ARTS Missoula.



Jason Marks, District Court Judge – Fourth Judicial District, Department 4
Email: amcghee@missoulacoumty.us	

Gov. Steven Bullock appointed Hon. Jason Marks as judge to the Fourth Judicial District, Department 4, to replace Judge Karen S. Townsend who retired Aug. 2019. In addition to presiding over regular cases in Missoula and Mineral Counties, Judge Marks also presides over the Veteran’s Treatment Court and Co-Occurring Treatment in Missoula County.

Judge Marks was born and raised in Missoula. He received his J.D. from Temple University in Philadelphia, PA in 2005. After returning to Missoula he served in both the Public Defender’s Office and the Missoula County Attorney’s Office. He was recognized as the Public Servant of the Year in 2009 by the Missoula Family Violence Counsel for his work on domestic violence cases. He was promoted in 2012 to supervise the prosecution of sexual assault and domestic violence cases in the Missoula County Attorney’s Office. In 2015 he was appointed to Chief 
Deputy County Attorney where he supervised both the criminal and civil divisions of the Missoula County Attorney’s Office until he was appointed to the bench by Gov. Bullock.

On a more personal level, Judge Marks is married and has three children that he feels lucky to be able to raise in the community where he grew up. He is an active member of the Missoula Kiwanis organization and has been a regular guest lecturer at the University of Montana Law School.

Shane Vannatta, District Court Judge - Fourth Judicial District, Department 5 
Email: amcghee@missoulacoumty.us

Governor Steve Bullock appointed the Hon. Shane A. Vannatta as district court judge to the newly-created Department 5 of the Fourth Judicial District in Feb. 2019. Judge Vannatta took the oath of office on February 22, 2019, and was unanimously confirmed by the Montana State Senate on March 8, 2019. Judge Vannatta will stand for election to his position in 2020.
	
Prior to assuming the bench, Judge Vannatta practiced law for 25+ years with the law firm of Worden Thane P.C. His legal practice focused principally in business law, and included advice for copyrights, trademarks, trade secrets, employment, business acquisitions, real property, and contract drafting. He maintained both a transactional and litigation practice.

Judge Vannatta graduated in 1993 from The University of Montana Law School (J.D. with Honors). He served as President of the State Bar of Montana (September 2011-2012), and currently serves as the ABA Delegate from the State Bar of Montana, and on various ABA committees and commissions.

As a private practitioner, Judge Vannatta was recognized on numerous peer-reviewed lists, including Mountain States Super Lawyers®, Best Lawyers in America®, and Martindale-Hubbell. He was recognized in 2019 & 2016 as “Lawyer of the Year” for work in Corporate Law in Missoula, MT, and in 2014 as “Lawyer of the Year” for work in Litigation - Labor & Employment in Missoula, MT.

Kasey Williams, Lieutenant of Professional Standards – Missoula Police Department  
Email: williamske@ci.missoula.mt.us

I was born and raised in Missoula.  Worked at Triple W Equipment through my 20’s.  I hired on with MPD in 2010.  I have worked Patrol, Patrol SGT, FTO, SWAT, and now Admin Lieutenant.

Betsy Craske – City Council Member, Ward 1 
Email: betsydefries@gmail.com	

Hi! My name is Betsy Craske, and I am an educator, an active community member, and a mom. I am a long time Ward 1 resident, and I am running for city council because I am committed to Missoula being a livable community for all.

I believe in collaboration and open & thoughtful conversation as essential tools to guide decision making as our community continues to grow. I’m committed to listening to constituents and using these discussions to guide decision making at the city level.  I am dedicated to learning the ins and outs of local government to best serve you.

Mike Nugent, City Council Member, Ward 4 
Email: mike.nugent@bhhsmt.com	

Mike Nugent is a lifelong Missoula resident and an alumnus of the University of Montana, where he earned a degree in Political Science and a Master of Public Administration. His professional background is in real estate; he is the Vice President of Berkshire Hathaway Montana Properties. Before his election to the City Council in 2022, he served as a Commissioner on the Missoula Housing Authority Board. Nugent is active in the community, having served as a past President of the United Way of Missoula County Board of Directors and on the boards of the Missoula County Fairgrounds Foundation, the YMCA, and Missoula Midtown. He and his wife are also co-owners of a local small business.
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