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B
uffalo’s Main Street was festooned in 
red, white and blue Saturday morning 
in preparation for the Red, White and 
West Semiquincentennial festivities. 

Flags and buntings hung from storefronts, 
parade watchers and their dogs dressed in all 
manner of patriotic attire lined the street and 
children waved miniature American flags in 
anticipation of the parade, setting the stage for 
a weekend that was jam packed with events to 
celebrate the nation’s 250th anniversary.

“Starting with the parade, it was a huge 
success with minimum chaos, and I think 
everyone thoroughly enjoyed it,” said Candice 
Christensen, president of the Buffalo Area 
Chamber of Commerce. “I have heard nothing 
but kudos to everybody, and the overall 
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Kashlea Esponda, 12, walks her heifer Ester around town on Saturday. “I wanted to do something cool and special for the 
250th,” Esponda said. Her sister, Tinsley, held a sign that read Red, West and Moo.    

Following a trend of declining enroll-
ment that began during the pandemic, 
Johnson County School District No. 1 
ended the 2025-26 school year with 39 
fewer students than it had at the end of 
the 2024-25 school year. The trend began in 
2020, and because enrollment plays a large 
part in school funding, it is something the 
district has been following closely. 

And the district isn’t alone in experi-
encing declining enrollment, as public 
school enrollment throughout the coun-
try hasn’t recovered since the pandemic, 
according to Superintendent Charles 
Auzqui’s June board report.  

Despite the district’s overall enroll-
ment trend, kindergarten enrollment at 
Meadowlark Elementary School for next 
school year is coming in higher than it did 
ahead of last school year. A total of 71 stu-
dents were enrolled as of June – 56 in kin-
dergarten and 15 in junior kindergarten, 
according to Principal John Corbin. It’s 
likely those numbers will change ahead 
of and even during next school year, but 
there are already nine students more than 
were enrolled last year.

“These nine students are a wonderful 
expansion for us in how we continue to 
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Members of the VFW and VFW Auxiliary wave to parade goers during 
the 250th Independence Day parade on Main Street on July 4. 

Oil and gas leasing on federal land 
could get a lot cheaper for producers 
under a rule update proposed by the 
Trump administration.

The Interior Department, which over-
sees the Bureau of Land Management, 
published a rule in the Federal Register 
in late June that would decrease bond-
ing amounts for federal onshore oil and 
gas leases and reduce public comment 
opportunities on leases.

Bonds are paid by an operator as a 
financial assurance to the BLM and the 
public that it will comply with regula-
tions and later plug and clean up a well 
site when it is no longer in production.

Under the proposed rule, bonds for 
individual leases would be reduced 
to $10,000 and to $25,000 for statewide 
bonds. This is a reversal of a 2024 Biden 
administration policy change that 
increased bond amounts to a maximum 
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The Legislature’s Joint Appropriations Committee has identified property tax relief 
as its top priorty during the interim.

Even before the most 
recent round of property tax 
relief measures approved by 
the Wyoming Legislature 
have taken effect, lawmakers 
have a slate of additional 
property tax measures that 
they will consider during the 
interim.

In June, members of the 
Joint Revenue Committee 
met for two days in Gillette 
to consider the committee’s 
interim topics, including the 
impacts of past property tax 
relief efforts, the so-called 
“People’s Choice” ballot ini-
tiative, and additional mea-

sures that the Legislature 
may consider in 2027.

The committee’s No. 1 
priority for the interim – the 
time between regular legis-
lative sessions – is property 
tax reform. That includes a 
range of property tax clean-
up options to include “more 
robust long term property 
tax reform enhancements,” 
according to the committee. 
This will include a discus-
sion of alternative revenue 
options to replace residential 
property tax. 

Playing cleanup
During the two days, law-

makers discussed a number 
of measures designed to 

clean up property tax legis-
lation passed in the past few 
sessions, including aligning 
residency requirements and 
filing deadlines. 

Last year, all residential 
property was subject to a 
25% exemption on the first 
$1 million of a home’s value. 
This year, homeowners had 
to apply for that exemption.

The Department of 
Revenue told lawmakers 
that statewide, 65% to 75% 
of eligible homeowners 
received either the long-
term homeowners exemp-
tion (50% exemption for 

Eating hot dogs while racing four 
laps around a track isn’t the typical way 
to celebrate Independence Day, but 
dozens of participants embraced the 
challenge Saturday during the Johnson 

County Family YMCA’s Run for the Bun.
Held in honor of America’s 250th 

Fourth of July celebration, the race cov-
ered 1.776 kilometers – four laps around 
the track – with competitors required 
to eat half a hot dog after each lap. The 
fastest male and female finishers earned 
“Top Dog” trophies.

“My biggest concern is definitely the 
hot dog part of it. I’m not very good at 
eating quickly so that’s definitely going 

to be my weakness,” contestant Jeron 
Sutton said. 

One competitor, Preston Snyder had 
concerns about the running, after saying 
he is not an avid runner. 

“My goal was I didn’t want to throw 
up because I knew it was going to add 
a couple of minutes, so you just have to 
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Preliminary enrollment numbers indicate that this year’s kindergarten and prekindergarten classes at Meadowlark 
Elementary School will be larger than last year’s. 

Students:
Continued from A1

Overall enrollment declines continue

meet the needs of our Johnson 
County community,” Corbin said. 
“And we look forward to continuing 
to grow throughout the summer.”

The increase in kindergarten 
class size isn’t a major change from 
an overall trend of declining enroll-
ment, however, and the district’s 
historic enrollment data from the 
Wyoming Department of Education 
shows that cohorts, or the number of 
students in a particular graduating 
class, tend to fluctuate in numbers 
every year.

Overall, the district hasn’t recov-
ered its pre-pandemic enrollment 
numbers and doesn’t expect it will 
anytime soon. Before the 2020-21 
school year, the district had 1,220 
to 1,350 enrolled students as far 
back as 1991-92, the furthest back 
Wyoming Department of Education 
data goes. Since 2020-21, the dis-
trict’s enrollment hasn’t surpassed 
1,135 students. Auzqui wrote in his 
report that declining birth rates 
and increased educational options 
are two of the major factors that 
have led to declining public school 
enrollment. 

These factors play a big part in 
most public schools throughout 
Wyoming in particular, as it was 
among the 10 states in the U.S. that 
reported seeing their highest home-

school enrollment numbers last 
school year, according to a report 
from Johns Hopkins Institute for 
Education Policy. That means that 
homeschool enrollment surpassed 
numbers even during the peak 
brought on during the pandemic.

Now that the Wyoming voucher 
program has been reopened after a 
preliminary injunction was over-
turned ahead of an official ruling 
on the program’s constitutionality, 
there are concerns that more fami-
lies will opt for alternatives to pub-
lic school ahead of next school year. 
The program makes up to $7,000 
available to each Wyoming K-12 stu-
dent not enrolled full time in a pub-
lic school to use toward educational 
expenses such as private school tui-
tion or online learning platforms.

District trustee Dave Belus ques-
tioned during the June 3 school 
board work session whether district 
administrators had an idea of how 
many students might leave the dis-
trict for private or homeschooling 
next year now that the program is 
open. Auzqui said he doesn’t expect 
the district to see any major enroll-
ment losses due to the program just 
yet.

“You’ll probably see it in the 
early elementaries with the private 
schools and stuff, they’ll take advan-

tage of some of that, so we might 
see some losses there,” Auzqui 
said during the meeting. “But I 
want to look at the bigger picture. 
Private school, home school, charter 
schools, virtual schools – all those 
competitive pieces now just become 
stronger.”

Those alternative educational 
options will now be vying for vouch-
er money, he said.

Meanwhile, the national and 
statewide birth rate continues to 
fall. Wyoming has also seen a low 
birth rate over the past several 
years, with Johnson County having 
a particularly low birth rate at 6.9 
per 1,000 population in 2024 com-
pared with the statewide rate of 10.4 
that same year, according to data 
from the Wyoming Department of 
Health. That same year, the U.S. 
saw a record low fertility rate of 
10.7 that has only continued to trend 
downward, according to data from 
the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention.

The school district has been pre-
dicting a decline in enrollment for 
years and has been making staffing 
and budget decisions with those 
changes in mind, according to numer-
ous conversations and reports from 
Joshnon County School District No. 1 
over the past several years.

homeowners over age 65) or the 
homeowners exemption (25% 
exemption). 

Johnson County Assessor Steve 
Esponda said it is impossible to 
know just how many residential 
property owners in the county 
may have qualified for one of the 
exemptions. 

Esponda said his office used 
multiple methods, including noti-
fications on the 
back of notices 
of valuation and 
radio and newspa-
per advertising, 
to let property 
owners know that 
they had to apply 
for the residential 
exemption this 
year.

“Last year, 
most people didn’t 
even know they 
got an exemption, 
they just saw 
their taxes were 
lower,” Esponda 
said, adding that many homeown-
ers did not realize the exemption 
was not automatically applied this 
year. 

Esponda said that some property 
owners who would have qualified 
for the exemption chose not to 
apply.

“A lot of people actually were 
really on the fence about whether 
they should even get the exemption 
or not, because they understand, 
if I can pay my taxes, why should 
I get a reduced amount,” he said. 
“The city is the one that’s really 
impacted here, because they don’t 
get any oil and gas money.”

The ‘People’s Initiative’ 
During November’s general 

election, Wyoming voters will be 
asked to vote on a measure that 

could exempt half of a residential 
property’s assessed value from 
property taxes if the owner lives in 
the home for at least six months a 
year. 

The measure, commonly known 
as the “People’s Initiative,” is a 
citizen-driven ballot measure that 
will appear before voters in the 
2026 General Election. It marks the 
first time a citizen-initiated mea-

sure has made it to 
the Wyoming ballot 
in 30 years.

If approved by vot-
ers, it could reduce 
property tax revenue 
by about $124.7 million 
– or 23% – statewide.

If those funds are 
not collected, public 
schools would bear 
the brunt of cuts and 
could lose roughly 
$81.3 million, accord-
ing to a Wyoming 
Department of 
Revenue analysis 
presented to commit-

tee members. The analysis includ-
ed the impacts of the People’s 
Initiative and the additional 
property tax relief measures the 
Wyoming Legislature has passed in 
recent years. 

The exemption only applies to 
owner-occupied dwellings, and it 
does not include the land on which 
the dwelling is built. 

In Johnson County, the 
Department of Revenue estimates 
that a 50% exemption would 
amount to an estimated loss of 
$332,866 to the county’s tax reve-
nue and another $476,331 loss to the 
city of Buffalo and special districts, 
like the Johnson County Fire 
District, the Rural Health Care 
District, the Cemetery District and 
others.

Rep. Marilyn Connolly, 

R-Buffalo, said that local voters 
have chosen to tax themselves for 
special districts. It’s important for 
those same voters to understand 
what happens to funds for those 
special districts if they approve a 
50% exemption on residential prop-
erty taxes. 

“I am very nervous about this,” 
she said.

Johnson County Commission 
Chairman Bill Novotny echoed 
those sentiments. 

“I don’t believe most voters see 
the direct correlation between 
local property taxes and local 
services like ambulance, fire, 
senior center or even the landfill,” 
Novotny said. Novotny added that 
while this year, an uptick in oil, 
gas and uranium production negat-
ed the loss of property tax revenue, 
voters should not assume that com-
modities will continue to make up 
the difference. 

“The city of Buffalo will be 
hit the hardest by this action,” 
Novotny said.   

Eliminating property taxes
During the 2026 Legislative ses-

sion, lawmakers considered a bill 
that would reduce residential prop-
erty taxes to 0%, effectively elimi-
nating the tax. 

The effect would be a loss of 
approximately $600 million to 
schools and local governments. To 
offset that loss, lawmakers pro-
posed raising the state sales tax 
from 4% to 6%. According to the 
Wyoming Department of Revenue, 
a 2% increase in the statewide 
sales and use tax is estimated to 
raise an estimated $488.1 million, 
or $244 million per each 1% – about 
$112 million short of the loss that 
would be created by eliminating 
residential property taxes. 

The committee will meet again 
Aug. 31 and Sept. 1 in Casper. 

Taxes:
Continued from A1

Local property taxes, local services

of $150,000 for individual leases and $500,000 for state-
wide bonds. Both the Biden-era policy and the Trump 
administration’s update have been billed as actions 
that “modernize” federal onshore oil and gas leasing. 

The proposed bond amounts are the same rates 
that had been in place for more than 60 years prior to 
2024. A 2019 Government Accountability Office report 
found that bonds at the proposed rate were insuffi-
cient to cover the cleanup costs of 99.5% of wells on 
federal land.

The Trump administration deems the newly pro-
posed minimum bond amounts sufficient, because the 
BLM can adjust bond amounts as necessary during 
periodic bond reviews, the rule says. BLM state offic-
es are directed to review all bonds at least every five 
years or more frequently for operators with higher 
risk factors. The agency’s bond reviews ensure that 
the amounts paid are enough to cover potential liabil-
ities based on risk, an operator’s compliance history, 
the number of wells and their characteristics, accord-

ing to the rule.
“These amounts 

are currently attain-
able for small opera-
tors and would alle-
viate the financial 
burden on them,” 
the rule says.

The rule notes 
that when bond 
rates are too 
high, “significant 
amounts of capital” 
are tied up “in an 
unproductive capac-
ity” which leads to 
less development 

and production. The Trump administration, specifi-
cally, is looking to boost domestic energy production 
by eliminating administrative barriers, according to 
the Interior Department news release.

“Energy Dominance requires regulatory clarity,” 
Secretary of the Interior Doug Burgum said in a state-
ment. “These targeted updates cut through the red 
tape that has historically deterred investment, ensur-
ing our public lands remain a reliable engine for eco-
nomic growth and innovation.”

Federal onshore oil and gas production accounts 
for roughly 15% of domestically produced oil and 9% 
of domestically produced natural gas, according to 
the rule. 

The updates to the BLM’s leasing program are in 
line with previous administration actions to cut costs 
for oil and gas producers, including reducing the roy-
alty rate for mineral extraction on federal lands from 
16.67% to 12.5%. Federal mineral royalties are collect-
ed by the Department of Interior as a percentage of 
the sales value of extracted resources and are evenly 
split between the federal government and the state 
government where the minerals are extracted.

The agency is also considering implementing 
nationwide bonds, which were eliminated as part 
of the 2024 Biden-era leasing update. If the BLM 
reinstates these, it will restore the minimum bond 
amount to $150,000. 

Taxpayers for Common Sense, a nonpartisan fis-
cal watchdog organization, said in a blog post about 
the proposal that federal bonding requirements have 
often been insufficient to cover full reclamation costs, 
which means taxpayers foot the bill if operators fail 
to complete cleanup work.

Limits on public participation
In addition to bonding changes, the Interior 

Department is also proposing reducing public com-
ment periods for oil and gas lease sales from 90 days 
to 10 days. 

As proposed, the rule would remove the 30-day 
NEPA comment period and shorten the Notice of 
Competitive Lease Sale from 60 days to 45 days.

The 10-day window would be the protest period, 
and protest filings would be limited to 50 pages. The 
rule cites frequently repetitive content in these pro-
tests that burdens the BLM’s time and resources. For 
every additional page over 50, the agency will charge 
a filing fee of $1 per page. 

More than 70% of parcels offered for lease in the 
past few years received a protest, the rule says. 

“The fee is not being proposed to reimburse 
the BLM for its processing costs, which the BLM 
estimates to be $2,470 per protest,” the rule says. 
“Instead, the purpose of the filing fee is to encourage 
individuals submitting protests to be clear and con-
cise as to the basis for the protest.”

The Government Accountability Office examined 
protests on BLM oil and gas leases in 2010. It found 
that a diverse array of entities, including nongovern-
mental organizations with environmental and hunt-
ing interests, state and local governments, businesses 
and private individuals file protests citing various 
concerns, such as wildlife habitat, air or water quali-
ty and loss of recreational or agricultural land uses.

BLM:
Continued from A1

Reduce red tape

Public comment 
Comments on the Interior 

Department’s proposed 
updates to its oil and gas 
leasing regulations are due 
by Aug. 24. Visit https://
www.regulations.gov. 

In the search box, enter 
“BLM-2025-0037” and click 
the Search button. Follow the 
instructions at this website. 

“I don’t believe most 
voters see the direct 
correlation between 
local property taxes 
and local services 
like ambulance, fire, 
senior center or even 
the landfill.” 
— Bill Novotny,
Johnson County 
Commission Chairman 
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