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Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions Forum 

Community Town Hall Meeting 
December 6, 2016 

4:00 – 6:00 pm 

Buck’s T-4 Lodge 

 

 

Notes 
 

Welcome 

Kristin Gardner: Welcome to the Big Sky Sustainable Water Forum (Forum).  Karen Filipovich is 

the facilitator. Jeff Dunn is a watershed scientist with RESPEC, has 10 years experience in Big Sky 

and is an avid kayaker. Troy Benn works at RESPEC as a water resources engineer. 

 

Thanks you for coming. The more involved, the better results for the future. 

The presenters were introduced.  Index cards for questions were explained. Will try to answer 

questions we don’t get to after the meeting and put them up as FAQs.  

 

Presentations: Big Sky Water Resources 

 

1) Overview of the Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions Forum  

Purpose, Process and Objectives: Kristin Gardner, Executive Director, Gallatin River Task Force 

(GRTF) 

 

I am going to talk about priorities, activities, timeline of the Forum and ways public can get 

involved. We want to hear from you through this process.  Your involvement is important. 

 

The BSSWS Forum is working on current and future watershed issues. Currently, there are some 

streams that do not meet state water quality standards and some areas with habitat degradation 

including increased erosion and riparian vegetation removal. There are also issues with water 

availability. The entire upper Missouri River Basin is a closed basin, so no more water is available 

legally.  We’re also dealing with ground water availability in our own watershed. Our drinking 

water source is ground water. Some of our watershed has poor water quality, due to issues with our 

complex geology. 

 

Issues for the future include managing for climate change. Scientists are in general agreement that 

we’ll see earlier snowmelt. We’ll likely see decreased stream flows in late summer and early fall. 

This means we’ll likely see higher water temperatures at this times. This is not good for fisheries. 

This will likely cause proliferation of bacteria, algal growth and diminish available dissolved 

oxygen. This can raise the level of disease.  We’ll also have to think about the growth of the Big Sky 
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community. A graph of the Big Sky Water & Sewer District (BSWSD) water supply and treatment 

projections found that by 2022-23 they will likely need additional options for water supply and 

wastewater treatment and disposal.  We have about five years to come up with additional options.  

Where, when and how you take water and dispose of wastewater makes a huge difference on water 

quality and the amount of water that is moving throughout the watershed.  This next five years is an 

opportunity for proactive planning for the watershed.  I’m really excited that we’ve gotten this 

group together; these really smart folks are here to work on water planning in the Big Sky 

watershed.  This is what these folks will be doing.  In addition, we have fragmented oversight of our 

water resources, so we need this group to unify approaches for management.   

 

Our boundary is the resort tax boundary. This boundary is divided into two counties and two 

watersheds. Water doesn’t care about political boundaries; instead it flows within its watershed. In 

addition, we have many different owners managing portions of land and water within this 

boundary. The resorts and clubs own land. The Forest Service has significant holdings within it. 

FWP oversees fish and wildlife issues. No one is holistically overseeing the resources, so BSSWS has 

an important role doing that.  The zone of influence is also important, which is the broader Gallatin 

and Madison watersheds. The downstream communities are important and depend on the water 

that comes downstream from Big Sky area headwaters.  We need to ensure that the water coming 

out of Big Sky is of good quality and that there is a lot of it.  

 

The water Forum will also provide a framework for identifying water resources and options that 

will maintain and enhance water resources. The Forum will also support community 

implementation of the recommendations. 

 

The stakeholders are driving the process. The advisory committee is a subcommittee to help guide 

the process forward. The GRTF is the host of this process and a member of the advisory committee, 

but as a stakeholder we have no more say in what goes on than any other stakeholder entity. 35 

entities are engaged in this process – you have them in your handout.   

 

The public has a critical role as well.  We want engagement, discussion, ideas and opportunities. We 

hope you will stay involved. Stakeholders stood up and public participants were encouraged to talk 

with them after the panel.   

 

The GRTF role as host and community education for this Forum falls under our mission to partner 

with the community and inspire stewardship.  GRTF is moving into the Madison watershed as well 

and we really are a collaborative organization.  

 

Process started with interviews. The concerns identified during that process fell into three areas: 

 Ecological health of the river systems 

 Clean water supply and availability 

 Wastewater treatment and disposal 
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These focus areas are what we’ve been learning about for the past several months. 

 

Our timeline is to have a draft stewardship plan by next December and will have another town hall 

meeting.  We have a project web page, sign up for the newsletter, share on social media and 

encourage your friends and neighbors to be involved.  We encourage you to stay involved. 

 

Finally, we’d like to thank our sponsors: Gallatin and Madison Counties, Resort Tax District, Lone 

Mountain Land Company, Big Sky Sewer and Water District, and Yellowstone Club.  

 

 

 

2) Ecological Health 

Ecological Health of the River Systems – Bob Zimmer, Water Programs Coordinator, Greater 

Yellowstone Coalition 

 

My job is to talk about ecological health.  We covered this in about three hours one day and 

scratched the surface them. Ecological health is a broad topic, and I’ll talk about this in fairly 

general terms today. Think about water resources and what kind of challenge are we going to be 

facing. Several factors will affect water resources: land use, weather and climate, and people.  

People are a big piece of what we’re dealing with.  Ecological health is not environmental health or 

environmental integrity.  We’re not talking about what this was before people came. What the goal 

of working with people and the environment together? People are part of the picture. It needs to 

support us too – playing in the river, fishing and being productive. We want to look at diversity – 

what is the water supporting around Big Sky?  This is a big difference between ecological health and 

the ecosystem. Ecosystems are  the basis for this Big Sky’s watersheds.  We have sub-watersheds 

and then Gallatin and Madison. There is a lot of complexity within the area.   

 

What is a watershed? It’s a piece of the ecosystem. We often see changes associated with changes in 

the water and watersheds.  We have the rivers, the geology, soils, the forests and other fundamental 

pieces of the ecology. As part of the Forum, we took significant time looking at geology, the soils, 

things that contribute to natural storage and natural availability. There are different watersheds 

and they nest and interact. When you talk about watersheds, you can have three different 

ecosystems within feet of each other.  

 

When we look at watershed condition, there are 3-4 things that are really important for our 

ecological values. What is our current condition? Is it good or bad and how do we know? What is 

the capacity to deal with change? Do we have room to grow? Do we see opportunities for 

restoration and recovery? My personal goal for this group is that we enhance water quality, 

enhance the watershed and have a place for everyone to live and play in the future. What this will 

take is resiliency. We have to factor resilience into policy and goals.  Ecosystem can change, 
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sometime irreversibly. We are going to see species change. Sometimes it is man-made.  We might 

see invasive species like weeds, zebra mussels. These will change the ecosystems.  Management of 

things like wildfire – we’ve suppressed wildfire and need to factor in what we might need to do in 

the future. We will contend with climate change.  

Do we have a healthy watershed or not? Kristin mentioned TMDL. There is  a plan to address these 

past impacts and a lot of people working on providing information and getting through a watershed 

structure.  

 

We have regulatory structure going for us. There are a lot of people with development and 

regulation. All have a place in the decision making process. Planning and design and adaptive 

management are all tools we’ll use. 

 

The take home is community values. Who are we? It takes a village, a Canyon, a club, a resort, and 

we want to build a legacy here. 

 

These are two communities – Lake Tahoe and Yampa in Colorado are two examples of how to do 

effective management without regulation (resources linked on the project page 

(http://www.gallatinrivertaskforce.org/projects/big-sky-sustainable-water-solutions-

forum/resources/). If you do it by rule, you have the endangered species act, or do it voluntarily. I 

hope we do a consensus based, voluntary management system. 

 

 

Water Quality and Standards – Eric Urban, Bureau Chief, Water Quality Planning Bureau, 

Department of Environmental Quality 

 

 I am representing State of Montana representing water quality. My role is to give you 100,000 foot 

level for Clean Water Act in five minutes or less.  There is a regulatory framework, but I am also 

trying to talk myself out of a job and promote a grassroots, proactive effort for great water quality.  

 

Water Quality standards apply to everyone. Some need permits – those are the entities people point 

to, but voluntary application of standards applies to others. So, what are the regulations? There are 

goals, beneficial uses, criteria (number), nondegradation policy and then rules. What does this 

mean for Big Sky and Montana? Water quality has something like “fishable” as a beneficial use. We 

use a number from deep inside the document related to fishery or another beneficial use to 

encapsulate the level needed to support that beneficial use. We also have “how do we get that on 

the ground” to ensure standards can be met. 

 

Highlighted here tonight is the voluntary side; we work a lot with communities to do voluntary 

participation.  We have numbers and narrative criteria and additional regulations that are imposed 

on new design and infrastructure called standards, but are really about engineering specifications 

and ensure safety and that money is being spent well.  We also have some funding potential: for 
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drinking fund we fund about 15 million/year; about 20 million/year for wastewater projects and 

for nonpoint source pollutant projects we fund about 1 million/year (forestry, agriculture, etc.) 

 

 

 

3) Water Supply and Availability 

Water Rights and Legal Availability - Kerri Strasheim, Regional Water Manager, Department of 

Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) 

 

I oversee DNRC water rights for Madison, Gallatin and Park Counties.  We focus on the water 

quantity side. All beneficial water uses do need a water right.  Montana is under the Western 

doctrine – first in time is first in right, rather than the Easter where access = use.  This can be 

confusing to new residents. 

 

Why is water important? Montana closures cover much of the state because of existing allocations. 

In Big Sky, the area lies in two basin closures. On the Gallatin side is the Upper Missouri River Basin 

Closure and the Madison- Jefferson Basin closure is on the Madison side, but they are essentially the 

same thing. They were driven by challenges in the 90’s saying all water appropriated. This led to a 

closure. We also have part of the Yellowstone Ground water closure in the Big Sky area and that 

helps protect the  Yellowstone Park’s hydrothermal resources.  

 

Big picture, along with the closure, there are some options for new supply going forward, but you 

have to make sure that there are no adverse affects to older water rights. Mitigation must occur 

with old water to use new water.  When you look at the old water in the Madison and Gallatin 

watersheds, looking at the Gallatin valley – mapped in the 50’s, the Gallatin Valley has many more 

rights and many more rights than the Big Sky area. Madison is similar, though dam control makes 

the water work a little differently there. Big Picture, hydropower and agriculture all have older 

uses.   

 

41H is the Gallatin Basin, and it is closed to new appropriations for surface water and connected 

ground water. Small ground water wells are permitted (less than 35 gym and 10 acre/feet total per 

year). The water commissioner on the Gallatin cuts water rights at 1890 so anything younger than 

that is considered high floodwater. FWP also have in-stream rights that are not always met on the 

Gallatin, so that is another constrain in the system.  In the Madison Basin, code 41F, the basin 

closure exists, but isn’t as contentious because it is dam regulated and they don’t have a water 

commissioner. There has been some high spring flow done with Canyon Ferry mitigation water, but 

changes in policy suggest this won’t be an option going forward. Jack Creek does have an in-stream 

flow right that is not met year round. Getting new water is a challenge in the Big Sky area, and the 

solution is not likely to be simple. 
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Physical Water Supply and Water Supply Sources - Mike Richter, Research Scientist, Montana 

Bureau of Mines and Geology, Resident of Big Sky and Board Member of Gallatin River Task Force. 

 

This is focused on water supply and physical availability. In 1993, there were about 10 wells 

drilled/year. Moving forward, in 2016, we’ve drilled a lot more wells. There has been an uptick in 

well drilling/year that starts in 1994.  In 1994, the tram was installed and Big Sky goes “big.” There 

was also a building moratorium because the existing infrastructure for water supply and 

wastewater treatment was insufficient.  Ron Edwards was hired and that moratorium was resolved.  

 

MBMG is monitoring 12 wells and 3 springs on a long term basis in the Big Sky area.  There are sand 

and water aquifers that produce the best water in Big Sky. There are small spatially and not very 

thick. Cretaceous sandstones and shales have marginal aquifers, typically with high dissolved 

solids, high pH and lower yields, except for where they are connected to recharge areas.  There is 

also Madison Limestone in the area, which can yield good water sources, but in the Big Sky area it is 

quite deep. In this area, that limestone is 3,00-4,000 feet deep. There are also some fractured 

aquifers in the Canyon and more  in the intrusive rook up in the Lone peak and Pioneer mountain 

areas that can be a good aquifer.  The public water supply wells are clustered in the Meadow and 

the Mountain, with about a 1,000 gallons/minute out of each zone. They are close to the surface 

water and they are quite connected.  

 

Looking at the water level data in the Meadow area, you can see that it is stable long-term, but 

responsive to snowmelt and changes in climate.  James Rose (MBMG) has been modeling the 

Meadow alluvial aquifer and most of the aquifer is 10-20 feet thick. The public supply wells are in 

the deeper zone. Most of the aquifer is not usable.  The “meat bucket” is like the deep pools in a 

river – it is the areas of the aquifer where you get the good yields and water quality.  In the Meadow 

Village, all the water supply comes from this area of the aquifer (under the golf course). In 2016, 

two new wells went into use – 5 up from 3. This is a new amount of ground water pumping and it 

will be interesting to see the impact. In Buck’s, the lower basin aquifer exists. It is 30-50 feet thick 

with good water quality, though it is quite hard water. Nitrate levels at 1-2 mg/l. Background levels 

for nitrates are less than .5 mg/l. Where is this excess nitrates coming from? Septic tanks are 

associated with the wells and may be the contributing factor.  We don’t have as detailed of data 

here, but the data look stable in our test well.  

 

In summary, Big Sky’s water supply is ground water. Ground water is recharged by snowmelt, 

streams, precipitation and infiltration.  The complex geology and significant changes in relief equal 

a complicated water system. Alluvial aquifers are our highest quality, best producing aquifers, but 

they are shallow and vulnerable to contamination. The BSSWS is a think, innovate and be yourself 

group for finding solutions.  

 

 

4)  Wastewater Treatment and Disposal 
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Overview of Big Sky Area Wastewater Treatment and Disposal - Ron Edwards, General 

Manager, Big Sky Water & Sewer District (BSWSD) 

 

My theme is wastewater. I am going to talk about the BSWSD and what it is, wastewater collection 

and treatment and capacity. We have four service areas in District boundaries: Mountain, Meadow, 

Lone Moose Meadows and Spanish Peaks in our service area. The service area is not a big rectangle. 

Moonlight and Yellowstone Club both have their own water supply and wastewater treatment 

systems. The Canyon is primarily well and septic systems.  BSWSD is a pretty small entity. Our 

sewer system runs from the top of Cascade in Section 19, down by the road in what we call the 

“poop shoot” and into the Meadow area. The treatment plant is at the east end of our system – as 

you drive to Big Sky Resort, you see the ponds and the plant on the right, across from the new 

hardware store (Ace). There are 2,600 customers and we are about 45% built-out in 2016.  Many 

people aren’t here year round, so we get the benefit of having more capacity than needed much of 

the time. We do our permitting in single family equivalents (SFE) and those are converted into 

equivalents by type of use: residential, commercial, industrial or other uses, based on square 

footage and type of use. We’ve used the SFE system since the 1990’s. In 1990, we had about 1,500 

SFEs connected. Now we have 5,200 SFEs.  

 

We’ve averaged 5% growth/year since 1996, though the exact amount has varied – the lowest was 

during the recession – for BSWSD.  Other entities in the Big Sky area are growing in somewhat 

different ways. 

 

What is our wastewater capacity? There is treatment, disposal and storage. 100% of sewage comes 

to the storage ponds, then over to the treatment plant. Once tertiary treatment is completed, the 

treated water goes to ponds to wait until summer. Right now, those ponds are empty, but will fill 

during ski season. In summer, BSWSD will then let that water go to irrigation on two golf courses: 

The Meadow Village golf course for Big Sky Resort and the Yellowstone Club golf course which is 

seven miles away.  Spanish Peaks will have a third golf course coming on line and lines and storage 

will be built, so there will be the ability to dispose of water there too in the future. The current 

treatment plant was built in 2004 and has a treatment capacity of 600,000 gallons/day. Our current 

flow is about 400,000 gallons/day, so BSWSD is in pretty good shape for capacity to treat right now. 

There will be an expansion phase to add a third basin to the treatment plant.  Our peak service day 

is about 700,000 gallons/day of effluent and that will happen on New Year’s Eve each year. The 

treated pond in the Meadow holds about 90 million gallons and then significant water is moved up 

a pipe to the Yellowstone Club storage pond seven miles away and over 2,000 up feet vertically; an 

expensive process.  

 

Our biggest constraint is disposal of treated water. During the wettest years, there may not be 

enough absorptive capacity to take the treated water for disposal, which is roughly around 140 

million gallons or so on the Meadow golf course during the wettest year in ten.  We’ve done several 

studies for options of disposing of water. Eventually, we’ll reach the limits of what we have for 
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disposal, for all the clubs and BSWSD and the takeaway is that there is a predicted shortage for 

disposal as we build out over time.  A big part of our Forum task is to evaluate options and try to 

come up with a consensus on what to do going forward. Options to consider for wastewater 

disposal include expanded land application, ground water discharge, big engineered drain fields 

that will require a discharge permit, you can do snowmaking with treated water which will also 

require a discharge permit, stream discharge that requires permit, smaller decentralized treatment 

units and combinations of all these or other options we haven’t looked at yet.  

 

The BSWSD has extensive studies available online for further information. 

 

5) Community Models 

Finding ways to effectively move forward, given some of the challenges the Big Sky area faces in 

managing its water resources, is the main function of the Forum. 

 

The remaining members of the Forum advisory committee offered their perspectives and further 

information (Kristin Gardner, Box Zimmer, and Ron Edwards already spoke. David O’Connor was 

not able to be at the meeting.). Many of the Forum stakeholders were also in attendance and 

meeting participants were encouraged to talk further with all stakeholders during networking time. 

 

Mike DuCuennois, P.E., Vice President of Development, Yellowstone Club  

 

I represent Yellowstone Club as a stakeholder on the Forum, and we’re actively involved in the 

Forum. I did want to update all of you on the pond spill that happened back in March.  When it 

happened, 25 million gallons of the 30 million gallon capacity was in there. We are tied at the hip 

with the BSWSD and have been since 2001.  The pond contains a combination of Yellowstone Club 

and BSWSD treated water.  The pond is fixed and back in operation.  We spend the summer doing a 

reclamation plan to address the erosion and that is completed. The DEQ has inspected the pond and 

there are no violations at this time. We are also an active part of our community. 

 

Kevin Germain, Vice President of Planning and Development, Lone Mountain Land Company  

 

I’ve been asked to talk about community values. It’s all about the natural system. Lone Mountain 

Land Company included Moonlight Basin, Spanish Peaks. People don’t buy a home from us because 

we have a nice house; they buy it because of the natural resources. The Gallatin River and Jack 

Creek is the pinnacle of our natural resources and we need to be stewards of these resources. The 

second reason is that I’ve been working on water and wastewater at Moonlight for about 13 years. 

Kerri [Strasheim] at DNRC sees me about water rights and DEQ about water quality too. Over the 

years, I’ve realized there has to be a better way to manage our waste water and the water. It’s easy 

to dispose of effluent on lodgepole pine in the forest, but that is a terrible use of a precious resource 

and there has to be something better we can do with it. I also want to thank the stakeholders on the 

Forum. There are 36 of them and many don’t live in Big Sky. They make the trek to help us and 
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work with us on these solutions. Thanks to the Commissioners for paying attention and to all 

stakeholders on the Forum. 

 

Brian Wheeler, Director of Real Estate and Development, Big Sky Resort 

Big Sky’s projects have been driven by community input and support. We’re here to work with you. 

Things like the hospital, the high school, and the parks. We’re here to listen to you, the community. 

We’re also here to learn; there are a lot of smart people in this room and we can learn from you. The 

second part of this is a unified front. BSR has been responsible for 100% of the disposal on the golf 

course, but now we need to work as a team with the BSWSD and YC, partners at Moonlight and a lot 

of the people in this room. This is first time I can remember that local landowners can get together 

with experts evaluate opportunities and solutions moving forward. It gets back to the community 

and what we’re doing and how we can integrate these solutions moving forward. It is nice to see 

you all here; we were worried it might be ten or twelve people and all this coffee. Thank you for 

coming. 

 

 

Community Models: 

Other communities also face similar challenges to the Big Sky area.  Several community approaches 

have been discussed at previous Forum stakeholder meetings and resources are available on the 

BSSWS Forum project page.  

 

 Troy Benn, water Resources Engineer, RESPEC, highlighted a handful to show some of the breadth 

available for options. 

 

We’ve been hearing about challenges that Big Sky might have, but also want to present community 

models across the west. Big Sky is not the first community to deal with water issues. 

 

Telluride, Colorado wanted to preserve the open space, aesthetics, history and ecology through 

eminent domain in the valley bottom. There were legal challenges and the negotiated settlement 

allowed Telluride to buy the land and subsequently put it into a conservation easement. Since that 

happened, there have been stream and wetland restoration.  Land acquisition and conservation 

easements can be considered part of our toolbox to preserve and enhance resources. 

 

Vail, Colorado is working to restore Gore Creek that runs through Vail.  Similar to Big Sky, the 

stream is part of a prize fishery and also similar is the fact that Gore, like the West and South Forks, 

is impaired. The issues are similar, runoff and impacts associated with urban development. They 

are using a mix of strategies including specific projects, education and outreach, and changes to 

rules and regulations. They are using an initial $2 million to determine which approaches will work 

best and have committed to spending up to $9 million to use the strategies that are most effective. 

Big Sky may want to consider planning so that it can discover the most effective ways to address its 

challenges. 
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The entire American West is dry. Denver has employed xeriscaping using drought tolerant and 

drought resistant plants to reduce use of water. Xeriscaping rules or guidelines may be useful for 

Big Sky.  Another urban example is Los Angeles.  The city uses purple pipes, dedicated to using 

recycled wastewater, for a lot of its irrigation needs. Big Sky has some purple pipe in place, so this 

isn’t new, but could be expanded. Big Sky might also want to consider putting rules or incentives to 

use treated wastewater irrigation systems. Los Angeles also directs its urban runoff (stormwater) 

to infiltrate its ground water and that water will be treated and used as part of Los Angeles’ 

drinking water portfolio. This might have some applications here for aquifer recharge. 

 

Toilet-to-tap is perhaps not the best way to phrase this approach if you are trying to get a bond 

passed. It does get the point across about what it does. It captures wastewater, treats it to a very 

high quality and allows it to be used as part of the drinking water system.  There is a “yuck factor” 

that some associate with this idea, but it is way to capture wastewater and address limited water 

supply at the same time. Cloudcroft, New Mexico is a resort town that has gotten over the 

psychological difficulties in order to ensure adequate, high quality drinking water. 

 

Arizona Snowbowl outside Flagstaff uses treated wastewater to help keep the ski slopes white 

through snowmaking. There have been legal challenges to this approach because of sacred values 

and water quality concerns, so it is not without controversy, but it is an approach that can be used. 

In Big Sky, there has been a pilot snowmaking project to test some of the feasibility issues 

associated with  this approach. 

 

Bridger Bowl is the site of a high-altitude test of constructed wetlands for use in addressing effluent 

associated the operation of the ski area. This is a difficult environment, but this test has 

demonstrated that this approach may be a viable tool  to put in Big Sky’s portfolio of options. 

 

 

Public Question and Answer for Panel 

We are going to answer some of your questions now. There are many great questions and we will 

try to address them in the future on the project web page. We’ll try to ask questions across 

categories today. 

 

Q1: Is the “meat bucket” under the golf course? 

A: Mike Richter: Yes. It is on the north side of most of the golf course and under the driving range. 

That is the most productive part of the aquifer. 

 

Q2: Of the 570 memberships currently in the Yellowstone Club, how many are year-round Montana 

residents? 
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A: Mike DuCuennois: I think we’re up to five or six full-time residents. There are 570 memberships, 

but not 570 houses. Some own property but don’t intend to build. I think it is about 380 houses 

right now. 

 

Q3: How did you come up with the 140 million gallons of disposal for the golf course? 

A: Ron Edwards: The numbers come from the engineers when we did the plant upgrade in about 

1996. These are based on our elevation, evapotranspiration rates, soil conditions, and number of 

irrigation days. The irrigation days changes depending on where you are in Big Sky. In the Meadow, 

we’re at 120, but if you go up to YC, you probably drop 20 days of irrigation.  It’s also based on how 

much precipitation we get over a year, so the design varies depending on what kind of water year 

we’re having. I don’t think we’ve had a year over the wettest year in ten over the twenty years I’ve 

been here, but it varies. We also have somewhat different management goals too, but it’s worked 

and we’ve made it work for over twenty years. 

 

Q4: Is the water that is withdrawn from the BSWD when it is pumped to the YC moved to a different 

sub-watershed? If so, what are the effects of moving that water around? 

A: Ron: It’s the same watershed. They’re irrigating at a much lower rate up there. When they built 

the course, they looked at the soil and they irrigate at about 25 million gallons a year. All this 

irrigation is based on agronomic uptake, so it is being used by the plants, rather than going into the 

ground water.  It is all in the same watershed too. 

 

Q5: What is the feasibility for using biological versus mechanical mechanisms for treating 

wastewater. 

A:  Ron: There are biological methods used as part of wastewater treatment in the current 

treatment systems. Maybe the writer is thinking of constructed wetlands? 

 

Q6: Have you considered a septic maintenance district in the Canyon area to minimize 

contamination?  

A: Ron Edwards:  In BSWSD, there are a few properties on the North Fork that have septic system. 

When we built the new plant, we put in a septic receiving station and can accommodate trucks 

coming in to the plant, but we’re not going to organize it outside the boundary, but could work with 

others to bring in the trucks.  

 

A: Kristin Gardner: The Gallatin River Task Force has developed a septic education program with 

information.  We work with homeowners to educate them on what they need to do. 

 

Q7: There has been no direct discharge to the Gallatin River (or any other surface water in Big Sky).  

What is the net effect to our rivers and streams of percolating treated water that is land applied? 

A: Kristin Gardner: GRTF has done intensive studies. There have been impacts on the West Fork of 

the Gallatin. The engineering equations don’t always perfectly match how water moves and is taken 
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up by plants, so some of the water does percolate into the ground water and eventually get into the 

West Fork and appears to be a major contributor to the impairments we see there. 

A: Ron Edwards: In the golf course were built in the 70’s and there are not maps of the original 

drain tiles I wetter areas that drain into the Middle Fork. In order to find out, we’d have to dig up a 

lot of dirt to find them.  

 

Q8:  Are there ideas about how to use wastewater to improve ecological conditions? For example, 

are there methods like wetland creation or other ways to turn a problem into a resource?  The 

group will be looking at this more in the coming months, but panelists were asked to share some 

initial thoughts. 

A: Bob Zimmer: There is not a likely single solution, so we don’t expect to use just one tool for 

disposing treated water. We need to look at many ways to use water. When thinking about 

augmenting ecological health, we also need to think about the variability; one thing might work in a 

wet year and another in a dry one so we’re going to need a wide palette of options and when to use 

them the best. We need a broad spectrum and policies to help us use tools effectively. 

 

A: Kevin Germain: The more water we can get back to the stream, the better the ecological health 

will be. So we need to look at climate change impact, changes in the hydrograph with an earlier 

peak, snowmaking may be part of the answer.  When you make snow, it is denser than regular 

snow, so it could potentially have the effect of making the hydrograph peak later. If we do this, 

using clean treated wastewater, that it might be a net positive to our watershed. 

 

A: Kerri Strasheim: From a water rights perspective, consumption is the key word. When you are 

consuming the water your wastewater, that means that your consumptive use is high, as it is with 

land application you, but if you can return some of it, that is a potential way to maximize water 

supply.  If you return it to the system, you don’t need to mitigate the water as you do when you fully 

consume it. This may help limited water supply. 

 

Mike DuCuennois: All these solutions have issues. Our pilot study of snowmaking at the 

Yellowstone Club and you still need a discharge permit to do it. Snowmaking is great because you 

store water in your watershed and slowly release it as it melts, but then you don’t have nutrient 

uptake from the plants as you do from land application. We worked with DEQ on that, but at the end 

of the day, we still need a discharge permit. There is also the psychological factors and perception. 

Purple pipe can be another solution, but it’s expensive and you have to build the infrastructure.  

We’ll need to work through the nuances. 

 

Q9: Would you say the “health of the ecosystem” is declining, stable, or increasing, based on 

biodiversity and other ecosystem functions? 

A: Bob Zimmer: there are impairment and room to improve. At the same time, we see opportunities 

to benefit from the improvements.  Since the TMDL, the GRTF has worked and we’re seeing water 

quality improvements.  Is it fast? Not as fast as we’d like, but we’re looking at the values of the 
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community and focusing on the areas people see as most important. How do we choose the most 

important benefits and we see room for addressing existing deficiencies and moving forward. 

 

A: Eric Urban: It is our role to understand steam health at DEQ. The majority of the streams here are 

in good condition. In the minority we have concerns, mostly with nutrients or sediment. The TMDL 

is a plan that shows sources and that’s been out there for several years. Septic is an issue because it 

does eventually affect surface water, even though there is no discharge permit. It’s all intertwined.  

Right now, it’s a very proactive scenario with a small minority of issues that are reactive.  

 

Q10: There are potential opportunities to implement “best practices” from a developer standpoint. 

For example: working with natural systems when identifying building placement, implementing 

innovative water conservation measures, etc. What kind of incentives would developers need in 

order to implement BMPs that prioritize watershed health and protection, water conservation, and 

innovative water treatment? Who should be held responsible for improved practices? 

A:  Eric Urban: From DEQ, we are a regulatory agency and we push water quality standards that are 

very stringent with the idea of pushing technology.  

 

A: Mike DuCuennois: the incentives are a self-fulfilling prophecy. We’re in the business of bringing 

people to this amazing place. We love Montana because of its natural amenities. The developers 

sitting up here today don’t operate in a way – it’s not our goal. Our goal is to go above and beyond 

the standards.  It’s helpful from a marketing standpoint, but we also have a culture now that strives 

for very high standards and staff to back that up. 

 

A: Brian Wheeler: We’re fortunate to have BSWSD and we have to work as a team.  We’re very 

serious about the pristine nature of the Big Sky area – it is what sells and we’re very serious about 

working on it as part of a team. The incentives are great, but it has to be part of the culture. 

 

Q11: What are the different sets of values of those who make money off of development versus 

those who make their money off of the land.  Beyond this meeting, how will those values be brought 

together? 

A: Ron Edwards: At BSWSD we don’t worry about who is using what, but just try hard to stay ahead 

of the use for drinking water and wastewater. As we go forward, we’re trying to figure out how to 

expand the facilities. We don’t get involved with HOAs or zoning or what the use is.  

 

A: Mike DuCuennois: Our water operators track water meters and have a top 10 list – if they are top 

users, we send them a letter and use shame and tiered rate to try to get them to conserve.  BSWSD 

does use tiered rates too.  People don’t like being on the top 10 list. 

 

A: Brian Wheeler: We do work with the HOA and we do take a look for leaks and other big uses and 

contact them. 
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A: Kristin Gardner: All these users and values are part of the Forum so we’ll bring them to the table 

as we analyze options. 

 

A: Kevin Germain: What I heard was “what happens next” We spent the last few months just getting 

a sense of the water resource issues. Next, the Forum will be about looking at what Troy presented 

with community best practices.  I don’t believe there will be a silver bullet to address everything. I 

also want to stress on the development front that we’re not doing a 10 unit project and moving on – 

we’re here for the next 20 years. There are regulatory hurdles to work through and that is why I’m 

so glad to see DEQ and DNRC as part of this and example is rain water harvesting. It would be great 

to take and use that water for irrigating landscaping, but it is a grey areas in current Montana water 

law.  I’m really excited about the next six months. 

 

Q12: How would you briefly summarize the water story of the Big Sky area that included the 

Mountain, the Meadow and the Canyon?  

A: Bob Zimmer: Everything flows downhill except when you are at the top. We have a lot of 

resources and room to build on, but in the end it has be an improvement. A member of the Forum 

said that the headline has to be, “water quality improved.”  So whatever we do, it has to be a net 

improvement. We need to understand what is most important to the community and focus on those 

improvements.  The actions should we take next that make the biggest improvements for the 

community.  

 

After the panel discussion and question and answer period, participants talked with one another 

and were encouraged to share their ideas and questions with stakeholder members of the Forum. 

 


