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Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions Forum 

Stakeholder Meeting 

Notes 
March 30, 2017 

1:00-4:00 pm 

Big Sky Water & Sewer District Conference Room 

561 Little Coyote Road 

 

Stakeholder Members Attending: Guy Alsentzer, Upper Missouri Waterkeeper; Scott Bosse, American 

Rivers; Rich Chandler, Yellowstone Club; Kevin Germain, Lone Mountain Land Co, Resort Tax Board, 

Chamber of Commerce Board; Lori Christenson, Gallatin City-County Health Department; Ethan Kunard, 

Madison CD, Madison Planning Board; Mike Richter, MBMG, GRTF Board; Tim Skop, Gallatin Planning 

Department; Kerri Strasheim, DNRC; Tammy Swinney, GLWQD; Torie Haraldson, GLWQD; Eric Urban, 

DEQ; Wendi Urie, Custer-Gallatin National Forest; Brian Wheeler, Big Sky Resort, BSWSD Board; Ciara 

Wolfe, BSCO. 

Public Attending: Emily Casey, Gallatin River Task Force; Kris Inman, WCS; Steve Johnson, resident; Tallie 

Lancey, BSCO & Sotheby’s; Rich McEldowney, Confluence; Chase Rose, GRTF. 

Notes and Support: Karen Filipovich and Jeff Dunn 

 Detailed Notes 

Meeting Overview and Objectives: 

• Collaboratively Agree on Goals – What do we want for water resources outcomes? 

• Start work on objectives 

Public Comment 

Two updates were offered about activities pertaining to drought and water supply related meetings.  

Emily Casey, Gallatin River Task Force, held a meeting in the morning on drought and water variability 

responses. Several participants offered information about historic drought in the Big Sky area. Future 

meetings will focus on vulnerability and mitigation. 

Ethan Kunard, Madison Conservation District, had another meeting on the Madison Watershed 

Restoration Plan on March 29. Projects that effort identifies on Jack Creek will be of interest to the 

Water Forum as well. 

 

Goal Statements 

Jeff Dunn and Karen Filipovich briefly presented information about the timeline and work on goals and 

indicators to date. 
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• The Water Forum was constituted to build a collaborative watershed stewardship plan by the 

end of December 2017.  It is anticipated that the stakeholders will work on initial analysis from 

April-June.  The community will have an opportunity to add input over the summer and the 

group will come back together to work on final recommendations and an implementation plan 

that will be incorporated into the plan. 

• The refined goals were presented, so everyone knew what work had occurred since the initial 

drafts in February. 

• Draft tables of indicators of success, based on input from stakeholders, were presented. The 

indicators and measures will form the basis of how this community can track and assess 

progress toward the desired outcomes expressed in the goals. Stakeholders will be asked to 

comment on indicators between this meeting and the next and will be sent a link to those 

tables. 

 

Goal Discussion 

The group, discussed and very thoroughly edited the three focus area goals and the overall vision for 

community water forum. These are the statements that everyone present either could endorse 

enthusiastically or could live with. The purpose of these goal statements is to clarify what the desired 

outcomes for water resources are in the Big Sky community. 

Approved Goal Statements: 

Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions Forum Goals 

Overall Vision: 

Big Sky strives to be a model mountain community by protecting and improving water resources, 
sustaining ecological health of the watersheds, and supporting a vibrant local economy. 
 

Ecological Health of the River Systems Goal: 

A healthy and resilient river system sustained through a principled approach to watershed stewardship 
that includes human activities and natural processes that maintain and enhance stream, riparian and 
wetland conditions and connections, ensuring water remains clean and cold.  
  

Water Supply and Availability: 

Manage and balance surface and groundwater supplies for a vibrant community sustaining a broad 

spectrum of uses and values including fisheries, wildlife, recreation, agriculture, municipal and domestic 

needs. 

Wastewater Treatment and Reuse Goal: 

Develop and implement holistic wastewater and stormwater management, utilizing best available 
technologies and practices, to meet Big Sky’s long-term community needs and protect and improve the 
ecological health of the river systems.  
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Goal Refinement Discussion 
  
Ecological Health of the River Systems: 

• “Principled approach” Is this too vague? Input was that the metrics will help define this terms (in 
the indicators of success table), and that this is seen as an analog to “holistic.” Seen as 
acceptable because it is meant to be tied to scientific, objective measures. 

• “Cold” – is this a characteristic of water we can control? This was left in the statement because 
stakeholder thought that it was not fully controllable, but directly related to in-stream flow, 
riparian habitat and a desire to avoid thermal pollution. One member of the public pointed out 
that “cold” is a defining quality of the streams in the area. 

• “Species” – Felt that its inclusion was not needed, since the goal is that the ecosystem thrives. 
The intent is that this group is focused on the river systems – the streams, wetlands and riparian 
areas when it says “ecosystem” 
 

Water Supply and Availability: 

• Stakeholders felt that making one goal for this area would be most useful, so effort was made to 
start from the one goal option. 

• “in-stream flow” – felt this wasn’t needed in the list of uses since it was a necessary component 
of meeting most of the spectrum of uses.  

• “Balance” – felt this term was important because supply is ultimately limited and management 
is going to need to focus on how to share that water in effective ways between many human 
and natural uses. 

 
Wastewater Treatment and Reuse: 

• “Holistic” and important concept to keep because wastewater treatment and reuse is a 
challenge for the entire area, but there is not yet a systematic approach to addressing it. 

• “Best available technologies and practices” – “practices” important in this statement because 
some high cost or high technology options may have significant down-sides if implemented. 
Adding “practices” helps guide the intent to ensure choices are of greatest benefit to the 
community. 

• “Beneficial uses” – Beneficial reuse an important part of the picture for wastewater, as are 
community and ecological benefits. It was thought that the statement and is clear enough 
without using the term “beneficial uses,” which has two different legal definitions in Montana 
and was found to be somewhat confusing.  

• “Develop and implement” – Several options were tried, but the overall feeling was that a holistic 
approach did not exist and needed to be implemented too. 

 
Overall Vision:  

• “Strives to be a model” – deciding between this and something like “innovative and efficient” 
was discussed. The final language was chosen because Big Sky doesn’t have control over 
whether or not it is model, but by striving to be a model, it implies that the community is 
innovative and effective in its approach to water management.  

• “protecting and improving” – Because Big Sky has many high-quality water resources as well as 
areas that are in need of improvement, both aspects were seen as important. 

 

Analysis of Issues and Options 
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Participants reviewed a list of issues have been voiced in the last two meetings. The subgroups of 

ecological health of the river systems, water supply and availability, and wastewater treatment and 

reuse were asked to evaluate the list, and affirm or alter the list to better reflect what they collectively 

saw as important areas under their goal. Then each participant in the group was to put a sticker next to 

his or her highest priorities. Then the groups presented to each other and all participants were asked to 

identify their highest 3 priorities for water supply and availability and for wastewater treatment and 

reuse.  Ecological health of the river systems condensed their list to three items, so other participants 

were asked to identify their highest priority within that area. 

Collaborative decision-making at the full group level has not occurred yet, but this initial work indicates 

the direction significant numbers of Water Forum participants (stakeholder and public) see as 

important. 

Water Supply and Availability Sub-group Sub-
Group 
Priority 
Dots 

Other 
Participant 
Priority 
Dots 

Total 
Priority 
Dots 

1. Monitor and maintain ground water resources for 
drinking water. (quality and quantity) 

4 6 10 

2. Maximize existing ground water and surface water 
resources by conservation, efficient management, and 
reuse of reclaimed water. 

7 7 14 

3. Maintain sufficient, high quality year-round in-stream 
flows to meet ecological needs (quality and quantity) 

4 7 11 

4. Maintain sufficient water for downstream senior water 
rights uses. 

0 0 0 

5. Sufficient water for recreational and aesthetics. 0 0 0 

6. Improve understanding of ground water and surface 
water connections 

3 0 3 

7. Increase system resiliency to address drought and climate 
variability. 

4 4 8 

 

The subgroup members felt that if #2 was done right, then 3-7 would likely occur.  

  

Ecological Health of the River Systems Sub-group Sub-
Group 
Priority 
Dots 

Other 
Participant 
Priority 
Dots 

Total 
Priority 
Dots 

1. Protect existing high quality and improve degraded 
water quality. 

All 9  

2. Sustaining aquatic communities while enhancing native 
populations. 

All 1  

3. Identify, sustain, and enhance high-value riparian 
corridors and wetland areas. 

All 6  
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The ecological health of the river systems sub-group stated that “increasing system resiliency to address 

drought and climate variability” is an issue that cuts across all three issue areas and should be addressed 

throughout the plan. 

This group condensed its work to three focus areas. 

 

Wastewater Treatment and Reuse Sub-group Sub-
Group 
Priority 
Dots 

Other 
Participant 
Priority 
Dots 

Total 
Priority 
Dots 

1. Ensure that wastewater treatment effectively meets the 
needs of a growing community. 

2 6 8 

2. Ensure wastewater does not have a negative impact on 
the ecological health of the river systems. 

5 10 15 

3. Ensure that wastewater does not have a negative impact 
on ground water resources. 

4 5 9 

4. Increase effective reuse of treated wastewater to replace 
or augment water supplies for community and natural 
system needs.** 

0 2 2 

5. Identify alternative strategies for land application of 
treated wastewater. 

3 7 10 

6. Protect public health. 0 1 1 

7. Address onsite septic systems in sensitive areas. 4 5 9 

 

This group felt that maintaining stormwater retention and infiltration practices did not fit in this 

category but were unsure where it should be addressed and thus put it in a parking lot for further 

discussion.  

**#4, “Increase effective reuse of treated wastewater to replace or augments water supplies for 

community and natural system needs” is an area the group felt that it would like revisit and discuss.  

 

Next Steps: 

Group will take up this work, refine further where needed and start analyzing options that may address 

these priorities. 

 

Public Comment 

There were no further public comments. 

Closing 

The meeting ended at 4:00 pm. The next stakeholder meeting is April 27, from 1 to 4 pm.  



BSSWS Stakeholder Meeting 3/30/17 Notes      6 
 

Appendix: Working Materials for Goals, Indicators and Objectives 

Refined Goal Statements brought to the 3/30/17 Meeting: 

Task: Stakeholders decide whether to accept or further modify statements and agree on goals. 

 
Overall Vision/Goal Statement: 
Big Sky (innovatively and efficiently) protects and improves water resources to sustain the ecological 
health of the watershed and support the water needs of a vibrant, economically healthy community. 
 

Ecological Health of the River Systems Goal: 
A healthy and resilient river system will be sustained through a principled approach to watershed 
stewardship that includes human activities and natural processes that maintain and enhance stream, 
riparian and wetland conditions and connections to ensure that the water remains clean and cold and 
that the species within these systems are able to thrive. 

 

Water Supply and Availability Goal(s): 
Option 1: (Goals 1 And 2) 
1.Ensure that optimal stream flows of high quality are maintained to support a broad spectrum of uses 
including fisheries, wildlife, recreation, agriculture and domestic uses. 
2. Ensure that existing high quality water supplies are protected to support the current and anticipated 
needs of a vibrant community. 
 
OR 
Option 2: 
Big Sky area surface and groundwater supplies will be managed to balance and sustain a broad spectrum 
of (beneficial water) uses including fisheries, in-stream flows, wildlife, recreation, agriculture, and 
domestic water supply needs for a vibrant community. 

 

Wastewater Treatment and Reuse Goal: 
Option 1: 
A holistic management paradigm for wastewater and stormwater that utilizes best available 
technologies and practices and incorporates beneficial uses to meet Big Sky’s long-term community 
needs and ensure the ecological health of the river systems.  
 
OR 
Option 2: 
Big Sky area wastewater and stormwater will be holistically managed and will utilize best available 
technologies and practices to meet Big Sky’s long-term community needs (and extend all available water 
supplies) while protecting the ecological health of the river systems. 
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Indicators of Success Dashboard: 

This is an idea, based on input, of a way to display and track progress toward success.  

Ecological Health of River Systems Example 

Focus Area Goal Statement Index Environmental 
Indicator 

Monitoring Parameter 

Ec
o

lo
gi

ca
l H

e
al

th
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f 
R
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er
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te
m
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A healthy and resilient 
river system will be 
sustained through a 
principled approach to 
watershed stewardship 
that includes human 
activities and natural 
processes that maintain 
and enhance stream, 
riparian and wetland 
conditions and connections 
to ensure that the water 
remains clean and cold and 
that the species within 
these systems are able to 
thrive.  

Streams and 
Rivers 

Surface Water 
Quality 

Total Nitrogen 

Nitrate + Nitrite 

Algal Standing Crops 

E. coli 

Chloride 

Temperature 

Streamflow 
Bankfull Flows 

Baseflows 

Instream Habitat 
Conditions 

Width/Depth Ratios 

Fine Sediment 
Accumulation 

Residual Pool Depth 

Pools/Mile 

Large Woody Debris/Mile 

Aquatic Communities 

Fish/Mile 

Fish Species Composition 

Fish Passage Barriers 

Mountain MMI 

Observed/Expected (O/E) 

Riparian Areas 
and Wetlands 

Riparian Buffer  
Conditions 

Riparian Buffer Width 

Understory Shrub Cover 

Wetland Conditions 
Acres 

Function 
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Water Supply and Availability Example 

Focus Area Goal Statement Index Environmental 
Indicator 

Monitoring Parameter 
W

at
er
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u

p
p
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n
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A
va
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b
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1.Ensure that optimal 
stream flows of high 
quality are maintained to 
support a broad spectrum 
of uses including fisheries, 
wildlife, recreation, 
agriculture and domestic 
uses. 
2. Ensure that existing high 
quality water supplies are 
protected to support the 
current and anticipated 
needs of a vibrant 
community. 

Groundwater 
and Surface 
Water 

Ground Water 
Quantity 

Number of Wells 

Capacity of Wells 

Well Water Levels  

Ground Water Rights 

Ground Water 
Quality 

Nitrate Concentrations 

Surface Water 
Quantity 

Annual Water Yield 

Baseflows 

Surface Water Rights 

Surface Water 
Quality 

Total Nitrogen 

Nitrate + Nitrite 

E. coli 

Water Use 
and Climate 
Variability 

Household Water 
Use 

Number of SFEs 

Gallons per Day 

Irrigation Water Use 
Million Gallons per Year 

Acres of Lawn/Grass 

Precipitation Annual Precipitation 

Wastewater Treatment and Reuse Example 

Focus Area Goal Statement Index Environmental 
Indicator 

Monitoring Parameter 

W
as

te
w

at
er

 T
re

at
m

en
t 

an
d

 

D
is

p
o

sa
l 

A holistic management 
paradigm that utilizes best 
available technologies and 
incorporates beneficial 
uses to meet Big Sky’s 
long-term community 
needs and ensure 
watershed protection. 

Centralized 
Wastewater 
Treatment 

Treated Wastewater 
Quality 

Total Nitrogen 

Ammonia 

Total Phosphorus 

BOD 

TSS 

E. coli/coliform 

Priority Pollutants 

Whole Effluent Toxicity  

Treated Wastewater 
Volume 

Million Gallons per Year 

Reservoir Storage Capacity 
compared to 
Commitments 

Population Served 

Treated Wastewater 
Disposal 

Land Application / Nutrient 
Loading  Database 

Transmissivity 

Evapotranspiration 

On-site Septic 
Systems 

Ground Water 
Quality 

Nitrate Concentrations 

Number of Septic Systems 

Septic Condition 
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Draft Issue Areas 

The following are areas that it appears that the group has thought important within categories 

Task: Discuss the areas – Are these important? Are there any that rise to the top? What might be 

missing? 

Those areas that are considered important become objectives of the plan. 

Ecological Health of the River Systems 

• Protect existing high water quality and improve degraded water quality 

• Sustain and enhance native and sport fisheries 

• Sustain and enhance aquatic communities 

• Sustain and enhance riparian and wetland areas 

• Conserve wildlife habitat and migration corridors 

• Protect and enhance the aesthetics of the river systems 

• Increase system resiliency to address drought and climate variability 

Water Supply and Availability 

• Maintain ground water resources for drinking water (quality and quantity) 

• Conserve and efficiently manage existing groundwater and surface water resources for 

community human needs  

• Increase effective reuse of treated wastewater to replace or augment water supplies for 

community and natural system needs 

• Maintain sufficient, high quality year-round in-stream flows to meet ecological needs (quantity 

and quality) 

• Maintain sufficient water for downstream senior water rights users 

• Improve understanding of groundwater and surface water connections 

• Increase system resiliency to address drought and climate variability 

Wastewater Treatment and Reuse 

• Ensure that wastewater treatment effectively meets the needs of the growing community 

• Ensure wastewater does not have a negative impact on the ecological health of the river 

systems 

• Ensure that wastewater does not have a negative impact on groundwater resources 

• Increase effective reuse of treated wastewater to replace or augment water supplies for 

community and natural system needs 

• Manage land application of treated wastewater to prevent negative impacts to surface water 

and groundwater 

• Protect public health 

• Ensure onsite septic systems are functioning properly 

• Reduce the amount of effluent created by each person or entity in the community 

• Maintain and improve stormwater retention and filtration 


