
BSSWS Forum Meeting Notes 6/15/17  1 
 

Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions Forum 

Stakeholder Meeting 

Notes 
June 15, 2017 

12:30-3:30 pm 

Big Sky Water & Sewer District Conference Room 

561 Little Coyote Road 

 

Stakeholders Attending:  Guy Alzentzer, Upper Missouri Waterkeeper; Rich Chandler, Yellowstone Club, 

GRTF Board; Mike DuCuennois, Yellowstone Club, BSWSD Board; Susan Duncan, AGAI; Ron Edwards, Big 

Sky Water and Sewer District; Kristin Gardner, Gallatin River Task Force; Kevin Germain, Lone Mountain 

Land Company, Big Sky Chamber, Resort Tax District Board; Tom Moore, Gallatin City-County Health 

Department; Lori Christenson, Gallatin City-County Health Department; Mike Richter, MBMG, GRTF 

Board; Ann Schwend, DNRC; Tammy Swinney, Gallatin Local Water Quality District (GLWQD); Torie 

Haraldson, GLWQD; Eric Urban, DEQ; Brian Wheeler, Big Sky Resort, BSSWD Board; Ennion Williams, Big 

Sky Trout, Big Sky Vacation Rentals; Bob Zimmer, Greater Yellowstone Coalition. 

Public Attending: Emily Casey, GRTF; Amanda Eggert, EBS; Sierra Harris, TNC; Stephanie Lynn, GRTF; 

Steve Johnson. 

Notes and Support: Jeff Dunn, RESPEC; Karen Filipovich 

 

Notes 

Public Comment 

There were several announcements of events. 

1) The Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions Forum has been funded through plan completion in 

December 2017. Funding for FY18 is from the Resort Tax District, Gallatin County and Madison 

County. The funds go to support the BSSWS Forum work. 

2) Fly Fishing Festival: Gallatin River Task Force is hosting this community event from July 1-2. For 

full schedule and events: 

http://www.gallatinrivertaskforce.org/gallatin-river-fly-fishing-festival/ 

3) Wild and Scenic Rivers Blitz coming this summer.  There is a special kick-off event in Missoula on 

June 29. A photo contest is open for entries. For more information about the Wild and Scenic 

River designation proposal for Montana (Gallatin is on the list) and further information about 

events, visit: 

http://healthyriversmt.org/ 

4) Ralph’s Pass Ribbon Cutting Ceremony at 4pm after this meeting. All are welcome to join near 

the Ousel Falls parking lot. 

 

http://www.gallatinrivertaskforce.org/gallatin-river-fly-fishing-festival/
http://healthyriversmt.org/
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Communications Plan 

Participants briefly reviewed an outline of community engagement over the next few months.  

All stakeholders were asked to discuss the goals, objectives and information about proposed priorities 

and any other questions that come out of this meeting and to gather input that could be used to help 

determine a final set of actions in the fall. 

In the next few weeks, stakeholders will: 

- Get information ready to share with their boards, members and fellow community members. 

- Are asked to provide stakeholder profile material, so that the community can get a better sense 

of the diversity and community representation on the BSSWS Forum. Karen Filipovich will follow 

up with stakeholders to put this together. 

Gallatin River Task Force, in its role and host and general spokesperson for the effort, will visit with 

community groups and downstream in the next few months. In addition to discussions that provide 

information and hear input, participants mentioned some other activities that could be helpful: 

- Public op-eds in EBS, Chronicle and Outside Bozeman to reach beyond the usual interested 

community members. This would focus on the forum and goals. 

- Ensure that the full scope and challenges are shared – that this is an inclusive and holistic 

process. 

- Table or graphic of stakeholders – something more explanatory than the list currently on the 

project site. 

- Putting information in the agricultural page in the Belgrade news would also be useful. 

- Polling or surveys. Stakeholder opinions were quite mixed on this point, particularly because a 

statistically valid poll couldn’t be conducted under the current budget. Suggestions to look into 

included a mailer with a link and pre-and post surveys to see if outreach education is working. 

- Tour – Stakeholders were mixed on this idea, with some input thinking it was better to focus on 

other tasks and some suggesting that the level of engagement and boost in understanding that a 

tour could provide could be valuable. 

Engagement will continue, using as many of these suggestions as possible, and all stakeholders are 

asked to actively engage and return feedback to Kristin Gardner and Karen Filipovich so that it can be 

shared with all participants. 

Analysis of Issues and Options 

At this meeting, the goal of the group was to check in on objectives, and work toward identifying 

potential preferred options that can be shared with the community. As part of the discussion, the group 

also further identified characteristics that might be useful in crafting an implementation plan. 

A brief overview of issues the BSSWS Forum has seen and directions for the small group activity were 

presented.   
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Ecological Health:  

The group as asked to see if any further changes to its objectives were needed to clarify their priorities, 

but no specific areas were highlighted. Areas for discussion included: 

- Fill gaps and continue monitoring network; share with community. Group participants were 

asked to identify what priorities they could in this area and any potential targets. 

- Address existing impairments: Could the group identify which types of impairments are 

priorities? Is there any issues or questions associated with cumulative effects? 

- Protect existing high quality: Are there strategies that are priorities? To what extent are tools 

voluntary or regulatory? How is resiliency for climate and precipitation variability addressed? 

Water Supply and Availability: 

This group was asked to review its objectives to see if there were any clearer ways to share their 

priorities with the community more clearly, particularly on climate variability, since that is an issue. 

Areas for discussion included: 

- Keep Sources Clean and Abundant: What are the best strategies and tools to ensure source 

water protection? What are the priorities in maximizing valuable water uses? What are ways to 

account for and adapt to climate and precipitation variability? 

- Cut the curve (Conservation): Supply in the longer term will be tight and use is far higher in the 

summer than the winter. For conservation, what priorities are there for types of conservation? 

What approaches will be most effective? Is there a target for water use per capita or other 

measure? 

- Keep the Streams Flowing: The instream reservations for the Gallatin and Jack Creek systems 

were reviewed.  Are there minimum desired stream levels and any “triggers?” How are climate 

and precipitation variability best addressed? 

Wastewater Treatment and Reuse: 

This group was asked to see if any changes to its objectives were needed to clarify for the public, 

particularly on its last two objectives. Highlighted discussion areas included: 

- Keep the rivers systems clean: What would be most effective to address existing wastewater 

sources of nutrients from both land application and septic systems? What level of wastewater 

treatment is desirable? 

- Address Septic Systems: Tom Moore at the Gallatin Health Department calculated an estimate 

of 123.7 MGY of effluent generated from the 1,133 permitted septic tanks from Karst to 

Cinnamon Lodge in the Canyon – a number not much lower than the 140 MGY that are 

generated in the Big Sky Water and Sewer District (BSWSD). If those tanks are properly 

maintained, about 226,000 gallons of septage annually (highly concentrated products pumped 

from septic tanks) is generated, much of which will be driven down 191 and deposited in the 

Gallatin valley sites.  What are the priorities in addressing septics and small community systems? 

Are there questions we need answered to assess feasibility? 

- Meet All Community Needs: Projected build-out of currently platted commitments in the clubs 

and at BSWSD show a shortfall of roughly 250 MGY between current land application sites and 

projected demand in 2035.  Some decisions on future approaches for reuse need to be 
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accomplished fairly soon, since the BSWSD expects to outgrow its capacity by sometime 

between 2022-2027.  What are the trade-offs between options in all areas of feasibility and the 

group was asked to discuss this further. 

All groups were asked to identify priorities and/or further questions and to offer recommendations on 

preferred alternatives and any information on timeframe, partners and funding that they could provide. 

The groups were given updated alternatives matrices. 

 

Small Group Reports: 

Ecological Health of the River Systems: 

This group made no further changes to the objectives. It did discuss three areas for priorities for action: 

Proposed Preferred Priorities 

I. Build a monitoring system and maintain a community dashboard for ecological health  

• Scientifically monitor and track important parameters for ecological health 

• Build a community dashboard that shares health with the community and provides basis for 

action if some component is not healthy 

Monitoring Priorities: 

In addition to current monitoring, the following parameters that could be added include: 

- Chloride from road maintenance  

- Nitrates in the canyon 

- Diurnal flux in NDO 

- Westfork specific sediment transport capacity 

- Wetted perimeter 

- Wetland hydro connectivity 

- E. coli sourcing dog, horse, human 

- Characterize the hot tub impacts 

A monitoring plan to address the specifics will need to be developed. 

The desired outcome is “ecological health.” With the 40 years of development and logging prior to that, 

the pre-impact baseline is not necessarily knowable or obtainable. The idea is to set “Big Sky standards” 

that are better than minimum regulatory standards. 

A gap for future discussion is identifying further fisheries parameters. 

Dashboard: 

- The dashboard would track the priority monitoring parameters with a goal to keep it green. 

o Targets would be based on science. The concept is that these would be better than 

simply addressing the minimum. 

o What is the action for yellow or red enforcement?  These could act as potential triggers 

to specific actions. 
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o A physical structure like a billboard would be one way this dashboard could be 

displayed. 

 

II. Watershed Restoration: Address existing water quality impairments 

- Discussed what a useful setback from the stream might be. There are “hot spots” and areas 

where development is in highly sensitive areas.  

- Pre-and post-construction standards should be developed and applied 

- Need to change the culture of HOAs on required green grass landscaping 

III. Watershed Conservation: Protect the existing high-quality resources 

- Avoiding development impacts in more sensitive areas was discussed.  

- Maintaining connectivity in the hydrologic and biologic systems is important. Keeping wetlands 

hydrologically connected was highlighted. Zoning may be a useful tool. 

- Avoiding cumulative impacts important. HOA’s can have a large role in doing this. 

There was discussion on zoning and the difficulty of implementing floodplain regulations in Gallatin 

County – it may be difficult to use that tool. 

 

Water Supply and Availability: 

This group made changes in objectives 1 and 3 to further clarify the desired outcomes and priorities in 

this area: 

Objectives 
• Sustainably manage groundwater and surface water by improved monitoring and forecasting, 

conservation, and reuse of reclaimed water. 

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

• Increase community resilience to drought and climate variability 

Proposed Preferred Priorities 

These priorities are listed in the order that this group thought would be most useful. 

1. Monitoring and modeling: know what we have for water supply. In addition to factors that had 

been previously discussion, these additional activities were identified. 

- Need to add forecasting; Seasonal outlook reports 

- Modeling different climate scenarios 

- Real-time data on ground water and surface water  

- Develop a water balance to identify triggers 

It was noted that these monitoring parameters for supply could also be put into the community 

dashboard. 

 

2. Conservation Measures: Maximize use of the limited, valuable water in the system 

- Voluntary commercial and residential incentive program 
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- Promote xeriscaping 

- Zero-demand offset policies 

- Low flow appliances 

- Greywater systems 

- Waterwise irrigation 

These actions were added and refined from the list previously generated. 

 

3. Stormwater: Slow water running through the system 

- BMPs for stormwater management  

- Rain gardens and engineered wetlands. 

These strategies were added in addition to the previously discussed items. 

 

4. Wastewater reuse: Reclaim a valuable resource 

- Want to apply water to cut irrigation with existing sources. This will maximize the use of water in that 

system and place less stress on aquifers. The catch is that there may be challenges due to cost or public 

perception that will need to be investigated further. 

 

5. Mitigation 

 

Educating the community about the need and ways to maximize and protect water supply will be 

important. Setting triggers in this area is also seen as important. 

The separate drought focus group can also refine and clarify some of these strategies and feed their 

ideas back to the BSSWS Forum.  

Wastewater Treatment and Reuse: 

This group slightly altered their objectives for clarity to: 

• Ensure wastewater does not have a negative impact on the ecological health of the river 
systems and groundwater resources 

• Identify alternative strategies for land application of treated wastewater 

• Address onsite septic systems 
 

Potential Priorities and Observations 
This area requires further analysis before options can be prioritized and recommended. 
 
Priority: Identify a portfolio of options used to reclaim water that do not impact the ecological health of 
the river systems 
Observations: 
Treatment matters: 

• DEQ in-stream goal of no more than .3 TN (total nitrogen) and .03 TP (total phosphorus) in 
streams. These targets are part of the growing season standards on B-1 streams like the 
Gallatin and Madison systems in order to protect aquatic life 

• Higher levels of treating water allow for more options in how that water is reused 
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• Treatment types, reuse and any mixing zones are factors that need to be further considered for 
each option. 

Reuse: 
• Beneficially reusing the water more than once is important.  
• The water and nutrients in wastewater are valuable. The key is to use them in ways that do not 

impact the ecological health of the streams and enhance reuse. It was discussed that the word 
“wastewater” does not really capture the value of it. It may be useful to change the mentality 
to beneficially reclaiming it. 

Efficiency: 
• Efficiency in use means there will be less effluent to treat. Why be the average household? 

There may be a challenge that capacity must be built to those averages, but if Big Sky is a 
model, it can be better. This also ties in well with water supply priorities. 

Timing and Phases: 
• Phasing may be necessary to develop centralized treatment, new types of treatment and reuse 

options  
If centralized treatment through BSWSD is a desired priority, then the likely approach would be 
to have Phase I address existing commitments within the current district boundaries, followed 
by a phase 2 of addressing extensions into the canyon. 

Measures: 

• Measures Matter:  
• Need to track the load of nutrients 
• Count number of times water is reused 

Identifying how to share these measures in a meaningful way with the public can help. Forecasting these 

measures with future growth can also help. 

 

Participant Discussion 

Commonalities across Focus Areas: 

- Water conservation is important 

- Monitoring and using those measures for accountability 

- Education and raising awareness 

- Beneficial use of both the aquifers and wastewater. The uses include environmental benefits, 

efficiency, and supporting the community. 

- Setting trigger points and response 

- Resilience for the ecological and human communities 

- Reuse of water  

- Stormwater 

- Forecasting – enhances the ability to be proactive. 

Wastewater treatment was identified as a possible single focus area issue, but it is the basis for ensuring 

quality for multiple reuses. 
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Further Questions and Proposed Potential Actions: 

- Developing a water budget would be helpful. A simple model that could inform the community. 

Infographics could help inform the community and be a basis for generating scenarios. 

- Scenarios: - It would be useful to model some nutrient modeling, but we’d have to accept that 

the model is fairly coarse at this point. 

- Developing a baseline and targets for monitoring: Having a group focus on setting those would 

be helpful. 

- Need feedback from community on what to do and how cost and behavioral changes are 

perceived in proposed priorities. 

- What are the trigger points and response plans? 

o Who will be in charge of this? 

o What will enforcement be? 

- What level of treatment is realistic for BSWSD upgrades (An RFP for an engineering study is out, 

but analysis will take a few months) 

Over the summer, Jeff Dunn and Karen Filipovich will be working with stakeholders and others to put 

together a draft plan that shows the forum’s decisions thus far and highlights gaps the stakeholders will 

need to resolve in the fall. 

Participant Decision-making 

Participants make decisions by consensus. 

They were asked for two decisions: 

1) Were the goals (adopted in 3/30/17) and objectives acceptable to all as a reflection of what this 

group wants for outcomes? 

2) Can the current proposed preferred priorities and observations be shared with the community 

in order to get feedback and elicit questions? This will be used to further refine them. 

Both of these proposals were affirmed by consensus. The summarized form of them is in the appendix 

and will be widely shared with the community over the next couple of months. 

Final Thoughts: 

All participants were asked for any final thoughts as the group goes out to discuss this plan with the 

community. 

- This plan is not a validation of unbridled growth. 

- We do need to address the unbuilt, existing lots because they are already commitments on the 

books. 

- Want to consider whether or not growth is expected to go beyond the existing lots into further 

growth? 

- BSWSD has a lack of capacity to annex further subdivisions at this point, due to capacity 

concerns. This leads to on-off solutions that may have greater environmental impacts. Septic 

and small community treat wastewater to a lesser treatment level than the existing system. 

-  
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Public Comment 

There were no public comments. 

 

The meetings adjourned at 3:30 pm. 

Meetings with community groups will be scheduled over the summer. The stakeholders will reconvene 

in September at a date to be determined. 
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Appendix 

BSSWS Goals, Objectives and Progress on Preferred Priorities for Action 

(Goals adopted on 3/30/17. Objectives adopted on 6/15/17. Preliminary preferred priorities and 

observations defined on 6/15/17 with agreement to bring forward to the community for discussion and 

input.) 

Overall Vision Statement 
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 Rivers 
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. 

Objectives 
• Maximize water quantity, protect existing high quality and improve degraded water quality 

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

• Sustaining aquatic communities while enhancing native populations 
 

Proposed Preferred Priorities 

IV. Build a monitoring system and maintain a community dashboard for ecological health  

• Scientifically monitor and track important parameters for ecological health 

• Build a community dashboard that shares health with the community and provides basis for 

action if some component is not healthy 

V. Watershed Restoration: Address existing water quality impairments 

VI. Watershed Conservation: Protect the existing high-quality resources 

Water Supply and Availability 

Goal 
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. 

Objectives 
• Sustainably manage groundwater and surface water by improved monitoring and forecasting, 

conservation, and reuse of reclaimed water. 

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

• Increase community resilience to drought and climate variability 
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Proposed Preferred Priorities 

These priorities are listed in the order that this group thought would be most useful. 

1. Monitoring and modeling: know what we have for water supply 

2. Conservation: Maximize use of the limited, valuable water in the system 

3. Stormwater: Slow water running through the system 

4. Wastewater reuse: Reclaim a valuable resource 

5. Mitigation 

 

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. 

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

systems and groundwater resources 

• Identify alternative strategies for land application of treated wastewater 

• Address onsite septic systems 

Potential Priorities and Observations 
This area requires further analysis before options can be prioritized and recommended. 
Priority: Identify a portfolio of options used to reclaim water that do not impact the ecological health of 
the river systems 
Observations: 
Treatment: 

• DEQ in-stream goal of no more than .3 TN (total nitrogen) and .03 TP (total phosphorus) in 
streams. These targets are part of the growing season standards on B-1 streams like the 
Gallatin and Madison systems in order to protect aquatic life 

• Higher levels of treating water allow for more options in how that water is reused 
• Treatment types, reuse and any mixing zones are factors that need to be further considered for 

each option 
Reuse: 

• Beneficially reusing the water more than once is important.  
• The water and nutrients in wastewater are valuable.  

Efficiency: 
• Efficiency in use means there will be less effluent to treat. Why be the average household? 

There may be a challenge that capacity must be built to those averages, but if Big Sky is a 
model, it can be better. 

Timing and Phases: 
• Phasing may be necessary to develop centralized treatment, new types of treatment and reuse 

options  
Measures: 

• Measures Matter:  
• Need to track the load of nutrients 
• Count number of times water is reused 


