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Healthy watersheds and clean and abundant water resources are a vital part of the Big Sky area, now and 
into the future.  The Big Sky area, roughly delineated by the resort tax boundaries and an associated zone of 
influence that includes the Madison and Gallatin watersheds, is dependent on clean water and properly 
healthy natural systems. 

Development has once again taken off in Big Sky. Yet much of the greater Big Sky area is yet to be 
developed.  A question many have expressed is how Big Sky can grow and develop economically, keeping in 
mind potential limits to water supply, availability and ability to treat and dispose wastewater. At the same 
time, sustaining the health of the Gallatin and Madison, their tributaries and overall watersheds is also 
important. 

The Gallatin River Task Force (GRTF) agreed to act as host and leader for a community-based collaboration, 
focused around addressing water resources, if sufficient interest and common ground was identified. 
Funding for this initial stage was provided by the Lone Mountain Land Company and Yellowstone Club. 

Stakeholder Selection 

In January 2016, The Gallatin River Task Force initiated an effort to gauge public interest in convening a 
community-based, collaborative watershed planning process in the Upper Gallatin Watershed.  The 
impetus for exploring this idea came from the general absence of a forum for sharing information among 
interest groups and identifying opportunities to work together towards common watershed goals.  In 
March and April 2016, 33 stakeholders were interviewed, representing community, business, conservation, 
agency and local government interests. (See the appendix for list of entities.)  Interviewees were polled as 
to their water resource concerns and interest in conducting a community-based, collaborative process.   
Stakeholders were selected to cover as many perspectives as possible.  For this analysis, stakeholders were 
grouped as: 

• Community Members and Business Interests 
• Local Government and Agency Representatives 
• Non-profit Interests 

Definitions of the Big Sky Area 

Big Sky is not an incorporated entity, so defining the geographical area of interest is important.  Almost all 
stakeholders included the following areas: 

• Developed area of the mountain, including private clubs (Big Sky Resort, Yellowstone Club, Spanish 
Peaks, Moonlight) 

• Meadow area and private land on the surrounding upland areas  
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• Gallatin canyon, though the exact boundaries varied from just at the mouth of the West Fork and 
turn-off to the entire canyon 

• Parts of both Madison and Gallatin counties 
• Parts of both Madison and Gallatin watersheds 

Additionally, Jack Creek was included by the majority of stakeholders though many pointed out that it is 
much less developed.  Many also included the public lands that make up the headwaters of the North Fork, 
West Fork and South Fork above the developed area of Big Sky and several included public lands that lay 
within the canyon area as each stakeholder defined it.  The resort tax boundary was frequently identified 
as a reasonable way to define the core Big Sky area. 

In addition, several stakeholders identified a larger geographic area that is a zone of influence that 
includes an area that is impacted or has the potential to impact the core Big Sky area. This area includes the 
Gallatin and Madison watersheds and population in the valley areas of those watersheds. 

Several stakeholders offered criteria for their definitions. These criteria were: 

• Developed Area of Big Sky: (both platted and built) in the immediate Big Sky core. 
• Economic Impact: Two major types of definitions were offered. The smaller geographic boundary 

was defined by those who live in the immediate developed area of Big Sky or regularly shop and do 
business in Big Sky. The larger economic zone extended to include commuters and communities 
including Bozeman, Belgrade, Four Corners, Gallatin Gateway and Ennis.  

• Recreation Zone: Recreation opportunities associated with the Big Sky area were identified both 
within the core Big Sky area and in a broader area of the canyon and mountains on both sides of the 
Gallatin. 

• Ecological and Natural Boundaries: The animal or plant community named affected the 
boundary, but all were considerably larger than the developed area. For hydrology, it was based on 
watersheds for surface water and aquifers for ground water. 

• School District Boundary: These boundaries define a community that focused on Big Sky. 

Major Commonalities and Focus Areas 

Stakeholders expressed strong interest in a community-based effort. The goal of the collaboration is to 
identify sustainable solutions for water supply and wastewater treatment in the Big Sky area, while 
ensuring the ecological integrity of the headwaters river system.  Participants identified three focus areas: 

• Clean water supply and availability 
• Wastewater treatment and disposal 
• Sustaining the ecological health of the river systems 

Water Resource and Other Areas of Concern 

Each stakeholder was asked to identify priority water resources concerns or questions. Stakeholders 
identified a wide range of concerns, as well as questions or requests for more information.  
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Areas of Concern as Identified by Stakeholders 
Areas of Concern Community 

Members and 
Business Interests 
(11 interviews) 

Local 
Government and 
Agency 
Representatives 
(9 interviews) 

Non-profit 
Interests 
(10 interviews) 

Water Supply and Availability 9 7 8 

Wastewater Treatment and Disposal 11 9 10 
Sustaining the Ecological Health of the 
River Systems 10 8 10 

Other Concerns 8 8 9 
 

Overall, participants had strong interest in all three major water resource focus areas. They also mentioned 
other areas that are impacted by water resources or impact them. Within each category, participants 
identified many sub-categories that merited further questions or concerns. Some, like effluent disposal, 
were mentioned by most participants; other issues, like water mitigation, were only mentioned by a few.   

Water Supply and Availability: The physical supply of drinking and irrigation water is complex, so supply 
of high quality water is not a concern in some areas and a significant concern in others. Mitigation, 
downstream impacts, and exempt wells were also mentioned. Several informational gaps and questions 
also were raised in this area.  

Wastewater Treatment and Disposal: This was the area that all participants listed at least one concern or 
question. Effluent treatment and disposal, now and in the future came up very frequently. Existing and 
potential impacts to the river systems, septic and other non-Big Sky Water and Sewer District (BSWSD) 
treatment options, and capacity limits and its impact on development also were brought up frequently. 
Respondents appeared most knowledgeable about impacts and alternatives in this focus area. 

Sustaining the Ecological Health of the River Systems:  Current and potential water quality impacts to 
rivers, streams and wetlands were frequently listed concerns. Past, current and potential impacts to 
surface water quality were identified, both in the Big Sky area and downstream. Changes to in-stream 
flows, riparian habitat, and wetlands were listed as concerns.  Ground water/surface water connections, as 
well as landscape connectivity were also frequently listed as important.  Fisheries, wildlife, recreational 
opportunities and impacts, cumulative impacts, and scenic values were also identified by several 
participants.  Overall, the level of knowledge was quite varied in this category. Several stakeholders had 
questions about current and potential impacts. 

Other Concerns: Several participants identified economic and development concerns including rate of 
growth, traffic, public transportation, emergency services, and affordable housing. Ability to provide 
effective oversight, accountability and gaps or difficulties with regulations were concerns mentioned 
several times. Other concerns included climate change, drought, fire, and potential impacts to human 
health. 
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Collaborative Process 

Level of Interest and Collaborative Role 

Each stakeholder was asked to identify his or her interest in a collaborative process. Every stakeholder did 
identify an interest in a community-based collaborative process. 

Participants were also asked about their potential level of involvement in such a collaborative process. 
Level of interest in involvement varied from communication and information sharing to extensive, long-
term involvement in it.   

Some participants with limited time or a specific expertise in a water resource area or community issue did 
say they would like to have access to ongoing information, but would like to be active only when specific 
topics were discussed.  Some others interested in broader resource and community issues said that they 
would not be sure of their level of involvement until the goals were more specifically defined. 

Initial Input on Structure and Approach of a Community-Based Collaborative Process 

The majority of interviewed stakeholders had experience with collaborative processes. Many of those 
stakeholders offered observations and suggestions that would help create a successful collaborative 
process.  Because past experiences and topics had varied so significantly, not all examples will mesh 
successfully.  However, a few approaches were mentioned by several stakeholders. These included: 

Actively Include Diverse Perspectives: Several stakeholders mentioned examples that did not work 
because the list of stakeholders involved was too narrow or identified successes because truly diverse 
stakeholders were included as equal partners.  

Keep the Community Informed and the Process Transparent: Strong, ongoing communication with 
community members and publically available information was widely mentioned as important. The 
importance of transparency in a collaborative process was frequently mentioned. However, a few 
stakeholders did note that this approach may slow down the process because more people will want to 
weigh in and conflict may increase during the process. 

Clear Goals and Purpose: Several stakeholders identified clear goals and objectives, both short term and 
long term, as important for success.  

A Process that Supports Analysis and Decision-making: A variety of structures were mentioned that 
resulted in successful collaboration, but common threads were: a clear structure, framework and set of 
ground rules; ongoing support to ensure that meetings were held regularly and the availability of clear 
information used to support participant ability to make decisions. 

 

 

Opportunities, Tools, Challenges and Barriers 
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Stakeholders were asked to identify any opportunities, tools, challenges or barriers that might help or 
make it more difficult to address the water resource concerns each participant identified. The list 
presented has not been analyzed for feasibility. This input should be treated as initial thoughts that point 
the way to more sustained discussion, analysis, and decision-making in a collaborative process. 

Opportunities and Tools 

Stakeholders were asked to identify tools and opportunities that might be used to address the water 
resource concerns each stakeholder identified. At least 100 distinct opportunities and tools were identified. 
Major categories included: 

Technical Tools: Several technical tools and approaches were identified. These included: 
• Wastewater Treatment and Disposal Options: Include snow-making with effluent, further or 

different options for effluent irrigation and application, infiltration galleries, sewer extensions, 
treatment wetlands, and direct discharge.  

• Water Supply and Availability Options: Water conservation options, community drought 
resiliency plan, other water planning models, pricing incentives for water use, and building 
wetlands for mitigation. 

• Sustaining Natural Systems: This includes riparian restoration projects, changes in road 
maintenance, evaluation of the road system and extensions, wetlands restoration and 
enhancement, and forest management and restoration. 

• Enhancing Knowledge: Additional surface water monitoring, wetland monitoring, further ground 
water monitoring, and further analysis of existing monitoring were all identified as helpful. 
Synthesis of existing technical studies and potential further investigations were also identified. 

Community Tools and Opportunities: The Big Sky community has many assets and models that could be 
helpful in addressing water resources and could also capitalize on ideas other communities have used. 
Opportunities and tools included: 

• Collaboration Process: Several stakeholders thought having a collaborative process would be 
helpful in addressing water resources and offered an opportunity.  Several other collaborative 
processes were also identified as potential models for Big Sky. 

• Other Community Models: Big Sky is not the only community facing water resources challenges. 
Several models were offered for consideration, and others suggested that further research and 
analysis would be helpful. 

• Education and Outreach Opportunities: Several stakeholders already conduct education and 
outreach efforts in the Big Sky area and thought more could be done. Other opportunities might 
include involving the school. 

• Management and Policies: Several types of plans and policies were identified as potentially useful 
including a watershed stewardship plan, growth management policies, recreation management, and 
road sanding management. 

• Economic Opportunities and Tools: Economically, the area is booming, so the resort tax revenue 
is higher.  A TED district is being investigated and may provide more funding capacity. Because 
some segments of the community have significant wealth, there is the potential for focused funding 
to effectively address issues.  Several grant opportunities were also identified that may apply to 
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projects. Conservation easements are being used and could also be used further to protect high 
priority areas. 

• Common Values: Many stakeholders identified common interests and values that have brought 
them to Big Sky and thought that the love of place, interest in keeping natural amenities of Big Sky, 
and a strong core of committed community members were seen as assets. 

Planning, Policy and Regulatory Tools and Opportunities:  Many saw opportunity in plans, policies and 
regulations.  

• Planning and Policy Opportunities: The DNRC State Water Plan, a proactive TMDL for the 
Gallatin river, potential expansion of the controlled ground water area, and further use of the 
expanded Gallatin Local Water Quality District were all identified as opportunities. Working with 
the Legislature to change regulations that are barriers to innovative water resources solutions was 
also mentioned.  

• Regulatory Opportunities: Several regulatory and permitting processes were identified as 
potentially useful including review during wastewater permit renewal, EPA’s residual authority for 
stormwater, DEQ permitting, DNRC water rights change processes, and any future platting 
decisions. 

Challenges and Barriers 

Stakeholders were asked to identify any challenges or barriers that may create difficulties to addressing 
resource concerns. At least 60 distinct challenges or barriers were identified. However, most fell into a few 
major categories. These were: 

Fragmented Decision-making and Multiple Jurisdictional Boundaries: This was the most frequently 
identified barrier to making effective decision-making.  The core area is split by two counties, has both 
public and private land, a controlled ground water area, a number of different Home Owners Associations 
(HOAs), private clubs and a variety of businesses and developers. The Big Sky area is not incorporated, so 
no one governmental entity exists. Associated challenges several stakeholders identified included lack of 
oversight and regulations, limited ability to implement decisions, and self-interests that may make it 
difficult to compromise or come to agreements on solutions to address water resources. 

Limited Existing Capacity to Treat and Store Wastewater: The Big Sky Water and Sewer District 
(BSWSD) capacity and limited service area was frequently identified.  Associated issues included disposal 
solutions for treated effluent, especially as more development occurs, and costs associated with extending 
sewer services.  

Legal and Physical Water Supply: Several stakeholders had questions about the supply and legal 
availability of water, particularly in areas that aren’t served by the BSWSD and get water from the shale 
aquifers. 

Complex and Fragile Natural Systems:  The Big Sky area encompasses the headwaters of two 
watersheds. Additionally, several identified complex geology and differing aquifer types, and difficulties 
associated with development in a sub-alpine environment with significant wildlife resources. 
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Limited Physical Area Available for Development: The Big Sky area is finite and build-out is thought to 
be capped. The water supply and wastewater treatment and disposal capacity are both perceived as limited 
too. Associated with this were economic challenges like higher cost of living and difficulty in siting 
affordable housing in Big Sky. 

Pace of Development: Development is quite rapid again, after a few slow years during the recession. This 
means that the window of opportunity for decision-making may be brief. 

Role of Wealth and Part-time Residents in the Community: Differing concerns about wealth identified 
challenges. A few mentioned that the perception that there is so much wealth in Big Sky that no outside 
resources are needed. Conversely, a few others thought that wealthy landowners and developers had the 
potential for disproportionate influence on community decision-making.  Some participants mentioned 
difficulties in informing and engaging part-time residents. 

Next Steps 

Based on the input from the stakeholders interviewed, the Gallatin River Task Force (GRTF) and other 
community leaders have now made a decision to move forward with this watershed planning initiative. 
Between now and the end of 2017, it is expected that GRTF will host a community-based forum.  It will: 

• Form and support a community-based stakeholder group to address water resource concerns. 
• Develop a common understanding of water supplies and availability, water quality, restoration and 

preservation of the watershed, and wastewater treatment and disposal. 
• Identify and evaluate options for future water supply, wastewater treatment and disposal, and 

preservation and restoration of natural river systems within the Big Sky area, using objective 
criteria.  

The final product is expected to be a watershed management plan to sustain and enhance drinking 
water and wastewater infrastructure and support and improve healthy, properly functioning watersheds.  
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Appendix: Initial Assessment Stakeholder List 
 
The Gallatin River Task Force (GRTF) conducted an initial assessment of stakeholder interest and the 
identification of focus areas for a collaborative process focused on water resources. A total of 33 
stakeholders took part in 30 interviews.  In addition to the entities represented below, several stakeholders 
also were affiliated with other boards, organizations and businesses.   The stakeholders were chosen to 
represent as broad a set of knowledgeable perspectives as possible. The primary entities represented were: 

Community Members and Business Interests 
Alpine Water 
Big Sky Chamber of Commerce 
Big Sky Owners Association 
Big Sky Resort 
Big Sky Town Center 

Big Sky Vacation Rentals 
Buck’s T-4 
Geyser Whitewater 
Lone Mountain Land Company 
Yellowstone Club 
Big Sky Trout 
Big Sky Resort Tax Area District Board 

Local Government and Agency Representatives 
Big Sky County Water and Sewer District 
Gallatin County Commissioner 
Gallatin Local Water Quality District 
Madison Conservation District 
Madison County Commissioner 
Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology 
Montana Department of Environmental Quality 
Montana Department of Natural Resources 
Custer-Gallatin National Forest 

Non-profit Interests 
American Rivers 
Association of Gallatin Agricultural Irrigators 
Big Sky Community Corporation 
Future West 
Gallatin River Task Force 
Greater Gallatin Watershed Council 
Greater Yellowstone Coalition 
Montana Land Reliance 
Trout Unlimited 
Upper Missouri Waterkeeper 

 


