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Healthy Headwaters Committee 

Notes 
December 11, 2019 

1:30-3:30pm 

Big Sky Water and Sewer District Meeting Room 

 

Attending: Peter Bedell, Big Sky Water and Sewer District (BSWSD); Dan Blythe, Gallatin Local Water 

Quality District (GLWQD); Rich Chandler, YC/GRTF; Jeff Dunn, Trout Unlimited; Rich McEldowney, 

Confluence; Curtis Faubion, Kristin Gardner, Gallatin River Task Force (GRTF); DEQ; Torie Haraldson, 

Gallatin Local Water Quality District; Sierra Harris, The Nature Conservancy; Sarah Howell, WGM Group; 

Darrin Kron, DEQ; Mace Mangold, WGM Group; Ryan Newcomb, GRTF; Mike Richter, MBMG; Allison 

Stringer, USFS; Christin Sundnas, GLWQD; David Tucker, GRTF. 

Notes and Facilitation: Karen Filipovich 

Updates: 

Participants introduced themselves. Brief updates on activities included: 

• DEQ will be working on the Taylor Fork sediment study in the next field season. Chris Faubion 

will be overseeing that work 

• GLWQD is working on data processing from the 2019 field season and is planning more work 

with the District for 2020 nutrient monitoring 

• Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology has started their GWIP study in the Canyon area 

Nutrient Reduction Plan Update 

 The last nutrient reduction plan was written in 2014. Gallatin River Task Force was the Blue Water Task 

Force. It focused primarily in the TMDL related streams and the watershed of the West Fork of the 

Gallatin. 

Ideas for new nutrient reduction plan: 

Geography: 

• Several options for thinking about the boundaries were discussed, but all agreed that an area 

larger than the West Fork watershed would be appropriate. Considerations for a geographic 

area included: 

o Algal growth: It has been higher from the Park to Portal. Including the Taylor Fork and 

even Yellowstone upstream would be helpful. 

o Nutrient loading – a tighter plan might be focused around areas and sources of higher 

concentration 

o TMDL listed streams. The Middle, South and West Fork all have TMDL listings and 

continued focus on addressing those areas 

o Areas that have likely future changes – either in terms of management or development 
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Timeline: 

• The previous plan was written in 2014 and runs through 2020. 

• A five-year plan was seen as acceptable as long as the Healthy Headwaters committee reviews 

and adjusts plans as needed on an annual basis.  

Activities: 

Participants were asked to identify ideas for nutrient reduction. 

Human Waste Management 

Large Centralized Systems 

• Wastewater treatment upgrade: Advocate for funding to upgrade the existing District plant. This 

new plant will greatly reduce nutrient loads compared to current technology 

• Moonlight – has but the MBR plant online and is slated to move irrigation to the golf course 

• Moonlight also has a floating island. DEQ is conducting a study on the nutrient uptake in the 

Joliet, so having more of these as part of treatment may be a useful, but more information may 

be needed 

• YC has an SBR technology and is looking to upgrade capacity in the next five years and it 

expected to continue with the SPR technology 

• Canyon might someday tie into District plant or build upgrades, but very early in assessment of 

this approach. Supporting Canyon decision-making would be useful 

One thing to keep in mind that YC and Moonlight have capacity around 20 MG for treatment and the 

District plan is more alike 400-500 MG. 

Community and Residential Systems 

• Advocate for opportunities to annex or upgrade systems of area that could reduce loads. 

Potential areas include Firelight, area near Ace, Antler Ridge, Ramshorn, the golf course in 

Meadow. Annexing places with individual or very old or aged systems would be a priority. 

• Canyon work – feasibility upgrade is in progress between Dudley and Corral. Could be useful to 

extend to Taylor Fork and north to Karst. Identification of very high nutrient loads could help 

target specific upgrades to wastewater systems. 

• Discussion with county and state on any potential for streamlining permitting for upgrades to 

wastewater treatment systems 

Septic Systems 

In addition to identifying areas or systems that might be converted to centralized or higher-level 

decentralized systems, other activity ideas included: 

• Promote septic maintenance: 

o Build on existing education and outreach efforts – need to reach more people earlier 

o Incentives: legal compliance is a pretty low bar. Further actions will help nutrient 

reductions, but aren’t required could be helpful 
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• Maintenance program – add inspections and then follow-up with those that need help or 

pumping 

• Education for future development – thinking through wastewater before design even begins 

Other 

• Treatment wetlands: continue to investigate opportunities to use them and encourage use in 

wastewater treatment where appropriate 

Agriculture 

• Horse management – continuing activities identified in the previous plan. Park contributions 

probably aren’t adding much to the nutrient load, but some facilities have spot loads. 

 

Stormwater 

• The existing stormwater controls are not all maintained. Examples include culverts that are not 

maintained. Education and outreach on how to maintain systems is important 

• Stormwater inventory: Many areas do not have maps and it was thought relatively few 

structures are in place. This may be as simple as going out and tracking runoff on the rainy 

season or may require more formal mapping. 

• Stormwater plan: May be helpful to develop some kind of common approach for Big Sky 

o City of Bozeman – Invite Kyle Mehrens to discuss their plan, examples and ideas 

o Montana Stormwater Committee – contact to see what examples and approaches 

members have found useful 

• Dog poop clean-up – continue awareness and cleanup campaign 

 

Landscaping 

• Grass clipping: working with golf courses to move clippings off landscape 

• Support continued communication and coordination between District/golf courses: 

o Tie further fertilizer and irrigation management to upgrades 

o Check in with other golf courses on management 

• Support further golf course irrigation upgrades using smart technologies 

Climate and Weather Management 

• Develop ability to understand how these factors are interacting with nutrients 

Celebrate Progress 

Big Sky area partners have been making progress on identifying and addressing nutrients. 

Communicating this progress and what the community can build on helps build understanding and 

support 

Next Steps 
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• Karen will send out notes and a spreadsheet with activities listed and an invitation to add and 

refine them 

• Kristin has funding to support writing the new nutrient reduction plan. It needs to be complete 

by June 

• Group agreed this would be part of discussion of next Healthy Headwaters meeting 

 

Sampling and Analysis Plan – Next Steps 

Discussion 

SAP discussion: What is next for fulfilling this sampling and analysis plan? This committee supported 

work on the area sampling and analysis plan in 2018/2019 and Rich McEldowney completed the SAP in 

2019. This SAP is very comprehensive. Because funding and capacity is not currently in place to sample 

everything in it, even at suggested frequencies, this committee discussed next steps for implementation. 

Capacity 

Keeping this going does require some kind of leadership. Options include a MOU between all monitoring 

entities and building capacity to maintain a program manager that could help coordinate data gathering, 

sharing and data control. A first step suggested was to have the Gallatin River Task Force, surface water 

monitoring on the Madison side (CD is most likely, but would like to check in since there are personnel 

changes), Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology, and Gallatin Local Water Quality District.  

Priorities 

Priorities we discussed throughout the meeting. Priorities identified were: 

• Continue monitoring that is already underway 

• Focus on areas that are most likely to have major changes coming (further development, 

wastewater treatment upgrades) 

• Address fisheries data gaps 

• Targeted surface and ground water data on list of “exotics” in Meadow area 

Priorities for monitoring in next field season(s) 

The SAP has a comprehensive list of parameters and extensive suggestions for sites and frequency. The 

major constraint is funding and capacity. 

Participants listed what they thought were the most important data to acquire first. 

Fisheries: Data has not been collected on this area for at least three years. Other identified areas that 

have not been sampled like the West Fork stretch at all. Barriers that this group can help with include: 

• Help with access since closures have affected the Gallatin River stretch and may affect other 

areas. (boat access needed on the Gallatin) 

• Recruit volunteers who can help conduct fish counts (it was noted that some knowledge would 

be helpful) 
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• Funding very low for both FWP and USFS – raising 10-15K a year that could underwrite fisheries 

work in area would be helpful 

Nutrient Sampling:  

• Completing year two of data collection 

• Diurnal flux work – Meryl Storb has work that is in process that could help refine sampling 

protocols since nitrogen can fluxuate significantly based on time of day during the growing 

season. 

• Groundwater nutrient sampling is set for another year.  

“Exotics”: 

• Pharmaceuticals, hydrocarbons and other additional sampling that was desired, but can be 

costly was identified in the SAP.  

• Participants discussed selecting a small number of groundwater and paired surface water sites 

for a paired study in the Meadow area. The SAP may need to be modified to ensure this is done 

correctly, but this could be a good way to get a baseline in a rapidly changing area and center of 

development. 

Sampling Needs are Snowmaking: 

• YC is conducting monitoring on its property as it works through what is needed on their 

property It is possible additional help could be needed outside their boundary 

• Baseline data in areas around the Big Sky Resort may also be useful ahead of any potential 

recycled water snowmaking. 

Areas that may experience extensive change: 

• Michner and Beaver Creeks: Many platted areas that have not been developed.  

• Areas with potential wastewater treatment upgrades: Meadow and Canyon. Both surface water 

and ground water monitoring would be useful to see changes. 

West Fork flow:  

• Are low flows augmented by treated effluent irrigation? Thought to be small, but it was 

identified for follow-up to see if this is needed. MBMG already has modeled changes from 

pumping in the Meadow aquifer, so this data will be available as soon as the review is complete. 

• What was monitored in 2019 field season (all partners)? 

 

Sharing Data 

• Currently, data is stored, managed and served as possible by individual monitoring entities. Not 

all data is available easily and it isn’t available in one place. 

• Groundwater is available on the MBMB website and GLWQD is available on the Gallatin County 

mapper.  

In the Big Sky Area Sustainable Watershed Solutions Plan, a dashboard to show the data together had 

been identified as a priority. This was indicated as an area for further work. In the meantime, putting 
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together a web page on the Task Force site with links to sources was thought to be a useful first step. 

Talking to partners about gaps in available data would also be useful. 

Triggers: 

• This has been an identified useful management tool. This committee would be the group to 

bring these to, but what happens when emergencies? 

• If possible, incorporating and sharing data faster would be idea. At this point, the gap is that a 

lot of data takes months for analysis. 

• A suggested first step is to develop a way to respond more quickly. 

 

Next meeting  

February 5, 1-3 pm at the Big Sky Water and Sewer District meeting room. Meryl Storb will present on 

her work on diurnal nitrogen levels at noon in the same room. 

Topic: Nutrient Reduction plan and Conservation and restoration prioritization 

The meeting was adjourned at 3:30 pm. 

 


