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Healthy Headwaters Committee 

Notes 
Feb 5, 2020 

1:00-3:00pm 

Big Sky Water and Sewer District Meeting Room 

 

Attending: Guy Alsentzer, Upper Missouri Waterkeeper; Chase Bell, DEQ; Dan Blythe, GLWQD; Rich 

Chandler, YC/GRTF; Mike Duncan, FWP; Kristin Gardner, GRTF; Sarah Howell, WGM; JeNelle Johnson, 

GRTF board; Emily O’Connor, GRTF; Robert Payn, MSU; Olivia Regnier, TNC/GRTF; Mike Richter, MBMG; 

Allison Stringer, USFS; Meryl Storb, MSU; David Tucker, GRTF;  

Notes and Facilitation: Karen Filipovich 

 

Healthy Headwaters Committee Working Meeting 

Updates: 

• Gallatin River Task Force, Trout Unlimited and the Forest Service are partnering on the Deer 

Creek restoration project which is expected to start this year. 

• The DEQ is awarding half of the 319 program money to the lower Gallatin starting in 2022 to 

target water quality improvements. 

• Gallatin River Task Force is finishing analysis of the algae data for the 2019 field season. 

• The Gallatin local water quality district will be monitoring eight sites in the Meadow from 

February to October looking at chloride nitrate and other parameters. This work is in 

conjunction with the Montana Bureau of mines and geology and the big sky water and sewer 

district. 

• The Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology and the Gallatin Local Water Quality District are 

adding well in the Meadow on February 5 just below lone Mountain Ranch. 

Nutrient Reduction Plan 

In December, this committee discussed updating the nutrient reduction plan from 2014 and developed 

an initial list of activities. Those activities included human waste management landscaping, stormwater, 

agriculture and drought and climate effects. The Gallatin River Task Force has raised some funding for a 

nutrient reduction plan. This committee was asked to identify priorities and offer ideas so that that plan 

can be completed by June. Major activities that would require funding in FY 2021 need to be identified 

by the end of March. 

Priorities 

The upper Gallatin watershed is a large area with significantly different land use patterns across it. 

Committee members indicated that an approach that was focused in certain areas or on certain 

activities would be most useful. Criteria for prioritization included: 

• Greatest bang for buck in terms of nutrient reduction 
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• Impaired tributaries 

• Proximity of source to water 

• Capacity 

• Tools available to address source 

• Projects that build momentum 

• Involve community leaders and those who can influence future projects 

• Will build on existing relationships 

• Preventive or address areas with expected future impact 

Geography: 

The geography of the nutrient plan was reviewed. This committee would like to address the upper 

Gallatin. However, focusing on areas that have existing source loads or are expected to see change in 

the next few years are the priorities.  Areas that have experienced algal blooms were considered to be a 

fairly good way to identify priority areas. 2019 was not a big algae year, but algae were seen in the 

Taylor fork, the Big Sky area, Beaver Creek Michener Creek, along the mainstem down to Moose Creek, 

and in the Swan Creek. 

Phosphorus: 

• Phosphorus levels in the area are measurable, but low. Swan Creek and Storm Castle appear to 

have higher natural loading.  

• The Gallatin River Task Force has diffusers to monitor and sort out whether phosphorus or 

nitrogen are limiting in area streams. The Task Force has limited capacity and could not run 

these tests last season, but plans to in 2020.  

• One observation was that if phosphorus is present, even at low levels, it probably is not the 

limiting nutrient, but having more data will be helpful. 

Additional Activities for Sources: 

• Stormwater: LIDAR may be helpful for mapping impervious surfaces. An older LIDAR is available, 

but it is possible a new one would be helpful to see the trends 

• Sediment delivery: The 2015 recreational access study showed many areas of sediment input 

along the Gallatin River corridor. Additionally, culverts and bridges have potential input, so 

characterizing them and working on management and upkeep are important.  

• Tying stormwater to drought planning would be useful 

Source Loads: 

The committee would like to target sources effectively.  Information about sources helps target 

activities, but can be very expensive, so identifying what is most needed is critical. 

• Relative loads: There was broad agreement that human waste is the largest human-caused 

input, but stormwater, landscaping, or agriculture were not as clear. There was a sense that 

landscaping and stormwater are tied together on runoff and land application is part of human 

waste management 

• Numbers from the golf course should be easy to acquire 
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• Rough analysis of sources and contributions could be estimated using best professional 

judgement 

• Climate/Drought is difficult to characterize in its interaction with nutrients, but appears to have 

impacts. On the Smith River, both stream and air temperatures are being used as part of the 

algae study 

Overall, it was thought that it would be helpful to have relative contributions, estimates of loads and 

identification of hot spots like manure piles next to streams. 

Next Steps: 

• Estimates of source loads and identify areas where significant nutrient reduction or preventive 

activities can be taken 

• Committee continues to work on activities and goals to address these issues and identify what 

each partner can do to reduce nutrients 

 

Prioritizing Restoration and Conservation Projects 

Several studies related to conservation and restoration have been completed or are in process in the Big 

Sky area. These include: 

• Wetland and riparian mapping study in the Resort Tax District area 

• Recreational access sites survey along Gallatin River from the YNP boundary to Spanish Creek 

• Survey of opportunities for beaver-related projects on public lands in the upper Gallatin 

watershed 

• USFS project prioritization on forest lands (in progress) 

Collectively, the studies offer a range of potential projects. There also gaps in areas and types of 

projects. 

Overall, the group identified some overall priorities: 

• Conserve high value areas, particularly small wetland and ephemeral streams  

• Address existing impairments 

• Implement the projects that have been identified already 

• Continue to assess tributaries and missing areas from existing assessments for future projects 

The group identified several priorities for action: 

Conservation Activities: 

• Address small wetlands and ephemeral or intermittent tributaries. The National Wetland 

Inventory misses these areas. They are also not well-known or characterized: 

o Community engagement. People tend to champion things they can name and identify 

o This is a proactive action, since it is conserving precious community assets 

o There was discussion about how to find these wetlands and streams. Informally, it may 

be possible for many landowners to identify them on their property. Developers also 
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have delineations done and sharing those files could be helpful. Using the NDVI could be 

a good way to identify these high priority areas.  

• Conservation priorities: This conservation priority applies to areas before subdivision takes 

place. There is potential for the Canyon and tributaries. Priorities are: 

o Intact land 

o Wetland 

o Fisheries 

o Wildlife 

• Conservation Incentive Program: Conservation easements are a great strategic tool, but 

significant barriers can exist for landowners to make easements workable. Having another tool 

could help focus on high value conservation landscapes 

Restoration: 

• Address existing impairments. 

o The overall approach is iterative and identified projects are a great place to start. Future 

projects could be identified if you expand up the tributaries 

o The Middle Fork has five identified projects. The South Fork and West Fork also have 

identified projects.  

o Little Coyote/Silver Bow ponds. These were made to trap sediment, but also trap heat.  

A bottom release design could reduce temperatures in late summer. The restoration has 

been discussed for years, but water rights are an issue. Working with BSOA to continue 

to find a workable restoration solution would be useful 

o On the conservation side, ensuring the healthy buffers are maintained is important in 

these areas. Setbacks are going to be important. The update to zoning on the Gallatin 

County side has setbacks and language about native vegetation. It isn’t clear what is 

built in on the Madison side as part of subdivision review 

o Habitat improvements could be continued in the area of the Meadow to Little Coyote 

could be helpful. The Chapel spring area is one that could be a significant upgrade 

• Fisheries – limited conservation fisheries are important but isolated (and need to stay isolated), 

but recreational fisheries are important to the community 

• Corridor projects on 191: The recreation access survey has identified many potential projects, 

and a large number have traction sand issues. The MDT has an MS4 permit that is due to review 

in the near future. This may be an opportunity to start working on the collective input to the 

river 

 

Next Steps: 

• Identify projects for funding requests 

Next Meeting: March 25, 1-3pm, Big Sky Water and Sewer District meeting room 

 

 


