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Resilient Water Supply Committee 
March 10,  

1:00-3:00 pm 
Big Sky Water and Sewer District Meeting Room 

 
 

Notes 
 
Attending: Dan Blythe, Gallatin Local Water Quality District; Doug Bracksma, AGAI; Susan Duncan, AGAI; 
Kristin Gardner, Gallatin River Task Force (Task Force); Sarah Howell, WGM Group; David Laufenberg, 
Madison Conservation District; Zach Magdol, AE2S; Emily O’Connor, Task Force; Olivia Regnier, TNC/Task 
Force; Kerri Strasheim, DNRC; David Tucker, GRTF; Erin Wall, Montana Rural Water Systems 
 
Notes and Facilitation: Karen Filipovich 
 
Summary of Identified Committee Actions: 

• Set up a forum for water rights education and discussion. DNRC agreed to help lead this effort 
that would have the objective of providing education on water rights and an opportunity for 
upstream and downstream to discuss issues and considerations related to water rights and 
supply. Drought would also be useful to include in this effort. 

• Have a tour in the Gallatin Valley for water rights. In 2019, there was a tour in Big Sky, so this 
would be the complementary effort. 

• Gauging Need: There is a need for a gauge added upstream from the West Fork. A logical place 
is on the mainstream stem at Porcupine Creek. YERC proposing a gauge in that area, as an 
expansion of their work. The DNRC SWAMP surface water database would be a good place to 
store that data so it can be shared. 

• Several partners are also undertaking specific activities to support community priorities in the 
area of water supply. More future partner activities were also identified. 
 

 
Partner Activities and Updates: 

• FWP has signed off on Moonlight’s mitigation plan 

• A cloud seeding conference was held October. Doug Bracksma with AGAI brought some slides. 
In studies presented, cloud seeding made a modest (3-6% of snowpack) contribution and 
sometimes used for hail suppression, in ski areas, but does not work in the case of drought or if 
no clouds exist. He is interested in some kind of pilot in Montana, but that would take a 
legislative change in Montana state law 

• A source water protection plan for the Big Sky area is a possibility and Erin Wall at Montana 
Rural Water Systems is willing to offer technical support on this 

• A Water Fund to support water resiliency and supply in the area is looking at a launch in late 
2020 

• The Montana Bureau of mines and geology has data loggers in eight big sky water and sewer 
district wells. The Gallatin local water quality District is working in partnership with them and 
with the district to conduct water quality work from February to October in those wells. 
Parameters include chloride bromide and nitrates 
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• Source water protection: source water protection has been conducted for part of the area, but 
not for some time. There is an ongoing state of water support that will include big sky. 

• Lazy J has a new application into the DNRC for a mitigation plan in order to add more units to its 
proposed development in the canyon 

• There is interest in characterizing and sharing the number of water rights users the amount of 
rights in the Big Sky area and the total used 

 
Overview of Water Forum priorities and activities 
 
The Resilient Water Supply Committee focuses on the activities prioritized under “water supply” in the 
Big Sky Area Watershed Stewardship Plan. These priorities and activities are: 
 

1. Expand Groundwater Modeling and Monitoring to accurately characterize the available water 

supply in the Big Sky area by generating seasonal outlook reports for groundwater supplies, 

modeling the impacts of various climate scenarios, modeling various withdrawal amounts, 

developing real-time data on groundwater and surface water, and developing a water balance to 

identify “targets” or “triggers” for action. 

2. Develop Strategies for Water Conservation to inspire community members to actively engage in 

water conservation to reduce groundwater withdrawals, maintain instream flows, and build 

resilience against changing climatic conditions. 

3. Improve Stormwater Management to “slow the flow” of water through the system to provide for 

aquifer recharge and increased late-season stream flows, while also providing resiliency for 

changing climatic conditions. 

4. Expand Wastewater Reuse options that benefit water supply, including Expanding Water Reuse 

for Irrigation, Developing Water Reuse for Snowmaking, and Investigating Shallow Groundwater 

Recharge. 

5. Develop Mitigation of Water Rights over the long-term. In the near-term, maintain an open 

dialogue with State agencies and senior water rights holders on water rights adjudication, 

modifications to the change process, and the potential implications of mitigation. 

 

Progress is being made on actions on the items except for #5. However, lack of funding has hampered 
identified projects in the area of stormwater and groundwater modeling and monitoring for the issue 
over water budget. It would be useful to expand the purple pipe when the highway project has the road 
open and several partners are working on that end. Mitigation of water rights is not an activity being 
undertaken at this time, but there may be opportunities as treated wastewater reuse options are 
expanded to snowmaking or groundwater infiltration. 
 
Water Conservation 
Emily O’Connor, conservation projects manager at the Gallatin River Task Force presented information 
on their efforts. The Task Force has run a rebate program for indoor fixtures for a number of years and 
expanded to outdoor rebates.  
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The Task Force is launching a trout friendly landscaping program as part of its program to reduce water 
use in the Big Sky area. This type of landscaping approach has been used in other mountain 
communities like Jackson and Sun Valley and is focused on water conservation and water quality 
improvements. This program is expected to roll out this spring. 
 

• The Big Sky Water and Sewer District (District) sees a 300% increase in water use in the summer 
compared to the winter season 

• At this point, there is an effort to find visible participants – both business and residential. There 
are several potential candidates, but ideas are appreciated. 

• HOAs vary greatly in their current landscape water conservation activities. Within the District, 
some have much lower irrigation rates than others 

• Visibility was discussed as an important aspect of the launch 

• Showcasing and recognizing businesses using trout friendly practices is helpful for the program 
and the businesses 

• Having a certification program or recognizing and using landscapers that practice trout friendly. 
Several landscapers already offer landscape audits and have a high level of knowledge on best 
practices 

• Incentives could be useful, beyond (or perhaps highlighting) cost savings due to water savings 
for District and commercial users in particular 

• A utility insert on water conservation was sent in the last District bill and one on the landscaping 
program is planned for the bills being sent at the end of the first quarter. It was suggested that a 
follow-up insert is sent in the bill that covers the July-September period since that bill covers the 
growing season and is typically the largest bill of the year 

 
Other water conservation activities: 

• The Big Sky Water and Sewer District has installed new meters. Residents can currently call and 
find out their exact water use. An application is being developed so that participants can view 
use in real time. 

• Drought management planning continues to be of interest. The Upper Gallatin has an outline for 
a drought management plan. The Lower Gallatin has a completed plan, and the Madison 
watershed has a skeleton plan in place. There is a need for a full plan and coordination between 
the plans as they all have relevance for Big Sky. 

 
Water Conservation and Drought Management Planning 
The Task Force is seeking funding to build a water system management system for the Big Sky area. It 
would include both areas in and outside of the District. What is proposed is similar to the plan AE2S built 
for the city of Bozeman and includes drought management in the system. 
 
So far, the Task Force has submitted a proposal for a first phase of the work to DNRC’s watershed grants 
program and expects to hear back in April. The Bureau of Recreation Water Smart program could also be 
another source of the funding for a section. Initial activities envisioned include: 

• An audit of existing data 

• A water supply protection model 

• Water crosswalk plan 
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The District, Moonlight, and Yellowstone Club all manage their water supply data with the same system, 
so auditing those sources should be relatively quick. The other dispersed sources are more difficult, but 
DNRC can pull all the water rights from their system. 
 
Once a good characterization of the water is completed, phase two will be to share information and 
manage scarce water better together. In this phase, work envisioned includes: 

• Dashboard interface 

• Water shortage vulnerability 

• Water shortage mitigation plan 

• Water shortage response plan 
 
The idea behind this work is assess and be able to address vulnerabilities in supply. 
 
Source Water Capacity Planning: 

• All public water supply districts have a source water delineation plan. These are available by 
searching here. There are many source water delineations and assessment reports for the Big 
Sky area, but some are listed in Gallatin County and other are listed in Madison County. (The Big 
Sky Water and Sewer District is listed in Madison County). A more comprehensive source water 
protection plan for the area could also include identification of high-quality groundwater 
recharge areas. 

• Water Budget: The water plan assessment work that the Task Force is proposing will collect 
many of the components into the model AE2S will build 

 
 
Discussion: Water Supply Project Priorities 
Participants identified projects that either continue to be a priority or our new priority for the 
community. These include: 
 

• Stormwater: this committee is comfortable with the Healthy Headwaters committee taking the 
lead on this issue, since it is also part of the nutrient reduction plan. This committee continues 
to be very interested in water supply issues related to slowing the flow as in regard to 
stormwater and would like to weigh in as needed. 

• Natural storage: This committee is interested in identifying groundwater recharge. This is seen 
as an important part of the water budget discussion. Participants thought that the identification 
and preservation of high-quality recharge areas will be essential for future water supply. Erin 
Wall. the DNRC and Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology all have may be able to help identify 
those areas. Once those areas are identified, it may make sense to request changes in zoning 
and subdivision language or work on incentives for preservation. 

• The Big Sky Water and Sewer District work on finding more available water on the mountain. 
The District has significant water rights on the mountain, but the current wells will not yield that 
amount of water so the District has been drilling test wells. Snowmaking also uses a significant 
amount of fresh water in the mountain area on a seasonal basis. This amount of water for 
snowmaking was estimated to be around 90 million gallons annually. Water is getting tight on 
the mountain and it isn’t completely clear how much physical availability exists. There is a gap in 
knowing how much is being used and where in one place.  

• Drought planning makes sense to integrate into this committee’s work. 

http://svc.mt.gov/deq/dst/app/swp#/app/swp
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• Wells: There was substantial interest in gathering the information about well use into one place. 
Participants were interested in how much is used versus what the water rights allow for. There 
was also interest in evapotranspiration rights, types of wells, mitigation, and discussion between 
upstream and downstream water users.  

• Participants agreed that it would be helpful to have a stakeholder forum next fall or winter 
focused on water rights education and discussion about sharing the water. Drought would be 
useful to include. The DNRC agreed to help organize and host the forum. 

• Wells: worth identifying exempt wells 

• Purple Pipe: Placing pipe under Highway 64 to extend to Town Center when highway upgrades 
occur makes sense.  

• Mitigation will be useful to discussion when other treated wastewater reuse methods are 
considered compared to irrigation. More information on when irrigated water can and cannot 
be safely used would be helpful.  

• Snowmaking: The Yellowstone Club permit application is expected to go in soon to DEQ. There 
are many potential wins for the community and for water if it this approach works. Because 
snowmaking is not fully consumptive, mitigation issues related to water supply will be 
something to discuss further in the future as a water supply issue. This is also seen as a win to 
help address climate change both in the community and downstream because it will help bank 
water longer. 

 
Future discussion issues: 
Participants identified some further discussion items. 

• Surface and groundwater storage options in addition to natural storage. What are they, 
potential and challenges and any further information needed? 

• Stream Flow Monitoring Methods: Drone driven estimates of cubic feet per second are also 
being investigated. The Bureau of Mines and Geology is looking at a drone study. There is 
another effort within Gallatin County 

Funding Opportunities 

Participants discussed potential funding sources for the work for work in the water supply area, but 
agreed that further funding sources would be helpful. 

• DNRC watershed grants 

• Reclamation and Development Program Project grants, which are typically due in May of the off 
year. The Legislature funds these during legislative session years 

•  MWCC Watershed Fund. This source has funding for capacity and projects. It is thought that the 
limit on grants for the sources $10,000 

• Private funding sources like the clubs may have some discretionary money to spend on 
improvements 

• EPA stormwater grants 

• Department of Interior, Bureau of Reclamation WaterSMART drought response program 

• DNRC grants for public water systems 

• Water, Wastewater and Solid Waste Action Coordinating Team (W2ASACT)  has more information on Montana funding 
and technical support that could apply to water supply 

http://dnrc.mt.gov/divisions/cardd/wasact

