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Big Sky has a problem.

It produces too much wastewater to store, and despite the best efforts of many,
nutrients keep reaching the Gallatin River watershed. All the while, new resorts, hotels,
condos and homes are cropping up, adding more wastewater to the system.

A group of commercial buildings, in the background, and a Big Sky County Water & Sewer District facility overlook sewage and
water holding ponds in Big Sky on Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021.

Samuel Wilson/Chronicle/Report for America
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Lots of people want to solve the problem, and they all have different tacts. Some are
seeking solutions through collaboration and innovation. Others have turned to the
courts.

Environmental groups, area developers and residents of Big Sky have sought new ways
to recycle sewage so they can avoid discharging nutrients directly into the headwaters of
the upper Gallatin River.

Earlier this year, state regulators approved a permit that allows the Yellowstone Club to
make snow with recycled wastewater, and the Big Sky County Water and Sewer District
is expanding and upgrading its wastewater treatment plant.

Meanwhile, the Gallatin River Task Force has worked hard to get a new water and sewer
district approved in Gallatin Canyon. The task force hopes a new district will centralize
wastewater collection, reducing overall nutrient pollution.

John Meyer, attorney for the Cottonwood Environmental Law Center, has taken a more
litigious approach to solving the problem. He’s asking a judge to block new sewer
connections to the district.

Meyer and groups Montana Rivers and Gallatin Wildlife Association sued Big Sky’s
water and sewer district in federal district court in July 2020. The groups claimed the
district was discharging too many nutrients into the West Fork Gallatin River without a
proper permit.

That case has lingered in court for the past year, and in February, Meyer asked a judge
to halt new sewer connections to the district. He also asked the judge to bar the district
from using nitrogen-rich treated wastewater to irrigate Big Sky’s Meadow Village golf
course.
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The district, in turn, has maintained that it has not violated the Clean Water Act
because it does not control the “point sources” of nutrient pollution, and therefore is not
required to obtain a discharge permit.

Both parties filed separate motions for summary judgment, seeking to end the case
without going to trial. A hearing was held Wednesday afternoon at a federal courthouse
in Great Falls. The judge did not make a ruling on the case at the hearing, but he
indicated that an order was forthcoming.

———
Mark Stannard remembers the Big Sky of yesteryear. Twenty years ago, the town was a
laid-back getaway from the madness of the world. There was minimal traffic, powder
that would last for days and moose that regularly strolled by the Gallatin River, he said.

A row of houses in Big Sky in various stages of construction are dusted with snow on Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021.

Samuel Wilson/Chronicle/Report for America
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The town has changed, and so has the river, according to Stannard. After he bought a
townhouse in Big Sky about 10 years ago, the former aquatic toxicologist has watched
homes, condos and hotels sprout in meadows and replace vast wooded areas.

Stannard has also seen neon-green algae cake the riverbed of the Gallatin — a world-
renowned trout fishery — every summer for the past four years. When the non-toxic
growth took over stretches of the river this summer, he had to clean off of his nymphs
after every drift.

It was alarming for Stannard, a part-time resident of Big Sky. He’s the chairman of a
conservation committee and a member of Trout Unlimited in Pennsylvania, and in that
role, he regularly deals with the effects of nutrient pollution on streams.

Factors like high water and air temperatures, low stream flows and exposure to sunlight
can all trigger algal blooms, according to experts with the Montana Department of
Environmental Quality. But nutrient loading — or the unnatural accumulation of
nitrates and phosphates in rivers and streams — prime the waterways for those blooms.

If they happen often enough, blooms along the upper Gallatin River could cause
juvenile fish populations to decline, and the kinds of aquatic insects there could change.
The river system supports lots of mayflies, caddisflies and stoneflies, but recurring
blooms could shift its taxonomy to become more scud-based, according to DEQ.

“Big Sky has a septic system that needs to be updated as it continues to grow,” Stannard
said. “There are plans, and that’s great, but we’re continuing to make the river the
victim of more and more nitrogen and phosphorus leaching into the stream.”
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———
The Gallatin River Task Force, a nonprofit group that monitors water quality around
Big Sky, has found that “pet waste, poorly-maintained septic systems, land application
of treated wastewater, fertilizer, household detergents and erosion” contribute to
nutrient loading.

But a 2020 Upper Gallatin Nutrient Assessment and Reduction Plan identified
municipal wastewater as the leading source of nitrogen stream loading in the West
Fork, followed by onsite septic systems. The study was compiled by experts from the
firm WGM Group and was largely based on the task force’s data.

The Gallatin River’s West Fork, South Fork and the Middle Fork of the West Fork all
run through Big Sky and are listed by DEQ as “water-quality impaired” due to elevated
levels of nutrients. The West Fork is one of the Gallatin River’s main tributaries.

The West Fork Gallatin River, le�, flows into the main fork of the Gallatin River on Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021.
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Nutrients are making their way into the watershed despite the fact that Big Sky County
Water and Sewer doesn’t discharge treated municipal wastewater directly into area
streams. Instead, the district holds recycled wastewater in ponds during the winter. In
the summer, that wastewater is used to irrigate area golf courses and other properties.

The land application technique is a far better alternative to dumping treated sewage
directly into the river — something Bozeman and “virtually every other community in
America does,” according to Scott Bosse, the Northern Rockies director of American
Rivers. But Big Sky’s system isn’t perfect.

The biggest challenge with land application, Bosse said, is finding ways to dispose of
treated wastewater in the winter months, since there’s limited infrastructure for storing
it. At this point, evidence suggests the district is over-irrigating area golf courses with it,
he said.

For Bosse, over-irrigation is an indication that Big Sky needs to find additional ways to
dispose of or recycle its wastewater. And it doesn’t help that development isn’t showing
any signs of slowing.

A crane looms over a development being constructed in Big Sky on Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021.
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”The growth that we’re experiencing right now in southwest Montana is totally
unsustainable. You can’t continue to grow at the pace we’re growing and not pollute our
surface waters,” he said.

That said, technological advances have helped some communities double in size yet cut
nutrient pollution in half, according to Bosse. By upgrading water treatment facilities,
using green infrastructure and building engineered wetlands, it’s possible for towns to
grow and also reduce their nutrient impact, he said.

Rich Chandler, the director of environmental operations at Lone Mountain Land
Company and the Yellowstone Club, said that discharging treated wastewater directly
into the river would be a far less expensive option for Big Sky, but residents,
environmental groups and developers all don’t want to see that.

“It’s going to get warmer. It’s going to get drier. We are going to become more of an
impact on the planet than we were yesterday,” he said. “We need to start getting real
creative real quick if we want these areas that are real special to us to stay special.”

By voting to approve an infrastructure tax early in 2020, area residents opted to foot a
more than $20 million bill for a now-$50 million upgrade and expansion to the
district’s wastewater treatment plant, Chandler said.

Construction of the new facility is already underway. Once it’s completed in the next
couple of years, municipal wastewater will get treated to a far higher quality, and the
district’s average daily treatment capacity will double, staff have said.

Big Sky’s commitment to clean water doesn’t end at the upgrade, according to Chandler.
The Yellowstone Club this year closed in on a permit to use treated wastewater to make
snow. It’s a method that few other resorts have tried, and it’s been a significant
investment for the private club, he said.

Chandler is confident that the snowmaking process itself will reduce the amount of
nutrients that make it into the watershed, and the extra snow will bolster snowpack.
That’s important when considering projected climatic conditions for the area, he said.

“Direct piping isn’t the right thing to do. Not if we care about the health of the Gallatin.
Not if we care about managing our water and keeping our water as long as we can in the
head works facility,” Chandler said. “I have children, and I want that resource to be
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there for them.”

Montana Trout Unlimited, the Gallatin
River Task Force, the Greater
Yellowstone Coalition, the Association
of Gallatin Agricultural Irrigators and
Big Sky Resort wrote letters in support
of the Yellowstone Club’s snowmaking
proposal.

Cottonwood Environmental Law Center
has challenged DEQ in state court over
its decision to issue the permit, citing
concerns over pharmaceutical
pollution.

American Rivers reviewed the science
behind the club’s snowmaking permit,
and the group supports the project,
according to Bosse. Providing that
there’s a big enough buffer between
manmade snow and area streams,
plants and the soil should take in excess
nutrients before they make it into the
Gallatin, he said.

While Bosse is worried about Big Sky’s
future, and the town hasn’t been entirely successful at avoiding pollution, the overall
goal of reducing nutrient pollution is admirable and deserves support, he said.

A snow making machine adds to naturally falling snow in the base
area of Big Sky Resort on Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021.
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———
The treatment plant upgrade is designed to significantly reduce nutrient levels in
municipal sewage, but staff from the Gallatin River Task Force are still concerned about
the role onsite septic systems play in Big Sky’s broader pollution problem.

Ibex

NEW

Snow collects on a tarp meant to prevent leakage from a water and sewage holding pond managed by the Big Sky County Water &
Sewer District on Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021.

Samuel Wilson/Chronicle/Report for America

https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%253Fxai%253DAKAOjsvbKyesVHVjv_Pv0kw1kP9gQWm3OuDxeZx2n-UgVeSj3PeP5yvTniseN0qLO1xPR1Sp6ZBx3zFPLrVcr-te5vZi7y9SoogKSLIfKkX1wkiBysLilz8mifbVqfbS1ll2-0sNoTE53suqF1AcdxmaynWLmyyCAapDi2Jj-BkGBW-d3Fl4XTeJdsCC2Z-Iklp_C6xW_zPLiEOFFYq1fDSyLgDqIFCWJBl9IznPjhkqzZdbXMegE31r3G5jnJoMH5pR9ymowF6d1Z-njM7GNgf_b7jpAc8Wu17xcIj-l8PFPFBHaqzMRhhU_Kd328pbAlPe8QBeIdnVL0lHRCVBxPE7D5b5Ew%2526sig%253DCg0ArKJSzIh6ZtNpFFwkEAE%2526fbs_aeid%253D%255Bgw_fbsaeid%255D%2526urlfix%253D1%2526adurl%253D%20https://www.ourbank.com/big-week?utm_source=Reveal+Ad&utm_medium=Banner&utm_campaign=Toys+for+Tots&utm_id=Toys+For+Tots
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CoVLQcIWeYbX8MoXUtOUPqb-z2AL46LnaZpLZsK2XDcya7caUKRABIPOGrHlgyeaXiqCkzBegAb3wxroCyAEJ4AIAqAMByAObBKoEqwNP0EYM5gVFhz_iRgUbSpXwGM76oEHaZ1G1LyIRTq6g70Y0NQrrNeuRQJle5AfbxnJHvuDy0a4PQOm-m4rEBx3SCf0VQ7joLMwDBnio6FDcerg-E_6eh6FwKx9xoeWtuaXWNCKxN9TVe61_ywfYtdpw4T6hhP6xDMApwnLKq8_UcS4qaoku3WFAoldXcVnQFg3IcMkv3FbpQVFqmjWcnoNH9Tnry8BCqMJZpTQz8K5dRj5hkU3WV2BcqHFTdGNji2I1qSh6gmk4ZWfSuLJPgC8YcuWtzs_sTFO3aZsKECajFn3GbIYV5Fv3SAVMgD35BGy1mVVQ6F3aAzvkcaNEE6EkgBPazaNJVzetWbTQ3qCAzuhmgHIwvAVCiXsgGE73fHsPQ2vVTX4I7Jqv-xdM9kjGbLPSZANVyonz44kYuYWKovbGRj3CFTSxkKMSs81s4QNUH1A8XBP1OIeGeFHWP2PhV1lysXmrhofDK8GKnqCLMVVQkvW_pd0H-_56kWcWBlKh9v9Dm1rDEBl6s-hKrOtH2vJJ-LM8FepSTE_UTmZaA6F_zglYlBcDqQ1jwASjr7XruAPgBAHABQX6BQYIJRABGACgBi6AB6uPucUBqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpr4bqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH35-xAtgHAMAIAdIIBwiAYRABGB2ACgOQCwOYCwHICwGADAG4DAHgEojGzILt4-7iIdgTDtAVAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoTRe5ChKrcyVj8JvTNxV6Lg&sig=AOD64_1KVAnfp75i9-t-iNjlDvXk3yvonQ&ctype=5&client=ca-pub-1350362688910037&nb=19&adurl=https://ibex.com/products/mens-mammoth-full-zip-hoodie%3Fvariant%3D40214717464747%26currency%3DUSD%26utm_medium%3Dproduct_sync%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_content%3Dsag_organic%26utm_campaign%3Dsag_organic%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMItfSTvdGx9AIVBSqtBh2p3wwrEAEYASABEgJW8vD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CoVLQcIWeYbX8MoXUtOUPqb-z2AL46LnaZpLZsK2XDcya7caUKRABIPOGrHlgyeaXiqCkzBegAb3wxroCyAEJ4AIAqAMByAObBKoEqwNP0EYM5gVFhz_iRgUbSpXwGM76oEHaZ1G1LyIRTq6g70Y0NQrrNeuRQJle5AfbxnJHvuDy0a4PQOm-m4rEBx3SCf0VQ7joLMwDBnio6FDcerg-E_6eh6FwKx9xoeWtuaXWNCKxN9TVe61_ywfYtdpw4T6hhP6xDMApwnLKq8_UcS4qaoku3WFAoldXcVnQFg3IcMkv3FbpQVFqmjWcnoNH9Tnry8BCqMJZpTQz8K5dRj5hkU3WV2BcqHFTdGNji2I1qSh6gmk4ZWfSuLJPgC8YcuWtzs_sTFO3aZsKECajFn3GbIYV5Fv3SAVMgD35BGy1mVVQ6F3aAzvkcaNEE6EkgBPazaNJVzetWbTQ3qCAzuhmgHIwvAVCiXsgGE73fHsPQ2vVTX4I7Jqv-xdM9kjGbLPSZANVyonz44kYuYWKovbGRj3CFTSxkKMSs81s4QNUH1A8XBP1OIeGeFHWP2PhV1lysXmrhofDK8GKnqCLMVVQkvW_pd0H-_56kWcWBlKh9v9Dm1rDEBl6s-hKrOtH2vJJ-LM8FepSTE_UTmZaA6F_zglYlBcDqQ1jwASjr7XruAPgBAHABQX6BQYIJRABGACgBi6AB6uPucUBqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpr4bqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH35-xAtgHAMAIAdIIBwiAYRABGB2ACgOQCwOYCwHICwGADAG4DAHgEojGzILt4-7iIdgTDtAVAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoTRe5ChKrcyVj8JvTNxV6Lg&sig=AOD64_1KVAnfp75i9-t-iNjlDvXk3yvonQ&ctype=5&client=ca-pub-1350362688910037&nb=9&adurl=https://ibex.com/products/mens-mammoth-full-zip-hoodie%3Fvariant%3D40214717464747%26currency%3DUSD%26utm_medium%3Dproduct_sync%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_content%3Dsag_organic%26utm_campaign%3Dsag_organic%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMItfSTvdGx9AIVBSqtBh2p3wwrEAEYASABEgJW8vD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=ColDHcIWeYbX8MoXUtOUPqb-z2AL46LnaZpLZsK2XDcya7caUKRABIPOGrHlgyeaXiqCkzBegAb3wxroCyAEJ4AIAqAMByAObBKoEqwNP0EYM5gVFhz_iRgUbSpXwGM76oEHaZ1G1LyIRTq6g70Y0NQrrNeuRQJle5AfbxnJHvuDy0a4PQOm-m4rEBx3SCf0VQ7joLMwDBnio6FDcerg-E_6eh6FwKx9xoeWtuaXWNCKxN9TVe61_ywfYtdpw4T6hhP6xDMApwnLKq8_UcS4qaoku3WFAoldXcVnQFg3IcMkv3FbpQVFqmjWcnoNH9Tnry8BCqMJZpTQz8K5dRj5hkU3WV2BcqHFTdGNji2I1qSh6gmk4ZWfSuLJPgC8YcuWtzs_sTFO3aZsKECajFn3GbIYV5Fv3SAVMgD35BGy1mVVQ6F3aAzvkcaNEE6EkgBPazaNJVzetWbTQ3qCAzuhmgHIwvAVCiXsgGE73fHsPQ2vVTX4I7Jqv-xdM9kjGbLPSZANVyonz44kYuYWKovbGRj3CFTSxkKMSs81s4QNUH1A8XBP1OIeGeFHWP2PhV1lysXmrhofDK8GKnqCLMVVQkvW_pd0H-_56kWcWBlKh9v9Dm1rDEBl6s-hKrOtH2vJJ-LM8FepSTE_UTmZaA6F_zglYlBcDqQ1jwASjr7XruAPgBAHABQX6BQYIJRABGAGgBi6AB6uPucUBqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpr4bqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH35-xAtgHAMAIAtIIBwiAYRABGB2ACgOQCwOYCwHICwGADAG4DAHgEuLT8fGE0fWJGNgTDtAVAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoTRe5ChKrcyVj8JvTNxV6Lg&sig=AOD64_1qQW2uBV7p9aySRL2svfj4lGzZ3Q&ctype=5&client=ca-pub-1350362688910037&nb=9&adurl=https://ibex.com/products/glove-liner%3Fvariant%3D39613895639211%26currency%3DUSD%26utm_medium%3Dproduct_sync%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_content%3Dsag_organic%26utm_campaign%3Dsag_organic%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMItfSTvdGx9AIVBSqtBh2p3wwrEAEYASACEgLP7fD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CN8iGcIWeYbX8MoXUtOUPqb-z2AL46LnaZpLZsK2XDcya7caUKRABIPOGrHlgyeaXiqCkzBegAb3wxroCyAEJ4AIAqAMByAObBKoEqwNP0EYM5gVFhz_iRgUbSpXwGM76oEHaZ1G1LyIRTq6g70Y0NQrrNeuRQJle5AfbxnJHvuDy0a4PQOm-m4rEBx3SCf0VQ7joLMwDBnio6FDcerg-E_6eh6FwKx9xoeWtuaXWNCKxN9TVe61_ywfYtdpw4T6hhP6xDMApwnLKq8_UcS4qaoku3WFAoldXcVnQFg3IcMkv3FbpQVFqmjWcnoNH9Tnry8BCqMJZpTQz8K5dRj5hkU3WV2BcqHFTdGNji2I1qSh6gmk4ZWfSuLJPgC8YcuWtzs_sTFO3aZsKECajFn3GbIYV5Fv3SAVMgD35BGy1mVVQ6F3aAzvkcaNEE6EkgBPazaNJVzetWbTQ3qCAzuhmgHIwvAVCiXsgGE73fHsPQ2vVTX4I7Jqv-xdM9kjGbLPSZANVyonz44kYuYWKovbGRj3CFTSxkKMSs81s4QNUH1A8XBP1OIeGeFHWP2PhV1lysXmrhofDK8GKnqCLMVVQkvW_pd0H-_56kWcWBlKh9v9Dm1rDEBl6s-hKrOtH2vJJ-LM8FepSTE_UTmZaA6F_zglYlBcDqQ1jwASjr7XruAPgBAHABQX6BQYIJRABGAKgBi6AB6uPucUBqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpr4bqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH35-xAtgHAMAIA9IIBwiAYRABGB2ACgOQCwOYCwHICwGADAG4DAHgEoiJ3sLKj_D1J9gTDtAVAYAXAQ&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoTRe5ChKrcyVj8JvTNxV6Lg&sig=AOD64_3BpxsQTFHB2yUhvE6QJDr-UM0sWw&ctype=5&client=ca-pub-1350362688910037&nb=9&adurl=https://ibex.com/products/womens-hero-hoodie-long-sleeve-full-zip%3Fvariant%3D40215260889259%26currency%3DUSD%26utm_medium%3Dproduct_sync%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_content%3Dsag_organic%26utm_campaign%3Dsag_organic%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMItfSTvdGx9AIVBSqtBh2p3wwrEAEYASADEgL9jPD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CgKKdcIWeYbX8MoXUtOUPqb-z2AL46LnaZpLZsK2XDcya7caUKRABIPOGrHlgyeaXiqCkzBegAb3wxroCyAEJ4AIAqAMByAObBKoEqwNP0EYM5gVFhz_iRgUbSpXwGM76oEHaZ1G1LyIRTq6g70Y0NQrrNeuRQJle5AfbxnJHvuDy0a4PQOm-m4rEBx3SCf0VQ7joLMwDBnio6FDcerg-E_6eh6FwKx9xoeWtuaXWNCKxN9TVe61_ywfYtdpw4T6hhP6xDMApwnLKq8_UcS4qaoku3WFAoldXcVnQFg3IcMkv3FbpQVFqmjWcnoNH9Tnry8BCqMJZpTQz8K5dRj5hkU3WV2BcqHFTdGNji2I1qSh6gmk4ZWfSuLJPgC8YcuWtzs_sTFO3aZsKECajFn3GbIYV5Fv3SAVMgD35BGy1mVVQ6F3aAzvkcaNEE6EkgBPazaNJVzetWbTQ3qCAzuhmgHIwvAVCiXsgGE73fHsPQ2vVTX4I7Jqv-xdM9kjGbLPSZANVyonz44kYuYWKovbGRj3CFTSxkKMSs81s4QNUH1A8XBP1OIeGeFHWP2PhV1lysXmrhofDK8GKnqCLMVVQkvW_pd0H-_56kWcWBlKh9v9Dm1rDEBl6s-hKrOtH2vJJ-LM8FepSTE_UTmZaA6F_zglYlBcDqQ1jwASjr7XruAPgBAHABQX6BQYIJRABGAOgBi6AB6uPucUBqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpr4bqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH35-xAtgHAMAIBNIIBwiAYRABGB2ACgOQCwOYCwHICwGADAG4DAHgEq7v5vXXq_in5AHYEw7QFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoTRe5ChKrcyVj8JvTNxV6Lg&sig=AOD64_1FhqW_iL7T3buQzXTzQSNNVjlBEw&ctype=5&client=ca-pub-1350362688910037&nb=9&adurl=https://ibex.com/products/womens-hero-hoodie-long-sleeve-full-zip%3Fvariant%3D40215260725419%26currency%3DUSD%26utm_medium%3Dproduct_sync%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_content%3Dsag_organic%26utm_campaign%3Dsag_organic%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMItfSTvdGx9AIVBSqtBh2p3wwrEAEYASAEEgIqtPD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cdmz9cIWeYbX8MoXUtOUPqb-z2AL46LnaZpLZsK2XDcya7caUKRABIPOGrHlgyeaXiqCkzBegAb3wxroCyAEJ4AIAqAMByAObBKoEqwNP0EYM5gVFhz_iRgUbSpXwGM76oEHaZ1G1LyIRTq6g70Y0NQrrNeuRQJle5AfbxnJHvuDy0a4PQOm-m4rEBx3SCf0VQ7joLMwDBnio6FDcerg-E_6eh6FwKx9xoeWtuaXWNCKxN9TVe61_ywfYtdpw4T6hhP6xDMApwnLKq8_UcS4qaoku3WFAoldXcVnQFg3IcMkv3FbpQVFqmjWcnoNH9Tnry8BCqMJZpTQz8K5dRj5hkU3WV2BcqHFTdGNji2I1qSh6gmk4ZWfSuLJPgC8YcuWtzs_sTFO3aZsKECajFn3GbIYV5Fv3SAVMgD35BGy1mVVQ6F3aAzvkcaNEE6EkgBPazaNJVzetWbTQ3qCAzuhmgHIwvAVCiXsgGE73fHsPQ2vVTX4I7Jqv-xdM9kjGbLPSZANVyonz44kYuYWKovbGRj3CFTSxkKMSs81s4QNUH1A8XBP1OIeGeFHWP2PhV1lysXmrhofDK8GKnqCLMVVQkvW_pd0H-_56kWcWBlKh9v9Dm1rDEBl6s-hKrOtH2vJJ-LM8FepSTE_UTmZaA6F_zglYlBcDqQ1jwASjr7XruAPgBAHABQX6BQYIJRABGASgBi6AB6uPucUBqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpr4bqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH35-xAtgHAMAIBdIIBwiAYRABGB2ACgOQCwOYCwHICwGADAG4DAHgEuybg_DCmr_nywHYEw7QFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoTRe5ChKrcyVj8JvTNxV6Lg&sig=AOD64_2EoGOUFrC5T4W9r942aEaw7KNeFg&ctype=5&client=ca-pub-1350362688910037&nb=9&adurl=https://ibex.com/products/mens-shak-hoodie%3Fvariant%3D41088109969579%26currency%3DUSD%26utm_medium%3Dproduct_sync%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_content%3Dsag_organic%26utm_campaign%3Dsag_organic%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMItfSTvdGx9AIVBSqtBh2p3wwrEAEYASAFEgKVj_D_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cj8RCcIWeYbX8MoXUtOUPqb-z2AL46LnaZpLZsK2XDcya7caUKRABIPOGrHlgyeaXiqCkzBegAb3wxroCyAEJ4AIAqAMByAObBKoEqwNP0EYM5gVFhz_iRgUbSpXwGM76oEHaZ1G1LyIRTq6g70Y0NQrrNeuRQJle5AfbxnJHvuDy0a4PQOm-m4rEBx3SCf0VQ7joLMwDBnio6FDcerg-E_6eh6FwKx9xoeWtuaXWNCKxN9TVe61_ywfYtdpw4T6hhP6xDMApwnLKq8_UcS4qaoku3WFAoldXcVnQFg3IcMkv3FbpQVFqmjWcnoNH9Tnry8BCqMJZpTQz8K5dRj5hkU3WV2BcqHFTdGNji2I1qSh6gmk4ZWfSuLJPgC8YcuWtzs_sTFO3aZsKECajFn3GbIYV5Fv3SAVMgD35BGy1mVVQ6F3aAzvkcaNEE6EkgBPazaNJVzetWbTQ3qCAzuhmgHIwvAVCiXsgGE73fHsPQ2vVTX4I7Jqv-xdM9kjGbLPSZANVyonz44kYuYWKovbGRj3CFTSxkKMSs81s4QNUH1A8XBP1OIeGeFHWP2PhV1lysXmrhofDK8GKnqCLMVVQkvW_pd0H-_56kWcWBlKh9v9Dm1rDEBl6s-hKrOtH2vJJ-LM8FepSTE_UTmZaA6F_zglYlBcDqQ1jwASjr7XruAPgBAHABQX6BQYIJRABGAWgBi6AB6uPucUBqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gH7paxAqgH_p6xAqgHpr4bqAfz0RuoB5bYG6gHqpuxAqgH35-xAtgHAMAIBtIIBwiAYRABGB2ACgOQCwOYCwHICwGADAG4DAHgEo33kdjEi5SDoQHYEw7QFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASEuRoTRe5ChKrcyVj8JvTNxV6Lg&sig=AOD64_1uFNDEZYK5JoXpMBAEccP2M54Ung&ctype=5&client=ca-pub-1350362688910037&nb=9&adurl=https://ibex.com/products/mens-woolies-1-4-zip-1%3Fvariant%3D41088017629355%26currency%3DUSD%26utm_medium%3Dproduct_sync%26utm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_content%3Dsag_organic%26utm_campaign%3Dsag_organic%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMItfSTvdGx9AIVBSqtBh2p3wwrEAEYASAGEgI4wPD_BwE
https://www.bozemandailychronicle.com/users/profile/s.wilson


11/24/21, 11:53 PM No perfect solutions: The fight over how to protect the Gallatin River from pollution | Environment | bozemandailychronicle.com

https://www.bozemandailychronicle.com/news/environment/no-perfect-solutions-the-fight-over-how-to-protect-the-gallatin-river-from-pollution/article_8e445362-… 11/18

That’s why the task force and area landowners led efforts to form a new water and sewer
district in Gallatin Canyon, according to task force Executive Director Kristin Gardner.
The Gallatin County Commission approved the new district early this year.

Wastewater management in the canyon is decentralized, and residents largely use
private septic systems. That’s a problem because those septics don’t treat wastewater
near to the level that centralized treatment does, Gardner said.

Now that it has been formed, the new district will centralize wastewater collection in the
canyon, and tentative plans are for that wastewater to get piped to the Big Sky County
Water and Sewer District’s soon-to-be upgraded plant.

The area’s resort tax has provided about $12 million to go toward the infrastructure,
Gardner said.

Before infrastructure is put in place, officials should put together a cumulative effects
analysis that looks at where all the new waste will go, according to Guy Alsentzer,
executive director of Upper Missouri Waterkeeper. Doing that up front will prevent a
bad decision that sacrifices the Gallatin River, he said.

Alsentzer said private septic systems along the Gallatin River aren’t providing the level
of treatment necessary to protect local groundwater quality, and that’s a concern
because development plans have started to pick up in the area.

In July, Upper Missouri Waterkeeper and the Montana Environmental Information
Center challenged DEQ over its decision to issue a wastewater disposal permit to
developers who want to build Lazy J South — a sprawling, high-end residential
development — on an old septic system in the canyon area.

Plans for other major projects have popped up along water sources. Developers behind
the Flatiron project sought zoning approval to build a hotel, commercial and residential
buildings and workforce housing on about 500 acres along the Middle Fork.

Nine people spoke up in opposition to the project at a zoning meeting, citing concerns
over impacts on water quality and availability, wetlands, groundwater and traffic.

The Big Sky Planning and Zoning Commission recommended that Gallatin County’s
zoning commission deny a permit request for the development. Flatiron developers
later requested that the county commission table the permit request indefinitely.
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Alsentzer said it’s irresponsible to talk about Big Sky and how it’s developing without
talking about the broader ecological context.

Water quality in Bozeman and the larger Gallatin Valley diminished many decades ago
due to agricultural and construction practices, but the same can’t be said for Big Sky, he
said.

Big Sky sits atop a sensitive headwaters region, and it’s one of the first major human
developments that people come across when they exit Yellowstone National Park.

“It doesn’t get any more clean than that,” Alsentzer said.

“As a whole, larger Big Sky is outstripping the carrying capacity of the landscape when it
comes to human development,” he said. “Big Sky’s achilles heel has been, and remains,
how will we take responsibility for our growth?”

Two houses are under construction in Big Sky on Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021.

Samuel Wilson/Chronicle/Report for America
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Now that algae has cropped up along the Gallatin for four consecutive years, Alsentzer
said it’s time for Montana DEQ to formally list the river downstream of Big Sky as water
quality impaired.

An impairment designation would kick off a regulatory process where officials would
determine where nutrient pollution is coming from, then allocate permissible nutrient
loads to those sources.

Proceeding with the status quo — allowing anyone with land to go before the county to
build a subdivision or hotel — is unacceptable, according to Alsentzer.

“It’s brought us to where we are today, where a blue-ribbon, world-class trout stream 50
miles downstream from Yellowstone National Park’s border is experiencing prolific,
sustained neon-green algal blooms, and they are getting worse,” he said.

———

Tra�ic moves upstream on U.S. Highway 191, wet from melted snow, towards Big Sky in Gallatin Canyon on Wednesday, Nov. 10,
2021.

Samuel Wilson/Chronicle/Report for America
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Meyer, of Cottonwood Environmental Law Center, said ultimately, Big Sky’s nutrient
pollution problem boils down to the area having insufficient wastewater disposal
capacity.

In his suit against Big Sky’s water and sewer district, Meyer claimed that liners in the
district’s holding ponds were leaking, that the Meadow Village golf course was being
over-irrigated with treated sewage and that an underdrain pipe beneath storage ponds
was discharging nutrients into the West Fork.

“Even if you are only discharging a de minimis amount (of nutrient pollution), you still
need to apply for a Clean Water Act permit,” he said. “In this case, Big Sky can’t apply
for a Clean Water Act permit because the West Fork of the Gallatin River is already
water quality impaired.”

The district’s attorneys claimed in a brief filed earlier this month that the three features
identified by Cottonwood are not “point sources” of pollution as defined by the Clean
Water Act, and the district is not required to obtain a discharge permit. Point sources
are single, identifiable sources of pollution, like pipes or ditches.

The features aren’t point sources because the district does not operate the golf course,
its underdrain system is not connected to storage ponds and the pond’s liners are
designed to prevent groundwater leakage, the attorneys argued.
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“The District operates the Big Sky community’s water and sewer systems responsibly
and legally,” the district wrote in an emailed statement. “The Montana DEQ oversees
the District’s irrigation and its pond facilities and the District follows the plans and
standards that DEQ has approved.”

Staff from the district wrote that Big Sky County Water and Sewer is not a polluter, and
the district’s entire purpose is to minimize pollution by treating wastewater. Montana
DEQ reaffirmed in 2020 that the district doesn’t need a discharge permit for its
operations, they wrote.

Meyer wants an injunction on new sewer hookups, which he hopes will put a pause on
development in the area. He said that’s quickly becoming the most viable option
available to reduce nutrient pollution.

“This is ultimately an issue of over-consumption. It’s not like people need to live in Big
Sky. These are vacation homes,” Meyer said. “Any new connection is only going to
exacerbate the issue. We don’t want to keep adding more sewage to the problem.”

A putting green is guarded by yellow cord during the o�-season at Big Sky Golf Course on Wednesday, Nov. 10, 2021.

Samuel Wilson/Chronicle/Report for America
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In a brief opposing Cottonwood’s motion for summary judgment, the district wrote that
it could apply for a permit to discharge treated wastewater directly into the mainstem of
the Gallatin River if necessary.

———
Stannard said it’s important to bring different parties together to talk about and address
pollution, but when that fails, there’s a need to go the legal route.

Recently, he and a group of about 70 Big Sky residents started banding together to
discuss options for addressing the growth they are seeing around the town. They started
tuning into zoning and planning meetings and commenting on development proposals.

The catalyst for the group’s formation, said Stannard, was the Flatiron development
proposal. But when he and others started looking at how many projects were getting
approved, it opened up their eyes to the scale of new growth coming into the area.

A recently constructed row of houses are perched above the water and sewage holding ponds in Big Sky on Wednesday, Nov. 10,
2021.

Samuel Wilson/Chronicle/Report for America
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“It’s going under the radar unless you are really paying attention,” Stannard said.

While he understands why people want to build, responsible capitalism is about doing
things right instead of greedily moving forward, he said.

“Big Sky could really be unique. It doesn’t have to follow the model of mayhem and
growth like all the Colorado resorts,” he said. “It could be that really special place, and it
could be proud of it.”

Bosse said that the faster Big Sky grows, the harder the choices people will face. They
need to connect the dots between development and degradation of rivers, and they
haven’t done that to date, he said.

“We all got high on the fumes of development and rising land prices and rising home
prices, and we lost sight of the most important things about living here, which are the
waterways that define us,” Bosse said. “It’s not too late, but the clock is ticking.”

The West Fork Gallatin River runs around two rocks near the confluence with the main fork of the Gallatin River on Wednesday,
Nov. 10, 2021.

Samuel Wilson/Chronicle/Report for America
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Helena is the Environmental Reporter for the Bozeman Daily Chronicle.
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