From:  Jon Holtzman, chair, Blue Water Task Force
Protecting the Gallatin River – where are we now?

You are one of about 150 people who are receiving this e-mail.  You are on the list because a group of people involved in a cooperative effort to protect the Gallatin – the Wastewater Solutions Forum – has identified you as a person who 1) is a community leader; 2) would be interested in activities now underway to deal with potential threats to the river and; 3) might have input to make.

This list is by no means exclusive or inclusive.  You are welcome to suggest others you feel should be made aware.  Send their name and e-mail address and we’ll check it against our list.  If they are not already on it we’ll add them.

In hopes the following isn’t more about penguins than you want to know, we wanted to bring you up to date on what’s been happening since the petition to name the Gallatin River an Outstanding Resource Water (ORW) was delayed six months ago.

An upfront warning:  this first mailing is much too long.  However we need to give you some background.  Future contacts, if you choose to receive them, will come about once a month and will be much shorter.

At the end of this communication we would like to invite you to become a member of an online “virtual” Community Oversight Group.  We will all learn exactly what that means together since we’ve never tried to do this before and can find no guidelines to give us direction.

We’ve tried to protect your e-mail address.  You should only see your name, not the other 150 addressees.  You can certainly opt out of and off the list.  Just send a return e-mail to me at jonholtzman@3rivers.net and tell me to remove your name.

The background
In 2000 the Bozeman-based environmental group American Wildlands began a campaign to have the Gallatin declared an Outstanding Resource Water.  They were concerned that the Big Sky Water and Sewer District held a permit to release treated wastewater into the river.  Designation as an ORW would mean additional permits which might lead to degrading the quality of the river could not be granted.  There would be more regulatory hoops to jump through.
American Wildlands had gathered several thousand signatures on a petition to request the designation, including a number from Big Sky residents.

Over the course of several years, when the petition was going nowhere fast, the environmental group sought to speed the process by getting legislation introduced to gain defacto protection without going through the normally required studies.  That effort failed.

In the meantime the Big Sky Water and Sewer District, which could foresee running out of space to store treated wastewater, cut a deal with the Yellowstone Club to treat waste in return for the Club storing and using treated wastewater on their golf course.  Such disposal methods were already in use with Big Sky Resort’s golf course.  That effectively eliminated the need to release wastewater in the West Fork of the Gallatin and created a closed loop treatment system, one of the best in the state.
Development in Big Sky continues to accelerate and American Wildlands remains concerned about a potential for degradation of the Gallatin. The 2005 Legislature acted to put pressure on Montana’s Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) to conduct an Environmental Impact Study (EIS).  The study, completed in 2006, identified possible threats to the river and assessed economic consequences of an ORW designation.

At the same time a number of Big Sky land developers became concerned that uncertainty caused by the study and possible ORW designation would put a damper on further development.  Who would want to invest time, money and effort in a project which might not be approved?

Individual landowners already holding approved permits for septic systems were also concerned their property would be caught up in the issue.

So battle lines were formed.
Things came to a head late last year as American Wildlands and several other groups prepared for the 2007 legislative session and a final push to establish ORW status.  Members of the development community marshaled their forces to fight the designation.

Then, January 22, at a meeting co-sponsored by the Big Sky Chamber, the Blue Water Task Force and MSU’s Watercourse, American Wildlands (AW) announced it had reached an understanding with a group of developers to work co-operatively toward a plan to protect the Gallatin.  This plan would not require an ORW designation. AW requested Montana’s Department of Environmental Quality to put their petition on hold until the next legislative session in 2009.

Signers of the memorandum of understanding included several Big Sky developers and several environmental groups. 
Forming the Wastewater Solutions Forum
These groups quickly realized that developing an acceptable plan to reduce risk to the Gallatin would require input from the Big Sky community.  Any effective plan would also require approvals from DEQ, perhaps changes in regulations, and acceptance from the Legislature.  With broad Big Sky community support chances of gaining necessary approvals would be more likely.

The signers of the memorandum asked the Blue Water Task Force to host an organizational meeting last February.  The organizational meeting evolved into the first meeting of the Wastewater Solutions Forum.  Complete minutes of meetings and organizational goals and processes can be found at www.bluewatertaskforce.org. 

The Forum has three sections.  The Working Group develops plans and manages and drives the process;  the Technical Group designs and oversees necessary research and the Community Oversight Group (that’s where you come in) will become informed sources of information for the wider community and will be asked for advice, critique, evaluation, validation and, eventually, support for the plan and process.  The Oversight Group will primarily be a “virtual” organization, engaging and interacting via the Internet, although members are welcome to attend any of the meetings.

Jon Holtzman was elected chair of the overall Forum and of the Working Group.  Other members of the Working Group include:  Rick Arnold, Montana Trout Unlimited; Scott Bosse, the Greater Yellowstone Coalition; Steve Brown, representing the Yellowstone Club,  Ron Edwards, Big Sky Water and Sewer District; Kristin Gardner, Blue Water Task Force, Scott Hammond, Hammond Property Management;  Marne Hayes, Big Sky Chamber of Commerce; Kevin Kelleher, representing the north canyon area; Ryan Kulesza, Ossorio Real Estate; Shawn Regnerus, American Wildlands; Bill Schwab, developer; Bill Simkins, Simkins-Hallin; James Taylor, Bostwick Properties and Devon White, the Corral and representing the south canyon area.
The product to come
The Working Group will develop and present a report to the Community Oversight Group and to the broader Big Sky community.

Its goal is to find the most effective and cost efficient methods of:

(1) reducing the impact of future wastewater systems;

(2) reducing the impact of existing wastewater systems;

(3) allowing for effective monitoring of wastewater disposal;

(4) providing financial resources to mitigate failures if and when they occur;

(5) equitably distributing costs in the community.

The DEQ’s Environmental Impact Study identified the canyon area along 191 between the Big Horn Center and The Corral as being of particular concern.  The pace of business and residential development and the close connection between septic systems, groundwater and the Gallatin River raised the possibility of serious damage.

As a first step the Working Group will study the feasibility of extending a sewer line through the area which would pump untreated waste to Big Sky’s waste treatment plant.  At the same time the Group will review and recommend the most effective treatment systems for residences, developments and businesses which cannot be economically connected to a central system.

An engineering firm is now being selected to begin the initial study.  Funding is being provided by a grant from the Resort Tax, a state environmental grant and a contribution from the Big Sky Water and Sewer District.  Private funds will also be raised.

Our primary objective is to protect the river and to maintain local control over our own destiny in doing so.

The fact you were contacted is your invitation to participate in the Community Oversight Group.  We feel this is important to our community’s continued growth and to the protection of our collective quality of life.

If you prefer to opt out just send me an e-mail declining at jonholtzman@3rivers.net. 
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