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Executive Summary 
The Big Sky Resort Area District (BSRAD) retained TischlerBise to update the Big Sky Community Capital 
Improvement Plan (CIP). The previous CIP was completed by TischlerBise in 2011. The unincorporated 
community of Big Sky has grown in many ways since 2011 including the infrastructure needs that were 
identified in that plan. Most service providers in Big Sky are governed by volunteer boards. The community 
spans two counties: Gallatin and Madison. A CIP is a good management tool that engages long-term 
capital planning and enhances coordination with service providers. The CIP process can be thought of as 
the public sector’s development plan that answers the following key questions: 
 

1. What will be built, repaired, replaced, or purchased? 
2. Who is responsible for the project? 
3. When is this project scheduled to take place? 
4. Where will this project be located? 
5. Why is this project being undertaken? 
6. How are we going to pay for it? 

 
The Montana Department of Commerce Capital Improvements Planning Manual (2020) is a very useful 
tool for small communities in the state and lists a summary of benefits of a CIP: 
 

• A CIP saves money by improving the cost effectiveness of how local governments expend their 
limited resources and dollars. 

• The capital improvement planning process helps local governments to understand and be more 
responsive to citizens' needs and desires. 

• A capital improvement planning program can help local governments operate more effectively. 
• A capital improvement planning program helps to encourage economic development. 
• A capital improvement planning program can help a local government meet statutory 

requirements. 
• Capital improvements planning has the potential to increase community resilience. 

 
The Big Sky Community CIP covers a 5-year and 10-year timeframe, concentrating on the near-term 
infrastructure needs of the community. Its principal goal is to assess capital needs for service providers in 
Big Sky and provide guidance for funding. Specifically, this CIP will serve as the foundation for future 
decisions concerning the need for public facilities. Importantly, this process will create a valuable link 
between existing and future capital deficiencies and available funding strategies. 
 
In summary, this document quantifies the demand for Arts & Education, Economic Development, Health 
& Safety, Housing, Public Works, Recreation & Conservation needs through a detailed analysis of current 
and projected demand in addition to interviews with service providers. Below is a summary of the CIP 
costs by category. The report has identified $777 million in infrastructure needs in the Big Sky community. 
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Figure 1. Summary of Big Sky Community CIP 

 
 
Importantly, BSRAD and the Big Sky community have capitalized on several existing revenue sources to 
address costs in the past and are exploring additional revenues to ensure the infrastructure needs in the 
CIP are addressed as equitably and strategically as possible. Below are the existing revenues that have 
been captured in the past: 

1. Resort Tax 
2. County and District Property Tax 
3. Rural Improvement Districts (RID) 
4. State and Federal Grants 
5. Plant Investment Charges 
6. Local Philanthropy 

 
Below is a list of revenues and strategies that the community could explore or are currently exploring to 
tackle the significant infrastructure needs. The summary is provided to illustrate how other communities 
across the state and country fund infrastructure. With that said, it should be noted that this is not a legal 
analysis, which should be conducted prior to pursuit of the strategies discussed below. 

1. Targeted Economic Development District & Tax Increment Financing 
2. Establishing Additional Mill Levying Districts 
3. Transportation Utility Fee (TUF) 
4. Stormwater Utility Fee 
5. Pedestrian Malls & Parking Improvement District 
6. Municipal Property Tax and Fees 
7. Impact Fees 
8. Parkland Dedication 
9. School & Wellness District Annexation 
10. Special Assessment 
11. Housing Linkage Fee 
12. Real Estate Transfer Tax 

  

Category CIP Total %
Arts & Education $33,250,000 4.3%
Economic Development $2,950,000 0.4%
Health & Safety $33,122,000 4.3%
Housing $242,500,000 31.2%
Public Works $375,800,000 48.4%
Recreation & Conservation $88,929,000 11.5%

Total $776,551,000 100%

Big Sky Community Capital Improvement Plan
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Existing Demand and Future Development Projections 
The following chapter details the existing residential and nonresidential demand in the BSRAD boundary 
along with growth projections based on current trends and development pipeline data. Below illustrates 
the BSRAD collection boundary. 
 

Figure 2. BSRAD Boundary 

 
 

Population and Housing Characteristics 

Figure 3 shows the US Census American Community Survey 2021 5-Year Estimates data for the Big Sky 
Census-Designated Place (CDP). For permanently occupied single family units there is an average 
household size of 2.70 persons and multifamily units have an average household size of 1.91 persons. This 
is slightly up from the previous Capital Improvement Study in 2011. 
 

Consistent with expectations, there are a large number of homes that are not occupied by permanent 
population. Of the total 3,468 housing units in the 2021 estimate, 2,275 housing units are used for other 
purposes than permanent housing (66 percent of the total housing stock in the Big Sky area). 
 

Figure 3. Persons per Household 

 

Housing Persons per Persons per Housing
Housing Type Persons Units Housing Unit Households Household Unit Mix

Single Family [1] 1,715 2,050 0.84 636 2.70 59%
Multifamily [2] 1,065 1,418 0.75 557 1.91 41%
Total 2,780 3,468 0.80 1,193 2.33
[1] Includes attached and detached single family homes and mobile homes
[2] Includes all  other types
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
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Base Year Housing Units and Population 

The nature of resort communities makes it difficult for the U.S. Census Bureau to fully understand the 
population and housing totals. To provide a deeper analysis, available housing counts at the neighborhood 
level along with an analysis of the Gallatin County GIS database has been compiled in Figure 4. This 
approach resulted in 1,887 single family units (46 percent) and 2,250 multifamily units (54 percent), a total 
of 4,137 housing units (this does not include commercial properties). 
 

The 2011 CIP estimated 3,514 housing units in the Big Sky area. Meaning there has been an estimated 623 
housing units constructed over the last twelve years, an 18 percent increase since 2011. 
 

Figure 4. 2023 Housing Units 

 
 

Furthermore, the nature of the influx of seasonal population in Big Sky necessitates three types of 
populations to be examined: 

1) Permanent Residents 
2) Seasonal Residents 
3) Visitors 

 

Along with permanent residents, the peak population includes residents who have second homes in the 
area and the seasonal labor influx during peak tourism months. Permanent housing population and 
seasonal housing population estimates are found by applying the PPHH factors for each housing type to 
base year housing estimates. As a result, there is a permanent population estimate of 3,268 and a seasonal 
population estimate of 3,053 (Figure 5). 
 

Figure 5. Permanent & Seasonal Population 

 

Single Family 1,887 46%
Multifamily 2,250 54%

Total Units 4,137 100%

Percent
of TotalHousing Type Units

Source: TischlerBise analysis of available community 
housing counts and Gallatin County GIS database

Population
Permanent Housing & Population
Single Family 585 1,580
Multifamily 884 1,688
Total 1,469 3,268
Seasonal Housing & Population
Single Family 538 1,453
Multifamily 838 1,600
Total 1,376 3,053

Housing Type Units

Source: TischlerBise analysis of existing housing 
stock, vacancy rates, and PPHH factors



2023 Capital Improvement Plan 
Big Sky Community 

 

  
9 

 

The visitor population includes overnight visitors at lodging locations. From a survey done by TischlerBise, 
there are a total of 772 rooms in the resort tax district. Additionally, there are 1,292 short-term rental 
units available in Big Sky. Based on general lodging assumptions (2.6 occupants and 95 percent occupied 
during peak season), a total of 5,024 overnight-visitors are estimated in Big Sky, see Figure 6. 
 
Figure 6. Lodging Rooms and Peak Visitors 

 
 
The information above is summarized in Figure 7. Based on the three population types, there is an 
estimated peak population of 11,345 residents along with 4,137 housing units in Big Sky. Ultimately, 
permanent residents are only 29 percent of the peak population and overnight-visitors account for 44 
percent. 
 
Figure 7. Base Year Housing and Population 

 
 
Note: the permanent population is less than the 2020 Census estimate for the Big Sky area census blocks. 
However, the difference is assumed to be included in the seasonal population estimate since the timing 
of the Census survey occurs when some seasonal residents may be Big Sky. 
 
The figures above provide housing estimates for the entire resort tax district. In Figure 8 the housing is 
compared by County. Currently, about 30 percent of single family (573 units) and 38 percent of multifamily 
(865 units) development has occurred in Madison County. Overall, this accounts for 35 percent of the 
total housing in the district. Conversely, Gallatin County accounts for 65 percent of the total housing. 
 

Lodging Rooms [1] 742
Short-Term Rental Housing Units [2] 1,292
Occupancy [3] 0.95
Average Overnight Party Size [4] 2.6
Overnight Visitors 5,024

[2] BSRAD
[1] Survey of available data and l istings

[3] A 95% occupancy rate is assumed during 
peak season
[4] Source: The Economic Impact of Travel in Big 
Sky  (2021)

Base Year
Big Sky, MT 2023

Population
Permanent Population 3,268
Seasonal Population 3,053
Overnight-Visitors 5,024
Peak Population 11,345
Housing Units
Single Family 1,887
Multifamily 2,250
Total Units 4,137
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Figure 8. Current Housing Estimates by County 

 
Housing Unit and Population Projections 

The ten-year residential projections are listed in Figure 9. Currently, there are 438 housing units under construction. These units are assumed to 
be completed in Year 1. Additionally, there are 3,112 housing units that have been approved in Big Sky, but not yet built. Conservatively, half of 
the approved units are assumed to be constructed between Year 2 and Year 10. Overall, 887 single family units and 1,107 multifamily units are 
estimated over the ten-year period. 
 

Big Sky permanent and seasonal population growth is assumed to grow at the same rate as housing development. As a result, permanent 
population is assumed to grow by 1,574 residents and seasonal population is assumed to grow by 1,470 residents. Housing development is 
assumed to generate additional short-term rentals in the area as well, approximately 620 over the next ten years. There are also 300 lodging rooms 
in the development pipeline. This growth is assumed to generate 2,434 new overnight-visitors annually. In total, the peak population in Big Sky is 
projected to grow by 5,478 residents, a 48 percent increase from 2023. 
 

Figure 9. Residential Development Projections 

 

Single Family Multifamily Total
Madison County 30% 38% 35%
Gallatin County 70% 62% 65%

Percent of the Total
Location

Source: TischlerBise analysis of available community 
housing counts and Gallatin County GIS database

Base Year 10-Year
Big Sky, MT 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030 2031 2032 2033 Increase

Population
Permanent Population 3,268 3,612 3,749 3,885 4,022 4,159 4,296 4,432 4,569 4,706 4,841 1,574
Seasonal Population 3,053 3,375 3,503 3,631 3,758 3,886 4,014 4,141 4,269 4,397 4,524 1,470
Overnight-Visitors 5,024 5,562 5,690 5,819 6,194 6,323 6,451 6,827 6,955 7,084 7,458 2,434
Peak Population 11,345 12,549 12,942 13,335 13,975 14,368 14,760 15,400 15,793 16,186 16,823 5,478

Percent Increase 11% 3% 3% 5% 3% 3% 4% 3% 2% 4% 48%
Housing Units
Single Family 1,887 2,064 2,143 2,222 2,301 2,380 2,459 2,538 2,617 2,696 2,774 887
Multifamily 2,250 2,511 2,605 2,699 2,793 2,887 2,981 3,075 3,169 3,263 3,357 1,107
Total Units 4,137 4,575 4,748 4,921 5,094 5,267 5,440 5,613 5,786 5,959 6,131 1,994
Source: TischlerBise analysis of housing development pipeline to projected residential growth. Population projections are based on 
housing development and PPHH factors.
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The 10-year growth projections are broken down by county in Figure 10. Based on the development 
pipeline and current construction activity approximately 60 percent of new housing is going to occur in 
the Madison County portion of the Resort Tax District. This results in 3,263 new peak population in 
Madison County compared to 2,214 new peak population in Gallatin County. 
 

Figure 10. Residential Growth by County 

 
 

Over the next ten years, the population base in Big Sky will be nearing an even split between Madison and 
Gallatin County. By 2033, 43 percent of the peak population will be in Madison County compared to about 
35 percent as of 2023. 
 

Figure 11. 2033 Population by County 

 
 

Figure 12 illustrates the growth in resident population in Big Sky since 2000. Between each decennial 
census since 2000 there has been an increase of over 1,000 resident residents every ten years. That rate 
is assumed to be slightly lower between 2020 and 2030 as the area gets closer to full buildout. From 2020 
to 2030, there is an estimated 841 new residents to Big Sky, a 23 percent increase from 2020. 
 

Figure 12. Big Sky Resident Population Growth Since 2000 

 
      Source: US Census Bureau; TischlerBise analysis for 2030 population projection 

Madison County 529 658 3,264 60%
Gallatin County 358 449 2,214 40%

Total 887 1,107 5,478 100%

10-Year Growth Projection

Location Single Family Multifamily
Peak

Population
% of Pop
Growth

Source: TischlerBise analysis of available community housing 
counts and Gallatin County GIS database

2033
Big Sky Area Peak Pop

Madison County 7,207 43%
Gallatin County 9,616 57%

Total 16,823 100%
Source: TischlerBise analysis

% of Total
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Current Employment and Nonresidential Floor Area 

Available from BSRAD, there is an estimated total employment in Big Sky of 7,408 jobs. Listed in Figure 
13, the majority of employment is for retail and lodging industries. However, there is significant office and 
construction employment. 
 
Figure 13. Base Year Employment by Industry 

 
 

Figure 14 lists the employment estimates by Gallatin and Madison County. 
 
Figure 14. Base Year Employment by County 

 
 
The base year nonresidential floor area for the industry sectors is calculated with the Institution of 
Transportation Engineers’ (ITE) square feet per employee averages, Figure 15. Unlike the other industries, 
typical construction employment has a much smaller physical footprint and is excluded from the square 
footage analysis. 
 
Figure 15. Institute of Transportation Engineers (ITE) Employment Density Factors 

 
 

By combining the base year job totals and the ITE square feet per employee factors the nonresidential 
floor area is calculated in Figure 16. There is an estimated total of 2.9 million square feet of floor area in 

Industry Jobs [1] % of Total
Retail/Lodging 5,299 72%
Office 935 13%
Industrial 64 1%
Construction 763 10%
Institutional 346 5%

Total 7,408 100%
[1] Source: BSRAD

Retail/Lodging 2,081 3,218
Office 854 81
Industrial 64 0
Construction 667 96
Institutional 338 8

Total 4,005 3,403
Source: BSRAD

Madison
JobsIndustry

Gallatin
Jobs

Employment ITE Demand Emp Per Sq Ft
Industry Code Land Use Unit Dmd Unit Per Emp

Retail 820 Shopping Center 1,000 Sq Ft 2.12 471
Office 710 General Office 1,000 Sq Ft 3.26 307
Industrial 110 Light Industrial 1,000 Sq Ft 1.57 637
Institutional 610 Hospital 1,000 Sq Ft 2.86 350
Source: Trip Generation , Institute of Transportation Engineers, 11th Edition (2021)
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Big Sky. Retail industries accounts for the greatest share, approximately 85 percent. 
 
Figure 16. Base Year Nonresidential Floor Area 

 

Industry Jobs [1]
Sq. Ft.

per Job [2]
Floor Area

(sq. ft.) % of Total
Retail/Lodging 5,299 471 2,495,829 85%
Office 935 307 287,137 10%
Industrial 64 637 40,768 1%
Construction 763 - - -
Institutional 346 350 121,188 4%

Total 7,408 2,944,922 100%
[1] Source: BSRAD
[2] Source: Trip Generation , Institute of Transportation Engineers, 11th 
Edition (2021)
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Employment and Nonresidential Floor Area Projections 

Commercial pipeline data is available for approved but not yet constructed development in Big Sky. Based on this information, a total of 1,303 
new jobs are estimated over the next ten years, an 18 percent increase from the base year. The majority of the job growth is in the retail and 
lodging industries. The nonresidential floor area projections are calculated by applying the ITE square feet per employee factors to the job growth. 
Over the next ten years, the nonresidential floor area is projected to increase by 431,000 square feet. 
 

Figure 17. Employment and Nonresidential Floor Area Projections 

 
 

Figure 18. Jobs Projections by County 

 

Base Year 10-Year
Big Sky, MT 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030 2031 2032 2033 Increase

Jobs [1]
Retail/Lodging 5,299 5,371 5,455 5,539 5,622 5,706 5,790 5,874 5,957 6,041 6,125 826
Office 935 939 943 946 950 954 958 961 965 969 972 37
Industrial 64 66 68 69 71 73 75 77 78 80 82 18
Construction 763 844 870 897 940 966 993 1,036 1,062 1,089 1,131 368
Institutional 346 352 357 362 368 373 379 384 389 395 400 54
Total 7,408 7,571 7,693 7,814 7,951 8,072 8,194 8,331 8,452 8,573 8,711 1,303
Nonresidential Floor Area (1,000 square feet) [2]
Retail/Lodging 2,496 2,530 2,569 2,609 2,648 2,688 2,727 2,766 2,806 2,845 2,885 389
Office 287 288 289 291 292 293 294 295 296 297 298 11
Industrial 41 42 43 44 45 47 48 49 50 51 52 11
Construction - - - - - - - - - - - -
Institutional 121 123 125 127 129 131 133 134 136 138 140 19
Total 2,945 2,983 3,027 3,070 3,114 3,158 3,201 3,245 3,288 3,332 3,376 431
[1] Job projections are based on available development pipeline data
[2] Source: Trip Generation , Institute of Transportation Engineers, 11th Edition (2021)

Madison County 615 47%
Gallatin County 689 53%

Total 1,303 100%
[1] Job projections are based on available development pipeline data

10-Year Growth Projection

Jobs
% of Job
GrowthLocation



2023 Capital Improvement Plan 
Big Sky Community 

 

  
15 

 

Population & Jobs 

Totaling the population and jobs in an area is a common approach to estimate the demand on public 
services and infrastructure. In this case, there is an estimate 7,347 peak population and jobs in Madison 
County (39 percent) and 11,406 peak population and jobs in Gallatin County (61 percent). 
 

Figure 19. Base Year Population & Jobs 

 
 

Figure 20 lists the 2033 population and jobs by county. As the area grows, Madison County will account 
for an increasing share of the demand on infrastructure and services. 
 

Figure 20. 2033 Population & Jobs 

 

Attributing Demand Factors 

Demand on infrastructure and capital expenditures can be attributed to existing and future residential 
and nonresidential demand in a variety of ways. Typically, when there are existing deficiencies, existing 
demand is attributed those costs; while new facilities and facility expansion is attributed to future 
demand. Additionally, infrastructure is attributed to specific development based on the use of the 
infrastructure. For example, park and school expansion is generally attributed to residential development 
only. Conversely, public safety, utilities, and roadway expansion is attributed to all development. 
 

In this case, there is another layer of demand analysis, between Madison and Gallatin County. To assist in 
future discussions the following figures detail 2033 population, jobs, and population and jobs. When 
attributing costs associated with only residential development the population split can be used; when 
attributing costs associated with only nonresidential development the jobs split can be used; when 
attributing costs associated with all development the population and jobs split can be used. 
 

Figure 21. 2033 Attributing Demand Factors 

 
 

Madison County 7,347 39%
Gallatin County 11,406 61%

Total 18,753 100%

2023
Pop & Jobs

% of
Pop & JobsLocation

Madison County 11,225 44%
Gallatin County 14,309 56%

Total 25,534 100%

10-Year Growth Projection
2033

Pop & Jobs
% of 2033

Pop & JobsLocation

Big Sky Area Population Jobs
Madison County 43% 46% 44%
Gallatin County 57% 54% 56%

Percent of 2033 Totals
Pop

and Jobs
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Guiding Principles and Initiatives 
The following chapters detail capital improvement plans for Arts & Education, Economic Development, 
Health & Safety, Housing, Public Works, and Recreation & Conservation service providers. From Our Big 
Sky Community Vision & Strategy (2022) initiatives for each category is provided to guide decision makers: 
 
Arts & Education 

• Expand Educational Offerings 
• Promote Big Sky as a Year-round Arts & Cultural Destination  
• Diversity, Inclusion, Equity & Sustainability 
• Increase Affordable Options for Students Aged 3 & 4 in the Community 
• Increase Affordable Housing Options for Educators 
• Increased Opportunities for Students in Summer & Non-School Days 

 
Economic Development 

• Create Educational Opportunities for Businesses 
• Provide Tools for Recruitment & Retention 
• Advocate for Businesses & Non-Profits to Partner & Collaborate 
• Manage the Visitor Experience with Clear Information 
• By 2024, Produce a Destination Development Plan Encompassing Visitors & Local Needs 
• Inform & Educate Local Businesses to Support a Good Visitor Experience 

 
Health & Safety 

• Increase Access to & Utilization of Federal, State, & Local Social Service Programs 
• Create New Access Points to Services for Both English & Spanish Speakers 
• Develop Coordinated Entry & Increase Collaboration Among All Service Organizations & Increase 

Advocacy 
• Enhance Radio Communications for All Emergency Responders in Big Sky & Surrounding Areas by 

July 2022 
• Develop Emergency Evacuation & Safety Zones for the Big Sky Community to Access by June 2022 
• Annually Ensure Sufficient Public Safety Staffing for Big Sky Fire Department, Sheriff’s Office, 

Search and Rescue, and Emergency Management 
• Improve Behavioral Health in Big Sky 
• Reduce the Community Needs to Travel for Healthcare 

 
Housing 

• Increase the Supply of Rental Housing for Local Workers 
• Increase the Supply of Ownership Housing for Local Workers 
• Preserve Housing Stock for Local Workers 
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Public Works 

• Big Sky is a Car-Free Community 
• Travel to Big Sky from within the Region Can Be Accomplished without a Car 
• Appropriate Multi-modal Infrastructure that Helps to Reduce Transportation’s Environmental 

Impact is Built & Maintained in the Community 
• Expand Sewer Treatment & Disposal Capacity 
• Expand Water Capacity 
• Water Conservation 
• Stand-Up Canyon & Water Sewer District 

 

Recreation & Conservation 

• Additional 20 Miles of Trails & Paths in District by 2025 
• Create ADA Compliant Trail & Open Space Along Gallatin River, Middle Fork, & Town Center to 

Community Park by 2025 
• Increase Park & Open Spaces by 35 Acres by April 2024 
• Open BASE as an Accessible Recreational & Community Center 
• Provide Accessible & Affordable Behavioral Health & Wellness Opportunities Through Recreation 

& Programs 
• Expand Youth & Adult Athletic Playing Fields for the Residents of Big Sky That Meet Regulations to 

Host Tournaments & Visiting Teams 
 

Sustainability Values 

At its core Big Sky values sustainability and communities should find sustainable solutions to infrastructure 
needs, especially communities that are in ecologically fragile environments such as Big Sky. Below is a 
joint value statement from Gallatin River Task Force (GRTF) and Big Sky Sustainability Network 
Organization (SNO) regarding future capital improvements in the community: 
 

Big Sky is defined by its sense of place as part of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, situated 
amongst the mountains, and connected to the region by the beautiful Gallatin and Madison Rivers. 
Preserving our community’s valued sense of place, now and in the future, is critical for ecosystem 
and wildlife health. Our flourishing outdoor recreation economy depends on healthy landscapes 
and waterways that support local businesses, jobs, and our community’s way of life. 
 

We have a responsibility to carefully consider the health of the natural environment when looking 
at future infrastructure planning. Ecosystem resilience will require particular attention if we are to 
maintain the scenic mountainscapes and pristine waterways that are the draw and lifeblood of 
Big Sky. Thoughtful, collaborative and strategic planning will be necessary to ensure the ethos of 
this modern day mountain town is carried through full buildout. Looking forward to what the 
future may hold should coincide with ensuring the land and water are preserved in a way that 
protects the unique outdoor amenities that are the allure for many who live, work, and play in Big 
Sky.   
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Arts & Education 
Documenting the existing infrastructure is an important element to a Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). This 
chapter details current levels of service, projected infrastructure needs, and CIPs for arts and education 
service providers. 
 

Big Sky School District 

The following section identifies the current levels of service of education facilities being provided by the 
Big Sky School District (BSSD). Growth-related needs to accommodate future demand are listed at the end 
of the section as well. Below is a map of the school district, which varies from the BSRAD boundary. 
 
Figure 22. School District Boundary 

 
 
Current Level of Service 

In the past ten years the school district has seen an increase of 188 K-12 students, increasing to 432 
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students in the 2022-2023 school year. Additionally, BSSD started a pre-kindergarten class in 2022 which 
added 20 more students to the total enrollment. Overall, BSSD has increased enrollment by 208 students, 
or an 85 percent increase from ten years ago. 
 
Figure 23. BSSD Enrollment 

 
 
Below in Figure 24 are two school capacity utilizations. Capacity utilization is found by comparing the 
student enrollment to the school capacity. First, based on the standards issued by the State of Montana, 
BSSD has a capacity of 675 students at the current facility. This results in 223 available seats and a 
utilization of 67 percent. 
 
However, if the school district were to reach the State’s standard, class sizes would be larger than desired 
levels and programs may be limited beyond general education. For these reasons, a more ideal capacity 
for district staff is 550 students. In this case, there are 98 available seats and 82 percent utilization. 
 
Figure 24. Current Capacity Utilization 

 
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

From the BSSD 2023 Bond presentation there is an annual growth rate of 2.5 percent used to projected 
total enrollment. As a result, by the 2029-2030 school year there is an estimated 534 students attending 
BSSD. This is an 18 percent increase from current enrollment. Illustrated in Figure 25, the total enrollment 
is nearing the ideal capacity of 550 students. 
 

Grade Level '12-13 '13-14 '14-15 '15-16 '16-17 '17-18 '18-19 '19-20 '20-21 '21-22 '22-23
Elementary 143 153 135 154 179 180 174 176 197 185 216 73
Middle 54 65 93 109 89 89 102 98 101 106 98 44
High 47 60 77 70 87 101 97 107 111 109 118 71

K-12 Total 244 278 305 333 355 370 373 381 409 400 432 188
Pre-K 20

Total Enrollment 452 208
Source: Annual Montana School Enrollment Data, MT Office of Public Instruction

10-Year
Increase

Big Sky School District '22-23
Current Enrollment 452
State Capacity 675
Available Seats 223
Utilization of State Standard 67%

Big Sky School District '22-23
Current Enrollment 452
Ideal Capacity 550
Available Seats 98
Utilization of Ideal Capacity 82%

Current Level of Service
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Figure 25. BSSD Enrollment Projections 

 
Source: Big Sky School District 2023 Bond presentation 2.5 percent annual growth in general education  
 
Based on projections for the 2029-2030 school year, BSSD will be approximately at 80 percent of the State 
standard. Compared to an ideal capacity, that allows for smaller class sizes and special programs, by 2029-
2030 the school district will be at 97 percent utilization. 
 

Figure 26. Future Capacity Utilization 

 

Big Sky School District '29-30
Projected Enrollment 534
State Capacity 675
Available Seats 141
Utilization of State Standard 79%

Big Sky School District '29-30
Projected Enrollment 534
Ideal Capacity 550
Available Seats 16
Utilization of Ideal Capacity 97%

Future Level of Service
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BSSD Capital Improvement Plan 

Based on the enrollment projections and available capacity, there are no immediate facility expansions to add general education seats. However, 
a large expansion could be anticipated after the 2029-2030 school year when enrollment nearly reaches the ideal capacity limit. With that said, 
there are other capital expansion projects in the BSSD CIP. A modernized gym is needed to support the community at the same level of other 
comparable school districts. Also, the first year of pre-k was a success and there is a demand to expand the grade level. The expansion would allow 
BSSD to serve 50 students. Other private education facilities in Big Sky have indicated that demand for their early childhood programs has far 
surpassed their capacity as well. BSSD expanded pre-k would alleviate pressure on these other agencies as well. 
 
The nature of Big Sky residential development and possible transition to more full-time households in the area make it difficult to attribute the 
CIP costs to Madison and Gallatin County. However, there will be direct and indirect demand on the school district from growth. Housing 
development will generate students to BSSD, albeit at a low rate than state average. Indirect demand will come from the economic activity 
generated by additional development which will necessitate more employment and households moving to Big Sky bringing students into the 
district. 
 
Figure 27. BSSD CIP 

 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. The school district levies a property tax to support expenditures 
along with voter referendums for capital expansions. 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost Notes

Modernized Gym 2023-2024 1,200 person capacity, comparable to 
other school districts

$20,000,000 Voter referendum 2023

2023-2028 Current capacity is 20 students, 
expansion to serve 50 students

~$2,000,000 Additional FTE would 
need housing

Total Cost $22,000,000

Big Sky School District
5-Year Facility Improvements & Expansions / Vehicles / Other Needs

Expansion of Pre-K Classrooms
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Discovery Academy 

Big Sky Discovery Academy is a non-profit, private school providing education from ages 3 – grade 12. The 
majority of students are between the age of 3 to 8 years old. The following section details their current 
demand and related facility expansion needs. 
 
Current Level of Service 

The current enrollment at Discovery Academy is 80 students. The current facility is at capacity. There is 
additional demand that is not able to be served because of the capacity limitations at the facility. 
Furthermore, the capacity issues are requiring staff to reorganization the facility every school year. 
 
Figure 28. Discovery Academy Utilization 

 
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

It is anticipated that the demand for schooling will continue to grow as the Big Sky area attracts full-time 
families. Additionally, as employment grows in the area, those new employees in Big Sky will be seeking 
schooling as well. Conservatively, based on enrollment projections for Big Sky School District, a 20 percent 
increase in demand is anticipated, furthering the waitlist. An additional early childhood classroom is 
anticipated in the next school year addressing community need. 
 
Discovery Academy Capital Improvement Plan 

Based on Discovery Academy analysis there is a need for another 15,000 square feet to serve current and 
future demand. The new facility would include expanded early childhood classrooms. This expansion may 
require the organization to move, bringing a partnership opportunity with the Big Sky Town Center 
development. Drop-off/pick-up benefits and synergy with other tenants at Town Center allows for this 
opportunity to have a wider public benefit. The overall expansion is estimated to cost $10 million. In the 
future, BSRAD will be focusing on funding early childhood facilities. Based on current enrollment (18 early 
childhood students of the 80 total enrollment), 22.5 percent of the $10 million is included in the CIP. 
 
Similar to BSSD, there will be direct and indirect demand on the schooling from growth. Housing 
development will generate students and indirect demand will come from the economic activity generated 
by additional development which will necessitate more employment and households moving to Big Sky 
bringing students into the area. 
 
 

Discovery Academy '22-23
Current Enrollment 80
Capacity 80
Available Seats 0
Facility Utilization 100%

Current Level of Service
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Figure 29. Discovery Academy CIP 

 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. The organization supports 
expenditures through its tuition charges. 
 

Morningstar Learning Center 

Morningstar Learning Center is a private full-time daycare, the only such organization in Big Sky. 
Morningstar provides early childcare services to students up to five years old. The following section details 
their current demand and related facility expansion needs. 
 
Current Level of Service 

Presently, Morningstar has an enrollment of 50 students with a waitlist that includes 30 additional 
students. The current facility has a 50-student capacity. Thus, the organization is at 100 percent utilization 
and Big Sky demand is 160 percent of capacity. Morningstar staff indicated that the demand may be even 
higher and the length of the waitlist deters others from joining. 
 
Figure 30. Morningstar Utilization  

 
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

It is anticipated that the demand for childcare will continue to grow as the Big Sky area attracts full-time 
families. Additionally, as employment grows in the area, those new employees in Big Sky will be seeking 
childcare as well. Conservatively, based on enrollment projections for Big Sky School District, a 20 percent 
increase in demand is anticipated for the Morningstar Learning Center through 2030, furthering the deep 
waitlist.  
 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

2023-2028 Need for additional 10,000 - 15,000 square 
feet to serve demand

$2,250,000

Discover Academy
5-Year Facility Improvements & Expansions / Vehicles / Other Needs

Early Childhood Facil ity Expansion

Morningstar Learning Center '22-23
Current Enrollment 50
Capacity 50
Available Seats 0
Facility Utilization 100%

Current Waitl ist 30
Enrollment + Waitl ist 80
Demand vs Capacity 160%

Current Level of Service
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Morningstar Learning Center Capital Improvement Plan 

The organization is exploring facility expansion options. The expansion would address the current and future demand on their waitlist, but also 
provide expanded aftercare service. The Center is currently open until 5:30pm and expanded aftercare service could include more and different 
operating hours such as nights, weekends, and drop-in care that would be operated by an operator renting the facility from Morningstar. This 
service has the potential for multiple partnerships including Big Sky School District and the BASE Community Center. Importantly, to expand 
enrollment would require additional staffing. The facility expansion may include some housing for staff, but there will be a need for further housing 
options to attract the full staffing needs. 
 
Similar to BSSD, there will be direct and indirect demand on the early childcare from growth. Housing development will generate students and 
indirect demand will come from the economic activity generated by additional development which will necessitate more employment and 
households moving to Big Sky bringing students into the area. 
 
Figure 31. Morningstar CIP 

 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. The organization supports expenditures through its tuition 
charges. 
 
 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost Notes

Facil ity Expansion 2023-2028 Expansion needed for current demand 
and to provide aftercare

$9,000,000 Expansion may include some 
housing for staff

Morningstar Learning Center
5-Year Facility Improvements & Expansions / Vehicles / Other Needs
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Big Sky Community Library 

Big Sky Community Library is a community-based library that is open to all members of the public. Traditional library services are provided along 
with wellness and action programs.  The following section details their current demand and related facility expansion needs. 
 

Current Level of Service 

The library is currently located in a shared space with the Big Sky School District. They have a collection of 15,000 book and 15,000 other items in 
circulation including technology and online resources. Space for circulation along with staff and public areas has reached its max and programming 
is being limited because of facility space. 
 

Projected Growth-Related Needs 

It is anticipated that the demand for library services will continue to grow as the Big Sky area attracts residents. Additionally, as employment grows 
in the area, library staff anticipates further demand for services. Based on BSSD enrollment projections, a conservative 20 percent increase in 
demand is anticipated. 
 

Big Sky Community Library Capital Improvement Plan 

Big Sky Community Library has been exploring a new main branch for several years. Most recently, they partnered with Montana State University 
School of Architecture to produce several potential floor plans and renderings. The proposals ranged from 20,000 to 40,000 square foot library 
main that included a range of service like a maker’s space, culinary area, and indoor-outdoor garden. Housing for library staff was included in the 
designs as well. The ideal location for a main branch would be in the center of Big Sky, a partnership opportunity with the Town Center 
development. Public open space and overlapping of public programs with other tenants allows for this opportunity to have a wider public benefit. 
 

Figure 32. Big Sky Community Library CIP 

 
 

Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. The organization supports expenditures through membership 
dues and philanthropy. Additionally, the organization is exploring establishing a library district that would allow them to levy a property tax.  

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost Notes

~2028 Branch relocating to Town Center area, 
possible joint location

TBD Expansion would require future FTE 
and housing for new FTE

Big Sky Library
5-Year Community Housing Need

New Main Branch
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Economic Development 
Documenting the existing infrastructure is an important element to a Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). This chapter details current levels of service, 
projected infrastructure needs, and CIPs for economic development stakeholders. 
 

Chamber of Commerce 

The Chamber’s mission is to bring together partners, resources, and ideas to empower and drive success in the Big Sky business ecosystem. The 
Chamber accomplishes this through events, communication, advocacy, networking, and education. 
 
Current Level of Service 

The Chamber is located in Town Center and that facility is currently at capacity. The current facility is not meeting the needs of the staff and the 
needs for visitors to Big Sky such as access to a public restroom at the visitor center. 
 
Chamber of Commerce Capital Improvement Plan 

Listed in Figure 33 are the top priorities addressing infrastructure needs of the Chamber of Commerce. Updated and modern signage is needed 
throughout the area for visitors to navigate more easily. Also, access to public restrooms is needed in the Town Center area which could be 
addressed through an expanded visitor center. Besides facility needs at the visitor center, the Chamber has been leading an initiative to expand 
the local cell network. This may be accomplished through a third-party constructing additional radio towers and leasing the use to network 
providers. The cost of such a project has yet to be determined, but typically costs can be captured through monthly billing of users. 
 
Figure 33. Chamber of Commerce CIP 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost Notes

Areawide Signage 2023-2028 Updating & modernizing Big Sky branding ~$200,000 approximate cost estimate
Public Restrooms 2023-2028 Town Center needs public restroom access ~$750,000 approximate cost estimate
Expansion of Visitor Center/Joint Center 2023-2028 Current location is at capacity and underserving demand ~$2,000,000 approximate cost estimate
Improvement cell  network 2023-2028 The Chamber is leading an initiative to add cell  towers TBD

$2,950,000

Chamber of Commerce
5-Year Facility Needs
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Health & Safety 
Documenting the existing infrastructure is an important element to a Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). This 
chapter details current levels of service, projected infrastructure needs, and CIPs for health and safety 
service providers. 
 

Law Enforcement 

The following section identifies the current levels of service for law enforcement facilities being provided 
by the Gallatin County Sheriff’s Office. Growth-related needs to accommodate future demand are listed 
at the end of the section as well. 
 
Current Level of Service 

Currently, there are six sheriff deputies assigned to the Big Sky Area and two more officers are requested 
to serve existing demand. Current call volume is putting pressure on the existing staff, but the type of calls 
for service is evolving which requires more time to resolve. The future eight deputies are compared to the 
current peak population and jobs to establish a level of service in Figure 34. As a result, there is a current 
level of service of 0.43 deputies per 1,000 population and jobs (8 officers / 18,753 population and jobs = 
0.43 officers per 1,000 population and jobs). 
 
Figure 34. Sheriff Deputy Current Level of Service 

  
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

In Figure 35 the level of service is combined with growth projections to estimate the need for future 
officers necessary to continue serving at the current levels of service. This results in a future need of three 
new officers, or a total of 11 officers in ten years. 
 
Figure 35. New Growth-Related Deputy Needs at Current Level of Service 

 
 

Current Deputies Assigned to Big Sky Area 6
Requested Addl. Deputies (2023) 2

Needed Deputies for Current Demand 8

Needed Deputies for Current Demand 8
Current Peak Population and Jobs 18,753
Current Deputies per 1,000 Pop and Jobs 0.43

Current Big Sky Sheriff Deputy Level of Service 

Level-of-Service Analysis

Current Deputies per 1,000 Pop and Jobs 0.43
10-Year Projected Increase in Pop and Jobs 6,781
10-Year Need for New Deputies (rounded) 3

Growth-Related Increase at Current LOS
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Sheriff’s Office Capital Improvement Plan 

The Big Sky specific CIP for the Gallatin County Sheriff’s Office is listed in Figure 36. Along with the current request for two more deputies there is 
a need for a search and rescue helicopter and relocation of its substation. The helicopter will allow for such service to be consistently available 
24/7. Currently, air support is contracted by a third-party which does not guarantee immediate availability at all times. Also, when the Fire District 
relocates its headquarters the Sheriff’s Office would like to partner in a new facility to accommodate the new deputy hires and community 
engagement. As noted, there is a desire to provide the new deputies with housing in the Big Sky area. 
 
The helicopter and substation relocation projects offer two examples of possible expanded benefit to other service providers. In the helicopter 
case, this could lead to overlapping benefit to the Big Sky Fire Department and the Big Sky Medical Center. Although there currently are private, 
third-party air support services, a public-funded option may provide economically beneficial to the user and provider. Partnerships like this should 
be encouraged especially in the high-cost environment of Big Sky. 
 
Figure 36. Sheriff’s Office CIP 

 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. Briefly, the deputies serving the Big Sky community are funded 
equally through a multi-year interlocal agreement between Gallatin County, Madison County, and the Resort Tax District. 

Project Timeframe Estimated Cost Notes

Two (2) more deputies in the Big Sky Area 2023 Needed for increase in more in-depth service calls $260,000 Housing needed for new deputies
Search & Rescue Helicopter 2023 Will  be stationed in the Valley, 24/7 availabil ity $1,500,000
Relocation of Substation with Fire Station #1 2028 Partnering with Fire as strategic value $1,500,000

Total $3,260,000

Sheriff's Office
5-Year Facility Improvements & Expansions / Vehicles / Other Needs

Description
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Fire & EMS 

The following section identifies the current levels of service for fire and EMS facilities being provided by 
the Big Sky Fire Department (BSFD). Growth-related needs to accommodate future demand are listed at 
the end of the section as well. Additionally, based on interviews with BSFD staff and review of the 
Emergency Services Master Plan (2019), the fire department has reached the 2040 calls for service 
projection by 2023 indicating that current infrastructure (i.e., fire stations and fire/EMS apparatus) is 
reaching capacity and expansion is necessary. Below is a map of the fire district boundary, which varies 
from the BSRAD boundary. 
 
Figure 37. Fire District Boundary Map 

 
 
Current Level of Service 

To accommodate future demand, the BSFD will have to expand its fire station space. Currently, there are 
two fire stations with a total of 17,300 square feet. Residential and nonresidential developments put a 
demand on fire facilities, so the current station space is compared to the current peak population and 
jobs to establish a level of service in Figure 38. As a result, there is a current level of service of 923 square 
feet per 1,000 population and jobs (17,300 square feet / 18,753 population and jobs = 923 square feet per 
1,000 population and jobs). 
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Figure 38. Fire Station Current Level of Service 

  
 
BSFD will need to expand its fleet to accommodate growth as well. The current fleet is compared to the 
current peak population and jobs to establish a level of service. As a result, there is a current level of 
service of 0.80 units per 1,000 population and jobs (15 units / 18,753 population and jobs = 0.80 units per 
1,000 population and jobs). 
 
Figure 39. Fire Station Current Level of Service 

  
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

In Figure 40 the fire station level of service is combined with growth projections to estimate the need for 
future station square footage necessary to continue serving at the current levels of service. This results in 
a future need of 6,259 new station square footage over the next ten years. 
 
Figure 40. New Growth-Related Fire Station Space Needs at Current Level of Service 

 
 
In Figure 41 the fire apparatus level of service is combined with growth projections to estimate the need 
for new units necessary to continue serving at the current levels of service. This results in a future need 

Fire Station Square Feet
Station 1 12,500
Station 2 4,800

Total 17,300

Total Apparatus 17,300
Peak Pop and Jobs 18,753
Sq. Ft. per 1,000 Pop and Job 923

Level-of-Service Analysis

Apparatus Fleet Units
Engine 2
Ambulance 3
Wildland Engine 2
Water Tender 2
Command Vehicles 5
Aerial 1

Total 15

Total Apparatus 15
Peak Pop and Jobs 18,753
Units per 1,000 Pop and Job 0.80

Level-of-Service Analysis

Sq. Ft. per 1,000 Pop and Job 923
10-Year Growth in Pop and Jobs 6,781
10-Year Sq. Ft. Need (rounded) 6,259

Growth-Related Increase at Current LOS
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of 5 additional units to the fleet over the next ten years. 
 
Figure 41. New Growth-Related Fire Apparatus Needs at Current Level of Service 

 
 
Big Sky Fire Department Capital Improvement Plan 

The BSFD CIP is listed in Figure 42. The plan includes necessary replacement of apparatus to continue 
service and infrastructure expansion. Two brand new fire stations are anticipated over the next ten years 
along with the relocation of Station #1 as well. Additionally, these new stations will be accompanied with 
new apparatus. Although fire service to homes and businesses is specific to BSFD in its district, expansion 
of its EMS fleet would provide additional benefit to the Big Sky Medical Center who have identified a need 
for its own transportation service. 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. Briefly, the Fire 
Department levies a property tax and charges fees for service to support its expenditures along with 
historically receiving support from the Big Sky Resort Tax District and development. 
 
 

Units per 1,000 Pop and Job 0.8
10-Year Growth in Pop and Jobs 6,781
10-Year Apparatus Need (rounded) 5

Growth-Related Increase at Current LOS



2023 Capital Improvement Plan 
Big Sky Community 

 

  
32 

 

Figure 42. Big Sky Fire Department CIP 

 
 
 
  

Project Timeframe Estimated Cost Notes

Fixed Site Training Facil ity 2022-2023 Lifespan: 30 years $739,874
Self-Contained Breathing Apparatus 2022-2023 Lifespan: 10 years $281,659
Command 1203 Replacement - 2018 Dodge Ram 2023-2024 Lifespan: 5 years $110,000
3-Lifepack 15 Replacement 2023-2024 Lifespan: 8 years $75,000
2001 - Ladder 1257 Replacement 50% 2024-2025 Lifespan: 25 years $2,000,000
2012 - 1215 Ambulance Remount 2024-2025 Lifespan: 10 years $175,000
Type 5 Wildland Engine 2025-2026 Lifespan: 20 years $200,000
Firefighter Turnout Clothing & Helmet 2026-2027 Lifespan: 5 years $140,000
2002 - Tender 1232 Freightliner Replacement 2026-2027 Lifespan: 25 years $450,000

2026-2027 $8M - $10M Working with private sector 
for construction costs

2007 Pierce Engine 1242 Replacement 2027-2028 Lifespan: 20 years $875,000
Station #1 Relocation 2028-2029 Existing station needs larger bays and mor   $1,500,000
2016 - 1211 Ambulance Remount 2028-2029 Lifespan: 10 years $175,000
Firefighter Turnout Clothing & Helmet 2029-2030 Lifespan: 5 years $175,000
1997 - Tender 1235 Pierce Replacement 2030-2031 Lifespan: 25 years $450,000
Firefighter Turnout Clothing & Helmet 2032-2033 Lifespan: 20 years $200,000
Cardiac Monitors / Defibril lator Replacements 2032-2033 Lifespan: 5 years $140,000
Ambulance Remount 2033-2034 Lifespan: 10 years $175,000

New Fire Station #4 ~2033 ~$10M - $12M Plan to engage private sector 
for construction costs

Location dependent on future growth to 
ensure service

New Fire Station #3 - Spanish Peaks

Big Sky Fire Department
5-Year Facility Improvements & Expansions / Vehicles / Other Needs

Year 6-10 Facility Improvements & Expansions / Vehicles / Other Needs

Description

Similar to YC Station, two bays, several 
operating units



2023 Capital Improvement Plan 
Big Sky Community 

 

  
33 

 

Bozeman Health Big Sky Medical Center 

Bozeman Health Big Sky Medical Center is a critical access hospital that provides 24/7 emergency services, 
inpatient care, primary care including behavioral health, plus physical therapy, lab, imaging and pharmacy 
services for the Big Sky community. The following section details their current demand and related facility 
expansion needs. 
 
Current Level of Service 

The medical center serves a community from the Gallatin Gateway to West Yellowstone. In 2022, the 
center provided ER services to approximately 6,000 patients, 7,500 visits for primary care, and 30,000 
pharmacy prescriptions. A majority of patients are visitors to the area resulting in a high peak time 
demand during the vacation seasons of Big Sky. The seasonality of need varies significantly. This has 
resulted in areas that need to be expanded and developed further and in underutilized areas of the facility 
allowing the center to begin a transitional care or swing bed program for long-stay patients. This program 
allows patients in Big Sky who need skilled services to stay in their community versus having to go 
elsewhere, and, if successful, staff anticipates a need to further expand the number of transitional care or 
swing beds available. Also, the center does not have its own transportation service, so when non-
emergency transportation is needed third-party ambulance services are contacted. 
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

As the resident-community expands and non-resident visitations increase, it is anticipated that demand 
for services will continue to grow.  To provide further benefit to residents, staff has highlighted needs to 
reconfigure the facility and add services to broaden its ability to care for residents and visitors. 
 
Big Sky Medical Center Capital Improvement Plan 

Figure 43 lists the expansion projects anticipated over the next five years for the Big Sky Medical Center. 
The top priority is an in-house transportation program to transport patients to Bozeman without relying 
on the Big Sky Fire Department or other third-party organizations. Currently, transporting a patient by 
ground takes at least two hours, placing a burden on the response of the fire/EMS services or even 
delaying care for the patient. The medical center is also exploring options of reconfiguring or expanding 
its current facility to broaden its care to residents. At the moment, the Big Sky Medical Center is 
conducting its own facility master plan, so estimated costs for the capital projects are not available. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2023 Capital Improvement Plan 
Big Sky Community 

 

  
34 

 

Figure 43. Big Sky Medical Center CIP 

 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. The organization supports 
expenditures through charges for services and grants. Additionally, there is a multi-agency effort to 
establish a wellness district that could levy a property tax to support healthcare services and facilities. 
 

Human Resources Development Council (HRDC) 

HRDC provides a variety of needed services to the community of Big Sky including a food bank, computer 
lab, and a laundry service. The agency is an important partner in the area especially as costs for housing 
and essential needs have accelerated in the past several years. There is a large international workforce in 
Big Sky that HRDC serves as well including language access and visa/immigration support. 
 
Current Level of Service 

HRDC currently operates out of a leased facility which has size and utility needs which place limitations 
on the services that HRDC can provide. The proximity to the next center in Bozeman limits the resources 
available to those that live in the Big Sky community. Over the past year, there has been an accelerated 
demand on HRDC. Specifically, from FY22 to FY 23 there was a 120 percent increase in food box requests, 
a 97 percent increase in individuals served. As a result of the increase in demand, the services provided 
by the Behavioral Health Coalitation are overcapacity. 
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs & Capital Improvement Plan 

Moving forward, the Big Sky Behavioral Health Coalition will be the driving group for these needed serves 
and facilities with HRDC as a partner in the Coalition. As employment continues in Big Sky and costs 
continue to rise, its anticipated that demand for their services will grow. When determining facility 
improvements and expansion it is important to note the need for anonymity, so a central location is not 
advisable. Also, its current or new location needs to be accessible by bus (at the moment, road 
construction has limited bus access). Below lists the future expansion needs which could current at the 
current location with expanded floor area or a new location in the area. The list is does not represent 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

Transportation Program 2023-2025 Medical Center transport would alleviate 
burden on Fire District

TBD

ER Expansion 2025-2028 Provide further medical care to the greater 
Big Sky community

TBD

Swing Bed Program Expansion 2025-2028 Provide further medical care to the greater 
Big Sky community

TBD

Same-Day Surgery Unit 2026-2028 Provide further medical care to the greater 
Big Sky community

TBD

Employee Housing 2025-2028 Ensure available housing for eassential 
personnel

TBD

Big Sky Medical Center
5-Year Facility Needs
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priorities, rather the Coalition and HRDC is open to partnerships to address any item on the list. 
 
Figure 44. HRDC CIP 

 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. The organization is 
supported by philanthropy, BSRAD, and federal grants. Additionally, there is a multi-agency effort to 
establish a wellness district that could levy a property tax to support services and facilities. 
  

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

2023-2028 Computer lab, case management spaces, food 
prep kitchen

TBD

2023-2028 Private tele-health rooms, counseling room, 
support offices, group/community therapy space

TBD

2023-2028 Language services, legal assistance, housing 
office

TBD

2023-2028 Large-scale community emergencies (w/laundry, 
showers, hookups)

TBD

2023-2028 Transitioning services TBD

2023-2028 Safe housing for youth to remain in the 
community

TBD

Permanent Behavioral Health 
Space / WIA
Permanent (expanded) 
Thrift/Social Impact/Non-profit 

Emergency Shelter

Transition housing 

Youth Respite

HRDC
5-Year Facility Needs

Permanent Food Bank & Resource 
Center
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Housing 
Documenting the existing infrastructure is an important element to a Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). This 
chapter details current levels of service, projected infrastructure needs, and CIPs for housing service 
providers. 
 

Big Sky Community Housing Trust 

Big Sky Community Housing Trust aims to combat the rising cost of housing in Big Sky by building deed-
restricted homes and incentivizing existing homeowners to promote workforce and community housing. 
Importantly, community housing in Big Sky is defined as housing units that are affordable for owners 
earning under 250 percent average median income (AMI) and renters earning under 100 percent AMI. 
The following is a summary of the existing programs and future needs. 
 
Current Level of Service 

The housing trust currently is supporting approximately 377 Big Sky residents through several programs. 
First, the organization has constructed deed-restricted homes utilizing a land trust that were sold to 
eligible residents at a subsidized rate. The housing trust also provides cash incentives to homeowners that 
rent their properties to long-term permanent residents and to those that deed-restrict their property as 
community housing. 
 
A recent Housing Needs Assessment estimated that, as of 2021, there was a need for 454 community 
housing units, 70 percent of which should be below-market rate. The study determined that the housing 
market would be able to support the market rate units, but there was a gap for community housing. 
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

The Housing Needs Assessment further analyzed future demand for community housing and pending 
developments. Additionally, water & sewer connections are a limiting factor as denoted in the public 
works category. As a result, through 2027, there is a need for 237 deed-restricted rental units and 155 
deed-restricted owner-occupied units. Currently, the construction cost for a rental property is $500,000 
per unit and the construction cost for an owner-occupied property is $800,000. This results in a cost of 
$242.5 million in construction. To support this construction, Big Sky Community Housing Trust anticipates 
$60.6 million (25 percent of the total) in subsidy needed. 
 
Figure 45. Affordable Housing Needs 

 
 

Occupancy
Rental 237 $500,000 $118,500,000 $29,625,000
Ownership 155 $800,000 $124,000,000 $31,000,000

Total 392 $242,500,000 $60,625,000
Source: 2022 Big Sky Community Housing Needs Update , WSW Consulting

Housing Units
Needed (2027)

Building
Cost per Unit

Total
Construction Cost

Housing Trust 
Subsidy (25%)
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Big Sky Community Housing Trust Capital Improvement Plan 

Based on the results of the Housing Needs Assessment, the Big Sky Community Housing Trust plans to 
address the existing need and keep up with future demand for housing. The plan will support 392 housing 
units with an estimated cost of $242.5 million. 
 
Figure 46. Big Sky Community Housing Trust CIP 

 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. Housing programs are 
supported through state and federal grants along with partnerships between the Resort Tax District and 
private development. 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

237 Deed-Restricted Rental Housing Units 2023-2027 2022 Housing Needs Study  - 
Catch-Up + Keep-Up

$118,500,000

155 Deed-Restricted Owner-Occupied Units 2023-2027 2022 Housing Needs Study  - 
Catch-Up + Keep-Up

$124,000,000

Total $242,500,000

Big Sky Housing Trust
5-Year Community Housing Need
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Public Works 
Documenting the existing infrastructure is an important element to a Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). This 
chapter details current levels of service, projected infrastructure needs, and CIPs for public works service 
providers. 
 

Big Sky Transportation Network (US191 & MT64) 

To many residents, businesses, and service providers in Big Sky the number one infrastructure need is to 
address the congestion that builds up along US-191 and MT-64 (these public roads are the only way in 
and out of Big Sky and therefore vital). A federal grant has been accepted to address intersection needs 
and safety issues along MT-64. However, there is concern that the level of service at the 191/64 
intersection will continue to degrade without extensive expansion. At the time of this report, a Montana 
Department of Transportation (MDT) feasibility study had just commenced. The feasibility study will 
inform the future of the 191/64 intersection expansion. 
 
Current Level of Service 

Over the past ten years, there has been an increasing demand on both MT-64 and US-191. The following 
figures illustrate traffic counts from MDT traffic counters. MT-64 has increased from 4,775 daily vehicle 
trips to 9,549 daily vehicle trips (nearly doubling in demand). Shown in Figure 48, US-191 has increased 
from 4,163 daily vehicle trips to 8,666 daily vehicle trips (more than doubling in demand). 
 
Figure 47. Montana Highway 64 Traffic Count 
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Figure 48. US Highway 191 Traffic Count 

 
 
The increase in daily trips has resulted in the 191/64 intersection to fail on a daily basis. There are frequent 
traffic delays as a result of the intersection failure impeding the quality of life of residents and hampering 
business. 
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

Based on growth projections and vehicle trip generation rates (Trip Generation, Institute of Transportation 
Engineers, 11th Edition) daily trips will increase by 22 percent over the next ten years. However, this 
should be considered a conservative estimate. There are several factors that are not included in the trip 
projections. First, Big Sky is attracting more permanent households, occupying homes that were once for 
seasonal use only. Second, visitation to the Big Sky Resort and Yellowstone National Park has consistently 
increased over the years. Third, construction-related traffic is not captured in trip generation rates. These 
factors may flatten out as development in Big Sky reaches buildout, however, the growth projections 
indicate housing and commercial development will continue over the next 10-20 years. 
 
TIGER Grant Projects 

Currently, there are eleven capital improvement projects related to the Federal TIGER Grant that are 
scheduled to be constructed over the next one to two years. These projects will provide improvements to 
address current turning and safety needs. It is anticipated that these projects will alleviate some localized 
pressure on the roadway network, however, there is limited networkwide capacity expansion from the 
project lists. The TIGER Grant totaled $10 million. 
 
Feasibility Study 

To accommodate the existing demand and future growth in vehicle trips a substantial expansion at the 
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191/64 intersection is needed. The location and surrounding area of the intersection is going to create 
many obstacles for any future expansion project including geographic, environmental, right of way, and 
cost. The current feasibility study will inform next steps. With that said, it is anticipated that any future 
expansion will be a multi-year, multi-jurisdiction project requiring partnerships with many stakeholders 
at all levels of government. Although scenarios are still being developed for the intersection, TischlerBise 
anticipates a significant cost in the range of $50 million. 
 
Lastly, the Town Center development is anticipated to expand further bringing in more residents, visitors, 
and jobs. Along with a transit hub (detailed in the next section) there are connectivity and circulation 
issues that exist and will continue as the area grows. Those costs are unknown at this time. 
 
Figure 49. Transportation CIP 

 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. Briefly, significant capital 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

Big Sky Resort Road 2023-2024 Construction of left-turn lane Grant totaled 
$10M

Curve Warning Signage Upgrades 2023-2024 Between Big Sky Resort Road and Andesite 
Road

Grant totaled 
$10M

Andesite Road to Big Pine Drive 2023-2024 Construction of left-turn lanes Grant totaled 
$10M

2023-2024 Paved shared-use path along MT-64 Grant totaled 
$10M

Huntley Drive 2023-2024 Construction of left-turn lane Grant totaled 
$10M

2023-2024 Pedestrian bridge over West Fork Gallatin 
River

Grant totaled 
$10M

Little Coyote Road Pathway 2023-2024 Paved shared-use path along MT-64 Grant totaled 
$10M

Little Coyote Road 2023-2024 Construction of a traffic signal, left and 
right-turn lanes

Grant totaled 
$10M

2023-2024 Pedestrian tunnel under MT-64 Grant totaled 
$10M

2023-2024 Signage along US-191 Grant totaled 
$10M

US 191 Area 2023-2024 Extending curb and gutter, bus pull-outs, 
wildlife viewing pull-outs

Grant totaled 
$10M

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

US-191/MT-64 Intersection 2023+ Feasibil ity study underway, multi-year, 
multi-jurisdiction project anticipated

~$50,000,000

Town Center - Reorganizing roads 2023-2028 Improvement circulation of traffic and 
buses for community connectivity

TBD

Total $60,000,000

Transportation

Little Coyote Road Pedestrian 
Tunnel
Wildlife Crossing Signage 
Upgrade

TIGER Grant Projects

Transportation
5-Year Project Needs

Andesite Road to Big Pine Drive 
Shared-Use Path

Little Coyote Road Pedestrian 
Bridge
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improvements to the roadway network have been supported by state and federal funding (i.e., the current 
TIGER grant). Transportation infrastructure is incredibly capital intensive and further grants will be 
pursued along with other strategies. Furthermore, public-private partnerships will be critical to securing 
local match dollars to access state and federal programs. 

Big Sky Transit District 

The Big Sky Transit District (BSTD) provide bus service to and from Bozeman and internal bus network in 
Big Sky. The following section details their current services and capital expansion needs. 
 
Current Level of Service 

The Skyline bus service from Bozeman to Big Sky is primarily used by commuters and skiers although 
visitors can take the route as well. A fixed bus route is available from the Canyon Area to Town Center to 
the Big Sky Resort. A new on-demand service, Skyline Connect, allows residents to hail a van between the 
Meadow and Town Center. During the peak summer and winter months, the bus service runs seven days 
a week. Internal bus routes operate Monday to Friday during the shoulder season. Currently, the transit 
district has ten units for its fixed routes and three units for its microtransit services. 
 
In Figure 50 the annual (by fiscal year) ridership from 2012 is illustrated. Note: June 2023 data was not 
available when this report was written, the June 2022 ridership is used as an estimate. From 2012 to 2019 
there was a steady increase of ridership for the local and link express Skyline service. As expected, during 
the covid-19 pandemic there was a significant decrease in ridership, a pattern saw across the country. 
With that said, the Skyline local service had the highest ridership ever in 2023, reaching 140,000 riders. 
The largest share of rides occurs during the winter, but there has been a steady increase of ridership 
during the summer months (June-August) as well. 
 
Figure 50. Big Sky Transit Annual Ridership 
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Projected Growth-Related Needs 

Along with an increase in demand from current population and jobs there is a projected increase of 34 
percent in population and jobs in Big Sky that will increase demand further on the transit system. 
Additionally, congestion has continued to grow in the community which can only be solved through a 
multiple prong strategy that includes a robust transit network. To provide a guiding document for future 
transit service BSTD has recently completed a Master Plan for future expansion. During the study, several 
scenarios were analyzed based on ridership, community need, and costs. As a result, a Preferred Scenario 
was developed. Under the Preferred Scenario, there is an increase of 97 percent in fixed route hours and 
110 percent in microtransit service hours, an overall increase of 101 percent in service hours. Based on 
those expanded services there would be a need for four new fixed route vehicles and four new 
microtransit vehicles. While the majority of service would still be fixed routes, the scenario would shift a 
bit more focus on on-demand service as well. 



2023 Capital Improvement Plan 
Big Sky Community 

 

  
43 

 

Big Sky Transit District Capital Improvement Plan 

The fleet expansion needs from the Master Plan are included in the CIP below. The need for eight new units is estimated to cost $2.8 million. 
Additionally, there are significant plans to expand the transit hub in Town Center and build a second hub at Four Corners in Gallatin Valley. The 
hub in Town Center will provide needed circulation improvements and an expanded transfer point for the anticipated increase in demand and 
services. The Town Center project is estimated to cost $10 million. A centrally located transfer point would provide the greatest benefit to 
businesses in the area. The ideal location for the expanded transit hub in Big Sky would be in the center of Big Sky, a partnership opportunity with 
the Town Center development. A Four Corners transit hub will provide a missing link to the greater Gallatin Valley community and its transit 
network along with a needed park and ride facility. The strategic location of a transit hub at Four Corners may allow BSTD to explore partnerships 
with other agencies. 
 
Furthermore, there are other identified transit-oriented infrastructure needs in the area. A parking structure at the ski resort will likely be needed 
to accommodate continued ski demand and housing development. Transit improvements will be needed to accommodate skier and employment 
growth. 
 
Figure 51. Big Sky Transit District CIP 

  
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. Briefly, BSTD is pursuing a property tax millage levy to support 
future costs along with historically receiving support from the Big Sky Resort Tax District and Federal/State grant funding. Also, construction costs 
of parking structures can typically be funded through a revenue bond that is repaid through user fees.

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

2 additional full-size buses 2023-2028 Preferred scenario for expanded fixed route service $1,000,000
2 additional commuter buses 2023-2028 Preferred scenario for expanded fixed route service $1,400,000
4 additional vans 2023-2028 Preferred scenario for expanded microtransit service $400,000
Transit hub at Town Center 2023-2028 Expanded hub needed to improve circulation and routes $10,000,000
Transit hub at Four Corners 2023-2028 New hub needed for connectivity to greater Gallatin Valley $5M-$8M
Mountain Parking Structure 2023-2028 Additional parking needs to accommodate growth ~$10,000,000
Mountain Transit Improvements 2023-2028 Expansion in transit infrastructure needed for employment ~$500,000

Total $31,300,000

Transit District
5-Year Facility Needs
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Gallatin Canyon County Water and Sewer District 

The Gallatin Canyon County Water and Sewer District (GCCWSD) has been formed to provide a central 
utility service to residents and businesses in the Canyon Area of the Big Sky community. Within the district 
there are 70-100 private septic systems and as the area continues to develop there are environmental 
and health concerns regarding the sewer water entering into the drainage basin. The following section 
details the existing conditions and plans for capital expansion. 
 
Current Level of Service 

A guiding document for the future of GCCWSD is the 2021 Preliminary Engineering Report (PER) conducted 
by the WGM Group and AE2S. The report determined that there are already environmental and health 
concerns with the existing wastewater management in the area, which includes private septic systems 
and several Level 2 treatment systems. Without centralized wastewater collection and treatment, 
drinking water wells are at greater risk of being contaminated and the Gallatin River has experienced algal 
blooms that can largely be attributed septic system related nutrient loading.  
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

The project primarily aims to provide safe and reliable wastewater management for the Gallatin Canyon 
community. Providing central sewer was identified as a priority project in the Big Sky Area Sustainable 
Watershed Stewardship Plan prepared by local stakeholders and the Gallatin River Task Force in 2018. 
The Canyon Area population and sewer flows are expected to grow approximately 2.7- and 4.1-times 
current levels, respectively in the next 20 years. 
 
The Canyon Sewer project provides the base infrastructure to progress towards several related 
community goals including: 

1. protecting the long-term health of the Gallatin River 
2. protecting human health for people utilizing the local aquifer for water supply 
3. conserving water 
4. treated effluent disposal redundancy for Big Sky County Water and Sewer District (BSCWSD) 
5. reducing development sprawl 
6. supporting construction of workforce/affordable housing 

 
In addition to advancing the Canyon Sewer project, the GCCWSD has initiated planning to evaluate the 
feasibility of providing water service. Implementing a central water system would allow the GCCWSD to 
better address Montana Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) human health protection 
requirements and better monitor drinking water quality by utilizing a small network of water supply wells 
that are properly located and/or treated to mitigate human health risks. This would be a substantial 
improvement upon the current Canyon Area drinking water system which consists of numerous 
unmonitored private wells that are regularly located downgradient of septic systems. 
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GCCWSD Capital Improvement Plan 

The ‘Co-Solution’ alternative from the 2021 PER was selected to be advanced to construction. Treated 
GCCWSD effluent and a portion of BSCWSD’s effluent would be conveyed by gravity back to the canyon 
for disposal via groundwater infiltration or as irrigation reuse. The ‘co-solution’ aspect of the project 
alleviates notable hurdles for the GCCWSD with respect to constructing and operating a new treatment 
plant, and notable hurdles for the BSCWSD with respect to providing cost effective, environmentally 
sound disposal.  
 
The total estimated project cost to serve the entire canyon area is $51 million. The project will be phased 
depending on available funds and GCCWSD service area boundary. The Phase 1 project is estimated at 
$28 million and currently defined to provide sewer collection from the intersection of Highway 191 and 
Highway 64 down to the southern limits of the District at Buck’s T-4. Phase 1 infrastructure includes 
collection mains, the force main and lift stations up to the Big Sky WWRF, and the effluent conveyance 
back to the canyon discharge facilities will be included.  
 
The district has secured a $12 million grant from the Big Sky Resort Tax District and $3.8 million from 
county/state/federal grants. The remaining cost is planned to be funded via user connection fees and a 
State Revolving Fund (SRF) loan. 
 
Figure 52. GCCWSD CIP 

 
 
Details regarding capital improvement planning for central water service are currently not available. The 
water Preliminary Engineering Report (PER) is scheduled to be completed in early 2024. No construction 
is anticipated within the CIP 5-year timeline. Depending on project feasibility (to be evaluated in PER), the 
GCCWSD will advance planning, funding and engineering efforts to support timely project 
implementation. The estimated 5-year cost for these efforts is $1 million. 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. Specific funding programs 
being tracked by the GCCWSD include: 

• American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funds administered by Gallatin County and Montana 
Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) 

• Montana Coal Endowment Program (MCEP) administered by Montana Department of Commerce 
• Renewable Resource Grant and Loan (RRGL) program administered by DNRC 
• 319 Non-Point Source Program administered by Montana DEQ. 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost Notes

2026 Necessary and expanded capacity 
for growth in the canyon area

$28,000,000 $12 mill ion 
Resort Tax grant

2028+ Expand service area $23,000,000

Total $51,000,000

Gallatin Canyon Sewer

Sewer Collection and Treatment 
Master Plan Phase 1

Potential Future Phases

5-Year Facility Needs
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• WaterSMART Water and Energy Efficiency Grant administered by Bureau of Reclamation 
 
The Resort Tax District has supported the initial funding needs for the Canyon Sewer project. Future rates 
and fees will be necessary to support construction and operations. 
 

Big Sky County Water and Sewer District 

The Big Sky County Water and Sewer District (BSCWSD) is the largest water and wastewater service 
provider in the Big Sky community. The following section details the existing conditions and plans for 
capital expansion projects, including cost estimates as of 2023. The preliminary opinions of probable costs 
were developed based on budgetary equipment cost proposals, previous project data, engineering 
judgement, and RS Means cost estimating manuals. The cost opinion at this level of engineering is 
considered to have an accuracy range of +50/-30 percent. Actual costs will not be determined until a 
bidding process has been completed at the time of construction. Below is a map of the district’s boundary. 
 
Figure 53. BSCWSD Map 

 
 
Current Level of Service 

As of 2020, there were 6,475 single family equivalents (SFEs) served by the Wastewater Resource 
Recovery Facility (WRRF). The District normalizes residences, commercial establishments, condominiums, 
hotels, and other resort-related to single family equivalents (SFEs) to account for actual occupancy that is 
much greater than permanent residential occupancy. The current Sequencing Batch Reactor – Filtration 
facilities have treatment capacity for approximately 7,100 SFEs. The current WRRF project is designed to 
accommodate approximately 10,700 SFEs in its district, 50 percent greater than the overall capacity.  
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Projected Growth-Related Needs - Water 

Some of the District’s water system was developer built prior to the District’s formation, and as a result 
the current system is a mix of developer-built, District inherited and incorporated infrastructure with 
some more modern, purposely municipal engineered infrastructure. Much of the work needed is to 
develop the entire supply, storage, distribution and pressure zone management system into a well-
integrated municipal level of service for the District’s ratepayers and future connections.  

• Cascade Booster Station Treatment and Mountain Village force mains, piping, and pressure-
reducing valve (PRV) station upgrades to split pressure systems in Mountain Village. ($13 million) 

• PWS Source Expansion Projects – the District continues to conduct hydrogeologic exploration for 
new water sources in the Mountain Village / Big Sky Resort Area. The District has also been 
approached by a large development on the Big Sky Resort side of the mountain proposing to use 
water from the Lone Moose area aquifer. (Costs to be determined) 

• Replace 500,000-gal Mountain Village Tank. ($3 million) 
• 1 MG Sweetgrass Water Tank. ($5 million) 
• On-going distribution system improvements including PRVs, line replacement, and 

reconfiguration. ($4 million) 
• Replace and upsize approximately 5-miles of asbestos concrete water mains in Meadow Village, 

including temporary bypass to enable construction. ($25 million) 
• Ongoing pipeline rehabilitation, replacement, and repair efforts to minimize system leaks and 

replace infrastructure that is beyond its service life. ($500,000 annually) 
• Water Source Supplementation with Potable Reuse: Depending on the level of success in 

developing additional raw water supplies, especially in the Meadow Village Area, the District may 
need to implement potable water reuse in the Meadow area. (Costs to be determined) 

 
Projected Growth-Related Needs - Wastewater 

Water Resource Recovery Facility (WRRF) ($52 million) 
The Water Resource Recovery Facility (WRRF) is currently being upgraded and expanded, with 
construction completion and startup scheduled for 2024. The new WRRF will utilize membrane bioreactor 
(MBR) treatment technology that will result in a facility that has capacity for approximately 10,700 SFEs.  
 
The District awarded the bid for the WRRF project in spring of 2021, but had to forego award of Bid 
Alternates 2 (future bioreactor basin structural concrete) and 3 (dewatering improvements) due to the 
high cost of the overall base bids. Bid Alternate 2 was eventually awarded to proactively prepare for 
coming growth. Bid Alternate 3 was to upgrade the District’s dewatering facility from a Belt Filter Press to 
a Centrifuge, along with a new dewatered biosolids conveyor system and polymer feed skid, new control 
panels and associated electrical and plumbing improvements. The original bid price was $1.1 million. In 
2023, the District applied for Resort Tax funding for Bid Alternate 3, which had an updated price from the 
District’s contractor of $1.3 million and was awarded $500,000. It is recommended that the District apply 
for the remainder of this project funding in FY2024. 
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The Phase 2 improvements to the WRRF will eventually double the treatment capacity of the WRRF to a 
maximum monthly daily flow rate of approximately 3 MGD. The concrete basins for three more 
bioreactors are currently being installed with Phase 1 as an accepted bid alternate. The scope of work 
remaining includes the bioreactor equipment (gates, mixers, fine bubble diffusers, instrumentation, 
conduit, handrail, covers, etc.), membrane filtration tanks, and membrane filtration system equipment 
(membranes, filtrate pumps, RAS pumps, wasting and drain pumps, process air and air scour blowers, 
clean in place equipment, etc.) and extension of the Membrane Treatment Process Building to house the 
membrane filtration system equipment. This work necessary to complete the Phase 2 expansion is 
estimated at $20 million. 
 
Collection System  
The collection system has inflow and infiltration (I&I) that significantly increases the influent flow rates to 
the WRRF. Reduction of I&I is an on-going, continuous effort by the District, and if successful it can result 
in additional SFE capacity from the WRRF. Moving forward, the District will ramp up I&I reduction efforts 
with the following projects:  

• I&I Study: The District will deploy flow monitoring at strategic locations in the collection system 
and use their hydraulic model to inform recommendations for future I&I reduction projects 
($300,000). 

• I&I reduction projects, consisting of strategic repair and/or replacement of pipe ($1,500,000 
annually). 

 
WRRF Effluent Disposal 
The District currently reuses 100 percent of its treated effluent, via golf course and landscape irrigation, 
and beginning in 2023-24, snowmaking. This requires the District to rely on the approximately 80 million 
gallons of lined reservoir storage capacity it owns to store flows for subsequent use. The District’s current 
WRRF project includes piping, valving and wetwell improvements to enable the District to bypass reservoir 
storage when necessary. The District has never had the capability to take the reservoirs offline for 
maintenance, and doing so will enable the District to clean, inspect and provide as-needed repairs to the 
storage reservoirs liners. This work will be done after the WRRF has been commissioned and operated for 
approximately one year. The work is estimated to cost $500,000.  
 
Much of the District’s reuse capacity is in Spanish Peaks and Yellowstone Club, with all reuse water 
conveyed through a 7-mile 8-inch forcemain. To enable a reduction of pumping pressures in this 
forcemain, and more downtime allowance for pump station and/or pipeline maintenance and as-needed 
repair work, the District is planning construction of a mid-mountain booster station. ($6 million) 

 
The District continues to explore projects that will increase reuse capacity, including groundwater 
discharge and potentially, potable water reuse. Groundwater discharge hinges on non-degradation 
studies and a challenging permitting environment in the Gallatin Canyon Area. This work is currently being 
conducted by the Gallatin Canyon Water and Sewer District, in conjunction with the BSCWSD, using 
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American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funding. The initial results should be available in 2024. If the project is 
deemed feasible, the District will be given access to $12 million of BSRAD funds to complete the District’s 
portion of the project.  
 
Potable Water Reuse is being evaluated and may become necessary from both a water supply and an 
effluent reuse standpoint. Potable water reuse would entail taking the future Class A-1 effluent from the 
MBR facility and providing additional advanced water treatment processes before introducing the finished 
water into the District’s distribution system. ($17.3 million) 

• A pilot scale study will be required by DEQ to permit the system after it is determined to be safe 
for public consumption. The recommended full scale pilot scale equipment is $7 million. This 
equipment does not include ultrafiltration membranes as the new WRRF will have integrity testing 
compatible ultrafiltration membranes in the MBR facility, and depending on pilot testing and DEQ 
approval this may negate the need for another membrane filter in the potable reuse treatment 
train.  

• The pilot study will require extensive data collection and monitoring as well as reporting and 
coordination with DEQ ($250,000 annually) 

• Once the pilot has been permitted it will be converted to full implementation, at an approximate 
cost of $10.3 million. 

 
BSCWSD Capital Improvement Plan 

The following is a summary of the CIP projects described above. Moving forward, the District will refresh 
its CIP on approximately 5-year intervals and make the CIP available to BSRAD. The District may increase 
user rates, impact fees and levies to fund its needed work. Large capital projects may use bonding, state 
revolving fund (SRF), Bureau of Reclamation (WaterSMART), and future federal infrastructure funding for 
their projects and/or to match BSRAD funds. 
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Figure 54. BSCWSD CIP 

 
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. The Resort Tax District 
has supported the funding needs for the sewer projects. Future rates and fees will be necessary to 
continue improvements and operations. 
 
  

Project Description Total Cost Timeline BSRAD Funding

WRRF Improvements - Phase 1 $52,000,000 present $27,000,000
Centrifuge Dewatering Upgrades* $1,300,000 present $500,000

Subtotal $53,300,000 $27,500,000

Project Description Priority Timeline Estimated Cost
Mountain Vil lage Water System Improvements High Less than 5 years $13,000,000
PWS Source Expansion High 5 – 10 years $15,000,000
Mountain Vil lage Tank Replacement Medium Less than 5 years $3,000,000
Sweetgrass Water Tank and Distribution Medium 5 – 10 years $5,000,000
Meadow Vil lage System Improvements Medium 5 – 10 years $4,000,000
Meadow Vil lage Asbestos Pipe Replacement and Upsizing Medium 5 – 10 years $25,000,000
Water Master Plan Medium Less than 5 years $300,000
Ongoing Water System Repair and Replacement Low 5 – 20 years Ongoing

Water Subtotal $65,300,000

Project Description Priority Timeline Estimated Cost
Completion of WRRF Dewatering Facil ity High Less than 5 years $800,000
Cleaning, Inspecting and As-Needed Repairs to Reservoir Liners High Less than 5 years $500,000
Reuse Boosting System Improvements High Less than 5 years $6,000,000
WRRF Effluent Disposal Investigations High 5 – 10 years Ongoing
I&I Study High Less than 5 years $300,000
Collection System I&I Replacement, Repair, and Improvements High Less than 5 years $1,500,000/year
Potable Reuse Pilot Study Medium Less than 5 years $7,000,000
Potable Reuse Pilot Study and DEQ Coordination Medium Less than 5 years $250,000/year
Potable Reuse System Full  Scale Implementation Medium 10 – 15 years $10,300,000
Ongoing Wastewater System Repair and Replacement Medium 5 – 20 years Ongoing

Wastewater Subtotal $42,400,000
Future Funding Needs Grand Total $133,500,000

Committed BSRAD Funded Projects

Water Infrastructure Needs

Wastewater Infrastructure Needs
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Additional Water & Sewer Needs 

In the developments of Moonlight Basin, Big Sky Resort and Spanish Peaks there are water and sewer infrastructure improvement needs that 
include water supply infrastructure, waste water treatment, storage and disposal and/or recycling including snowmaking with effluent. Although 
construction cost estimates have not been prepared, it is anticipated that there would be significant capital costs and would be in the range of 
$70,000,000 to $100,000,000 for these communities. Snowmaking with effluent would provide benefit to both the long-term commercial viability 
of the biggest economic engine in Big Sky (skiing) and also address environmental and sustainability goals of the community. Specifically, the 
snowmaking would ultimately recharge the aquifer. 
 
Figure 55. Additional Water & Sewer CIP 

 
 

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

Mountain Communities and Resort Water/Sewer infrastructure improvements 2023-2033 Expansion of capacity and snowmaking with effluent $70M - $100M
5-Year Facility Needs
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Recreation & Conservation 
Documenting the existing infrastructure is an important element to a Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). This 
chapter details current levels of service, projected infrastructure needs, and CIPs for recreation and 
conservation service providers. 
 

Big Sky Community Organization  

The following section identifies the current levels of service of parks and recreation facilities being 
provided by the Big Sky Community Organization (BSCO). Growth-related needs to accommodate future 
demand are listed at the end of the section as well. 
 
Current Level of Service 

The BSCO is providing several types of park facilities to the Big Sky community. Currently, there are 133.7 
park acres, 32 park improvements, 27 trail miles, and 28,000 square feet of recreation center space. The 
current levels of service are calculated by comparing the current inventory with the current permanent 
population. For example, the trail level of service is 8.3 miles per 1,000 residents (27 miles / 3,268 
permanent residents = 8.3 miles per 1,000 residents). Importantly, from the Parks & Open Space Plan, 
BSCO is providing slightly higher than optimum level of service in park land and a recommended level of 
service is 30.8 acre per 1,000 residents. 
 
Figure 56. BSCO Level of Service Standards 

 
 
Projected Growth-Related Needs 

In Figure 57 the levels of service are combined with growth projections to estimate the capital expansions 
necessary to continue serving at the current levels of service. For example, BSCO will need to expanded 
the trail network by 13 miles (8.3 miles per 1,000 residents x 1,574 new residents = 13.0 miles of trails). 
 
Figure 57. BSCO Growth-Related Infrastructure Needs at Current Level of Service 

 

Current/Recommended LOS
Infrastructure Type Total Units per 1,000 Permanent Residents

Park Acres [1] 133.7 30.8
Park Improvements 32 9.8
Trail  Miles 27 8.3
Rec Center Sq. Ft. 28,000 8,568
[1] Recommended LOS from Parks & Open Space Plan (2019)

Level of Service
Infrastructure Type per 1,000 Residents

Park Acres 30.8 1,574 48.4
Park Improvements 9.8 1,574 15.4
Trail  Miles 8.3 1,574 13.0
Rec Center Sq. Ft. 8,568 1,574 13,482

10-Year Increase
in Residents

10-Year Need
to Continue LOS
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BSCO Capital Improvement Plan 

Figure 58 lists the future capital expansions BSCO has planned to accommodate growth. The plan spans 
park land, park improvement, trails, and recreation center expansions totaling $88.9 million. There are 
projects in the Canyon and Meadows Area of Gallatin County and in Madison County as well.  
 
Available Funding 

An in-depth summary of capital funding is available at the end of this document. Briefly, BCSO successfully 
worked with the Big Sky Trails Recreation and Parks District to levy an assessment to support future costs 
along with historically receiving support from the Big Sky Resort Tax District and local philanthropy.
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Figure 58. BSCO CIP 

 
 

  

Project Timeframe Description Estimated Cost

Master Park Planning & Design 2023-2024 $800,000
Maintenance Building 2023-2024 $1,600,000
Camp Big Sky Relocation 2023-2024 $70,000
Pump Track 2023-2024 $193,000
Skate Park 2023-2024 $375,000
Playground 2023-2024 $1,700,000
Relocate Sand Volleyball  Court 2023-2024 $40,000
Baseball/Softball  Fields 2023-2024 $3,100,000
Relocating Storm Water 2023-2024 $70,000
Warming Hut 2023-2024 $45,600
Cover for Ice Rink 2023-2024 $3,000,000
Softball  Pavil l ion 2023-2024 $1,100,000
Soccer Field Expansion 2023-2024 $900,000
Small Playground 2023-2024 $500,000
Basketball  Court 2023-2024 $75,000
2 Shade Structures 2023-2024 $150,000
Lower Lawn Game Area 2023-2024 $500,000
Various Walks and Trail  Connections 2023-2024 $250,000
Landscape Restoration 2023-2024 $150,000
Irrigation 2023-2024 $250,000
Grading and Drainage 2023-2024 $1,000,000
Misc Site Improvements 2023-2024 $150,000
Coldsmoke Connection 2023-2024 Canyon Area $30,000
Huff's Trek 2023-2024 Madison County $300,000
191 Connector 2023-2024 Canyon Area $50,000
Ousel Falls Safety 2023-2024 $50,000
Snowcat and trailer 2023-2024 $310,434
New Trail  Signage 2023-2024 $70,000
Future indoor facil ity planning 2024-2025 $650,000
Bathroom Facil ities 2024-2025 $750,000
Soccer Field grading 2024-2025 $1,000,000
Synthetic soccer field 2024-2025 $900,000
Tennis and Pickleball  expansion 2024-2025 $1,200,000
Additional Parking 2024-2025 $450,000
Rebuild Disc Golf Course 2024-2025 $100,000
Kircher Park improvements 2024-2025 $150,000
Southfork Park 2024-2025 $5,500,000
Purple Pipe Connection 2025-2026 $400,000
20 Miles of New Trails 2025-2026 Portion in Madison & Gallatin County $1,000,000
Indoor Recreation Facil ity 2027-2028 Including indoor pool $60,000,000

Total Cost $88,929,034

Big Sky Community Org
5-Year Parks / Trails / Other Needs
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Funding Strategies 
The following chapter summarizes the existing funding for infrastructure in Big Sky then details strategies 
that may be utilized in the future to support the capital costs indicated in the Big Sky Community CIP. First, 
a conceptual framework of the nexus between revenue and infrastructure benefit is detailed.  

Funding Approach Considerations  

To address infrastructure funding, revenue strategies often cause decisionmakers to wrestle with a 
tension between two competing desires. As shown on the left side of Figure 59, various infrastructure 
funding options have a strong to weak connection between the source of funds and the demand for public 
facilities. For instance, area-specific assessments are based on known capital costs in a specific location 
and are paid by those directly benefiting from the new infrastructure. In contrast, property tax revenue 
may be used by a locality to fund infrastructure with little, if any, connection between those paying the 
tax and the need for capital improvements.  
 
It is unfortunate that the funding options with the closest nexus to the demand for public facilities also 
have the smallest demand base to bear the cost of the public facilities (see the right side of the diagram). 
Using utilities as an example, only new utility customers pay capacity fees, which are similar to impact 
fees. In contrast, all existing customers, plus the new customers that are added each year, pay 
water/sewer user rate charges. Therefore, the base of utility user charges continues to increase over time, 
but new customers paying a capacity fee do not accumulate.  
 
Figure 59. Conceptual Framework for Capital Funding Revenue Strategies 

 
  

STRONGER CONNECTION SMALLER BASE
Area Specific
Assessments

Impact Fees/One-Time Fees

Special Improvement
Districts

Utility Rates

Property Tax

Sales Tax

WEAKER CONNECTION LARGER BASE
Source: TischlerBise, Inc.

Demand
for Public 
Facilities

Revenue Base
Bearing Cost

of Public Facilities



2023 Capital Improvement Plan 
Big Sky Community 

 

 
56 

 

As with capital infrastructure funding, paying for public services offers its own set of tensions. As depicting 
in the figure below, certain types of services are more appropriate to be funded with general tax dollars 
because they are a public good and benefit all of a community, rather than an individual (e.g., public 
safety). At the other end of the continuum, other services can be viewed as more appropriately funded 
with user fees because the benefit is directly enjoyed by an individual (e.g., development services such as 
building permits). Still others are a mix of both community and individual benefits and therefore 
appropriate to be funded with a combination of general tax dollars and fees. Because of these issues, local 
governments often establish policies regarding acceptable thresholds for cost recovery from fees while 
considering social and economic factors. 
 
Figure 60. Taxes vs. Fees: Who Benefits and Who Should Pay?  

 
 

Existing Funding in the Big Sky Area 

Below is a summary of major revenue sources currently supporting the capital needs in the Big Sky Area: 
• Resort Tax. Established 30 years ago, the Big Sky Resort Area District has been collecting a sales 

tax on luxury goods and services within its boundary. Voters have approved a three percent tax 
through 2032 and an additional one percent specifically for capital infrastructure. BSRAD collected 
$3.1 million in FY2013 and will collect nearly $20.5 million in FY2023. This revenue supports a 
wide range of essential community services and infrastructure including law enforcement, fire 
protection, EMS, housing, education, utilities, roads, transit, and wellness. 

• Gallatin County Property Tax. The general Gallatin County levy supports the administrative 

Police

Code Enforcement 

Govt. Facility 
Rental 

Development 
Services 

WHO BENEFITS? PUBLIC OR PRIVATE GOOD? TAX VS. FEE POLICY       EXAMPLE SERVICE

Source: TischlerBise, Inc.
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services provided to residents. Additionally, the Gallatin County Sheriff’s Office provides law 
enforcement services (i.e., patrol, criminal investigation, administration) to the Big Sky 
community. Sheriff deputies assigned to the Big Sky area are funded through a partnership 
between Gallatin County, Madison County, and BSRAD. As with all general tax revenue sources, 
the Gallatin County property tax supports the County’s General Fund which many countywide 
departments are funded. 

• Madison County Property Tax. The general Madison County levy supports the administrative 
services provided to residents. As with all general tax revenue sources, the Madison County 
property tax supports the County’s General Fund which many countywide departments are 
funded. 

• School District Property Tax. There are two school districts in the Big Sky area: Big Sky SD (Gallatin 
County) and Ennis SD (Madison County). Property tax revenue is a major funding source for school 
operations along with state funding. 

• Fire District Property Tax. BSFD fire protection and paramedic services are supported through the 
mill levy along with other funding including resort tax contributions. BSFD collects charges for 
ambulance transports too. 

• Rural Improvement Districts & Assessments. An RID is a special district (typically outside of an 
incorporated area) established with the purpose of financing specific and local infrastructure. 
Revenues are collected through a property tax levy or annual assessment on properties within the 
district boundary. State provisions allow for RIDs to debt finance capital projects. RIDs provide a 
reliable source of revenue for need improvements while not placing additional burden on general 
tax dollars. There are several small RIDs in the Big Sky area funding transportation improvements. 

• Charges for Service. Charging a fee for specific services is an equitable strategy to fund 
expenditures. For example, the BASE recreation center recovers about 65 percent of the total 
budget through memberships and fees. Monthly utility fees are another example of the user 
paying for its demand. 

• State and Federal Grants. Grant funding supports a range of expenditures from small public safety 
equipment to large roadway improvements. The funding source plays a critical role especially 
when a community is in need of significant capital improvements. For example, the Big Sky 
community is a recent receipt of a $10 million federal TIGER grant to improve MT-64. Similarly, 
grant funding has supported affordable housing initiative in Big Sky. 

• Plant Investment Charges. Development-related capacity expansion fees are an appropriate 
revenue strategy to capture the one-time infrastructure costs from new development. These 
types of revenues ensure growth pays its fair share of infrastructure costs that would otherwise 
be placed upon current residents through higher taxes or rates. The Big Sky County Water & Sewer 
District assesses a plant investment charge for wastewater and water facilities on new 
development based on the estimated demand the new homes or businesses will generate. 

• Local Philanthropy. There is a strong culture of philanthropy in the Big Sky community. Significant 
community and environmental benefit have been provided by the Big Sky philanthropy ecosystem 
such as the ongoing funding from the Yellowstone Club Community Foundation and the 
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construction of the BASE recreation center. 

Potential Revenue Sources/Funding Strategies 

This section of the report provides potential revenue sources and strategies to address infrastructure 
needs and revenue gaps. The following summary lists strategies that are available to the Big Sky 
community and some that are not currently available. The summary is provided to illustrate how other 
communities across the state and country fund infrastructure. With that said, it should be noted that this 
is not a legal analysis, which should be conducted prior to pursuit of the strategies discussed below. 
 
Resort Tax 

Importantly, BSRAD is currently collecting the highest sales tax rate (4 percent) allowed under state 
legislation for an unincorporated resort area. Although revenue collection has been on an upward 
trajectory, without the ability to raise the tax rate any further, future collection will be dependent on 
general market conditions which are less stable than property tax collection.  
 
Additionally, the voter-approved collection will sunset in 2032. Although BSRAD anticipates public support 
for a renewal of the collection at that point, the lifespan of the current program has limited the District’s 
ability to bond-finance infrastructure projects. Also, one percent (or a quarter of the revenue) has been 
dedicated to specific infrastructure projects which will terminate when the debt service has been 
completed. 
 
Targeted Economic Development District & Tax Increment Financing 

Tax increment financing (TIF) in general uses increases in property tax revenue from new development or 
redevelopment within a geographic subarea of a jurisdiction to help pay for improvements that serve that 
area. The incremental increase in revenue is earmarked for infrastructure improvements needed in that 
same geographic subarea. Throughout the lifetime of the TIF district, the tax contributions from the 
properties in the district remain at the original “baseline” amounts. Meanwhile, the increases in tax 
revenue due to the increment increase in value of the “baseline” tax assessments is deposited in the TIF 
fund, which pays for the necessary infrastructure improvements. There are successful TIFs across the 
Montana. 
 
Importantly, an Urban Renewal District (URD) or a Targeted Economic Development District (TEDD) must 
be established first before a TIF can be considered. In the Big Sky case, a TEDD would be more appropriate 
since a URD is related to blighted areas of a community. Coordination with Gallatin and/or Madison 
County would be necessary to establish a TEDD and the district needs to be consistent with the Counties’ 
Growth Policies. Documentation, such as this Capital Improvement Plan, indicating there are 
infrastructure deficiencies and needs in the area will be supporting evidence for a TEDD and TIF and can 
be included in the funding plan of the district. 
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Rural Improvement District (RID) 

RIDs are most appropriate for projects that benefit a geographically defined area. However, projects 
which are broad in scope and serve a large area may not be appropriate for a RID and may be difficult to 
get approved and implemented. There are several small districts in the Big Sky area funding transportation 
improvements. TischlerBise recommends the development community and Big Sky at large continue to 
support RIDs as they have been a useful tool addressing specific and local infrastructure needs.  
 
Furthermore, an RID has the ability to debt finance capital projects a funding structure strategy that is 
limited to BSRAD. 

• Debt Financing 
o For large infrastructure projects that provide benefit to future residents it is appropriate 

for a community to finance the costs with long-term debt (i.e., bonds). Debt financing 
provides a more equitable strategy and nexus between the payor and benefit. 

o Alternatively, communities that cash finance or pay-as-you-go are collecting revenue over 
a long period of time from existing residents to fund a new facility that may be a greater 
benefit to future residents. Furthermore, especially the case in recent years of 
hyperinflation, communities that are resistant to debt have had trouble accounting for 
spikes in construction cost resulting in shortfalls, delays, or reductions in capital plans. 

o Bond referendums can be contentious public efforts. It is important for a community 
seeking voter approval to clearly explain the costs and benefits of the proposed capital 
project. Noted below, the public may be asked to establish several taxing districts to 
support services. With that in mind, bond referendums should consider the possibility of 
voter fatigue when strategically planning. 

 
Establish Mill Levying Districts 

There are several existing tax districts in the Big Sky area including the counties, school districts, and fire 
district. Supporting services through stable property tax is advantageous for on-going essential services 
and infrastructure. These jurisdictions/districts also have the ability to issue debt to finance large capital 
expansion. At the moment there are several other service providers that are exploring establishing a mill 
levy including a wellness district, library district, park district (BSCO), and transit district. Such districts 
would not be unique to Big Sky; however, such efforts should present clear services and boundaries to 
the public to combat double taxation fears or a perception of a money grab. Furthermore, agencies need 
to be aware of voter fatigue which is common in areas that are consistently asking for voter approval on 
initiatives. Lastly, property values have increased significantly and recent property assessments have been 
hotly contested. From the Montana State Department of Revenue, Big Sky is now the largest community 
in the state based on taxable valuation. Efforts to levy further property taxes should be mindful of this. 
 
If approved, these added revenues would provide a great public benefit. Public service providers would 
be able to enhance their level of service through more staffing, enhanced equipment, and expanded 
facilities. Alternatively, these services are currently being supported through BSRAD, State, and Federal 
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grants through a competitive application process that does not guarantee future funding. The additional 
revenue source would free up local resort tax funding for other agencies as well. 
 
Transportation Utility Fee (TUF) 

A TUF is a monthly assessment on all properties within the district that is proportionate to its demand on 
the roadway network (based on vehicle trip rates and/or vehicle miles of travel for specific development 
types). The revenue is then used to fund maintenance of the roadway including overlaying, cleaning, snow 
removal, repair of traffic signs, repair of curb and gutter, and repair of sidewalk (7-12-4401 MCA). A TUF 
is able to alleviate pressure on general tax dollars for road maintenance while assessing a proportionate 
fee on the users of the infrastructure. As of 2023, a TUF is only available to cities and towns in Montana. 
 
Stormwater Utility Fee 

Similar to a TUF, a stormwater utility fee is charged monthly to address specific maintenance needs, in 
this case stormwater improvements. In some communities, stormwater utility fees are a flat rate for all 
properties while others assess the fee based on the impervious surface of the property. The fee is included 
in the monthly utility bill resulting in less contentious public pushback. A stormwater fee is able to alleviate 
pressure on general tax dollars for needed maintenance while assessing a proportionate fee on the users 
of the infrastructure. Stormwater improvements can address environmental impact goals as well. There 
are several Montana communities collecting a stormwater utility fee including Bozeman. 
 
Pedestrian Malls & Parking Improvement District 

Under 7-14-4711 MCA, a community may establish an improvement district with the sole purpose of 
maintaining and improving pedestrian malls and public parking facilities. With voter approval, the 
improvement district would levy a property tax to support the needed improvements to the 
infrastructure. The special district has the ability to issue debt for capital funding and alleviates pressure 
on general tax dollars for specific local improvements. As of 2023, such districts are only available to cities 
and towns in Montana. 
 
Municipal Property Taxes and Fees 

Big Sky incorporation has been discussed in the community for a long time. For some, Big Sky is perceived 
as a municipality yet it is still unincorporated Gallatin and Madison County. Levels of service for essential 
services may be higher in Big Sky compared to other areas of the counties because of the support from 
BSRAD, community partners, and philanthropy. However, there are still gaps in services and municipal-
related responsibilities. For example, the community may benefit from a unified, municipal land use code 
and other code enforcement measures adopted by a city council. Also, as mentioned in this chapter, there 
are revenues that can only be collected by counties or cities, not unincorporated areas. 
 
Ultimately, incorporation could provide an avenue for local solutions to local issues. However, this 
additional layer of local control would be an additional burden on taxpayers (since the county levies would 
still be assessed). Any effort of incorporation should first understand the financial impacts of providing 
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the mandated services for a municipality under the Montana Constitution and legislation. A cost-benefit 
analysis would address a number of existing and future issues. For example, incorporation could provide 
more continuity to the potential added taxing districts in Big Sky but at the same time incorporation has 
the potential of adding further bureaucracy, cost, and elected official jostling. 
 
Plant Investment Charges/Impact Fees 

The Big Sky Water and Sewer District has a robust plant investment charge program and the Gallatin 
Canyon County Water and Sewer District is currently exploring their own program. Along with plant 
investment charges, certain service providers have the ability to charge impact fees under Montana 
legislation. Impact fees are one-time payments which represent new development’s proportionate share 
of capital improvements which are needed to accommodate new development’s infrastructure impacts. 
In the Big Sky case, an impact fee program would be administered by Gallatin or Madison County. Both of 
which are not currently assessing impact fees.  
 
Under State law, growth-related utility, transportation, and public safety infrastructure can be funded 
through impact fees. Additionally, other facilities can be funded with a unanimous vote by the county 
commissioners. Impact fees are being collected in many communities in Montana and are mitigating 
growth-related pressure on the existing residents. If either county were to assess impact fees in the future, 
the creation of an impact fee benefit area for Big Sky should be considered so that the fees paid by new 
development in Big Sky are used for capital improvements in Big Sky. 
 
Parkland Dedication 

Under Montana enabling legislation, a county can implement a parkland dedication policy for subdivision 
development. Gallatin and Madison County subdivision regulations both include a parkland dedication 
policy. These policies either require qualifying subdivisions to dedicate a certain number of acres based 
on the size of the development or pay a cash-in-lieu fee that represents the fair market value of the 
determined acreage dedication. TischlerBise has not analyzed the past land dedication or cash-in-lieu 
payments but we have several general concerns of these programs. First, the land dedicated may be too 
small, not maintained, or not accessible for public recreation. Second, cash-in-lieu payments may not be 
funding park infrastructure in the area of impact of the subdivision. Although this may not be the case in 
Big Sky, TischlerBise recommends community oversight of the programs. Conversely, a park and 
recreation impact fee provide a clear and consistent benefit to the community. 
 
Grants 

State and Federal grants have supported a variety of improvements in Big Sky and the community should 
continue pursuing all that is available. Importantly, the success rate of applications is much higher when 
other revenues can be leveraged. Specifically, grants are anticipated to play a large role in the needed 
transportation improvements in the area and several Federal grants are available to address those needs. 
For example, the RAISE and MPDG grant programs are accepting applications from communities 
addressing transportation needs. Both programs provide funding to rural communities as well. At all 
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levels, grant programs are competitive and TischlerBise recommends BSRAD keeping a grant writer on 
staff to actively seek, research, and complete applications. 
 
School District Annexation 

Currently the Madison County portion of Big Sky is exploring annexation from the Ennis School District to 
the Big Sky School District. The travel time to Ennis SD is prohibitive for Madison County Big Sky 
households especially compared to the Big Sky SD which is located on Hwy 191. Additionally, the Madison 
County Big Sky community is a significant tax base supporting Ennis SD services and facilities (estimates 
are that 80 percent of the school district tax base is in Big Sky). Annexation from the Ennis SD to the Big 
Sky SD would ensure that families are attending the school which they are supporting. Following the 
annexation, it would be expected that property taxes in the Big Sky SD would be reduced as the overall 
tax base would increase significantly. Under MCA 20-6-422 school district annexation is detailed. 
 
Wellness District Formation 

Similar to the efforts to annex from the Ennis SD to the Big Sky SD, there is an effort for Big Sky Madison 
County residents to move from the Madison Valley Hospital District to a Big Sky Wellness District. This is 
being led by Wellness in Action (WIA) with a coalition of Big Sky partners. At the moment, Madison County 
residents are funding serves that they are not able to reasonably access because of geographic barriers. 
This effort seeks to redirect those tax dollars towards the service area of Big Sky by creating dedicated 
funding to meet the health and wellness demands of the public. Such services include: behavioral health, 
substance abuse care, counseling, food security, social service resources, ambulance, primary care, 
hospital services, including inpatient and 24/7 emergency care. 
 
Special Assessment 

Similar to tax increment financing, special assessment/benefit districts are subareas of the jurisdiction 
created by a local government to provide one or several specific public services or improvements. These 
districts are generally created to link costs and benefits resulting from new or upgraded infrastructure. 
Infrastructure improvements may be bond financed and paid back over time by the benefiting property 
owners, usually through special assessments and/or fees (commonly referred to a “specials”).  
 
Generally, the special assessment district is established along with the locally benefitting projects being 
constructed and funding is secured through a bond. The bond is paid back by the future homeowner’s 
annual property assessments. If strategically managed, more homes are able to be constructed by local 
developers since the upfront capital risk is placed upon the district and property owners. 
 
Housing Linkage Fee 

Becoming more common in communities across the country that are struggling with housing affordability, 
a housing linkage study establishes the generated demand for affordable housing from residential and/or 
nonresidential development. The study supports a fee which is used to fund the construction of housing 
in the community. Typically, the maximum supportable results of these studies are significant and the 
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jurisdiction will adopt a lower amount because of economic development concerns. It is recommended 
that a housing linkage fee be one of many tools available to support and drive affordable housing 
construction. As of 2023, this funding source is not available in Montana. 
 
Real Estate Transfer Tax 

Real estate transfer tax is a common revenue source in other states including Colorado and Delaware. In 
these cases, either the State or jurisdictions assess a tax based on the purchase price of a property. The 
additional tax is typically rolled up in the closing costs of the property. The magnitude of the revenue 
varies, but in some cases, it is a significant source of revenue to support services. The revenue is typically 
found in states that have lower annual millage rates on property mandated by state legislation. As of 2023, 
this funding source is not available in Montana. 
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