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Friends of Park County 
P.O. Box 23, Pray, Montana 59065 

 
Promoting thoughtfully planned growth in order to protect and enhance Park County's vibrant 
communities, sustainable working lands, and healthy natural resources. 
 

Testimony of Friends of Park County 
January 21, 2021 

 
Near the beginning of the the Planning Board’s December discussion about the draft Conflict 
Mitigation Zoning District Regulations (CMZDR), staff and some Board members commented 
that they weren’t concerned about “20-acre homesites with a home and some outbuildings.”  
(The CMZDR expressly exempts all residential development and related land divisions from the 
scope of the draft regulations.)  
 
Later in the meeting some Board members thought that if there was to be any regulation of  
residential development it should focus on higher-density development.  
 
At the conclusion Planning Board’s discussion of the, Chair Heidke invited Board members and 
any persons who were watching, to identify bad outcomes that weren’t but should be 
addressed by the County’s regulation. 
 
This testimony responds to that invitation. 
 
Based on the information we have now, we believe rural residential sprawl is a 
big threat to Park County. 
 
In 2019, Park County issued about new 115 permits for residential septic systems.  If each of 
those permits was associated with a 20-acre homesite, those new residential ranchettes would 
use up 2,300 acres.  At that rate, after ten years there would be 23,000 acres of new low-
density rural residential development.   
 
That is equal to 36 square miles of new low-density residential development, equivalent to a 
strip two miles wide along the highway from Pray to Livingston.   
 
(To see how we arrived at these numbers, see the end notes.)  
 
That land no longer usable for commercial farming or ranching.  It replaces wildlife habitat with 
lawns and driveways. 
 
We can see this happening next door in Gallatin County.   
 
Here is a map of the Gallatin Valley published in the Bozeman Daily Chronicle.  Orange dots and 
blocks represent homes and residential development areas: 
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Credit: Eric Dietrich, “Six maps looking at development in the Gallatin Valley” Bozeman Daily 
Chronicle, February 1, 2016 

 

 

Right: Is this the 
future of Park 
County?  (Gallatin 
Valley rural 
residential sprawl 
July 2014 Google 
Earth image.) 
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Here are maps (courtesy of Future West) showing rural homes in central Park County, in 1990, 
2013 and a forecast to 2023.  Each red dot represents a home. 

New Homes in Park County 

                  1990              2013            Forecast 2023 

 
Let’s consider the consequences of unlimited, unregulated rural residential development. 
 
Our streams and groundwater could be polluted by hundreds of new homes 
generating millions of gallons of sewage every year. 
 
A typical home generates about 70 gallons of wastewater per person, per day.  In Park County, 
these 1,150 new homes are home to an average of 2.07 residents.  That means each one will 
generate about 5,900 gallons of wastewater a year.  At this rate of development, after a decade 
these new homes will be generating more than 6 million gallons of wastewater per year. 
 
(The basis for these estimates are presented in the notes at the end.) 
 
Should we be concerned about what happens to millions of gallons of sewage?   
 
We only need to look to Teton County, Wyoming for what happens when rural development 
goes unchecked:   
 
The 3,600 or so unregulated septic systems, those Teton County homes not connected to 
modern sewage treatment, are a major source of pollution.  

The Wyoming Department of Environmental Quality has designated Fish Creek and Flat Creek, 
our two primary surface water tributaries, as impaired waterways due to fecal bacteria and 
contaminated runoff. The Teton County Health Department has posted signs warning people to 
avoid contact with the water. 
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In Hoback, drinking water is badly polluted, with nitrates exceeding the EPA’s maximum 
contaminant level of 10 milligrams per liter, a level that can cause harm to the young, the old 
and maybe everyone else. 

 Jackson Hole News & Guide, editorial  “Pollution is creeping into Teton County waters, we need to act now” 
September  23, 2020 
 
What about our rural drinking water supplies? 
 
New rural homes use wells for water.   
 
In the last ten years, 605 new domestic wells have been approved in Park County. 
 
Domestic well water consumption is about 76 gallons per day per person in Montana according 
to data from the Montana Department of Environmental Quality. 
 
Those 605 new wells are using about an additional 95,000 gallons per day and almost 35 million 
gallons of water per year, in addition to the all the wells already in use. (The basis for these 
estimates are presented in the end notes.) 
 
Do we need to worry about water levels in wells sinking or wells going dry? 
 
We don’t know, because Park County officials have not analyzed the long-term impact of 
continuing domestic water use on water supplies. 
 
The Montana Department of Natural Resource describes the role of local government 
commissions and planning boards is to “direct local water management through shaping and 
administering county growth policies, subdivision regulations and other land use/protection 
measures.”  The County’s own Growth Policy directs the County to “Conduct water resource 
studies that analyze sources, long term availability, potential conflicts and drought, and include 
recommendations for management.” 
 
Sources: Montana Department of Natural Resources  Guide to Water Management: Who does what with water 
resources?  January 2014 page 23.  Park County Growth Policy, Objective 8.2.  
 
What will happen to Park County’s farm and ranchlands? 
 
We can see farmland and ranchland is giving way to rural homesites and subdivision in the 
Gallatin Valley: 
 
Over the last 50 years, large segments of local farmland have morphed into subdivisions and 
commercial developments. Since 1992, the [Gallatin Valley] has lost roughly half (66,000 
acres) of its irrigated land, according to data gathered by the Montana Natural Resource 
Information System.  
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“The water conundrum: A limited resource, a cacophony of voices and a region that continues to grow”, Lewis 
Kendall, Bozeman Daily Chronicle, May 6, 2018 
 
Accelerating residential development is not bringing home prices down, but 
up…fast…perhaps to $429,000 by November 2021. 
 
According to Zillow’s Home Value Index in December 2012 the typical single home price in 
Park County was $238,000 but by December 2020 it was  $395,000.   Zillow predicts the 
typical home price in Park County will reach $429,000 by November 2021. 
Source: Zillow Park County Market Overview November 30, 2020 data 
 

So, what should be of greater concern, higher or lower density residential 
development in the County? 
 

This is the Ebert Apartments at 219 West 
Callendar, a building with 38 apartments on 
an approximately 12,000 foot square lot.  
Three of these buildings would contain 114 
housing units, almost exactly the same 
number as the estimated 115 rural 
residential units and would take less than  
one acre.   
 
Imagine three of these apartments 

occupying less than one acre in Gardiner, on that community’s water and sewer system and 
using less water and generating less sewage than a typical residence.  (See notes, “Sewage Flow 
Estimator”.)   The studio apartments have rents affordable by someone making $30,000 year.   
 
Are apartments like these the problem to be regulated, or are they part of the solution? 
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On the prior page is a photo of a “cottage cluster” housing project, small homes with shared 
gardens and common areas.  (Wyers End, in White Salmon, WA.  Image credit Ross Chapin 
Architecture.)  
 
115 of this kind of small homes could easily be sited on a parcel of four acres.     
 
Is this kind of housing more of a “problem” deserving regulation than 115 new homes on 2,300 
acres?   
 
No, it isn’t. 
 
How big a threat is rural residential development?  Friends of Park County suspects it is a big 
threat but we, and you, and the public need some hard facts on the subject to determine 
whether it is a threat and if so in what ways, so that we can find responses to that threat. 
 
This leads to our recommendations.  
 
Recommendations: 
 
1. Park County staff provides to the Planning Board and the public a map of new homes 

permitted in the last decade along with the acreage for each new home and relevant 
information about associated septic and groundwater permits, at its March meeting. 

 
2. Park County staff provides to the Planning Board and public the same kind of information 

for past and current subdivision applications at its April meeting. The map or an 
accompanying spread sheet should identify and enumerate the number of undeveloped 
subdivision lots. 

 
3. Park County staff provides to the Planning Board and the public a quarterly report on 

applications and approvals of new rural residential homes, septic system and ground 
water permits, starting at its May meeting. 

 
4. The Planning Board requests the staff to present to it a memo identifying the Park 

County’s 2017 Growth Policy goals, objectives and actions relevant to rural residential 
development, at its May meeting.  

 
5. The Planning Board pass a motion to add the subject of rural residential development to 

its scheduled discussions and public testimony sessions at its monthly meetings starting in 
June.   

 
 
Thank you for public service and this opportunity to present our views and recommendations. 
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NOTES 
 

How we made these estimates about the number of  
new rural homes, wastewater and ground water. 

 
Friends of Park County believes Park County staff should be gathering, mapping, analyzing and 
sharing information about rural development patterns.   
 
In the absence of accurate information from the County, we are obliged to make the following 
estimates based on the limited available information.  
 
We welcome additional data, corrections and suggestions for better and more current 
information. 
 
New Rural Home Numbers and Acreages Extrapolation 
 
“Currently for calendar year 2019, 128 septic permits have been approved by the Park County 
Health Department. The majority (roughly 90%) were for residential septic systems.”  
 
Source:  Mike Inman, Park County Planning Department CMZDR abstract sent to Planning Board 
members for their December 2020 meeting. 
 
90% of 128 = 115.2, rounded down to 115  
 
Assumption:  1 new residential septic system = 1 new home 
 
Assumption:   Livingston and Gardiner have sewage systems and Clyde Park has a lower 
population in 2020 than it did in 200, so it is reasonable to assume that a new septic system 
means a new rural home.   
 
115 septic permits per year x ten years is 1,150 septic permits over a decade 
 
20 acres/new home = 23,000 acres of land = 35.94 square miles  
 
36 square miles is roughly equal to a strip of ranchette residential development two miles wide 
from Livingston to Pray or a strip 1 mile on each side of the Yellowstone River from Livingston 
to Pray (which is about 17 miles, smoothing out the bends in the river.) 
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Rural Residential Wastewater Projection 
 

• 10 years x 115/new homes per year = 1,150 new homes over ten years at current rate, 
from prior estimate 

 
• Average 70 gallons of wastewater per person per day in a “typical” home  

 

SEWAGE FLOW RATE ESTIMATING GUIDE (Range and Typical are shown in gallons per unit) 
Estimates are based on US standards for water usage and sewage strength. 
 
Note that this number is consistent with Montana well water consumption per capita 
consumption of 76 gallons/person/day 
 
• 2.07 persons/house* x 70 gallons/day = 144.9 gallons/house/day 

Source of persons per household:  “Park County Quick Facts”, Park County Montana 2019 
American Community Survey https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/parkcountymontana 

 
• 365 days/year x 144.9 gallons/house/day = 52,888.5 gallons per house per year 
 
• 1,150 new homes x 56,210/gallons/house/year = 60,821,775  gallons of wastewater per 

year 
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Estimate of Rural Residential Groundwater Consumption from New Wells  
 
In the last ten years, 605 new domestic wells have been approved in Park County: 
 
2020: 76 2019: 61 2018: 72 2017: 77 2016: 65 
2015: 56 2014: 47 2013: 67 2012: 44 2011: 40 
 
Source: Ground Water Information Center, Montana Bureau of Mines and Geology, Montana 
Technological University 
https://mbmggwic.mtech.edu/sqlserver/v11/reports/UseByYear.asp?MTCounty=PARK& 
 
Domestic well water consumption is about 76 gallons per day per person in Montana according 
to data from the Montana Department of Environmental Quality.   
 
We derived this estimate from this statement from the Montana Department of Environmental 
Quality “About 300,000 Montanans self-supply domestic water and withdraw an estimated 
22.8 million gallons per day, almost entirely from ground sources. Nearly all of this water is 
available for consumption.” 
 
22.8 million gallons per day/300,000 persons = 76 gallons/person/day   
(Note the consistency with daily wastewater estimates of 70 gallons per day for a typical 
home.) 
 
We assume that each new domestic well represents one new house. 
 
We assume each house has 2.07 residents.  (See citation to US Census data about average 
residents per household in Park County, used in wastewater calculation.) 
 

• 76 gallons x 2.07 persons =  157.32 gallons per day per house/well 
 

• 157.32/gallons/house/day x 605 wells (houses) =  95,178.6 gallons/day water consumed 
 

• 157.32 gallons/day x 365 days = 57,421.8 gallons per house per year 
 

• 605 new wells (houses) x  57,421.8 gallons/house/year =  34.74 million gallons/year 
 
 


