
Engaging stakeholders in a 
watershed planning process

Lessons learned from the Big Sky Sustainable 
Watershed Stewardship Forum: 2016 - 2018



Background

 Gallatin River Task Force:nonprofit watershed group in the Upper 
Gallatin 

 Upper Gallatin: Big Sky community surrounded by National Forest

 Initial Watershed Planning Issue: Identify additional wastewater 
discharge options for the Big Sky Water and Sewer District

 Ultimate Watershed Planning Issue: 

- Identify sustainable solutions for wastewater treatment & reuse 
and water supply

- Identify preservation and restoration needs for river systems 
within the Big Sky area



Planning Effort Preparation
 Hired consultants: facilitator & watershed scientist
 Secured public funding
 Identified and interviewed stakeholders
 Interview Stakeholders: 33 stakeholders interviewed, representing 

community, business, conservation, agency and local government 
interests
- Water resource concerns in the Big Sky area
- Input and approach to collaborative process
- Identify tools and opportunities
- Identify challenges or barriers that may create difficulties
- Who else should be involved?



Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions Forum
Timeline & Activities



Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions 
Forum Stakeholders

• Represent Wide Spectrum of Community    
Perspectives
• Shares Expertise
• Work Collaboratively
• Identify Feasible Solutions
• Implement and Partner with the Community

Gallatin River Task Force
Host

Community Outreach

Advisory Committee
Ensures Effective Process

Community and Members of the Public

Questions
Ideas
Feedback

Community 
Engagement &
Implementation

Consultants
Support Effort

Forum Roles



Big Sky Sustainable Water Solutions Forum

 35 Stakeholders attended 13 meetings between November 
`16-December `17

 $300,000 effort funded 50% Big Sky Resort Tax, 25% Gallatin 
County and 25% Madison County

 Priorities and action items agreed to by consensus in three 
focus areas:
- Ecological Health of Our River Systems
- Water Supply and Availability
- Wastewater Reuse and Management



Big Sky 
Sustainable 
Watershed 
Stewardship 
Plan

https://gallatinrivertaskforce.org/watershed-stewardship-plan/

https://gallatinrivertaskforce.org/watershed-stewardship-plan/


Implementation

Healthy 
Headwaters

• WQ and 
streamflow

• GW and SW 
interactions

• Stormwater
• Fisheries
• Landscape 

conservation

Headwaters 
Fund

• Focus funding 
on stewardship 
priorities

• Operate Water 
Fund

• Support 
fundraising 
efforts

Conserving 
Madison 

Headwaters

• Madison 
watershed 
specific 
management and 
monitoring 
activities

Big Sky 
Unites:

Outreach

• Dashboard
• Report card 
• Education and 

outreach
• Public 

engagement

Big Sky 
Water Wise

• Water 
conservation

• Water 
balance

• Treatment, 
storage and 
reuse

Implementation Phase: Big Sky Sustainable Watershed Stewardship Plan
• Review and evaluate progress

• Steer future activity
• Ensure coordination

• Lead Big Sky as a model

Canyon 
Partners

• Canyon 
residents 
develop 
solutions for 
septic systems

Community Partnerships Working Groups

Monitoring

Irrigation

Snowmaking

Groundwater 
Recharge

MOU –
for 

Reuse 
options

Community Partnerships are ongoing committees to coordinate water 
resources work

Groups have specific tasks 
and dissolve when 

completed



Lessons Learned
 Recruit a skilled neutral facilitator 
 Committed stakeholders key to the successful process & long-

lasting outcomes

 Stakeholder interviews are critical to inform planning effort
 Initial information sharing & education crucial to making 

informed decisions
 Advisory committee to oversee and manage the process
 Do not underestimate time, effort and funding needed for a 

successful process!

 Prioritize implementation & funding strategies
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