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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

This document, forged by the labor and intellect of many Bigfork area residents, updates and 

replaces the Bigfork Neighborhood Plan (BNP) of 1993.  The Bigfork Neighborhood Plan was 

developed in accordance with the Flathead County Growth Plan, Chapter 10, Neighborhood 

Plans. 

 

The Plan is divided into eleven parts headed by the Bigfork Vision, and is supported by the 

following substantive sections:  Population and Economics, Housing, Downtown & Highway 35 

Corridor, Land Use and Natural Resources, Local and Social Services, Transportation, Public 

Facilities, Implementation Strategy, and Amendment Process.  Each section describes existing 

conditions in the Bigfork Planning Area (a term synonymous with the Bigfork Zoning District), 

concluding with Goals and Policies designed to provide a road map for moving forward in these 

specific arenas. 

 

Like their predecessors, the drafters of this plan envision a Bigfork steadfastly meeting the many 

challenges imposed by growth but doing so in a manner that preserves the rural and pristine 

character of this very special place as well as nurturing the spirit of neighborliness and 

volunteerism that characterize the community.  The Bigfork Vision is less a statement or slogan, 

and more an expression of commitment to grow as necessary, but to do so in a manner that 

preserves and protects existing physical and social characteristics.  

 

The Population and Economics section details the reality of a rapidly growing area population 

and a definitive shift of economic focus from timber to tourism, construction and small, high-

tech manufacturing firms.  In 1990, Bigforkôs population was a modest 3,042 full-time residents, 

but by 2005 that number was estimated to be 4,355 full-time residentsðan increase of 43%.  

The town has been discovered, and along with discovery has come unprecedented growth and 

change.  Although the economy is expanding, it is heavily weighted toward an expanding 

retirement community, and has not offered sufficient opportunities for Bigfork youth to settle, 

earn a living, and raise a family.  Concluding Goals and Policies address community 

involvement, growth management, infrastructure development, and the economic and social 

needs of our population.  

 

Population pressures are evident in several parts of the Housing section.  To be sure, the number 

of housing units has increased to accommodate the current need.  To meet the forecasted 

population increase, there is currently an estimated total of 601 approved single family and 

condominium building sites, plus approximately 30 single family homes and condominiums 

built but not yet sold.  Additionally, this increased demand pressure is in large measure 

responsible for the median price of a home rising from $174,338 in 2001 to $298,100 in 2005.  

This increase and demand also foretells a dramatic rise in the cost of home ownership, as taxes 

and the cost of services rise, as well.  However, the economy has not kept pace, and many lower-

income families are being priced out of the market, or in some cases, even their own homes. 

 

This section validates the lack of Assisted Living facilities detailed in the Bigfork Survey, and 

outlines the types of housing and rental units that have been recently constructed, or are in the 

planning stages.  Appendix A, Housing Assistance, also details seven such  
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programs available to residents of the BPA.  Goals and Policies found here seek to encourage 

housing that meets the full spectrum of needs of the Bigfork population, and does so by using 

development patterns that preserve the essence of the community. 

 

The Downtown Bigfork and Commercial Area, fondly known as The Village, has undergone 

significant change, yet it has been able to maintain its essential character.  Comparing 2006 to 

1993, one finds more than twice as many real estate offices, service firms and professional 

offices.  Yet, there are also twice as many art galleries, slightly more retail shops, more than 

twice as many restaurants.  In short, there is more of almost everything except parkingða huge 

problem in the summer.  The Highway 35 business corridor has taken up the slack with 

significant increases of retail stores, service firms, professional organizations, bars and casinos.  

The section Goals and Policies seeks ways to meet community retail and service needs with 

facilities that are aesthetically consistent with the Highway 35 corridor or The Village.  It seeks a 

special Bigfork Land Use Advisory Committee (BLUAC) subcommittee to work with Flathead 

County to develop and foster design standards or guidelines for these areas.  For a dramatic 

comparison, see the cover page photo of Electric Avenue in ñThe Villageò circa 1940, and 

note there was a parking problem even back then. 

 

Land Use and Natural Resources is a subject of considerable complexity and controversy 

embedded within any meaningful community planning effort, for it is here that a proper and 

agreeable blend of community rights and real property rights must be achieved.  As the entire 

BPA has already been zoned by Flathead County, with input from the BLUAC, this planning 

effort is less complicated.  Map 1-Bigfork Zoning District provides a depiction of current 

zoning as well as desirable growth areas, based upon sound community planning principles, with 

specific attention being given to the importance of real property rights as well as the location of 

wildlife areas, aquifers, fault lines, depth of ground water, and other relevant factors.  During the 

public input process of developing this plan, 29 landowners submitted comments with 13 of 

them suggesting zoning changes to their specific properties.  These suggestions have been 

forwarded to the BLUAC for review and incorporation into the planning/zoning process, as the 

BLUAC deems appropriate; these suggestions are also included verbatim in Appendix B.  Plan 

recommendations in this area include the following: 

1. Study adoption of a county-wide impact fee system designed to compel developers to 

more inclusively share infrastructure impact costs with county-wide taxpayers. 

2. Study the formation of a Joint Flathead-Lake County Inter-Local agreement to identify 

and communicate on issues that affect both jurisdictions. 

3. Expand public meeting requirements for requested changes to land use designations 

within the BPA (currently being explored by the Bigfork Steering Committee). 

4. Further research the use of public bonding, conservancy funds, private donations and 

monies from services organizations as a means to purchase and protect open spaces. 

5. Require the BLUAC to use the BNP as its guiding document when making planning and 

zoning recommendations to Flathead County. 

6. Enforce zoning regulations.  There is little purpose in having regulations that are not 

enforced. 

 

Land Use Planning Goals and Polices reflect a concerted attempt to foster and encourage growth 

in a manner that preserves the character of the area. 

 

Local and Social Services have dominated Bigforkôs history, as a community without a local 

government that instead relies on volunteerism from a wide variety of individuals and local 
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organizations to provide for community needs.  The BSC, BLUAC (elected), Community 

Foundation for a Better Bigfork (formerly BDC), Bigfork Sewer and Water District (elected), 

Bigfork Fire Department (elected), Bigfork Volunteer Ambulance, Bigfork School Board 

(elected), Bigfork Chamber of Commerce, Bigfork Center for the Performing Arts, and Bigfork 

Art and Cultural Center work with state and local agencies and service organizations to meet 

community service needs.  As growth increases, continued informal and formal coordination 

between these and other institutions would become even more important.  Goals and Policies for 

this section seek to solidify and expand these cooperative relationships. 

 

The design, maintenance, and modernization of Transportation  systems become more 

important as the BPA and surrounding area continue to grow and prosper.  The planning process 

revealed considerable concern that many county roads needed to be paved and many more 

required better maintenance.  Concern was also expressed that state highways, specifically Hwy 

35 and Hwy 209, required better maintenance.  Roadway alternatives such as a network of 

specific use (bike, horse and foot) and multiuse paths are suggested.  County and state adoption 

of a Village sign motif is also listed as an important component of our future. 

 

Public Facilities currently meet community needs.  However, emergency services, sewer and 

water systems, and solid waste disposal sites are all stretched to the limit and must be expanded 

in a manner that anticipates and meets BPA growth needs.  Specific concerns exist that planned 

expansion and improvements to our wastewater treatment facility are inadequate to meet 

planned/approved development needs in the next five to seven years.  The section Goals and 

Policies seeks to foster increased attention to this looming challenge.         

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 

 vii  

 
HISTORY & METHODOLOGY  

 
In 1990, residents of Bigfork, having been long aware of the treasured nature and unique beauty 

of their community and its environs, formed the BSC to establish a community-wide planning 

effort.  The Bigfork area and Flathead Valley had been ñdiscoveredò and it was becoming 

increasingly apparent that unbridled growth would threaten the areaôs charm, rural environment, 

spectacular vistas, and abundant opportunities to enjoy the surrounding natural beauty and its 

wildlife--the very features that make Bigfork such a desirable place to live.   

 

In 1993, community efforts culminated in the Bigfork Neighborhood Plan, its approval by the 

Flathead County Commissioners, and their subsequent formation of the BLUAC.  This group 

was made up of Bigfork representatives charged with administering the Plan and shepherding 

Bigfork and the Flathead Valley into an inescapable era of unprecedented change and growth.   

 

The Plan and the BLUAC served the community reasonably well until 2004, when it became 

apparent that valley and community growth demanded a new survey of community attitudes and 

an updated growth plan.  The BSC reformed in 2004 and compiled such a survey.  An outgrowth 

of this effort was the realization that the Bigfork community also includes Lake County residents 

of Woods Bay, Yellow Bay, Ferndale (south of 209), and Swan Lake.  In large measure, Bigfork 

serves these people as their hometown; the public school portion of their property taxes is paid 

to Bigfork area schools.  Accordingly, although the actual Bigfork Planning Area only includes 

that land within Flathead County, in February of 2005, the survey was sent to voters and 

landowners of the greater Bigfork area, including those portions of Lake County mentioned 

above.  (NOTE: The BSC is considering pursuing formation of a joint Bigfork Planning District 

that would include relevant areas in both Flathead and Lake Counties.)     

  

Survey results published on August 26, 2005, reflected the changing societal dynamics brought 

to the area by growth.  For the next several weeks, the BSC members presented the results to 

community service groups and held a number of public meetings to both provide survey 

information and solicit feedback. (See Appendix D)    

 

Perhaps most striking, area residents overwhelmingly expressed the view that community 

planning and zoning were necessary components of coping with the dramatic growth pressures 

being confronted locally.  To reinforce the point, these were the two highest scoring questions 

on the survey.  In terms of desirable community characteristics, the top priorities were 

preservation of wildlife, maintenance of Bigforkôs charm and character, and access to the 

surrounding scenic lands, lakes, streams, and forests.  So too, it also became apparent that the 

population was agingðin small measure due to the inexorable march of time, but more 

dramatically, because of the large retiree component of incoming residents.  As a result, the 

survey results reflect a significant concern with the availability of retirement services and 

housing for a growing population of seniors.   

 

Survey results cannot be characterized as anti-growth.  Indeed, by their responses, it is apparent 

that participants embrace growth as long as it is done in a manner that preserves the character of 

the Bigfork area, and encourages a continuance of the Bigfork social legacy of neighborliness 

and community participation.  
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Once the survey was analyzed and presented to the public for comment, the BSC formed a 

subordinate planning team headed up by Shelley Gonzales and comprised of citizen volunteers 

who had participated in earlier aspects of this community project.  Seven subcommittees were 

established: Population/Economics, Housing; Downtown/Hwy 35 Corridor, Land Use and 

Natural Resources, Local/Social Services, Transportation, Public Facilities.  Using the survey 

results, written and verbal inputs from a number of public meetings (Appendix D), and 

considerable research from private and public sources were utilized as the foundation for writing 

the Plan.  A macro approach for forecasting the future of Bigfork was implemented utilizing the 

best available data from sources such as the U.S. Census (Fact Finder website, Flathead County 

Census Tract 13, Block Groups 3 through 6), Flathead Countyôs Planning and Zoning, GIS 

(mapping), and Environmental Heath (Sanitation) departments, and Bigfork Water and Sewer 

Department.  Additionally, the identification of available land for future residential and 

commercial expansion within the Bigfork Zoning District was physically inventoried by 

volunteers and planners from the Flathead County Planning and Zoning Department.  While a 

micro analysis for forecasting the future expansion areas of Bigfork and the identification and 

tallying of available acreage for development could have been performed by the Flathead 

County Planning and Zoning Department, such a thorough analysis would have taken an 

additional year or more to perform. 

 

The development team created the new and revised Bigfork Neighborhood Plan between 

November 2005 and August 2006, when a draft was completed.  The draft plan was then 

presented to the entire BSC in September 2006, and presented to the BLUAC for review and 

approval.  The approved Plan was submitted to the Flathead County Planning and Zoning 

Department on March 6, 2007. 

 

The Planning Department presented its opinions regarding possible additions or amendments to 

the Plan on September 13, 2007 at a public workshop.  A total of five public workshops were 

held between September 13 and October 18, 2007 to review and consider the recommendations 

of the Planning Department.  All of the recommendations were considered and a majority of 

those were adopted based on the opinions of the Planning Department and additional public input 

at the workshops.  A comprehensive future land use map was created based on projected 

residential and commercial growth in the BPA through 2025, and added to the Plan.  A workshop 

on December 5, 2007 was held to provide the community with further input on the future land 

use map; 14 members of the community were present.  On December 13, 2007, the BSC adopted 

the amended draft of the Bigfork Neighborhood Plan and forwarded it onto BLUAC for their 

consideration.  On December 27, 2007, BLUAC adopted the amended draft of the Bigfork 

Neighborhood Plan.  On January 3, 2008 the final draft of Plan was posted on the BSC website 

and a copy was made available for review at the UPS store in Bigfork.  A 30 day public 

comment period commenced. 

 

On February 7, 2008, pursuant to the requirement in the Flathead County Growth Policy, a final, 

main public workshop was held by the BSC and comment was taken on the final Plan draft, 

inclusive of the final draft of the Future Land Use Map.  All those property owners whose land 

was proposed for change of land use, as well as land owners within 150 feet of those properties 

were mailed a notice of the hearing and a draft of the future land use map.  Notice of the meeting 

was also published in the Bigfork Eagle and the Daily Interlake.  The workshop was attended by 

45 members of the community.  There were 12 general comments made or questions asked of the 

Planning Department representative ranging from trash on the roads to concerns about the 100 

year flood plain; all verbal comments were addressed.  There was one favorable written 



 

 ix 

comment made on the future land use map and one on the Plan in general.  There was only a 

single objection to the Plan.  On February 14, 2008, a joint BSC and BLUAC public workshop 

was held to review all comments from the February 7, 2008 public workshop.  A single word 

change was made to the draft.  This was the 170
th
 public meeting on the Plan.  BSC voted 

unanimously to adopt the amended Bigfork Neighborhood Plan and to forward it to BLUAC, 

who at the same public meeting, voted unanimously to forward the draft Plan to Flathead County 

Planning and Zoning Department for processing and consideration by the Flathead County 

Planning Board.  The Plan was received by the Flathead County Planning and Zoning 

Department on March 13, 2008. 

 

On April 9, 2008, the Bigfork Steering Committee presented the Plan to the Planning Board for 

approval.  Considerable public comment from outside the Bigfork community was taken.  The 

Planning Board motioned that a workshop for the Bigfork Neighborhood Plan be held on June 25, 

2008, to address the issues raised by the public.  BSC and BLUAC held a joint public workshop 

on June 18, 2008, in order to prepare for the workshop with the Planning Board.  During this 

time the Montana Supreme Court ruled that neighborhood plans could be more restrictive than 

county zoning regulations.  The Planning Department moved to strike from Section 1.04 of the 

Flathead County Zoning Regulations provision 1.04.020 which stated that neighborhood plans 

could be more restrictive.   At the time of the June 25, 2008 workshop, the County 

Commissioners had not yet voted on the text amendment, therefore the purpose of the workshop 

was mutually determined to be without purpose.   Subsequent to the approval of the text 

amendment by the County Commissioners, a joint public workshop with BSC, BLUAC, and the 

Planning Board was held on December 11, 2008.  Recommendations from the Planning 

Department to revise various sections of the Plan were received.  Additional revisions to the Plan 

and to the Future Land Use Map were implemented and approved by BSC and BLUAC on 

January 5, 2009. 
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PURPOSE AND INTENT 

 

It is understood that the Bigfork Neighborhood Plan is not a regulatory document and does not 

confer any authority to regulate its provisions.  The goals, policies, and text included herein 

should be considered as a detailed description of desired land use in the Bigfork Neighborhood 

Plan Area (BNPA).  The Plan should also be used as guidance in adopting zoning ordinances and 

resolutions that would regulate land use in the BNPA. 

 

 

DEFINITIONS  

 

BLUAC:   Bigfork Land Use Advisory Committee  

BNP:  Bigfork Neighborhood Plan 

BSC:  Bigfork Steering Committee 

BWSD:  Bigfork Water & Sewer District 

CFBB:  Community Foundation for a Better Bigfork (formerly Bigfork Development Corp. 

BDC) 

DEVELOPMENT : The physical extension and/or construction of land uses. Development 

activities include: subdivision of land; construction or alteration of structures, roads, utilities, and 

other facilities; gravel resource extraction; grading; deposit of refuse, debris, or fill materials; 

and clearing of natural vegetative cover (with the exception of ongoing agricultural/silvicultural 

operations). Routine repair and maintenance activities are exempted.  

MPDES:  Montana Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 

PER:  Preliminary Engineering Report 

PROFESSIONALS:  Doctors, Dentists, Lawyers and Architects, as an example. 

SERVICES:  Certified Public Accountants, Title Companies, Travel Agencies, Insurance 

Agencies, Auto Repair Shops, Beauty Salons, and similar businesses. 

SHALL:   Use of the word shall is to be construed as creating a mandatory provision that would 

be implemented by a regulatory agency. 

SHOULD:   Use of the word should is to be construed as creating a rebuttable presumption in 

favor of the stated goal or policy.  A rebuttable presumption may be overcome by the 

presentation of sufficient evidence contrary to the stated goal or policy, as determined by the 

Bigfork Land Use Advisory Committee. 

SRF:  State Revolving Fund 

STAG:  State and Tribal Grant 

TSEP:  Treasure State Endowment Program 

WRDA:   Water Resources Development Act 

WWTF:   Wastewater Treatment Facility 
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PART I - THE BIGFORK VISION  

 

ñAn Uncommon Placeò 
 

The Bigfork Planning Area (BPA), also referred to as the Bigfork Planning and Zoning District, 

encompasses a fifty-one square mile area with unique and natural surroundings, as well as an 

exceptional cultural climate.  The citizens believe that this combination of natural and cultural 

amenities needs to be preserved, protected and enhanced.  The neighborliness and community 

enthusiasm must be nurtured as part of that social legacy.  We believe that growth and 

development within the BPA should be complemented by the natural and cultural heritage that 

makes Bigfork unique.  Development of human and natural resources should reflect and 

sustain the integrity of the community.  The Bigfork Neighborhood Plan is an extension of the 

Flathead County Growth Policy and also strives to adhere to The Seven Elements of the 

Publicôs Vision as stated on page one of the Flathead County Growth Policy.  

 

Successful Communities é 

¶ Build land use planning around a vision of the communityôs potential. 

¶ Build land use planning around assets that make the community distinctive. 

¶ Support ecological, economic and aesthetic concerns. 

¶ Secure quality development that provides for all economic levels. 

¶ Respect the rights of individual property owners. 

¶ Are sustained by individuals with the tenacity to spearhead conscientious land use and 

conservation planning efforts. 

 

Goals for Growth 

 

1.  Marshal and integrate diverse resources ï county, state, federal, and private ï to develop 

and improve community infrastructure, such as water, sewer, roads, schools, and 

community facilities and institutions. 

2.  Utilize the talents, energy, creativity and experience that exist within the community to 

work toward agreed-on goals. 

3.   Identify and capitalize on the unique attributes of the area, including the history, heritage, 

landscape, structures, sites, and livelihoods to maintain a vibrant community. 

4.   Create an amenity oasis that provides and attracts desired services while complementing 

the natural surroundings. 

5.   Encourage sustainable enterprises based on renewable resources and protect those 

resources for the long-term. 

6.   Expand contacts and collaboration throughout the region, state, and nation. Small 

communities can benefit by keeping wide horizons.  

7.   Promote quality development and protection of natural surroundings at all economic levels.  
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PART II  - POPULATION AND ECONOMICS  

 

Summary - Conditions and Trends 

The rapid growth and aging of the population within the BPA will create increased resource 

demands on the Bigfork community and Flathead County.  An aging population requires more 

costly services such as medical and assisted care.  In 2000, 50% of the BPA population was 45 

years and older.  This number has certainly increased with the influx of retirees during the past 

five years.  Static school enrollment indicates that young families are not moving into the BPA 

at the same rate as retirees.  This topic is further discussed in Part VI - Local and Social 

Services. 

 

The economic base is becoming broader, as evidenced by the increasing reliance on 

professional, retail, and financial services, as well as the arts and culture.  Though subject to 

seasonal vagaries, the hospitality industry and other local economic sectors provide a broad 

range of income to local citizens.  Personal income is higher than the county average due to an 

acceleration influx of higher income retirees and real estate activities.  Poverty is well below the 

county average.  An indication that the population of the BPA is aging is that 32% of the 

population is receiving Social Security income and 24% is receiving other retirement income.  

Some of these recipients could be one and the same. 

 

Population 

In developing the Bigfork Neighborhood Plan, a projection of the future growth of the BPA and 

the future housing and economic needs within the BPA was required.  U.S. Census Block 

Groups 3 through 6 in Flathead County Census Tract 13 was found to very closely represent the 

boundary of the BPA.  This is the best available data and the closest representation of the BPA 

for census related data presented throughout this document. 

 

The 2000 U.S. Census reported that the population within the BPA was 3,955 full-time 

 residents up 30% from the 1990 census population of 3,042, which represents a 3% average

 annual growth rate over the ten year period. 

¶ Using the extrapolation method, Flathead County estimated that the BPA 

population in 2005 reached 4,355 full-time residents, a 10% growth rate over the 

2000 census population, which represents a 2% average annual growth rate over 

the five year period. 

¶ The influx of new residents is considered to be largely the new retired and, to a 

lesser degree, owners of second homes. (From Montana Real Estate Board.) 

 ¶ There is no reliable historical data for the number of part-time residents in the BPA.  

However, in 2000 there were 533 seasonal homes in the BPA and an estimated 599 

seasonal homes in 2005, which could represent upwards of 1,500 additional people 

periodically residing in the BPA requiring goods and services of the community.  This 

calculation is based upon 2.45 persons per household from the U.S. Census.  

 

The general characteristics of the population reveal that in 2000, the median age was 45 years of 

age up from 39 years of age in 1990.  Eighteen percent of the population segment is over 65 

years of age, well above the national average of 12.4%. 

¶ With the aging of the existing population and an influx of retirees, the population of the 
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BPA will require increased services such as medical care, assisted living, and public 

transportation. 

 

Future population projections for the BPA through 2025, have been provided by Flathead 

County using the extrapolation method, and are presented in five year incremental estimates. 

The countywide growth rate of two percent per annum in each five year incremental projection 

was determined to be so close to the average annual BPA growth rate of three percent per year 

between 1990 and 2000, that it could be accepted for analysis purposes.  It is recognized that 

these estimates could potentially be high or low. The projected population for the BPA is as 

follows: 

2010  2015  2020  2025 
 4,795   5,279   5,813   6,400 

  

 Recognizing the potential for a population increase of 2,045 people between 2005 and 2025, a 

growth rate of 47 percent, growth in both the commercial and residential sectors of the BPA 

will be crucial to maintain the vitality of the community.  Managing commercial and residential 

growth and diversity while preserving the rural character of Bigfork is an important theme 

promoted throughout this Plan and which is attributed to the results of the Bigfork Survey. 

 

Economics 

Specific economic data for the BPA is not available, as all economic data is gathered and 

presented at the county level.  However, tourism, the arts and recreation historically have been 

the basis of the BPA economy. Agriculture and timber account for a declining segment of the 

economic sector as agriculture and timber land give way to commercial and residential 

development. 

¶ The future economic viability of the BPA relies on maintaining the quality of our natural 

resources. (Bigfork Survey) 

¶ Attracting future tourism dollars will require improvements in lodging facilities in the 

BPA to keep a larger share of visitor dollars. (Glacier Country Tourism) 

¶ Reliance on tourism is subject to economic cycles and a protracted downturn could 

significantly impact the financial viability of the community. 

¶ The seasonality of tourism creates periods of weak economic performance in the BPA, 

as do weather, and natural disasters such as fires. 

 

Employment 

The 2000 U.S. Census reported that the employed population within the BPA, defined as 16 

years and older, totaled 1,751 people. 

¶ Construction accounted for 14.9% of the population. 

¶ Education, health and social services accounted for 14.8% of the population. 

¶ Retail trade accounted for 13% of the employed population.  

¶ Art, entertainment, recreation, and food services accounted for  

 12.8 % of the employment population.  

¶ Finance, insurance, real estate, and rental and leasing accounted for 8.6% of the 

population.       

¶ Agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, and mining accounted for 6% of the population. 
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In Flathead County in 2005, 47% of tourist dollars were spent in retail businesses and 

restaurants. (Glacier Country Tourism)  Given the seasonal nature of tourism in Flathead 

County, in the BPA the two largest employment segments above are vulnerable to 

unemployment.  Additionally, a small segment of the employment population chooses to work 

seasonally.  Accordingly, the need for seasonal assistance rises especially during the winter 

months. (Bigfork Food Pantry)  

 

The 2000 U.S. Census also states that 30.6% of the BPA population over 25 years of age  

is college-educated, with a bachelorôs degree or higher, as compared to 22.4% for 

Flathead County. 

 

Economic Growth 

The 2000 U. S. Census reported the BPA median household income, in 1999 dollars, was 

$39,411.  Household income is defined as income earned by a single occupant or occupants not 

related. 

¶ 35.7% of households earned less than $10,000 to $24,999 annually. 

¶ 24.1% of households earned between $25-44,999 annually. 

¶ 25.5% of households earned between $45-74,999 annually. 

¶ 14.7% of households earned over $75,000 annually. 

 

The median family income in 1999 dollars was $46,133.  Family income is defined as 

income earned by individuals related by marriage and birth and living together. 

¶ 24.4% of households earned less than $10,000 to $24,999 annually. 

¶ 26.2% of households earned between $25-44,999 annually. 

¶ 30.9% of households earned between $45-74,999 annually. 

¶ 18.5% of households earned over $75,000 annually. 

 

The higher percentage of median family income reflects the likelihood that there are 

multiple income sources contributing.  Per capita income within the BPA was $19,019.  

Thirty-two percent of the population receives Social Security income and 24% receives 

other retirement income.  Some of the recipients could be one and the same. 

 

Compared to the Flathead County U.S. Census statistics for 2000, the income levels of 

Bigfork households and families are above the average for the county.  For example, the 

median family income at the county level was $40,702 and only 27% of the county 

median family income was between $45-74,999.  Also only 26% of the county 

population receives Social Security income and 16% receives other retirement income. 

 

Poverty in the BPA in 2000 consisted of 165 family and non-family households living 

below the poverty level.  Bigfork Food Pantry reported that households receiving 

assistance has declined from a high of 24 households in 2000, to a low of 15 households 

in 2002, and to a 2005 level of 19 households.  The Bigfork Food Pantry provides 

assistance to households whose income levels are 150% of the federal poverty 

guidelines.  (Federal poverty guidelines: income for a family of four is $19,350 

annually.)   
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Extract from BPA 2005 Survey Analysis 

 

Age, being a fundamental prism through which oneôs views are formed and filtered, offers some 

essential background information to the survey results.  As a group, survey respondents were 

comparatively senior as shown in Figure IX-3, below.  Thirty-one percent (31%) of respondents 

were 65-years old or more, and sixty-four percent (64%) were over age fifty-five. 

 

Fig IX-3 

Age: Survey Participants
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24%
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55-64 

65+ 35-44 

yrs

45-54 

 
 

These age data are more fully understandable when compared to the Business Interests and 

Employment Area information depicted on Figures IX-4 and IX-5, respectively.  By almost a 

factor of two, ñRetiredò is the largest category in both charts.  Professional Services, Real 

Estate, and Construction/Trades were the next most populated categories under Business 

Interests (Figure IX-4).  Similarly, Professional Services and Construction/Trades (Figure IX-5) 

were the most populated Employment Areas. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Fig IX-4 
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IX-5 

Employment Areas
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However, the age component is more complex than the data depicted in these two charts.  Per 

Figure IX-6, of the 2,167 area household members of survey participants, forty-six percent 

(46%) were age 17 or under.  Moreover, when interpolating these data on the basis of the 

number of persons in each specific year group, the 0 to 5 Age Group has on average 67 

individuals in each age year while the 25 to 34 Age Group and the 35 to 44 Age Group only 

average 7 and 14 persons, respectively, in each age year.  Thus, while the Bigfork area has a 

large and growing number of retired individuals, it also has youthful population advancing 

through lifeôs stages.  Note that the age year regression is far from linear.  Rather, it is heavy at 

both ends suggesting that while area residents have determined Bigfork is a great place to raise 

a family or retire, it is also possible to fortify the popular conclusion that necessity forces a 

number of our youth to seek their financial security elsewhere. 

 

Fig IX-6

Household Members by Age Group
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Taken together, the data demonstrate that area longevity and seniority, coupled with 

business/employment interests, are reflective of a dynamic community that diverse groups have 

found attractive.  These trends, coupled with the well-documented and fast approaching baby-

boomer retirement bubble, make the community planning processes that serve as a backdrop for 

this survey absolutely essential elements of Bigforkôs future.  Just as important, we must 

continue to recognize that we are a diverse community and the ability to meet the needs of the 

full spectrum of our community must remain an essential planning element of our future. 

 

Population and Economics Goals and Policies 

 

Goal Statement: 

The Bigfork Land Use Advisory Committee (BLUAC) and the Bigfork Steering Committee 

(BSC) will strive to work with Flathead County to guide population growth and development in 

ways that protect the areaôs rural character and natural resources, yet attract and maintain 

economic diversity. 

 

Goal 

G.1   Promote community involvement in decisions related to economic growth 

 opportunities, commercial, and residential development. 

Policy   
P.1.1 Encourage input from residents and local organizations such as the BSC, The 

Community Foundation for a Better Bigfork, and other community organizations, 

to ensure that input is considered by the BLUAC and Flathead County. 

Goal   
G.2 Support growth and development in the BPA in a way that protects the character of 

the area and its natural resources. 

Policy   
P.2.1  Encourage open space conservation to maintain the rural character of the BPA and 

protect resource quality and wildlife habitat. 

 

P.2.2 Alternative economic development should be supported but not to the detriment of 

the quiet enjoyment of the residents within the BPA. 

Goal  
G.3  Infrastructure must be sufficiently developed to support population growth and 

economic development. 

Policy  
P.3.1  Require all new development to pay for and carry its share of costs through impact 

fees or other methods, for infrastructure such as, but not limited to, public and 

community water and sewer, school expansion, additional transportation, road 

requirements, and other needs consistent with Flathead County impact fee 

regulations. 

 

P.3.2  Request Flathead County to adopt an Impact Fee Advisory Committee and develop 

an impact fee schedule. 

Goal 

G.4   Provide for the aging population in the BPA.  
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Policy   
            P.4.1    Encourage, as needed, the establishment of senior citizen facilities. 

 

Goal   
            G.5     Promote population diversity in the BPA.   

 

Policy   
            P.5.1      Support an economy that would encourage recreational opportunities, an 

  excellent school system, and an environment that encourages young adults  

          and families to reside in the BPA. 
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PART III - HOUSING 
 

Summary - Conditions and Trends 

Overall, the BPA needs mixed housing types to accommodate anticipated growth as well as 

accommodate the varying price and cost demands and the requirements of different age groups. 

 

Housing costs in northwestern Montana are generally higher than in other parts of the state.  

Alternatives for local renters are primarily traditional single-family residences with relatively 

few multi-family units available.   

 

Median sales prices are higher in Bigfork than in Flathead County as a whole ($298,100 

compared to $214,450).  A major affordability issue is the difficulty for first-time home buyers 

to purchase homes due to relatively high housing costs and inadequate assistance programs. 

 

Rapid growth can result in housing shortages for special needs groups and inadequate 

assistance programs for low-income segments. 

 

Housing 

Bigfork Population 

1990 census  2000 census  2005 Estimate 

3,042   3,995   4,355 

 

The population for 2005 is estimated at 4,355 based on estimates from Flathead County.  (See 

Part II-Population and Economics for the methodology in calculating population growth.)  In 

1990,  the average household size was 2.57 people and in 2000 it was 2.45 people per owner 

occupied dwelling and approximately the same for renter occupied dwellings. 

 

Housing Units 

Type of Housing Units      1990 Census     2000 Census     2005 Estimate 

Occupied Housing Units          

(Owner or Rental)       1,159   72.5%   1,650   70.9%    1,795   70.9%     

Vacant for rent, for sale or sold         108     6.8%      133     5.7%       146     5.7% 

Vacant-Seasonal             331   20.7%      545   23.4%       599   23.4% 

 

The assumptions used for the 2005 estimate kept the mix identified in the 2000 U.S. Census, 

plus the countyôs 10%  per five year period growth estimate, and applied 2.45 people per 

occupied housing units. 

 

Housing Starts 

Bigfork Sewer Hookup       Septic Permits 

2001  2002  2003  2004  2005  2001-2005  

   28      22     119    128     141    150 

 

Housing starts since the 2000 census totaled 588 units with the majority of these being single 

family residences constructed in the past three years. These units appear to have 

accommodated growth between 2000 and 2005 when the population increased by an estimated 
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400 full-time residents.  There is no data available to determine how many of these units were 

constructed as speculative residential dwellings and how many remain unoccupied, or how 

many residential dwellings are truly seasonally occupied. 

 

Median Housing Prices 

As demonstrated in the table below, the median price of a BPA home has increased 72.5% 

since 2000.  During this same period, there has also been a dramatic increase in the number of 

units sold.  (Information provided by the Northwest Montana Association of Realtors.) 

 

2000  2001  2002  2003  2004  2005 

116 units 121 units 134 units 132 units 185 units 191 units 

$172,800 $174,338 $190,250 $229,000 $256,250 $298,100  

 

Rental Units 

Long-term rental units are limited in the BPA.  Information gathered from rental companies 

that manage properties in Bigfork indicates availability of 75 to 80 units.  The number of 

individual rental properties not under professional management has not been determined.  Only 

one eight-unit multi-family facility was built between 2000 and 2005, but in 2006 there have 

been new applications for additional units in the Crestview subdivision. 

 

The number of individual rental properties not under professional management has not been 

determined. 

 

Group Quarters 

Bigfork has a nursing home with a capacity of about 80 beds.  Presently, this facility has an 

occupancy rate of 70%. 

 

Bigfork does not have an assisted living facility. 

 

Low and Moderate Income Properties 

Little John Apartments has 32 units with a 95% occupancy rate, and a limited waiting list.  

Rental assistance through the Rural Development Program is available through HUD, Section 

8. 

 

Landmark Senior Apartments consists of 16 units with a 100% occupancy rate, and there is a 

limited waiting list.  These apartments are rent-subsidized through HUD section 8 under the 

Rural Economic Development Program for clients 62 years and older or for those who are 

disabled. 

 

Housing Assistance Programs 

Details of seven Housing Assistance Programs available in the BPA are included in Appendix 

A. 
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Future Growth Potential Identified in Bigfork  

Information has been obtained from the Flathead County Planning Department and by on-site 

visits to identify those development projects that have received preliminary and/or final 

approval by the Flathead County Commissioners. 

 

In 2006, a variety of condominiums and townhouses have been completed in the Bigfork 

Village area and currently there are several new multifamily residential applications in the 

Crestview area pending with the appropriate boards.  Additionally, eight new units are being 

added to the Crestview Senior Housing complex. 

 

In order to determine the current availability of housing for the estimated future population 

growth in the BPA, an inventory of identifiable subdivisions and homes constructed but vacant 

was performed.  Owner occupied homes for sale were not included in the inventory as the 

availability of these properties are subject to the vagaries of property owners and changing 

market conditions. 

 

Within the BPA there are approximately 474 single family and duplex/condominium lots 

available for development.  There are also approximately 30 homes and condominiums built 

but not yet sold.  Additionally, the Saddlehorn project has approximately 127 lots currently 

available for development; however, these lots most likely will serve the seasonal market and 

the occupants will not add to the full time population of the BPA. 

  

With the estimated population increase of 2,045 between 2005 and 2025, and calculating 2.45 

residents per household from the 2000 U.S. Census, there will be a need for 835 additional 

residential dwellings in the BPA.  With the current availability of 504 residential lots and 

dwellings, there could be a housing shortage of approximately 331 dwelling units by 2025. 

 

When the results of the Bigfork Survey were presented to the community, attendees were 

invited to express their preferences for the future use of their property.  Utilizing the input of 

land owners in Appendix B, locations for future residential development were identified to 

meet the projected dwelling shortfall.  These parcels are generally designated agricultural and 

the ownerôs desire for rezoning range from R-1, one dwelling per acre, to R-4, four dwellings 

per acre.  The parcels are located areas of existing higher density development (Chapman Hill 

Road) or where there is very limited residential development (Highways 35/83/82).  All parcels 

are located near the existing water and sewer lines of Bigfork Water and Sewer.   

 

To determine the potential build out of these parcels the acreage was totaled, reduced by 30% 

to account for infrastructure (a number typically used by developers), and R-1 and R-2 zoning 

applied for Suburban Residential designation.  Under R-1 zoning 120 dwelling units would be 

created and with R-2 zoning 240 dwelling units would be created.  For this analysis an average 

number was determined at 180 dwelling units.  Additionally, a recent zone change on 

agricultural land north of Highway 35/83/82 to SAG-5 would create an additional 15 dwelling 

units.  Therefore, it appears that for projection purposes additional areas for residential 

development will be required to meet the shortfall of 136 dwelling units.  This shortfall also 

can be met by infill opportunities in the Urban Residential designated areas and identifying 

other opportunities in existing undeveloped Suburban Residential designated areas such as in 
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Peaceful Acres, southern Chapman Hill area, northern Bigfork Stage area, and within the 

Streeterôs Corner area.   

 

The 1993 Bigfork Plan designated some of these areas as agriculture; however, growth in the 

Bigfork area since 1993 has made it appropriate to re-designate some of these areas as  

Suburban Residential and these areas are so noted on Map 10-Future Land Use Map.  

Additional Urban Residential designated areas east of the village are also noted on Map 10-

Future Land Use Map.  These designations do not guarantee that a specific parcel will be 

approved for a particular zoning classification density of land use in the future.  However, the 

general land use categories should be used along with the applicable goal and policies to assist 

in providing a guide for land use decisions.  Furthermore, there may have been an over 

identification of residential designation based upon the likelihood that not all property owners 

may be willing to sell or develop their land.   (See Map 10-Future Land Use Map)  

 

Excerpts from BPA 2005 Survey 

 

Question I-2 listed the full spectrum of housing types and asked respondents to rate their level 

of satisfaction with the availability of each type.  All housing types received at least a midrange 

score of 2.5 or higher (Figure I-2) with Assisted Living Facilities. 

 

Fig I-2 

Current Housing Satisfaction Level 

(1 Lowest .. 2 .. 3 ..  4 Highest)

2.58 2.51

3.02 3.12 3.22

2.62 2.71
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I-2-A Senior Housing

I-2-B Assisted Living

I-2-C Multi-family Apartments

I-2-D Single-family Houses

I-2-E Condos/townhouses

I-2-F Affordable Rentals 

I-2-G Affordable Owner-occupied

I-2-H Subsidized Housing

 
 

The perceived need, or lack thereof, for additional housing is made clear in the results of 

question I-4, as shown in Figure I-3, below.  The need for Senior Housing and Assisted Living 

Facilities received the highest and relatively strong support while the need for 

Mobile/Manufactured Homes, Multi-family Apartments and Subsidized housing received little 

validation.  The raw scores of 2.25 and 2.28 for Duplex/two family houses, and 

Condos/townhouses, respectively, do indicate modest support in these areas. 
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Fig I-3 

Bigfork Housing Needs 

(1 Strongly Discourage..2..3..4 Strongly 

Encourage)
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I-4-A Multi-family apartments
I-4-B Mobile/manufactured homes
I-4-C Duplexes/two family houses
I-4-D Condos/townhouses
I-4-E Senior housing
I-4-F Assisted Living 
I-4-G Subsidized housing

 
 

An assessment of Single Family Housing needs (or lack thereof) is found in Figure I-4.      

Only un-clustered developments of 5 acres or greater received positive support (2.92 on a 

scale of 1 to 4).  Clustered Homes on more than 1 acre received more support (2.56) than did 

Clustered Homes on less than one acre (1.98)ðthe latter representing a modest level of 

discouragement when compared to the other two categories.  In a related question on the 1993 

survey (Land Use Question #16); eighty percent (80%) of the participants rejected the notion 

of reducing parcel sizes in their area.      

    

Fig I-4

 Single Family Housing Development 

(1 Strongly Discourage..2..3..4 Strongly 

Encourage)
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I-3-A < 1 acre lots, grouped/clustered

I-3-B > 1 acre lots,  grouped/clustered

I-3-C Large parcels > 5 acres (not grouped)
 

 

While the data presented in Figures I-2, I-3, and I-4 do reflect the views of survey participants, 

caution must be used before using these data as the sole guideposts for identifying Bigfork 

housing needs.  As will be discussed later in this analysis, the age (64% over age 55) and 

economic status (97% land owners) of survey participants may well reflect a bias in this area.   
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Moreover, for those survey participants already housed in an appropriate manner (and most 

are based on age and ownership status), it is reasonable to expect they will demonstrate only 

limited support for housing outside of their anticipated needs.  Written comments on housing 

needs covered a wide-spectrum of opinions ranging from ñLet the market decide,ò to those 

centered on preserving the ñcharacterò of Bigfork.  

     

Housing Goals and Policies 

 

Goal Statement: 

The BLUAC and the BSC will strive to work with Flathead County and the local private and 

public sectors to facilitate the development of a mix of compatible housing types that maintain 

the character of Bigfork while meeting the needs of residents at all income levels. 

 

Goal         
G.6 Encourage and support residential development densities which are appropriate  

 to existing or planned public facilities and services, which are absent of    

 environmental constraints, and which enhance the character of the community. 

  (Reference Part V-Land Use and Natural Resources)  

Policy         
P.6.1          Urban residential densities should be located in areas with a significant network 

          of paved public roads, which are served by community water and sewer, which                   

          have convenient access to public facilities and services, such as schools, libraries,

          fire services, and commercial services, all in areas with minimal environmental 

          constraints. 

  

P.6.2          Suburban residential densities should be located in areas with paved roads,   

          convenient access to commercial services, public services and facilities, and   

          should have minimal environmental constraints. 

 

P.6.3          Multi -family housing should be located in areas designated for urban residential

          densities. 

 

P.6.4          Single family, large lot estate type developments of five acres or larger, should

          be located away from planned areas of sewer and water to minimize inefficient 

                     placement of sewer and water conveyance facilities. 

Goal 

G.7 Encourage the development of affordable housing and special needs housing 

 opportunities in the BPA. 

Policy   
P.7.1  Promote special needs and affordable rental and owner-occupied housing in and 

around Bigfork. 

 

P.7.2  Consult with Bigfork Water and Sewer Department, the Community 

Foundation for a Better Bigfork, and water and sewer districts within 10 miles of 

Bigfork to expand water supply and wastewater treatment systems both as a 

reaction to and anticipating the ongoing need for affordable housing. 
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P.7.3 Pursue options of modifying planning department review fees, altering roadway 

requirements, expediting the review period and providing other incentives for the 

development of affordable and special needs housing. 

 

P.7.4 Encourage and support the area-wide efforts in the development of affordable 

housing, including multi-family and special needs housing, to provide developers 

with a clear and consistent set of definitions and expectations for improvement, 

consistent with Flathead County standards.   

 

P.7.5  Consult with housing program administrators, identified in Appendix A, with an 

operating presence in Flathead County, along with other service providers and 

private industry leaders, to identify affordable housing opportunities and needs, 

then pursue solutions. 

 

P.7.6  Require all new development to pay for and carry their share of costs, through 

impact fees or other methods, for infrastructure such as, but not limited to, public 

and community water and sewer, school expansion, additional transportation, road 

requirements, and other needs, consistent with Flathead County impact 

regulations. 

 

P.7.7  Consider incentives for mixing affordable housing with compatible commercial 

development that encourage seniors and young families to live within walking 

and/or biking distance of stores and services.  

 

P.7.8  Encourage and support a combination of public and private programs to support 

affordable housing. 

 

P.7.9 Encourage mixed use development types to meet a broad spectrum of housing 

needs. 

Goal   
G.8 Encourage housing that maintains traditional development patterns while 

protecting property values and natural resources. 

Policy   
P.8.1  Advocate standards and incentives for the development of housing that continues 

established patterns such as housing density and style, promotes roadway 

connectivity, maintains the character of Bigfork, and protects wildlife habitat and 

water resources. 

 

P.8.2  Encourage lot size and configuration in rural areas that promote open space and 

scenic views, while maintaining the character of these areas and supporting 

agricultural operations. 

 

P.8.3  Encourage all new development, including housing sites less than 5 acres, to 

utilize public water and sewer.  Require mandatory installation of underground 

utilities, where technically and economically feasible, and recommend that 

developers pay for exterior access road improvements. 



 

 16 

 

P.8.4   Prevent construction in flood plains, wetlands and natural drainage areas.  

Recommend development to conform to terrain, and minimize grading on steep 

slopes to prevent scarring and erosion. (See Map 2-Ground Water Depth, Map 

3-100 Year Flood Plain, and Map 4-Steep Slope) 

 

P.8.5 Advocate incentives for clustered housing and related open space in and around 

existing population centers. 

 

P.8.6 Improve public sector coordination between infrastructure providers (public water 

and sewer) and developers to manage housing growth corridors.  (See Map 6-

Water Wells, Septic Systems & Bigfork Water and Sewer District)   
 

P.8.7  Discourage placement of Class B & C manufactured homes (as defined in the 

Flathead County Zoning Regulations) in areas where permanent homes and/or 

commercial uses are predominant. 
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PART IV - DOWNTOWN BIGFORK  

AND COMMERCIAL AREA (Hwy 35 Corridor)  

 

Summary - Conditions and Trends 

The findings of the 2005 survey virtually mirror the findings and subsequent Goals, Policies, 

and Recommendations presented in the 1993 Land Use Plan for downtown Bigfork (the 

Village) and the commercial area.  Thus, it is recommended that the specifics presented in the 

1993 Plan remain in the 2006 Bigfork Neighborhood Plan.  

 

Despite years of growth in the BPA, the charm and character of the Village has remained 

constant.  To support the population growth in the BPA, the development of commercial nodes 

along the Highway 35 corridor has been vigorous and diverse.  The management of future 

commercial growth throughout the BPA will require ongoing assessments of need and 

identified areas to support growth yet retain the rural charm of the community.   

 

Bigfork Village  

The charm of Bigfork Village has been attracting visitors and new residents for decades.  The 

commercial makeup of the Village is diverse but has begun to change significantly as seen by 

this chart which identifies the number of businesses in each classification. 

 

    1993   2006 

Theater   1   1 

Library   1   1 

Art Galleries   6   14 

Real Estate Offices  4   9 

Lodging    2   5 

Restaurants/Cafes  5   12 

Bars/Casinos   3   3 

Retail Shops   19   24 

Professional   2   5  

Services   6   11 

Churches   2   1 

Banks    0   1 

 

The results of the 2005 Bigfork Survey are consistent with the existing plan based on the 1993 

Survey.  Both surveys show strong support for a downtown mix of restaurants, specialty stores, 

art galleries, cultural offerings, and rental accommodations in a consistent architecture style 

compatible with our current small village image.  Therefore, the 1993 Planôs call for 

architectural requirements for signage, landscaping, construction and parking still apply.  

However, the 2005 survey reflects a high degree of interest in improving downtown parking, 

and ingress and egress to the Village.   

 

The concentration of tourist and service-related businesses in the Bigfork Village is not 

surprising.   

¶ Between 1993 and 2006, the mean increase in the number of businesses in the Village 

was 67 percent.  The significant increase in real estate businesses is a direct result of the 
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rapidly increasing residential development in the BPA.   

¶ Change in economic and business cycles will most likely occur and contribute to a 

changing mix of businesses in the Village.  However, it is unlikely that in the future the 

Village could sustain yet another 67 percent growth in the number of businesses.  

 

Future commercial expansion in the Village is constrained by its finite boundary.  Designating 

additional commercial density at this time is not deemed appropriate.  Presumably the 

redevelopment of the Village could create additional commercial space by creating multi-floor 

buildings but it would not be consistent with the desires of the community to maintain the 

historical character of the Village.  Therefore, Bigfork must look elsewhere to create 

commercial development to support its growing community.   

 

Highway 35 Corridor and Commercial Nodes 

The Highway 35 corridor continues to develop from the southern edge of Bigfork (Flathead 

Lake Lodge Road) north to the intersection with Highways 82 and 83. The makeup of the 

corridor consists of the following number of businesses in each classification. 

 

    1993  2006 

  

Real Estate   3  4 

Lodging    2  2  

Restaurants/Cafes  2  4 

Bars/Casinos   3  5 

Fast Food   2  5 

Retail Shops   5  15 

Banks    2  3 

Professionals   5  10 

Services   9  34  

Churches   3  7 

 

Unlike the Bigfork Village, which is area-constrained, the Highway 35 corridor has 

experienced stronger commercial growth.   

¶ Between 1993 and 2006, the mean increase in the number of businesses along the 

highway 35 corridor and in the commercial nodes was 111 percent.   

¶ As designated in the 1993 Bigfork Area Land Use Plan, the commercial nodes along 

Highway 35 are providing greater services to the increasing population, as well as 

attracting a variety of professional businesses. 

¶ Outside of Bigfork Village and the Highway 35 corridor, there are several churches and 

other retail and commercial concerns in the Echo Lake and Ferndale areas.  The 

aesthetic appeal of these areas contributes economically to the BPA. 

 

With a 47 percent projected population increase by 2025, there will be increasing demands for 

goods and services to support the Bigfork community that will attract developers, investors, 

and entrepreneurs.  By identifying appropriate areas for commercial growth, Bigfork will be 

able to guide growth in a manner which will protect its resources and maintain its unique 

character. 
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Future commercial expansion within the BPA can be accomplished by utilizing a variety of 

development tools to enhance Bigforkôs economic base without contributing to commercial 

sprawl.  The trend towards the multiple usages of business and residential structures can 

concentrate both activities in higher population areas where public services exist.  By 

supporting density increases in designated infill areas, orderly commercial growth can occur.  

¶ Outside of the Village there are a total of 224 acres designated as commercial or 

country corner commercial from the 1993 Bigfork Area Land Use Plan.  There are also 

40 acres designated light industrial. 

¶ An inventory of this commercial acreage finds that approximately 81 acres are 

currently undeveloped.  However, within that acreage there are 14 subdivided lots 

(Jewell Basin Plaza) and 14 units (Branding Iron) available for retail and professional 

services.  These are noted for informational purposes only. 

¶ The light industrial designated acreage is approximately 90% undeveloped. 

¶ It is logical to assume that by 2020 the mean number of commercial business could 

double again.  

¶ Based on these facts, calculations indicate there will be a need for 62 additional acres of 

commercial designated land for growth to 2020. 

¶ However, by encouraging higher density development the requirement for more 

commercial designated land could be reduced by half or more.  Furthermore, 

commercial development in the light industrial designated area could greatly reduce the 

need for new commercial designated land. 

 

Identifying appropriate areas to increase density of commercial development or create new 

areas for commercial development is imperative to guard against commercial sprawl, and is so 

noted on Map 10-Future Land Use Map.  These designations do not guarantee that a specific 

parcel will be approved for a particular zoning classification density of land use in the future.  

However, the general land use categories should be used along with the applicable goal and 

policies to assist in providing a guide for land use decisions.  Furthermore, there may have 

been an over identification of commercial designation based upon the likely hood that not all 

property owners may be willing to sell or develop their land.  

 

Excerpt from BPA 2005 Survey 

 

Figures III-1 and III-2 below depict the scores associated with ten separate planning factors  

as they would apply to Bigfork Village.  Again, the responses were not cost constrained. 

 



 

 20 

Downtown Loop/Bigfork Village 

Planning Factors 

(1 Strongly Disagree..2..3..4 Strongly Agree)

3.22

2.93

3.28
3.16

3.30
3.18

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

III-1 Bigfork Parking A Problem

III-3 Bigfork Street Lighting Adequate

III-4 Businesses Should Be Required to Landscape or Screen Garbage Areas From View

III-5 Village Signs Should Blend

III-6 Mobile/Portable Signs Should Not Be permanent

III-7 No Signs Above Eave Line

 
 

Fig II-2

Downtown Loop/Bigfork Village 

Planning Factors (con't) 

(1 Strongly Disagree..2..3..4 Strongly Agree)

3.16
3.39

3.00 3.12

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

III-8 Encourage Exterior Compatability

III-9 Permanent Foundations For Commercial Buildings

III- 10 Advertising Signs Limited to Ground Mounts

III-11 Encourage Mix of Residential & Commercial Buildings

 
 

All of the areas scored at the ñagreeò level with the exception of the adequacy of Bigfork street 

lighting, which at 2.92 scored just under ñagree.ò  Taken as a whole, these responses reflect a 

strong desire to keep and/or improve the current village atmosphere of Bigfork. 

 

Anticipating the relatively high concern about parking in the Bigfork Village (3.22), Question 
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III -2 asked for written suggestions on how to solve this problem.  The response rate was a stout 

forty-eight percent (48%), or seven hundred forty-three (743) specific comments.  They ranged 

from the ridiculous, ñput in a subway,ò to several more thoughtful suggestions: 

 

Above ground parking garage 

Underground parking garage 

Shuttle from school lot to downtown during summer months 

Limited employee parking 

Electric Ave (one-way) with two-side diagonal parking 

Make downtown a pedestrian area 

 

In the 1993 Survey, sixty-seven percent (67%) of survey participants favored a requirement for 

additional village parking before approving additional commercial facilities. 

 

Downtown Bigfork and Commercial Area Goals and Policies 

 

Goal Statement: 

The BLUAC and the BSC will strive to work with Flathead County, the Community 

Foundation for a Better Bigfork, the Bigfork Chamber of Commerce, other local organizations, 

and individuals to maintain the village atmosphere of downtown Bigfork and support 

commercial development in appropriate areas. 

 

Goal 
G.9  Accommodate future commercial development within downtown Bigfork and the 

commercial area. 

Policy   
P.9.1  Support existing commercial centers located at major intersections of arterial 

routes and provide for limited neighborhood commercial development where 

appropriate to the neighborhood character. 

 

P.9.2 Discourage strip development and commercial clutter along arterial highways. 

 

P.9.3  Transportation corridors should maintain the continued visual enjoyment of both 

the well-tended agricultural lands and the natural beauty of the area, and provide 

unimpeded traffic flow. 

 

P.9.4 New commercial developments should be located in accessible areas conveniently 

and safely served by all public facilities and services, and exhibiting minimal 

environmental constraints. 

 

P.9.5          Infill of commercial development is strongly encouraged for efficient use of     

          existing commercial land and infrastructure. 

 

P.9.6          Approval of any zoning changes for commercial property should not occur    

          until consideration has been given to the amount and adequacy of existing  

          commercial zoning designations.  (See Map 10-Future Land Use Map) 
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Goal   
G.10  Foster perpetuation of the Bigfork Village atmosphere and maintenance and 

development of the Hwy 35 business corridor in a manner consistent with a rural, 

small town setting.   

Policy  
P.10.1  Consider creating subcommittees within the BLUAC to: 

1. develop design standards for the Village and Highway 35 corridor, to 

include lighting, architectural design, color, signage, landscaping, and 

public art. 

2. encourage adherence to design standards part of the application  

   process.  All recommended design, signage, and landscaping standards 

   must comply with appropriate zoning. 

3. address public parking to identify potential parking pods to 

accommodate parking throughout the downtown area. Evaluate shuttle 

service to reduce traffic in the downtown area, especially from June 

through September. 

      

P.10.2 The new subcommittees should address issues such as lighting, architectural 

design, signage, landscaping, public art, and parking to ensure compatibility with 

quality development. 

 

P.10.3 Through public hearings, each subcommittee shall develop findings and 

recommendations and forward them to the BLUAC, the Flathead County 

Commissioners, and other reviewing governmental agencies, so that they can 

become a part of the decision making process. 

 

P.10.4  All new development, exterior remodeling or new construction should comply 

with developmental standards and/or guidelines in adherence to zoning 

regulations. 

 

P.10.5  The new subcommittees may require professional advisement from the Countyôs 

Planning Department, similar to the BLUAC.  Funding for this activity could 

come from other taxing sources or community funding. 
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PART V  - LAND USE AND NATURAL RESOURCES 

 

Summary - Conditions and Trends 

In the BPA, land use and natural resource management are inescapably intertwined.  These two 

important topics are addressed jointly because survey results demonstrate that residents highly 

value the areaôs natural resources, and recognize that their stewardship is a major factor in both 

maintaining the quality of life and in sustaining a healthy, vibrant local economy.  Thus, any 

discussion of future land use and development necessarily involves natural resource issues.  

    

The trend toward growth and increased density heightens the challenges we face in maintaining 

the quality of our natural environment, including views, water and air quality, and access to 

waterways through public lands.  Increasing population density in some areas of the BPA also 

results in greater pressure on wildlife and its habitat.  It is critical that our goals and policies 

promote development in ways that protect or minimize the adverse impact on our natural 

resources and surroundings.  

 

Survey respondents generally did not suggest significant specific zoning changes.  However, 

survey respondents clearly demonstrate the community belief that future development should 

be guided by our natural resources.  Development should take into consideration aquifer depth, 

quality and quantity, the location of seismic areas, and fire danger, as well as recreational uses.  

Development should respect scenic value, historic value, wildlife corridors, and threatened or 

endangered species.  

 

Future development in the BPA is likely, and if properly done, desirable.  Good development 

recognizes that the BPAôs natural resources and surroundings play a critical role in attracting 

visitors and new residents, and in supporting and maintaining the local economy.  Without 

careful stewardship of our open spaces, our clean rivers and lakes, and our unique natural 

habitat, the very features that make the BPA special and desirable, will diminish.  

 

Current Land Use Designations  

The BPA encompasses fifty-one square miles and enjoys 5.75 miles of Flathead Lake shoreline, 

4.6 miles of Flathead River and 12.5 miles of Swan River shorelines.  The BPA is currently 

identified by Flathead County with the following use categories and existing acreages. 

 

Agricultural 27,676 Commercial 216 

Suburban Residential   2,476 Resort Commercial 114 

Quarter Circle/LA Ranch   1,815 Light Industrial   40 

Public      374 Commercial Village Resort   22 

Urban Residential      207 Country Corner Commercial      8 

        

Residential and commercial development in the BPA has escalated dramatically since 2000.  

That trend is projected to continue over the next several years, as indicated by the number of 

lots already given preliminary or final plat approval, expressions of interest by developers and 

individual home buyers in additional properties, and the increasing number of applications for 

connections to the Bigfork Water and Sewer District.  Additionally, in currently zoned 
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residential areas, density pressures are becoming more evident as lot sizes decrease due to the 

escalating prices for undeveloped land. 

 

During the public input process, and while developing this plan, a number of land owners 

submitted suggested zoning changes to their specific properties.  These suggestions have been 

forwarded to the BLUAC for review and incorporation in the planning and zoning 

recommendation process, as it deems appropriate.  As well, these suggestions are included 

verbatim in Appendix B. 

 

Land Types, Uses, and Densities 

As development occurs throughout the BPA, individual property rights will be honored and all 

types of development considered with an eye on mitigating negative impacts in order to protect 

public health, safety, morals, convenience, order, or the general welfare of the community 

(section 76-1-106 MCA).  Because of the number of issues and the diversity of the interested 

parties, it is difficult, if not impossible to meet all expectations.  This section must, and does, 

reflect the diverse nature of the Bigfork area.   

 

To develop a guide for future growth and development in Bigfork, the Bigfork Neighborhood 

Plan has created a variety of land use designations with densities and criteria for subdivision 

and development purposes.  Though all of the BPA has already been zoned to a more definitive 

degree provided for by these designations, they are repeated in this paragraph for informational 

purposes and clarification and are identified on Map 10-Future Land Use Map. Consideration 

of the level of public facilities and services shall be given when any zone changes are 

requested that increase density and/or intensity of land use.  

¶     Public Lands - lands under jurisdiction of public entities, federal administration and 

control, such as U.S. Forest Service or other federal agencies, and state and county 

jurisdiction.  Facilities include but are not limited to parks, schools, libraries, and public 

utility sites. 

¶     Agricultural Lands - designated areas for agricultural production should be protected 

from the encroachment of residential and other more intensive development.  Schools, 

fire stations, and parks are appropriate in this designation.  Zoning designations in these 

areas range from Suburban Agriculture (SAG) 5 to Agriculture (AG) 80.  This 

spectrum of zoning designations should be applied in a manner that implements the 

goals and policies of the plan in areas designated as AG on Map 10.  Further guidance 

for the appropriate use of the spectrum of Agricultural zoning designations is as follows: 

1. Areas furthest away from public facilities and services or exhibiting multiple, 

compounding environmental constraints to development are appropriate to 

utilize AG-80 zoning.  This large-lot zoning is used to protect ongoing 

agricultural and silviculural operations from the intrusion of development as 

well as prevent development from being located where it is most inefficiently 

served and/or has the greatest potential for significant harm to the environment 

or safety of residents.  Growth is not planned for these areas and public services 

and facilities are designed accordingly. 

2. Areas far from public facilities and services or exhibiting significant 

environmental constraints to development are appropriate to utilize AG-40 

zoning.  This large-lot zoning is used to protect ongoing agricultural and 
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silviculural operations from the intrusion of development as well as prevent 

development from being located where it is most inefficiently served and/or has 

the potential for significant harm to the environment or safety of residents. 

Growth is not planned for these areas and public services and facilities are 

designed accordingly. 

3. Areas located at the outer boundaries of safe, healthy and efficient provision of 

public services and served by public facilities such as gravel roads or marginal 

paved roads are appropriate to utilize AG-20 zoning.  This zone is intended to 

control the intrusion of higher densities and more intensive land uses into areas 

where facilities and services are not planned to be improved, upgraded or newly 

constructed, but where those same services can safely and efficiently 

accommodate 20-acre densities.  The presence of environmental constraints also 

limits density and/or the use of property.  

4. SAG-10 zoning is appropriate for areas exhibiting the attributes of rural services 

and facilities, and where a transition between AG zones and residential areas is 

appropriate.  Paved roads, adequate emergency service response times, minimal 

environmental constraints and the ability to fully create lots with building areas 

unaffected by environmental constraints are indicators of where this intensity of 

growth should be guided.  Access to schools and basic commercial services 

should be within a reasonable driving distance, so as to limit vehicle miles 

traveled and traffic on rural roads not designed to accommodate growth.  

5. In areas adjacent to Residential designations with efficient service provision, 

convenient access to public facilities, paved roads and no environmental 

constraints, SAG-5 zoning is an appropriate use and density.  As the smallest 

ñagriculturalò designation, small hobby farms, horse pastures and rural single 

family residential dwellings exemplify areas where this zone is used.  

 

¶  Suburban Residential - is a medium-density range of single family residential dwellings 

and cluster development.  All public services should be conveniently and efficiently 

located close to areas designated residential.  Commercial and industrial land uses are 

not appropriate (mixed uses are accommodated in some commercial zones).  Examples 

of typical zoning in this designation would be R-2.5, R-1 and RC-1. 

1. Areas at the most rural fringes of residential designations that are free of 

environmental constraints or have constraints imposed by the built environment 

should utilize the R-2.5 zoning designation. Examples would be areas that are 

clearly residential and have been for some time, but were developed lacking 

adequate infrastructure and/ or services. These areas would typically be on 

individual wells and septic systems, but could utilize public water and sewer if 

developed with a clustering technique to preserve scenic areas and/or open 

space and get a bonus density for the developer/landowner.  

2.  R-1 and RC-1 zoning designations are appropriate at the fringes of public water 

and sewer, where extensions are either recently completed or very likely. 

Similarly to the R-2.5 zoning, these areas should be appropriate for cluster 

developments, PUDs, golf course, and other areas where open lands can be 

preserved through efficient use of facility expansion. 
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¶ Urban Residential - is a range of higher density single-family residential dwellings, 

duplexes, multi-family dwellings and apartment buildings.  This designation is intended 

for development to be adjacent to and served by public services and community 

facilities.  Sidewalks, shielded streetlights, curbs and gutters are common and 

appropriate facilities at Urban Residential densities. Examples of typical zoning in this 

designation would be R-2, R-3, R-4, R-5, and RA-1. 

1. The R-2 zoning is the smallest lot size that could still possibly be on community 

water and individual septic systems.  This density of septic systems is not to be 

encouraged, and the R-2 zoning designation should primarily be utilized for 

large-lot developments on public water and sewer, with site-specific exceptions. 

R-2 zoning should be used in areas where commercial and public services are 

available within a short distance, possibly even bicycling distance.  The R-2 

designation is for areas free of all natural and human environmental constraints.  

2. R-3 zoning is intended for areas served by public water and sewer with a 

distinctly single-family character, where duplexes and higher intensity 

residential land uses would be out of character with the neighborhood.  

3. R-4 zoning is for mixed-density neighborhoods where duplexes and single 

family residential uses are common, or where mixes of rental and owner-

occupied single-family dwellings would make conversion or construction of 

duplexes appropriate as infill density.  

4. R-5 is for areas similar in character to the R-4 designation, but where even 

higher densities and infill are desirable to serve a community housing need.  

5. Areas of Bigfork where high densities of single-family dwellings and duplexes 

exist adjacent to or mixed with low-intensity commercial uses are opportunities 

to utilize the RA-1 zoning.  RA-1 zoning should be used to accommodate the 

broadest spectrum of housing choices and provide adjacent commercial services 

that will serve a segment of the population that may lack mobility.    

 

¶ Commercial - allows for higher density retail and commercial uses and includes 

shopping centers, banks, restaurants, professional businesses and office centers.  These 

districts should be developed as nodes and not in ñstripò commercial patterns.  

Development would be in areas with public or community sewer systems.   

1. In areas where limited, community-based commercial services would be 

appropriate to serve an area of residential growth, the B-1 and B-7 zones can be 

used in accordance with their respective definitions and the goals and policies of 

the Bigfork Neighborhood Plan.  

2. B-2 and B-3 zones should be utilized in accordance with their respective 

definitions and the goals and policies of the Plan to create or maintain 

destination commercial centers that are typically accessed by personal vehicle 

and generate parking and traffic needs that cannot be met on a smaller scale. 

These zones are intended to serve the entire community, not just individual 

residential sub-areas.  This designation should be used only in areas where 

adequate buffers (natural or created) protect adjacent lands.  

    

¶ Resort Commercial - allows for low density resort facilities such as resorts, lodges, 

dude ranches and country inns.  
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1. The BR-2 and BR-4 zones are typically utilized (with their Overall 

Development Plan requirements) to implement this land use designation.  

2. If lands are not owned by a single owner or unified group of owners, then the B-

5 or B-6 zones would be an appropriate implementation of this designation. 

These zones should be utilized in accordance with their respective definitions 

and the goals and policies of the Bigfork Neighborhood Plan.  

 

¶ Village Resort Commercial- provides for two or more categories of commercial uses 

within the same development, intended to maintain intimacy and human scale in a 

village setting.  For example, the ground floor should be reserved for retail and second 

floors should be permitted residential.  CVR zoning is an appropriate implementation of 

village character.  

 

¶ Country Corner Commercial - provides for neighborhood services and travelers 

supplies on a small scale, including restaurants, convenience stores, Laundromats, 

accessory stores, fuel, and auto services.  Examples of zoning in this designation would 

be CCC-1 and CCC-2.  

 

¶ Light Industrial - applies to areas of light industrial use in proximity to major 

transportation routes.  Typical uses would be manufacturing and processing centers, 

gravel extraction/processing, and product distribution centers, but only when not in 

proximity to residential areas and where safety, esthetics, or quality of life would be 

adversely impacted.  I-1 and I-1H are examples of zoning for this area, depending on 

the proximity to a major highway.  There are no locations within the Bigfork 

Neighborhood Plan area that are appropriate for heavy industry based on the goals and 

policies of the Flathead County Growth Policy.  

 

Maps provided by Flathead County GIS department provided the analytical tools necessary to 

determine the use of land throughout the BPA.  The maps indicate those areas that present 

physical and environmental constraints to development, as well as those tracts of land that are 

under state and federal ownership or in conservation easements. 

 

Physical Constraints 

Topography, seismic areas, high ground water, and floodplains, limit the availability and 

density of residential and commercial development.  (See Map 2-Ground Water Depth, Map 

3-100 Year Flood Plain, and Map 4-Steep Slopes.)  An earthquake fault exists east of Foothill 

Road, in the Swan Range.  This area is not the ideal location for high density, septic-based 

housing, as a significant seismic event could rupture septic tanks and pollute the aquifer that 

supplies drinking water to the BPA.  Areas within the 100-year flood plain are similarly 

constrained, and encroachment on any of the 2,475 acres of wetlands in the BPA would bring 

significant threat to our clean streams, rivers and lakes.  In addition to the well-known benefit 

that wetlands have on wildlife, wetlands also act as the ñkidneysò for adjacent rivers, stream 

and lakes by cleansing runoff water before it enters the associated body of water. 
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Throughout the BPA, numerous tracts of land are under state and federal ownership or 

management or are in conservation easements. (See Map 5-Administrative Constraints)  

These areas are not available for development.  

 

Equally as important, our existing water and sewer infrastructure, coupled with expansion 

plans, should strongly influence residential and commercial development.  (See Map 6- Water 

Wells, Septic Systems, and Bigfork Water and Sewer District.)   
 

Environmental Constraints 

The respondents to the Bigfork Survey overwhelmingly cited the need to protect scenic areas, 

preserve wildlife and its habitat, and maintain the rural environment currently enjoyed within 

the BPA.  Map 7-Environmental Constraints indicates that a concentration of mule deer and 

elk winter range dominates the eastern, less-populated portion of the BPA.  Migration corridors, 

waterfowl production areas, healthy wetlands, and waterways cannot be protected if high 

density residential development spreads eastward in the predominately agricultural zoned area.  

However, the risk to wildlife and the environment can be mitigated by clustering development 

to insure open migration corridors, preservation of native grasses, and clean water. 

 

Conclusion 

The above analysis leads to the following conclusions: 

¶ High-density residential development should be encouraged in areas supported by 

Bigfork Water and Sewer District, and not supported in areas of environmental 

importance, unless the risks to the environment are significantly mitigated. 

¶ Commercial development should be supported in existing zoned areas, in nodes, and 

not ñstripò commercial patterns.   

¶ Industrial development should be in areas where the safety and quality of life of 

Bigfork residents and visitors would not be negatively impacted. 

 

 

The graphical representation of the following maps supplied by Flathead County GIS 

Department and Flathead County Planning and Zoning Department may or may not reflect 

the legal description or other designation of any parcel depicted hereon. 
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