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ROOM A | 130 6TH STREET WEST PHONE (406) 892-4391 

 COLUMBIA FALLS, MT 59912 FAX (406) 892-4413 

CITY COUNCIL WORKSHOP 
AGENDA 

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 27, 2023 – 6:30 PM 
COUNCIL CHAMBERS CITY HALL 

 

CALL TO ORDER  

ROLL CALL 

PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 

VISITORS/PUBLIC COMMENT (Items not on agenda)  

WORKSKHOP: REIVEW HISTORY OF GROWTH POLICY AND RIVER ROAD NEIGHBORHOOD PLAN 

1. Review History of Growth Policy and River Road Neighborhood Plan 

ADJOURN 
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Land Use Map Legend 
Commercial

General, highway and neighborhood retail sales,
services or mixed office use.

ResortResCom

Within the confines of an overall development plan,
provides recreation opportunities (principally to 
residents and quests), commercial uses (associated
directly with recreation), and a mixture of housing
types and densities.

HeavyIndustrial

Manufacturing, processing, storage and
assembly of goods, where noise, odor, dust
and associated impacts extend beyond the 
confines of a building or screened area.

LightIndustrial
Wholesale and industrial uses where noise, odor,
dust and associated impacts are confined to a building
or screened area.

MultiFamily

8 or more units/acre.  High density residential including
townhouses and apartment units.  Served by urban
services.  May be a buffer or transitional area between
low density residential and non-residential uses.

UrbanResidential
Between 2 and 8 units/acre.  Primarily single family 
residential with limited quantities of multifamily units.
Fully served by urban services.

SuburbanResidential
2 units/acre or less.  Primarily single family residential
in a quasi-rural setting.  Some urban services available.

RuralPreserve

A rural area, predominately used for corporate and
public lands, estate housing, and protective buffer
for industry.  Outside the immediate needs of urban
development and having limited urban services.
Residential use closely associated with highly 
developed access and low fire hazards.

PublicSemipub
Schools, government offices or facilities,
and cemeteries.

ParkOpenspace
City and County parks, homeowner parks and
green space areas, recreation access points.
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COLUMBIA FALLS GROWTH POLICY
FUTURE LAND USE MAP ¯

City Limits
Planning Boundary
Highway
Open Water

AS ADOPTED ON 9/3/2019 BY RES. 1805
MAP IS NOT TO SCALE

Created by the City of Columbia Falls GIS Department
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COLUMBIA FALLS GROWTH POLICY
FUTURE LAND USE MAP

Land Use Map Legend 
Commercial

General, highway and neighborhood retail sales,
services or mixed office use.

ResortResCom

Within the confines of an overall development plan,
provides recreation opportunities (principally to 
residents and quests), commercial uses (associated
directly with recreation), and a mixture of housing
types and densities.

HeavyIndustrial

Manufacturing, processing, storage and
assembly of goods, where noise, odor, dust
and associated impacts extend beyond the 
confines of a building or screened area.

LightIndustrial
Wholesale and industrial uses where noise, odor,
dust and associated impacts are confined to a building
or screened area.

MultiFamily

8 or more units/acre.  High density residential including
townhouses and apartment units.  Served by urban
services.  May be a buffer or transitional area between
low density residential and non-residential uses.

UrbanResidential
Between 2 and 8 units/acre.  Primarily single family 
residential with limited quantities of multifamily units.
Fully served by urban services.

SuburbanResidential
2 units/acre or less.  Primarily single family residential
in a quasi-rural setting.  Some urban services available.

RuralPreserve

A rural area, predominately used for corporate and
public lands, estate housing, and protective buffer
for industry.  Outside the immediate needs of urban
development and having limited urban services.
Residential use closely associated with highly 
developed access and low fire hazards.

PublicSemipub
Schools, government offices or facilities,
and cemeteries.

ParkOpenspace
City and County parks, homeowner parks and
green space areas, recreation access points.

¯

C Falls Limits
Planning Boundary
Highway
open water

9/24/2019

AS ADOPTED ON 9/3/2019 BY RES. 1805
MAP IS NOT TO SCALE
Created by the City of Columbia Falls GIS Department
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CITY OF COLUMBIA FALLS 
PLANNING DEPARTMENT 

 

PLANNING STAFF REPORT  
FOR  

RIVER ROAD NEIGHBORHOOD PLAN 
 
 

March 4, 2008 
 
 
 
 

BACKGROUND ........................................................................................ 1 
GROWTH POLICY IN GENERAL ............................................................... 2 
CURRENT RRNP LAND USE DESIGNATIONS .......................................... 3 
LAND AND SOILS .................................................................................... 6 
HAZARDOUS CONDITIONS ...................................................................... 7 
FORESTED AREAS ................................................................................... 8 
CURRENT USES: ................................................................................... 10 
RIVER ROAD NEIGHBORHOOD PLAN .................................................... 13 
I.  NEIGHBORHOOD CHARACTER .......................................................... 13 
II. NATURAL RESOURCES ..................................................................... 13 
III.  LAND USE ...................................................................................... 16 
IV HOUSING ......................................................................................... 22 
V  PARK AND RECREATION ................................................................... 22 
VI TRAFFIC .......................................................................................... 23 
VII ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ............................................................ 23 
VIII  INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES ................................................ 23 
IX  COMMUNITY FACILITIES ................................................................. 23 
SECTION 4 II APPLICATION ................................................................... 23 
SUMMARY ........................................................................................ 24 

APPENDIX A: GROWTH POLICY LAND AND USE MAP .......................................................... I 
APPENDIX B: POTENTIAL MUNICIPAL UTILITY SERVICE AREA ................................... II 
APPENDIX C: ZONING DISTRICTS ............................................................................................ III 
APPENDIX D: NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE .................................. IV 
APPENDIX E: END NOTES .............................................................................................................. A 
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CITY OF COLUMBIA FALLS 
PLANNING DEPARTMENT 

 

Page  1 

REVIEW REPORT 
 Title: Amendment to the Growth Policy 
 Subject:  Proposed River Road Neighborhood Plan 
 Date: February 26, 2008 
 Prepared By: William F. Shaw, City Manager/ Planning Director 
 Recommendation: Conduct public hearing March 11 and consider 
  tabling for decision on April 15, 2008 

Background 
In January, 2006, the City Council appointed interested property owners within the 

River Road area to a committee to assemble and present a neighborhood plan. 
The proposed area 

for inclusion in the Plan 
is shown in the map, 
right.  Essentially it 
follows the exterior 
boundary of whole tracts 
that lay at the outer edge 
of the plan area and 
following the Columbia 
Falls planning 
jurisdiction boundary 
along the east and 
southern boundary.  The 
only exceptions to this 
description are two tracts 
in the southeast corner.  
One exception is a 
highway maintenance 
yard and the other a field 
that has only 3/4th  of its 
area in the jurisdiction. 

The committee has met with the planning staff on several occasions, over the past 
two years, to review progress and assess various options.  Draft reports were also 
reviewed during the period.  In February, 2008, the committee submitted the final draft 
which accompanies this staff report.   

During that period, the Planning Board and Council have heard from some of the 
committee members and some of the landowners, comments during public meetings that 
there is not total consensus among either group about the inclusion boundary of the Plan 
area.
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Board suggests North Fork plan revisions 
Posted: Friday, Feb 08, 2008 - 09:14:02 am MST  

By Michael Richeson / The Daily Inter Lake 

The North Fork Neighborhood Plan is back in the hands of North 
Fork residents after the Flathead County Planning Board suggested 
numerous revisions at a Wednesday night workshop. 
The North Fork Land Use Advisory Committee will now make changes 
in the hopes of earning a positive recommendation from the Planning 
Board. 
Board members had concerns about subjective language throughout the 
plan, especially after the Montana Supreme Court's recent ruling that 
made all of Flathead County's planning documents regulatory. 
The court found that a provision in the zoning regulations stated: "In 
cases where a neighborhood plan, addendum to the Master Plan, or 
other adopted document contains aspects related to zoning and is under 
the jurisdiction of these regulations, the provisions that are more 
restrictive shall control." 

17.04.090 Jurisdiction. This title applies to the subdivision of land 
within the jurisdictional area of the city. 

This title supplements all other titles and where they are in conflict 
with other laws, regulations, ordinances or resolutions the more 
restrictive requirements shall apply. 

18.104.010 Scope.  It is not intended for this title to repeal, 
abrogate, annul, or in any way impair or interfere with existing 
provisions of other laws, ordinances, or resolutions, except those 
specifically repealed by the adoption of this title or with private 
agreement, or with restrictive covenants running with the land to which 
the city council is a party. Where this title imposes a greater restriction 
on land, buildings, or structures than is imposed or required by such 
existing provisions of law, ordinance, resolution, contract, or deed, the 
provisions of this title shall control.  

 

Growth Policy In Generali 
Establishment of a growth policy is required  in each planning jurisdiction in 

Montana.  The Policy must be consulted during the review and decision making process 
for land use decision: principally zoningii and subdivisions.iii In accordance with 
Statute,iv the governing body within the area covered by the growth policy must be 
guided by and give consideration to the general policy and pattern of development set out 
in the growth policy. 

Neighborhood plans are permitted as part of the Growth Policy by Statutev and are 
addressed in the City of Columbia Falls policyvi as a supplement to the Policy.  

The Columbia Falls Growth Policy is provided for guidance in decision making 
process and is described in 
the Policy as general and 
visionary.vii  The enabling 
statute provides that the 
policy is not a regulatory 
document and denies its 
use as the sole factor for 
any land use decision.viii   

How to apply the 
Growth Policy to the 
decision making process 
and, in particular, what a 
neighborhood plan should 
be permitted to insert in the 
Policy has become of great 
concern in Flathead 
County.  Recently a similar 
review of a neighborhood 
plan became controversial 
when concerns were raised 
about the Montana 
Supreme Court ruling that 
the Growth Policy and 
supplements would be 
considered regulatory if 
more restrictive than other 
regulations.  Language of a 
similar nature occurs in 
both the Columbia Falls 
Title 17 Subdivision 
Regulations and Title 18 
Zoning Regulations (see those prescriptions right). 
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Growth Policy is not described within the policy as regulatory; however, the 
Neighborhood Plan section contains the following prescription: “Any land use ordinances 
or regulations, such as zoning or subdivision review, should be based on this plan, and 
where the plan is more restrictive in its policy, the plan's precepts shall prevail.” 

Concerns that the Policy or its supplements may be considered regulatory are valid 
because the Policy was neither assembled, adopted nor required by statuteix to provide 
more than guidance in planning and land use review.  Efforts are currently underway to 
amend subdivision and zoning regulations, and the Growth Policy to revise pertinent 
sections to assure that the Policy is less likely interpreted as a regulatory document. 

Current RRNP Land Use Designations 
The Growth 

Policy land use 
recommendation 
for the RRNP area 
is shown in the 
map right. 

The Growth 
Policy show that 
the lands in the 
north east area are 
recommended as 
“urban residential” 
and the area in the 
south west as 
“suburban 
residential.” 

The table 
below shows the 
quantity and 
acreage of tracts  
within the RRNP 
area compared to 
tracts bearing Growth Policy 
bearing similar recommended 
land use.  The term “tracts” 
excludes parcels which are 
roads, railroads, rivers or Forest 
Service . 

Compared to all the tracts 
in the planning jurisdiction that 
bear similar Growth Policy 
recommendations, the RRNP represents about 4% of the count of tracts and about 11% of 
the acreage.  

co
un

t

ac
re

s

co
un

t

ac
re

s

co
un

t

ac
re

s

Urban 
Residential 2334 2009.8 14 187.5 0.6% 8.5%

Suburban 
Residential 539 1614.9 89 302.3 14% 16%
Floodplain 123 405.3 13 45.0 10% 10%

River 83 776.9 12 30.5 13% 4%

RRNP as % of total
Planning 

Jurisdiction 
(excluding RRNP)

RRNPType of Land 
Use 

Recommended
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Growth Policy – 2005,  Section 3 – Land Use – 
Residential Housing 

Policies: 
2. Suburban Housing: 
a. Suburban Housing areas, as shown on the 

growth policy map should provide densities 
appropriate to the limitations of the particular 
site, and should not exceed two dwellings per 
gross acre.   

b. The suburban residential designation is intended 
to reduce density and development impacts in 
sensitive areas and existing rural neighborhoods. 

c. Single-family houses are the primary housing 
type.  

d. These areas should have paved streets and 
access to services. New subdivisions located in 
or near Columbia Falls should generally include 
sidewalks and installation of low intensity street 
lighting appropriate to the area. 

3. Urban Residential: 
a. Urban residential areas should be encouraged to 

be developed where adequate services and 
facilities are available, or extensions can be 
provided.  

b. Typical densities are two to eight dwellings per 
gross acre. 

c. Single-family houses are the primary housing 
type.  Duplexes, guest houses, accessory 
apartments, and small dispersed areas of multi-
family housing are also anticipated. 

d. Urban density residential areas should be fully 
served by urban infrastructure and municipal 
services, including paved streets, curbs, 
sidewalks abutting all residential lots, 
boulevards and public sewer and water 

e. These areas should have convenient pedestrian 
and vehicle access to neighborhood business 
districts, parks, and elementary schools. 

 With respect to Growth 
Policy housing recommendations, 
the 89 tracts in the RRNP area, 
which share the “Suburban 
Residential” designation, 
represent about 14% of the tracts 
and about 16% of the acreage. 

For tracts bearing the “Urban 
Residential” designation the 
RRNP area possesses less than 
1% of the tracts and its area is 
about 8.5% of the acreage so 
designated in the planning area. 

Right is the Growth Policy 
text describing “Suburban 
Residential” and “Urban 
Residential.” Several significant 
differences are noteworthy: 
  Housing density ranges from 

two units and less per acre 
(suburban) to up to eight units 
per acre (urban).  Note that  the 
acreage in both designations is 
gross acres; lot plus roads, 
easement and open space). 
 Only single family housing is 

recommended in suburban areas 
and a range of housing from 
single family to small clusters 
of multifamily are 
recommended in the urban area. 
 Urban areas must be served 

by municipal untilities. 
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SAG10 95 1442.6 74 180.1 43.8% 11.1%
SAG5 42 332.5 40 145.8 49% 30%

R1 396 1041.4 9 8.2 2.2% 0.8%
PUD 105 32.1 5 70.7 4.5% 68.8%
Total 766 3253.4 128 404.8 17% 12%

Current 
Zoning 

Designation

RRNP as % of 
total

Planning 
Jurisdiction 
(excluding 

RRNP

The current 
zoning designations 
for the RRNP area 
is shown in the 
RRNP Zoning 
Districts map. 

Four zoning 
districts exist within 
the Plan area: 
 SAG 10 
 SAG 5 
 R1 
 PUD (planned 

unit development) 
The PUD area 

is an overlay of an 
R3 designation 
created in 2006.  
That area has been 
granted a 
preliminary plat for 
146 lots.  The 
zoning, PUD and 
preliminary plat 
conform to the 
current Growth 
Policy.  

Zoning 
designation 
comparisons for 
tracts outside and 
within the RRNP area are shown in the Current Zoning Designation table.  The RRNP 
area possesses about 9% of both the number of tracts and acreage of the entire planning 
jurisdiction. 
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Land and Soils 
The River Road Neighborhood Plan (RRNP) area includes the banks of the Flathead 

River along the north west boundary. Much of the area to the south east of the river 
appears to be an ancient meander of that river marked by an abrupt change in elevation 
where the river bottom transitions into foothills. 

Soils in the area range from lands not suitable for development to those that are 
highly suitable.  The RRNP Soils map below displays soil catalog provided by the 
National Resources Conservation Services (NRCS).   

Soils unsuitable for construction (road fill) include those rated as Aa and Br.  Lands 
rated as Mn, Mg and Mn are rate suitable. Rc is not rated.  Those rated unsuitable are so 
because of high water and slope than soil content.   

It appears that much of the lands south east of River Road is highly suitable for 
development.  Land to the northwest of the River Road and Columbia Stage intersection 
are less suitable and the least suitable is the Aa zone along the north side of the Plan area 
immediately south of  Highway 2.  (See NRCS report in appendix D) 
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Hazardous 
Conditions 

 The 
Columbia Falls 
Regulations 
recognize some 
conditions as 
hazardous and 
typically rate these 
as unsuitable for 
development unless 
the hazards are 
mitigated. Among 
them are lands 
within the 100 year 
floodplain, or 
bearing high voltage 
power lines, high 
pressure gas mains, 
and steep slopes.   

 

The River Road 
area possesses these 
hazards at the 
approximate locations 
shown on maps titled: 
RRNP Hazards and 
RRNP 
Elevations.Flood 
zones exist along the 
northwest side of the 
line labeled 3000.  
Steep slopes exist 
along the south west 
corner of the Plan 
area; some areas 
rising nearly 70 
vertical feet in a 
horizontal distance of 
about 85 feet (82% 
slope).
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RRNP Tracts with structures
Forested and unforested acreage

49.7 89.8

unforested acreage forested acreageRRNP Tracts without structures
Forested and unforested acreage

234.1
57.6

unforested acreage forested acreage

Forested Areas 

The plan area possesses a number of forested areas.  The map below shows the areas 
where tree concentration remains sufficiently high to create a canopy that would likely 
have an effect 
upon the 
immediate 
environment. 

Some areas 
are linked to 
others; the 
longest 
contiguous 
forest occurs 
along the ridge 
line located to 
the south and 
south east within 
the Plan area.   

Forested 
acreage of about 
107 acres is 
found on tracts 
with structures 
and without.  
About 50 acres 
of forest resides 
on 42 occupied 
tracts that have a 
total area of 139 acres.  About 57 acres 
of forest reside on 23 unoccupied 
tracts that have a total area of about 
291 acres. The Forested and 
Unforested Acreage charts right shows 
that total forested acreage on 
unoccupied tracts in relation to total 
acreage of tracts with trees is 
substantially less than occupied tracts. 
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type

forested 
tract 
count

Forested 
acreage

% 
covered 
by forest

forested 
track 
count

Forested 
acreage

% 
covered 
by forest

1000-12000 SF 1 0.05 33% 2 0.09 28%
12000 SF - 1/2 AC 1 0.17 40% 1 0.10 20%

1/2 - 1.5 AC 20 8.90 49% 7 3.94 55%
1.5 - 2.8 AC 9 6.59 39% 5 6.09 56%

2.8 - 5 AC 5 2.20 13% 3 6.20 49%
5 - 8.2 AC 2 4.78 38% 0 0.00 0%

8.2 - 20 AC 3 16.75 49% 3 12.30 31%
20 - 70 AC 1 10.22 26% 1 14.65 21%

>70 AC 0 0.00 0% 1 14.20 9%

Fo re ste d  Are a  With 
Struc ture s

Fo re ste d  Are a  Witho ut 
Struc ture s

% forested area by tract size
for tracts with structures

8.30%
20 of 41 

tracts

2.05%
5 of 7 tracts

6.15%
1 of 13 tract

4.46%
2 of 3 tracts

15.62%
3 of 5 tracts

9.53%
1 of 1 tract

0.05%
1 of 10 tract

0.16%
1 of 5 tract

1000-12000 SF

12000 SF - 1/2 AC

1/2 - 1.5 AC

1.5 - 2.8 AC

2.8 - 5 AC

5 - 8.2 AC

8.2 - 20 AC

20 - 70 AC

% forested area by tract size
for tracts without structures

5.68%
5 of 6 tracts

3.67%
7 of 10 tracts

13.24%
1 of 1 tracts

13.66%
1 of 1 tracts

5 - 8.2 AC
0.00%

11.47%
3 of 6 tracts5.78%

3 of 5 tracts

1/2 - 1.5 AC

1.5 - 2.8 AC

2.8 - 5 AC

5 - 8.2 AC

8.2 - 20 AC

20 - 70 AC

>70 AC

 The charts below show the percentage of forested areas on various tracts sizes and 
tract count. 

The plan area 
has occupied tracts 
with and without 
forest and 
unoccupied areas 
with and without 
forest.    

The % Forested 
Area by Tract Size 
chart right shows 
occupied tracts with 
forests and percent 
of the total forest 
acreage occurring 
on these tracts and 
the number of tracts 
that are forested. 

Also, right is a 
chart showing the 
same information 
for unoccupied 
tracts. 

Below is a table 
that shows the 
percent forested of 
each tract that has 
forest acreage. 

Consulting the 
table and chart 
shows that occupied 
tracts, in the 8.2 – 
20 acre class, have 
about 16% of the 
total forest acreage  
and the forest cover 
averages 49% on 
each of the three 
tracts that have 
forested areas. Among unoccupied tracts, of the same class (8.2-20 acre) forests are 
11.5% of total forested acres and the forest cover averages 31%  on each of the three 
tracts that have forested areas.  This size range was chosen because it represents lands 
having a sizable contiguous canopy and the tracts could potentially be subdivided.

- 64 -

Item No.1.



Page 10 

Current Uses: 
The map titled RRNP By Use shows the current use of the land.  It shows which tracts 
are occupied by a structure and assumed single family residences (SFR) and unoccupied 
tracts.  The information was determined by reviewing an aerial photo of the area dated 
May, 2005.  Some structures may have been obscured by trees and additional 
construction may have occurred after that date; neither of these are considered significant 
effects upon the results displayed.  

The total area is about 585 acres.  Tracts with structures comprise about 35% of the total 
area;  about 65% of the land is either without structures (61%) or bears road or are tracts 
in the river (about 4%).   

RRNP Tract Count

other
21%

tracts 
without 

structures
27%

tracts with 
structures

52%

RRNP Tract Acreage

other
4%

tracts 
without 

structures
61%

tracts with 
structures

35%
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The density of structures within the 
plan area range from about 6 units per acre 
to one structure on about 40 acres.   

The density class shown in the charts 
right as “1/2 – 1.5 acre” contains the 
greatest number of units.  These 41 units 
occupy an average of 9/10 of an acre each. 

A comparison of occupied tracts to 
unoccupied tracts show the count of tracts in 
each size class is dissimilar with a greater 
number of tracts in each class except large 
tracts; there are 85 occupied tracts and 44 
unoccupied tracts.  They are also dissimilar 
in total acreage; unoccupied tracts range up 
to nearly 152 acres  and the largest occupied 
tract about 40 acres.

RRNP tracts with structures
Count and Area
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 The majority of smaller tracts are found in the south west of the plan area in the  vicinity 
of River Road and Columbia Stage Road intersection and along the west end of Rogers 
Road. 

The RRNP 
By Area map 
shows the 
distribution of 
tracts based on the 
size range used 
earlier in the 
charts. 

Occupied 
tracts range in size 
from .4 acre to 40 
acres. The median 
size for occupied 
tracts is 1.2 acres.  
The average size 
is 2.8 acres. 
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River Road Neighborhood Plan 
The proposed River Road Neighborhood Plan (RRNP) provides considerable 

background information about the area development, natural resources and events that 
shape the authors’ desires for future appearance and uses within the Plan area.  These 
reports appear to be a fair representation of the conditions currently found in the area. 

The Plan generally follows the format and layout found in the Growth Policy. It 
emphasizes nine areas, pointing to issues, goals and recommendation for each of the 
areas.  My review will follow the same sequence as the plan. 

I.  Neighborhood Character  
Frequently in the report and specifically in this section, the authors refer to a survey 

conducted in the Plan area.  They provide both the survey and their interpretation of the 
results in the proposed Plan.  When reviewing the Plan, reliance upon the survey should 
be tempered with consideration that both the authors and staff have concerns about this 
survey.  Staff concerns include: 
 Reliable surveys require considerable care in presentation, retrieval and 

interpretation.  The likelihood that the survey or surveyor will influence the 
respondent is high.   

 some of the questions should have been worded differently, e.g.: “Would 
development …effect …your...answers?” No definition is provided for the term 
“development.”; 

 there is no test of the respondents knowledge of the terms used, e.g. “suburban 
residential, urban residential” etc.   

The authors report that the return rate for the survey was over 60%; this is a high 
rate.  Without regard to the quality of survey methodology, the results could be 
interpreted to show that the community has some knowledge that a plan for the 
neighborhood could be based on their responses and that a majority of area residents 
believed that concern about future development had reached an awareness level that 
required their attention. 

Many of the goals and recommendations appear to align closely with similar items in 
the Growth Policy.  Many of them have been expressed in recent land use decisions and 
some addressed in recent changes to code; e.g. preservation of contiguous forest areas 
and view sheds, landscape buffers and dark sky standards. 

II. Natural Resources 
The RRNP appears somewhat consistent with the goals and recommendations found 

in the current Growth Policy in a number of areas with respect to natural resources.  Both 
recognize the importance of the environment to the health of the community.  The RRPN 
views sensitive areas  “as in riparian vegetation, wetlands, existing forested stands of 
trees, and old growth cottonwoods.”   
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The RRNP proposed “sensitive areas” map is shown below.  Additional areas may 
have trees and areas of high ground water that were not obvious from the aerial photo or 
site inspections made from adjacent public roads. 

The RRNP proposal recommends “…avoid development in sensitive areas…x”  The 
Growth Policy (GP) considers these areas as “including 100-year floodplain and on steep 
slopes.xi”  It recommends “…development… should be managed to avoid and mitigate 
environmental impacts and natural hazards.”   

The difference between avoiding and managing development  appears subtle but 
consider these prescriptions from state statute regarding subdivisions:  

“The governing body …shall adopt ….regulations reasonably providing for 
…” avoidance of development “…that would involve unnecessary 
environmental degradation and danger of injury to health, safety, or welfare by 
reason of natural hazard, including but not limited to fire and wildland fire, or 
the lack of water, drainage, access, transportation, or other public services or 
that would necessitate an excessive expenditure of public funds for the supply of 
the services..”xii  
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17.16.020 Preservation Of Natural Environment.  

The design and development of subdivisions 
shall contain satisfactory building sites which are 
properly related to topography and shall preserve the 
natural terrain, natural drainage, existing topsoil, trees, 
natural vegetation, wildlife and fish habitats to the 
extent possible. The city council may impose 
additional requirements on the Subdivider or 
homeowners. (Ord. 588 § 1(part), 1996) 

17.16.030 Lands Unsuitable For Subdivision. 

Land which the city council has found to be 
unsuitable for subdivision because of potential 
hazards such as flooding, snow avalanches, rock falls, 
landslides, slopes equal to or greater than twenty-five 
percent grade, subsidence, high water table, polluted 
or non-potable water supply, high voltage lines, high 
pressure gas lines, air or vehicular traffic hazards or 
congestion, or because of unreasonable burdens on the 
general public such as requirements for the excessive 
expenditure of public funds or environmental 
degradation; or other features which may be 
detrimental to the health, safety or general welfare of 
existing or future residents shall not be subdivided for 
building or residential purposes unless the hazards are 
eliminated or will be overcome by approved design 
and construction plans. (Ord. 588 § 1(part), 1996)  

 

 “…when requiring mitigation ….a governing body… shall consult with the 
subdivider and shall give due weight and consideration to the expressed 
preference of the subdivider...” and  “…may not unreasonably restrict a 
landowner's ability to develop land, but it is recognized that in some instances 
the unmitigated impacts of a proposed development may be unacceptable and 
will preclude approval…” xiii 
The recommendations of the RRNP should be modified to provide for managing the 

area.  For example: #3 on page 10 could read, “Manage development in sensitive areas 
…to avoid unnecessary degradation and mitigate any damage.” 

#11 on page 11 is highly prescriptive.  It requires a specific native cover preservation 
setback (100 feet) from the high water mark for existing tracts and recommends 
“…significantly greater…” distance for land that is being developed.  The 1995 Talbot 
Neighborhood Plan contains similar language that recommended “…implement a 
minimum 50 foot setback …from the top of the river bank…”   

The problem encountered with these prescriptions is the lack of basis for the 
specifics or a lack of consensus about what the basis means.  The Planning Board and 
Council struggled with enforcing the Talbot Plan and the lots created in the area were 
approved with a 25 foot setback.  

The City of Columbia Falls Planning Office administers the floodplain within the 
planning jurisdiction.  The RRNP Sensitive Areas map above shows the tracts that border 
the east shore of the Flathead River.  Many 
of the tracts that border the river are 
already designated within the 100 year 
floodplain.  Current floodplain regulations 
do not permit subdivision of tracts that are 
wholly in the floodplain; the floodplain 
can be subdivided if each new tract that 
has a buildable area outside the floodplain.  
Tracts that existed prior to the imposition 
of the Floodplain Regulations are allowed 
to build in the floodplain if issued a 
floodplain permit but typically only if no 
buildable area is available outside the 
floodplain. 

Some past land use decisions by both 
the Planning Board and City Council 
appear to indicate that they take very 
seriously their obligations to protect 
sensitive areas as prescribed in the 
Subdivision Regulations – Sections 
17.16.020 and 030 shown right. 

A land use decision example is the 
Columbia Range  subdivision; a major 
subdivision under preliminary plat within 
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the RRNP area.  Both conditions for preliminary plat and PUD provided for the set aside 
of nearly all the forested areas and all of the high water areas within the proposed 
subdivision. 

Generally and personally, I agree that sound arguments can be made that conditions 
can be imposed on owners to require that their occupancy of the property will not create 
issues with safety, health or welfare, nor environmental degradation effecting themselves 
but especially others.  Certainly building adjacent to a river bank, especially a river as 
powerful as the Flathead, could invoke all of these concerns.  Whether there is some 
specific distance from the river that alleviates the concern is a matter that must be 
discussed. 

The statement on page 10 “ … Most of the soil types in the RRNP area do not have 
the frequent flooding hazard potential of the Alluvial Land soil type but many have 
moderate to high potential for frost action…” was not substantiated in the report.  The 
soil information provide in this report, on page 6, indicates that NRCS soils report for the 
area found that much of the soils are suitable for purposes where expansive or plastic 
soils would not be acceptable.  The statement should either be modified or eliminated. 

Phrases such as “…sensitive areas…minimize disruption…contiguous wildlife 
movement…maximize open space…viewshed…preservation…” are emphasized in this 
section.  Securing these amenities is typically a process of negotiation between the 
developer and the public.  All of these appear desirable and worthwhile but typically 
come at the cost.  The Plan mentions negotiations with developers in several statements; I 
assume this is recognition that at some point the issue becomes a discussion about an 
amenity and not a mitigation of health, safety and welfare. 

III.  Land Use 
The first paragraph on page 12 states that “…about 50 acres or 7% percent of the 

Neighborhood is in the 100 year flood plain…”  On page 13, the table indicates that the 
size of the RRNP area is estimated at 528 acres, excluding “….roadways and other 
unbuildable land…”  It does not appear plausible that the total size of the area is just over 
714 acres.  When I used tract maps to measure the area (see page 10 of this report) I 
estimated the size of the RRNP area at about 585 acres and the 100 year floodplain at 
about 57 acres.  The statement should be modified to read “….about ….10% of the  Plan 
area …” 
The first paragraph on page 13 states that “….A density of 8 units per acre would create 
smaller lot sizes than are currently found in the Columbia Falls city limits…”  This  
statement appears short of information for several reasons:  
 The definition of “Urban Residential” uses gross acres.  Gross acres include lots, 

right-of-way, easements and open space.    Typically a developed area will sacrifice 
between 20 and 25% of the gross 
acres to infrastructure right-of-way 
and easements and an additional 
between 7.5 and 11% to park land; 
if a PUD then, instead of park 
land, 30% is set aside in open 

acres

1218 % of total
513 42.12%
332 % not lots
140 21.44%

653Total gross acres residential area

Residential area not in lots
Acreage not residential 

Extrapolation of developed 
residential area in-city

Total: lots, roads & parks
total acreage residential lots
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Growth Policy, 2006, Map, Page 3 

Likewise, future land use designations are not fixed or rigid 
boundaries.  The land use districts are separated by transition areas in 
which uses from one district can transition or blend into an adjacent 
land use district.  Transition areas can take several forms.  They can be 
natural barriers such as highways, streams, extremely steep terrain or 
open space.  Such barriers usually allow for a safe separation between 
negative impacts that might be associated with uses in a particular 
district such as industrial or commercial from infringing upon a less 
intense use such as residential.  Where natural barriers are not present, it 
is intended that the transition area take the form of intermediate or less 
impacting uses or else incorporate green belts, landscaping, or other 
mitigating design techniques.  The purpose of transition areas is to 
provide an area where adverse impacts (e.g., noise, odor, vibration, 
traffic, density, height) can be mitigated.   

space.  The Extrapolation of Developed Residential Area In-city table provides an 
estimate of that usage within the city-limits; in the example about 21% of the total 
area is other than lots. 

 The Growth Policy recommendation for “Urban Residential” areas states “… Single-
family houses are the primary housing type.  Duplexes, guest houses, accessory 
apartments, and small dispersed areas of multi-family housing are also 
anticipated…” (see page 4 this report).  The recommended land use for areas 
throughout the 
planning 
jurisdiction is the 
Growth Policy 
Land Use Map; it is 
described therein as 
“…a visual policy 
statement..”  I 
interpret these two 
statements in the 
Policy to mean that 
dense housing 
(duplex or 
multifamily) are 
infrequent and 
require a transition 
area when adjacent to less dense housing. 

 Within the city limits of Columbia Falls, residential lots (lots with an area greater 
than 2000 sf) by count make up about 41% of the all tracts of land that are in lots 
(tracts that include only net acres).  Based on the extrapolation made to calculate the 
gross area, these 1215 lots on 653 acres provide a density of 1.9  lots / gross acre.  If 
every residential lot were developed to contain the maximum allowable units / acre, 
the density of about 4 units/gross acre would be achieved.   

acres

1218 % of total
513 42.12%

332 % not 
lots

140 21.44%
653 1.86 3.95

Breakout of tracts by 
zoning designation

count % of lot 
tracts

area 
(acres)

% of lot 
tracts

net acres on net 
acres

R5 lots >=5400sf 475 16.21% 94 10.68% 5.1 2.0 10.1 949.4
R4 lots >=7200sf 390 13.31% 217 24.66% 1.8 1.0 1.8 390.6
R3 lots >=9600sf 223 7.61% 127 14.43% 1.8 1.0 1.8 228.6

RA1 lots >=7500sf 127 4.33% 75 8.52% 1.7 8.0 13.5 1,012.5
all residential lots 1215 41.47% 513 58.30% 2581total potential units

gross 
acres

gross 
acre

density 
(lot/acre)

density 
(units/ 
acre)

density 
(units/lot) 
maximum 
allowed 

(potential 
use)

potential 
total units

Total gross acres residential area
Residential area not in lots

Acreage not residential 

Extrapolation of developed residential 
area in-city

Total: lots, roads & parks
total acreage residential lots
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RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 14  

“1.  In areas designated Suburban Residential in 
the Growth Policy, zoning should allow for no 
more than 1 unit per 1-5 acres…”  

 Lastly, lot size is a matter of zoning.  The smallest buildable residential lot allowed is 
2000 square feet, but that is a townhouse sublot, other lot size minimum are shown in 
the table above. 
 
I recommend that the statement be deleted because it doesn’t appear to add value to 

the guidance that the Plan should endeavor to provide. 
Recommendation #1 calls for 

suburban residential density that is 
equivalent to zoning1 of an R1 (1 unit 
per acre) and R2 (2 unit per acre).  
Many of the existing occupied tracts 
are within the area covered by this 
recommendation. 

Shown in the RRNP 
Growth Policy Elements map 
is both the suburban and the 
urban residential land use 
designations found in the 
current Growth Policy.   

The current size of these 
occupied tracts range from .4 
acre to 14 acres and have the 
other characteristics shown in 
the Characteristics of GP 
Area table, below. 

The recent rezone and 
approved preliminary plat for 
five lots in the south west 
area of the Plan was for R1 
zoning. 

In recognition of the 
existing occupied tract 
characteristics, it could be 
argued that the lot size should 
transition from ½ acre tracts 
along the north west side of 
the suburban residential 
boundary and transition to 
larger lots in the southerly 
direction. 

 

1 Zoning density is typically calculated in net acres – total acres less right-of-way, easements and open 
space. 
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RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 14  

“2. In areas designated Urban Residential in the 
Growth Policy, zoning should allow for no more 
than 2 units per acre…” 

RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 14  

“3. As new development occurs houses should be 
clustered with at least 50 percentof the 
development in permanent open space. 
Negotiations could be made 
during the planning process to allow for a 
Planned Unit Development allowing  greater 
density (up to 4 units per acre) if a larger percent 
(at least 60 percent) of the development is open 
space…” 

Recommendation #2 calls for 
Urban Residential density that is 
approximately equivalent to R2 
zoning.  

Only four occupied tracts are 
currently found within this designation.  
They possesses the characteristics shown in 
the table right.  

The Urban Residential designation would 
allow a range of  2 to 8 units; corresponding 
zoning would be the range from R2 to RA1. 

The capacity of these tracts for 
development are high for at least the following 
reasons: 

 minor amounts of “sensitive area” are 
present – some forested areas in the south 
west and high ground water along highway 2; 
 construction quality soils are present; 
 reasonable accessibility to a major arterial; 
 accessibility to the extension of municipal utilities. 
It appears reasonable to plan for a range of densities, provided that the development 

reasonably mitigates the expressed concerns about the environment, view sheds and 
wildlife habitat.   

I recommend that the Plan emphasize the need for a transition of density across the 
area with the most dense development occurring along the north side of this area.  Such a  
statement, concurrent  with current Growth Policy statement recommending “…small 
dispersed areas of multi-family housing….”  and recommendations made in #3 below  
should provide a opportunity to minimize undesirable effects of development on these 
tracts. 

Recommendation #3 call for cluster 
development with a 50% open space 
minimum.  Cluster development is  
usually created to achieve the following: 

 smaller lots – instead of lots 
being ½ acre or 5 acre, they are 
reduced to say ¼ acre; 

 these smaller lots are grouped 
together – this reduces the 
amount of road surface 
necessary to provide access and 
the other infrastructure; 

 the number of units planned for 
an area is not reduced from that permitted in applicable zoning and the 
clustering results in common ownership or public ownership of the undeveloped 
lands – these could range up from 30 to 70% of the subdivision and; 
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 yard maintenance is reduced to a manageable size – smaller yards and 
undeveloped undisturbed lands are usually much less threatened with invasive 
weeds and disturbs less native cover. 

An example of a cluster development 
overlaying an existing subdivision is shown 
right.  The area is 213 acres with 20 lots.  Both 
the existing lot layout and clusters are shown.  
The SAG 10 zoning was met by restricting lot 
count to 20 but allowing lot to be 1 acre.  Notice 
that the length of the road was reduced by nearly 
50%.  Other utilities would have similarly 
benefited.  Because of the SAG 10 zoning, this 
would not be a typical example of cluster 
development; the common space is nearly 90% 
of the 213 acres. 

If a 40 acre parcel within the Urban 
Residential designation was restricted to about 
no more than 2 units per acre (assuming gross 
acres) and the development were reviewed under 
both cluster development and planned unit 
development, the comparison would look something like the following: 

 
 An assumption is made that the area required for roads is reduced by adopting 

cluster development; accuracy of this estimate depends on the lot layout. 
 Various additional options are available in the PUD such as permitting 

multifamily units.    
 Land not in lots is about 10% higher for the cluster development than the PUD. 
 In the cluster development lots are about the size of lots typical of about R4 

zoning. 

COMPARISON OF CLUSTER 
AND PLANNED UNIT 

DEVELOPMENT

total acres 40 40
Right-of-ways 15% 6 25% 10
Open Space 50% 20 30% 12 area/

unit sf 2000
lot area  (acres) 14 18 2.9 15

unit count - 1/2 acre/unit (gross) 80

R2 
allows 

4 
units/ 
gross 
acre

160 40% 64 96

density - units/acre 6 9 22 6
lot size (square feet) 7260 4840 1980 7260

cluster 
development

Planned Unit  
Development - 
Single Family

Planned Unit  
Development with 

Multifamily
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RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 14  

4. Landscape buffers should be used where 
development abuts lower density tracts. Wildlife 
values should be considered as outlined in the 
Natural Resource section. 

RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 14  

6. If city water and sewer are brought into the 
area, the requirements for current residents to 
hook up to such services should not exceed the 
state law of 200 feet, based on system failure and 
wells should not be required to be capped. 

RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 15 

8. If River Road is to be moved by a developer, 
negotiations should be made during the planning 
process to maintain views of the Flathead River 
for users of the road. 

 In the PUD single family lots are a little less in size than R5 zoning. 
 The PUD with multifamily has lots that meet the sublot allowance and lots that 

could match the R4 size in the cluster development.  The 40% allowance shown 
in the example was used because it makes the single family lot size match the 
cluster development lot size. 

I recommend that the statement be modified to allow density greater than 2 
units/gross acre only if a PUD is applied or a cluster development with a 50% open space 
set aside. 

 At this time, the Columbia Falls regulations provide no standard for cluster 
development.  

Recommendation #4 should provide 
for buffers where two diverse density share 
a border. 

Recommendation #6 is redundant 
since the state statute regarding sewer 
already prescribes the standard and the 
City is prohibited from imposing a 
regulation more stringent.xiv   

Recommendation #8 should be 
modified.  If the road is moved further 
away from the river, it does not seem 
plausible that the current vehicle 
occupant’s view from the road can be 
maintained.  Better that the 
recommendation be for maintaining public 
view access along the river; this would 
likely result in a walk path.   

The Growth Policy map shows River 
Road moved inland.  This was 
recommended for the following reasons: 

 due to the lack of right-of-way at 
the current location – at least 60 feet 
is required, only 20 is provided; 
 poor visibility at the intersection with Highway 2 – due to the vicinity of the 

bridge the approach should be moved at least several hundred feet to the east; and 
 allowing such an expensive piece of infrastructure close to a high river 

embankment and 100 year floodplain would show extremely poor judgment. 
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RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 15 

11. At minimum, a 100 foot vegetative setback 
from the high water mark, where no disturbance 
of natural vegetation occurs, should be 
maintained for privately owned lots that are not 
intended for subdivision. Any lots intended for 
subdivision or PUD should have significantly 
greater setbacks to protect water quality and 
riparian habitat. 

RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 15 

12. New homes should not be built in areas 
within the 100-year floodplain. A variance 
should apply for any existing homes that may 
need to be rebuilt due to catastrophic loss. 

RRNP Final Draft, Land Use, Recommendations, 
page 15 

20. Landowners who intend to subdivide shall 
hold a neighborhood public meeting 
prior to submittal to Columbia Falls Planning 
Board of proposed rezoning or 
development(s). 

RRNP Final Draft, Park and Recreation, 
Recommendations, page 18 

3. As bicycle/pedestrian paths are planned 
outside of new developments, if they are 
adjacent to existing roadways, they should be 
created within the 60-foot right of way and limit 
width to accommodate existing natural  
trees/shrubbery in an attempt to protect natural 
buffers between private land and roadway. 

Recommendation #11 call for a 100 foot setback from the high water mark.  That 
issue was addressed previously (see page 
15 of this report). 

Recommendation #12 calls for 
prohibition of new houses in the 100 
year floodplain.  Current regulations 
allow for a structure in the floodplain 
only if the tract has no buildable area 
outside the floodplain.  It appears that 
such a prohibition could be adopted and 
likely defensible.  It appears that the 
requirement would potentially affect 
about seven existing tracts. 

Recommendation #20 should be 
modified to read “…Landowners 
proposing subdivisions are strongly 
encouraged to hold a neighborhood 
meeting ….”  Not all development 
requires a public review (divisions of 
land exempt from review by statute) and 
adoption of the neighborhood plan 
should provide a lot of the guidance 
necessary to inform the developer of the 
community’s interests. 

IV Housing 
The statements made in this section 

appear to be in reasonable conformance 
with the Growth Policy. 

V  Park and Recreation 
Recommendation #3 call for paths  

located within a 60 foot right-of-way, 
when adjacent to a road.  It is desirable 
that paths be separated from vehicle 
traffic.  Paths should be encouraged 
located well away from vehicle travel 
lanes or on separate right-of-ways, for 
safety and aesthetic reasons. 
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RRNP Final Draft, Section 4, Application, 
page 24 
This plan will be effective only if it is used. 
It should be consulted whenever a public or 
private action affects land use within the 
Neighborhood. For  example, all subdivision 
development and re-zoning should be 
reviewed based on the criteria of this Plan. 
This plan should be considered a sub-
element of the Columbia Falls Growth 
Policy, providing more specific detail and 
guidance in  planning issues before the 
Planning Board and City Council. 

RRNP Final Draft, Traffic , Recommendations, 
page 20 

6. Persuade Flathead County to conduct a 
warrant study at the junction of Columbia Falls 
Stage and River Road in order to establish the 
need for a three way stop (a stop sign currently 
exists down the dead end lane of North Columbia 
Falls Stage) or create a safer curve at the  
junction. 

RRNP Final Draft, Economic Development, 
Recommendations, page 22 

6. Encourage the right to farm, and continued 
local agricultural production. 

VI Traffic 
Recommendation #6 requests a 

warrant study and installation of a 
three-way stop at the intersection of 
Columbia Falls Stage and River Road.  
The Columbia Falls Stage leg to the 
Red Bridge is used by, at most, 20 
vehicles per day and the other two legs 
support nearly 2000 vehicles per day.  
It would be highly contrary to road 
signage practices to allow such an 
intersection.   Better the recommendation should request that the south east radii at the 
intersection be made much larger and the right-of-way be widened throughout the River 
Road route.   

Recommendation #6 should be modified or eliminated. 

VII Economic Development 
Recommendation #6 calls for 

encouraging the right to farm. No 
substantial farming occurs within the 
Plan area now or the recent past.  If 
the area is designated residential in 
the Growth Policy why would 
farming be part of the areas future?  This recommendation should be eliminated. 

VIII  Infrastructure and Services 
It is interesting that the Plan desires to resist the availability of municipal public 

sewer and water, yet admits in this section that there are issues with sewer drain fields 
contaminating wells and potential harmful effects upon the River.  In most cases, the 
solution most prescribed for these problems is connection to a community or municipal 
system. 

IX  Community Facilities 
No comment. 

Section 4 II Application 
Better this section should state that 

the “…River Road Neighborhood Plan is 
a supplement to the Growth Policy and 
should be consulted whenever land use 
decision are made involving lands found 
within the RRNP Boundary. …” 
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SUMMARY 
The survey, its responses and interpretation are a snapshot of a specific period. They 

should be included in the appendix only.  All references to the survey within the issues, 
goals and recommendations  sections should be removed. 

The prescription for a specific setback from the Flathead River high water mark 
should be carefully considered.  If included in the Plan, greater support should be 
provided justifying the distance chosen.  If adopted for this area, a similar prescription 
should be considered for all of the jurisdiction. 

The amount of floodplain existing in the Plan area should be made more accurate.  
The 7% used in the Plan was not confirmed by available information.   

Statements about the soil types and bearing capacity should be justified and 
concurrent with available information.  Adopting the NRCS report is advised. 

Comparisons of the housing density between the Plan area and that found in the City 
should be based on more accurate information and should be included in a format that 
provides guidance in the interpretation of the Plan. 

Development in the area designated as Suburban Residential should transition from 
½ acre tracts along the north west side of the suburban residential boundary and transition 
to larger lots in the southerly direction.  Cluster development should be encouraged 
within this designation. 

Development in the area designated as Urban Residential should allow for a density 
of not more than two units per gross acre unless part of a planned unit development or 
cluster development where clustering yields 50% open space.  Densities greater than that 
allowed in R3 zoning should be placed most adjacent to Highway 2 and areas containing 
other than single family residences should be grouped and small in size, and dispersed 
among larger lot groups. 

Provide buffering where densities are diverse as opposed to merely different. 
Delete statements that either restate or contradict statute requirements. 
Make a priority that the general public should be provided river view areas along the 

Flathead River. 
Consider whether the jurisdiction should adopt a prohibition against building within 

the 100 year floodplain.  If acceptable then the Floodplain Regulation should be modified 
in addition to any statement provided in the RRNP document. 

A neighborhood meeting should be encouraged prior to submitting a plan for 
subdivision or rezone. 

Pedestrian paths should be at least nine feet wide and located either on a right-of-
way separate from streets or at least separated from traffic lanes by at least a ten foot 
wide boulevard. 

River Road should be provided a wider right-of-way and travel surface and a wider 
corner provided at the intersection with Columbia Falls Stage Road. 
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Appendix A: Growth Policy Land and Use Map
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Appendix B: Potential Municipal Utility Service Area
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Appendix C: Zoning Districts
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APPENDIX D: NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION 
SERVICE 

February, 29, 2008
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APPENDIX E: End Notes 
 

i 76-1-601.  Growth policy -- contents. 
(1) A growth policy may cover all or part of the jurisdictional area. 

(2)  The extent to which a growth policy addresses the elements listed in subsection (3) is at the full discretion of the 
governing body. 

(3)  A growth policy must include: 
 (a)  community goals and objectives; 

(b)  maps and text describing an inventory of the existing characteristics and features of the 
jurisdictional area, including: 
 (i)  land uses; 
 (ii)  population; 
 (iii)  housing needs; 
 (iv)  economic conditions; 
 (v)  local services; 
 (vi)  public facilities; 
 (vii)  natural resources; and 
 (viii)  other characteristics and features proposed by the planning board and adopted by the governing 

bodies; 
(c)  projected trends for the life of the growth policy for each of the following elements: 

 (i)  land use; 
 (ii)  population; 
 (iii)  housing needs; 
 (iv)  economic conditions; 
 (v)  local services; 
 (vi)  natural resources; and 
 (vii)  other elements proposed by the planning board and adopted by the governing bodies; 

 (d)  a description of policies, regulations, and other measures to be implemented in order to achieve the 
goals and objectives established pursuant to subsection (3)(a); 

 (e)  a strategy for development, maintenance, and replacement of public infrastructure, including drinking 
water systems, wastewater treatment facilities, sewer systems, solid waste facilities, fire protection 
facilities, roads, and bridges; 

 (f)  an implementation strategy that includes: 
 (i)  a timetable for implementing the growth policy; 
 (ii)  a list of conditions that will lead to a revision of the growth policy; and 

 (iii)  a timetable for reviewing the growth policy at least once every 5 years and revising the policy if 
necessary; 

 (g)  a statement of how the governing bodies will coordinate and cooperate with other jurisdictions that 
explains: 

 (i)  if a governing body is a city or town, how the governing body will coordinate and cooperate with 
the county in which the city or town is located on matters related to the growth policy; 

 (ii)  if a governing body is a county, how the governing body will coordinate and cooperate with cities 
and towns located within the county's boundaries on matters related to the growth policy; 

 (h)  a statement explaining how the governing bodies will: 
 (i)  define the criteria in 76-3-608(3)(a); and 
 (ii)  evaluate and make decisions regarding proposed subdivisions with respect to the criteria in 76-3-

608(3)(a); 
 (i)  a statement explaining how public hearings regarding proposed subdivisions will be conducted; and 
 (j)  an evaluation of the potential for fire and wildland fire in the jurisdictional area, including whether or 

not there is a need to: 
 (i)  delineate the wildland-urban interface; and 
 (ii)  adopt regulations requiring: 
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 (A)  defensible space around structures; 
 (B)  adequate ingress and egress to and from structures and developments to facilitate fire 

suppression activities; and 
 (C)  adequate water supply for fire protection. 
(4)  A growth policy may: 

 (a)  include one or more neighborhood plans. A neighborhood plan must be consistent with the 
growth policy. 

 (b)  establish minimum criteria defining the jurisdictional area for a neighborhood plan; 
 (c)  establish an infrastructure plan that, at a minimum, includes: 
 (i)  projections, in maps and text, of the jurisdiction's growth in population and number of residential, 

commercial, and industrial units over the next 20 years; 
 (ii)  for a city, a determination regarding if and how much of the city's growth is likely to take place 

outside of the city's existing jurisdictional area over the next 20 years and a plan of how the city 
will coordinate infrastructure planning with the county or counties where growth is likely to take 
place; 

 (iii)  for a county, a plan of how the county will coordinate infrastructure planning with each of the 
cities that project growth outside of city boundaries and into the county's jurisdictional area over 
the next 20 years; 

 (iv)  for cities, a land use map showing where projected growth will be guided and at what densities 
within city boundaries; 

 (v)  for cities and counties, a land use map that designates infrastructure planning areas adjacent to 
cities showing where projected growth will be guided and at what densities; 

 (vi)  using maps and text, a description of existing and future public facilities necessary to efficiently 
serve projected development and densities within infrastructure planning areas, including, 
whenever feasible, extending interconnected municipal street networks, sidewalks, trail systems, 
public transit facilities, and other municipal public facilities throughout the infrastructure planning 
area. For the purposes of this subsection (4)(c)(vi), public facilities include but are not limited to 
drinking water treatment and distribution facilities, sewer systems, wastewater treatment facilities, 
solid waste disposal facilities, parks and open space, schools, public access areas, roads, highways, 
bridges, and facilities for fire protection, law enforcement, and emergency services; 

 (vii)  a description of proposed land use management techniques and incentives that will be adopted to 
promote development within cities and in an infrastructure planning area, including land use 
management techniques and incentives that address issues of housing affordability; 

 (viii)  a description of how and where projected development inside municipal boundaries for cities 
and inside designated joint infrastructure planning areas for cities and counties could adversely 
impact: 

 (A)  threatened or endangered wildlife and critical wildlife habitat and corridors; 
 (B)  water available to agricultural water users and facilities; 
 (C)  the ability of public facilities, including schools, to safely and efficiently service current 

residents and future growth; 
 (D)  a local government's ability to provide adequate local services, including but not limited to 

emergency, fire, and police protection; 
 (E)  the safety of people and property due to threats to public health and safety, including but not 

limited to wildfire, flooding, erosion, water pollution, hazardous wildlife interactions, and 
traffic hazards; 

 (F)  natural resources, including but not limited to forest lands, mineral resources, streams, rivers, 
lakes, wetlands, and ground water; and 

 (G)  agricultural lands and agricultural production; and 
 (ix)  a description of measures, including land use management techniques and incentives, that will be 

adopted to avoid, significantly reduce, or mitigate the adverse impacts identified under subsection 
(4)(c)(viii). 

(5)  The planning board may propose and the governing bodies may adopt additional elements of a growth policy in 
order to fulfill the purpose of this chapter. 
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76-1-608.  Criteria for local government review.  
(1) The basis for the governing body's decision to approve, conditionally approve, or deny a proposed subdivision is 

whether the subdivision application, preliminary plat, applicable environmental assessment, public hearing, 
planning board recommendations, or additional information demonstrates that development of the proposed 
subdivision meets the requirements of this chapter. A governing body may not deny approval of a proposed 
subdivision based solely on the subdivision's impacts on educational services. 

(2)  The governing body shall issue written findings of fact that weigh the criteria in subsection (3), as applicable. 
(3)  A subdivision proposal must undergo review for the following primary criteria: 

(a) except when the governing body has established an exemption pursuant to subsection (6) of this 
section or except as provided in 76-3-509, 76-3-609(2) or (4), or 76-3-616, the impact on agriculture, 
agricultural water user facilities, local services, the natural environment, wildlife and wildlife habitat, 
and public health and safety; 

76-1-602.  Public hearing on proposed growth policy.  
(1) Prior to the submission of the proposed growth policy to the governing bodies, the board shall give notice and 

hold a public hearing on the growth policy. 
(2)  At least 10 days prior to the date set for hearing, the board shall publish in a newspaper of general circulation 

in the jurisdictional area a notice of the time and place of the hearing. 

76-1-603.  Adoption of growth policy by planning board.  
After consideration of the recommendations and suggestions elicited at the public hearing, the planning board 

shall by resolution: 
(1)  recommend the proposed growth policy and any proposed ordinances and resolutions for its implementation to 

the governing bodies of the governmental units represented on the planning board; 
(2)  recommend that a growth policy not be adopted; or 
(3)  recommend that the governing body take some other action related to preparation of a growth policy. 

76-1-604.  Adoption, revision, or rejection of growth policy.  
(1) The governing body shall adopt a resolution of intention to adopt, adopt with revisions, or reject the proposed 

growth policy. 
(2)  If the governing body adopts a resolution of intention to adopt a growth policy, the governing body may submit 

to the qualified electors of the area covered by the growth policy proposed by the governing body at the next 
primary or general election or at a special election the referendum question of whether or not the growth policy 
should be adopted. A special election must be held in conjunction with a regular or primary election. 

(3)  A governing body may: 
(a)  revise an adopted growth policy following the procedures in this chapter for adoption of a proposed 

growth policy; or 
(b)  repeal a growth policy by resolution. 

(4)  The qualified electors of the area covered by the growth policy may by initiative or referendum adopt, revise, or 
repeal a growth policy under this section. A petition for initiative or referendum must contain the signatures of 
15% of the qualified electors of the area covered by the growth policy. 

(5)  A master plan adopted pursuant to this chapter before October 1, 1999, may be repealed following the 
procedures in this section for repeal of a growth policy. 

(6)  Until October 1, 2006, a master plan that was adopted pursuant to this chapter before October 1, 1999, may be 
revised following the procedures in this chapter for revision of a growth policy. 

(7)  Except as otherwise provided in this section, the provisions of Title 7, chapter 5, part 1, apply to an initiative or 
referendum under this section. 

ii 76-2-304.  Purposes of zoning.  
(1) Zoning regulations must be: 
 (a)  except as provided in subsection (3), made in accordance with a growth policy; 
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iii 76-1-606.  Effect of growth policy on subdivision regulations.  
When a growth policy has been approved, the subdivision regulations adopted pursuant to chapter 3 of this title 

must be made in accordance with the growth policy. 

iv 76-1-605.  Use of adopted growth policy.  
(1) Subject to subsection (2), after adoption of a growth policy, the governing body within the area covered by the 

growth policy pursuant to 76-1-601 must be guided by and give consideration to the general policy and pattern 
of development set out in the growth policy in the: 
(a)  authorization, construction, alteration, or abandonment of public ways, public places, public structures, or 

public utilities; 
(b)  authorization, acceptance, or construction of water mains, sewers, connections, facilities, or utilities; and 
(c)  adoption of zoning ordinances or resolutions. 

(2)  (a) A growth policy is not a regulatory document and does not confer any authority to regulate that is not 
otherwise specifically authorized by law or regulations adopted pursuant to the law. 

(b)  A governing body may not withhold, deny, or impose conditions on any land use approval or other 
authority to act based solely on compliance with a growth policy adopted pursuant to this chapter. 
 
v See 76-1-608(4)(a) 
vi Growth Policy, December, 2005. Section 12, Part B. NEIGHBORHOOD PLANS, pg. 46 
Neighborhood Plans may be prepared as tools to coordinate and clarify the development for a specific 

neighborhood or a key area of the planning jurisdiction. It may also be a tool used by a developer to address large 
development projects that have impacts beyond its project boundaries. A Neighborhood Plan focuses on an area in 
order to provide clear and detailed direction. A Neighborhood Plan is developed within the overall framework of the 
Columbia Falls City-County Growth Policy and is typically adopted as a subelement of the Growth Policy. While 
the City-County Growth Policy is very broad in its analysis and guidance for the community, a Neighborhood Plan 
serves to refine this overall concept by expanding on the goals and policies and providing guidance at the 
neighborhood or project level. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Neighborhood Plan embodies the public policy for the area it addresses. Any land use ordinances or 

regulations, such as zoning or subdivision review, should be based on this plan, and where the plan is more 
restrictive in its policy, the plan's precepts shall prevail. It must be understood, however, that the plan is 

conceptual in nature and not an engineering or construction document. It is acknowledged that there is a 
difference between a Neighborhood Plan refining the broad community goals of a neighborhood or special planning 
area versus a specific Developer’s Neighborhood Plan which typically would be used to assist a developer address a 
significant neighborhood scale development project. Adoption of a Developers Neighborhood Plan must be in 
accordance with 76-1- 601 through 76-1-604 M.C.A. Application materials for a developers neighborhood plan 
amendment should include the following: 

1. A draft plan stating significant issues, goals, and policies associated with proposed development. 
2. The plan should clearly describe the proposed development, address feasibility of the development; phasing; 

a convincing showing of need; neighborhood compatibility; transportation impacts; environmental impacts; site 
hazards; adequate provision of local services; demonstrate the encouragement of the most appropriate use of land 
throughout the jurisdiction and conclude by demonstrating overall conformance with the Growth Policy. 

3. A site plan showing land uses and densities assigned to specific locations; general circulation and parking 
plan; general utilities plan; general landscaping plan; lands and facilities committed for recreation or public services; 
water bodies and wetlands; 100-year floodplain; topographical contours; significant physical features; prime 
agricultural soils; significant habitat; and significant cultural or historical resources. 

4. A vicinity map showing surrounding land use patterns; streets (arterial, collector, and local); water bodies; 
and other significant physical features. 

5. A letter of application signed by the property owner(s), a legal description of the site, a list of the names and 
addresses of all property owners within 150 feet of the site, and any application review fees.  

It is understood that if the particular development project is abandoned, the land use designation shall revert 
back to its prior classification and the Developers Neighborhood Plan shall sunset. Abandonment shall be deemed to 
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have occurred when no substantial improvements or substantial progress has been made on the development for a 
period of three years and the developers are no longer pursuing the project. 

vii The Columbia Falls’ Growth Policy, December, 2005 Introduction: Part B.  
The Columbia Falls City-County Growth Policy is an official public document adopted by the Columbia Falls 

City Council.  It is a policy plan intended to guide decisions concerning the physical, social, economic and 
environmental development of the Planning Jurisdiction.  The essential characteristics of the plan are that it is 
comprehensive, general and visionary. 

"Comprehensive" means that the Growth Policy applies to all geographical areas of the Planning Jurisdiction.   
"General" means that the Growth Policy presents the goals and policies necessary to give guidance to making 

decisions concerning development but does not indicate site-specific locations, engineered solutions, or detailed 
regulations.  substantial compliance with the Plan. 

"Visionary" means that it looks beyond the present situation in an attempt to anticipate 
future problems and possibilities.   

 
viii 76-1-605.  Use of adopted growth policy. (2)(a) and (b). 

ix 76-1-601.  Growth policy -- contents. 
 (2)  The extent to which a growth policy addresses the elements listed in subsection (3) is at the full discretion 

of the governing body. 
x River Road Neighborhood Plan, February, 2008, pg 10. Goals #3 and Recommendations #3 
xi Growth Policy, December, 2005. Section 1, Natural Resources, Policies pg 10. 
xii 76-3-501.  Local subdivision regulations. The governing body of every county, city, and town 

shall adopt and provide for the enforcement and administration of subdivision regulations reasonably providing for: 
 (1)  the orderly development of their jurisdictional areas; 
 (2)  the coordination of roads within subdivided land with other roads, both existing and planned; 
 (3)  the dedication of land for roadways and for public utility easements; 
 (4)  the improvement of roads; 
 (5)  the provision of adequate open spaces for travel, light, air, and recreation; 
 (6)  the provision of adequate transportation, water, and drainage; 
 (7)  subject to the provisions of 76-3-511, the regulation of sanitary facilities; 
 (8)  the avoidance or minimization of congestion; and 
 (9)  the avoidance of subdivisions that would involve unnecessary environmental degradation and danger of 

injury to health, safety, or welfare by reason of natural hazard, including but not limited to fire and wildland 
fire, or the lack of water, drainage, access, transportation, or other public services or that would necessitate an 
excessive expenditure of public funds for the supply of the services. 

xiii 76-3-608.  Criteria for local government review.  
 (5) (a)  In reviewing a proposed subdivision under subsection (3) and when requiring mitigation under 

subsection (4), a governing body may not unreasonably restrict a landowner's ability to develop land, but it is 
recognized that in some instances the unmitigated impacts of a proposed development may be unacceptable and will 
preclude approval of the subdivision. 

 (b)  When requiring mitigation under subsection (4), a governing body shall consult with the subdivider and 
shall give due weight and consideration to the expressed preference of the subdivider. 

xiv  76-3-511.  Local regulations no more stringent than state regulations or guidelines.  
(1) Except as provided in subsections (2) through (4) or unless required by state law, a governing body may not 

adopt a regulation under 76-3-501 or 76-3-504(1)(f)(iii) that is more stringent than the comparable state regulations 
or guidelines that address the same circumstances. The governing body may incorporate by reference comparable 
state regulations or guidelines. 

 (2)  The governing body may adopt a regulation to implement 76-3-501 or 76-3-504(1)(f)(iii) that is more 
stringent than comparable state regulations or guidelines only if the governing body makes a written finding, after a 
public hearing and public comment and based on evidence in the record, that: 

 (a)  the proposed local standard or requirement protects public health or the environment; and 
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 (b)  the local standard or requirement to be imposed can mitigate harm to the public health or environment 

and is achievable under current technology. 
 (3)  The written finding must reference information and peer-reviewed scientific studies contained in the 

record that forms the basis for the governing body's conclusion. The written finding must also include information 
from the hearing record regarding the costs to the regulated community that are directly attributable to the proposed 
local standard or requirement. 

 (4) (a)  A person affected by a regulation of the governing body adopted after January 1, 1990, and before 
April 14, 1995, that that person believes to be more stringent than comparable state regulations or guidelines may 
petition the governing body to review the regulation. If the governing body determines that the regulation is more 
stringent than comparable state regulations or guidelines, the governing body shall comply with this section by 
either revising the regulation to conform to the state regulations or guidelines or by making the written finding, as 
provided under subsection (2), within a reasonable period of time, not to exceed 12 months after receiving the 
petition. A petition under this section does not relieve the petitioner of the duty to comply with the challenged 
regulation. The governing body may charge a petition filing fee in an amount not to exceed $250. 

 (b)  A person may also petition the governing body for a regulation review under subsection (4)(a) if the 
governing body adopts a regulation after January 1, 1990, in an area in which no state regulations or guidelines 
existed and the state government subsequently establishes comparable regulations or guidelines that are less 
stringent than the previously adopted governing body regulation. 
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