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ROOM A | 130 6TH STREET WEST  PHONE (406) 892-4391 
COLUMBIA FALLS, MT 59912  FAX (406) 892-4413 

AGENDA 
CITY PLANNING COMMISSION REGULAR MEETING 

THURSDAY, APRIL 10, 2025 6:00 PM 
COUNCIL CHAMBERS CITY HALL 

CALL TO ORDER AND ROLL CALL 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES:   

1. Approval of December 12, 2024 Planning Commission Regular Meeting minutes 

VISITOR OR PUBLIC COMMENT: (An opportunity for the Public to comment on any items not on tonight’s 
agenda) 

PUBLIC HEARINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS:  

2. Columbia Falls Housing Needs Study – An element of the Columbia Falls Land Use Plan 
Update:  A request by the City of Columbia Falls to adopt the Columbia Falls Housing Needs 
Assessment.  The Housing Needs Study is an element of the future Land Use Plan the City of 
Columbia Falls is working towards in compliance with SB 382.  The Housing Needs Study 
estimates housing needs for Columbia Falls and surrounding areas and provides a number of 
options that the City can work towards to meet the needs.  The Housing Needs Study is just one 
part of the future land use plan which will also include Land use analysis of the land use map, 
vacant lands, and zoning.  The Housing Needs Study can be found on the City of Columbia Falls 
Website. 

A. Recommend Approval of the Housing Needs Study to City Council 

ADJOURNMENT 

Next Regular Planning Commission Meeting – May 8, 2025 
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REGULAR MEETING – 6:00 PM. 

 

President Fisher called Meeting to order at 6:02 PM 
 
PRESENT: President Fisher, Vice President Ping, Commissioner Johnson, Commissioner Kavanagh 
 
ABSENT: Commissioner Berube 
 
Also present: City Manager Mark Shrives, Contract Planner Eric Mulcahy, City Attorney Justin Breck, Public Works Clerk 
Caleb Sobczak 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES: 

Approval of November 14, 2024 Regular Meeting Minutes 

Motion made by Vice President Ping to approve the November 14, 2024 minutes as presented, Seconded by 
Commissioner Johnson. Motion carried with all present voting AYE. 

VISITOR OR PUBLIC COMMENT: (An opportunity for the Public to comment on any items not on tonight’s agenda) 

Mike Burr, 560 Talbot Rd, Columbia Falls. Commented that the minutes for the last Planning Commission meetings are 
absent from the City website. He has been unable to locate the questionnaire for the employer survey that is part of the 
housing study on the City website. City Manager Shrives said that the survey can be accessed via a banner on the top of 
the City website homepage. Burr wondered if the Cities affected by this new planning law are trying to propose 
legislation to smooth the rough edges. City Manager Shrives said that the League of Cities and Towns are not proposing 
anything yet, they are saying they want to see where this goes first. Burr wondered how the public will know that a 
project is happening in their area with the new laws not requiring any notification if a developer follows all the 
regulations. 

PUBLIC HEARINGS AND ACTION: 

Toby and Mindy Gilchrist are requesting an annexation and initial zoning from the current County zoning of R-5 (Two-
Family Residential) to City CR-5 (Two-Family Residential). The Columbia Falls Growth Policy designates the property 
as multi-family allowing eight or more units per acre. The applicants are also requesting a Planned Unit Development 
(zoning overlay) to allow the development of ten residential lots with each lot having a two-unit townhome for a total 
of twenty units on 2.27 acres. The PUD will provide deviations to the private street cross section along with setback 
deviations. The applicants are also requesting a subdivision that will create ten parent lots with each lot having a two-
unit townhome for a total of 20 units on 2.27 acres. The subdivision will access Meadow Lake Boulevard with a private 
street and each lot will front on the new street. The property is currently vacant and located at 274 Meadow Lake 
Boulevard in Columbia Falls. The property is described as Parcel B of COS 22075 (Accessors Tracts 2BDAD); Section 7, 
Township 30 North, Range 20 West, P.M.M., Flathead County. 

Planner Mulcahy stated that there will a single presentation and public hearing for all three of the requests from the 
applicants with three separate motions for approval with votes by the Planning Commission.  

Planner Mulcahy presented the combined Staff Report CA-24-01, CPUD-24-01 & CPP-24-01 on the 274 Meadowlake 
Boulevard Townhomes. With the new jurisdictional changes and the loss of the zoning donut the first step is now the 
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annexation and initial zoning. The applicant’s request for annexation and CR-5 zoning complies with the 2019 Growth 
Policy. City services are available in the area. With annexation the adjacent road is also annexed into the City. This 
development did not trigger the need for a Traffic Impact Study, typically it is required for 30 or more units. Other recent 
traffic impact studies have been performed on Meadowlake Boulevard for different developments, stating the need for 
removal of vegetation for clear vision and review of the intersection of Meadowlake Blvd and Highway 2 (9th Street 
West) by the Flathead County. This project meets all the review criteria for initial zoning. Regarding the Planned Unit 
Development, the Growth Policy supports the use and the density of this proposal. Applicants are asking for a deviation 
to the rear yard setback. Zoning would require a 20-foot setback and the applicants are requesting that be reduced to 10 
feet. For the front yard, the drawing shows a 15-foot setback but in clarification the garage will be recessed to 20 feet of 
separation from the sidewalk. The last deviation is a request for a 24-foot paved road surface with 5-foot sidewalks on 
either side creating a 34-foot cross-section. Typically a road cross-section is 60 feet, 30-foot paved road with 10-foot 
boulevards and 5-foot sidewalks. This is a private road and meets the components of access for the PUD requirements. 
All other review criteria for the Planned Unit Development zoning overlay are met. Applicants are not requesting any 
deviations to the preliminary plat requirements and all review criteria are met. There has been concern on pedestrian 
access on Meadowlake Blvd. Conditions have been added to previous developments for backfilling the water main 
extension to a grade where a multi-use path can be installed and this condition has been added to this development as 
well. The requirement for a sidewalk to be constructed on the frontage of this property has the option for the City to 
take the cash-in-lieu and put it towards the construction of the multi-use path. Staff is recommending approval for 
annexation and initial zoning, the planned unit development zoning overlay and preliminary plat requests. Contract 
Planner Mulcahy read the 27 conditions of approval. 

The applicant Toby Gilchrist, 225 East Bowman Dr, Kalispell, stepped to the podium to present and answer any questions 
from the Commission. He stated that Contract Planner Mulcahy covered everything. The townhome design was 
intended for a buyer to have the option of purchasing a single unit which there are more entry level housing loan 
options for. Mr. Gilchrist is joined by Doug Peppmeier from TDH Engineering and Aaron Wallace with Montana Creative. 

The public comment period was opened at 6:47 PM. 

Phillip Zeiler 165 Homestead Drive, Columbia Falls. Meadowlake Boulevard is very busy and this, along with the other 
developments, will increase the traffic greatly and the speed and stoplight installation needs to be considered. A private 
drive will limit access for the properties to the west. 

Kris Smith 268 Meadowlake Boulevard, Columbia Falls. Expressed concerns with this development being incompatible 
with the neighborhood, increasing traffic and decreasing safety on Meadowlake Boulevard. This project falls short in 
integrating Growth Policy principles. This project is in a confined area that does not foster a neighborhood and does not 
have access to pedestrian or recreational amenities. The City is prioritizing more multi-family at the expense of people 
who already live in the area. Only a fraction of the vegetation and trees will remain. Lack of pedestrian infrastructure on 
Meadowlake Blvd is a concern. The increase in value of his property will lead to higher taxes. More development will 
lead to more strain on City infrastructure. This project does not serve the community and should be denied. 

Shirley Folkwein, 285 Shooting Star Drive, Columbia Falls. Upper Flathead Neighborhood Association concurs with the 
comments Patrick Malone submitted to the Commission via email. The City must commence construction of the gravel 
multi-use path within one-year of build out if cash-in-lieu is accepted. It would be worth the financial commitment for 
the City and County to widen the road and add sidewalks or blacktop instead of a gravel path. Applicant must agree that 
short-term rentals should not be allowed. Short-term rentals are destroying neighborhoods and communities. This 
development will impact the wildlife with trees being destroyed that provide habitat and she encourages the City, 
residents and developers to compensate the loss of trees. 

Pam Northrope 175 Homestead Drive, Columbia Falls. Agrees with her neighbors in opposition to this development. 
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Doug Peppmeier, TDH Engineering, 450 Corporate Dr, Kalispell. Was not provided with the public comments and would 
have addressed those prior. Not asking for a change in zoning just switching from County to City. Cash-in-lieu option is at 
Cities discretion. Regarding safety of the road, a traffic impact study was not requested by the City or the County but 
one can be done. 

Public comment was closed at 7:07 PM. 

Planner Mulcahy addressed the Columbia Falls regulations on short-term rentals saying they are allowed in all 
residential zones with an administrative conditional use permit. The prohibition of short-term rentals can be conditioned 
for this development and placed on the plat. President Fisher added that the development to the south was approved 
but when it returned it was requested that half of the units become vacation rentals. This was denied, not the entire 
development, shows there is precedent for prohibiting short-term rentals. 

The Planning Commission discussed the requested variances to the setbacks. Concern was expressed for the setback 
variance allowing for more density than would be normally allowed. Safeguards for adjacent property owners could be 
removed, as well as more trees and vegetation than is necessary. 

Commissioner Kavanagh sought an update on the other developments status. Planner Mulcahy said that both the 
development to the south and the subdivision to the north are in standby as of now. In the north there has been an 
extension granted. In the south the conditional use permit granted is close to expiring so more than likely it will need to 
come back. 

There was discussion by the Planning Commission in regards to the traffic impact study not being required or performed 
for this development. The applicant stated that there was a recent traffic impact study done by the subdivision to the 
north and the development to the south but they are willing to do another TIS. The Commission did not deem it 
necessary for the applicant to do another TIS. 

The prohibition of short-term rentals for this project was discussed and the applicant stated that there was no intention 
of doing short-term rentals in this project. Vice President Ping noted that with the conclusion of the ongoing housing 
study more information will be known about the impact short term rentals has on Columbia Falls. 

Aaron Wallace with Montana Creative stepped up to the podium to address the Planning Commission’s questions on the 
setback variance. He had to work with a narrow lot with houses on either side of the road to make the numbers work. A 
two-car garage and the ability to park between the garage door and the sidewalk is the desire. With a 20-foot setback it 
made the dwellings too inefficient and they would have to go to three stories. Efficiency and an entry level housing type 
was the goal of the project. The road is a private thoroughfare, and the smaller cross-section is more efficient. 

Discussion among the Planning Commission shifted to the proposed road cross-section variance. There is a lack of 
delineation shown on the plans between the sidewalk and road surface. The applicant stated that the sidewalk is 
typically raised 6 inches above the road surface. A condition of approval can be added to specify the need for sidewalk 
and road surface delineation. Parking requirements for this development was discussed. Every unit is required to have 
two parking spaces so an interior garage aspect would be necessary. The City requested that there be a 20 foot space 
from the front of the garage to the sidewalk for exterior parking without sidewalk blockage. Possibly the Home Owner’s 
Association CC&Rs for this development would regulate the parking if the reduced setback variance is denied. 

The applicants clarified that they are just proposing a lot at this point. Anyone building on this lot would need to go 
through zoning and building approval with the City before they could construct a dwelling. A single-family home could 
be built with the purchase of two lots but it would not be allowed to be built on a single lot that has been designated as 
a townhome lot. But the applicants stated that the intention would be to build the homes themselves and sell after 
build-out. 
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A motion was made to approve annexation and initial zoning, CA-24-01, by Commissioner Kavanagh, seconded by 
Commissioner Johnson. A voice vote was performed with all present voting AYE. 

A motion was made to approve CPUD-24-01 by Commissioner Johnson, seconded by Commissioner Kavanagh. 
Discussion amongst the Planning Commission continued. 

A motion that Condition 28 be added prohibiting short-term rentals at this development and this condition will be added 
to the face of the plat was made by Commissioner Kavanagh and seconded by Commissioner Johnson. A voice vote was 
performed with all present voting AYE. 

A motion that Condition 29 be added stating that the sidewalks along each side of the road shall be elevated 6 inches to 
create delineation between the pedestrian and driving surfaces by Commissioner Kavanagh and seconded by Vice 
President Ping. Condition 29 was discussed because of the possibility that it would eliminate on-street parking, but it 
was concluded that because of the road size and a 24-foot fire access requirement on-street parking would already not 
be allowed. A voice vote was performed with all present voting AYE. 

The setback and road cross-section variances were discussed by the Commission. The applicant Toby Gilchrist 
commented on the setbacks wondering if the neighbors be more interested with a 20-foot setback or a 10-foot setback 
with a higher fence, does not want to sacrifice safety for 20 homeowners. Alternatives are to go higher and do three 
story buildings.  

Kris Smith, 268 Meadowlake Blvd, Columbia Falls commented that as a neighbor to this development he would like a 6-
foot privacy fence installed on the property boundaries and this would alleviate his privacy concerns, he would not like 
to see the dwellings be built to three stories. 

President Fisher commented that it was his understanding that the Commission is asking questions of the applicants and 
neighbors to help inform their decision. He stated that this is not the public hearing this is the Commission gathering 
information. 

Discussion amongst the Commission about the adding of a condition to install a 6-foot privacy fence. It was concluded 
that the privacy fence will be conditioned to be built along the back of each lot that lies on the north and south property 
lines. 

A motion was made by Commissioner Johnson to add Condition 30 stating that a six-foot solid privacy fence shall be 
installed on the back of each lot along the north and south property boundaries. The motion was seconded by 
Commissioner Kavanagh. A voice vote was performed with all members present voting AYE. 

A motion was made to approve the amended CPUD-24-01 with 30 conditions by Commissioner Johnson, seconded by 
Vice President Ping. A voice vote was performed with all members present voting AYE. 

A motion was made to approve CPP-24-01 was made by Vice President Ping and seconded by Commissioner Johnson. A 
voice vote was performed with all members present voting AYE. 

The Planning Commission is recommending approval for CA-24-01, CPUD-24-01 and CPP-24-01 to the City Council which 
will hear this request at the regular meeting on January 21st, 2025 at 7:00 PM. 

A motion to adjourn was made by President Fisher and seconded by Commissioner Johnson with all members present 
voting AYE. 
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ADJOURNMENT – Meeting duly adjourned at 8:22 PM 

 
 
 
 
________________________________ 
President 
 
Attest: 
 
________________________________ 
Public Works Clerk 
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INTRODUCTION 

PURPOSE 

This Housing Study estimates housing needs in the city of Columbia Falls and Columbia Falls zip 

code area 59912 ("Columbia Falls Area") and identifies where the market is and is not meeting 

those needs. It answers questions such as how much, what type and at which price points 

housing is needed to support Columbia Falls Area employees, employers and residents. This 

includes identifying homes needed for rental and ownership at price points ranging from lower-

wage earners and entry-level workers through management positions – the full spectrum of 

housing needs. 

This information will help the community establish housing goals and strategies to increase 

opportunities for local employees to live in the Columbia Falls Area, supporting the local 

community and economy. The information will also help shape growth management planning 

and zoning reforms pursuant to SB 382 guidance by informing: 

• The development of housing goals and priorities; 

• The creation and refinement of housing programs and policies; 

• Strategies to address resident and employee housing needs; and 

• Partnership opportunities with the public, private and non-profit sectors. 

The study focuses on housing needed to support local employees and year-round residents. 

While second homes and vacation properties are part of the Columbia Falls housing market, 

this report emphasizes understanding and addressing the housing needs of those who live and 

work in the community.  

The report also identifies important trends in attainable housing needs among various 

populations, including long-term renters, seasonal workers, first-time homebuyers, and low-, 

moderate- and upper-income households, as well as populations that may require special 

housing services, including seniors. It does not, however, identify specific housing needs for 

populations that require special services, such as demand for special care facilities, supportive 

housing, emergency shelters or age-restricted developments. Analyzing the needs of these 

populations requires expertise and methods unique from workforce housing needs analysis. 

STUDY AREA 

This study covers the city of Columbia Falls and the 59912 zip code area, which includes the city 

and neighboring unincorporated area. Throughout this report, the term "Columbia Falls Area" 

and “Area” is used to indicate the zip code area and “Columbia Falls” is used to indicate the 

city. Flathead Valley or Valley is used to represent the county region as a whole. The Columbia 

Falls Area is highlighted in blue in the map below. 
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Source: US Census Bureau 

Because housing and job markets do not start and stop at jurisdictional boundaries, the 

geographic scope encompassed by the Columbia Falls Area captures broader housing market 

dynamics while maintaining focus on the Columbia Falls community. Where relevant, data is 

presented separately for the city, the Columbia Falls Area and Flathead County to understand 

similarities and differences. 
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METHODOLOGY 

Early in the process, a public session was held with the Planning Commission and staff to target 

primary housing concerns and understand local needs.  

Primary research was conducted to generate information beyond that available from existing 

public sources and included: 

Columbia Falls Area Employer Survey. An online survey was distributed to employers to reach 

businesses in the Columbia Falls Area. The Chamber of Commerce and other local organizations 

assisted with distributing the survey link through their networks. Questions probed: 

• Number of year-round and seasonal workers 

• Where workers live (commute patterns) 

• Employee retention and recruitment issues 

• Housing perceptions and problems 

• Employee turnover trends 

• Anticipated retirements 

Survey responses included 42 businesses providing 2,200 average year-round jobs, which 

represents about 40% of jobs in the Columbia Falls Area. 

Real Estate Agent Interviews. Interviews were conducted with local real estate agents for 

information about the ownership market, including current prices and trends, availability, 

housing preferences of buyers, and challenges residents may have when looking to buy. 

Property Manager Interviews. Property managers of market-rate rentals, as well as managers 

of low-income rentals, in the Area were interviewed to understand current rents, vacancy rates, 

recent trends, renter profiles and units in most demand. 

Developers. Local developers were interviewed to understand housing development trends, 

challenges, and opportunities in the Columbia Falls Area. Discussions focused on construction 

costs, labor availability, financing, regulatory development environment, land availability, 

infrastructure, and potential opportunities to increase the supply of housing for residents. 

Lenders. Local lenders were interviewed to understand financing trends, challenges, and 

opportunities related to homeownership in the Columbia Falls Area. The availability of loans for 

first-time homebuyers and deed-restricted attainable properties was a particular focus. 

Stakeholder Discussions and Interviews. Interviews were conducted with businesses, staff and 

organizations involved in housing and economic development in the Columbia Falls Area, 

including the Northwest Montana Community Land Trust, City and County staff and local 

employers. We also reached out to Habitat for Humanity and the Columbia Falls Montana 

Veterans Home to learn more about their programs. 
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SECONDARY AND LOCAL DATA SOURCES 

• Primary data sources used include, but are not limited to: 

• 2010 and 2020 U.S. Census data and population estimates from the Montana 

Department of Commerce to identify changes in Columbia Falls Area residents and 

households over time and identify the demographics of the Area. 

• 2018 to 2023 5-year American Community Survey (ACS) data. 

• Montana Department of Commerce population projections data. 

• U.S. Census Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD) data to evaluate 

employee commuting trends. 

• Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW) data from the Montana 

Department of Labor and Industry and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, and 

employment projections prepared by the Department of Labor and Industry. 

• 2024 Area Median Income from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development. 

• Current MLS listings and recent home sales trends from the Montana Regional MLS. 

• Flathead County property data, mapping information, vacation rental license data. 

• Building permit and vacation rental license data from the city of Columbia Falls. 

• Existing housing and development plans and studies in the Columbia Falls Area. 

WHAT IS AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR THE WORKFORCE? 

“Affordable” Defined 

This report focuses on understanding what households can afford for housing in the Columbia 

Falls Area and explores where needs are being met and where there are gaps. For the purposes 

of this report: 

Housing is affordable (or attainable) when the monthly housing payment is equal to no more 

than 30% of a household’s gross income (i.e., income before taxes).  

Although there is some variation, this standard is commonly applied by federal and state 

housing programs, local housing initiatives, mortgage lenders and leasing agents. The term 

“affordable” may often be associated with low-income housing. In the Columbia Falls Area, 

however, affordability is a problem for a broad range of income levels, not just low-income. 
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Understanding Area Median Income (AMI) 

Affordable rents and purchase prices meeting the affordable 30% standard can be calculated 

for various income levels and are often expressed as a percentage of the Area Median Income 

(AMI). AMI is published annually by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) for each county and represents the Median Family Income of an area. This means that 

the AMI does not incorporate incomes from non-family single and roommate households, 

which make up 34% of households in Flathead County. As a result, the AMI will generally be 

higher than the median income of all households. 

The AMI varies by household size. The median (or middle) family income estimate in an area 

generally falls on or near the 100% AMI rate for a family of four. In Flathead County, for 

example, the AMI in 2024 is $88,400. Households that earn less than the middle income, or 

100% AMI, will be identified as earning a lower percentage AMI (e.g., 80% AMI). 

Flathead County AMI by Household Size: 2024 

AMI Level 1-person 2-person 3-person 4-person 

30% $18,550 $21,200 $25,820 $31,200 

60% $37,140 $42,480 $47,760 $53,040 

80% $49,500 $56,600 $63,650 $70,700 

100% $61,900 $70,800 $79,600 $88,400 

120% $74,280 $84,960 $95,520 $106,080 

150% $92,850 $106,200 $119,400 $132,600 

200% $111,420 $127,440 $143,280 $159,120 

250% $139,275 $159,300 $179,100 $198,900 
Source: Montana Board of Housing; US Dept. of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 

The average household size in the Columbia Falls Area is 2.5 persons. The below table shows 

the affordable rents and home purchase prices at various household incomes and the 

respective AMI level for an average-sized 2.5-person household. 
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Maximum Affordable Housing Costs 

AMI Level 
Household Income  

(2.5-person household) 
Max Rent 

Max Purchase 
Price* 

30% $23,510 $590 $78,300 

60% $45,120 $1,130 $150,300 

80% $60,125 $1,505 $200,250 

100% $75,200 $1,880 $250,450 

120% $90,240 $2,255 $300,550 

150% $112,800 $2,820 $375,700 

200% $150,400 $3,760 $500,950 

250% $188,000 $4,700 $626,200 
*Assumes 30-year mortgage, 6.5% interest rate, 5% down payment, and 20% of monthly payment for taxes, insurance and 
HOA fees. 
Source: Consultant team 

Interest rates affect the borrowing power of buyers, impacting the price of home they can 

afford. Affordable purchase prices in the table above assume an average mortgage interest rate 

of 6.5%, which aligns with rates in early 2025. For every 1% rise in interest rates, the purchasing 

power of a household decreases by about 10%. Interest 

rates need to be considered when evaluating the 

affordability of housing and establishing prices for 

attainable housing.  

DIVERSITY OF HOUSING NEEDS 

Housing for residents and employees in Columbia Falls should accommodate a wide range of 

incomes. This includes households on fixed incomes, entry-level service employees earning $20 

or less per hour, up to managers and professionals making $100,000 or more per year. It must 

also provide options for various household types and sizes to buy or rent - from singles to 

couples to families. Providing a range of ownership and rental housing allows households to 

grow and change, supporting a diverse and vibrant community and economy. More specifically: 

• At the lowest income levels (under $35,400 per year for a 2-person household; below 

50% AMI), homelessness and the threat of homelessness may be of significant concern. 

Special populations who are unable to work (e.g., seniors and people with disabilities) 

may require assistance at these lower income levels. Affordability problems, especially 

for renters, may also be present among very low-income workers. 

• As incomes increase to between $55,000 to $85,000 per year for a 2-person household 

(about 80% to 120% AMI), households often seek to purchase their first home. Policies 

at this level typically aim to make homeownership more attainable, such as through 

down payment assistance and first-time homebuyer loans. 

Interest rates significantly affect 
the purchasing power of buyers. 
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• At higher levels ($100,000 or more per year for a 2-person household; 150% AMI and 

above), upper-income groups may seek move-up and high-end housing. In many 

communities, the needs of this group may be met by the housing market, although in 

many high-cost communities, market-rate housing may still be too expensive. 

 

Household Income 
Classification 

AMI 
Max Income  

(2-person 
household) 

Typical Housing Needs 

Extremely- and 
very-low income 

<=50% AMI $35,400  
Emergency/subsidized housing; 
deeply subsidized rentals 

Low income 51% to 80% AMI $56,640  
Subsidized rentals (e.g., LIHTC), 
low priced market rentals 

Moderate income 81% to 120% AMI $84,960 
Newer market-rate rentals; 
first-time homebuyers 

Middle and upper 
income 

150% AMI or 
more 

Over $106,200 
Entry market and move-up 
homebuyers 

Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Consultant team 
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

This section provides a brief summary of primary changes that have occurred in recent years, 

positive and concerning trends affecting the community, estimated housing needs over the 

next ten years, and opportunities to help address identified housing needs.  

THE BIG PICTURE 

The city of Columbia Falls is in the early stages of transition. As with most communities during 

and post-COVID, the housing market was thrown into chaos, rents and sale prices skyrocketed, 

and the area was inundated with visitors. There has been robust outside interest from new 

households moving in, as well as investor and second home buyer interest in desirable areas. 

Coming out of the COVID period, communities and housing markets are starting to stabilize, but 

some will have lasting changes that were expedited beginning in 2020.  

Based on trends in Columbia Falls immediately prior to 2020 and continuing through 2022, 

the city appears to be at a pivot point. Whereas the city has traditionally been the more 

affordable, mostly blue collar job community in the Valley, it has been discovered by tourists, 

investment home buyers and second homeowners, and jobs and development are following 

suit. The city has early signs of a growing tourism-focused economy, but the city still holds its 

blue collar roots and ties to the greater housing and job market trends in the Valley.  

The city is in a unique position. The changes that the city must consider to its growth plan and 

zoning codes pursuant to SB 382 provide an opportunity for the city to get ahead of the current 

momentum and plan for the community that it wants to be. The city can either try to shut the 

door on development, which ensures that market forces will have their way, or help shape 

the incoming investment to best benefit the community. The experience learned from the 

past five years, combined with the information in this report, can be used to shape the growth 

plan and zoning codes so that they encourage development that benefits the community, 

businesses, and residents.  

KEY TRENDS 

This section identifies key trends from the data reported in the other sections of this report. 

Some trends are positive and bode well for Columbia Falls’ position in the Valley as a vibrant 

community for local residents, providing well-paying jobs. Other trends are concerning and 

point to pending market shifts toward a stronger tourism-based economy with lower paying 

jobs, more investor and second homeowner interest, and, of course, extreme disconnect 

between housing costs and household incomes and wages. 

  

- 17 -

Item No.2.



WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces 9 

Positive trends affecting the city and Columbia Falls Area include: 

• The working population (age 20 to 64) is a larger share of the population in Columbia 

Falls than other communities in the Valley and has been growing. 

• Columbia Falls was on a growing trend before COVID brought growth to everyone, 

indicating a strengthening economy. In 2018 the population was growing faster than in 

the county and jobs were increasing.  

• Jobs increased faster in the Columbia Falls Area than the county and other cities over 

the past five (5) years, many of which were higher-paying jobs in construction, 

manufacturing, and business and professional services. 

• Recent housing development in the city has produced a mix of unit types – attached and 

detached, ownership and rental – increasing the diversity of housing.  

• Habitat for Humanity and the Northwest Montana Community Land Trust and the city 

are working together to build seven (7) units of permanently affordable single family 

homes, bringing much needed attainable ownership opportunities to the city.  

• Sale prices of homes have stabilized the past two years. The median sale price in 2024 

was $577,500 in the Columbia Fall Area, marginally lower than the prior year.  

• About 5% of market rentals are vacant, which is a healthy balance of occupancy for 

rental owners, while still providing options for renters. Market rate rental occupancies 

are stronger in the city than in Kalispell. Kalispell currently averages 10% to 15% 

vacancy. 

• Many employers (63% responding to the survey) provide housing assistance to their 

employees by providing rooms or units, helping with the housing search, or paying 

stipends or higher wages than other areas for like jobs. Opportunity for more employer 

involvement exists. 

Concerning trends affecting the city and Columbia Falls Area include: 

• The number and percentage of families with children decreased more in the city than 

the county, indicating families may be struggling more to make it in the city. 

• Of recent job growth, other strong growing sectors included tourism-related service jobs 

in lodging, food services, retail and recreation, which pay among the lowest wages in 

the Area. 

• Vacation rentals increased from 12 to 83 licensed units in the city in five years. Many 

new condominiums built downtown are vacation rentals. New residences being built for 

short-term rental purposes decrease development opportunities for resident and 

workforce housing. 

• Investor buyers and second homeowners have discovered Columbia Falls as a 

destination location. Home sales to investors and out-of-area buyers increased during 
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COVID and have remained a presence. Purchasing condominiums or smaller homes for 

vacation rentals and homes priced over $750,000 are common products of interest. 

• Land is scarce in the city. As of February 2024, only two vacant multi-family lots 

remained. High land prices and low densities paired with high construction costs mean 

only expensive, high-end homes can be built - the combination encourages undesirable 

development. 

• The median sale price of homes in 2024 in the Columbia Falls Area was $575,000, which 

is 85% higher than in 2019 ($310,000). Homes below $300,000 made up 48% of sales 

five years ago and 7% last year. Finding residences priced below $400,000 and that do 

not need significant repairs is rare.  

• Average rents in Columbia Falls are about the same as the county average. City rents 

were 21% less than the county five (5) years ago. Columbia Falls is no longer the less 

expensive rent option in the county.  

• Advertised rents average over $1,200 for a one-bedroom, $1,700 for a 2-bedroom and 

$2,100 for a 3-bedroom, which requires incomes between $55,000 and $90,000 to 

afford (about 80% AMI). About 50% of renter households earn less than $55,000 per 

year. 

• Income-restricted rentals for families and seniors in the city are full with waitlists, which 

provide rentals for lower-income households earning below 60% AMI ($45,000 for a 2.5-

person household). 

• Home sale prices rose 17% per year on average over the past five (5) years; rents rose at 

an average rate of 8.7% per year. Wages and incomes severely lagged at 5.8% and 4.9% 

per year, respectively. Sixty-percent (60%) of renters are now cost-burdened in the city. 

• Employers reported that 8% of jobs were unfilled during fall/winter 2024 (460 jobs). 

Some employers are considering leaving the area due to difficulties finding and retaining 

employees under the scarce and expensive housing market. Because housing prices are 

well beyond the scale of local wages, employers cannot pay enough to keep up. 

FUTURE HOUSING NEEDS 

This housing study centers on the understanding of what households making their living in the 

Columbia Falls Area can afford for housing and explores where their needs are being met and 

where there are gaps. It uses the definition that housing is affordable (or attainable) when 

monthly housing costs (rent or mortgage, plus utilities, insurance, and property taxes, HOA) is 

equal to no more than 30% of a household’s gross income (i.e., income before taxes). The 

objective is to estimate the housing needed to ensure quality housing is available and 

affordable for resident and employee households at all income levels and at different life stages 

to sustain community and economic health and vibrancy. 
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Rental housing trends in Columbia Falls and the Columbia Falls Area shows that:  

• Renter households with incomes below 60% AMI ($45,000 per year) have very few 

options affordable to them in the Area. These households are also most likely of other 

income groups to be cost burdened by rental housing costs. More rentals for these 

households are needed. 

• Rental units for families earning up to 80% AMI ($60,000 per year) are also in short 

supply. Two- and three-bedroom units priced below $1,500 per month are needed.   

For sale housing trends in Columbia Falls and the Columbia Falls Area shows that:  

• The core need for residents looking to purchase homes is for homes priced between 

$200,000 and $400,000, which are affordable for households earning between $60,000 

and $120,000 per year (about 80% to 160% AMI). Since price increases post-COVID, 

there are almost no homes priced for sale under $300,000 in the Area and homes priced 

up to $500,000 often need significant repairs.  

• Homes priced between $400,000 to $500,000 are in moderate need for residents. 

Subsidies are required to build single family homes at this price. The private market can 

build attached product (e.g., townhomes) in this price range given the proper balance of 

land prices and permitted densities.1 Residents able to buy attached units in this price 

range are often competing with investment buyers and available units may not be 

designed with local families in mind. Supporting the construction of a variety of housing 

types, such as townhomes and duplexes, would help the market provide more housing 

options for residents.       

Addressing resident and employee housing needs is more than just adding supply – it is 

adding quality supply at the right price. When housing prices are disconnected from area 

wages and demand for homes is strong from investors and second homeowners, it is necessary 

to ensure that development is designed for local residents at the price points needed.  

Based on estimated current and future needs in the Columbia Falls Area, an additional 1,400 

housing units will be needed through 2034. This equates to an average of 140 units per year 

over the next ten years in the Area, including between 45 to 65 units per year in the city.  

This estimate includes homes that the free market will provide and units for which subsidies 

and/or incentives will be required to produce. Given current market and cost of construction 

conditions, it is expected that about 40% of this need will be met by the private development 

market alone. The other 60% (about 835 units) will need to be priced below current market 

prices. Producing below-market housing is challenging. Increasing the city’s housing staff and 

resources, proactively planning for desired housing development, and facilitating strong 

 
1 See Section 7 – Housing Resources, Challenges and Opportunities for more information. 
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partnerships with local housing organizations, employers, and developers/homebuilders that 

are committed to serving locals will help bring additional housing expertise to the table. 

The current and future housing need estimates provide a framework for housing policy 

discussions to focus local housing programs and development. Most jurisdictions do not 

address 100% of identified needs. The city will need to make their own policy decisions 

regarding whether it is in their interest or capacity to address all of the identified needs or focus 

on certain components of estimated needs.  

Current and Future Housing Needs through 2034 

 Columbia Falls Area City 

Total Current Needs 620 245 

Overcrowding 50 20 

Forced to commute 570 225 

Total Future Needs (through 2034) 780 200 to 405* 

Job Growth 610 110 to 315* 

Retiring Employees** 170 90 

Total Housing Needs (through 2034) 1,400 445 to 650* 

Average per year 140 45 to 65* 
*Range is based on retaining current commuting patterns (18% of Area employees live in the city) (low end) or building enough  
units to house employees filling 100% of new jobs in the city (upper end). 
**Employers estimate that 6% of employees will retire by the end of 2029; the ten year projection assumes another 6% will 
retire between 2029 and 2034. 
Note: figures rounded to nearest 5 

POTENTIAL ATTAINABLE HOUSING TOOLS AND OPTIONS 

Several tools and options that the city may choose to explore are summarized in the below 

table. Potential options are categorized as follows: 

• Partnerships 

• Funding 

• Programs and Incentives 

• Vacation Rentals 

The intent of this section is to inform and educate the city of potential opportunities that may 

be used to help address estimated attainable housing needs and present options that the city 

may want to consider as it moves forward with housing planning required pursuant to SB 382. 
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Partnerships Definition What 

Public/Institutional/
Private Land 
Opportunities 

Working with public/institutional/private 
land owners to facilitate attainable 
housing development on suitable lands. 

Inventory lands: 
City/institutional/non-
profit/state/federal; 
private development 
partnerships. 

Habitat for 
Humanity 
 

International organization with local 
chapters that use volunteers and 
donations to build modest homes. 
Affordability may not be permanent. 

Develop attainable 
ownership for low-
income families below 
80% AMI. 

Northwest MT 
Community Land 
Trust 
 

Community nonprofit owns land, 
procures/develops housing and provides 
long-term oversight for permanent 
affordability through land lease model. 

Acquire/develop 
attainable housing for 
low- and moderate-
income families up to 
140% AMI. 

Whitefish Housing 
Authority (WHA) 

Public, non-profit organization founded in 
1967 with the purpose of providing safe, 
decent, and affordable housing options for 
low and moderate income households in 
need of affordable and workforce housing. 

Administers Housing 
Choice Vouchers that can 
be used in a portion of 
the city; may be a 
resource for technical 
assistance: grant writing, 
program operation and 
development. Would 
require approval from 
the City of Whitefish, 
WHA, and City of 
Columbia Falls. 
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Funding Definition What 

LIHTC 
(Low Income 
Housing Tax 
Credits) 

Provides project equity for public, non-
profit and private developers. Market for 
credits uncertain with reduction in 
corporate tax rate. Widely used. Often 
done through public/private partnerships. 
Multifamily sites needed.  Serves low-
income renters (<80% AMI). 

Requires partnership with 
developer; explore land 
opportunities – there is a 
shortage of attainable 
rentals for families in the 
city. 

Federal and State 
Grants/Loans – 
CDBG. HOME, 
USDA/Rural 
Development 

Potential federal funding cuts. Can only 
serve low income households (<50%, 60% 
or 80% AMI), limiting their use in high-
cost communities. Competitive and 
complicated grant application and 
administration process. 

Staff intensive – grant 
writing, management, 
reporting; competitive 
process. 

Resort Tax 
 

Communities in Montana with 
populations under 5,500 who meet 
specific resort qualifications can 
implement up to a 3% tax on non-
essential “luxury” goods and services. 
Affordable/workforce housing is a legal 
use of the tax. An additional 1% may be 
added for infrastructure. HB 162 is 
currently proposed to allow the 1% to also 
apply for affordable/workforce housing.  

City voters approved a 3% 
Resort Tax in 2020 with 
specified allocations (see 
Section 7, Local Funding 
Sources). Additional 1% tax 
for infrastructure can be 
explored. Requires voter 
approval; extensive public 
education necessary. 

Tax Increment 
Financing 

Allocation of new property and/or sales 
tax in defined districts. City has one Urban 
Renewal District and two Targeted 
Economic Development District (TEDD). 
Funds must be spent within the district. 

Assess districts for housing 
suitability; support 
infrastructure. 

General Fund 
An annual or occasional budget allocation 
primarily to support staffing, pre-
development and gap financing.  

Provides funding flexibility 
for housing; strong message 
to public and developers 
regarding city’s commitment 
to attainable resident and 
employee housing. 
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Programs & 
Incentives 

Definition What 

Preservation of 
existing 
attainable 
housing 

Existing LIHTC expirations approaching; 
preserve existing Habitat for Humanity homes 
if they are pending expiration. 

Preserve through 
purchase, renovations 
(4% tax credit or grants), 
local housing 
organization/land trust. 

Infill 
development 

More efficiently use existing city lots by 
implementing zoning changes to facilitate 
attainable development. 

Examples: duplex/townhomes permitted on 
small lots/joined lots. Tiny homes. Reduced 
setbacks. Accessory dwelling unit permissions. 

Review as part of SB 382 
adjustments. 

Density Bonus 

Providing additional density or FAR in 
exchange for permanently attainable housing. 
Additional density should be by-right if 
attainable requirements are met. Must be 
large enough to entice development yet small 
enough for livability and compatibility. 

Example:  The city’s Planned Unit 
Development zoning allows a density bonus in 
exchange for creative design elements. The 
PUD density bonus could be tied to a 
percentage of permanently attainable units. 

Consider as part of SB 382 
adjustments; utilize in lieu 
of up-zoning in prime 
attainable housing 
locations to ensure a 
portion of additional 
density will remain 
permanently attainable.  

Infrastructure 

Proactive planning of infrastructure 
improvements in priority areas for attainable 
housing. Can incentivize attainable housing 
with strategic infrastructure upgrades; shared 
infrastructure financing for developments in 
exchange for permanently attainable units; fee 
waivers for permanently attainable units. 
Infrastructure is a significant contributor to 
high development costs/high priced housing. 

Consider as part of SB 382 
adjustments/CIP master 
planning; requires funding 
replacement for fee 
waivers; funding would be 
needed to share 
infrastructure costs. 

Annexation 
policy 

Negotiating attainable housing as part of 
annexation agreements. Require percentage 
of development be permanently attainable 
housing in exchange for up-zone/access to city 
services that occurs upon annexation. Policy 
based. 

Consider during SB 382 
adjustment process.  
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Vacation Rentals Definition What 

Short term rental  
(STR) restrictions 
 

Prohibitions in zones where residents and 
employees reside, limiting the number in 
total or in defined areas, requirements that 
units be occupied as primary residences, 
prohibiting STR of deed restricted housing. 

Develop community 
goals around vacation 
rentals and modify 
current zoning/licensing 
to meet goals. 

Incentivize 
conversion to 
long term rentals 

Providing rent guarantees and property 
management in exchange for renting units 
long term that were vacant or rented short 
term. 

Requires funding source; 
staff required for 
program management. 

 

- 25 -

Item No.2.



WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces 17 

SECTION 1 – POPULATION AND DEMOGRAPHIC 

TRENDS 

This section of the report provides population and household estimates, examines trends and 

describes the demographic characteristics of households, including the mix of owner and renter 

households, age and type of households, and household income in the city and Columbia Falls 

Area. 

POPULATION AND HOUSEHOLDS 

As the smallest city in Flathead County, Columbia Falls had a population of approximately 5,787 

in the summer of 2024, representing about 5% of Flathead County residents. The Columbia Falls 

Area houses 14% of county residents.  

Population: 2010 to 2024 (Estimated)   

  2010 2020 
2024 
(est.) 

Avg. Yearly 
% change 

 (2010-2020) 

Avg. Yearly % 
change  

(2020-2024) 

Flathead County 90,928 104,357 115,502 1.4% 2.6% 

Columbia Falls Area 13,499 15,395 16,226 1.3% 1.3% 

Columbia Falls 4,688 5,308 5,787 1.2% 2.2% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census (2010 & 2020); Population and Housing Units Estimates Program (compiled by 
the Montana Department of Commerce); Consultant team 2024 estimates 

Changes in population over time have varied from the county since 2010: 

• The city lost population following the 2008 recession and 2009 closure of the Columbia 

Falls Aluminum Company. The city also recovered from the recession slower than other 

areas and continued to lose population until 2014. The county, however, showed 

modest growth throughout this period.  

• Between 2018 and 2020 the city grew much faster than the county and other cities, 

breaking its typical trend of slower growth. The city grew at a rate of 4.8% per year 

compared to 1.8% in the county, 3.9% in Whitefish and 3.1% in Kalispell.  

• Beginning in 2021, the city’s population has been 

growing more slowly than the county and notably 

slower than Kalispell and Whitefish, returning to 

2015/2016 growth rates.  

Between 2018 and 2020 the city 
grew much faster than the county 

and other cities in the Flathead 
Valley. 
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Change in Population: 2010 to 2023 

 
Source: U.S. Census Population and Housing Units Estimates Program (compiled by the Montana Department of Commerce) 
 

With an estimated average of about 2.5 persons per household in Columbia Falls, residents in 

the city occupy an estimated 2,353 households in 2024.  

Households: 2010 to 2024 (Estimated) 

  2010 2020 
2024  
(est.) 

Avg. Yearly % 
change 

 (2010-2020) 

Avg. Yearly % 
change  

(2020-2024) 

Flathead County 37,504 42,481 47,018 1.3% 2.6% 

Columbia Falls Area 5,338 6,050 6,653 1.3% 2.4% 

Columbia Falls 1,863 2,173 2,353 1.6% 2.0% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census (2010 & 2020); Consultant team 2024 estimates 
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OWNER AND RENTER HOUSEHOLDS 

The share of households that own their home in Columbia Falls (64%) is lower than Flathead 

County (74%) and the Columbia Falls Area (77%), but higher than in Kalispell and Whitefish. As 

shown below: 

• The homeownership rate in the county shows a modest increase since 2010. Both the 

city and Columbia Falls Area declined slightly in 2020, before increasing again in 2023. 

The rise is generally within the margin of error of the 2023 5-year ACS data, however, 

meaning that the 2023 increase may be overstated. 

• The homeownership rate in the Columbia Falls Area, excluding the city, is extremely 

high (85%), which is not surprising given the predominance of single family homes in the 

county area.  

• It is possible that completion and occupancy of the first phase of Highline Apartments 

(72 units) assisted the decline in the homeownership rate in 2020. In smaller 

communities, individual housing developments can make a big impact.   

Rate of Homeownership: 2010 to 2023  

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census (2010 & 2020); 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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TYPE OF HOUSEHOLDS 

The distribution of households by type in Columbia Falls differs from the county and other 

county jurisdictions. The share of couples without children is lower than in Flathead County and 

the Columbia Falls Area, whereas the share of people living alone is higher. The distribution of 

households by type in the city is more closely aligned with Kalispell and Whitefish than the 

Columbia Falls Area and county.  

The 2023 5-year ACS indicates there has been little change to household type distributions in 

the county, but shows a potential rise in single parent households in the Columbia Falls Area 

and the city. Single parent households often find it more difficult than other types of 

households to afford housing.   

Household Distribution by Type: 2020 

  
Flathead 
County 

Columbia 
Falls Area 

Columbia 
Falls 

Couple, without children 35% 36% 27% 

Couple, with children 17% 18% 17% 

Single parent households 7% 7% 9% 

Other family households, without children 7% 7% 7% 

Living alone 27% 24% 31% 

Other non-family households (e.g., roommates) 7% 7% 9% 

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 
Note: may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census 2020 

The number of families with children increased in Flathead County between 2010 and 2020 by 

about 2% (176 households). Despite this, because other households types grew at a faster rate, 

the ratio of total households in the county with children declined from 27% of households in 

2010 to 24% in 2020. 

The percentage of families with children dropped by six (6) percentage points in the city of 

Columbia Falls during this same decade (from 32% in 2010 to 26% in 2020), due both to a slight 

loss in the number of family households with children (about 30 households lost), as well as 

stronger growth in non-family households.  

Although the decline in the percentage of households with children is a national trend, the 

faster rate of loss in the city compared to the county indicates families are struggling more to 

make ends meet in the city. Ensuring housing is available and affordable for young families to 

grow in the Columbia Falls Area will help retain these households. 
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Change in the Percentage Distribution of Households by Type: 2010 to 2020 

  Flathead County Columbia Falls Area Columbia Falls 

Families with children -3% -4% -6% 

Families without children 2% 2% 1% 

Living alone 0% 1% 2% 

Other non-family 0% 1% 3% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census (2010 & 2020) 

Comparing owner and renter households: 

• Owners are comprised of a higher percentage of families without children than renters. 

• Renters are much more likely to be living alone (36%) or with roommates (12%) than 

owners.  

• A slightly larger percentage of renter households are families with children (29%) than 

households that own (24%). Property managers noted a shortage of rentals affordable 

for families in the Area. Families with children that rent are disproportionately single 

parent households. 

Household Type by Tenure (2020): Columbia Falls Area 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census 2020 
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AGE OF POPULATION 

The age distribution of the Columbia Falls Area and county are very similar, with populations 

averaging just over 42 years of age.  

• The city of Columbia Falls is slightly younger (38.5 years on average). The city has a 

higher percentage of working age residents between the ages of 20 and 49, with a 

slightly lower percentage of persons 65 and older.  

• Persons age 65 and over were the fastest growing segment of the population 

throughout the Valley between 2010 and 2020, increasing in number by 60% to 75% 

during the decade. The city also had a notable 19% increase in persons between the 

ages of 35 and 49. Just under one-third of households in the county (32%) and 27% in 

the city have a person age 65 and older. 

• The 2023 5-year ACS indicates that the working population between the ages of 35 and 

64 continued to increase in the city and Columbia Falls Area, with a corresponding 

decline in the percentage of households age 65 and over. This rise coincides with people 

moving in post-COVID, as well as job growth in the Columbia Falls Area during this 

period,2 helping to attract new working professionals. 

Population Distribution by Age: 2020 

 
Note: may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census 2020 

 
2 See the Economic Trends section of this report. 
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HOUSEHOLD SIZE 

Households in Columbia Falls average about 2.5 people per household, similar to the county 

and Columbia Falls Area. Kalispell’s household size is slightly lower (2.4) and Whitefish has the 

lowest average household size of the county’s municipalities at 2.0 people per household. The 

average household size shows little change through 2023. 

The distribution of households by size in the county, Columbia Falls Area and Columbia Falls is 

similar, with two primary exceptions:  

• The Columbia Falls Area has a lower share of people living alone than the city or county.  

• The city has a lower share of 2-person households (35%) than in the Columbia Falls Area 

and Flathead County (about 40%). 

Household Size: 2020 

Persons per Household Flathead County Columbia Falls Area Columbia Falls 

1-person  27% 24% 31% 

2-person  39% 40% 35% 

3-person  14% 14% 13% 

4-person  11% 12% 12% 

5+-person  9% 10% 9% 

Average household size 2.5 2.6 2.5 

     Owners 2.6 2.6 2.6 

     Renters 2.1 2.4 2.5 
Note: may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 

Understanding the mix of household sizes for owners and renters can help target the right 

housing product.  

• Owner households in the Columbia Falls Area are slightly larger on average (2.6 persons) 

than renter households (2.4 persons).  

• A much higher percentage of renters live alone than owners.  

• A similar percentage of owner and renter households are larger (3-persons or more), 

which includes mostly families in ownership and a mix of families and roommate 

households in rentals. 
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Household Size by Tenure (2020): Columbia Falls Area 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census 2020 

HOUSEHOLD INCOME 

Household income is important to understand because, while jobs and wages in an area will 

affect how much households may earn, workers hired by local employers will make their 

housing decisions based on their household needs and total resources, rather than solely on 

their wage earned from a job. Housing affordability is based on household incomes and not just 

wages. 

The median family income (MFI) reported by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development (HUD) for a family of four increased from $69,600 in 2019 to $88,400 in 2024, an 

increase of 4.9% per year on average.3 The income distribution of households in Flathead 

County and the Columbia Falls Area are very similar. Just over one-half of households have 

incomes below $75,000 in the County (54%) and Columbia Falls Area (53%).  

 
3 See the “Introduction – What is Affordable Housing for the Workforce” for a definition of the area median income (AMI) for 
Flathead County.  
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Estimated Income of Households: Flathead County and Columbia Falls Area, 2024 

  Flathead County Columbia Falls Area 

Under $20,000 14% 12% 

$20 to $39,999 16% 16% 

$40 to $49,999 7% 8% 

$50 to $59,999 6% 7% 

$60 to $74,999 11% 10% 

$75 to $99,999 13% 13% 

$100 to $124,999 10% 12% 

$125,000 or more 22% 23% 

TOTAL 100% 100% 

Median family income (ACS)* $87,536 $85,262 

Median household income (ACS) $71,327 $73,515 
*HUD uses the median family income reported by the ACS and other adjustments to calculate MFI, which is why the HUD MFI 
figure is slightly different from the ACS figure in this table. 
Source: Ribbon Demographics, LLC (income distribution); 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (median 
income) 

Because a primary purpose of this study is to determine the availability and need for housing 

that is affordable to the workforce, it is important to understand the income distribution of 

employed households filling jobs in the Columbia Falls Area. Housing for employees should 

generally be priced proportionate to household income distributions. There is no source of 

secondary data on the incomes of employed households, however. The best approximation of 

this data from available sources is the income distribution of households in Flathead County 

headed by persons under the age of 62, shown below.4 Based on this data: 

• The majority of renters earn under $60,000 (55%), compared to only 26% of owners, 

which is equivalent to the average sized 2.5-person household earning 80% AMI. 

• A similar percentage of owners and renters earn 

between $60,000 and $75,000. This is 

approximately equivalent to households earning 

between 80% and 100% AMI, which is considered moderate income. This is the point at 

which renters often begin to move into ownership, which is reflected by the relatively 

equal percentage of renters and owners earning within this income range. 

• Owners are much more likely to earn incomes in the middle and upper ranges over 

$75,000 (62%) than renters (33%). 

 
4 Of available data sources, this data best represents the household income for working households in the Columbia Falls Area for 
a few reasons. About 56% of persons employed in the Area commute in from outside the Area, most of which reside in other 
parts of Flathead County; including households throughout the County captures commuters who currently cannot afford to live 
in the Columbia Falls Area, but would move nearer their jobs; and the employed rate of persons over 62 declines significantly, 
from about 80% for households under 62 to 20% or less for older residents based on the 2019-2023 ACS for Flathead County. 

The majority of renters earn 
under $60,000. 
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Most communities show similar variations in income between owners and renters. 

Estimated Income of Employed Households: Flathead County, 2024 

AMI Range 
Income Range* 

(2.5-person household) 
Renters Owners Total 

Under 30% <$24,000 17% 6% 9% 

30.1 - 60% $24 to $45,000 25% 10% 15% 

60.1 - 80% $45 to $60,000 13% 10% 11% 

80.1% - 100% $60 to $75,000 11% 12% 12% 

100.1% - 120% $75 to $90,000 8% 11% 10% 

120.1 - 150% $90 to $113,000 9% 15% 13% 

150.1 - 200% $113 to $150,000 7% 13% 11% 

Over 200% Over $150,000 9% 23% 19% 

TOTAL   100% 100% 100% 
*Incomes are rounded to nearest 1,000; 2.5-persons is the average household size 
Source: Ribbon Demographics, LLC; Consultant team 
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SECTION 2 – ECONOMIC TRENDS 

This section presents information on the number of jobs, job trends and projections, average 

number of jobs held per worker and per household, seasonality in employment, and wages. It 

also presents employer perceptions and problems related to the current housing market, 

including unfilled jobs, employee turnover and perceptions of employee housing issues.  

JOB ESTIMATES  

About 10% of jobs in Flathead County are located in the 

Columbia Falls Area. 

Job growth in recent years has been stronger in the 

Columbia Falls Area than other parts of the Valley. 

Between 2018 to 2023, the Columbia Falls Area added 

more jobs than the Whitefish Area, and the pace of growth was 1.6 times higher than the 

county and 4.7 times faster than the Kalispell Area.   

Wage and Salary Job Estimates and Rate of Change: 2013 to 2023 

    Average Yearly % Growth 
 2013 2018 2023 2013-2023 2018-2023 

Flathead County 38,920 43,944 49,568 2.4% 2.4% 

     Columbia Falls Area 3,864 4,085 4,955 2.5% 3.9% 

     Kalispell Area (59901) 25,354 27,458 28,624 1.2% 0.8% 

     Whitefish Area (59937) 5,624 6,344 7,140 2.4% 2.4% 
Note: Wage and salary jobs omit sole proprietors so are lower than total jobs in the Valley 
Source: QCEW, Montana Department of Labor and Industry; Consultant team 

• Two-thirds of the increase in jobs in the Columbia 

Falls Area from 2018 to 2023 was concentrated in 

four sectors: construction (23%), followed by 

business and professional services5 (16%), manufacturing (15%), and accommodation 

and food services (12%). The fastest growing sector, however, was arts, entertainment, 

and recreation, growing by 16% (71 new jobs). 

• Construction, professional services, and manufacturing pay higher than average wages 

in the county. Accommodation and food services and arts, entertainment, and 

recreation, however, pay the lowest average wages in the county (see Wages by 

Industry, below).     

 
5 “Business and Professional Services” includes:  Information; Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services; Management of 
Companies and Enterprises; Administrative and Support and Waste Management and Remediation Services. 

Job growth in recent years has 

been stronger in the Columbia 

Falls Area than other parts of the 

Flathead Valley. 

Both high- and low-wage jobs 

dominated recent job growth. 
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Change in Columbia Falls Area Employment: 2018 to 2023 

Sector 2018 2023 
Change in 

jobs (#) 
Average Annual 

Change (%) 

Construction 303 503 200 10.7% 

Business and Professional Services 231 369 138 9.8% 

Manufacturing 893 1020 127 2.7% 

Accommodation and Food Services 481 588 107 4.1% 

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 63 134 71 16.3% 

Health Care and Social Assistance 485 538 53 2.1% 

Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 81 120 39 8.2% 

Educational Services 358 396 38 2.0% 

Retail Trade 530 559 29 1.1% 

Finance and Insurance 79 101 22 5.0% 

Other Services (except Public 
Administration) 

90 111 21 4.3% 

Wholesale Trade 110 127 17 2.9% 

Public Administration 54 60 6 2.1% 

Agriculture, Forestry, Mining, Utilities, 
Transportation and Warehousing 

326 324 -2 -0.1% 

Source: QCEW, Montana Department of Labor and Industry; Consultant team 

JOBS BY SECTOR 

Employment in the Columbia Falls Area is concentrated in five sectors, including three of the 

four that added the most jobs from 2018 to 2023. About one in five jobs in the area is in 

manufacturing (21%), followed by accommodation and food services (12%), retail trade (11%), 

health care and social assistance (11%) and construction (10%).  

Comparing the distribution of jobs in the Columbia Falls Area and the county shows: 

• Manufacturing jobs, dominated by the forest products industry, represent a much 

higher share of jobs in the Columbia Falls Area than the county.  

• Employment in the healthcare industry is lower than in the county, primarily due to 

Logan Health’s large presence in Kalispell.  

- 37 -

Item No.2.



WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces 29 

Employment by Sector: 2023 

Sector 
Flathead 
County 

Columbia Falls 
Area 

Manufacturing 6.6% 20.6% 

Accommodation and Food Services 14.3% 11.9% 

Retail Trade 14.4% 11.3% 

Health Care and Social Assistance 15.9% 10.9% 

Construction 9.4% 10.2% 

Educational Services 6.0% 8.0% 

Business and Professional Services 10.3% 7.5% 

Agriculture, Forestry, Mining, Utilities, 
Transportation and Warehousing 

4.0% 6.5% 

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 3.8% 2.7% 

Wholesale Trade 2.4% 2.6% 

Real Estate and Rental and Leasing 1.8% 2.4% 

Other Services 3.6% 2.2% 

Finance and Insurance 3.7% 2.0% 

Public Administration 3.6% 1.2% 
Note: may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
Source: QCEW, Montana Department of Labor and Industry; Consultant team 

SEASONALITY OF JOBS 

Employment in Flathead County fluctuates seasonally. The number of jobs is lowest in January 

and February, peaks in the summer, then drops before a brief year-end spike around the 

holidays. 

Flathead County Employment by Month 

 
Source: BLS QCEW 
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Employment in the Columbia Falls Area also peaks in the summer season, showing a larger 

percentage increase in jobs during the summer than the county.  

• The seasonal employment increase in the Columbia Falls Area in recent years has been 

just over 500 jobs on average, or about a 10% rise from base year-round employment. 

Based on survey responses, some employers hire winter seasonal employees, but hires 

average only about 4% of the number of summer seasonal hires. 

• Jobs that increase the most in the summer are tied to summer tourism, such as hotels, 

restaurants, recreation, and retail, and fair-weather operations, such as construction, 

agriculture, mining, utilities, and transportation and warehousing.  

• Based on employer survey responses, about 48% of 

summer seasonal hires live in the county year-

round. For the 52% of jobs filled by seasonal 

resident employees, employers provide some 

housing options for employees, such as shared rentals, limited family units, dorms, 

hotels, bunkhouses, RV sites, camping options, and rooms in employers’ homes; 

however, employees that need to find housing struggle during the peak season. Winter 

seasonal employees can more easily locate housing because rental vacancies in the area 

tend to be higher during the winter months.6 

WAGES BY INDUSTRY 

The average annual wage in the Columbia Falls Area in 2023 was about $52,000, lower than the 

county and Kalispell and Whitefish areas.  

Average Annual Wage: 2023 

  

Flathead County $54,907 

     Columbia Falls Area $52,061 

     Kalispell Area (59901) $57,289 

     Whitefish Area (59937) $53,821 
Source: QCEW, Montana Department of Labor and Industry 

Wages paid differ greatly by sector.  

• Jobs directly tied to the tourism economy, including retail, lodging, restaurants, 

entertainment and recreation pay the lowest average wages. Most of these jobs range 

from minimum wage ($10.55 per hour) up to $20 per hour on average.  

 
6 See Employer Workforce Housing Perceptions And Problems, below; Section 3 – Housing Inventory, Employer Assisted Housing; 
and Section 5 – Rental Housing Market for more information. 

About 48% of summer seasonal 

hires live in the county year-

round. 
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• Education and health care comprise about 20% of jobs in the Area and pay close to 

$44,000 per year on average (about $22 per hour), which is still well below the average 

wage in the county. 

• Manufacturing is the largest job sector in the Area, comprising 21% of jobs, and pays 

almost $70,000 per year on average, which is well over the county’s average wage. 

Jobs and Wages by Sector (2023): Columbia Falls Area  

 
*"Business and Professional Services” includes the following sectors:  Information; Professional, Scientific, and Technical 
Services; Management of Companies and Enterprises; Administrative and Support and Waste Management and Remediation 
Services. 
**“Combined Sectors” includes the following sectors:  Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting; Mining; Utilities; 
Transportation and Warehousing 
Source: QCEW, Montana Department of Labor and Industry 
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Wages in the Columbia Falls Area stagnated in 2017 and fell below the county’s average wage.  

Between 2019 and 2023, a period that includes the largest wage increases in the past decade, 

the average wage in the Columbia Falls Area rose 5.8% per year. The county average wage 

increased at a faster 6.5% per year. Despite the fast rise in wages, housing costs rose faster.7 

Average Annual Wage: 2013 to 2023 

 
Source: QCEW, Montana Department of Labor and Industry 

JOBS PER EMPLOYEE AND EMPLOYEES PER HOUSEHOLD 

The number of jobs per employee and employees per employed household are used to 

translate job growth into the number of housing units needed by workers to fill new jobs.  

Employees in the Columbia Falls Area hold about 1.2 jobs on average and have just under 1.7 

employed persons per household. Based on these estimates, employees filling the Area’s 5,675 

jobs (wage salary jobs + proprietors) occupy about 2,850 households. The basis for these 

calculations are shown in Appendix A. 

Translating Number of Jobs to Number of Employee Households 

    

Total Columbia Falls Area jobs (2024 est.)* 5,675 

Jobs per employee 1.20 

Total employees filling jobs 4,730 

Employees per household 1.66 

Total employee households 2,850 
*assumes 2.5% job growth from 2023 to 2024 and 11.7% of jobs are held by proprietors. 
Source: Source: QCEW, Montana Department of Labor and Industry; U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community 
Survey 5-Year Estimates; Consultant team 

 
7 See Section 4 – For Sale Housing Market and Section 5 – Rental Housing Market 
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UNFILLED JOBS 

Employers reported increased difficulty recruiting and retaining workers to fill positions. With 

unfilled positions, businesses struggle to provide quality services and generate needed revenue 

during peak business periods. Unfilled jobs are a key indicator of the need for additional 

housing for employees. 

Employers responding to the survey reported that about 8% of jobs were unfilled this 

fall/winter. With 5,675 jobs in the Area, this means that about 460 jobs were unfilled.  

Unfilled Jobs in the Columbia Falls Area 
 

# jobs unfilled 460 

% jobs unfilled 8% 
Source: 2024 Employer survey, interviews 

The vast majority of Columbia Falls Area employers (74%) report that recruiting and retaining 

employees has become more difficult over the past three years. 

“How has your ability to find and retain qualified employees changed over the past three 

years?” 

 
Source: 2024 Employer Survey 
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COMMUTING 

Commuting is a result of the imbalance between jobs and available and affordable housing in 

the Columbia Falls Area. To find homes they can afford, households search for housing away 

from their place of work, adding commuting costs to households and parking and traffic 

impacts to the community.  

• Employers in the Columbia Falls Area were 

asked where their employees live. Based on 

responses, the Columbia Falls Area employs 

about 4,730 people on average year-round to 

fill its 5,675 jobs. The majority of these jobs 

are filled by workers that live outside of the 

Columbia Falls Area. About 2,550 employees 

(54%) commute in to the Columbia Falls Area 

for work throughout the year, on average.  

• Slightly more workers commute in from 

Kalispell (about 1,135) than from other areas 

in the county (about 1,015). 

• Less than 10% of employees live outside of 

Flathead County (about 400), which includes 

workers commuting from neighboring 

counties, as well as remote workers. 

• Employers indicate that seasonal workers primarily live in the city, zip code, and Canyon 

area. Some employers help provide accommodations for their seasonal employees (see 

Housing Inventory – Employer Provided Housing section). 

• Employers estimate that about 37% of their in-commuting employees would prefer to 

live in the Columbia Falls Area if housing they could afford was available.8 Many 

employees that currently live in the Area need to have roommates to afford rentals. 

Employees that are unable to live near their place of employment are at higher risk of 

leaving jobs to find employment nearer their residence. 

 
8 Employers have a good sense of where their employees want to live. Owners/managers of small businesses and Human 
Resources personnel working for larger employers often help employees with housing searches and may provide additional 
housing assistance.  

“Both the choice of housing, quality 
of housing and cost of available 

housing is a problem. Five years ago 
our employees lived in Columbia Falls, 

now they have to commute from 
Hungry Horse and beyond...”  

 

“I have employees that are making 
$50-$70k a year salary and they have 

zero disposable income. These are 
professional employees that are 

expected to look professional but can 
hardly afford to maintain their 

vehicles.” 

2024 Employer Survey comment 
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Where Columbia Falls Area Workers Live9 

  
# Workers 

(est.) 
% Workers 

(survey) 
LEHD  

(2022)* 

Columbia Falls Area 2,180 46% 41% 

In city 860 18% 16% 

Other zip code area 1,320 28% 25% 

Canyon area 320 7% 3% 

Whitefish area (59937) 360 8% 8% 

Kalispell - Evergreen (59901) 1,135 24% 28% 

Other Flathead County 335 7% 4% 

Outside Flathead County 400 8% 16% 

TOTAL 4,730 100% 100% 
*adjusted to include sole proprietors 
Source: 2024 Employer Survey; U.S. Census Bureau LEHD (2022) 

EMPLOYER WORKFORCE HOUSING PERCEPTIONS AND PROBLEMS 

The majority of employers feel that the availability of housing that is affordable for the 

workforce in the Columbia Falls Area is one of the more serious problems (52%). Another 31% 

feel that it is the most critical problem in the area.  

• The problem impacts employers in all 

types of businesses. No employers (0%) 

felt that the availability of housing 

affordable for employees was “not a 

problem” in the Columbia Falls Area. 

Some employers are considering leaving 

the area if the issue continues to worsen.  

• Employers that hire seasonal summer employees were more likely than other 

employers to feel housing is the most critical problem.  

 
9 Survey responses reporting where employees live were very similar with data reported by the U.S. Census Bureau Longitudinal 
Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD), once the LEHD is adjusted to include sole proprietors. LEHD excludes sole proprietors 
from its reported estimates. LEHD also overestimates out-of-county employees in communities with seasonal employment due 
to its use of income tax addresses for place of residence information (e.g., seasonal employees who came from Michigan may be 
reported as living in Michigan during their employment), which accounts for most of the differences between the two data 
sources. 

“… we'll likely shift our location to 
someplace where our young families can 

afford to live if prices continue to 
skyrocket. We can never increase wages 

to keep pace.” 

2024 Employer Survey comments 
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“Do you feel that the availability of housing that is affordable for the workforce in the 

Columbia Falls Area is:” 

 
Source: 2024 Employer Survey 

Difficulty Hiring or Retaining Employees 

Employers were asked if they had anyone refuse a job 

offer or leave their employment within the past year for 

various housing and cost-of-living related reasons.  

• Over three-fourths (76%) of surveyed employers 

experienced at least one workforce challenge 

related to these issues in the past 12 months.  

• Employers most frequently had employees refuse employment or leave positions due to 

the cost of living in the area (62%), followed by a lack of housing (55%). 

• Another 29% of employers had someone leave a job or refuse employment because the 

employee found a job nearer their place of residence.  

“Did anyone refuse a job offer or did anyone leave your employment in the past 12 months 

because they:” 

 
% of Employers experiencing 

the problem 

Found the cost of living in the area to be too high 62% 

Could not find/lacked adequate housing 55% 

Found a different job nearer their place of residence 29% 

Lacked transportation 24% 

TOTAL* 76% 
Source: 2024 Employer Survey 
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“It is almost impossible for me to 
hire and retain good employees, 
100% is based on housing costs.” 

2024 Employer Survey comment 
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Employment Problems 

Employers were asked how frequently they experienced several employment problems over 

the past year, which could be related to housing. About 88% of employers reported 

experiencing at least one of the identified employment problems “sometimes” or “often.” 

For problems that employers experienced “often”: 
 

• About 46% often had unfilled jobs this past year, 

with another 43% often having unqualified 

applicants, and 38% with no applicants. 

• Employee turnover affected 30% of employers, 

both from employees leaving the Valley, as well 

as wage competition between employers within 

the Valley for the limited labor force.  

• Tardiness and absenteeism, which can be related 

to commuting problems, affected 14% and 11% of respondents, respectively. 

Percent of Employers Experiencing the Following Problems "Often" in the Past Year: 

 
% of Employers experiencing 

the problem 

Unfilled jobs 46% 

Unqualified applicants 43% 

No applicants 38% 

Employee turnover 30% 

Tardiness 14% 

Absenteeism 11% 

TOTAL Experience at least one problem* 88% 
*The sum of the individual percentages exceeds 86% because some employers experienced more than one of the problems. 
Source: 2024 Employer Survey 

Difficulty Finding Workforce Housing 

Employers were asked to indicate the level of difficulty 

that their employees have locating housing in the area on a 

scale from 1 (no problem) to 5 (major difficulty). 

Employees across all employment levels have difficulty: 

• Employees with the most difficulty locating housing include summer seasonal 

employees, retail/lodge service staff, entry-level professionals, and other service staff 

(4.0 average or higher). Several lodging establishments and seasonal employers provide 

rooms or lodging options for at least some of their staff. 

“We do not get the quality of 
candidate we are looking for based 

on the cost of living. We cannot 
compete or afford to pay the salary 

required to afford the costs 
associated with housing.” 

 
“…we cannot raise wages more 

without increasing prices.” 

2024 Employer Survey comment 

Employees across all employment 

levels have difficulty locating 

housing. 
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• Construction, office support staff, mid-management, and winter seasonal employees 

are reported to have significant difficulty as well, averaging between 3.5 and 4.0 on the 

difficulty scale. 

• Summer seasonal workers are reported to have much more difficulty locating housing 

than winter seasonal workers. Employers hire more seasonal employees in the summer 

than winter, increasing demand for housing stock. Tourism also peaks in the summer, 

increasing demand for short-term rentals, which decreases the housing available for 

workers. Summer seasonal workers face more competition for a constrained housing 

supply.  

• Even higher-paying positions have difficulty, with 27% of employers reporting that mid-

management employees have major difficulty finding housing and 21% reporting the 

same for upper management.  

• Employers report that low- and moderate-income employees struggle with finding year-

round rentals they can afford, and mid- and upper-level employees struggle to buy 

homes. This would include rentals affordable for employees earning from about $15 to 

$30 per hour (up to $60,000 per year) and ownership priced from $200,000 to $400,000. 

“To what extent do your employees have difficulty locating housing in the area?” 

 
Source: 2024 Employer Survey 
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JOB PROJECTIONS 

Between 2013 and 2023 Flathead County employment increased by 2.4% per year and the 

Columbia Falls Area increased by 2.5% per year. Looking ahead, the Montana Department of 

Labor and Industry for the Northwest Region, which includes Flathead County, projects jobs to 

grow at a much slower 1.2% per year through 2034. This rate would assume a significant 

economic slowdown in the county and ignores that Flathead County has been growing at a 

faster rate than other counties in the Northwest Region. 

The below job estimates assume that job growth will continue to grow at 2.4% on average (the 

pace over the past 10 years) through 2029, then settle back to 1.5%10 per year through 2034.  

Columbia Falls Area Job Projections: 2024 to 2034 

Year Jobs (#) 

2024* 5,675 

2029 6,390 

2034 6,885 

New Jobs (2024-2029) - 2.4%/yr. increase 715 

New Jobs (2029-2034) - 1.5%/yr. increase 495 
*assumes 2.5% job growth from 2023 to 2024 and 11.7% of jobs are held by proprietors. 
Source: QCEW, BLS and Montana Department of Labor and Industry; U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community 
Survey 5-Year Estimates; Consultant team   

 
10 Flathead County has grown 26% faster than the Northwest Region between 2013 and 2023. 1.5% per year growth represents 
the Northwest Region’s projected growth rate of 1.2% adjusted upward by 26% to account for this difference.   

- 48 -

Item No.2.



WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces 40 

SECTION 3 – HOUSING INVENTORY 

This section provides an overview of the housing inventory. It includes information about the 

number and type of homes, when they were built, and occupancy. It also summarizes existing 

affordable and income-restricted housing in the city and employer-assisted housing for 

employees. Finally, licensed vacation rental trends and housing developments proposed or 

approved by the city but not built are summarized.  

HOUSING UNITS – NUMBER AND OCCUPANCY 

The City of Columbia Falls has about 2,600 housing units. The city’s housing stock represents 

about 34% of the Columbia Falls Area’s housing stock and just 5% of Flathead County’s stock. 

Since 2010, the city’s housing stock has increased by almost one-third (31%), outpacing 

residential growth in the larger Columbia Falls Area and the county.  

About 90% of housing units in the city are occupied by local residents. Unoccupied units 

primarily represent homes used for seasonal/vacation use, including short-term rentals. 

Occupancy rates show little change since 2010.  

Housing Unit and Occupancy Estimates 

  Columbia Falls Area  Columbia Falls 

 Year 
Housing Units 

(#) 
Occupied 
Units (%) 

Housing Units 
(#) 

Occupied 
Units (%) 

2010 6,048 88% 1,994 93% 

2020 6,820 89% 2,348 93% 

2024 (est.) 7,544 88% 2,599 91% 

% Change (2010-2024) 25% --- 30% --- 
Source: U.S. Decennial Census (2010 & 2020); 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; HUD DOCDS Building 
Permits; Flathead City-County Health Department; City of Columbia Falls; Consultant team 

AGE OF UNITS 

In Columbia Falls, half of homes were built prior to 1979 and half after. The age of the total 

housing stock is relatively well-balanced. 

• About one quarter (24%) of Columbia Falls’ housing stock has been built since 2010, 

with much of the new development occurring since 2018.  

• About 29% of the city’s housing stock was built 

from 1980 to 2009.  

• Residential construction was robust in the 1970’s. 

Homes built in this decade represent about one in 

five homes.  

24% of the city’s housing stock 

has been built since 2010. 
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• One quarter (25%) of the housing stock is now at least 55 years old. Older homes are 

typically in need of repairs and upgrades.  

Age of Housing Units in Columbia Falls: 2024 Estimate 

 
Note: may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; City of Columbia Falls; Consultant team 

TYPE OF UNITS 

The city’s housing stock is dominated by single-family homes (72%). Despite this, the housing 

stock in Columbia Falls is more diverse than in Flathead County and the Columbia Falls Area. 

About one-in-four homes are in buildings with two or more units (e.g., duplexes, fourplexes, 

apartments) in the city. There are relatively few mobile homes.  

Housing Units by Type: 2023 

  Flathead County Columbia Falls Area Columbia Falls 

Single Family* 78% 78% 72% 

Duplex, Triplex, Fourplex 5% 4% 11% 

Other Multi-Family 7% 5% 13% 

Mobile Homes** 10% 13% 4% 
Note: may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
*attached and detached one-unit homes 
**includes boat, RV, van, etc. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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From 2017 to 2024, 56 building permits were issued each year on average. Permits issued were 

for a diverse mix of housing types; only 21% of permits were for single family homes.  

• 62% of permits were for units in buildings with seven or more units, including the 

Highline Apartments.   

• 10% of permits were for buildings with two to six units.  

Columbia Falls Building Permits (2017-2024) 

 
Source: City of Columbia Falls, Consultant team 

AFFORDABLE HOUSING INVENTORY 

Ownership 

Columbia Falls has 18 affordable townhomes that were built by Habitat for Humanity in 2015. 

The development benefited from a $360,000 federal grant and community donations, including 

lumber from Plum Creek. Habitat homes are priced for households earning between 30% and 

80% AMI (i.e., between $25,820 to $63,650 for a 3-person household). The townhomes have 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
ADU 0 2 1 0 3 0 0 1
Townhouse 6 12 4 0 0 0 0 2
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Single Family 13 20 10 21 12 8 4 7
7+ units 26 72 108 12 48 12 0 0
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been reselling to new families. One 2-bedroom/1-bath home was available in 2024 for a 

household earning up to 80% AMI, priced around $200,000. 

Another eight (8) single family homes are pending development this year by Habitat for 

Humanity in partnership with the Northwest Montana Community Land Trust (NWMTCLT) in 

the city. One home will be constructed on Third Avenue East near Columbus Park. The 

organizations are in the planning stages to build seven (7) single family homes and a park and 

playground on the youth sports fields on Railroad Street East. The partnership will help retain 

permanent affordability of homes upon resale to resident households. Sale prices will be 

affordable for households earning 80% AMI or less. 

Rental 

There are 92 Income-restricted rentals in Columbia Falls, all of which were constructed over 20-

years ago.  

• All units are restricted for households earning 60% or less of the area median income. 

Most are restricted for seniors/persons with disabilities (56 total). 

• The units are primarily 1- and 2-bedrooms serving seniors/persons with disabilities, with 

only Columbia Villa providing a few larger 3-bedroom units for families.   

• The units were constructed with a combination of funding, including low-income 

housing tax credits (LIHTC), USDA funding, Section 515, Section 202, and HUD insured 

mortgages. 

• Properties for seniors/persons with disabilities are full, with waitlists spanning several 

months to 1-year or more. A few income-restricted senior apartments in Kalispell were 

contacted and were similarly full with waitlists. 

• Apartments constructed with the LIHTC program after 1990, including Columbia Villa 

and Teakettle Vista Apartments, must remain affordable for 30 years, but can seek to 

remove this restriction after 15 years. Twenty-four (24) income-restricted rentals for 

seniors could expire as soon as this year, with another 56 units potentially expiring in 

2030. Unless rent restrictions are preserved, units could shift to market prices. 
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Income-Restricted Rentals: Columbia Falls 

Project 
Total 
Units 

1-b 2-b 3-b 
Income 

level 
Placed in 
Service 

Target 
Population 

Earliest / 
Latest 

Subsidy 
End 

Columbia Arms 
Apartments 

12 8 4 0 
<60% 

AMI 
1991 

Elderly/ 
disabled 

2041/2041 

Columbia Villa 
Apartments 

36 0 24 12 
<60% 

AMI 
2000 Family 2030/2040 

Teakettle Vista 
Apartments 

20 19 1 0 
<60% 

AMI 
2000 

Elderly/ 
disabled 

2030/2031 

Teakettle Vista 
Apartments II 

24 20 4 0 
<60% 

AMI 
2004 

Elderly/ 
disabled 

2025/2053 

TOTAL Rentals 92 47 33 12   - - - 
Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, LITHC database 

Veterans 

The Columbia Falls Montana Veterans Home was built in 1970 with the most recent remodel in 

2009. The home is a Medicare/Medicaid and Veterans' Administration certified facility with 105 

intermediate/skilled-care beds for veterans needing care and 12 domiciliary beds for veterans 

who qualify for self-care living. The nursing facility includes a 15-bed Alzheimer’s unit. Most 

rooms are double occupancy including bath and shower facilities.  

Veterans who were honorably discharged from the armed forces of the United States may 

apply for occupancy. Spouses may be admitted on a space-available basis, or with their veteran 

spouse if both qualify for nursing-home care or domiciliary living. Residents pay on the basis of 

their ability. The Veterans' Administration contributes toward the cost of care for each veteran. 

All beds are currently full, with a waitlist. 

Under Development in Kalispell 

Junegrass Place is under construction in Kalispell. The rental development is a combination 4% 

and 9% Low Income Tax Credit (LIHTC) project that will create 138 rental homes for families. 

The apartments will provide affordable rentals for very low to low-income families, with rents 

between 27% and 44% below market rate. The development will include a mix of one to three-

bedroom homes designed to meet the needs of a variety of household sizes and special needs 

populations. This project was included because of the interconnectedness of the Valley. 
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EMPLOYER ASSISTED HOUSING 

In response to the housing and cost of living challenges in the area, 63% of employers 

responding to the survey, representing the full range of employment sectors, offer some form 

of housing or cost of living assistance to their employees.  

• Paying higher wages than nearby communities 

for the same job (28%) and providing housing to 

employees (28%) are the most commonly 

employed strategies to help compete for 

employees and compensate for the higher cost of 

living.  

• Housing search assistance is provided by 25% of 

employers, helping employees find housing. 

• Less common strategies include master leasing 

units to provide to employees (13%) and salary stipends/sign-on bonuses (13%). 

Type of Housing Assistance Provided by Employers: 2024 

 
% of employers 

providing assistance 

Pay higher wages than nearby communities 28% 

Own units/rooms occupied by employees 28% 

Assist employees with housing search 25% 

Master lease units that are rented to employees 13% 

Salary stipend/sign-on bonus 13% 

Down payments or help with mortgage 0% 

TOTAL 63% 
Note: The sum of the percentages exceed 63% because some employers provide more than one form of assistance. 
Source: 2024 Employer survey 

Employers across all industry sectors provide a range of 

housing assistance to their employees. Larger and 

seasonal employers have the widest range of housing 

assistance programs due to a combination of resources 

and necessity. Employer involvement ranges from dorms 

and bunkhouses for seasonal employees, owning or 

master leasing units for employees, rent stipends, RV 

hookups and camping options for summer employees, 

and employers housing employees within their own 

homes. Some employers have staff members who are dedicated to helping employees locate 

housing, building relationships with property managers to find units and offering relocation 

packages.  

“It is increasingly difficult to 
attract and keep employees due to 
housing costs and availability - our 

workforce is being priced out of 
our Valley. We even have a team 

member dedicated to finding 
housing for our new and existing 

employees - in purchasing a home 
and renting.” 

2024 Employer Survey comment 

“Our business currently provides 
housing for 4 of our year round 
employees and 6 of our summer 
seasonal staff. If we didn't do so 

we would not be able to stay open 
the days and hours we need to be 

open.” 

2024 Employer Survey comment 
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When asked about their willingness to assist with workforce housing: 

• 18% of employers expressed willingness to assist for their employees only and 10% were 

open to supporting housing for any employee. 

• A majority (60%) indicated they were uncertain/needed more information, suggesting 

potential opportunity for greater outreach or education on housing initiatives.  

• Among the 13% that are not interested, a lack of resources, not wanting to be involved 

in housing, or that it should be the city’s responsibility were noted. 

"In the future would you be willing to assist with the provision of workforce housing?" 

Source: 2024 Employer Survey 

There is an opportunity to engage employers in housing solutions. Employers who were either 

uncertain or willing to assist with workforce housing were asked what would encourage or help 

them provide housing. Partnerships were selected by 57% of employers, suggesting that 

collaborative approaches might help expand employer participation in workforce housing 

solutions. Matching grants were also popular (43%). 

What would encourage or help you to provide housing or housing assistance? 

 

Partnering with government, private, or non-profit entities 57% 

Matching grants 43% 

Opportunities to participate with other employers 29% 

Low-cost loans 26% 

Technical assistance 11% 
Source: 2024 Employer Survey 
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VACATION RENTAL INVENTORY 

The city defines vacation rentals as “A residential use that allows paid visitors to rent an entire 

house, townhouse unit, condominium unit, apartment or other residence located in the 

applicable zoning district for a period of between one and thirty days.” Understanding short-

term rentals is of interest because the purchase of homes for short-term rental purposes by 

investment buyers or second home owners reduces the potential availability of homes for long-

term rentals and/or for purchase by local residents.  

Advertised Short-Term Rentals 

In early 2025, between 75 and 95 short-term rentals in the Columbia Falls municipal boundary 

(excluding Hotel listings) were advertised on VRBO and Airbnb. Peak short term rental periods 

are from mid-May through September. Units may sit mostly vacant the rest of the year. 

Summer lease rates for downtown units range from about $200 to $400 per night, allowing 

properties to generate more revenue as a short-term rental over a 4- or 5-month period than 

they would as a year-round rental.  

Licensed Vacation Rentals: Columbia Falls 

Vacation rentals are a permitted use by right in three of the city’s business zoning districts. 

Vacation rentals in suburban agricultural and residential zoning districts must obtain an 

Administrative Conditional Use Permit.  

To operate a vacation rental in the city, property owners must obtain a State of Montana Public 

Accommodation License and a city of Columbia Falls business license. Both licenses require an 

initial and yearly renewal fee of $40. Vacation rentals must collect and remit the 3% Resort Tax 

to the city and a 4% Lodging Facility Use Tax and a 4% Lodging Sales Tax to the state. 

There are 223 active vacation rental licenses in the Columbia Falls Area, 37% of which are in the 

city (83 total). Five years ago, there were only 12 licensed vacation rentals in the city. These 

units include a combination of existing homes being utilized as short-term rentals, as well as 

new units built, including 24 units built in the past five years downtown. Real estate agents 

note that investor buyer interest in purchasing homes to short-term rent increased in Columbia 

Falls post-COVID, but settled when interest rates rose over 7%. 

It is worth monitoring this trend and evaluating the priorities of the city as related to short-term 

rentals. Existing homes converting to short-term rentals may remove valuable housing stock 

from the local resident pool. New residences being built for short-term rental purposes 

decrease development opportunities for resident and workforce housing. Land is already scarce 

and expensive in the city.  
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Columbia Falls Housing Units with a Vacation Rental Business License by Year 

 
Source: City of Columbia Falls 

PROPOSED AND PENDING DEVELOPMENT 

Land use control in the Columbia Falls Area changed significantly when the interlocal 

agreement that gave the city some planning jurisdiction for an approximate one-mile radius 

around the city in unincorporated Flathead County known as the “doughnut” expired. As of 

June 2024, Flathead County alone oversees land use approval in the doughnut area. Because 

the city is impacted by development near its boundary, this section discusses proposed and 

pending development in the city and doughnut area.  

Approved Developments. At the end of 2024, at least 115 market-rate housing units had been 

approved but not yet built in the Columbia Falls Area. Most of these units will be built north of 

the city, in the Meadow Lake area.  

Proposed. Three market-rate developments are proposed, totaling 122 units.  

• Two smaller condominium projects are proposed in the city, totaling 20-units. It is 

anticipated seven (7) of the units may be for short-term rental use.  

• A larger single family development with up to 102 homes is proposed north of the city 

on Meadow Lake Drive, but south of the railroad tracks. The applicant is requesting to 

be annexed into the city.  
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City of Columbia Falls Residential Development Pipeline 

Location/Address Type 
Number of 

Units 
Status  Price Point 

812 4th Ave. W Townhomes 12 Approved 2023 Market Rate 

Tamarack 
Meadows 

Single Family 103 
Approved 2023 
(NOT IN CITY) 

Market Rate 

Block 51  Condominiums 13 Proposed/Conceptual Market Rate 

639 9th St. W Condominiums 7 Proposed/Conceptual Market Rate 

Garnier Heights 
Single Family 
Dominant (TBD) 

102 
Proposed/Conceptual  
(NOT CURRENTLY IN 
CITY) 

Market Rate 

Source: City of Columbia Falls 
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SECTION 4 – FOR SALE HOUSING MARKET 

This section evaluates how much home sale prices have changed since 2016 to understand the 

extent to which homes may have become more or less affordable to local residents and 

employees. It also summarizes units currently advertised for sale compared to units available in 

2016 to illustrate changes in the availability of homes. 

RESIDENTIAL SALES TRENDS 

The real estate market in Flathead County has been through a few peaks and valleys over the 

past 20 years.  

• During the 2008 to 2011 housing recession, sales volume dropped in Flathead County, 

along with sale prices. Demand for homes dried up, resulting in fewer sales and lower 

prices. The median sale price peaked in 2005, dropping 27% to its low in 2011. 

• During the recovery period from 2012 to 2019, prices steadily rose 8.7% per year on 

average, along with sales volume. Median sale prices of homes increased by about 80% 

during this seven (7) year period, from $180,900 in 2012 to $325,000 in 2019. 

• In the COVID years, the housing market exploded. In only four years, from 2019 to 2022, 

the median sale price increased 80%, with yearly rises averaging 16% per year – nearly 

double the yearly rate of increase during the prior seven years. Sales volume increased 

33% in 2020 from 2019, with an average of 6 homes per day being sold. Despite sales 

volumes dropping by 29% in 2022, prices still rose. The median sale price in 2022 was 

$586,727. 

• The median sale price stayed at about $587,000 the past two years. Sales volumes, 

however, dropped considerably, returning to below 2013 levels. Because the decline in 

sales was driven by a lack of supply of homes for sale rather than lack of demand, prices 

have remained high. Increased interest rates (currently about 6.5%) have impacted 

some buyer segments, but because demand still exists, prices have yet to drop. 

The current market has, in some real estate agents’ words, “returned back to normal,” meaning 

open houses are again being held, asking prices are being negotiated, and homes are taking 

several weeks to a few months, instead of hours or days, to sell. But prices are staying high. 
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Number and Median Price of Residential Sales: Flathead County, 2005 to 2024 

 
Source: Montana Regional MLS 2019 - 2024 

The trend over the past five years in the Columbia Falls Area shows similar changes as the 

county, with a few differences to note: 

• Sales volumes did not increase as much, mainly because the Area does not have as 

much supply as the county. 

• The median home sale price increased faster than 

the county, rising by 85% from 2019 to its peak in 

2023 (17% per year on average).  

• Homes are now taking about 15 weeks on average to sell and are selling for about 90% 

of the asking price. Negotiation is again occurring, but prices remain high.  

• The vast majority of sales in the Area are single family homes (81%), higher than the 

county (74%). There is little diversity in the type of homes for sale in the Area.  

Perhaps more importantly, during and post-COVID, investor buyers (vacation rentals) and 

second home buyers discovered the Columbia Falls Area. Over the past two years, investment 

and second home buyer interest increased. Real estate agents indicate that buyers are now 

relatively evenly split between investment/second home buyers and local residents. Columbia 

Falls is shifting from a predominantly blue-collar community to more of a destination location. 

Home prices, and some of the new housing product being produced, reflect this shift. 
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Number and Median Price of Residential Sales by Type: Columbia Falls Area, 2019 to 2024 

 
Source: Montana Regional MLS 2019 - 2024 

• Over the past five years, residential sale prices per square foot for the Columbia Falls 

Area have more than doubled.  

• The median sale price of both single family and attached homes increased over 90%.  

• Overall, median sale prices rose 13% per year on average.  

Median Residential Sale Price: Columbia Falls Area, 2019 to 2024 

 2019 2024 % Change 

All Residential     

  Median sold price  $310,000 $575,000 85% 

  Median sold price per sq. ft.  $182 $373 105% 

Single Family     

  Median sold price  $331,500 $636,000 92% 

  Median sold price per sq. ft.  $182 $380 109% 

Attached (condo/townhome)     

  Median sold price  $246,250 $470,000 91% 

  Median sold price per sq. ft.  $205 $393 92% 
Source: Montana Regional MLS 2019 - 2024 
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Homes sale prices have escalated throughout the Flathead Valley.  

• The median sale price in the Columbia Falls Area 

rose 85% since 2019, more than both the county 

(81%) and Kalispell (77%). The Whitefish Area 

increased 125%, surpassing all communities. 

• The median sale price in the Columbia Falls Area is now just below the county median 

and is 8% higher than in Kalispell.  

• Rises in home prices throughout the Valley far outpaced growth in resident incomes and 

employee wages.11 Housing prices are no longer at the scale of local wages and incomes. 

Median Residential Sales Price Comparison: 2019 and 2024 

 
Source: Montana Regional MLS 2019 - 2024 

The substantial rise in home sale prices since 2019 is apparent in the inventory of homes sold 

by price bracket.  

• In 2019, 48% of homes sold for under $300,000 and 6% sold for over $600,000. 

• In 2024, this pattern reversed:  7% of homes sold for under $300,000 and 45% sold for 

over $600,000.  

 
11 See Section 2 – Economic Trends, Wages by Industry and Section 1 – Population and Demographic Trends, Household Income 
for more information. 
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• It requires an income of about $180,000 at a 6.5% interest rate to afford to purchase a 

$600,000 home (i.e., about 250% AMI for an average sized 2.5-person household).  

Percentage of Sold Homes by Price: Columbia Falls Area, 2019 and 2024 

 
Source: Montana Regional MLS 2019 - 2024 

CURRENT AVAILABILITY 

A general industry standard is that when the number of homes available for sale is below a 6-

month supply, it is a seller’s market – meaning that there are more buyers than homes available 

to purchase, resulting in rising prices.  

There was a 5.8-month supply of homes for sale in the Columbia Falls Area in January 2025. This 

varies significantly by price, however. 

• Residents primarily need homes priced between $200,000 and $400,000, which would 

be affordable for households earning between $60,000 and $120,000 per year. Only 

three (3) homes are listed below $400,000, which is less than a 2-month supply.  

• Homes priced from $400,000 to $600,000 have about a 4.5-month supply. 

• A 6-month supply is reached for homes priced from $600,000 to $1 million. And homes 

priced over $1 million show over a 12-month supply and comprise over 50% of homes 

for sale on the market. Homes over $1 million are primarily purchased by second 

homeowners. 
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• Single family homes priced below $500,000 are mostly older and in need of (sometimes 

significant) repairs. There are six (6) single family homes for sale in this price range, all of 

which are over 50 years old. Single family homes in good condition start at $560,000. 

Newer homes can still be purchased in Kalispell in the low $500,000’s. 

• Attached product can be found in good or decent condition in the $400,000’s. Residents 

wanting to purchase condominiums and townhomes in the Columbia Falls Area often 

compete with investor buyers seeking vacation rentals with good access to Glacier 

National Park.  

• There is little diversity of home choices in the Columbia Falls Area. Of attached product 

that is available, space and storage are common issues for locals. Expanding the supply 

of attached product designed for year-round family occupancy, with sufficient storage, 

could fill a gap in need at lower prices than single family homes. 

Table 20. Columbia Falls Area For Sale Listings by Type and Price, January 2025 

   
Single Family 
Residential  

Attached 
(Condo/Townhome) 

Manufactured 
Home 

Total 

Under $200,000 1 0 0 1 

$200 - $299,999 0 1 0 1 

$300 - $399,999 1 0 0 1 

$400 - $499,999 4 3 2 9 

$500 - $599,999 9 4 1 14 

$600 - $749,999 6 5 1 12 

$750 - $999,999 10 1 2 13 

$1,000,000 or 
more 

27 0 0 27 

Total 58 14 6 78 

Median list price $942,500 $594,500 $599,950 $767,500 

Average list price $1,218,810 $596,532 $643,483 $1,062,863 
Source: Montana Regional MLS, January 2025 

AFFORDABILITY FOR RESIDENTS 

Comparing the incomes of resident employee households to the prices of homes on the market 

illustrates where primary gaps exist: 

• In January 2025, there was a shortage of homes priced between $200,000 and 

$400,000, which are affordable for households earning between $60,000 and $120,000 

per year (about 80% to 160% AMI). This is the core need for residents looking to 

purchase homes. 

• Homes affordable for households earning under $60,000 per year are also 

undersupplied; however, producing homes affordable for these households will not 
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occur without substantial subsidies or programs such as Habitat for Humanity. These 

households also often have trouble qualifying for loans and meeting down payment 

purchase requirements. The NWMTCLT and Habitat for Humanity have homebuyer 

assistance programs that can help potential buyers navigate the process. 

• Homes priced between $400,000 to $500,000 are in moderate need for residents. 

Subsidies are required to build single family homes at this price. The private market can 

build attached product (e.g., townhomes) in this price range under the proper balance 

of land price and permitted densities.12 This price range presents an opportunity for the 

private market to produce attached units that are designed for residents to provide 

more diversity in housing options. 

• Homes priced over $500,000 are generally oversupplied when compared to the 

proportion of local employee households that can afford to purchase these homes.   

Homeowner Income Distribution Compared to For-Sale Availability 

AMI Level   
Maximum Income  

(2.5-person 
household) 

Maximum 
Affordable 

Purchase Price*  

Owner 
income 

distribution  

For sale 
listings 

(Jan. 2025)  

<60%  $45,120 $150,300 16% 0% 

60.1-80%  $60,125 $200,250 10% 1% 

80.1-120%  $90,240 $300,550 23% 1% 

120.1-150%  $112,800 $375,700 15% 1% 

150.1-200%  $150,400 $500,950 13% 13% 

>200% >$150,400 >$500,950 23% 83% 

TOTAL  -  -  100% 78  
Note: Shading indicates where there is a shortage of housing supply for the workforce. 
*Assumes 30-year mortgage, 6.5% interest rate, 5% down payment, and 20% of monthly payment for taxes, insurance and 
HOA fees. 
Source: HUD; Ribbon Demographics, LLC; Montana Regional MLS; Consultant team 
 

 
12 See Section 7 – Housing Resources, Challenges and Opportunities for more information. 
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SECTION 5 – RENTAL HOUSING MARKET 

This section of the report presents information on the rental market in the Columbia Falls Area, 

including rental inventory, availability, and rents. 

RENTAL INVENTORY 

About 23% of households in the Columbia Falls Area and 36% within the city of Columbia Falls 

rent their homes. 

 Renter-Occupied Housing (2024): Columbia Falls Area and Columbia Falls 

  Columbia Falls Area Columbia Falls 

Total Households 6,653 2,353 

     Renter-occupied 1,530 845 
Source: U.S. Decennial Census (2010 & 2020); Population and Housing Units Estimates Program (compiled by the Montana 
Department of Commerce); Consultant team 2024 estimates 

Owners and renters occupy a very different mix of home types in the city.  

• Almost all homeowners in Columbia Falls live in single-family or mobile homes (97%). 

This illustrates the lack of diversity of housing options to purchase in the city. 

• Renters live in a mix of single-family and attached units. Only 2% of renters live in 

mobile homes.  

• Employers noted that some summer seasonal employees reside in RVs, vehicles, tents, 

or couch-surf due to the scarce availability of housing that time of year.  

• Highline Apartments, completed in 2019 and 2020, added 180 needed newer units to 

the rental stock, providing rental options for professionals in the Valley. Units were full 

before construction was completed.  

Columbia Falls Housing Units by Type, 2023 

  
Owner 

Occupied 
Renter 

Occupied 

Single Family* 92% 36% 

Duplex, Triplex, Fourplex 1% 28% 

Other Multi-Family 1% 34% 

Mobile Homes** 5% 2% 
Note: may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
*attached and detached one-unit homes 
**includes boat, RV, van, etc. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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VACANCY RATE 

As a general rule, double-digit vacancy rates are considered to be very high, rates at or below 

3% are very low, and a vacancy rate of around 6% that is trending downward is typically an 

indication to developers that construction of additional units should begin. These “rules of 

thumb,” however, vary by market area. 

Rental listings in the Columbia Falls Area were monitored for one month, from December 6, 

2024, to January 9, 2025.   

• A total of 60 listings were found during this period. This equates to a rental vacancy rate 

of about 3.5% to 4.5%, which represents a tight rental market, but shows some 

loosening compared to recent years. 

• Property managers noted that they were always full or near full over the past five years, 

with more units coming available in the past year. Vacancy rates vary by location – 

properties in Whitefish are still mostly full, Columbia Falls averages 5% vacancy, and 

Kalispell vacancies range from 10% to 15%, depending upon the property.13 At the time 

of interviews, property managers with higher vacancy rates were not yet offering 

concessions to try to boost occupancies.14   

• Income restricted rentals for seniors in the Columbia Falls Area are full and still have 

waitlists. The family rental complex was not reached, but online information indicated 

they were full. Property managers that were reached outside of the Columbia Falls Area 

noted that family units are most likely to come available in the winter, but they are 

typically fully occupied other times of the year.  

Rental Listings, Columbia Falls Area: Dec. 6, 2024 – Jan. 9, 2025 

 Studio/Room 1-b 2-b 3+-b Total 

Advertised Units 11 8 20 21 60 
Source: rental listings, property manager interviews, rental property websites, Facebook, Craigslist, Zillow, Realtor.com  

RENT TRENDS 

Since 2019, the median gross rent rose an average of 9.2% per year in the city of Columbia Falls. 

This was a faster rate of growth than other communities in the Valley. Columbia Falls gross 

rents were about 21% less than the county in 2019, they are now 9% less. The city still provides 

the lowest median rent in the Valley, but the gap is closing. 

 
13 Kalispell has added 779 new rentals since 2023, including 156 income-restricted rentals. Another 600 units are slated for 
completion this year, including 138 income-restricted rentals (Junegrass Place), and 224 luxury apartments. It is to be seen what 
effect this will have on vacancy rates in Kalispell and throughout the Valley.  
14 During the 2008 recessionary period when rental vacancies rates increased over 10% to 15%, rental properties offered 
concessions to try to boost occupancies, such as free first month rent. A scan of websites in January 2025 showed some 
properties were beginning to offer concessions. 
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Property managers reported that rents in the Columbia Falls Area increased 20% during and 

after COVID and indicated that rents are now not as “cheap” as they used to be compared to 

other communities in the Valley. Near-zero vacancies just before and during COVID permitted 

all properties, regardless of condition, to rise to market prices. 

When asked what units were most needed by renters, property managers noted a wide range, 

including units for employees making $20 or less per hour ($40,000 per year), to middle income 

needs ($60,000 per year), affordable units for families, and diversity in options.  

Looking ahead, property managers were keeping their eye on the rentals coming online in 

Kalispell and waiting to see if older properties would begin dropping rents more in line with the 

condition of the property to be competitive. Rents this past year rose at a more moderate level 

and it was felt that a return to 3% to 5% increases per year may be on the horizon, recognizing 

that current prices are high compared to local wages. 

Average Yearly Change in Median Gross Rent, Flathead Valley: 2019 to 2023 

Flathead County 
Columbia Falls 

Area 
Columbia Falls Kalispell Whitefish 

6.4% 8.7% 9.2% 6.1% 6.7% 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019, 2019-2023) 

Median Gross Rent (Indexed to 2019) 

  
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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CURRENT RENTS 

Current rents in the Columbia Falls Area range from $1,120 on average for studio apartments, 

up to $2,110 for three-bedroom units. Market rents are affordable for households earning 

between 80% and 100% AMI.  

Average Rents by Bedroom Size: Columbia Falls Area 

 Studio 1-b 2-b 3-b 

Advertised Units  (12/6/24-1/9/25) $1,120  $1,240  $1,710  $2,110  

AMI Affordability*  73% 81% 93% 103% 

Income Needed to Afford Rent + Utilities $48,380 $53,570 $73,870 $91,150 

# of Average Wages Needed to Afford Rent 0.9 1.0 1.4 1.8 
*AMI affordability of property manager interview rents. Calculation assumes 1-2 people in a 0/1 bedroom units, 3 people in 
2-bedroom units, and 4-people in 3-bedroom units. 
Source: rental listings, property manager interviews, rental property websites, Facebook, Craigslist, Zillow, Realtor.com  

AFFORDABILITY FOR RESIDENTS 

Comparing the incomes of resident employee renter households to available rentals illustrates 

where primary gaps exist: 

• There is a shortage of rentals affordable for households earning $45,000 or less (60% 

AMI). These are employees earning about $22 per hour. These would be below-market 

rentals, such as LIHTC properties. LIHTC rents typically fall 20% to 40% below market 

and would be of significant benefit in the high-rent environment.15 

• Rentals for households earning less than 30% AMI are also in short supply. Households 

at this income level include the working poor, households receiving disability or welfare 

assistance, and households with special needs. Because of the special needs of these 

households, specific research targeting these needs is recommended before pursuing 

projects. USDA Rural Development and other subsidy programs are needed to provide 

units at this level.  

• For households earning from $45,000 up to $60,000, there is a shortage of larger units 

(2- and 3-bedrooms) that would be suitable for families. Larger units on the market are 

priced for households earning higher incomes (e.g., $70,000 or more).  

 
15 See Section 6 – Housing Problems, Cost Burden, where it is estimated that between 50% to 60% of renters in the city and Area 
are cost-burdened. Affordable rental options for households earning below 80% and 60% AMI will help some of these 
households. 
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Local Resident Affordability 

AMI Level 
Maximum Income 

(2.5-person 
household) 

Maximum 
Affordable Rent 

Payment 

Renter Income 
Distribution 

% available 
rentals 

<30% $23,510  $590  17% 0% 

30.1-60% $45,120  $1,130  25% 8% 

60.1-80% $60,125  $1,500  13% 22% 

80.1-100% $75,200  $1,880  11% 33% 

100.1-120% $90,240  $2,260  8% 18% 

>120% >$90,240 >$2,260 25% 18% 

Total - - 100% 60 
Note: Shading indicates where there is a shortage of housing supply for the workforce. 
Source: HUD; Ribbon Demographics, LLC; rental listings, property manager interviews, rental property websites, Facebook, 
Craigslist, Zillow, Realtor.com; Consultant team 
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SECTION 6 – HOUSING PROBLEMS 

This section highlights problems with the city’s housing market. It includes information about 

households who are cost burdened by their housing payments, live in overcrowded conditions, 

and reside in substandard units. 

COST BURDENED HOUSEHOLDS 

Households are cost-burdened if their housing payment (rent and mortgage plus utilities) 

exceeds 30% of their gross income and are severely cost burdened if it exceeds 50%. Cost-

burdened households often have insufficient income left over for other life necessities, 

including food, clothing, transportation, and health care. 

Based on ACS 5-year estimates, 27% to 32% of households in the city of Columbia Falls are cost-

burdened, with 12% to 16% needing over one-half of their income to pay for housing costs, 

which is similar to rates seen in the county.  

Cost Burdened and Severely Cost Burdened Households: Columbia Falls 

Housing Payment as a % of Income 2018 2023 

Total cost burdened 27% 32% 

     30.1-50% 15% 16% 

     >50%  12% 16% 
Note: Year-over-year changes are within the margin of error of the data so may or may not be real. The information helps to 
understand the range of the problem rather than to track changes over time. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2014-2018, 2019-2023) 

This problem affects both owners and renters, but renters are disproportionately impacted. In 

Columbia Falls, more renters are cost-burdened (57% cost-burdened) than not. A much lower 

15% to 20% of owners are cost-burdened.  

Rents increasing at a rate of 9.2% since 2019 compared to a yearly 5.8% increase in Area wages 

has likely worsened cost burden among renters. 
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Cost Burdened Households: 2018 to 2023 Estimates 

 
Note: Year-over-year changes are within the margin of error of the data so may or may not be real. The information helps to 
understand the range of the problem rather than to track changes over time. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2014-2018, 2019-2023) 

SUBSTANDARD HOUSING AND HEATING FUEL 

Housing is considered substandard when it lacks basic facilities, including complete plumbing, 

complete kitchens or heating. Households residing in substandard housing are considered to be 

in need of assistance, even if they are otherwise satisfied with their housing.  

• According to ACS 5-year estimates, no homes lack complete plumbing or kitchen 

facilities in the city. Discussions with the city indicate that demolitions of homes in a 

severe state of disrepair or that are uninhabitable are uncommon. 

• Most occupied homes in Columbia Falls are heated with utility gas and electricity. A 

small share of homes rely on wood or propane.  

Based on this data, the age of housing and maintenance of units are more likely to affect the 

condition and suitability of housing for locals. 

Columbia Falls Home Heating Fuel Used: 2023 

  Renters Owners All Households 

Utility Gas 32% 64% 53% 

Electricity 66% 30% 43% 

Other (e.g., wood, propane) 1% 7% 5% 
Note: may not sum to 100% due to rounding 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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OVERCROWDING 

Overcrowding does not have a strict definition. Most property managers allow no more than 2-

persons per bedroom in their units. The Census Bureau defines overcrowded housing units as 

those with more than 1-person per room.  

Based on ACS 5-year estimates, renter households are more likely to be overcrowded than 

owner households, although the problem affects a low 1% to 2% of households. Employers 

noted that employees who want to live in the Columbia Falls Area often need several 

roommates to afford rent, affecting not only workers earning $20 per hour but also those 

earning up to $60,000 per year. 

Overcrowded Households: 2018-2023 Estimates 

  Columbia Falls Area  Columbia Falls  

  2018 2023 2018 2023 

Overcrowded owner occupied units 1.5% 1.5% 0.0% 0.9% 

Overcrowded renter occupied units 2.5% 1.4% 0.0% 2.1% 
Note: Changes seen between 2018 and 2023 are within the margin of error of the data so may or may not be real. The 
information helps to understand the range of the problem rather than to track changes over time.  
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2014-2018, 2019-2023) 
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SECTION 7 – HOUSING RESOURCES, CHALLENGES AND 

OPPORTUNITIES 

This section examines available housing resources in the area, including, but not limited to, 

partnership opportunities with the Northwest Montana Community Land Trust (NWMTCLT) and 

Habitat for Humanity, as well as potential land partnership opportunities. Federal, state, local 

and philanthropic funding sources are also discussed. 

LAND OPPORTUNITIES 

Private Land 

Vacant land is very limited in the city. As of February 2024, there were less than 100 buildable 

lots in the city, including 73 residential and two (2) multi-family. As the city undertakes land use 

planning, zoning, and subdivision regulation changes pursuant to SB 382 and attainable housing 

goals, land use opportunities may change. Regardless, given the scope of housing needs and the 

interconnectedness of the region, evaluating opportunities and working with developers on 

land in the wider Columbia Falls Area will also be necessary to ensure a variety of housing 

opportunities remain accessible to residents making their living in the area. This may include 

the potential redevelopment of 2,400 acres of land that was formerly the home of the 

Columbia Falls Aluminum Company (CFAC) east of the city. The private market will need help to 

build homes at prices most needed by residents. Working with private developers in areas most 

suited for resident housing will be essential to encourage more affordable homes for residents.    

Public and Institutionally-Owned Land  

Providing land at low or no cost can be an effective strategy for catalyzing new affordable and 

workforce housing. Although taking the land cost out of the development proforma helps, in 

today’s construction market, it may not be sufficient on its own to build housing at prices 

affordable to most local employees. The ability for the city to work with the NWMTCLT and 

Habitat for Humanity on the old baseball fields at Railroad Street, using city land in combination 

with Habitat’s low-cost development model utilizing volunteers, donations, grants and 

homeowner labor, and the NWMTCLT management structure is a good example of this 

strategy. 

Not all city-owned land is available or suitable for housing development, and options are very 

limited. The city should inventory other partnership land opportunities both within and near 

the city’s jurisdiction, including: 

• City and County underutilized lands that are suitable and available for housing 

development. 
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• Institutional, non-profit and potentially large employer land partnership opportunities 

should be explored. As the ability to attract and retain teachers and health care workers 

has become increasingly difficult, many communities have created successful 

partnerships on school district and health care provider lands, for example, to build 

resident workforce housing that helps both the community and the employer.16  

• State and federal-owned lands. While the process to undertake housing development 

on state and federal parcels is often cumbersome and time-consuming (e.g., 5- to 10-

years or more), these entities hold 94% of land in Flathead County.  

• State trust lands are also present in the Area and have a process that can be followed to 

undertake development. Any development must, however, be undertaken for the best 

interest of the trust and cannot be done for less than full market appraised value. 

Federal or other grants would be required to offset the full value to produce below-

market housing.   

The Veterans Home parcel and cemetery in Columbia Falls is one example of state trust 

land in the city. This land carries additional restrictions in that it must be operated for 

the benefit of veterans. The state also passed HB 81 in 2023, funding the expansion of 

the cemetery to all veterans, not just those who occupy the Veterans Home, and 

providing $160,000 per year for management and maintenance. It is uncertain how 

much land will be set aside to meet this requirement. 

FUNDING SOURCES 

Federal and State Sources 

Many state and federal sources for subsidizing attainable housing are available, though their 

use is defined by the restrictions of the funding source. State and federal sources are 

predominately restricted for lower income households from 30% to 80% AMI, with some 

homebuyer assistance able to span up to 120% AMI. In all instances, local funds are useful to 

leverage competitiveness and effectiveness of state and federal grants and loans. The most 

common include: 

• Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) program. The LIHTC program is the largest 

source of funding for developers of new affordable rental housing for low-income 

households (80% AMI or less). The program awards developers nonrefundable and 

transferable tax credits to subsidize the construction and rehabilitation of low-income 

 
16 The Eagle County School District in Eagle County, Colorado, is a prime example. They have developed a housing plan for several 
of their parcels to provide a range of rental and ownership housing affordable for residents. 
https://www.eagleschools.net/about-us/housing-master-plan. St. John’s Health in Jackson, Wyoming, began producing housing 
on their land at least 15 years ago. Many other examples can be found in high-cost communities in Colorado, Idaho, Wyoming, 
and Montana (e.g., Big Sky School District), among other states. 
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housing. Developers sell their LIHTCs to outside investors to help fund the development. 

This allows units in the housing project to be rented at below-market rates.  

The LIHTC program offers a 4 percent credit, which is not competitive, and a 9 percent 

credit, which is very competitive. The 4 percent credit subsidizes a smaller percentage of 

the low-income units in a development and is in low demand because developers have 

trouble making them work – the credits alone do not cover their costs. LIHTC 9% credits, 

on the other hand, are in high demand. Applicants usually request many more 9% tax 

credits than are available to award. 

• Home Investment Partnerships Program (HOME). Provides block grants to governments, 

affordable housing authorities and nonprofits to build, acquire and/or rehabilitate 

housing for rent or homeownership to low-income (80% AMI or less) households. States 

and local governments can use HOME funds for grants, direct loans, loan guarantees or 

other forms of credit enhancements, or rental assistance or security deposits. The 

program also includes down payment assistance to households earning up to 120% AMI. 

• Community Development Block Grants (CDBG). Funds are available to counties, cities 

and towns to help fund single- and multi-family construction and rehabilitation for 

housing affordable for households earning 80% AMI or less. 

• Individual and Project-Based Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers. Provides rent subsidies 

to very low-income households, elderly persons and persons with disabilities. Project-

based vouchers are attached to buildings; housing choice vouchers apply to individual 

renters. Vouchers serve very low income households earning 50% AMI or less.  

The Whitefish Housing Authority administers vouchers that may be used by renters 

within the portion of the city that falls within 10-miles of the city of Whitefish. There is a 

waitlist. 

• USDA Rural Development (RD) programs. These programs offer loans, guarantees, 

grants and other credit support for housing development in rural areas for low-income 

households. Two of the income-restricted rental properties in the city utilized RD 

programs in conjunction with LIHTC to construct the units. Most programs serve 

households earning below 50% and below 80% AMI. 

• Coal Trust Multifamily Homes program. The Coal Trust Multifamily Homes Program 

allows the State of Montana Board of Housing to administer money from the permanent 

coal trust fund. The program originally allocated $15 million in 2019 and was increased 

to $65 million in 2023. It provides loans to develop or preserve rental apartments that 

are affordable for low- and moderate-income households, meaning households that do 

not earn over 80% AMI and 95% AMI, respectively. 

• Housing Montana Fund. The Housing Montana Fund is a revolving loan fund that 

provides loans to match funds from other sources, provide bridge financing, acquire 

existing housing to either preserve or convert housing to low- or moderate-income (no 
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more than 80% and 95% AMI, respectively), or preconstruction technical assistance in 

rural/small cities.  

Local Funding Sources 

Local funding sources have the advantage of being more flexible in their use than many other 

funding sources to help provide attainable housing and housing programs across all income 

levels in need. Building an attainable housing fund can help the city leverage and be more 

competitive for grants, facilitate and contribute to partnerships for attainable housing, support 

bonds, acquire land, finance beneficial housing organizations and programs, and increase 

flexibility in housing policy. Current sources that can be explored include: 

• General fund allocations or assigned mill levy.  

• Resort tax allocations for attainable housing. Columbia Falls voters approved a 3% resort 

tax in June 2020. Allocations are used to reduce property taxes for taxpayers (25%), 

public safety programs (55%), infrastructure capital improvements (14%), city 

administration costs (1%), and resort tax administration (5%).  

Attainable housing can be a legal use of the resort tax. For example, voters in the city of 

Whitefish approved allocating 10% of the 3% resort tax collections for attainable 

housing, effective this year. Big Sky allocates a portion of its 3% resort tax plus 

additional 1% infrastructure tax (per SB 241) for attainable housing infrastructure 

support and also for attainable housing developments and programs through a 

competitive application process. 

• Urban Renewal District (URD) and Targeted Economic Development District (TEDD). 

Funds must be spent within the defined districts. The city has one URD including 

commercial downtown properties, and two TEDD districts encompassing industrial 

areas.  

• Fees collected in lieu of building attainable housing through voluntary development 

provisions (e.g., density bonus ordinances) are other options available in Montana. No 

such provisions currently exist in the city.  

Significant funding is needed to produce attainable housing. While the amounts can be 

daunting, simply starting a modest affordable housing fund is beneficial. It helps bring the 

community into the conversation, illustrates commitment, provides financing to leverage 

results, and portrays and supports community priorities related to attainable housing. 

Philanthropic Funds 

While philanthropy can be beneficial, it can also be hard to obtain for attainable housing. Gifts 

also often come with limitations either specified by the donor or the collecting organization. As 

attainable housing gains momentum and is successful in a community, however, the ability to 

procure and locate funds increases. 
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Existing organizations have been very effective in procuring and leveraging philanthropic dollars 

for attainable housing development and programs, including Habitat for Humanity, NWMTCLT, 

and Housing Whitefish. The Whitefish Community Foundation and Explore Whitefish, along 

with local banks, businesses, and other entities have become more active in supporting housing 

development and creative programs in the Valley in recent years. 

LOCAL ORGANIZATIONS 

The city of Columbia Falls has little capacity to undertake 

attainable housing development and programs itself, nor does 

it need to. Any involvement in attainable housing requires 

researching opportunities, shaping partnerships, exploring and 

acquiring funding, tracking and managing funding sources and reporting requirements, 

undertaking development and/or program formation, as well as administering programs and 

managing produced housing units – occupancy, turnover, maintenance, etc. By continuing to 

build relationships with existing organizations, the city can fill in the current gaps in local 

capacity until which time it is ready, able, and desires to do more. 

Northwest Montana Community Land Trust (NWMTCLT) 

The NWMTCLT provides permanently affordable homeownership opportunities for low- and 

moderate-income households earning up to 140% AMI in the Flathead Valley and Northwest 

Montana. The organization uses a land trust model to ensure permanent affordability of homes 

in their portfolio so that subsidized investment in attainable housing will serve multiple families 

over the life of the home.  

The organization collaborates with public and private entities, neighborhood and community 

organizations, community-based and for-profit developers, and local and state government 

agencies to develop and maintain permanently affordable housing. It leverages state, federal, 

local and donor dollars to undertake its mission.  

Recent collaboration with Habitat for Humanity has benefitted both organizations by allowing 

the NWMTCLT to also procure undeveloped land for attainable housing development utilizing 

Habitat’s development model. It also ensures that Habitat homes that are built on land owned 

by the land trust will retain their affordability over time.  

Habitat for Humanity 

Habitat for Humanity builds quality homes and provides homeownership opportunities to 

qualified families who live and work in Flathead County. The organization has utilized its 

volunteer and homeowner labor model to construct 70 homes to date in the Valley and has 

several pending this and in coming years. Households earning between 30% to 80% AMI that 

Until the city adds more 

staff, working with local 

organizations is essential. 
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are facing insecure, costly, or unsafe conditions are eligible to apply for homes. Homeowners 

must also contribute 275 hours toward building their own or someone else’s home.  

Habitat’s applicant pool has shifted in recent years from primarily larger families to include 

more individuals and smaller families, a sign that more people are being impacted by rising 

housing costs. About 60% of current Habitat homeowners are single female householders with 

one to four children. 

Whitefish Housing Authority 

While the reach of this organization’s programs is limited to the Whitefish Area, the 

organization administers housing choice vouchers that may be used by renters within a portion 

of the city (see Funding – Federal and State Sources – Vouchers, above).  

In addition, the organization has expertise that may be useful as Columbia Falls explores their 

housing program:  grant writing, navigating funding sources, program development and 

technical housing expertise. 

DEVELOPMENT ENVIRONMENT  

During the 2023 Legislative session, a package of bills were passed into law with the intent to 

encourage and streamline housing development across the income spectrum. This includes: 

• SB 382, the Montana Land Use and Planning Act, which requires an overhaul of land-use 

planning processes, front-loading site analysis and public input at the comprehensive 

planning stage, and making site-specific development review and approval 

administrative. Communities are required to quantify their housing needs over 20 years 

and zone to allow those units to be built by right. It will also require that cities adopt five 

recommendations from a list of 14 strategies for increasing housing access. The bill 

applies to cities with more than 5,000 people that are in counties with more than 70,000 

people, which includes Columbia Falls. 

• SB 323, requires cities with more than 5,000 residents to allow duplexes anywhere that 

single-family residences are allowed, which includes Columbia Falls. 

• SB 245, requires cities to allow multi-unit housing developments in commercial zones. 

The bill would apply to municipalities designated as urban areas that have more than 

7,000 residents. Columbia Falls has about 5,790 residents. 

Given these new laws, Columbia Falls will be undertaking many changes to their planning and 

zoning policies. One purpose of this study is to help the city understand the housing units and 

price points that are most needed by full-time residents and the workforce to help guide 

updates to these policies pursuant to state bills. 

To help focus pending changes, developers in the Valley were asked what would help most to 

facilitate attainable housing development for residents and the workforce in Columbia Falls and 
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the Valley. Comments centered around land, infrastructure, reducing or subsidizing fees for 

attainable units, and process expediency. 

• Land. Land is expensive and scarce, especially in the city of Columbia Falls. The price of 

parcels and low-density zoning prohibits developers that desire to build modest priced 

homes from doing so; however, luxury apartments or homes at prices more suited to 

second home owners, investors and visitors are feasible. Rental vacancy rates are still 

tight in the Columbia Falls Area, while they have loosened in Kalispell. There is interest 

to provide more year-round rentals, but either bringing land costs down or raising 

densities, and preferably both, are needed. 

• Infrastructure. Infrastructure impact fees and required improvements result in costs 

that are passed through to homebuyers and to renters. Kalispell routinely requires 

developers to bond for significant infrastructure improvements, which under current 

high interest rates is expensive. Sharing infrastructure costs in exchange for a portion of 

units to be attainable and proactively planning for infrastructure improvements where 

attainable housing is desired would help. For example, the city of Whitefish is helping to 

pay for a portion of infrastructure improvements for recently approved attainable rental 

projects in the city. Such assistance illustrates the extent to which jurisdictions are 

willing to work with developers to produce desired housing and reduce developer 

uncertainty when proposing attainable product.  

• Attainable unit subsidy. Producing single family homes priced below $500,000 will not 

happen without subsidies. Developers can be encouraged to propose rental product 

with at least a portion of units priced below market if they know the city will refund 

some impact fees and/or cover sewer and water tap fees, for example. Explore 

opportunities to reduce costs for desired housing product. 

• Process. While no developer indicated that the Columbia Falls process was particularly 

cumbersome compared to other jurisdictions, under the high interest rate environment, 

the faster that projects can be completed, the less the cost will be to the end user. 

Architectural review changes, additional design requirements, and delays during 

building inspection all add up and reduce the ability to provide attainable units. 
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COST OF RESIDENTIAL CONSTRUCTION 

The cost to develop housing varies by multiple factors, including location, target demographic, 

density, and product type. The primary residential development costs include land acquisition, 

construction costs, soft costs (design, engineering, overhead), site work, and financing.  

Overall Trends 

Prices rose significantly during and post-COVID for materials, labor, and land.  

• Labor shortages resulted in higher wages and material delays extending the time to 

build.  

• The average cost to build rose at least 40% in the past 5 years.  

• The average price of land per acre tripled in the Valley since 2019. 

Developers noted that this past year, prices for materials have stabilized. Labor is also more 

available, but wages remain high. Interest rates on construction loans are also high compared 

to past years, ranging from 6% to 9%, increasing the time cost of development. Overall, 

however, the cost to build has stabilized, with modest increases more in line with historic, pre-

COVID price changes expected this year. 

Land 

The most variable cost in residential construction is land. Land costs vary depending on the 

location of the parcel, zoning, suitability for development, and access to infrastructure. Limited 

availability, combined with competition for various uses, including luxury residential 

development for investment, visitor or second home purposes, puts upward pressure on land 

values.  

Land costs translate directly into housing unit prices and is a significant factor in the variable 

costs of housing among different communities in the Flathead Valley. This means that if land 

prices rise by 3%, so will the cost of developed homes, plus a premium depending upon 

construction financing interest rates.  

Higher density projects are able to share land costs among multiple units to bring the average 

cost of land per unit down; however, parcels zoned for multifamily development typically cost 

more per acre than single family lots.  

Looking at the prices of lots for sale in January 2025: 

• Current single family home lots for sale in Columbia Falls Area start at $164,500. 

• Multifamily property in Kalispell may run $1 million or more per acre. This equates to 

$25,000 per unit if 40 units are built and $50,000 per unit at 20-units per acre. 

- 81 -

Item No.2.



WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces 73 

Soft Costs 

Soft costs are expenses that are not considered direct construction costs and include 

architectural, engineering, permitting, taxes, insurance, overhead, and legal fees. Soft costs 

were reported to average 15% to 20% of total project costs. The ability to waive some city fees 

for deed-restricted attainable development helps developers. 

Financing is also often included in soft costs. Financing costs generally make up less than 5% of 

the total development costs. Financing used to develop affordable housing, such as LIHTC or 

stacked multiple funding sources, can cost more than traditional financing, however. High-

interest construction loans raise financing costs and under high interest rate environments 

construction delays due to natural causes (e.g., weather), materials delay, or permitting 

processes quickly add up. 

Cost to Build 

The following table summarizes input from several developers on estimated costs to build 

single-family and multi-family units in the Flathead Valley. Information reflects the cost to build 

moderately priced residences for year-round residents rather than luxury homes or rentals 

geared for second homeowners or visitors. These are point in time estimates based on recent 

project completions and are likely lower than what future projects will cost. The prototype 

multi-family project also does not reflect units built with structured, underground parking, 

which increases the cost to build by upwards of $35 per square foot, but makes more efficient 

use of limited land.  

Assuming vertical construction, infrastructure and land comprise about 70% of total 

construction costs, soft costs between 15% to 20%, and developer fee of only 10%, the price to 

produce multi-family and single-family homes varies significantly, as shown below. Land, 

vertical, and infrastructure costs average $230 per square foot to build a condo or apartment, 

compared to about $300 per square foot for a single family home. The ability for land costs, 

infrastructure and site improvements to be shared across multiple units in more dense 

developments is reflected in this difference. 

An average-sized 2.5-person household earning 100% AMI ($72,500) per year can afford a 

home priced at about $250,450. A subsidy of $18,650 is needed to make the multi-family unit 

affordable for a 100% AMI household and a $332,900 subsidy is needed to buy-down the single 

family home. 
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Cost to Build Estimates: 2024 

  
Multi-Family 

(condos/apartments) 
900 sq. ft.  

Single Family  
2b/2b 1,500 sq ft 

  Assumptions Cost Assumptions Cost 

Labor and materials  
(hard costs) + land 

$220-$240/sq. ft. $207,000 $290-$320/sq. ft. $457,500  

Design, fees, financing  
(soft costs) 

20% of hard costs $41,400 
15% to 20% of 

hard costs 
$80,100  

Developer fee 10% of hard costs $20,700 10% of hard costs $45,750  

Total Cost to Build  $269,100  $583,350  

Price affordable for 
households at the median 
income [1] 

$75,200  
(100% AMI) 

$250,450 
$75,200  

(100% AMI) 
$250,450  

Gap (subsidy needed)  $18,650  $332,900  
[1] Max purchase price assumes 30-year mortgage at 6.5% with 5% down and 20% of the payment covering taxes, HOA, PMI 
and insurance.  
Source: Developer interviews, consultant team 
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SECTION 8 – ESTIMATED HOUSING NEEDS 

This section of the report estimates the number of housing units needed by employees in the 

Columbia Falls Area to address current deficiencies and keep up with job growth to 

accommodate future needs to support businesses and the community through 2029 and 2034. 

This includes: 

• Housing needed to address current overcrowded housing conditions and employees 

forced to commute into the Area for work;  

• Housing needed for employees filling future jobs in the Columbia Falls Area; 

• Housing units needed in the city based on the city’s share of jobs in the Columbia Falls 

Area and its share of households; and  

• The distribution of housing needed by ownership and rental and by price points 

attainable for resident employee households.  

The housing needs estimated in this section are a component of housing demand in the 

Columbia Falls Area, but they do not represent total demand. The estimate includes housing 

that is likely to be provided by the market and gaps where the market is unlikely to provide 

housing needed to support local residents and employees. It does not include additional 

components of demand, such as resident households who would like to buy a new or different 

home in the Columbia Falls Area or out-of-area households wanting to purchase vacation or 

retirement homes.  

CURRENT HOUSING SHORTFALL 

This section identifies the impact that the housing shortage for residents making their living in 

the Columbia Falls Area has on employers, employees and the community.  

The estimated housing units needed or current households affected are shown in the following 

table for each identified impact. Each impact is discussed in more detail in other sections of this 

report: 

• Unfilled jobs: Employers reported increased difficulty recruiting and retaining workers to 

fill positions. With unfilled positions, businesses struggle to provide quality services and 

generate needed revenue during peak business periods. Unfilled jobs are a key indicator 

of the need for additional housing for employees. (See Section 2 – Economic Trends, 

Unfilled Jobs) 

• Forced to commute: Employees commuting into the Area for jobs that would prefer to 

live near their jobs if they could find suitable, attainable housing are forced to commute. 

Providing stable housing options for these commuters has many benefits to both 

employers and the community, including helping to decrease employee turnover, 
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improve customer service, and increase community vibrancy. (See Section 2 – Economic 

Trends, Commuting) 

• Severely cost burdened households: Households are cost-burdened if their housing 

payment (rent and mortgage plus utilities) exceeds 30% of their gross income and are 

extremely cost-burdened if it exceeds 50%. Cost-burdened households often have 

insufficient income left over for other life necessities, including food, clothing, 

transportation, and health care. (See Section 6 – Housing Problems, Cost Burdened 

Households) 

• Overcrowded households: Overcrowded units are indicators of unhealthy housing 

conditions and high housing costs relative to incomes, and can be a precursor to 

homelessness. Employers noted that many of their employees that live in the Area must 

have roommates to afford housing. (See Section 6 – Housing Problems, Overcrowding) 

Estimated Impact of Current Housing Shortfall 

Issue Impact  Units Needed 

Unfilled Jobs 
8% of jobs unfilled 
(460 total) 

385 employees 
needed to fill jobs* 

230 units needed to house 
employees** 

Forced to 
commute 

54% of employees 
commute in for work 
(2,555 employees) 

37% of commuters 
want to move to the 
Area (945 employees) 

570 units needed to house 
commuters** 

Severely cost 
burdened 
households 

16% of households 
are severely cost 
burdened 

1,065 households are 
severely cost-
burdened 

Addressed by renter 
assistance programs and 
building more attainable 
housing options 

Overcrowded 
households 

1.5% of households 
are overcrowded 

100 households are 
overcrowded 

50 units needed to alleviate 
overcrowding*** 

*Employees hold 1.2 jobs on average (# jobs/1.2 = # employees) 
**1.66 employees on average reside in employed households (# employees/1.66 = # housing units) 
***An estimated one unit for every two overcrowded households is needed to alleviate overcrowding 

Because some of the above issues are duplicative (e.g., some households are both cost-burden 

and overcrowded) and some will be addressed by providing enough housing for all future 

employees (e.g., unfilled jobs), the total housing needed to address current deficiencies is lower 

than the sum of each of the above estimates. When devising programs, prioritizing objectives 

and planning housing to serve residents, however, it is important to understand all of the 

underlying issues and impacts.  

  

- 85 -

Item No.2.



WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces 77 

An estimated 620 housing units are needed to address current housing deficiencies in the Area.  

Housing Needed to Address Current Shortfall 

  
Columbia Falls 

Area 
City Share 

Forced to commute 570 225* 

Overcrowded households 50 20** 

New housing units needed 620 245 
*Assumes households that are forced to commute will reside in the city at the same ratio as present. 39% of employees living 
and working in the Columbia Falls Area reside in the city. 
**35% of households in the Columbia Falls Area are in the city. 
Note: figures rounded to the nearest 5 

FUTURE NEEDS 

This section estimates the housing units that will be needed by employees filling jobs vacated 

by retirees and new jobs in the Columbia Falls Area. City estimates based on population growth, 

pursuant to SB 382, are provided in Appendix B.  

Retiring Employees 

Employers will need to fill the jobs vacated by retirees. Some retirees will stay in their homes 

upon retirement, meaning that additional housing will be needed for employees filling their 

position. Other employees will leave the area upon retirement; however, when they sell their 

homes, some will be purchased by second-home owners or remote workers rather than local 

employees. The below estimate conservatively assumes that one-half of employees filling 

positions vacated by retirees will require additional housing.  

Employers reported on the survey that about 6% of their workforce will likely retire over the 

next five years. About 285 employees will be needed to fill jobs vacated by retirees through 

2029, which equates to 170 housing units. Assuming one-half of retiree homes will be available 

to house in-coming employees, an additional 85 housing units will be needed for employees 

filling vacated jobs in the Area. 

Homes Needed in the Columbia Falls Area and City to Fill Jobs Vacated by Retirees 

  
Columbia Falls 

Area 
City Share 

Anticipated retirements through 2029 (%) 6% 6% 

# of employees needed to fill vacancies 285 145 

Total employee households  
(1.66 employees/household) 

170 90 

New housing units needed through 2029 85 45* 
*51% of Area jobs are in the city. 
Note: figures rounded to the nearest 5 
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Job Growth 

To house all employees filling the number of projected new jobs in the Columbia Falls Area over 

the next five years (715 new jobs), approximately 360 additional housing units will be needed.  

To house all employees filling the number of projected new jobs from 2029 to 2034 (495 new 

jobs), approximately 250 units will be needed.  

Homes Needed in the Columbia Falls Area to Keep Up with Job Growth 

  2024 - 2029 2029-2034 

Increase in Jobs  715 495 

Jobs per Employee 1.20 1.20 

New Employees Needed 595 415 

Employees per Household with a worker 1.66 1.66 

New housing units needed 360 250 

    Average per year 72 50 
 Note: figures rounded to the nearest 5 

The number of housing units needed in the city is a subset of the need in the Columbia Falls 

Area.  The amount of housing needed in the city will vary depending on whether current 

commuting patterns are retained or whether more workers are housed within the city to 

reduce commuting and house employees nearer to their jobs and city services.  

• If current commuting patterns are retained, then about 18% of employees working in 

the Columbia Falls Area will reside within the city. This equates to a need for only 65 

units over the next five years, or 13 units per year. 

• If housing is provided based on the share of jobs in the Columbia Falls Area that are 

located within the city, then 185 units are needed by 2029, or 37 units per year.  

City of Columbia Falls Housing Needed to Keep Up with Job Growth: 2024 to 2034 

 
Source: 2024 Employer Survey; U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census 2020 and LEHD (2022); Consultant team 
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TOTAL HOUSING NEEDS 

Based on estimated current and future needs in the Columbia Falls Area, an additional 1,400 

housing units will be needed through 2034. This equates to an average of 140 units per year 

over the next ten years in the Area, including between 45 to 65 units per year in the city. This 

estimate includes homes that the free market will provide and units for which subsidies and/or 

incentives will be required to produce. 

The current and future housing need estimates provide a framework for housing policy 

discussions to focus local housing programs and development. Most jurisdictions do not 

address 100% of identified needs. The city will need to make their own policy decisions 

regarding whether it is in their interest or capacity to address all of the identified needs or focus 

on certain components of estimated needs.  

Current and Future Housing Needs through 2034 

 Columbia Falls Area City 

Total Current Needs 620 245 

Overcrowding 50 20 

Forced to commute 570 225 

Total Future Needs (through 2034) 780 200 to 405* 

Job Growth 610 110 to 315* 

Retiring Employees** 170 90 

Total Housing Needs (through 2034) 1,400 445 to 650* 

Average per year 140 45 to 65* 
*Range is based on retaining current commuting patterns (18% of Area employees live in the city) (low end) or building enough  
units to house employees filling 100% of new jobs in the city (upper end). 
**Employers estimate that 6% of employees will retire by the end of 2029; the ten year projection assumes another 6% will 
retire between 2029 and 2034. 
Note: figures rounded to nearest 5 

HOUSING NEEDS BY OWN/RENT 

Ownership and rental housing for local employees and residents is needed.  

• Rentals are needed to help recruit new workers and residents to the Columbia Falls Area 

and provide the ability for current residents to move into different rentals as household 

needs change. 

• Ownership is needed to retain year-round residents, help keep young families and 

employees that desire to buy in the community, and support community stability. 

In light of current conditions, about 60% of new units should be for ownership and 40% for 

rent, recognizing the mix of units available in the city, the need for employers to fill jobs, robust 

rental development in Kalispell, and the shortage of homes at prices residents can afford 

throughout the Valley. The ultimate ratio will vary, however, depending upon the community’s 
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desired direction, housing program and development opportunities, housing market conditions 

and local housing policy.  

Columbia Falls Area Housing Units Needed by Tenure 

  2024-2034 

New Housing Units Needed 1,400 

     Own (60%) 840 

     Rent (40%) 560 
 

HOUSING NEEDS BY INCOME (AMI) 

Given current housing market and development conditions, the market alone is expected to 

provide about 40% of the housing units needed by residents and employees in the Columbia 

Falls Area (59912). About 835 below-market housing units are needed by 2034. 

Ownership and rental housing should be produced in line with the income distribution of 

households employed in the Columbia Falls Area. For ownership:  

• The core need for residents looking to purchase homes is for homes priced between 

$200,000 and $400,000, which are affordable for households earning between $60,000 

and $120,000 per year (about 80% to 160% AMI). 

• Homes affordable for households earning between $45,000 and $60,000 per year are 

also undersupplied; however, producing homes affordable for these households will not 

occur without substantial subsidies and programs such as Habitat for Humanity. These 

households also often have trouble qualifying for loans and meeting down payment 

purchase requirements. The NWMTCLT and Habitat for Humanity have homebuyer 

assistance programs that can help potential buyers navigate the process. 

• Finally, homes priced between $400,000 to $500,000 are in moderate need for 

residents. Subsidies are required to build single family homes at this price. The private 

market can build attached product (e.g., townhomes) in this price range given the 

proper balance of land prices and permitted densities.17 This price range presents an 

opportunity for the private market to produce attached units that are designed for full-

time residents to provide more diversity in housing options.  

 
17 See Section 7 – Housing Resources, Challenges and Opportunities for more information. 

- 89 -

Item No.2.



WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces 81 

Ownership Gap by Area Median Income Level 

AMI Level 
Max Household Income  
(2.5-person household) 

Maximum Affordable 
Purchase Price* 

Owner Income 
Distribution 

Units 
Needed 

<60% $45,120  $150,300 16%        -  

60.1-80% $60,125  $200,250 10% 104  

80.1-120% $90,240  $300,550 23% 230  

120.1-150% $112,800  $375,700 15% 147  

150.1-200% $150,400  $500,950 13% 126 

>200% >$150,400 >$500,950 23% 234 

Total -  -  100% 840 

Ownership Gap (below market units) 545 
Note: Shading indicates where there is a shortage of housing supply for the workforce. Lighter shading means units are in short 
supply, but selective units are needed: units priced under 80% need special programs like Habitat for Humanity to produce; 
units from 150-200% AMI are supplied now (mostly attached product: townhomes, condos, etc), but are increasingly difficult 
for the private market to produce without incentives or subsidies. 
*Assumes 30-year mortgage, 6.5% interest rate, 5% down payment, and 20% of monthly payment for taxes, insurance and 
HOA fees. 

For rentals: 

• Rentals affordable for households earning $45,000 or less (60% AMI) are needed. These 

are employees earning about $20 per hour. These would be below-market rentals, such 

as LIHTC properties. LIHTC rents typically fall 20% to 40% below market and would be of 

significant benefit in the high-rent environment.18 

• For households earning $45,000 up to $60,000, larger units (2- and 3-bedrooms) for 

families are needed, which should be priced at $1,500 per month or less. Market units 

rent for $1,700 and up on average.  

• Rentals for households earning less than 30% AMI may also be needed. Households at 

this income level include the working poor, households receiving disability or welfare 

assistance, and households with special needs. Because of the special needs of these 

households, specific research to understand the extent of needs is recommended 

before pursuing projects. USDA Rural Development and other subsidy programs are 

needed to provide units at this level.  

 
18 See Section 6 – Housing Problems, Cost Burden, where it is estimated that between 50% to 60% of renters in the city and Area 
are cost burdened. Affordable rental options for households earning below 80% and 60% AMI will help cost burdened 
households. 
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Rental Gap by Area Median Income Level 

AMI Level 
Max Household Income  
(2.5-person household) 

Maximum Affordable 
Rent Payment 

Renter Income 
Distribution 

Units 
Needed 

<30% $23,510  $590  17% 97  

30.1-60% $45,120  $1,130  25% 142  

60.1-80% $60,125  $1,500  13% 72  

80.1-100% $74,200  $1,880  11% 63  

100.1-120% $90,240  $2,260  8% 48  

>120% >$90,240 >$2,260 25%  138  

Total -  -  100% 560  

Rental Gap (below market units) 290 
Note: Shading indicates where there is a shortage of housing supply for the workforce. Lighter shading indicates means 
selective units are in short supply at this price: 2- and 3-bedroom units for 60-80% AMI households are needed. 
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APPENDIX A 

EMPLOYEES PER HOUSEHOLD 

The number of employees per employed household was estimated from 2019-2023 ACS data 

for the Columbia Falls Area by dividing the number of employed persons by the number of 

households with a worker. On average, the area has 1.66 employees per working household.  

Employees per Employed Household Calculation: Columbia Falls Area 

  

2023 Population age 16 and over  12,531 

   Employed civilian population age 16 and over (%) 61.6% 

   Employed civilian population age 16 and over (#) 7,721 

    

2023 Households  6,024 

   Households with at least one worker 77.4% 

   Households with at least one worker 4,660 

    

Employees per employed household  
(12,531 employees / 4,660 households with a worker) 

1.66 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates; Consultant team 

JOBS PER EMPLOYEE 

The number of jobs held per employee was estimated by dividing the estimated number of jobs 

in Flathead County in 2024 by the average employed labor force during the year.19  As shown 

below: 

• Employees hold an average of 1.1 jobs in Flathead County. This is likely conservative for 

the Columbia Falls Area. Employees in most tourism-impacted communities hold 1.2 to 

1.3 jobs on average, in part because many employees pick up summer seasonal jobs as a 

supplement to their full-time jobs.  

• Employers responding to the survey noted that about one-half of their summer seasonal 

employees live in the area year-round and hold other jobs in the county. As a result, a 

ratio of 1.2 jobs per employee is used in this report to estimate workforce housing needs 

in the Columbia Falls Area. 

 
19 Montana Department of Labor & Industry/LAUS estimates the number of employed residents in Flathead County. This includes 
persons that may hold jobs within or outside of Flathead County. Based on worker commute information from the US Census 
Longitudinal-Employer Household Dynamics Program, the number of working Flathead County residents that commute out for 
jobs is approximately equal to the number of persons that commute in to Flathead County for work. This means that the number 
of working residents of Flathead County reported by Montana Department of Labor & Industry/LAUS is a good approximation of 
the total number of persons filling jobs in the County. 
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WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces A-2 

Jobs per Employee Estimate: Flathead County and Columbia Falls Area  

  

Flathead County Jobs (2024 est.)* 56,697 

Average # of employed labor force (2024)** 52,911 

Average Jobs per Employee (Flathead County) 1.1 

Average Jobs per Employee (Columbia Falls Area) 1.2 
*assumes 2.4% job growth from 2023 to 2024 
**11 months through November 2024 
Source: Montana Department of Labor and Industry QCEW and LMI; U.S. Census Bureau, 2019-2023 American Community 
Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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WSW Consulting, Urban Rural Continuum, Western Spaces B-1 

APPENDIX B  

ESTIMATE OF CITY HOUSING NEEDS BASED ON POPULATION 

GROWTH 

About 32 new homes are needed in the city per year through 2034 to provide housing for all 

employees that will be filling new jobs. Thirty-two (32) new homes is also the median number 

of housing units needed per year based on two population growth scenarios. 

• Scenario #1:  Columbia Falls grows at 1% per year on average, which is the State of 

Montana’s projected rate of growth in Flathead County from 2020 to 2030. This is a 

conservative estimate. Under this scenario, 250 housing units will be needed by 2034 to 

house new residents. 

• Scenario #2:  Columbia Falls grows at 1.5% per year on average, which is the city’s 

historical rate of growth from 2010 to 2024. Under this scenario, 385 housing units will 

be needed by 2034 to house new residents.  

Columbia Falls Housing Needed to Accommodate 10 and 20-year Population Projections 

  2024-2034  2034-2044  

  
1%/yr. 
growth 

1.5%/yr. 
growth 

1%/yr. 
growth 

1.5%/yr. 
growth 

New Population 605 929 669 1,078 

Persons per household 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.4 

New Housing Units Needed 250 385 280 450 

     Avg. per year 25 39 28 45 
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Columbia Falls 

Housing Needs Study
April 10, 2025
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Agenda

• Purpose and Methodology

• Study Highlights

o Trends

o Resident and Employee Housing Needs

o Recommended Strategies

• Next Steps
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PART 1:  Purpose and Methodology
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Purpose

Estimates housing needed by residents and employees by price point 

and tenure currently and over the next 5- and 10-years.

Usage: Help shape growth management planning and zoning reforms 

pursuant to SB 382 to facilitate housing for permanent residents and 

employees by helping to:

• Identify and prioritize housing policies and goals

• Educate the community

• Apply for grants/funding

• Inform strategies and partnership opportunities

What the study is NOT:  a complete study on all facets of housing 

demand. The FOCUS is on the housing needs of those who live and work 

in the community to support Columbia Falls Area employees, employers, 

residents.
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Study Area

City & Columbia Falls Area

(59912) 
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Data:

LOCAL DATA:

Assessor, MLS

Planning depts, etc.

YOUR HOUSING 
STORY

PRIMARY RESEARCH

Interviews

Surveys

NATIONAL/STATE DATA:

Census/ACS

QCEW (jobs), etc
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Household Income – Area Median Income (AMI)

Flathead County, MT

Sources:  Montana Board of Housing; US Dept. of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)

AMI Level 1-person 2-person 
2.5-person 

(average size) 
3-person 4-person 

60% $37,140 $42,480 $45,120 $47,760 $53,040 

80% $49,500 $56,600 $60,125 $63,650 $70,700 

100% $61,900 $70,800 $75,200 $79,600 $88,400 

120% $74,280 $84,960 $90,240 $95,520 $106,080 

150% $92,850 $106,200 $112,800 $119,400 $132,600 
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Affordable Housing Costs

Flathead County, MT

*Assumes 30-year mortgage, 6.5% interest rate, 5% down payment, and 20% of monthly payment for taxes, insurance and HOA fees.

Source: Consultant team

AMI Level 
Household Income  

(2.5-person household) 
Max Rent 

Max Purchase 
Price* 

60% $45,120 $1,130 $150,300 

80% $60,125 $1,505 $200,250 

100% $75,200 $1,880 $250,450 

120% $90,240 $2,255 $300,550 

150% $112,800 $2,820 $375,700 

 

Housing is affordable (or attainable) when the monthly housing 

payment is equal to no more than 30% of a household’s gross 

income (i.e., income before taxes).
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PART 2:  Trends

Key takeaways:

• Columbia Falls is still the community for the local working class, but has a 

growing tourism economy and related investment interests.

• Housing prices are up A LOT; Columbia Falls is no longer the “affordable” 

alternative in Flathead Valley. 

• Entry-level homebuyer opportunities have diminished; families making less 

than $65,000 struggle to afford rentals.
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Positive Trends

• Home to the working population (age 20 to 64), and growing

• Economic recovery/growth pre-COVID, stronger than the county

• Recent development includes a mix of housing types 

• Home sale prices stabilized since COVID (…but remain high)

• Market rate rentals are at a “healthy” 5% vacancy; occupancy is 

stronger than in Kalispell

• Successful partnerships with local housing organizations are 

producing attainable ownership opportunities in the city

• Employers are helping by providing rooms/units, housing search, 

housing stipends, etc. Opportunity for more involvement exists.
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Concerning Trends 

• Declining families with children

• Low-paying tourism sectors part of strong job growth

• Vacation rentals and investment buying up during/since COVID

• Entry homebuyer opportunities ($400,000 or less) nearly gone

• City rents up a lot, now similar to county average - 60% of renters are 

cost-burdened (pay 30% or more of income for housing). Income-

restricted rentals for families and seniors in the city are full with waitlists

• Lack of land, low densities, high costs means only expensive homes can 

be built

• Unfilled jobs, employee turnover, few applicants – lack of housing that 

employees can afford affects 76% of employers; some considering 

leaving
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Housing is further out of reach for people making their 

living locally
Yearly Change in Housing Prices 

and Wages: 2019-2024

TIME

“It is almost impossible for 
me to hire and retain good 

employees, 100% is based on 
housing costs.”

“We can never increase 
wages to keep pace.”

“…we cannot raise wages 
more without increasing 

prices.”

2024 Employer Survey 
comments
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Incomes/Wages Needed to Afford to Buy

*Average wage:  $52,061 (Columbia Falls area); $54,097 (County) 

AMI Level Columbia Falls Area 

Median sale price (2019) $310,000  

Median sale price (2024) $575,000  

% change 85% 

  

Income to purchase (2024) $175,000  

AMI level 233% 

# of average wages 3.4 
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Incomes/Wages Needed to Afford Rents

 Studio 1-b 2-b 3-b 

Advertised units  (12/6/24-1/9/25) $1,120  $1,240  $1,710  $2,110  

AMI level  73% 81% 93% 103% 

Income to afford rent + utilities $48,380 $53,570 $73,870 $91,150 

# of average wages  0.9 1.0 1.4 1.8 

 
*AMI affordability of property manager interview rents. Calculation assumes 1-2 people in a 0/1 bedroom units, 3 people in 2-bedroom 

units, and 4-people in 3-bedroom units.

Source: rental listings, property manager interviews, rental property websites, Facebook, Craigslist, Zillow, Realtor.com
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PART 3:  Resident/employee housing needs

Components:

• Current shortfall - needs and impacts

• Future need - 5- and 10-year

o Job growth 

o Retirees
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Current Housing Shortfall: Columbia Falls Area

If address shortfall:  620 housing units (Area); 245 (City)

Issue Impact  Units Needed 

Unfilled Jobs 
8% of jobs unfilled 
(460 total) 

385 employees to fill jobs  230 units to house employees 

Forced to 

commute 

54% of employees 

commute in for work 
(2,555 employees) 

37% of commuters want 

to move to the Area   
(945 employees) 

570 units* 

to house commuters 

Overcrowded 

households 

1.5% of households 

are overcrowded 

100 households are 

overcrowded 
50 units needed* 

Severely cost 

burdened 
households 

16% of households 

are severely cost 
burdened 

1,065 households are 
severely cost-burdened 

Addressed by renter assistance 

programs and building more 
attainable housing options 
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Future Housing Needed

Job Growth

  2024 - 2029 2029 - 2034 

Columbia Falls Area 360 250 

     Columbia Falls 65 to 185* 45 to 130* 

 *Range is based on retaining current commuting patterns (18% live in city) (low end) or
building enough units for employees filling 100% of jobs created (upper end).

Retiring employees (2024-2029)

6% to retire in 5-years:  170 housing units needed to house employees filling vacated jobs. 

Assume ½ of retirees will stay in their homes or will sell to non-employee households.

85 housing units (Area); 45 housing units (City share) - 111 -
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Sum of Shortfall and Future Growth

Estimated Housing Needs Through 2034 (10-years)

*Range is based on retaining current commuting patterns (18% live in city) (low end) or building enough
units for employees filling 100% of jobs created (upper end).
**Employers estimate that 6% of employees will retire by the end of 2029; the ten year projection assumes
another 6% will retire between 2029 and 2034.

60% should be priced below current market prices

 Columbia Falls Area City 

Total Current Needs 620 245 

Overcrowding 50 20 

Forced to commute 570 225 

Total Future Needs (through 2034) 780 200 to 405* 

Job Growth 610 110 to 315* 

Retiring Employees** 170 90 

Total Housing Needs (through 2034) 1,400 445 to 650* 

Average per year 140 45 to 65* 
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AMI Level   

Maximum 
Income  

(2.5-person 

household) 

Maximum 
Affordable 
Purchase 

Price*  

Owner income 
distribution  

For sale 

listings 
(Jan. 2025)  

<60%  $45,120 $150,300 16% 0% 

60.1-80%  $60,125 $200,250 10% 1% 

80.1-120%  $90,240 $300,550 23% 1% 

120.1-150%  $112,800 $375,700 15% 1% 

150.1-200%  $150,400 $500,950 13% 13% 

>200% >$150,400 >$500,950 23% 83% 

 

Resident/Employee Incomes vs. Market – For Purchase

Note: listings in Jan. 2025; percentages may add to other than 100% due to rounding

Sources:  HUD; Ribbon Demographics, LLC; Montana Regional MLS; Consultant team

Columbia Falls Area

77% of 

households

83% of 

listings- 113 -
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AMI Level 

Maximum 
Income 

(2.5-person 

household) 

Maximum 

Affordable 
Rent Payment 

Renter 

Income 
Distribution 

% 

available 
rentals 

<30% $23,510 $590 17% 0% 

30.1-60% $45,120 $1,130 25% 8% 

60.1-80% $60,125 $1,500 13% 22% 

80.1-100% $75,200 $1,880 11% 33% 

100.1-120% $90,240 $2,260 8% 18% 

>120% >$90,240 >$2,260 25% 18% 

 

Resident/Employee Incomes vs. Market – For Rent

Note: advertised rentals available Dec.2024-Jan. 2025; percentages may add to other than 100% due to rounding

Sources: HUD, Ribbon Demographics, LLC, consultant team

Columbia Falls Area

55% of 

renters

69% of 

listings                       
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Who we are 
trying to serve

What it costs to 
build

Price gap

Soft Cost: Design, Permits, Fees 

(20%): $80,100

Labor, materials + land (70%):

$457,500

Developer Fee (10%):

$45,750

Total: $583K

$250,500 Purchase 

Price (100% AMI)

$333K

Capital 

Gap

UNDERSTANDING THE CAPITAL GAP

Single Family home: 1,500 sq ft
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Part 4 -

Housing Strategies

Funding

Paying 
for it

ATTAINABLE 
RESIDENT & 
EMPLOYEE 

HOUSING

Partnerships
Working 
together

Incentives

Helping it 
happen

Preservation
Keeping 
what we 

create

Regulations

Making it 
happen

Programs

Getting 
people into 

homes
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Housing 
need focus

Housing 
market
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Recommendations – Partnerships

• Public, institutional, private land - explore opportunities

• Habitat for Humanity - development/land partnerships

• NW MT Community Land Trust - development/land partnerships

• Whitefish Housing Authority - vouchers, technical assistance
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Recommendations – Funding

• LIHTC - family units needed

• Federal and state grants/loans - housing, preservation, renovation, 

programs

• Resort tax - allocation, infrastructure

• Tax increment financing - support infrastructure, housing in districts

• General fund - dedication to housing
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Recommendations – Programs & Incentives

• Housing preservation - expiring LIHTC

• Infill development - ADU, duplex/townhome, reduced setbacks

• Density bonus - permanent affordability in exchange for more units

• Infrastructure - proactive planning, shared financing, waivers

• Annexation policy - portion of permanent affordability as condition of 

annexation
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Recommendations – Vacation Rentals

• Vacation rental restrictions - develop community goals

• Long term rental incentives - need funding, mgt capacity
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Part 5 - Moving Forward

Use of this Needs Assessment

• Framing Needs/Goals

• Attracting Capital – state/federal/philanthropic/private sector

• Community Education – telling the story

• Market Conditions – what to build

• Local action/dedication of resources

• Strategy identification and prioritization

• SB 382 “shaping”
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Thank You 

Questions/Comments? 
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Who we are 
trying to serve

What it costs to 
build

Price gap

Soft Cost: Design, Permits, Fees 

(20%): $41,400

Labor, materials + land (70%):

$207K

Developer Fee (10%):

$20,700

Total: $269K

$250,500 Purchase 

Price (100% AMI)

$18.7K

Capital 

Gap

UNDERSTANDING THE CAPITAL GAP

Condo: 900 sq. ft.
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Median Residential Sale Price Comparison: 2019 and 2024

Source: Montana Regional MLS 2019 - 2024

$310,000 $299,900

$433,250

$325,000 

$575,000 
$530,000 

$975,000 

$587,000 

$0

$200,000

$400,000

$600,000

$800,000

$1,000,000

$1,200,000

Columbia Falls Kalispell Whitefish Flathead County

2019 2024
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Jobs and Wages by Sector:  Columbia Falls Area, 2023
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CITY OF COLUMBIA FALLS 

NOTICE OF PUBLIC HEARINGS 

The Columbia Falls Planning Commission will hold a public hearing for the following item at their 

regular meeting on Thursday, April 10, 2025 at 6:00 p.m. at the Council Chambers of City Hall, 

130 6th Street West, Columbia Falls, Montana.  The Columbia Falls City Council will hold a 

subsequent hearing on Monday, May 5, 2025 starting at 7:00 p.m. in the same location.   

 

Columbia Falls Housing Needs Study – An element of the Columbia Falls Land Use 

Plan Update:  A request by the City of Columbia Falls to adopt the Columbia Falls Housing 

Needs Assessment.  The Housing Needs Study is an element of the future Land Use Plan the 

City of Columbia Falls is working towards in compliance with SB 382.  The Housing Needs 

Study estimates housing needs for Columbia Falls and surrounding areas and provides a 

number of options that the City can work towards to meet the needs.  The Housing Needs 

Study is just one part of the future land use plan which will also include Land use analysis 

of the land use map, vacant lands, and zoning.  The Housing Needs Study can be found on 

the City of Columbia Falls Website. 

 

Persons may testify at the hearings or submit written comments prior to the meetings.  Written 

comment may be sent to Columbia Falls City Hall, Attention: City Clerk, 130 6th Street West, 

Columbia Falls, MT 59912.  For more information call Caleb Sobczak, Columbia Falls City 

Planning Clerk at (406) 892-4432. 

 

 

 

 

DATED this 17th day of March, 2025 

 

Mark Shrives 
Mark Shrives, Interim City Manager/Planning & Zoning Administrator 

COLUMBIA FALLS CITY PLANNING COMMISSION  

 

 

Publish:  Daily Interlake Tuesday, March 23, 2025   
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NO. 31080

CITY OF COLUMBIA FALLS
NOTICE OF PUBLIC HEAR-
INGS

The Columbia Falls Planning 
Commission will hold a public 
hearing for the following item 
at their regular meeting on 
Thursday, April 10, 2025 at 6:00 
p.m. at the Council Chambers of 
City Hall, 130 6th Street West, 
Columbia Falls, Montana. The 
Columbia Falls City Council will 
hold a subsequent hearing on 
Monday, May 5, 2025 starting at 
7:00 p.m. in the same location.  

Columbia Falls Housing Needs 
Study – An element of the 
Columbia Falls Land Use Plan 
Update: A request by the City 
of Columbia Falls to adopt the 
Columbia Falls Housing Needs 
Assessment. The Housing 
Needs Study is an element of 
the future Land Use Plan the 
City of Columbia Falls is working 
towards in compliance with SB 
382. The Housing Needs Study 
estimates housing needs for 
Columbia Falls and surrounding 
areas and provides a number of 
options that the City can work 
towards to meet the needs. The 
Housing Needs Study is just one 
part of the future land use plan 
which will also include Land use 
analysis of the land use map, 
vacant lands, and zoning. The 
Housing Needs Study can be 
found on the City of Columbia 
Falls Website.

Persons may testify at the 
hearings or submit written 
comments prior to the meet-
ings. Written comment may be 
sent to Columbia Falls City Hall, 
Attention: City Clerk, 130 6th 
Street West, Columbia Falls, 
MT 59912. For more information 
call Caleb Sobczak, Columbia 
Falls City Planning Clerk at (406) 
892-4432.

DATED this 17th day of March, 
2025

Mark Shrives
Mark Shrives, Interim City 
Manager/Planning & Zoning 
Administrator
COLUMBIA FALLS CITY PLAN-
NING COMMISSION 

March 23, 2025
MNAXLP
__________________________
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No Public Comment Received 
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