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

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

STUDY COMMISSION MEETING 
AGENDA 

WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 22, 2025 
COUNCIL CHAMBERS CITY HALL 

 

REGULAR MEETING – 5:00 P.M.   

CALL TO ORDER  

ROLL CALL 

APPROVAL OF MINUTES 

1. Approval of Sept. 10, 2025 Minutes 

VISITORS/PUBLIC COMMENT (Items not on agenda)  

UNFINISHED BUSINESS:   

2. Study Commission Tentative Report 

PROPOSALS FOR THE NEXT AGENDA 

ADJOURN 

 

- 1 -



                                                                                September 10, 2025                                                                        
 

 

City of Columbia Falls 
130 6th Street West 

Columbia Falls, MT  59912 
Phone: (406) 892-4391 

      

Columbia Falls Study Commission  

Workshop Minutes 

September 10, 2025 
 

Call to Order:  Meeting called to order at 5:00 PM by Chairman Piper.  

Roll Call: Present: Study Commissioners Hopkins, Konopatzke, Nicosia and Piper. Also present: City Manager 

Hanks and City Attorney Breck 

Visitors/Public Comment: None 

 

Approval of Minutes: Nicosia made a motion to approve the minutes as presented, second by Hopkins, motion 

carried with all members voting in favor. 

 

Discussion: 

 City Manager Hanks provided a staff report summarizing the staff and City Attorney’s review of options 

following persistent debate over the last several Commission meetings. The report summarized the 

Commission’s challenges to reach consensus over the last several months based on various interpretations of 

Montana Code Annotated and the Commission’s responsibilities.  
 

Recognizing inconsistent language in the tentative Final Report, Commissioner Nicosia motioned to 

amend the draft formal report to say the Commission “does not recommend a change in the Plan of 

Government; however, we are recommending the City Council use their powers under 73149 to pursue self-

governing powers, if they see the need for future flexibility and unforeseen challenges.” The motion was not 

seconded and the motion died. 
 

Commissioner Hopkins stated that he has studied the statutes and believes that self-governing powers 

could be a benefit to the City, he would be willing to author a new tentative Final Report. He stated that he 

would use much of the verbiage in the current version but with a clear recommendation for a change in the Plan 

of Government. Commissioner made a motion to draft a new tentative Final Report. The motion was seconded 

by Commissioner Konopatzke. Commissioner Nicosia voted against the motion. 
 

The Commission continued the ongoing debate between the lack of a specific current need for self-

governing power versus the importance of having the flexibility of self-governing powers for an unforeseen, 

urgent need that may arise in the future. 

 

Review of Schedule 
The Commission will adopt the tentative Final Report on October 22. The Commission will host a 

Public Hearing on November 19th to receive public comment on the tentative report. The Commission 

anticipates an adoption of the Final Report in January. 

Adjourn: Meeting duly adjourned at 5:32PM. 

 

____________________ 

Chair 
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TO:  Chairman Piper, Columbia Falls Study Commissioners Nicosia and Konopatzke 
RE:  Whitefish Study Commission Meeting April 2, 2025  
From: Vice-chair Hopkins  
Date: April 7, 2025 (revised 10-19-15, attachments deleted) 
CC:` City Clerk Barbara Staaland 
 
The Whitefish Government Study Commission met 5:30 April 2 at Whitefish City Hall1. 
During public comment I spoke briefly about exploring possible interlocal agreements 
with the WGSC Commission, which is one of the areas of review suggested in the scope 
of study outlined in MCA 7-3-185, specifically 7-3-185(2)(b)(iii)2. I also mentioned my 
interest in reviewing the benefits of either a charter or self government powers without a 
charter. Commissioner Scott Wurster mentioned he had attended our commission 
meeting in February.  
 
The members of the WGSC are exploring ways their charter could be amended and any 
benefits of doing so. As part of this effort the commission voted to arrange a Zoom call 
with the staff of the MSU Local Government Center to review charters and local 
government powers either on or before their next meeting May 7.3 
 
The Whitefish Commission adopted a one-year timetable to complete their work.4 With a 
deadline this month to adopt a tentative report, and May to hold a second public hearing, 
June to adopt a final report and provide a ballot certificate to the county clerk and 
recorder if changes are proposed, Scott and commissioner Saundra Alessi voiced concern 
about the timetable with so much work left to do.  
 
At their meeting the commissioners: reviewed proposed changes and updates to the study 
commission's webpage to include a public survey; approved the mailing of a survey to all 
59937 zip codes5 to gather additional community input; will be interviewing stakeholders 
(see table, attachment p. 5); are planning an open house for April 24 at the Whitefish 

                                                 
1 At their March 12 meeting the WGSC voted to change the commission's meeting from the second 
Wednesday of the month to the first Wednesday. This was done so as not to conflict with our meeting 
schedule, thus providing an opportunity for commissioners from both study groups to attend each other's 
meetings. Scott mentioned that ironically, at the last meeting, our commission voted to change our meeting 
time to the third Wednesday of the month to accommodate attendance from the WGSC.  
2 Should both commissions determine some benefits to consolidation of services and potential areas for 
interlocal agreements, both commissions would follow the provisions of MCA 7-3-190: "Supplementary 
reports. "A study commission may prepare separate reports in addition to its final report. These reports 
may recommend consolidation of services and functions and indicate potential areas for interlocal 
agreements. Such reports shall be submitted to all appropriate governing bodies for reaction within 1 year." 
3 The WGSC signed up for the $2,000 "Gold Starter Bundle" package of services from the MSU center 
which provides for two online training sessions; I said if possible I, and possibly other CFalls 
commissioners, may be interested in joining that call.  
4 There has been debate, which continued at this meeting, whether the commission wanted a one-year or a 
two-year timeline. Scott maintains the commission voted at its January meeting to consider a two-year 
timeline. However, the minutes of the February meeting show the commission received in its agenda packet 
a one-year timeline, which passed on a 4-1 vote at that meeting. That said the commissioners concurred that 
should they want to extend their timeline it can be amended and republished.  
5 Considerable discussion about sending a survey with the water bill or seeking broader input, even from 
outside of city, as well and potential value of the information v. cost, estimated at around $4,000.  
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Performing Arts Center, agreed to conduct a planning session April 17th at 5 p.m. to 
develop an agenda for that open house. As a means to publicize the work of the 
commission, three commissioners will participate in a podcast Wednesday April 9 at 7 
p.m. at the Montana Tap House in Whitefish6. Commission chair Kevin McDowell will 
contact the editor or reporter at the Whitefish Pilot for a story about the commission's 
survey, schedule and upcoming meetings7.  
 
In new business the commission asked city manager Dana Smith to discuss the city's 
interlocal agreements, and what she could see as possibilities for new ones with 
Columbia Falls. She said she intends to meet with our new city manager to discuss the 
contracted building inspection Whitefish does for Columbia Falls.8 She said there may be 
some opportunities to discuss extending the city's trail system to connect with Columbia 
Falls. She also mentioned discussion of public transportation and housing, although she 
had no specific suggestions. She said she would think of some other possibilities.9  
 
Overall I found the meeting to be very informative and helpful in thinking of ways we 
might consider expanding our inquiries in the community, such as reaching out to some 
of our local "stakeholders" in similar roles locally as those identified for personal 
interviews by the Whitefish commissioners. These could include Columbia Falls School 
District superintendent Cory Dziowgo, our local lending leaders such as Don Bennett, 
major employers such as SmartLam, Weyerhaeuser, Summit, etc., and developer Mick 
Ruis. Also, I'd be interested in hearing from Eric Mulcahy and any other contracted staff. 
Also, once the Montana State Legislature adjourns, from Whitefish/Columbia Falls 
Senate District 2 Sen. Dave Fern.  
 
While Whitefish City Clerk Michelle Howke is the appointed ex-officio member of the 
WGSC, she neither votes nor participates in the conversation unless she is asked for 
information. She takes notes, writes the meeting minutes, prepares the agenda packets, 
and handles the legal requirements for publication of commission meetings and agendas. 
She says she does so on a "flex-time" schedule that Whitefish City staff has, meaning she 
is paid by the city for her time administering the commission's activities and takes other 
time off when she wants to account for her meeting time with the study commission.  
 
I mention this for two reasons: it seems unfair to have Susan take notes and prepare our 
minutes and I would like to discuss an alternative, perhaps asking Barb to do so, either as 
part of her normal duties or on a contracted basis. Also, while Michelle appears to refrain 
from deliberation and discussion, I very much appreciate our ex-officio member's 
participation in our discussion and deliberations.  

                                                 
6 This event will be noticed as an official meeting as three commissioners compose a quorum.   
7 Kevin asked if I would be willing to talk to the Pilot reporter about the Columbia Falls Study 
Commission, to which I agreed.  
8 Edited Oct. 19, 2025, due to my misunderstanding and miscommunication of the building inspection 
arrangement with Whitefish.  
9 Following the meeting I chatted with Dana a bit and mentioned the Columbia Falls interlocal agreement 
with Columbia Falls School District and wondered if there might be some coordination with Whitefish's 
robust recreation and after school programs, especially in light of the project that has developed and is 
developing at the old Columbia Falls Jr. High School.  

- 70 -

Item No.2.



Handbook Highlights

file:///Z|/Handbook%20Highlights/09.24.12%20-%20General%20vs%20Self-Government%20Powers.html[7/9/2015 11:39:42 AM]

Municipal Officials Handbook, Page 17-20

General vs. Self-Government Powers

 

A municipality’s governing power is its authority to act in order to carry out the
lawful functions of a municipal government. In Montana, a municipality’s authority
to exercise governing power is derived from: (1) the state constitution; (2)
enabling legislation; (3) a voter approved self-government charter; and (4) the
interpretation of these sources of authority by the courts and by the opinions of
the state’s attorney general.

1.403     General Government Powers

Article XI, section 4 of the 1972 constitution provides that municipalities with
general powers, (i.e. all of those municipalities that lack self-government
powers) have the powers of a municipal corporation and other powers provided
or implied by law, which is to say only those powers delegated to municipalities
by the state legislature.

Montana law (7-1-4123 and 4124, MCA) specifies the governing powers that
may be exercised by a municipal government with general powers and which
enable any municipal government to protect the public health, safety and welfare
within their community. The statutes also provide that a general powers
municipality may perform any function or provide any service authorized or
required by state law and may exercise any power authorized by state law. The
effect of this language is to limit the governing powers of a general powers
municipal government to those powers explicitly delegated to it by the state
legislature or necessarily implied incident to such delegation.

This limitation on the exercise of local governing powers is often cited as “Dillon’s
Rule”, which is derived from the 1872 writings of Iowa Judge John F. Dillon
whose narrow construction of local governing powers has been widely adopted
by state and federal courts. In short, a general powers municipal government in
Montana may exercise only those governing powers made available to the
municipal government by the state legislature or reasonably implied or necessary
to implement a legislatively delegated power. If the state legislature has not
delegated the power to provide a service or perform a governmental function, a
municipal government with general powers is not authorized to do so.

1.404     Self-Government Powers
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Article XI, section 6, of the 1972 constitution provides that a local government,
which adopts a self-government charter may exercise any power not prohibited
by this constitution, law or charter.

At first reading by a municipal official, this sweeping constitutional grant of any
power not prohibited to a self-governing municipality would appear to reverse
“Dillon’s Rule” and with it the  municipality’s dependence upon a specific
legislative grant of governing authority to perform some function or exercise
some power. Such an interpretation would be perilous. The governing reality is
that the Montana State Legislature has found it appropriate to prohibit the
exercise of a very broad range of governing powers, even by a self-governing
municipality. In general, these legislatively imposed prohibitions are set forth
explicitly in law at 7-1-111 through 7-1-114, MCA, which, in aggregate,
significantly diminish the substance of local self-governing authority.

Notwithstanding the prohibitions noted above, possession of self-government
powers may well enable a municipality to act in the best interests of its citizens
under circumstances where a general powers government would not be able to
act. For example and because they possess self-government powers,  Billings
was enabled to expand its solid waste service area; Great Falls gained greater
authority to dispose of public lands; Helena and Billings were able to implement
local development fees; Anaconda-Deer Lodge altered its organizational
structure; Libby and Troy were enabled to develop and operate an electric utility;
and the Attorney General recently decided that Butte-Silver Bow’s self-
government powers enabled it to acquire and operate electric and natural gas
utilities within and outside the boundaries of its jurisdiction. 

The availability of self-government powers to a municipal government will not, in
and of itself, solve community problems or improve local government
performance. At best, self-government powers will enable a community and its
local government to become more effective participants in their own problem-
solving and governing processes.

1.405     Acquiring Self-Government Powers

A municipal government may acquire self-government powers only with the
approval of a majority of the municipal electors voting on the question. The
question may be presented to the local electorate directly as a ballot proposal to
adopt self-government powers, or indirectly as a ballot proposal to adopt a
municipal charter, which, if approved by the voters automatically confers self-
government powers upon the municipality. See Section 1.303 above for the
specific requirements to alter or amend the plan of government.

 
Sponsored by MSU Extension
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