BIGFORK LAND USE ADVISORY COMMITTEE
Draft Minutes Thursday February 26, 2026
4:00 PM Bethany Lutheran Church – Downstairs Meeting Room

Chairwoman Susan Johnson called the meeting to order at 4:00 p.m.

Present:  Committee member attendees: Richard Michaud, Laura Perry, Dan Cotman, Shelley Anderson, Susan Johnson, and Chany Ockert; absent was Jerry Sorensen; Public: 4 members; Flathead Planning and Zoning: Erik Mack.

Public Comment:
None

The agenda was amended to delete the New Business item and postpone it to a later date, (m/s, Johnson/Anderson), vote was unanimous.

Minutes of the February 19, 2026, meeting were approved (m/s, Ockert/Anderson), vote was unanimous.

Administrator’s Report and Announcements:
Sign-in sheet passed around.  Approved minutes and documents are posted on the County website: flathead.mt.gov  Click on Planning and Zoning/Meetings and Boards/Bigfork Land Use Advisory Committee.
Application:
FZC-25-17 Bigfork Fire District with technical assistance from Sands Surveying, Inc. for property located at 925 Chapman Hill Rd near Bigfork, Montan.  The subject property resides within the Bigfork Land Use Plan.  The request is for a zone change on the property from “R-2 One-Family Limited Residential” to “B-2 General Business” in the Bigfork Zoning District.  The total acreage involved in the request is approximately 8.649 acres and is legally described as follows: Tract 1 of Certificate of Survey No. 21393 located in the Southeast Quarter of Northwest Quarter of Section 24, Township 27 North, Range 20 West, P.M.M. Flathead County, Montana.

Staff Report:
Erick Mack presented the staff report and reviewed Agency reports. 
Environmental Health noted that an existing agricultural covenant on the property needed to be remedied.  County Commissioners will have a public hearing to remove the covenant. (Public Notice-Daily Interlake March 2, 2026, states the hearing will be on March17, 2026 at 10 a.m. in the Commissioner’s Chambers, 3rd floor of the Old Court House.)  No public comments have been received.

Q. Michaud:  The houses south of the property, are they in the tract of land for the zone change? A. Mack:  Those houses are in a separate tract of land.


Applicant Report:
Donna Valade of Sands Engineering represented the Bigfork Fire District.  Jeremy Patton, Fire Chief and Al Benitez, Information Officer represented the Fire Department. As a public entity the Fire District does not need a zone change on this property, however, as the property is zoned R-2 residential it could be subdivided.  The Fire District was concerned about possible residential development and noise from the Fire Department at night.  B-2 commercial zoning has more compatible uses with a fire station. The applicant and Valade agree with the staff report.
Q. Anderson:  B-2 zoning would create numerous lots, is there a site plan for the fire station? A. Benitez provided the committee with a site plan.  The zone change could potentially create 18 lots, but we do not intend to do that.  The fire station is approximately 20,000 square feet and with parking and stormwater retention ponds there is little remaining land for development.  Groundbreaking is scheduled for this summer with a one-year construction period.  Bigfork Water and Sewer District approved the annexation of the property into the sewer district on May 15, 2025.  (The site plan and minutes from the Bigfork Water and Sewer District are on file with the Planning and Zoning Department.)  He further stated that in October 2025, an application was submitted and approved to remove the agricultural covenant on the property.  However, the document did not contain the proper language, necessitating a new document which the Commissioners will review on March 17th.
Q. Anderson:  Are you still waiting for input from MDT on access to the property?
A. Benitez:  Yes, there are 2 access points on Chapman Hill Road, and an exit only point onto Highway 35.  Applications have been submitted for engineering review and a response from MDT is expected within 4 weeks.
Q. Johnson:  Does the exit onto Highway 35 align with the road into The Settlement subdivision?  A. Benetiz:  Yes.  There is a proposed light at the Chapman Hill/Highway 35 intersection.
Q. Cotman:  What is the remaining acreage after the station, parking and ponds are built?  A. Benitez:  Approximately 1.5 acres on the end of the property and about an acre on the south end of the property.  There is no current plan to develop that acreage.  They thought about creating firefighter housing but there is no money to do so.
Q. Cotman:  B-2 zoning has diverse usage for development such as a hotel or car wash.  A. Benitez:  We have no plans to develop any of those things; we are not in the business that type of development.
Q. Cotman:  Is future development to complement the fire station or development for profit?  A. Benitez:  We chose B-2 zoning as a fire station is a permitted use.
Q. Ockert:  Do you see any potential conflict for the Fire District if the unused land is developed for housing and noise complaints by residents result in litigation?  A. 
Benitez:  We believe having R-2 zoning next to a fire station is not the best situation.  Commercial business is more compatible.
Q. Perry:  Will road improvements and a new signal be done concurrently with the station construction; what is the status with MDT?  A. Benitez:  MDT does not coordinate with us.  Improvements seem to be far in the future.  Mack added that MDT is working on designs.

Public Agency Comments:
None


Public Comments:
Ry Keller-8000 Highway 35, Bigfork.  He stated that he was on the Bigfork Fire Department advisory committee and he supports the application for the zone change.  The station plan is good, and the zone change will help them achieve their goal.

Applicant Reply:
None

Staff Reply:
None

Committee Discussion:
None

Findings of Fact:
Ockert moved and Johnson seconded the motion to adopt the Findings of Fact.
Anderson asked to discuss Findings of Fact #5.  Is there any risk this could become a high-density development?  Michaud is concerned that bond funds were used to buy the property.  The property was purchased by the Fire District long before the approval of the bond election.  Ockert stated that changing the zoning to B-2 could mitigate risk from noise litigation.
Cotman is concerned that there is no plan for the remaining acreage and why is there a need for the zone change now versus when there is a concrete plan.  Benitez was permitted to address the question and said it was better to be transparent and come to a public meeting and state their intentions and go through the regular review process and not take advantage of the zoning exemption allowed to a Fire District.  Ockert stated that it is wise to put this structure in place now so that it protects the future.  Perry stated that any subdivision would require county approval and not having a plan is not a problem.  She would like to see firefighter housing on the property.
Vote to adopt the Findings of Facts passed unanimously.

Committee Discussion and Vote:
Ockert moved to forward a positive recommendation on FZC-25-17 to the Planning Board, Perry seconded the motion.
Anderson stated that it is wise to support the zone change rather than have the Fire District build a station on R-1 zoned land.  Cotman cited B-2 higher density issues but favored the idea of firefighter housing.  Valade asked permission to speak.  She stated that regarding the density you are concerned about, Flathead County would need to approve an approach permit on Chapman Hill Road which is close to Highway 35, and they are not likely to do that citing public health, safety, and welfare.  Density would be limited by access, Bigfork Water and Sewer, and stormwater collection which should minimize development.  Ockert stated that she has not approached the Bigfork Fire Department with the following idea, but she offered that by raising funds for firefighter housing through a separate non-profit, the Fire Department then could sell the vacant land to the non-profit to develop the firefighter housing.  With B-2 zoning more housing would be available versus R-2.
Michaud stated that the Fire Department does not have a plan for the excess property but wants the zone change.  Cotman concurred.  Valde added that plans change all the time in the property development process.  
Vote in favor:  Perry, Anderson, Johnson and Ockert.  Opposed:  Cotman and Michaud.  
Motion passed. 

FZC-25-17 will be considered by the Planning Board on March 11, 2026, at 6 p.m. in the second-floor conference room of the South Campus Building, 40 11th Street West, Kalispell.

Unfinished Business:
Bigfork Neighborhood Plan
Johnson and Perry plan to meet with Northwest Montana Association of Relators to gather housing information.

New Business: 
None

Adjourn:
Anderson moved and Michaud seconded the motion to adjourn at 4:54 p.m.  Motion passed unanimously.

Respectfully submitted,
Shelley Anderson, Member and acting Recording Secretary.
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