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Contamination from failing 
septic tanks for roughly 50 years 
has been well-documented as 
a contributor of pollution in 
the Flathead Basin. The key to 
addressing the pervasive issue 
likely lies in proving to home-
owners their system is failing. 

“Collecting the science infor-
mation is easy, but when you 
move into the social realm it gets 
more complicated,” said Mike 
Koopal, executive director of the 
Whitefish Lake Institute.

The implications for this 
issue, its challenges and poten-
tial solutions were at the center 
of a panel discussion Friday as 
the three-day Montana Lakes 
Conference wrapped up in 
Whitefish. 

“We know that we have a 
problem on our landscape and 
it’s time to act rather than 
kicking the can down the road 
again,” Koopal added. 

Solving 
septic 
pollution 
a matter of 
persuasion
By HEIDI DESCH
Daily Inter Lake

From a giant circular saw that cuts logs to length all 
the way to an artificial intelligence wood grader, the 
inside of the F.H. Stoltze Land and Lumber mill is fast 
and accurate, taking harvested trees and turning them 
into a revenue-making product. 

For some, the flying wood chips and lingering saw-
dust may be off-putting, but for foresters, it is the fruits 
of logging labor. 

As a part of manufacturing month in October, the 
Kalispell Chamber of Commerce hosted a tour of F.H. 
Stoltze’s facility on Wednesday, providing the oppor-

tunity to see inside one of the industries that run the 
state. 

“Active forest management is essential for our area 
and our forests,” said Cameron Wohlschlegel, a land 
and resources manager at the lumber company. “We 
need to advocate for active forest management.” 

Stoltze Lumber was first established in Montana in 
1912 and the current mill location, between Columbia 
Falls and Whitefish, has been operating since 1923. As 
a family-owned business, Stoltze creates mainly dry 
planed lumber, residues like wood chips and sawdust 
and wood shavings. 

Flathead Valley’s timber 
industry still buzzing

By KATE HESTON
Daily Inter Lake

THE F.H. Stoltze Land and Lumber mill, located between Columbia Falls and Whitefish, processes timber from logging 
projects. (Kate Heston/Daily Inter Lake)
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Kalispell Public Schools 
plans to apply to the Montana 
Board of Public for Education 
for permission to establish 
public charter schools.

Administrators anticipate 
that the completed applica-
tions will be on the agenda 
of an Oct. 24 board meeting 
in order to meet the Nov. 1 

deadline.
Currently, Flathead and 

Glacier high schools are con-
sidering a “school within a 
school” concept, meaning the 
public charter school would 
be housed in the existing high 
schools rather than a separate 
building. Administrators also 
brought up the possibility of 
turning Linderman Education 
Center, the alternative high 
school, and the Agricultural 

Education Center into charter 
schools.

“We’re reviewing all the 
schools that may fit into 
a public charter school 
concept,” said Interim 
Superintendent Randy Cline.

That includes Kalispell 
Middle School and the dis-
trict’s elementary schools, he 
said.

The action follows the pas-
sage of House Bill 549 this 

year, which authorizes public 
charter schools in Montana.

“The way I look at it is, 
you know, I think that we 
want to be the innovators. 
We want to be the ones that 
are leading this,” Assistant 
Superintendent Mark Fusaro 
said during an Oct. 10 board 
meeting.

District looks to create charter schools
By HILARY MATHESON
Daily Inter Lake
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Steve 
Henneford 
crafts furniture 
designed to be 
passed down 
the genera-
tions.

PAGE D1

FLATHEAD BUSINESS

DELIVERY QUESTIONS  >> CALL 755-7018

© 2023 The Daily Inter Lake

S
U
N

KALISPELL PUBLIC SCHOOLS Competition from lake trout in 
Montana waters continues to cut 
into the population of native fish, 
but experts are optimistic that 
ongoing efforts will manage and 
potentially reverse the decline.

Lake trout were introduced 
into the Flathead watershed at 
the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, disrupting the food chain 
relied upon by native fish. The 
addition of mysis shrimp in the 
1980s allowed lake trout to con-
tinuously outcompete the native 
bull trout, said Barry Hansen, 
a fisheries biologist with the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai 
Tribes.

Experts 
optimistic 
about efforts 
curbing 
invasive fish
By KATE HESTON
Daily Inter Lake
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1 BED, 1 BATH, AC/HEAT, MINI FRIDGE, TV 

2”X6” WALLS    $9,850    EACH

Also a 16’ x 76’ Mobile, 3bd, 2ba $79,500 
Also a 12’ x 38’ 2bd, 1ba, vaulted ceilings, wood siding $47,500

Burton’s Satellite, Inc. Call Bill 406-249-2048
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Wood Constructed 10’ x 17’

Keep close to the 
Flathead with a digital 
subscription to the
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“We know that there’s 
a lot of other entities 
out there that can create 
these charter schools and 
we want to be able to pro-
vide as many opportuni-
ties for our students and 
the Legislature has given 
us that authority through 
transformational learn-
ing. The board is signed 
on to flexible systems of 
learning and we really, 
really have a lot of great 
ideas out there,” Fusaro 
said.

The public charter 
schools would operate 
under Kalispell Public 
Schools and be governed 
by the district’s Board 
of Trustees. The Board 
of Public Education will 
monitor the charter 
schools’ performance. 
Publicly funded, the char-
ter schools would be tui-
tion-free.

While having the flex-
ibility to meet the needs 
of different learners is at 
the core of discussion — 
so is funding.

Voters rejected four 
elementary and high 
school levy requests ear-
lier this month. A levy 
hasn’t passed in the high 
school district since 2007.

“I’ve just been so dis-
heartened by, you know, 
failed levy after failed 
levy, that maybe we need 
to look somewhere else 
for money,” said Michele 
Paine, principal of 
Flathead High School.

In the same fashion 
as how traditional public 
schools are funded, dis-
tricts would receive an 
annual basic entitlement 
to operate each charter 
school. A charter school 
would operate on a sepa-
rate budget.

The basic entitlement 
amount is different 
depending on if a charter 
school serves elementary, 
middle or high school 
grades. High school char-
ters would receive the 
highest basic entitlement, 
around $321,254, Cline 
said. An elementary 
charter would receive the 

smallest amount, roughly 
$55,741, which may not be 
enough to cover educa-
tional expenses, he said, 
even in a “school within 
a school concept.”

“This is an opportuni-
ty to get some funds to 
help us do what we are 
working so hard to do for 
our students,” Trustee 
Jinnifer Mariman said. 
“I mean this is a way to 
expand the pie when we 
can’t get a community to 
help us expand that pie.”

THE APPEAL of a 
charter school is the flex-
ibility it offers districts. 
Kalispell Public Schools 
has emphasized person-
alized, competency-based 
learning. Competency-
based education essen-
tially means that a school 
meets students “where 
they are” in their learn-
ing and allows them to 
advance at their own pace 
in mastering skills and 
concepts.

“It’s a different way of 
looking at school,” Cline 
said, in a system that has 
remained the same for 
decades.

Paine said the length 
of time high school stu-
dents have to earn credit 
is something the high 
schools are familiar with. 
Last year, she said five 
Flathead students fin-
ished two years of math 
courses in one year. On 
the other hand, she said 
summer school gives stu-
dents more time to com-
plete coursework.

“So we’re starting that 
flexibility in length of 
time,” Paine said.

“It’s a direction we 
want to go more into and 
having a charter school 
designation would allow 
us to do that,” she added.

Linderman was used 
as an example of how 
a public charter school 
operates with its flexi-
ble scheduling (offering 
morning, afternoon and 
evening classes), curric-
ulum delivery (online, 
instructor-guided and 
seminar classes), small 
class sizes and courses 
that have varying comple-
tion deadlines.

“The school’s already 

there. The staff is already 
hired. If that became a 
charter school, you know, 
what additional [things] 
would we need?” Cline 
said, regarding adding 
opportunities that aren’t 
already offered.

Linderman’s focus is 
credit recovery and help-
ing struggling Flathead 
and Glacier students 
graduate high school 
through individual educa-
tion plans. 

The concern with 
turning Linderman into 
a public charter school, 
Cline said, is that stu-
dents are enrolled based 
on needs. Under charter 
school requirements, a 
lottery is held if more 
students enroll than can 
be accommodated. What 
if a student who needs 
just one or two courses 
to graduate doesn’t get in 
and drops out, Cline won-
dered.

FLATHEAD ENVISIONS 
a charter school with a 
“career path focus” for 
juniors through seniors.

“We’ve seen a lot of 
internships blossom 
under Mike Kelly and 
work-based learning, and 
so we feel like the next 
step for us would be to 
streamline that and be 
able to provide that for 
more students,” Paine 
said.

Mike Kelly is the dis-
trict’s work-based learn-
ing director.

Paine gave an example 
of an existing internship 
class in operating heavy 
equipment.

“What if that could fall 
under the umbrella of 
our career path charter 
school. The kid explores 
all these different job 
opportunities … and then 
they can work flexibly 
on their core classes and 
graduate early and be 
able to just jump right 
into a good job,” she said. 

In any given year 
Flathead has roughly 
65 students graduate a 
semester early, Paine 
said.

She said the high 
schools do a great job 
of reaching advanced 
and struggling stu-

dents through estab-
lished programs at 
Flathead, Glacier and 
Linderman. Flathead 
has college-level courses 
through International 
Baccalaureate and 
at Glacier, Advanced 
Placement. 

“We serve those stu-
dents really well,” Paine 
said. 

“There is a population 
in the middle, however, 
that I feel like we could 
do better and we could 
help provide some specif-
ic career-focused course-
work and some flexibility 
and core classes to serve 
that kid better” she said. 

Much of the ongo-
ing discussions harken 
back to conversations 
about transformational 
learning in 2022 sparked 
by Transformational 
Learning, Montana 
Advanced Opportunity 
and Workforce 
Development state grant 
funding and Senate Bill 
8, which established that 
student performance is 
measured by compre-
hension rather than the 
amount of time spent in 
a classroom seat or a stu-
dent’s age. 

As part of the applica-
tion process, the district 
will outline the mission 
and vision of proposed 
charter schools along 
with detailing academic 
programming, gover-
nance, business oper-
ations and community 
support.

“I am in full support 
of serving public char-
ter schools here in the 
Flathead,” Trustee Sue 
Corrigan said. “Not just 
for financial reasons, but 
I think it gives us a lot of 
flexibility and the ability 
to do some of those inno-
vative things and for us 
to be leading the charge, 
not for somebody else tell-
ing us we should be doing 
this.”

BOZEMAN CHARTER 
School, which is part of 
Bozeman School District, 
is currently Montana’s 
only public charter school 
and arose out of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 

The charter school 

currently serves about 40 
third- through eighth-grad-
ers through a combination 
of online and in-person 
instruction. That’s a drop 
from the 120 enrolled 
during the pandemic. It 
also used to serve grades 
K-8.

“It’s been difficult,” 
Bozeman Superintendent 
Casey Bertram said. “We 
launched with five teach-
ers. We’re down to two. 
We’re barely hanging on 
enrollment wise.”

Bertram said when 
students started returning 
to in-person instruction 
during the pandemic there 
was a desire to continue 
offering students flexi-
ble schedules and online 
learning.

“All core instruction 
is taught synchronously 
and remotely — so they’re 
attending school live 
with their teachers in the 
morning for core subjects 
and in the afternoon they 
are meeting in-person for 
social, emotional learn-
ing,” Bertram said, but 
not all students attend 
the afternoon session, 
which requires parents to 
transport students to the 
school.

Bertram said students 
opt to attend the charter 
school for a variety of 
reasons.

“A student may have 
depression, ADHD, or a 
variety of reasons that 
make being in a tradition-
al classroom very chal-
lenging,” Bertram said.

When students meet 
in-person, class sizes 
are also smaller, which 
appeals to families.

“For families in it, they 
love it,” Bertram said.

Bozeman School 
District also operates 
Bridger Charter Academy 
as a “school within a 
school.” The academy is 
housed in Bozeman High 
School, but also serves 
students at Gallatin High 
School. 

“Back in 2016 when 
Bridger Academy was 
launched, we launched as 
a charter because we were 
seeking a variance to time 
seat requirements and to 
have a proficiency-based 
model,” Bertram said.

Students can take 
one or more classes at 
Bridger, which serves 
about 100 students. 
Students ultimately earn 
a diploma from either 
Bozeman or Gallatin 
high schools, but he said 
Bridger holds a special 
graduation ceremony for 
its students.

“We don’t want compe-
tition between the schools. 
We want to offer options 
for parents,” Bertram 
said. “We’re trying to 
meet the needs of our stu-
dents.”

While it wasn’t impos-
sible to create a charter 
school prior to HB 549, a 
key difference is in fund-
ing, said Bertram, a for-
mer principal at Hedges 
Elementary School, in a 
phone interview with the 
Daily Inter Lake.

As with Kalispell 
Public Schools, funding 
would come at a crucial 
time.

“The inflationary 
increase from the 
Legislature is nowhere 
near keeping up with the 
cost of living in Bozeman” 
Bertram said. “Our costs 
increased by 12%. We 
went through a $4.1 mil-
lion budget reduction last 
year.”

“Districts are in a 
tricky spot with how the 
funding formula works,” 
he said.

Whether labeled as 
transformational learn-
ing; innovative learning; 
career and technical 
education; work-based 
learning or alternative 
education — “All the AA’s 
are doing that work. I see 
a lot of them pursuing HB 
549 because we’re doing 
innovative things for 
kids,” Bertram said. 

“Call it a charter school 
if you want. If we’re 
going to play the charter 
game in Montana, which 
it looks like we are, one 
— let’s meet the needs of 
students and two — let’s 
fund the schools that are 
continuing to meet those 
needs,” he said.

Reporter Hilary Matheson 
may be reached at 758-4431 
or hmatheson@dailyinterlake.
com.

CHARTER
from A1

Failing or improperly 
maintained septic tanks 
around Whitefish Lake 
and Flathead Lake have 
been long known to be 
causing contamination 
through septic leachate 
making its way into the 
groundwater and even-
tually into waterbodies. 
Wastewater contains high 
amounts of nutrients that 
can lead to harmful algae 
blooms in waterways, 
some of which are toxic. 
It also contains bacteria 
and pathogens that can be 
harmful.

More than one in six 
households in the United 
States use septic systems 
and roughly half of the 
households in Montana 
use septic systems, noted 
experts from the panel, 
pointing out that the 
issue of addressing failing 
systems goes beyond the 
Flathead Basin. 

The challenge comes 
in Montana that home-
owners are responsible 
for their own systems. 
But that’s why educating 
homeowners regarding 
septic tank mainte-
nance and the need for 
replacement is key, notes 
Sarah Halvorson, a geog-
raphy professor at the 
University of Montana 
who is studying the social 
dimensions related to 
wastewater systems.

“We’re putting the 
responsibility on home-
owners to deal with 
wastewater, which can 
have an impact on our 

collective resource that 
is a waterbody,” she said. 
“That’s why there needs 
to be some paradigm 
changes in thinking and 
how we move forward 
through education.” 

SEPTIC LEACHATE 
is the liquid waste that 
remains after the waste-
water drains through 
septic solids. It contains 
elevated concentrations 
of bacteria from human 
waste, detergents and 
other household materials 
that are transported into 
groundwater. 

Since the first study 
of Whitefish Lake rough-
ly four decades ago by 
the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency to 
the most current data 
released by the Whitefish 
Lake Institute in 2012, 
studies have indicated 
a growing concern for 
human health and water 
quality on the lake.

More than half of 
the homes on Flathead 
Lake are on private 
septic fields. Septic con-
tamination in the lake 
has been documented 
through several studies 
by the Flathead Biological 
Station. 

Even properly installed 
and maintained septic 
systems have a life expec-
tancy of between 15 and 
30 years depending on 
site conditions. Fathead 
County as of 2020 had an 
estimated 30,000 septic 
tanks. 

“Flathead County 
is the fastest growing 
county in the state,” 
Koopal said. “We know 
that a large number of 

those septic systems are 
between 30 and 40 years 
old. Even in good con-
ditions a septic system 
only lasts between 25 and 
30 years. With the rapid 
growth we’re having we 
don’t know what’s going 
to happen.” 

Montana has no 
requirement to maintain 
or inspect septic tanks 
and has some of the low-
est standards in the U.S., 
according to the Flathead 
Basin Commission, 
which combined with 
the Upper Columbia 
Conservation Commission 
earlier this year to 
form the new Western 
Montana Conservation 
Commission. 

The Montana 
Department of 
Environmental Quality 
provides standards for the 
design of septic tanks, but 
local governments oversee 
installation. Because sep-
tic systems are nonpoint 
sources of pollution, DEQ 
deals with them through 
voluntary cooperation, 
said Andy Ulven, water 
quality planning bureau 
chief for the agency. 

“There are some lim-
itations that DEQ has 
for authority with septic 
systems,” he said. “Septic 
systems follow low densi-
ty development and that 
comes down to local gov-
ernment planning direct-
ing where that takes 
place.” 

Where DEQ and other 
state agencies, howev-
er, can play a role is in 
providing funding for 
connecting to centralized 
treatment systems, he 
noted. 

ADDRESSING THE 
issue seems to center on 
convincing homeowners 
of the value of replacing 
failing septic tanks.

A previous attempt to 
get the Lion Mountain 
neighborhood that sits 
above Whitefish Lake 
to connect to the city’s 
sewer system through 
annexation failed when 
the neighborhood pushed 
back because of the poten-
tial for increased property 
taxes. Research showed 
chronic signs of pollution 
in the lake where ground-
water seeps into the lake. 

A similar situation 
played out in Seeley Lake 
where Environmental 
Protection Agency testing 
has shown high levels of 
nitrates due to the densi-
ty of aging septic systems. 
Grants were obtained 
to cover two-thirds of 
the cost but two ballot 
measures to implement a 
sewer system failed. 

Opposition was tied to 
the argument of increased 
costs, noted panelists, 
but also with community 
feeling that by creating 
a septic system it would 
encourage more growth.

An environmental 
economist at the Flathead 
Lake Biological Station 
Nanette Nelson pointed 
to results from a focus 
group of homeowners in 
Whitefish and Bigfork 
showing that homeown-
ers who knew their sep-
tic system was failing 
were highly motivated 
to replace the system. It 
wasn’t enough for data 
to show septic contam-
ination in a waterbody, 
homeowners had to know 

it was specifically their 
system malfunctioning. 

“Nobody wants smelly 
septic waste pooling up 
from their system,” she 
said. “But the reason this 
is interesting is because 
it shows that if we have 
inspection programs 
that alert homeowners 
to potential failure rath-
er than waiting, those 
inspection programs can 
help motivate homeown-
ers to replace their septic 
systems.” 

What also swayed 
homeowners toward 
replacement was personal 
benefit, so it’s important 
to focus on the personal 
benefit of replacement 
rather than just talking 
about how it helps the 
environment. 

“We need to go behind 
the environmental 
impacts of septic systems 
and engage homeowners 
in how they benefit from 
replacement,” Nelson 
said. “If our roof is leak-
ing, we replace it, not 
because we want to but 
because it protects our 
investment. We need to 
engage homeowners to 
understand their septic 
system is part of that 
investment.” 

ONE SOLUTION for 
showing homeowners 
whether their septic 
system is functioning 
properly or not could 
come through further 
use of a synthetic DNA 
tracer. A study piloted 
by the Western Montana 
Conservation Commission 
used DNA tracers flushed 
into septic systems on 
Whitefish Lake and Lake 

Mary Ronan — using 
what essentially amounts 
to barcodes to track the 
origination of the tracer 
and confirming the new 
technology can be used 
for lakes. 

“That may be the way 
to track what’s happening 
and demonstrate to home-
owners that the leachate 
is coming from their sys-
tem,” Koopal said. “The 
issue with septic leachate 
is that because it’s dif-
fused into the lake there’s 
a lot of finger-pointing 
when it comes to home-
owners.”

The conservation com-
mission has also created 
a model of the physical 
risk of septic leachate on 
water resources across 
the basin. It takes into 
account the topography 
along with the age and 
density of systems to 
highlight areas in the 
basin that are the most 
susceptible to contami-
nation. The interactive 
tool is aimed at providing 
information for the public 
and decision-makers. 

“We want to get that 
data into the hands of the 
people that are making 
decisions and determin-
ing where the growth is 
occurring and how this 
data can factor into the 
process,” said Emilie 
Henry, with the conser-
vation commission. “It’s 
also about getting into the 
community and educating 
folks about why this mat-
ters.” 

Features Editor Heidi 
Desch may be reached at 
758-4421 or hdesch@dailyin-
terlake.com.
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FROM PAGE ONE
Woman 
returns from 
vacation to find 
Atlanta home 
demolished

ATLANTA (AP) — A 
homeowner is mulling 
the next step after a com-
pany mistakenly demol-
ished a home she owned 
in southwest Atlanta.

Susan Hodgson said 
in an interview Saturday 

with The Associated 
Press that she found a 
pile of rubble in place 
of what used to be her 
longtime family property 
when she returned from 
vacation last month.

“I am furious,” 
Hodgson said. “I keep 
waking up thinking, ‘Is 
this all a joke or some-
thing?’ I’m just in shock.”

She said a neighbor 
called her while she 
was away and asked if 
someone had been hired 
to tear down the vacant 
house.

“I said ‘no’ and she 
said, ‘Well, there’s some-
one over here who just 
demolished the whole 
house and tore it all 
down,’” Hodgson recalled.

When the neighbor 
confronted them, Hodgson 
said, the workers got 
nasty.

“He told her to shut up 
and mind her own busi-
ness,” Hodgson said.

She sent a family mem-
ber over to see what was 
going on and who asked 
to see a permit. When a 
person in charge at the 

site checked his permit, 
Hodgson said he admit-
ted he was at the wrong 
address.

“It’s been boarded up 
about 15 years, and we 
keep it boarded, covered, 
grass cut, and the yard 
is clean,” she said. “The 
taxes are paid and every-
thing is up on it.”

Hodgson said she’s 
filed a report with police 
and has talked with law-
yers but that they remain 
in limbo so far.

“We’re still in this pro-
cess of figuring out what 

to do,” she said. “We 
keep pressing in different 
directions to see if some-
thing is going to happen.”

To this day, she said 
the Atlanta-based compa-
ny responsible, You Call 
It We Haul It, has yet to 
contact her.

“How do people just go 
up and tear somebody’s 
property down and then 
just drive off?” Hodgson 
said. “How can they think 
that’s OK? I just wish he 
would come fix the prob-
lem that he caused.

“It’s just hard to 

believe someone thinks 
they have the right to 
just come and tear some-
thing up and walk away 
from it and didn’t come 
back and say ‘I’m sorry. 
What do I need to do to 
fix this? It was an acci-
dent.’ They didn’t give me 
nothing.”

The company did not 
immediately return a 
telephone message left 
Saturday. In a statement 
to WAGA-TV, the compa-
ny said it is investigating 
and working to resolve 
the mishap.
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