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Septic Leachate Issue Progresses 

 

A key component to healthy communities, dating back to 
Roman society, is the treatment of household 
wastewater. Nationwide, septic systems serve 1 in 6 
households. Because of the more rural setting in Mon-
tana, roughly one half of the households have a septic 
system. Septic systems can offer an effective on-site 
wastewater treatment solution, but like all infrastructure, 
they have a finite life expectancy. 
 

Typically, septic systems last for 25 to 30 years when 
the structure is apt to fail, or the drainfield soils lose their 
capacity to treat effluent. When this happens, human 
pathogens and nutrients such as phosphorus and nitro-
gen, may leak into surface water or groundwater putting 
human health and aquatic life at risk. 
 

Suspected septic leachate contamination in Whitefish 
Lake was reported in a study conducted by the Flathead 
Lake Biological Station in the mid-1980s. In 2012, the 
Whitefish Lake Institute (WLI) published a study that 
confirmed the presence of septic contaminants at sever-
al shoreline locations. The issue has existed for over 30 
years, and as more septic systems age and fail, our 
clean drinking water is at risk.  
 

In response to this ongoing threat to water quality, the 
Flathead Basin Commission (FBC) recently undertook 
an effort using a Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
model to assess the density and age of Flathead County 
septic systems using the septic permit database. The 
model overlays physical risk factors such as depth to 
groundwater, soil suitability, (continued on Page 2…) 

 

 
 
 
 
 

What Makes Whitefish Great?  The Lake!  
 

During the 8th annual Great Fish Challenge, Whitefish 
residents gave to causes that matter to our community.   
A total of 139 donors contributed $62,600 to the White-
fish Lake Institute. The Whitefish Community Foundation 
matched these donations with $11,200. Twenty of the 
donors that gave to WLI were first time supporters.  
 

Keeping the lake clean and preserving its quiet, scenic 
beauty is important to residents. Thank you to everyone 
who supported WLI during this fundraising event.   

LakeFront 



 
Whitefish Lake Institute 

550 East 1st Street #103 
Whitefish, MT 59937 

 
 

Voice: 406.862.4327 
Fax: 406.862.0686 

info@whitefishlake.org 
www.whitefishlake.org 

 
 

 
 

Founded in 2005 
 
 

Mission Statement 
The Whitefish Lake Institute is committed  

to science, education, and aquatic resource  
initiatives to protect and improve Whitefish  
Lake and Whitefish area water resources  

today, while providing a collective  
community vision for tomorrow. 

 
 

Board of Directors 
Andy Feury, President 

Hank Ricklefs, Vice President 
John Collins, Secretary/Treasurer 

Greg Gunderson 
Ed Lieser 

John Muhlfeld 
Debbie Pierson 
Mitch Robinson 

Camisha Sawtelle 
Mike Shaw 

 
 

Science Advisory Committee 

Melissa Brickl 
Sam Bourret  

Paul McKenzie 
Ryan Richardson 

Eric Sawtelle 
Erin Sexton 

John Wachsmuth 
 
 

Staff 
Mike Koopal: Founder, Executive Director 

Cynthia Ingelfinger: Science & Education Director 
Carol Treadwell, Ph.D: Finance & Grants Manager 

 
 

LakeFront is published quarterly by the  
Whitefish Lake Institute 

 
Cover Photo: 

Whitefish Lake, looking toward  
Whitefish Mountain Resort 

  
 

2                                                                                                                                                      LakeFront 

 

(Septic leachate, continued from Page 1…) slope, and distance to sur-
face water.  
 

Preliminary data from the FBC model shows that half of the permitted septic 
systems in the basin are older than 30 years. The model effort is currently 
working on an estimate of even older non-permitted systems predating per-
mit requirements that began in 1978. The model’s preliminary data corrobo-
rates the areas of concern on Whitefish Lake identified by WLI in 2012.  
 

While water quality monitoring identifies the presence of septic leachate in 
waterbodies, it does not identify the source of the contaminants. To solve 
this question, WLI and FBC are partnering with Cornell University to conduct 
a Synthetic DNA study in 2022. Synthetic DNA tracers are benign and have 
a unique signature that will allow the research team to pinpoint contamina-
tion sources in the upland area. 
 

WLI is also participating on a team funded by a National Science Founda-
tion Smart & Connected Communities grant to explore solutions to the sep-
tic issue. The group will host a septic leachate summit in May 2022 to be 
held at the Flathead Lake Biological Station. Experts from across the nation 
will be invited to share information and develop solution strategies. 
 

The solution strategies are complex. Traditional engineering solutions in-
clude replacement of the septic field (if there is space on the property), up-
grading to a Level II system, neighborhood or communal systems, or con-
nection to municipal waste services. Underlying the engineered solution is 
the complex interplay of personal perception and opinion, cost, jurisdictions, 
and inconvenience.  
 

The science is clear. This issue has not gone away and will only get worse. 
We as a community need to define our stewardship legacy. Will we take the 
steps to tackle this complex issue, or will we kick the can down the road for 
future generations to address?  
 

Septic System Health—What Can You Do? 
• Pump your tank regularly. Regular pumping prevents solids from clogging the drain-

field. The tank should be pumped every 3 to 5 years depending on use. 

• Conserve water. Use water-saving fixtures and conserve water in the kitchen, bath, 
and laundry to reduce the amount of wastewater the soil must absorb. 

• Repair or replace leaky fixtures. Leaky fixtures add excess water to the drainfield; 
fixing them promptly will reduce the amount of water the soil must absorb. 

• Maintain proper cover and landscape over the drainfield. Make sure the drainfield 
is covered with grass to prevent soil erosion. A crowned drainfield and surface swales 
will prevent excess surface water from entering the trench. Make certain that down-
spouts, patios, walkways, and driveways do not divert water on to the drainfield or 
septic tank. 

• Limit what goes into the septic tank. Things like diapers, coffee grounds, cigarette 
butts, kitty litter, hygiene products, cooking oil, and grease do not decompose may end 
up blocking the drainpipes. Solvents, cleaning fluids, paint, motor oil, gasoline, or other 
chemical substances kill the beneficial bacteria in the tank and soil.  

• Do not drive or build over any part of your septic system. 

• Have the septic pumper inspect the system components at the time of pump 
out. Check for signs of problems that can be corrected before a failure occurs. 

• Monitor your system. if you notice standing water around your septic tank or leach 
field, if you notice an awful smell in any of these areas, it’s time to get your tank 
pumped. 
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A Closer Look– WLI’s Science  
Advisory Committee (SAC) 

 

Since its founding in 2005, WLI has continuously worked to 
enhance data collection, scientific research, and the commu-
nication of research results on Whitefish Lake and its tribu-
taries. As part of this effort, the Science Advisory Committee 
(SAC) made up of local scientists, educators, and natural 
resource professionals provide scientific and technical guid-
ance. Guidance focuses on WLI’s efforts to conduct re-
search that results in valuable data for resource manage-
ment decision makers in the Whitefish Lake Watershed. The 
SAC meets quarterly to work with staff to cultivate and foster 
water quality related projects and to review science program 
methodologies, study results and reports. This group also 
provides input and reviews annual recommendations for 
WLI’s scholarship programs and community awards. 
 

Currently, the SAC is comprised of seven local professionals 
including: Sam Bourret, a fisheries biologist with Fish, Wild-
life & Parks (FWP); Paul McKenzie, the Lands and Re-
source Manager at F.H. Stoltze Land & Lumber Co; Ryan 
Richardson, a fluvial geomorphologist with River Design 
Group; John Wachsmuth, a retired FWP biologist; Eric Saw-
telle a Whitefish High School science teacher, and our two 
newest members: Erin Sexton, a research scientist at the 
Flathead Lake Biological Station and Melissa Brickl, a pro-
ject hydrologist with Water and Environmental Technologies.  

 

What’s that in the lake?—FAQs 
 

What is the yellow–green dust on the lake? 
The yellow or greenish dust on the lake is pine tree pollen. It 
often accumulates near shorelines from wind action. Even-
tually, the pollen becomes waterlogged and sinks.  
 
What is the black streak attached to my dock or buoy? 
These black streaks appear to be periphytic, or attached 
ciliates. Ciliates are protozoans that are characterized by 
the presence of hair-like organelles called cilia. Most likely, 
periphytic ciliates are part of a biofilm that can develop on 
hard substrates and may also contain algae, bacteria and 
fungi.   
 

What are the white streaks in the lake? 
These “windrows” are Langmuir circulation cells. They de-
velop when wind blows steadily over the water surface. That 
surface energy creates counter-rotating vortices in the very 
upper strata of the lake. White foam congregates where the 
counter-rotating vortices converge. 
 

What is the white foam or “soap suds” along the 
shore? 
Foam is created when the surface tension of water is re-
duced and air is introduced. Various natural organic surfac-
tants from biological activity can reduce surface tension. If 
the suds smell earthy, it’s a natural occurrence. If the suds 
smell like perfume, it’s a indicator of human pollutants.  
 

I see what looks like green paint or grass clippings.  
This could be a “Harmful Algal Bloom” (HAB). Cyanobacte-
ria or “blue-green algae” are ubiquitous in all lakes. The 
right environmental conditions are needed for a bloom to 
occur; usually calm and hot weather where there are plenty 
of nutrients. It’s unknown how and why cyanobacteria can 
produce cyanotoxins. If ingested, cyanotoxins can cause 
skin irritation and intestinal distress to humans. In extreme 
cases, death can occur to livestock that ingests larger quan-
tities. If you suspect a HAB, give the WLI office a call or re-
port the suspected HAB to Montana DEQ at 
www.hab.mt.gov, or 1-888-849-2938. 
 

I see what looks like green cotton candy in shallow wa-
ters.  
This is filamentous algae. It is common in some lakes and 
may not indicate a water quality problem. These clouds may 
appear after heavy run-off in the spring or following a long, 
hot spell in the summer. Localized concentrations may indi-
cate a pollution source nearby.  
 
Call the WLI office if you observe any “Unidentified Floating Objects.” 

NMLN Wraps Up Season 
 

This summer, Science and Education Director Cynthia 
Ingelfinger and WLI summer intern Molly Schmit were fortu-
nate to work with many terrific volunteers on 41 lakes all over 
northwest Montana as part of the Northwest Montana Lakes 
Network (NMLN). This program is a long-term partnership 
between Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, WLI, and citizen 
scientists. The objectives of the program are to collect base-
line data, determine water quality trends, and, most im-
portantly, inform and educate the public regarding water qual-
ity issues, aquatic invasive species and aquatic ecology. This 
summer, nearly fifty volunteers spent more than 600 hours in 
the field collecting water data and searching for aquatic inva-
sive species.  
 

The program website (nmln.info) includes detailed information 
about all 41 lakes including a short report for each lake. The 
hard work of dedicated volunteers over the last ten years has 
produced a wealth of information about water quality of the 
lakes in our region. If you would like to volunteer to monitor a 
lake, contact Cynthia at the WLI office 862-4327. 

http://www.hab.mt.gov/
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Fall Photos        

A cow elk bedded down directly in front of one of our cameras. We 
had many photos of elk in the Preserve, and the area appears to be 
an important refuge and rearing area for a herd that travels to and 

from Big Mountain.  

A black bear balances on a log in the Averill’s Viking Creek Wetland 
Preserve. The Preserve is 28.82 acres and is owned and managed 

by WLI. The Battin Nature Conservancy Easement borders the  
Preserve’s northern and eastern boundary. 

A bobcat was caught sneaking through the Averill’s Viking Creek 
Wetland Preserve. The area has proven to be rich in biodiversity. 

Notice the houndstounge in the foreground. WLI has a weed  
management program to control infestations.   

2021 summer intern Molly Schmit from The University of Montana 
spent the summer assisting in water quality data collection on 41 

lakes in northwest Montana.  

WLI’s Science Advisory Committee recently met at the Whitefish 
High School Center for Sustainability and Entrepreneurship to  
discuss the future direction of WLI’s scientific monitoring of the  

Whitefish Lake watershed.  

Whitefish watercraft inspectors Natalie and Kaitlyn, along with  
Meghan, a MSU undergrad student, spent a day observing and as-

sisting in WLI’s long-term monitoring effort on Whitefish Lake.  



Whitefish Lake Institute Supporters         
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Active Members who have donated for 10+ years since 2005                                                                     
Active Members who have donated for 5-9 years since 2005 

Sustainer ($20,000 and above) 

 The Lodge At Whitefish Lake-Averill Family     

 Fellow ($5,000 and above)  

 Atkinson, Richard & Carol   Hoag, Jim & Anna   Schlinger Family Foundation   Taylor, Don & Ruth  

 Collins, John & Anne   Jones, Bill & Ann   Shaw, Mike & Marie   Whisler, Steve & Ardy  

 Gregory, Joe & Cindy   Pastor, Monica   Shennan, Janna & Jamie   

 Guarantor ($1,000 to $4,999)  

 Abell, Charlie & Susan   Ila B. Dousman Fund, Inc.   Quinn, Tom & Teresa   Valner, Alberto and Stacy  

 Blake, Rick & Alicia   InvesTech Research- Jim & Lisa Stack   Raudabaugh, Joseph & Beverly   Whitefish Credit Union  

 Brister, Tara & Matthew   LaTourelle, Pat   Reich, Victoria   Young, Alison  

 First Interstate Bank   Lyman, Ched & Becky   River Design Group   

 Grenier, Charles & Teresa   McCann, Paul & Janice   Rowntree, Walter & Laura Reynolds   

 Gustafson, Mike   Muhlfeld, John & Stephanie Sunshine   Ryan, Bill & Bev   

 Visionary ($500 to $999)  

 Blair, Ric & Dawn   Erickson, Bart & Carole   Lull, Steve   Shaw, Van &  Marla  

 Bulkley, Brad & Ann   Fleming, Don & Joann   Mance, Mark & Katherine Callahan   Solberg, Dick & Jane  

 Burke, Karen- In honor of Dr. Donald Feldman   Forestoration, Inc.   Mayo, Janet   Steck, Ann  

 Campbell, Luther & Dorothy   Glacier Bank   McKeever, Marlin and Maureen   Stinson Family Foundation  

 Chickering, Nick & Karen   Houston Point HOA   Montalban, Cora Belle   Sullivan, Rick and Judi  

 Cleveland, Gail & Bruce Tannehill   Jenson, Mike & Barb   Repke, John & Beth   Whitefish Mountain Resort Fund  

 Covey, Mike & Stacey   Kramer Family Fund   Ricklefs, Hank & Sue   

 Cowett, Mark & Connie   Lion Mountain Homeowners   Scott, Toby   

 Benefactor ($250 to $499)  

 637 Nature Trail, LLC   Fletcher, Greg   Little Bitterroot Lake Association   Robitzski, Steven  

 Anderson-Montgomery Consulting Engineers   Frost, Michael &  Patti   Losleben, George & Connie Johnson   Salt, Deb & Tim  

 Bayne, Bill & Betsy   Gordon, Richard & Cheryl Watkins   Lyon, Lawrence & Yvette   Salvagio, Philip  

 Blake, Cameron & Sandy Gray   Grady, Dave & Linda Engh-Grady   Meagher, Nathan and Kristy   Scott, Peter & Lori Asplund  

 Boss Properties, LLC   Hauf, Ron   Merrick, Colleen   Straub, Carl  

 Bucher, Charles and Sandra   Haymon, Robert & Barbara Krausekhopf   Nelson's Ace Hardware   Sutter, Ronald & Margo  

 Center For Native Plants   Hildner, Richard & Suzanne Daniell   North Country Builders, Inc.   Svennungsen, Nancy & Mark  

 Daniels, Matt & Kate   Johannes, Amy   Phelps, John & Melisa   Vandenburgh, John & Kristen  

 DM Miller Properties, LLC   Koopal, Craig & Ann   Rattray, Jason & Kristina   Walls, Stephanie  

 Dobbins, Matt and Lisa   Koopal, Jack   Richardson, Ryan   Watershed Consulting, LLC  

 Eickman, Kim & Peter Petri   Koopal, Mike & Mae   Robinson, Mitch & Jennifer   Whitefish Marine & Powersports  

 Leader ($100 to $249)  

 Abell, Koel & Lazette   Ennis, Felicia   Malletta, Sue & Joe   Sawtelle, Bill & Linda  

 Abell, Tarn & Marybeth   Erickson Torgerson, Courtney   Martin, David & Lynne Metcalfe   Sawtelle, Cami & Eric  

 Akey, Lin and Kathy   Flag Nor Fail, Inc.   McCartney, Sierra & Brett Svetlik   Schroeter, Franklin  

 Anderes, Elise & Stefan   Fletcher, Sue   McDermid, David   Sheffels, Marcia  

 Appelgren, Brent   Gardner, Robin   McIntyre, Curt & Sherry   Shors, Andrew and Heidi  

 Aronsson, Peter & Cheri   Gersh, Judah & Tanya   McMahon, Kate   Short, Dan  

 Bailey, Michael & Kathleen   Graf, Dick and Gayle   Merry Lynn Southers   Stadler, Martha  

 Bauch, Duane & Valerie   Gunderson, Greg & Catherine   Moll, Sue & Gaylen   Stearns, Chuck & Rita  

 Bennett, Bob & Caryl   Harding, Tom & Sue   Monzingo, Betty   Strand, Tim and Sukey Pfirman  

 Brueggeman, John   Hartlieb, John & Kathi   Moore, Pixie   Sullivan, Colleen  

 Bryan, Kirk   Hartman, Dewey & Sandra   Moore, Shawna & Jamie   The Landlord  

 Cabin 6, Inc.   Heinrich, Klause & Joaquenia   Morgan, Devonna   Tim J. Murphy Insurance Agency, Inc.  

 Chadwick, Doug & Karen Reeves   Heinzig, Dennis & Iona McMillan   Morrison, Sharon   Towne Printer  

 Chauner-Niendorf, Cyndi   Jette Lake Land Owners Association   National Parks Realty Of Montana LLC   Trifunovich, Dragi  

 Christian, Steve & Doreen   Kibbe, Jim & Marion   Neff, Samuel & Ruth   Trousdale, David & Jeannine  

 Cook, Steven   King, John & Maureen   Noftsinger, David & Michelle   Vandermeer, Janet  

 Coyne, Wendy   Knechtel, Murray & Deb Bartlett   Peschel, John &  Laura   VanKoten, Doug  

 Cuffe, Mick & Lanette   Koopal, Steve & Debbie Longley   Pierson, Debbie & Mike   Walters, Susan  

 Curtis, Walt & Lori   Labrie, Bill & Alice   Reed, Doug & Nikki   Whitby, William & Karen  

 Danczyk, Gary & Annell   LaChance, Tom & Cindy   Rothberg, Marty   Wilhoit, Charles & Marcia Rieke  

 Dennis, Antonia & Ian   Larson, Steven & Karen   Rowles, Roger & Val Konnerup   Williams, Amy & Timothy  

 Eckert, Will   Lieser, Ed & Susan   Sanderude, Scott and Julie   Woodruff, Nancy & Steve Thompson  

 Sponsor ($50 to $99)  

 Amalgamated Sope Company   Elser, Monica & Jim   Ingelfinger, Franz & Cynthia   Ronseth, Shirley  

 Apanii-Butterfly   Fanning, Michael & Jill   Jopek, Mike & Pam Gerwe   Roosa, Karl & Elaine  

 Askevold, Gerald & Sally Jo   Ferrington, Alan & Joyce   Kavanagh, John   Ruffatto, Chris  

 Baldwin, Matt & Sadie   Flathead Urology- Dr. Jon Mercer   Kemp, Craig &  Holly   Schott, Brian & Lyndsay  

 Bansak, Tom & Anne   Follett, Doug & Ann   Kirk, Phil & Lesia   Schuber, Charlie & Nancy  

 Baracker, Jerry and Sharan   Gaffin, Lance & Kathleen   Kohnstamm, Betsy & Dan   Smart, Mike & Timmie  

 Barham, Michael & Kristi   Garside, Susan   Kuhl, Tanner & Stephanie   Smith, Dana  

 Behron, LLC   Gehri, Richard & Glenda   Larsen, Arnold & Karen   Smith, Will & Bonnie  

 Birch Hills Homes   Giampietro, Edward   Lawson, Bob & Dyan   Sramek, Joseph  

 Bisharat, Ibrahim & Martha   Gordon, Rob & Karin Hilding   Lewis, Casey   Steitz, John & Carol Treadwell  

 Bruzek, Bill & Judie   Griesel, Doug & Rebecca Briber   Linne, Mitchell & Gail   Stolte, Don & Linda  

 Burg, Bill & Kay   Gunderson, Karen   Love, William & Catherine   Streeter, Mike & Bonnie  

 Carter, Diane   Haller, Bruce & Kaye   Madler, Marianne   Sullivan, Gail  

 Cavin, Ben   Harrison, Gil &  Ruth   Magone, Larry & Barb   Taylor, Janis  

 Chaisson, Megan   Hartman, Melissa   Manning, Brian & Denise   The Simple Chef Catering  

 Chauner, Linda   Hodge, Bill   Menicke, Richard & Jennifer Asebrook   Theissen, Dennis  

 Cohen, Connie   Holdhusen, Chris   Moore, John & Janice   Thompson, Derreck & Lesley  

 Corwin, Bill & Christina   Holley, Justin & Katherine   Muhlfeld, Clint & Amy   Van Lawick, Marisa  

 Cox, Besty & Woody   Holmquist, Brett   Olson, Ron & Linda   Vars, Tom & Carol  

 Crites, Andy & Wendy   Holt, Chris   O'Neil, Christy   Verdon, Paul & Colleen  

 Curtis, Kitty & Stewart Stadler   Hope, Kendra   Packard, Rick and Janet   Ward, Diane  

 Dakin, William & Sarah   Hopkins, Donna   Paslawsky, Andrew & Kim Sands   Welle, Joel and Megan Pepe  

 Daniels, Scott & Karen   Hunt, Leslie & Will   Patterson, James & Lari   Woodward, Brian  

 DeHerrera, Jimmy & Michaelan   Huston, Mary   Ramlow, James and Alma   

 Eckstrom, Andy & Jennie   Hyer, Gary & Jill   Regev, Nir & Cherie   

 Current Grantors & Research Funders  

 Cadeau Foundation   Montana Fish Wildlife & Parks   Soroptimists of Whitefish   Whitefish County Water District  

 City of Whitefish    Flathead Conservation District   Upper Columbia Conservation Commission   Whitefish Community Foundation  
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Great Gift Ideas  
from WLI–  

 

visit our website  
www.whitefishlake.org 
or stop by the office to 
get a bumper sticker, 
various publications,  

a map, and other items.  

 


