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Missoula Area Mapping Project and Land Use Map Update – Element of 
the Missoula County Growth Policy 

 

APPLICANT: 
 

N/A  

 

LEGAL NOTICE: 
 

The legal ad was published in the Missoulian on December 30, 2018, 
and January 6, 2019. 

 

NOTIFICATION: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• E-mail notification of project updates to the Missoula County 
Community and Planning Services email list  

• Project updates in the monthly Missoula County Community and 
Planning Services Newsletter 

• Project website and county website 

• Updates at community council meetings throughout the planning 
process 

• Three rounds of preliminary public engagement 

• Briefings and updates to the Board of County Commissioners, 
Consolidated Planning Board 

• Briefings to other interested individuals, land owners and 
organizations 

  
 

RECOMMENDATION: 
 

THAT the Missoula Area Land Use Map and Element, as shown in 
Attachments A and A-1, be recommended to the Missoula Board of 
County Commissioners for adoption as an amendment to the Missoula 
County Growth Policy, based on the findings of fact and conclusions of 
law. 
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MISSOULA CONSOLIDATED PLANNING BOARD  
Missoula Area Land Use Map and Element  

Missoula County Growth Policy Update January 15, 2019 
Agenda Item VI. B.  

 
I. PROPOSAL 
The proposed Missoula Area Land Use Map and Element will amend the Missoula County Growth 
Policy, if approved, and guide growth over the next 20 years within the Missoula urban area, based 
on land use trends, population projections and public input. 

 
II. RECOMMENDED MOTION 
THAT the Missoula Area Land Use Map and Element, as shown in Attachments A and A-1, be 
recommended to the Missoula Board of County Commissioners for adoption as an amendment to the 
Missoula County Growth Policy, based on the findings of fact and conclusions of law. 

 
III. BACKGROUND 
Missoula County is proposing the Missoula Area Land Use Map and Element as an amendment to the 
2016 Missoula County Growth Policy.  
 
Originally adopted in the 1970s, the current land use map had occasionally been updated for portions 
of the county over the years, but there had never been a comprehensive update. The 2016 Missoula 
County Growth Policy identified updating the land use designation map, a spatial and visual 
representation of a community’s policy and values, as a high priority.  
 
Planning Area Boundary 
The Growth Policy states that updating the land use designation map is an especially high priority for 
those areas experiencing growth and development pressures, where the existing designations are 
outdated, and/or where there is significant community interest. The urban area around Missoula was 
identified as the first priority for a map update, known as the Planning Area, for the following reasons:  
 

• The Missoula urban area experiences the most growth pressure in Missoula County. Eight out 
of ten new residents to Missoula County will locate within the urban area.  

• The unincorporated area around the City of Missoula is home to over 23,000 people and has 
the most complex land use patterns in the county with varying levels of infrastructure, density 
and employment.  

• This area has a long-demonstrated history of planning, but most of the Area Plans establishing 
land use designations were adopted more than 20 years ago.  

• This area has a regional impact on the housing market.  

• The limited land area, growth pressures and competing values have increased public interest in 
land use planning in the area. 

 
The methodology for identifying the Planning Area employed four considerations. The first was to 
incorporate existing urban area plan boundaries since they form the foundation of Missoula County’s 
planning approach to growth management in the unincorporated areas of Missoula County. Most of the 
plans are over 20 years old. The second consideration looked to include all areas within Part II zoning 
district boundaries (76-2-201, MCA), which have not had a comprehensive update since being adopted 
in 1976. Updated land use designations will provide the legal framework and planning foundation for a 
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county zoning update. The third consideration acknowledges the growth areas in the county. In general, 
development is occurring along major transportation routes between the Wye and Bonner. The area 
west of Missoula is most likely to see development over the next 20 years. Areas especially of interest 
are the Wye, Mullan Road and the former Smurfit-Stone site. The fourth consideration was the 
boundaries of the community councils. Small portions of Seeley Lake, Lolo and Evaro Community Council 
boundaries would have been included in the Planning Area based on the first consideration, but because 
those areas are mostly federal lands and not expected to see significant development pressure, they are 
not included in this phase of the map update.  
 
County’s Role 
The scope of the project was framed around what the county’s role should be in planning for the next 20 
years of development and preservation. The county’s role entails coordinating with the city, facilitating 
unique neighborhoods, providing for rural neighborhoods and protecting public health and safety. More 
information about these roles can be found on page 5 of the Land Use Element (Attachment A). 
 
Land Use Designations 
The land use designations, or “place types,” describe places with similar goals, characteristics, uses and 
mobility considerations and are meant to be general. They do not necessarily describe the current 
conditions of the area; they describe a desired future condition. Each designation is shaped by goals, 
land uses, characteristics, intensity, and mobility and access. Especially innovative designations are 
Live/Make Neighborhood, Planned Neighborhood, and Community Mixed Use. Additional tools include 
incentives such as density bonuses that may financially incentivize the protection of important natural 
features, agriculture lands, or provisions for public facilities, such as access or trails by allowing 
additional dwelling units beyond the recommendation. More information on the land use designations 
can be found starting on page 29 of the Land Use Element (Attachment A). 
 
Implementation 
Because a land use map provides guidance rather than regulations, implementation strategies are 
necessary in order to arrive at the set of future conditions laid out in the map. These include updating 
the zoning regulations, subdivision regulations, and zoning map; addressing infrastructure needs more 
directly and proactively; coordinating with other jurisdictions on master planning efforts and 
infrastructure development through a variety of means; and monitoring and amending the growth policy 
and land use map as necessary due to changing conditions and requests from the public.  
 
Public Process 
In developing the working draft, CAPS staff held a dozen public workshops, open houses and visioning 
meetings in neighborhoods from Bonner to Frenchtown over three rounds of engagement. Planners 
spoke to community councils, homeowners’ associations and community organizations, and they 
interacted with dozens of stakeholders representing housing advocates, trail advocates, farmers and 
ranchers, conservationists, developers and state and local agencies. In addition, acknowledging that not 
everyone can attend a workshop or open house, the project had an interactive online map where people 
could comment. In the third round of public engagement alone, the online map received 711 individual 
visitors who spent an average of 30 minutes on the site and provided 52 comments. These outreach 
efforts engaged the community in a discussion about their values and ideas on growth in the Planning 
Area.  
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IV. AGENCY AND PUBLIC COMMENT 
On December 28, 2018, a request for comment was sent to a number federal, state, county, and city 
agencies; businesses, organizations and members of the public. The request was included in the 
Community and Planning Services newsletter, reaching over 700 contacts. No comments were received 
from agencies. Those comments received from the public, as of January 8, 2019, are included as 
Attachments B. 
 
V. FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
The Missoula County Growth Policy identifies the updates to the Land Use Designation Map as an 
amendment that will help achieve a number of the growth policy goals (Goals 1, 4, 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11). 
How the proposed land use map and element addresses these goals is evaluated below: 

 
Findings: 
1. Goal #1. Conserve vital natural resources including surface and ground water, air quality, 

agricultural resources, iconic landscapes, fish and wildlife species and their habitats, and native 
plant communities. 
 
The majority of land within the Planning Area is designated to advance this goal by identifying 
priority resource areas based on agricultural soils, wildlife habitat, water, scenic viewsheds, and 
the functions of the natural environment. The designations Open, Resource, and Recreation; 
Agriculture; Working Lands; and Rural Residential and Small Agriculture make up 133,564 acres, 
or 87.3% of the Planning Area. These designations aim to preserve natural resources, allow for 
agriculture, grazing, and timber production, and prohibit or limit development within areas 
identified as containing hazards or resources. Consequently, most development, including 
commercial, industrial, mid- and high-density residential is allocated to 12.7% of the Planning 
Area.  
 

2. Goal #4. Reduce Missoula County’s contribution to climate change while promoting resiliency and 
adapting to its impact on the natural environment and communities. 
 
This map update encourages growth in and around existing communities and infrastructure, 
preserves agricultural land, and encourages mixed-use, walkable neighborhoods in order to 
conserve resources and accommodate a variety of transportation options for residents. These 
efforts are aimed at reducing contributions to climate change and reducing development pressures 
on the natural environment and communities. 
 

3. Goal #7. Sustain and promote the land- and resource-based industries of agriculture, timber, 
restoration, and recreation that are part of the local economy and heritage. 
 
The creation of an Agriculture land use designation is one that did not exist in Missoula County’s 
land use maps prior to this update and is informed by numerous comments received during public 
outreach. This designation was guided by the identification of areas with agricultural potential 
based on existence of prime soils and agricultural tax assessments which were cross-referenced 
with aerial imagery, thus identifying existing agricultural activity and land with potential for 
agricultural activity. 
 

4. Goal #8. Proactively plan and provide for the logical growth of communities while protecting rural 
character and sustaining county resources by guiding development to areas most suited for it. 
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Development is focused on areas with necessary infrastructure in place or nearby. The Rural 
Residential land use designation acknowledges areas with limited infrastructure, such as Target 
Range and north Grant Creek. These areas are recommended to provide low-density housing in 
areas without public water or sewer and preserve rural and semi-rural characteristics, such as 
larger lots, small-scale agricultural uses and natural landscapes and waterways. Higher densities 
are recommended in those areas that are well served by sewer and water currently or could be in 
the future. This acknowledges the financial and resource efficiencies that can be realized when 
development is focused where it is well-suited and along current and proposed infrastructure.  
 

5. Goal #9. As part of planning, support the provision of infrastructure and services to and within 
rural communities. 

 
The extension of infrastructure and services to and within rural communities must be balanced 
with the county’s role in maintaining rural community character. The type of development that 
can follow infrastructure has the potential to change the character of a place from rural to urban. 
The map update has identified areas where growth can accommodate the more than 14,000 new 
residents expected to arrive in the Planning Area over the next twenty years. These areas are 
designated as Community Mixed-Use and Planned Neighborhoods. Extending infrastructure to 
these sites would have to occur prior to the recommended densities being realized. As noted in 
the implementation strategy, Missoula County will have to work with public- and private-sector 
partners and identify strategies to develop the necessary infrastructure in the areas planned for 
long-term growth.  
 

6. Goal #10. Provide opportunities for a wide range of housing choices, especially for those who are 
homeless or experiencing high costs for housing relative to income. 

 
The land use map is not by itself a solution to the housing issue, but it can affect housing supply 
and housing type. The map has areas for every housing type, from single-family homes on large 
lots to multi-family dwellings in mixed-use centers. Of the 15 land use designations in the map 
update, six allow for the full range of housing types. Multi-family housing is allowed for in more 
designations than before, including commercial centers. Additionally, density bonuses are a 
recommended incentive tool in five of the lower density designations. The intent of the density 
bonus is to allow additional dwelling units beyond the recommended density in order to financially 
incentivize the preservation of cultural and natural resources and/or efficiently use investment in 
public facilities. This broad approach to housing supply and type allows the market to evolve with 
changing conditions and enables the development of housing at price points where it can be 
economically produced.  

 

7. Goal #11.  Reduce the safety risks and costs associated with wildland fire, flooding, and other 
hazards. 

 
Development in the wrong places can lead to public health and safety issues, as well as higher 
costs to the county to manage and mitigate disasters. Floodways, floodplains, and elevated 
wildfire risk are the main hazards in the planning area. The land use map update proactively 
mitigates risk to public health and safety by steering future growth and development away from 
these types of hazardous areas.  
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Conclusion: 

The proposed 2019 Missoula Area Land Use Map and Element amendment is warranted. It 
addresses and furthers the Growth Policy goals by preserving natural resources, acknowledging 
and responding to climate change and other environmental challenges, allowing for both 
agriculture and a range of housing types, maintaining rural neighborhoods, encouraging 
development along existing infrastructure and deterring development in hazardous areas.  

 
Recommended Motion: 

THAT the Missoula Area Land Use Map and Element, as shown in Attachments A and A-1, be 
recommended to the Missoula Board of County Commissioners for adoption as an amendment to the 
2016 Missoula County Growth Policy, based on the findings of fact and conclusions of law. 

 
VI.  ATTACHMENTS 
A.    Proposed Land Use Element 
A-1.  Proposed Land Use Map 
B. Public comments received as of January 8, 2019 
 


