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HOUSING NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

 
1. Background and History 

The town of West Yellowstone is an idyllic old-west town resting in the Hebgen Basin of the 

Gallatin and Madison mountain ranges. At an elevation of approximately 6,660 feet, the town 

acts as the western gate into Yellowstone National Park, the world’s first national park. The 

West Gate to Yellowstone National Park is the busiest of the five gates to the park, averaging 

more than 2.5 million visitors a year. Surrounded on all sides by federal lands (National park 

and National forest) the town covers less than one square mile (505 acres). Having nowhere to 

expand, the town contains more than 35 hotels, motels and RV parks. With the majority of the 

town’s resources allocated to the tourism industry, the town has had limited skills and resources 

available to address the demand for affordable and workforce housing, creating a growing issue 

and concern for many residents. 

 

The development of West Yellowstone began to take shape shortly after the founding of the 

park with the first piece of land leased from the Forest Service in early 1900’s. In June 1908, the 

Oregon Short Line Railroad was completed and visitors started arriving in greater numbers. The 

Great Depression, World War II, and the advent of the family automobile greatly affected the 

number of people travelling by train to West Yellowstone. Following the August 17, 1959 

earthquake, regular passenger service was discontinued, resuming in 1960 for a final season.1 

By 1961 the railroad company ended service to the area and agreed to give their land to the 

town, but only if the town incorporated. By 1966, the Town of West Yellowstone was formed. 

 

Since then the Town has continued to structure itself around the tourism industry. Due to the 

seasonal nature of park visitation more land in West Yellowstone is allocated to Commercial 

Retail use than Residential use. Residential development has historically been heavily 

concentrated in single-family detached housing in nearly all residential zoning districts. The 

majority of these homes are for second home use/vocational use. There are few remaining 

multifamily lots available for development.  

 

Despite census numbers that represent a large available housing stock, many units are held by 

private business owners for seasonal employee needs. The housing remains vacant in the 

shoulder and winter seasons. Those seeking year-round housing are left with few options, 

particularly affordable options. They are instead forced to rent, usually from their employer, 

when they would like to purchase.   

 

A population trend unique to West Yellowstone and similar amenity towns that cannot be easily 

captured is the seasonal fluctuation. The number of people in West Yellowstone dramatically 

increases during the summer months and open season of the park. The people coming to town 

would include; “snowbirds”, Visa workers from around the world, seasonal workers, and the 

millions of visitors passing through town on their way to see Yellowstone National Park. There is 

                                                
1
 Yellowstone Historic Center 
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a significant increase in the number of people who call West Yellowstone home during the 

summer season, but no real way to capture a specific number pertaining to this number of 

people. 

 

 

 

 

Map 1. Reference Map of West Yellowstone CCD
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2. Community Input Regarding Housing Needs 

 

The following is a summary of West Yellowstone citizens’ perceptions of their community’s 

housing needs and most significant issues based on public meetings, focus groups, and 

discussions with interested persons and groups. A detailed description of the focus group 

questions and responses can be found in Appendix B. 

 

1. Most significant housing issues. 

 Respondents feel that some of the most significant issues include a lack of available 

housing of any kind, unaffordable rents for the income that residents earn, and substandard 

housing conditions that are not reported due to fear of losing housing. Most respondents feel 

that the conversion of monthly rentals to vacation rentals (often nightly or weekly through Airbnb 

and VRBO) have taken away a valuable housing stock for residents and contributed to 

overcrowding in monthly rentals and homes. There are few landlords in West Yellowstone who 

will allow pets on their leases and thus further restricts the number of pet owners that are able to 

stay or move to West Yellowstone. Due to West Yellowstone’s “seasonal switch”, the transitions 

between housing options greatly limit the available housing options to those who wish to make 

West Yellowstone their permanent residency.  

 

2. Housing that would best suit the needs of the community. 

 Due to the overall lack of any housing, respondents answered that any kind of housing is 

needed in West Yellowstone. After tailoring the question, through discussion, citizens inferred 

that housing which would accommodate singles to families of three to five would be best suited 

for the town. Residents have given the preference to one to two bedroom apartments and two to 

three bedroom town homes; and in each case, subsidized housing support.  

 

3. Maximum housing payments. Participants were asked what rent/mortgage payments they 

considered affordable. 

 Rent: $500/month for an apartment, no utilities. $800/month for an apartment with 

utilities included.  

Or $650-$700/month for a trailer and its land.  

 Mortgage: $1,000-$1,100/month.  

 

4. Difficulties experienced when trying to Rent. 

 Focus group participants reported issues related to substandard living conditions and 

lack of upkeep of rooms and buildings. Participants also stressed the seasonal fluctuation in 

availability. The general sentiment is that to obtain an apartment or available room in West 

Yellowstone you have to know the right person; rarely are there listings for available rooms. The 

best chance of getting an available place in town is to know the right person and to arrive at the 

right time of year (changing of tourism seasons).  
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5. Difficulties experienced when trying to Purchase. 

Participants of the focus groups highlighted three primary issues.  

1. First there are not options available for purchase within the town limits, nor are the 

available homes in town considered reasonably priced.  

2. Second, saving for or securing a down payment for purchase or building on town lots are 

out of reach for many residents.  

3. And lastly, having to move outside of town for a home leads to more transportation and 

snow removal issues and concerns.  

 

6. Safety or Quality issues related to previous living arrangements. 

 Focus group participants were asked if they have experienced quality or safety issues 

related to past or current living conditions. Their responses revolved around structural quality, 

mold and other health concerns, poor insulation, and a lack of building inspection process and 

or code compliance.  

 

7. Additional Comments or Concerns presented. 

 Respondents requested more commitment and enforcement from local authorities to 

address daily concerns of residents. Specifically addressed were blight enforcement, 

construction timeframes, economic development, rising cost of living, and a commitment to 

affordable housing efforts.  
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3. Demographic Profile and Trends 

 

Scope of Geographic Area 

All Census data presented is for the West Yellowstone Census County Division (CCD). This 

area includes not only the town of West Yellowstone, but the southern portion of Gallatin County 

from approximately five miles north of the northern boundary of Yellowstone National Park. Map 

1 on the previous page shows the boundaries of the CCD. 

 

Population and Housing Occupancy 

A summary of the population, economic and household factors are presented in the Market 

Analysis conducted by Open Window Consulting, LLC. According to the summary West 

Yellowstone's population declined by 39% from 2000 to 2010, and by 2013 had increased 16% 

to a total of 2,013 residents. This 16% growth since 2010 compares to 52% for Big Sky CCD 

and only 4% for all of Gallatin County.  

 

In 2013, the total number of households in West Yellowstone stood at 891. Of these, 59% (528) 

were family households, while 41% (363) were non-family households. Between 2010 and 

2013, the number of households increased by 14%, from 785 to 891. The number of family 

households grew by 10%, while the number of nonfamily households grew by 19%. In the same 

time period, the number of family households headed by married couples increased 29% to a 

total of 438 households, while the number headed by single women fell by 46% (104 

households to 56).2 

 

By 2013, 61% of households were owner-occupied, a decrease from 2010. In 2010 there were 

481 total homeowners and by 2013 there were 458. There was an increase in the total number 

of renters: from 304 in 2010 to 433 in 2013, bringing the renter occupancy to a total of 39%. In 

2013 66% of family households owned their home, compared to 34% of the family households 

that rented. Figure 1 shows the percentages of housing types for owner-occupied and renter-

occupied units collected in 2013. And table 1 demonstrates the use of housing units, where 71% 

of the vacant units are used “For seasonal, recreational or occasional use”.  

 

In both of the focus groups held in West Yellowstone, the availability of any kind of housing was 

brought up as the most significant housing issue in town.  

 

According to the U.S. Census, the vacancy rate of the area should be able to accommodate 

anyone moving to West Yellowstone and looking for a home. However a unit is classified as 

vacant even if a housing unit is occupied at the time of the survey. The people who occupy the 

unit cannot be there for more than 3 months, otherwise is considered occupied. Due to the 

seasonal nature of the town, many units remain empty nine months of the year. The U.S. 

Census is conducted in April every ten years. For West Yellowstone’s usual summer season 

pattern, most seasonal workers have not yet arrived, leaving units vacant.  

                                                
2
 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015: Page 13 
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Figure 1. Owner-Occupied and Renter-Occupied Housing by Type 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Open Window Consulting, LLC 
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Table 1. Occupancy & Vacancy 

Occupancy & Vacancy (Census Bureau data) 
        

             2000* 2010 2011 2012 2013 

  Number Percent Estimate Percent Estimate Percent Estimate Percent Estimate Percent 

Total housing units 2,800 100% 1,564 100% 1,617 100% 1,679 100% 1,768 100% 

  Occupied units 1276 46% 785 50% 815 50% 840 50% 891 50% 

  Vacant units 1524 54% 779 50% 802 50% 839 50% 877 50% 

      For seasonal, recreational, 
or occasional use 1,304 86% 496 64% 521 65% 585 70% 621 71% 

      Current residence 
elsewhere† n/a -- 57 7% 104 13% 97 12% 99 11% 

      For migrant workers† 6 0% 19 2% 32 4% 8 1% 9 1% 

      For rent 120 8% 144 18% 122 15% 128 15% 128 15% 

      Rented, not occupied ‡ -- 0 0% 9 1% 17 2% 18 2% 

      For sale only 29 2% 11 1% 11 1% 19 2% 20 2% 

      Sold, not occupied ‡ -- 7 1% 3 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Homeowner vacancy rate n/a -- 2% -- 2% -- 4% -- 4% -- 

Rental vacancy rate n/a -- 32% -- 25% -- 25% -- 22% -- 

* All 2000 data is drawn from the 2000 Decennial Census. Except where noted, all 2010-2013 data is drawn from the American Community Survey. 

† Migrant workers are those employed in farm work. 
        

‡ The 2000 Census data reports 13 total unoccupied units, without specifying whether they are rented or sold. 
   

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Open Window Consulting, LLC 
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Outside the town limits of West Yellowstone, approximately 15 miles away, are the Hebgen 

Lake Estates (a Census Designated Place within the West Yellowstone CCD) where in 2010 the 

census reported a population total of 70 people. Of these 70 people, 36% are between the ages 

of 55 and 69. This information does not capture the number of people who move to Hebgen 

Lake Estates for only the summer season.  

 

“In 2013, single family homes comprise the majority of owner occupied housing units (83%), and 

34% of renter occupied units were single family homes. The total number of owner-occupied 

units decreased from 2010 to 2013, from 481 to 458. Much of this decrease is found in one- and 

two-bedroom units, which fell by 35% (15 units) and 49% (49 units). Three- and four-bedroom 

units increased slightly from 2010-2013, adding 11 units (5%) and 25 (29%) units, 

respectively.”3 

 

Figure 2 shows the percentage of all housing units by type regardless of occupancy. More than 

half (63%) are single family homes. The second most common type of units are mobile homes 

and duplexes at a distant 8% each of all housing units in West Yellowstone.  

 

Figure 2. Housing Units by Type, 2013 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

 

 

Table 2 was provided through Open Window’s Data and Market Analysis. 

 

                                                
3
 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015: Pages 48-49 
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Table 2. Housing Type by Tenure 

Housing Type - Owner-Occupied vs. Renter-Occupied 
       2000*† 2010† 2011 2012 2013 

 
Number Percent Estimate Percent Estimate Percent Estimate Percent Estimate Percent 

Total housing units 
(Decennial Census) 2,800 100% 1,730 100% -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Total occupied units 
(Decennial Census) 1,276 46% 856 49% -- -- -- -- -- -- 

Total housing units 
(ACS) -- -- 1,564 

100% 1,617 100% 1,679 100% 1,768 100% 

Total occupied units 
(ACS) -- -- 

785 
-- 

815 
-- 

840 
-- 

891 
-- 

  Owner occupied: 688 100% 481 100% 465 100% 475 100% 458 100% 

    1, detached 480 70% 407 85% 366 79% 373 79% 380 83% 

    1, attached (rowhouse) 68 10% 8 2% 2 0% 17 4% 18 4% 

    2 10 1% 5 1% 23 5% 22 5% 19 4% 

    3 or 4 40 6% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

    5 to 9 7 1% 20 4% 30 6% 30 6% 12 3% 

    10 to 19 8 1% 8 2% 8 2% 8 2% 0 0% 

    20 or more 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

    Mobile home 71 10% 19 4% 22 5% 17 4% 13 3% 

    Boat, RV, van, etc. 4 1% 14 3% 14 3% 8 2% 16 3% 

  Renter occupied: 588 100% 304 100% 350 100% 365 100% 433 100% 

    1, detached 200 34% 141 46% 158 45% 125 34% 147 34% 

    1, attached (rowhouse) 39 7% 15 5% 16 5% 16 4% 0 0% 

    2 60 10% 21 7% 51 15% 61 17% 71 16% 

    3 or 4 77 13% 19 6% 28 8% 31 8% 71 16% 

    5 to 9 40 7% 0 0% 0 0% 10 3% 13 3% 

    10 to 19 26 4% 35 12% 30 9% 31 8% 37 9% 

    20 or more 46 8% 32 11% 32 9% 22 6% 11 3% 

    Mobile home 98 17% 41 13% 35 10% 57 16% 71 16% 

    Boat, RV, van, etc. 2 0% 0 0% 0 0% 12 3% 12 3% 

* All 2000 data is drawn from the 2000 Decennial Census. Except where noted, all 2010-2013 data is drawn from the American Community Survey. 

† Housing totals from the2000 and 2010 Decennial Census should not be directly compared to those from the 2010-2013 data from the American Community Survey. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Open Window Consulting, LLC 
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Ethnicity Changes 

There has been a significant increase in the number of Hispanics and Latinos that claim West 

Yellowstone as their residency. From 2000 to 2010, the number of Hispanics increased from 

118 to 232, an increase of 97%. Hispanics or Latinos have found consistent employment in the 

hospitality industry and their children are able to attend school.  

 

Table 3. Population: Race & Hispanic 

Population: Race and Hispanic/Latino 

           2000 2010 2013  % Change 

 
Count Percent Count Percent Estimate Percent 

 
2000-
2010 

2000-
2013 

Total 
population 

2,887 100% 1,758 100% 2,031 100% 
  -39% 16% 

White 2,756 95.5% 1,572 89.4% 1,930 95.0% 
 

-43% 23% 

Black or African 
American 

6 0.2% 5 0.3% 50 2.5% 

 
-17% 900% 

American Indian 
and Alaska 
Native 

15 0.5% 18 1.0% 6 0.3% 

 
20% -67% 

Asian 20 0.7% 13 0.7% 0 0.0% 
 

-35% -100% 

Native Hawaiian 
and Other 
Pacific Islander 

1 0.0% 0 0.0% 14 0.7% 

 
-100%   

Some Other 
Race 

61 2.1% 95 5.4% 25 1.2% 

 
56% -74% 

Two or More 
Races 

28 1.0% 55 3.1% 6 0.3% 

 
96% -89% 

              
 

    

Hispanic or 
Latino (of any 
race) 

118 4.1% 232 13.2% 151 7.4% 

 
97% -35% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau data; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

Yet to be recognized in Census data is the number of Chinese businesses that are also moving 

to West Yellowstone to take advantage of the growing tourism by Chinese tourists. A growing 

number of businesses, restaurants and hotels, are catering to specifically Chinese tourists. As 

of summer 2015 there were two hotels and three restaurants that catered primarily to Chinese 

tourists and run by Chinese owners. These owners, however, do not claim West Yellowstone as 

their year round residence.  

 

Income Distributions 

“The median annual income for all households in West Yellowstone CCD was $46,450 in 2013. 

However, renters' median income was 30% less than the overall median, at $32,464. 

Homeowners had a median income almost 66% higher than the overall median, and were 

above the Gallatin County Area Median Income (AMI) in 2012 and 2013. Examining the 

distribution of incomes within the renter and homeowner groups, renter incomes are skewed 
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toward lower incomes, while homeowner incomes were skewed toward higher incomes (see 

Figure 3). In 2013, a much larger number of renters than homeowners had "very low" incomes 

(below 50% of AMI) -- 236 versus 72, respectively. This imbalance grew significantly between 

2010 and 2013. In 2010, renters made up 58% of very low income households, but in 2013 

comprised 77% of such households.”4 

 

Figure 3. Median Household Income by Tenure 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau data; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

Using approximations we find that an estimated 25% of West Yellowstone households have 

incomes of less than $25,000, in line with HUD’s low-income group (Figure 4). And Figure 5 

shows what income groups are considered low-income, at 50% AMI defined by HUD.  

 

Figure 4: Income Distributions 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

                                                
4
 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015: Page 41 
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Figure 5. Area Median Income (50% AMI or lower in red) 

 
*Where HH# represent the size of the household. For example a household of three would be shown as: HH3. 

 

In 2013, the average household size in West Yellowstone was 2.18 and the average family 

household size was 2.83. And almost one third (30%) of households consisted of one person 

living alone.  

 

In West Yellowstone a household of two is eligible for HUD ownership programs if they are 

earning less than $37,500 and eligible for subsidized rentals earning less than $32,500. A larger 

household of four could earn up to $50,000 and be eligible for HUD ownership assistance and 

up to $41,200 for rental assistance. Again, while the income figures do not perfectly align, an 

estimated 40% of households in the area earn less than $34,999 and would likely qualify for 

assistance, along with many potential households earning between $35,000 and $49,999.  

 

Housing Costs Burdens 

According to the U.S. Census American Community Survey (ACS) figures, the median rent in 

2013 was $667/month. HUD defines a household as cost burdened if they pay more than 30% 

of their income toward housing. According to Census data for renter households, over 20% of 

those in West Yellowstone earning less than $20,000 are cost burdened. Fifteen percent (15%) 

of households earning between $20,000 and $34,999 and 3% of households earning between 

$35,000 and $49,999 are cost burdened. No renter household earning over $50,000 reported 

housing cost burdens in the ACS figures from 2013. In all 38% of the renter-occupied household 

earning less than $50,000 are cost burdened in West Yellowstone. On the same note 11.5% of 

the owner-occupied housing units are cost burdened. All in all, a total of 29% of the occupied 

housing units are cost burdened.  

 

“The number of burdened homeowners with a mortgage fell from 116 (44% of all such 

households) in 2010 to 86 (32%) in 2012, but then grew again to 101 (37%) in 2013. The 

number of burdened homeowners without a mortgage fell from 46 (22% of all such households) 

in 2010 to 13 (7%) in 2013. The number of burdened renter households grew in number from 
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124 in 2010 to 151 in 2013, but fell as a portion of all renter households during that period, from 

53% to 43%. The number of burdened renter households fluctuating approximately between 

those values in the intervening two years.”5 

 

Figure 6. Income Brackets by Tenure, 2013 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

In both of the focus groups, people agreed that paying $500/month would “seem reasonable.” 

For someone making an annual income of $20,000, 30% of their income per month would 

equate to $500.  

 

Across areas and communities with a strong tourism industry, people are turning to crowd 

sourced hospitality sites like Vacation Rental by Owner (VRBO) and Airbnb. The average price 

of a vacation rental from March 2015 to August 2015 was $265 per night6. With this in mind a 

homeowner can make $530 in two nights compared to making approximately the same amount 

over a whole month.   

                                                
5
 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015: Page 62 
6
 Prices collected from VRBO.com excluding listings that require a week minimum stay. 
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Figure 7. Homeowner with Mortgage, Monthly Costs, 2010-2013 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

Figure 8. Renters Housing Costs as a percent of Household Income, 2010-2013 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

Yellowstone National Park Influences 

Due to West Yellowstone’s geography as a gateway community to Yellowstone National Park, 

there is a substantial increase in “traffic” during the summer months. Figure 9 demonstrates the 

monthly traffic count going through the West Gate to Yellowstone from 2012 to 2014. Clearly 

visible is the increase during the summer months of June through September.  
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In 2009 the town of West Yellowstone developed the Tourism and Business Improvement 

District (TBID) to help promote and develop tourism in the area. The TBID is funded by a fee 

assessed on nightly rentals of $1.00 per night per occupied room for all lodging facilities with ten 

or more rooms to offer. Based on fees collected between May and September of 2014, on any 

given night within the town limits of West Yellowstone there could be a minimum of 5,000 

tourists staying in hotels. This number does not account for the numerous campgrounds and 

resorts outside the town’s limits, but in the Hebgen Basin area.  

 

Figure 9. Yellowstone National park Visitors per year 2012-2014 

 
Source: Integrated Resource Management Application, National Park Service Use Statistics 

 

Figure 10. Yellowstone National Park - West Gate Visitors 2002-2012 

 
Source: Integrated Resource Management Application, National Park Service Use Statistics 

 



 

17 

 

4. Local Economy and Workforce 

 

Employment Trends 

Quantifying employment trends in West Yellowstone proves difficult. The U.S. Census only 

captures employment at a single time of the year and cannot accurately represent seasonal 

peaks. Any available data must be supplemented with information from area employers. This is 

just one reason an employer survey was conducted in order to capture the current market 

conditions faced by area businesses. However Open Window Consulting, LLC was able to put 

conclude the following based upon Census information and the employer survey (Appendix C).  

 

Employment: 

 Accommodation and Food Service has been the dominant employer throughout the 2002-2012 

period. It employed nearly twice the workers of the next leading sector in 2002; it more than 

doubled its workers from 2006 to 2009, then plummeted by 61% in 2010.  

 Employment in Public Administration jumped from 45 workers in 2009 to 223 in 2010; by 

maintaining employment at around 200 workers through 2012, became the second biggest 

employment sector in West Yellowstone. 

Seasonality of employment: 

 About 1/3 (15) use employees from all four workforce segments: Full-year full-time workers, Full-

year part-time workers, Seasonal full-time workers, and Seasonal part-time workers. 

 Of responding businesses, 17% (8) operate only seasonally. 

 Only 9% of respondents operate year-round and add no seasonal staff. Of these, half use only 

full time staff and half use full- and part-time staff. 

 Those using year-round part-time workers tend to have a small number of such workers – 71% 

have only 1-3 such employees. The majority (52%) of respondents with seasonal full-time 

employees have a large number of such employees (more than 10). 

 

Open Window Consulting, LLC was able to put together the following graph of employment by 

Industry from 2002 to 2012 (page 26): 

 

Figure 11:  

Employment  

by Industry 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: U.S. 

Census Bureau 

data; Open 

Window 

Consulting, LLC 
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Table 4. Employment by Industry (Number of workers) 

Employment by Industry, 2002-2012 

 

Number of Employees 

Industry 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Accommodation& Food 
Services 483 513 534 525 547 1,062 1,079 1,141 448 413 427 

Public Administration 37 43 40 46 43 39 52 45 223 197 201 

Retail Trade 255 190 144 211 216 213 215 229 253 181 170 
Arts, Entertainment, and 
Recreation 65 55 127 125 219 242 66 575 670 59 60 
Administration & Support, 
Waste Management and 
Remediation 15 15 8 46 8 22 55 94 92 39 50 
Other Services (excluding 
Public Administration) 19 10 17 11 24 34 54 43 60 46 47 
Professional, Scientific, and 
Technical Services 4 6 11 22 25 33 33 48 50 32 43 
Real Estate and Rental and 
Leasing 26 41 51 48 120 83 94 52 49 28 36 

Construction 84 144 153 153 234 169 160 91 57 34 33 
Transportation and 
Warehousing 33 23 14 21 19 18 17 6 15 14 19 

Manufacturing 22 23 19 17 22 19 23 41 27 19 17 

Finance and Insurance 6 6 9 11 12 18 19 35 17 9 12 

Wholesale Trade 4 4 1 2 3 8 11 11 32 6 12 
Health Care and Social 
Assistance 19 12 27 22 32 14 21 14 18 5 7 

Utilities 0 6 7 8 3 5 8 6 12 6 6 

Information 19 19 17 19 12 16 17 9 6 5 4 

Educational Services 10 14 24 57 6 4 4 28 0 1 0 
Management of Companies 
and Enterprises 5 2 3 4 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 
Mining, Quarrying, and Oil 
and Gas Extraction 1 2 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing 
and Hunting 0 1 8 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau data; Open Window Consulting, LLC 
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Worker Inflow and Outflow 

Commuting is prevalent throughout Gallatin County. The West Yellowstone CCD has more jobs 

than number of workers residing in the area. The net inflow peaked at 1,807 in 2009 according 

to the Market Study by Open Window. Those living and working in West Yellowstone have 

consistently been fewer than commuter groups. Figure 12 shows the general commuting 

patterns. 

 

Figure 12. Map of West Yellowstone CCD Net Worker Flows 
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Seasonality of Workforce 

A common issue in resort and destination communities is the seasonal fluctuation of workers. 

The level of demand for affordable housing is complicated by the significant, and unquantified, 

seasonality of the population and employment in West Yellowstone. Open Window Consulting 

points out that “because Census Bureau data is seasonally adjusted, it will patently fail to 

capture the peaks and troughs in housing occupancy. However, this seasonality is a known fact 

and is driven by seasonal tourism, which is the cornerstone of the local economy. It is reflected 

in the fact that fully 37% of workers are employed in the Accommodations & Food Service 

industry according to official data and in the responses to the 2015 NRMEDD Employer Survey, 

in which 42 of 48 respondents report using seasonal labor.”  

 

The NRMEDD 2015 Employer Survey asked employers to quantify their seasonal hiring, but 

numbers were reported in ranges. It was disclosed that 44 out of the 48 respondent businesses 

employ seasonal workers.  

 

“Employers have expressed a perceived need (demand) for affordable housing in answers to 

the 2015 NRMEDD Employer Survey, and more importantly have demonstrated this perception 

through their actions to obtain housing for their employers.”7 

 
Figure 13. Magnitude of Employment of Workforce Segments 

 
Source: 2015 NRMEDD Employer Survey; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

                                                
7
 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015. Page 6 
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5. Housing Need and Market Conditions 

 

Current Housing Stock 

“In 2013, owner-occupied house values were predominantly in the $200,000s (33%) and 

$300,000-$500,000 (30%). Eighteen percent had values of $500,000 or more. Homes valued in 

the $100,000s comprised 12%, and those valued under $100,000 comprised 7%. Figure 5 

shows the consistent predominance of homes in the $200,000s and $300,000-$500,000 from 

2010 to 2013, while the portion of owner-occupied homes under $100,000 declined and those 

worth $500,000 or more grew.”8 

 

Figure 14. Stock of Housing by Value, 2010-2013 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

“In nominal dollars (not adjusted for inflation), the data suggests a dramatic reduction in the 

number and portion of homes under $200,000 and an increase in homes valued in the 

$300,000s from 2000 to 2013. The number of homes under $200,000 fell from 369 to an 

estimated 84 and from 54% to an estimated 18% of owner-occupied homes. The number of 

homes valued at $300,000 to $499,999 grew from 90 to an estimated 139 and from 13% to an 

                                                
8
 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015. Page 60. 
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estimated 30% of owner-occupied homes. Again in nominal dollars, 54% of homes were valued 

under $200,000 in 2000. But even in 2013 dollars, homes in this category were 32% of the 

occupied housing stock in 2000, compared to 19% in 2013.”9 

  

“This suggests that West Yellowstone has seen a real reduction in the number of homes 

affordable for those earning less than the Area Median Income. In 2013, homeowners with a 

mortgage had median monthly housing costs of $1,715, which was more than 3 times the 

median cost of owners without a mortgage $517) and almost three times the median costs of 

renters ($638). Homeowners with a mortgage also saw the greatest increase in median monthly 

costs in recent years, increasing 22% from 2010 to 2013.” 8 

 

Figure 15. Single Family Home (SFH) Prices 

 
Source: MLS data provided by John Costello, Yellowstone Realty; Analysis by Open Window Consulting 

 

The median price of houses for sale on Gallatin Associations of Realtors for the months of April, 

May, June and July was $399,90010. And the median price of a house sold in 2014 was 

$204,346.9 This either means that the more expensive homes are not selling or the close out 

price of a home is much lower than the listing price. 

 

For Rental Housing Market 

According to the Market Study by Open Window among renters “between 2010 and 2013, 

households paying $500 to $749 in monthly housing costs (gross rent) were the only group to 

                                                
9
 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015. Page 60. 
10

 Gallatin Association of Realtors. This median excludes listings for over $1 million.  
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fall in absolute terms, from 76 to 64 housing units. Examining monthly housing costs as a 

portion of household income offers important insights for the issue of affordability. Those 

households paying more than 30% of income for housing costs are considered “housing 

burdened”.” 11 

 

Figure 16. Renters' Monthly Costs, 2010-2013 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

Housing Condition 

A primary concern of community members during the focus groups was the quality of housing 

and how distressed it remains. Citing there is a concern seasonal workers may not have a 

reason to take care of the housing unit as it is only a temporary living arrangement. Landlords 

may not have a reason to invest in their properties as there is always demand for their current 

properties in their current conditions. It is understood that renters have a fear of reporting sub-

standard housing conditions, for if their housing is condemned, they lose their home, with few to 

no other alternatives available.  

 

Part of the reason that homes and rental units in the area are in poor condition is due to the 

year of construction. The decade of 1990 to 1999 saw the largest percentage of houses built, 

comprising 24% of the current housing stock. The following decade, 2000 to 2009, saw the 

second largest with 18% of the total current housing stock. Fifty-eight percent of houses were 

                                                
11

 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015. Page 62. 
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built before 1980.12 Figure 17 demonstrates the frequency of which homes were built in West 

Yellowstone by decade. 

 

Figure 17. Number of Housing Units by Decade with Trend Line 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau: Open Window Consulting, LLC 

                                                
12

 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015. Page 47 
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6. Housing Development Cost and Land Use 

 

Price and Availability of Land 

Two large factors impeding housing development in West Yellowstone are the cost and 

availability of land. The town is surrounded on all sides by federal lands: National Park and 

National Forest. The lack of available land contributes to high property values compared to 

similar communities.  

 

The town’s original plat is zoned exclusively commercial, or traditional retail, with allowance for 

residential use per its historical usage. ThinkOne, as part of the Preliminary Architectural 

Report, compared land use in West Yellowstone to averages of US cities and identified a 

significant weighting of land use for commercial versus residential uses. Figure 18 demonstrates 

that 67% of the town’s 505 acres are zoned for retail/commercial use. Just over a quarter, (28%) 

of the land is zoned for residential use.  

 

Figure 18. Percentage of Land Use in West Yellowstone 

 
Source: Town of West Yellowstone Plat, Montana Cadastral Framework, Gallatin County GIS Department, Montana State Library 

 

In the 1980’s the town was able to expand and acquired what is now called the Madison 

Addition. This land was zoned exclusively for residential use, for the first time contributing a 

significant portion of land for residential use. The Madison Addition remains exclusively 

residential except for the Public spaces and the school on the south central portion of the 

addition.  

 

Without counting the accumulation of acres vacant due to use for streets, the Town of West 

Yellowstone has only 8.3% of its land vacant. The most significant portion of that vacant land is 

in the Madison Addition, making up 6.2% of the total 8.3%. There are numerous plots of land 

available in this addition; however the land remains in an unaffordable range to the majority of 

those living in West Yellowstone. In August 2015, the median listing price of an empty lot in 

West Yellowstone’s Madison Addition was $78,900 with median lot acreage of 0.21 acres, 

equivalent to $8.51 per square foot.13 All lots were zoned as single family – medium density.

                                                
13

 Empty lots listed on Gallatin Association of Realtors in August. 
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Figure 19. Map of West Yellowstone’s Zoning Districts 

 
Source: Town of West Yellowstone Plat, Montana Cadastral Framework, Gallatin County 

GIS Department, Montana State Library 

Figure 20. Map of West Yellowstone’s Property Type based on Owner Parcels 

 
Source: Town of West Yellowstone Plat, Montana Cadastral Framework, Gallatin County 

GIS Department, Montana State Library 
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The town of West Yellowstone is currently pursuing the purchase of 80 acres from the 

Gallatin/Custer National Forest to accommodate growth. The additional 80 acres would bring 

the town to an approximate total of 585 acres. This is a great step to ease the limited land 

availability; however, the timeline for development is unclear. The potential of the 80 acres could 

provide space for much needed affordable housing in West Yellowstone and is something the 

town should consider when implementing development standards for the land. Figure 21 

demonstrates the town boundaries if the purchase of the 80 acres is completed.  

 

Figure 21. Potential Map of West Yellowstone’s town limits 

 
Source: Town of West Yellowstone Plat, Montana Cadastral Framework, Gallatin County GIS Department, Montana State 

Library, Gallatin/Custer National Forest Service 

 

Price of building per square foot 

“The price per square foot for single family homes has remained above $100 since 2004 and 

above $120 in 2005 and 2007-14. With three or fewer condos sold in each year 2003-2012, the 

price per square foot appeared to be trending upward from below $100 to $120 and above; 

however, in 2013 and 2014, with 9 and 5 condos sold, respectively, the price per square foot fell 

to below $100 again.”14 

 

                                                
14

 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015. Page 61. 
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The price per square foot to build varies. Based on the Preliminary Architectural Report for the 

area a baseline price is $120/sqft. Based on these numbers, the estimated cost to buy a lot and 

build a 1,000 square foot home would be $205,000. 

 

Building regulations 

There are two building constraints in West Yellowstone. First is parking (a considerable issue 

during the busy summer months) and second, snow considerations. West Yellowstone 

ordinances require 1.7 parking spaces per unit in the residential subdivision of Madison 

Addition.  

 

The annual snowfall in West Yellowstone has lead to a town ordinance prohibit pushing snow 

from private property onto the public streets or sidewalks, and privately moved snow must be 

removed to a designated snow storage area. The interior parks within each block of Old Town 

have been designated as free snow storage areas. Madison Addition and Grizzly Park property 

owners are required to store snow on private property. Parkways (alleys) are designated rights 

of way and must remain open through the winter season. Providing space can be difficult with 

limited lot area. 

 

Zoning Regulations 

Overall, there is not proportional land use for residential uses to house the workers that support 

the hospitality and tourism commerce that drive the town’s economy. With land values 

contributing to high housing costs, it is easy to conclude that available housing in West 

Yellowstone is unaffordable to minimum wage earners. Figure 22 demonstrates that almost half 

of the residential land is used for single family homes.  
 

Figure 22. Percentages of Residential Land Usages in West Yellowstone 

 
Source: Town of West Yellowstone Plat, Montana Cadastral Framework, Gallatin County GIS Department, Montana State Library 
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7. Affordable Housing Price Points and Gaps in Housing Stock 

 

“In 2013, a much larger number of renters than homeowners had "very low" incomes (below 

50% of AMI) -- 236 versus 72, respectively. This imbalance grew significantly between 2010 and 

2013. In 2010, renters made up 58% of very low income households, but in 2013 comprised 

77% of such households.”15 

 

Figure 23. Households Under 50% AMI 

 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau; U.S. Dept. of Housing and Urban Development; Open Window Consulting, LLC 

 

Figures 24 and 25 demonstrate affordability for households at various income levels. Light blue 

shaded areas represent income levels that can be served by subsidies for rental housing; dark 

blue shaded areas represent income levels that can be served by subsidies for home purchase. 

Affordability gaps have been calculated for renting and purchasing at each income level as well. 

Figure 24 demonstrates affordable rental and purchase price points for households earning from 

$20,000 to $40,000 annually. Figure 25 demonstrates affordable rental and purchase price 

points for households earning $45,000 or more annually. Households earning less than $25,000 

annually will experience cost burdens at median rent levels.  
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 Town of West Yellowstone Housing Market Data & Analysis: Prepared by Open Window Consulting, 

LLC: 25 August 2015. Page 13. 
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Figure 24. Affordable Pricing by AMI, Households earning $20,000-$40,000 annually 

 
 

 

Figure 25. Affordable Pricing by AMI, Households earning $45,000-$65,000 annually 
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AFFORDABLE HOUSING PLAN 

 

1. Housing Strategies and Action Items 

 

Identified Community Need:  

Nearly 90% of the respondents to the NRMEDD Employer Survey stated that housing is a 

problem for West Yellowstone’s economy, including 66% who felt that the economic threat is 

“serious”. 

 

Strategy #1 – Increase and preserve the supply of affordable housing 

 

1.1  Build affordable for sale units 

 

Goal:  Per the recommendations of the PAR, construct 24 units (18 townhomes, 3 duplexes 

for a total of 24), targeting households with income of 40% - 80% of Area Median Income 

(AMI) approximately $25,000 - $50,00016 annual income utilizing a community land trust 

model. 

  
 

 

 

                                                
16

 AMI (Area Median Income) adjusts that amount for different family sizes so that family incomes may be 

expressed as a percentage of the area median income. 
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Implementers: 

 

 Enter Contract to 

purchase property 

 Sponsor HOME Grant 

 Project management 

for construction 

 Long term 

management of Land 

Trust 

 Pre-qualification of 

households 

 

 Financial support to 

purchase land 

 Qualify partner families 

 Build Habitat units 

 

 

 

 
 Sponsor CDBG grants 

 Administer grants 

 Potential infrastructure 

assistance  

 Staff support through 

project completion 

 

Timeframe: 36 months,  

Start: January 2016
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Cost and Funding 

Potential Development Scenario 18 units developed by HRDC; sell 3 duplex lots to Habitat 

 

Original 
PAR 

estimates 

Updated 
Engineering 
Estimates 
(9.24.15) 

 Total Estimated Development 
Costs (from PAR) 7,112,380 7,864,663 

 Construction costs of 6 
duplex units 1,408,655 1,616,600 

 Development estimate for 18 
units by HRDC 5,703,725 6,248,063 

 

    Potential Revenue Sources Amount Amount Assumptions 

Community Development 
Block Grant 450,000 450,000 

Town applies for and administers grant; 
HRDC develops property on Town's behalf 

Federal Home Loan Bank -
AHP 360,000 360,000 $20,000/unit - application by HRDC 

HOME competitive grants 
750,000 750,000 

Full competitive grant amount - submitted 
by Town or HRDC 

Affordable target sales 3,240,000 3,240,000 
 max affordable sales price = $214,000; 
target $180,000  

Duplex lot sales to Habitat 215,000 215,000 at post-HOME reduction cost to Habitat 

Reduced infrastructure and 
permitting costs 196,000 245,000 Town of West Yellowstone 

Deferred land costs - - 
 Private grant funding - - 
 TOTAL revenues 5,211,000 5,260,000 
 Philanthropic Gap (492,725) (988,063) To be raised within community* 

Per Unit Shortfall (27,374) (54,892) 
 *Potential funding sources include: Community Foundations, Percent of Resort Tax, Price 

reduction on land, private donations 
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Identified Community Need:  

308 households (35% of all households) in West Yellowstone earn less than 50% of the 

Area Median Income3. 

 

1.2  Increase assistance and education to partners and potential homebuyers 

a. Goal: Transition three households earning less than 80% AMI, approximately 

$30,000 to $55,000 annual income17,  to home ownership using down-payment 

assistance 

i. Implementer: HRDC; engaging local realtors and local lenders 

ii. Timeframe: Annual 

iii. Funding Sources: DPA program is funded via the HOME program with 

maximum assistance of $30,000 per household. 

 

b. Goal: Teach 1 Home Buyers Education class in West Yellowstone per year using 

local lenders and realtors 

i. Implementer: HRDC 

ii. Timeframe: Annual 

iii. Funding Sources: Neighborworks Montana 

 

Identified Community Need:  

55% of all renter households had incomes below 50% area median income (AMI) in 

2013 and the median income of renters has consistently hovered around the “low 

income” mark of 50% AMI18. 

 

1.3  Build Rental housing with below market rents 

a. Goal: Build 20 multifamily units 

b. Implementers: For-profit and potentially nonprofit developers 

c. Timeframe: 4 years 

 

Identified Community Need: 

“As of 2013, 24% of existing housing structures had been built in the 1990’s; 18% had 

been built between 2000 and 2009; 17% were built in the 1980’s; 15% were built in the 

1970’s; and 9% were built in the 1960;s. Seventeen percent of housing structures were 

built before 1960. Only 1%, 14 structures were built in 2010 through 2013” (page 47). 

 

1.4  Repair existing affordable homes 

a. Goal: Rehabilitation approximately 40 of owner-occupied units19 

                                                
17

 AMI (Area Median Income) adjusts that amount for different family sizes so that family incomes may be 

expressed as a percentage of the area median income. 
18

 50% AMI ranging from an annual income of $20,000 for a household of one, to $40,000 for a 

household of five. 



 

35 

 

i. Implementer: Habitat for Humanity  

ii. Timeframe: 2 units annually 

iii. Funding sources: Habitat for Humanity 

iv. Program guidelines: Per Habitat for Humanity for Gallatin Valley program. 

 

b. Goal: Rehabilitation on approximately 15 of renter-occupied units19 

i. Implementer: Potentially Habitat for Humanity 

ii. Timeframe: To be determined 

iii. Funding sources: To be determined 

 

c. Goal: Provide emergency repair program 

i. Implementer: HRDC 

ii. Target: To meet 100% of qualified requests annually 

iii. Funding sources: Low Income Energy Assistance Program (LIEAP) 

iv. Program guidelines: Current LIEAP customer 

 

d. Goal: Weatherization of units to improve energy efficiently and lower energy costs 

i. Implementer: HRDC 

ii. Target: To fulfill 2 requests annually 

iii. Funding sources: Department of Energy, Northwestern Energy, Low 

Income Energy Assistance Program 

iv. Program guidelines: 150% of Poverty level20 

                                                                                                                                                       
19

 Assumption based on % of units built before 1960. See goal 2.6 for implementation of housing 

condition study to calculate actual numbers. 

 
20

 LIEAP and Weatherization Programs – Poverty Levels 

Number in 

Household 

150% of Poverty Level, 

Annual Income 

1 $17,655 

2 $23,895 

3 $30,135 

4 $36,375 

5 $42,615 
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Strategy #2 – Planning and Policy 

 

The Market Study identified an approximate 137 renter households paying more than 30% of 

their monthly income for housing. Taking into consideration the 24 units proposed to be 

developed as strategy 1.1, an approximate 113 affordable units would be needed to meet 

current needs.  The PAR determined an average development cost of $270,000 per affordable 

housing unit. In order to provide 113 units, an approximate $ 47,000,000 would need to be 

generated. 

 

Additionally, an average 800 people commute to West Yellowstone for work. While it is 

unknown precisely how many of these in-commuters need, or desire an affordable home in 

West Yellowstone, approximately 600 would qualify for some form of affordable housing. These 

represent a potential demand for additional housing. 

 

Identified Community Need:  

Sixty-seven percent of the town’s 505 acres are zoned for retail/commercial use. Just 

over a quarter, (28%) of the land is zoned for residential use. Town of West Yellowstone 

has only 8.3% of its land vacant. The most significant portion of that vacant land is in the 

Madison Addition, 6.2%. 

 

2.1  Review current land use, current zoning, and development codes 

a. Goal: Insure current policies support and encourage affordable housing development 

and amend as needed 

b. Implementer: Town of West Yellowstone, Planning Advisory Board 

c. Timeframe: 2 years; review in first year, make changes to zoning and codes in 

second year. 

 

2.2  Encourage the creation of affordable housing in the development of the soon-to-be 

purchased 80 acres parcel. 

a. If developed, Goal: Target a minimum of 10% units developed to be affordable. 

b. If sold, Goal: Deed restriction that would require a minimum of 10% of the units to be 

affordable. 

c. Implementer: Town of West Yellowstone, Planning Advisory Board, HRDC, Habitat 

for Humanity 

d. Timeframe: Over the course of the purchase of the 80 acres. 

 

2.3  Consider creation of a TIF district on the 80 acres, to encourage investment. 

a. Goal: Evaluate potential benefits of a TIF district 

b. Implementer: Town of West Yellowstone, Planning Advisory Board, Northern Rocky 

Mountain Economic Development District 

c. Timeframe: Over the course of the purchase of the 80 acres. 
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2.4  Reconsider creation of a Downtown TIF district, to encourage investment in substandard 

properties21 

 

2.5  Work with other resort tax districts to receive legislative approval, allowing for a 1% 

increase in resort tax to fund affordable housing (by voter approval). 

a. Goal: To generate an additional $1 million annually for affordable housing needs 

b. Implementer: Representative for the Town of West Yellowstone 

c. Timeframe: 2 years 

 

2.6  Conduct a housing condition study  

a. Goal: To determine the need for and extent of necessary repairs to current housing 

b. Implementer: Town of West Yellowstone, Planning Advisory Board 

c. Timeframe: 2 years 

 

2.7  Consider adoption of blight ordinance  

a. Goal: To prohibit and abate blights and nuisances and to protect, preserve, and 

promote public health, safety and welfare; and to preserve and protect property 

values.  

b. Implementer: Town of West Yellowstone, Planning Advisory Board 

c. Timeframe: 2 years; review in first year, enact ordinance in second year 

 

2.8  Measure and track progress, updating Housing Plan as market conditions change 

a. Goal: Monitor progress of affordable housing availability in West Yellowstone, 

evaluate changing market conditions, and update the Town’s strategies accordingly 

b. Implementer: Town of West Yellowstone, Planning Advisory Board,  

c. Timeframe: Annually 

 

 

Outside of these potential strategies, we recommend that the Town of West Yellowstone 

examine how to assess and address these affordable housing needs. The three non-profits 

involved with this grant’s MOU, Northern Rocky Mountain Economic Development District, 

Human Resource Development District, and Habitat for Humanity, have the capacity to help 

facilitate and implement the strategies identified above.  

 

 

                                                
21

 Refer to Appendix F for ThinkTank study 
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APPENDICES 
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Carol Ashton of Idaho State University 

West Yellowstone Chamber of Commerce 
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Appendix B – Focus Groups 

 

August 5, 2015, 7 participants 

 

1) From your perspective; what are the three most significant housing issues in West Yellowstone? 

1. Lack of houses, apartments, condos 
2. Affordability: rents getting too high for income of most residents 
3. Housing unavailable due to no pets allowed policies 
4. Substandard current housing 

a. Mold 
b. Not insulated 

5. Current code for substandard housing not enforced; compliance issues 
6. Single parent households with: 

a. Limited resources and money 
7. Existing Structure designed for luxury condos. (Foundation currently exists) 
8. Housing being converted to monthly and nightly rentals 
9. Housing being negotiated as summer rentals from winter 

a. Availability options 
10. Changing Demographics may affect housing need 

a. Asians 
11. Overcrowding: 

a. Kids without beds 
b. No suitable daycare 

12. Staying at campgrounds/moving around 
a. Transient residents 
b. Summer help 
c. Communities moving together 

 

2) What kind of housing would best fit your current needs? 

1. 2-3 bedroom townhomes (row housing) 
a. Green space 

2. Small 1-bedrooms for seniors 
3. 1-2 bedroom apartments – family oriented 
4. Subsidized housing support 
5. Houses that can be purchased vs. Rented 

a. Condos and all different sizes with services 

 

3) What is the most you could currently pay for either monthly rent or a mortgage? 

1. $1,100/month 
2. $1,000/month 
3. Trailer and land = $650/$700 per month 
4. Rents are going up 

a. $500/month studio apartments at present 
5. New business 

a. Taxes and changes may affect 
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4) In the past five years, have you or someone in your household experienced difficulty renting in 

West Yellowstone and if so, what were the reasons? 

1. Issues exist 
a. Mold 
b. Meth house 
c. Rat infestations 

2. Structural deficits 
3. If issues are reported to health department the building is shut down 

a. Eviction 
b. No housing 

4. Availability is: 
a. Seasonality 
b. Timing 
c. Connections/word of mouth 

 

5) In the past five years, have you or someone in your household experienced difficulty purchasing 

a house in West Yellowstone and if so what were the reasons? 

1. Down payment requirements too high 
a. Not a buyer’s market 
b. Didn’t feel the housing bubble burst 

2. Limited options within price range 
3. Lack of stable income across the year 

 

6) Have you experienced quality or safety issues related to your past and or current living 

arrangements and if so help me understand what they are? 

1. Structural deficits 
a. Must tolerate to keep housing 

2. Mold 
3. No actual building inspections 

a. Maybe changing? 
b. Permits? 
c. Code enforcement 
d. Blight 
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7) Are there additional comments and or suggestions to add that are not already on the list or that 

you would like to share? 

1. Smaller spaces are attractive 
a. 700 sqft 

2. Cost per square foot 
a. $125/sqft 

3. Rising cost of food and transportation 
a. Declining money available for housing 

4. Enforcement and legal issues 
a. Ordinance requiring construction completion is 12 months 

5. Winter Season is getting smaller 
a. Open park? 
b. Grow business for town 

6. City governing action to address issues 
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August 11, 2015, 10 participants 

 

1) From your perspective; what are the three most significant housing issues in West Yellowstone? 

1. Not enough housing 
a. Full scope 
b. Houses 
c. Smaller spaces 

2. Rents are too high 
a. Especially if not associated with employment 

3. Substandard housing conditions 
4. Lack of housing with pet allowances 
5. If housing is associated with employment; it may be undesirable 

a. roommates 
6. Need for larger scope of apartment style housing not tied to employment 
7. Independent housing not tied to employment 
8. “Seasonal Switch” associated with housing transitions 
9. Seasonal employees may stay longer if more housing options 
10. Overcrowding: 

a. More than occupancy allows 

 

2) What kind of housing would best fit your current needs? 

1. 1-2 bedrooms; single family homes 
2. Single; 1 bedroom 
3. Functional living space 
4. Usual amenities  

a. Ex: Washer/Dryer 
b. Possible options to include based on budget/costs 

5. More options for apartments 
a. 1-3 bedrooms 

6. Common housing core with attached bedrooms 
7. Housing with maintenance included 

a. Mowing 
b. shoveling 

8. Housing with elevator 
a. ADA access 
b. Cooking common area 

9. Green space options 
10. “village” communities; small and efficient 
11. Small trailer park 

a. Land availability (purchase) 
b. To park trailer 

 

3) What is the most you could currently pay for either monthly rent or a mortgage? 

1. $500/month 
2. 25% of net income 
3. $800; with utilities included 
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4. Range of rent based on size and landlord 
5. Some employment associated housing only available to employee and not spouse so rent increases 

4) In the past five years, have you or someone in your household experienced difficulty renting in 

West Yellowstone and if so, what were the reasons? 

1. Pet allowance 
a. No animal contract offered 

2. Children 
3. Limited housing options available 

a. Known to people looking 
4. Seasonal availability 
5. No deposit returns 

 

5) In the past five years, have you or someone in your household experienced difficulty purchasing 

a house in West Yellowstone and if so what were the reasons? 

1. Home prices are high; 
a. Priced above income levels 

2. Have to move outside town to find ‘purchasable’ home 
3. Homes inside the town that are affordable 
4. Financing options for land purchase 

a. Building completion 
5. Short season for building 

a. Unable to complete building in the required 12 months on permit 

 

6) Have you experienced quality or safety issues related to your past and or current living 

arrangements and if so help me understand what they are? 

1. Fear exists 
a. Reporting may cause eviction 
b. Complaining about housing conditions 

2. Poor insulation in certain apartment complexes 
3. Current structures initially built for seasonal; 

a. Now being used for full time residential living 
4. Mold, poor electrical wiring, lack of up keep inadequate  
5. Carpets not cleaned 
6. Seasonal employees not invested in upkeep 

 

7) Are there additional comments and or suggestions to add that are not already on the list or that 

you would like to share? 

1. Commitment to town residents to provide affordable housing from town government 
2. Balance between economic development and commitments to town residential housing 
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Appendix C – Executive Summary of Preliminary Architectural Report 

 

The Preliminary Architectural Report was completed by ThinkOne of Bozeman, MT. ThinkOne 

met with the community working group three times to discuss potential locations for an 

affordable housing project, what type of housing would best suit the town needs and project cost 

estimates. Here is a summary of ThinkOne’s recommendation.  

 

Preferred Design Alternative 

The three site alternatives were discussed with committee members to define the preferred 

solution. A cost estimate comparison of the three sites was utilized to establish the most cost 

effective site and housing solution. In discussion with the committee, the target for affordable 

housing is at $200,000.00 for a home purchase. As the multifamily housing model can be used 

on the Madison and Geyser sites as well as Tract 4B, the difference is in the land cost and 

density of housing that can be accommodated. The unit cost at Madison and Geyser is approx, 

$269,000.00 per uniy while the cost per unit on Tract 4B is approx. $254,000.00. 

 

The cost per unit for redevelopment of Tract 4C exceeds the affordable housing target. With the 

forty-eight unit development, the cost per unit is approx. $370,000.00. This high cost is 

attributable to the cost of underground parking and the generous square footage of each 

housing unit. The alternative that provides seventy-two (72) units provides a unit cost of approx. 

$247,000.00. The need for additional parking will increase the unit cost to approx. $250,000.00. 

 

Preferred Design 

Upon thorough discussion and review of development costs, development of Tract 4B on North 

Electric St. is the preferred alternative. The site is a large parcel that presents an opportunity for 

24 housing units. The site can be phased to allow development to occur as funding is secured. 

The ability to partner with other non-profit organizations like Habitat for Humanity offers a 

tremendous opportunity for additional means of creating affordable housing. As the site is zoned 

for medium density housing, the development of Tract 4B is in keeping with the intent of the 

zoning of the Madison Addition.  

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

As available land within West Yellowstone is limited, the cost of land is increasing. West 

Yellowstone is pursuing purchasing land from the National Forest Service; however, this is not 

final and the actual transaction may be years away. With the current market rate, the land cost 

of a housing unit is a significant portion of the development cost. One option to consider for the 

land cost is the establishment of a community land trust. A study was completed for West 

Yellowstone in 2001 that addressed this concept. A community land trust is a proven system for 

communities with high land costs, such as resort communities like West Yellowstone. In 

essence, the land for housing is owned by the land trust (non-profit organizations such as 

HRDC) and a ground lease is provided to each housing unit, consequently reducing the overall 

cost of land ownership on an individual housing unit.  
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The need for affordable housing in West Yellowstone is evident. After a study was completed in 

2001, 14 years have passed with minimal action. With the completion of this housing study, it is 

apparent a housing model can be located on many potential sites. Through our study of 

numerous sites within West Yellowstone and discussion with committee members, Tract 4B in 

the Madison Additions provided the greatest opportunity to achieve affordable housing. If Tract 

4B is unavailable, our alternative preference would be a standard town lot.  

 

Thank you to all participants for your assistance and collaboration on the pressing need for 

affordable housing in West Yellowstone.  
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Appendix D – Executive Summary of Market Analysis 

 

The Market Data & Analysis for the Town of West Yellowstone was prepared by Open Window 

Consulting, LLC of Bozeman, MT. Open Window used Census Bureau data for the West 

Yellowstone Census County Division (CCD), which includes not only the town of West 

Yellowstone, but the southern portion of Gallatin County from approximately 5 miles north of the 

northern boundary of Yellowstone National Park. Here is a summary of Open Window’s Market 

Analysis.  

 

Demand for Affordable Housing 

Data supports the existence of a large low-income population, including workers, which should 

drive a demand for affordable housing. Local employers have expressed and demonstrated 

their conviction that there is significant (unmet) demand for affordable housing. However, the 

seasonal peaks in demand cannot be accurately quantified with current data. 

  

West Yellowstone’s housing affordability challenge is driven by the prevalence of low income 

households.  In 2013, 308 households (35% of all households) in West Yellowstone earned less 

than 50% of the Area Median Income (AMI). While the median income of homeowners in West 

Yellowstone rose above 100% AMI in 2013 and only 14% of that group were low income, 55% 

of all renter households had incomes below 50% AMI in that year and the median income of 

renters (who are around 40% of all households) has consistently hovered around the “low 

income” mark, 50% of AMI.  

 

West Yellowstone’s population appears to have grown in recent years, placing increasing 

pressure on housing supply in general. 

  

The level of demand for affordable housing is complicated by the significant but unquantified 

seasonality of the population and employment in West Yellowstone. Because Census Bureau 

data is seasonally adjusted, it will patently fail to capture the peaks and troughs in housing 

occupancy. However, this seasonality is a known fact and is driven by seasonal tourism, which 

is the cornerstone of the local economy. It is reflected in the fact that fully 37% of workers are 

employed in the Accommodations & Food Service industry according to official data and in the 

responses to the 2015 NRMEDD Employer Survey, in which 42 of 47 respondents report using 

seasonal labor.  

 

Employers have expressed a perceived need (demand) for affordable housing in answers to the 

2015 NRMEDD Employer Survey, and more importantly have demonstrated this perception 

through their actions to obtain housing for their employers.  

 

Supply of Affordable Housing 

Data suggests that there is insufficient supply of housing affordable for ownership by low 

income households.  Existing data suggests that there may be adequate supply of affordable 

rental housing for low income (50% and 30% AMI) households, but not for the lowest income 
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(minimum wage) households, during peak season; however, data cannot adequately quantify 

this shortage. 

 

The presence of low-income workers far outstrips the availability of affordable housing for 

purchase. As outlined above using 2013 and 2012 data, 106 local renter households and at 

least 268 in-commuters earn 30% AMI or less and would demand purchasable housing costing 

no more than $63,990; and 130 additional resident households and up to 328 additional in-

commuters earn 50% AMI or less and would demand purchasable housing costing no more 

than $106,650.  

 

In the rental market, a good portion of housing units appear to be affordable for those at 30% 

and 50% AMI, as defined by HUD and measured using Census Bureau data; but the number of 

units may be inadequate. That is, quantity, not price, is the crux of the problem.  

 

Rental housing appears to be an acute problem for those earning minimum wage, 

approximately $15,000 per year or 21% of AMI. 

 

Thus, the HUD definition of affordability may not accord with a local accepted standard or may 

have been applied locally without consideration of the large number of workers in the lowest 

earnings segment. HUD and the Census Bureau consider rental housing affordable if the gross 

rent (which includes more than just simple rent) is less than 1/3 of monthly income.  

 

Market Distortions and Failures in the West Yellowstone Rental Housing Market 

The rental market has a number of characteristics that prevent accurate quantification and 

market analysis and that cause notable market distortions. These derive from the extreme 

seasonality of demand, the large number of vacation and second homes, and the large non-

market rental housing segment. 

 

There is not adequate data to quantify the level of seasonal demand for rental housing, and 

unfortunately, this is the housing demand that matters. The seasonal increase in employment 

clearly drives what is acknowledged to be a seasonal shortage of housing. Unfortunately, there 

is not adequate data to quantify the magnitude of the increase in population, the rent that is 

affordable to seasonal residents, or the supply of housing needed to address. Because official 

data is patently designed not to reflect seasonal variation, the best source of this data is likely to 

be the employers that hire additional seasonal workers.  

 

The seasonal nature of West’s demand for affordable rental housing also significantly impacts 

the economic viability of housing development. 

 

The market for affordable rental housing is also unquantified on the supply side due to the 

presence of employer-supplied housing. Assessing the supply of rental housing is complicated 

significantly by the legacy of various ad hoc solutions used by employers and employees. It has 

become common for employers to provide housing for some of their employees, and this 

housing is provided in a number of different ways – “free” housing that that is offset by lower 
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wages or deducted from wages (with arrangements that may vary substantially in their 

transparency); housing reserved for employees and offered at a significantly discounted rent; 

housing reserved for employees and offered at rents approximating the market; and mobile 

home or RV sites offered free, at a reduced rate, or at a market rate. Non-market rentals may 

comprise fully half of all rental units.  

 

Taken together, these employee housing arrangements comprise a large and complex non-

market rental housing sector. Because this non-market housing sector is not transparent, and 

because it varies from year to year as employers take ad hoc steps to secure a workforce, it 

significantly distorts any estimation of the supply of rental housing. 

 

The non-market employer-provided housing sector also distorts and disrupts the rental market. 

 

The market is also impacted significantly by the large number of vacation and second homes. 
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Appendix E – Executive Summary of the Employer Survey Results 

 

The 2015 NRMEDD Employer Survey asked employers to quantify their seasonal hiring, but 

hiring was reported only in ranges and the 48 employers responding are a non-random sample. 

This survey does report that  44 of the 48 responding businesses employ seasonal workers, and 

that those employers hire from 237 to over 281 full time employees and from 140 to over 202 

part-time employees for seasonal use.  To accurately gauge the increase in seasonal demand 

for housing, a more comprehensive record must be compiled of seasonal hiring and the wage 

levels of these employees. 

 

Note: The 48 respondents to the housing portion of the NRMEDD Employer Survey are not a 

random sample of West Yellowstone employers and the results of this survey cannot be reliably 

generalized to all West Yellowstone employers. Similarly, the data provided by the Social 

Services Department was collected informally for the internal use of that Department and should 

not be considered either a comprehensive count or a random sample. Finally, the informal 

survey of businesses that hold residential rentals did not use a random sample and results 

cannot be generalized. Nonetheless, these sources of information do offer some qualified but 

important insights for the development of a Housing Needs Assessment and Housing Plan for 

the town. 

 

Summary – Employer perception of housing needs: 

 Among businesses responding to the 2015 Employer Survey, 71% (34) operate year round, 2% 

operate year round but close twice for one month to transition from summer to winter season, 

and 27% (13) operate seasonally. (Question 1) 

 Almost 90% of respondents feel that housing is a problem for West Yellowstone's economy, 

including 66% who feel that the economic threat is "serious". (Question 2) 

 79% of respondents feel that housing availability poses a "serious" or "moderate" problem for 

the success of their business. (Question 2) 

 Most respondents feel that housing availability has negatively affected their business's ability to 

hire and retain employees (66% and 61%, respectively) and to operate effectively (58%). 

(Question 4) 

 However, only 11% of respondents felt that housing had impacted the length of their business's 

season. (Question 4) 

 A large majority of respondents felt that the housing situation poses a "serious problem" for 

seasonal employees (69%) and low wage employees (57%). An additional 6% and 8%, 

respectively, feel that housing is a “moderate” problem for these populations. (Question 2) 

 Of the 47 employers who responded, almost three quarters (72%) make some housing units 

available to their employees. About half of these are owned by the employer and half are leased 

by the owner for employee use. (Questions 5, 6, 7) 
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Summary – Informal data on availability of rental housing, including employee housing: 

 Information from the West Yellowstone Business License Database 2015 (“Database”) indicates 

that 44 licensed businesses operate a total of 335 housing units. 

 According to the Database, nine businesses have 9 or more units of housing each, with a total of 

216 units. 

o One complex is a subsidized housing property with 20 units. It is supported by the USDA 

Rural Development Section 515 Rural Rental Housing Program and is restricted to those 

earning 50% of AMI or less. 

o 7 of the 8 others were reached for the survey. These businesses hold 196 units total 

according to the Database, and 193 according to the survey. 

o 87 non-subsidized units would be affordable for households earning 30% of AMI; 

however, all but 15 of those units are available only to employees. 

o 104 non-subsidized units would be affordable for households earning 50% of AMI; of 

which, 31 are available only to employees. 

o 2 non-subsidized units would be affordable for households earning 100% of AMI, both of 

which are available only to employees. 

 Several sources provide information regarding the provision of housing for employees. 

o According to the NRMEDD survey, 73% of respondent businesses provide some employee 

housing, with 35 respondents provide a total of 52 housing units. 

o Informal data from the Social Services Department suggests that 50% of hotels/motels 

and about 30% of restaurants provide some employee housing. 

o Informal data from the survey of business licenses for residential rentals suggests that 

50% of rental units are employee housing. 

Summary – Estimated affordability of housing for rent and purchase: 

 The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) calculates the median rents for 

housing units of various sizes at the county level. For Gallatin County, median-priced units with 0 

to 2 bedrooms were found to be affordable for households earning 30-50% of AMI, while median 

priced units with 3 to 4 bedrooms were found to be affordable to households earning 51-100% of  

 While 308 of 891 households (35%) had incomes at 50% AMI or below, only four homes 

affordable at 50% AMI were sold in West Yellowstone in 2014 and only 7% of owner-occupied 

households with a mortgage had monthly housing costs affordable at this income level in 2013, 

but an estimated 90% of renting households in 2013 had housing costs affordable at this income 

level. 
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Appendix F – Memorandum of TIFD Assessment by ThinkTank  

Memorandum 
 
Date: April 16, 2010 

To: Town Council members 

From: Jamie Greene, Operations Manager 

Re: TIFD Follow-up 

 
Council members, 

 

As requested at the April 6 work session, I have compiled additional information about creation of a Tax 

Increment Finance District (TIFD).  Please let me know if you have any questions. 

 

1) Proposed District Boundaries:  I have attached a map that outlines possible boundaries for the 

TIFD.  These boundaries would allow the expenditure of TIFD dollars along the entrance 

corridors to Town. 

 

2) Tax Implications:  One significant concern expressed by the Council was related to the 
impact of the TIFD on the school.  Here’s my understanding of that impact based on my 
reading of MCA, 7-15-4286: 

 The Town establishes a TIFD. 

 The TIFD has a baseline assessed value and a portion of the taxes collected in the TIFD go 
to the school district. 

 Once a few improvements are made in the TIFD, the assessed value of the property 
within the TIFD increases but any increase in tax collections (the increment) stays within 
the TIFD.  The school district continues to receive property taxes in an amount based on the 

baseline assessed value through the life of the TIFD. In other words, the amount of money 
the school district collects within the TIFD stays constant until the TIFD expires. 

 The TIFD expires and the school district recognizes a significant increase in revenue 
because of the improvements that have been made within the TIFD during the life of the 
TIFD. From my perspective, the school district stands to benefit significantly in the long 
run. 
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3) Steps Required to Create a TIFD 

 

a. Council adopts a resolution finding that:  (i) one or more blighted areas exist in town; and 

(ii) the rehabilitation, redevelopment, or a combination thereof of such area or areas is 

necessary in the interest of the public health, safety, morals, or welfare of the residents of 

town (7-15-4210).  In Montana Code "blighted area" means, in part,  “an area that is 

conducive to ill health, transmission of disease, … and crime, that substantially impairs 

or arrests the sound growth of the city or its environs, that retards the provision of 

housing accommodations, or that constitutes an economic or social liability or is 

detrimental … in its present condition and use, by reason of:  (i) the substantial physical 

dilapidation, deterioration, age obsolescence, or defective construction, material, and 

arrangement of buildings or improvements, whether residential or nonresidential; (ii) 

inadequate provision for ventilation, light, proper sanitary facilities, or open spaces as 

determined by competent appraisers on the basis of an examination of the building 

standards of the municipality;  (iii) inappropriate or mixed uses of land or buildings;  (iv) 

high density of population and overcrowding; …  (viii) unsanitary or unsafe conditions;  

(ix) deterioration of site;  (x) diversity of ownership; …(xiv) the existence of conditions 

that endanger life or property by fire or other causes…(7-15-4206).”  This is the step 

during which the geographical boundaries of the district are defined. 

 

b. Council directs the staff to develop a workable urban renewal plan (7-15-4209).  The 

urban renewal plan must: (i) conform to the growth policy; (ii) indicate any land 

acquisition, demolition, and removal of structures that is proposed to be carried out in the 

urban renewal area; (iii) indicate any redevelopment, improvements, and rehabilitation 

that is proposed to be carried out in the urban renewal area, and (iv) indicate the plan's 

relationship to definite local objectives respecting appropriate land uses, improved traffic, 

public transportation, public utilities, recreational and community facilities, and other 

public improvements (7-15-4206). 

 

c. Council submits the urban renewal project plan to the planning board for review and 

recommendations as to its conformity with the growth policy or parts of the growth 

policy for the development of the town as a whole. The planning board shall submit its 

written recommendations with respect to the proposed urban renewal plan to the council 

within 60 days after receipt of the plan (7-15-4213). 

 

d. Upon receipt of the recommendations of the planning board, the Council holds a public 

hearing on the urban renewal plan after public notice thereof. If no recommendations are 

received within 60 days, then without such recommendations, the Council may proceed 

with the hearing on the proposed urban renewal project plan (7-15-4214). Notice of the 

hearing must be provided in accordance with 7-15-4215. 

 

e. Following the hearing, the Council may, by ordinance, approve an urban renewal plan 

provided (i) the Council has by resolution determined an area to be a blighted; (ii) the 

urban renewal plan conforms to the comprehensive plan or parts thereof for the town as a 

whole; and (iii) a sound and adequate financial program exists for the financing of said 

project (7-15-4216; 7-15-4217).  Authorization for tax increment financing: Any urban 

renewal plan may contain a provision for the segregation and application of tax 

increments (7-15-4282).  
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f. Once the Council approves the urban renewal plan, the town clerk shall file a certified 

copy of each urban renewal plan containing a tax increment provision with the 

department of revenue.  A certified copy of each plan, ordinance, or amendment must 

also be filed with the clerk or other appropriate officer of each of the affected taxing 

bodies (7-15-4284). 

 

g. The department of revenue shall, upon receipt of a qualified tax increment provision and 

each succeeding year, calculate and report to the town and to any other affected taxing 

body in accordance with Title 15, chapter 10, part 2, the base, actual, and incremental 

taxable values of the property (7-15-4285). 

 

h. The tax increment provision terminates upon the later of: (i) the 15th year following its 

adoption; or; (ii) the payment or provision for payment in full or discharge of all bonds 

for which the tax increment has been pledged and the interest on the bonds.  After 

termination of the tax increment provision, all taxes must be levied upon the actual 

taxable value of the taxable property in the urban renewal area and must be paid to each 

of the taxing bodies as provided by law. (7-15-4292) 

 

4) Possible Projects to be funded by the TIFD: I think that several of the projects listed in Section 

5 of the draft Capital Improvement Plan would qualify as a TIFD project provided the project is 

located within the district. Here are a few specific possibilities: 

 

a. Installation of additional streetlights 

b. Interior Park development 

c. Interior Park drainage 

d. Pavilion construction 

e. Construction of work force housing  


