COMMUNITY SERVICES

Providing services and maintaining infrastructure in a safe and economical manner are the
primary functions of the City. Services include but are not limited to, providing drinking water,
treating wastewater, maintaining streets, police protection, emergency services, and
parks/recreation.

Like many small communities in the State, Thompson Falls finds providing these services on a
limited budget is challenging. According to a 2018 study completed by the Trust for Public
Lands, the City’s general fund budget totaled $873,042. The general City levy was set at 265.75
mills. A mill rate is the amount of tax payable per dollar of the assessed value of a property in
the City. This is a figure that represents the amount per $1,000 of the assessed value of the
property, which is then used to calculate the amount of property tax paid by residents.

In the year 2025, the Montana Department of Revenue reported that the current market value
of all real property in Thompson Falls was assessed at $188,193,111, and the taxable value was
assessed at $1,507,325. This was an increase of $141,124,298 in market value and $409,442 in
taxable value since 2014

The City is not alone in providing services to its residents. Other local governments, such as
Sanders County and local organizations like the Thompson Falls Chamber of Commerce,
Thompson Falls Main Street Inc., Sanders County Arts Council, and Friends of the Thompson
Falls Library, also provide services to residents and visitors. A comprehensive list of the services
and facilities found in Thompson Falls follows.

Statute requires that a grewth-pelieyComprehensive Plan provide a strategy for the
maintenance and replacement of infrastructure. It is important to note that the City is
developing a comprehensive Capital Improvements Plan (CIP). The CIP in conjunction with this
Growth PolicyComprehensive Plan, serves as the City's strategy for the maintenance and
replacement of its infrastructure.

Thompson Falls Airport

FAA Designation THM is a county-owned, public-use airport located three nautical miles
southeast of the central business district of Thompson Falls. It is included in the National Plan of
Integrated Airport Systems, which categorizes it as a general aviation airport.

Thompson Falls Airport covers an area of 136 acres (55 ha) at an elevation of 2,467 feet above
mean sea level. It has one runway designated 7/25 with an asphalt surface measuring 4,200 by
75 feet (1,280 x 23 m). For the 12-month period ending July 22, 2008, the airport had 7,000
general aviation aircraft operations, an average of 19 per day.

Currently, the airport includes several key features that make it an integral part of the story
when promoting Thompson Falls as either a destination or a waypoint for the aviation
enthusiast or recreation charter service. These features include:
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* New state-of-the-art avgas self-serve fuel system.

GPS cloud buster instrument approach in planning stages.

Many lots available for hangar construction and an occasional hangar for rent.
Nearly new snowplow, broom, and snowplow barn on the airfield.

Courtesy car on the airfield.

e o @

~ FAA tax dollars (collected with the purchase of airline tickets) fund the development and
maintenance of airport facilities. $3 million has been allocated to provide a 30-year upgrade to
the airport runway in 2020.
There are currently 15 aircraft based on the airfield, with several experimental aircraft under
construction. There is an active Sanders County Pilots Association that promotes aviation
interest and safety and sponsors fly-in events annually. There are also plans to add a helicopter
pad.
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Map 4 - Airport Proximity Map, Montana State Library
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Municipal Court

The City Court is in City Hall in the Council Chambers. The City employs a Judge, Court Clerk,
and City Attorney. Court is held on the second and fourth Mondays from 1 PM to 3 PM.

Thompson Falls Ambulance Service

The service provides emergency services to an area that roughly covers from west to Beaver
Creek Bridge, east to Mile Marker 62 up Highway 556 up the Thompson River, Blue Slide to the
vicinity of Deep Creek, to the top of Thompson Pass, and up Cherry Creek.

The service is funded through mills and monies received from billing patients who receive the
service. Currently, the service receives one mill annually, totaling approximately $18,000.

The service is currently staffed by 12-15 volunteers. Ambulance runs are staffed by an
ambulance driver and an EMT. Due to personnel absences, ambulances are not always available
when needed. There are two regular-use ambulances and one reserve ambulance. The reserve
ambulance is not fully stocked. It is important to note that the service is only available when
enough trained volunteers are available to fill work shifts.

The service has two main issues: funding and volunteers. Purchasing and maintaining
ambulances is expensive. When an ambulance is purchased, the process of saving for the next
one begins, and local banks are willing to assist with loans. Volunteers are paid $200-
$300/month, but it is generally not enough to attract and retain enough numbers. Also,
volunteers are required to be "on call" for 12-hour shifts and may work 18-20 shifts per month.
There is also no retirement fund available for emergency medical volunteers, as there is for
firefighters.

Fire Protection

Fire protection is provided by the Thompson Falls Volunteer Fire Department. The
Department’s primary station is located next to City Hall at 225 Grove Street. The secondary
station is located at 1006 Maiden Lane. The Department has 10 volunteers and 3 fire engines.
The engines consist of a 1991 International with a 750-gallon tank and 1000gpm capacity, a
1997 International with a 1000-gallon tank and a 1250gpm capacity, and a 1996 Chevrolet
wildland truck with a 200-gallon tank and 100gpm capacity. The City has mutual aid agreements
with the Thompson Falls Rural Fire Department and the Thompson Falls Community
Ambulance, Plains, Trout Creek, and Noxon Fire Departments.

The Insurance Services Office (1SO) fire rating for the City of Thompson Falls is 6.

Police

The Thompson Falls Police Department employs a Chief and three full-time officers. The
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Department’s offices are in the basement of City Hall. Dispatch and jail services are provided to
the City by the Sanders County Sheriff's Department.

Library

The Thompson Falls Public Library is located along Main Street. Services include a large
collection of books, audiobooks, DVDs, music CDs, magazines, newspapers, and Montana and
local history collections. Library cards allow patrons to download e-books and audiobooks for
free. Patrons can access various online databases through the library’s website. The facility has
seven computers available for public use as well as free Wi-Fi. Library staff can help patrons
with the internet, and staff are available, by appointment, to assist patrons with their devices.
In addition, the library has color printing, scanning, and a self-service black and white copier.

The Thompson Falls Public Library is an independent, publicly supported library that collects
operating funds through a tax on properties in the Thompson Falls High School district. Through
an Interlocal Agreement, funds from a dedicated levy are collected by the County and
administered by the City.

The Library is also supported by the “Friends of the Thompson Falls Public Library,” which is a
non-profit group that exists to increase and improve the Library’s facilities and services, to
promote reading and literacy in the community, and to fundraise for the Library.

Healthcare

The Clark Fork Valley Hospital (CFVH) is a non-profit organization that serves Sanders County. It
operates a critical access hospital in the Town of Plains, where it also has a fully staffed primary
care clinic and a residential long-term care facility. In addition, CFVH provides primary care,
orthopedics, and rehabilitation services through its clinics in Thompson Falls and Hot Springs.

In 2018, CFVH employed two full-time mental health professionals, as well as coordinating
other mental health care with the Sanders County Coalition for Families, Montana Western
Mental Health Center, Sanders County Council on Aging, Sanders County Public Health/WIC,
and licensed local mental health providers.

There is a need for 24-hour emergency services for City residents. Currently, after hours or on
holidays, residents need to drive 20 miles on Highway 200 to reach the Clark Fork Valley
Hospital in the Town of Plains for emergency medical services. In the winter, the drive can take
place during a variety of road and weather conditions.

Old Jail Museum

Open from Memorial Day to Labor Day, the Old Jail Museum is one of the oldest buildings in
continuous use in Sanders County. Originally operating as the county jail, sheriff's office, and
sheriff's residence, the building now serves as a museum and focuses on preserving Sanders
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County history, historical artifacts, images, and maps.

Parks, Trails and Recreation

For its size, Thompson Falls has an amazing park and trail system. Facilities owned and
maintained by the City of Thompson Falls consist of nine (9) designated facilities. These include:
Wild Goose Landing, Softball Field/Community Center, Fort Thompson Playground/Rose
Garden, Swimming Pool Park, Railway Park, Babe Ruth Baseball Field, Ainsworth Field Park,
Bighorn Park, and Grizzly Park.

Extensive improvements began at Ainsworth Field Park in the fall of 2019. The work included
construction of a pavilion, restroom, amphitheater seating, a stage, park trail, parking area,
installation of power, lighting, and landscaping, irrigation system modifications, and other site
amenities. It is important to note that this project was identified as of high priority in the City’s
Downtown Master Plan.

Figure 5 shows the location of the City’s park facilities.

The trail system in and around the City is extensive, and residents continue working to expand
and improve it. The cornerstone of this effort is Thompson Falls Community Trails (TFCT), a
community organization that was formed in 2008. TFCT is a not-for-profit organization for the
purpose of enhancing the quality of life in the Thompson Falls area by building, maintaining,
and improving trails that provide transportation ways, connectivity, and recreation
opportunities.

In 2014, TFCT developed a trails plan with the goal of creating a “safe and convenient network
of non-motorized trails connecting existing recreation areas, as well as key locations within the
community, such as schools and downtown Main Street. These connections will benefit our
residents, our economy, and our environment.”

Community partners working with TFCT to improve the trail system include: Sanders County
Community Development Corporation (SCCDC), Sanders County, Montana Fish, Wildlife and
Parks/State Parks, Northwestern Energy, Rimrock Lodge, Frisbee Morbella Foundation, Avista
Utilities, the US Forest Service and the City of Thompson Falls. Figure 6 shows the current trail
system in and around Thompson Falls, including the Mule Pasture Trails, Powerhouse Loop
Trail, Island Park, and Thompson Falls State Park Trail.

TFCT is currently working on a feasibility study for the “Eastward Extension Trail.” This is a
proposed trail that will extend from Wild Goose Landing at the east entrance to the City and
provide pedestrian and bicycle access to Harvest Foods, the community grocery store, and
other businesses. Most of this trail will be located outside the City limits.

It is also important to note that the local chapter of Babe Ruth Baseball recently completed the

construction of a new field. Along with new sod and irrigation systems, there are dugouts.
Eventually, the facility will include grandstands and a concession stand.
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FUNDING PARKS AND RECREATION

While parks and recreation are an important part of the services and facilities the City provides
to residents, they are by nature not as high a priority as maintaining streets and the drinking
water system or constructing the new sewer collection system. This is the reality for the
community. Nonetheless, there are ways the City can fund additional parks and recreation
services with resident support.

To learn more about these options, in 2018, the Mayor of Thompson Falls asked the Trust for
Public Lands to conduct an analysis of the mechanisms available to support the operation and
maintenance of parks and other protected lands in the City. The results of the analysis found
the best opportunities for financing parks and recreation are:

Bonding. The City has ample debt capacity to issue a general obligation bond for parks
and conservation purposes and to levy property taxes to pay the debt service. A general
obligation bond issue must be submitted to City voters at a general election.
o Bonds are almost always used to pay for land acquisition or construction projects
and generally cannot be used for operations and maintenance purposes.

Property Tax. Thompson Falls may impose a new mill levy by submitting the question to
electors at a regular, primary, or special election. A mill levy must be approved by a
majority of City voters.

Resort Tax. The City can seek designation as a resort community, which would give the
City authority to impose a local option sales tax. The Montana Department of
Commerce determines the designation. The tax requires approval of a majority of
voters.

o Resort tax can be used to offset the financial burdens of hosting tourists. Monies
raised by this tax can be used for developing and maintaining local
infrastructure. It is important to note that at least 5.0 percent of the tax
revenues must be used to provide property tax relief to residents in the
jurisdiction.

Special District. Finally, Thompson Falls could consider creating a special district for local
improvements and/or parks. The district could adhere to City boundaries or be drawn to
encompass a larger area, such as the Thompson Falls School District. A special district is
created by resolution (subject to hearing and protest) or by referring a ballot measure
for approval by the local electorate.
o A district could be used to fund the operation and maintenance of a facility such
as the City swimming pool, which serves a population beyond just City residents.
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INDOOR RECREATION-FITNESS FACILITIES
There is a need for a quality year-round indoor recreation and fitness facility, particularly in the
winter months. Such a facility would need to serve a wide variety of fitness levels, particularly
senior citizens and children. City-wide resources (banks, business owners, volunteers, local
donors) may be able to work together to develop and maintain an indoor recreation/fitness
center. This would probably require a long-term, well-coordinated fundraising effort to build a
facility.

Map 5 - City Parks of Thompson Falls, WGM Group
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Map 6 — Thompson Falls Community Trails, City of Thompson Falls
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Rex Theater

The Rex Theatre is a 220-seat theater located on Main Street in Thompson Falls. The theater
first opened in 1939 and finished construction in 1940. When the availability of movies on film
transitioned to digital distribution, small-town theaters across the nation, including the Rex,
were no longer able to show current movie titles. The prohibitive cost of upgrading to digital
has made the operation of these theaters economically challenging. It typically requires a
community population in the vicinity of 20,000 people to justify the financial upgrade by the
owner of a theater.

However, in 2020, four individuals, two of whom are Main Street business owners, created a
5013C non-profit, called the Thompson Falls Film and Theater Foundation. The nonprofit was
able to raise $80,000 within 8 months to replace the long-decaying roof, and in April 2023,
another $70,000 was raised to install the digital equipment needed to show current first-run
movies. There have also been numerous, smaller upgrades, such as electrical work, new
windows throughout the theater, a lobby remodel, and exterior painting.

The theater hosted a variety of concerts, plays, dance recitals, town hall meetings, as well as
the regularly scheduled movies.

Saving the iconic Rex Theater has brought back to life a community asset that benefits a variety
of user groups in Thompson Falls. The fully functional entertainment and cultural venue draws
in both local residents as well as visitors, especially during the winter months.

As of 2025, the Rex Theater is the only operational theater in Sanders County, after the Llano
Theater closed its doors in Plains.

Schools

The Thompson Falls School District is made up of three schools: a high school, middle school,
and an elementary school. The teacher-to-student ratio for the elementary school is 12:1 and
has an enrollment of 240, as of 2024. The high school has a student-to-teacher ratio of 14:1
with an enrollment of 183.

It is important to note that enrollment in the District has declined significantly since 2009. This
is particularly true for the high school. In 2019, the high school had 156 students, and by 2024
that number had increased to 183, or an over 17 percent increase. Elementary school
enrollment has stayed relatively stable, from 217 in 2019 to 240 in 2024. These increases could
be attributed to the availability of remote work and population increase post-COVID.

Solid Waste

Sanders County provides solid waste services to City residents. According to a preliminary
engineering report developed for the County in 2016, approximately 6,800 tons of solid waste
is generated in the County on an annual basis. The solid waste generated in Thompson Falls is
either collected at the “curb” by a private hauler or customers haul their own waste directly to
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the transfer station located east of Thompson Falls, just south of Highway 200.

Streets

The City has about twenty miles of streets and alleys, which it maintains. Approximately 15
miles of these are paved. Many of the paved streets are in relatively poor condition and have
problems, including poor drainage, cracks, and potholes.

The City is working to upgrade the streets in conjunction with improvements to the water and
wastewater systems. Funding for street maintenance is provided through the City General
Fund, gas tax receipts, and infrastructure projects.

Main Street in Thompson Falls is also part of Montana Secondary Highway 200, and therefore,
maintenance is the responsibility of the Montana Department of Transportation (MDT).
Residents have had longstanding concerns about pedestrian and bicycle safety on Main Street.
This is particularly true due to the lack of facilities and signage to ensure safe pedestrian
crossings of Main Street from the north side of the street to the businesses and services located
on the south side.

Because MDT is regularly evaluating and scheduling maintenance and reconstruction on the
roadways under its jurisdiction, it would be beneficial for the City to collaborate with the
Department to determine when, in the future, any maintenance and/or reconstruction may
occur on Main Street and what type of work that might entail. Any future reconstruction of the
highway through the City will provide an opportunity for residents to work with MDT to
improve pedestrian facilities, utilities, and the streetscape along Main Street.
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Town of Thompson Falls, Sanders County, Montana
[~ Thompson Falls City Limits === Secondary
—— Railroads

Map 7 - Transportation Infrastructure, Montana State Library

43| Page



Stormwater

The City has an existing storm sewer system that consists of approximately one mile of
collection lines located in the downtown area and along Haley Avenue. Stormwater in the
downtown area drains into the Clark Fork River. There are additional stormwater needs in the
City, but they are primarily in the residential area above the downtown.

Wastewater Treatment

The existing sewer system for Thompson Falls currently only serves the commercial district of
the City and a few residential users south of Highway 200. The main issue for the City from a
wastewater perspective is that most of the community utilizes on-site septic systems and drain
fields, and is not connected to the centralized sewer collection system. An overwhelming
majority of residents and all three of the City’s schools are not connected to the City's sewer
system. In addition, many of the residential lots in the City are small and do not have the
capacity to install septic systems that can meet current Montana DEQ standards.

In order to address the need for wastewater collection in the unsewered areas of the
community, the City is undertaking a phased project to create a City-wide sewer collection
system. In addition to the collection system, the City will also upgrade its wastewater treatment
system. The City’s Capital Improvements Plan contains a detailed description of the wastewater
collection and treatment project. It is important to note that Phases 1 and 2 are being funded
primarily through grants awarded to the City for the purpose of improving the system.

Drinking Water

According to the Capital Improvements Plan, the City’s public water supply system serves
approximately 682 residential services and 54 commercial services. The system provides basic
domestic water service, irrigation service, and partial fire protection to its residents.

The existing water system is the remnant of the original water system built for the railroad in
the late 1800’s and significant updates were completed in the 1930s and 1940s. It has been
owned and operated by the City since 1936. In 1996, the Town completed a City-wide Water
System Master Plan, which led to significant system improvements. In 2005 and 2006, the City
completed a Water System Preliminary Engineering Report (PER) and is taking a phased
approach to the system improvements.

The water supply for the City consists of a spring supply source, two operating water wells, two
backup groundwater wells, and two concrete storage reservoirs. The existing water supply
showed adequate capacity to serve the community through 2025.
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HOUSING

Like many Montana communities, the City of Thompson Falls’ housing stock is aging. 2023 data
from the American Community Survey (ACS) of the Census Bureau estimated there were 746
housing units in the City. Of these units, 628 were estimated to be occupied. 200 or 26.8
percent of the existing units were estimated to have been constructed prior to 1970. This is an
important characteristic to understand, as older homes generally require more maintenance
and upkeep and are often less energy efficient, all of which add to housing costs.

The age of the City’s housing stock is also highlighted in a physical assessment that was
conducted by the Montana Department of Revenue (DOR) in 2008. At that time, the
Department conducted assessments of the physical condition of residential structures
throughout the State, including in Thompson Falls. Those assessments are highlighted in Table
2. It is important to note that the ACS numbers in the table below are for housing units, and the
DOR numbers are for structures, and those two are very different. Housing units typically
include apartments and condominiums, where a structure would be an entire building.

Approximate Age of Residential Structures
(American Community Survey - 2023)

Year Built Number of Units Percentage
2010 or later 32 4.3%
2000 to 2009 88 11.8%
1990 to 1999 79 10.6%
1980 to 1989 76 10.2%
1970 to 1979 169 22.7%
1940 to 1969 200 26.8%

Table 2- Approximate Age of Residential Structures, 2023 American Community Survey

In early 2016, residents of Sanders County participated in a Montana Economic Development
Association (MEDA) Resource Team Assessment, which was used to identify strengths and
weaknesses in the County and to select needed projects. The team held two meetings, one in
Noxon and the other in Thompson Falls. Regarding housing, participants in the meetings
identified the following needs as very important:
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e Senior housing

e Agingin place

e Affordable housing
* Assisted Living

Condition of Residential Structures

(Montana Department of Revenue - 2024)

Condition Number of Structures
Unsound 1

Very Poor 2

Poor 12

Fair 148
Average 537
Good 69

Very Good 1

Percentage

0.13%
0.26%
1.56%
19.22%
69.74%
8.96%
0.13%

Table 3 - Condition of Residential Structures, Montana Department of Revenue 2024
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Map 8 - Housing Condition, Montana Department of Revenue

Housing affordability is clearly an issue in Sanders County. According to American Community
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Survey data from 2023, there were 1,816 owner-occupied homes in the County that were
under a mortgage. Of those homes, it was estimated that 744 or 41.0 percent required the
owners to spend more than 30 percent of their income on mortgage costs. The same data
showed that there were 1,092 renter-occupied units in the County, and of those, 583 or 53.4
percent required the renter to spend 30 percent or more of their income on rent.

Young professionals who are interested in living in the County find that housing is either not
available or is too expensive. This includes both rentals and homes for sale. This is a situation
that is deterring teachers, natural resource, and healthcare professionals from settling in the
County and its communities.

Finding affordable housing is even more difficult for low-income residents, particularly senior
citizens. There is an unmet need for additional multi-family housing and for assisted living
facilities for seniors.

Sanders County also has a high number of seasonal homes. Of the 6,789 housing units
identified by the American Community Survey as existing in the County in 2023, 687 or 10.1
percent of them were determined to be seasonal/recreational in nature. This is significantly
higher than the statewide average of seasonal homes, which was (6.9) in 2023. Most of these
seasonal homes are likely not available for rentals or for sale.

In order to better understand the housing situation in the area, Sanders County is going to undertake
the development of a Housing Assessment that will focus on aging in place and workforce housing.
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LAND USE




LAND USE

Existing Land Use

Development within the City is distinctly divided into the residential area of the City that is
located north of the railroad tracks and the commercial district south of the railroad and along
Highway 200. There are some residential dwellings located along the Clark Fork River and up
against the commercial development along Highway 200.

The newest residential development is in the eastern end of the City and north of the railroad
and highway. All the Thompson Falls School District’s facilities are also located north of the
railroad and highway.
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