




The completion of the Colstrip Growth Policy would not have been possible without the dedicated eĳ orts and valuable 
input of many individuals and groups. We would like to extend our deepest gratitude to the following:

Thank you to the Colstrip City-County Planning Board members for their thoughtful guidance, commitment, and 
expertise throughout the development of this policy. Your time and eĳ ort in reviewing, discussing, and refi ning the key 
elements of the Growth Policy have been indispensable.

 Jolene Verlanic
 Wendy Acton
 Kayla de la Ossa
 Zane Longacre
 Wayne Dudley (City Council Representative)
 Gary Parry
 Scott Hein (County Representative)

We also wish to express our appreciation to the Colstrip City Council for their continued support and leadership. Your 
collaboration and encouragement have been crucial in ensuring the success of this project. We are grateful for your 
dedication to making Colstrip a better place for all residents.

 John Williams, Mayor
 Rose Hanser
 Wayne Dudley
 Greg Koczur
 Jack Rosander

We also wish to express our appreciation to the Colstrip City staĳ  for their wealth of knowledge about the City of 
Colstrip and the assistance they provided during the drafting of this document. 

Also a special thank you to Bill Neumiller for providing photographs for this document. 

Lastly, we extend our sincere thanks to the public for their active participation and feedback during the policy 
development process. Your engagement, suggestions, and willingness to share your thoughts have enriched this document 
and helped shape the future of Colstrip. We are grateful for your involvement and for helping ensure that this Growth 
Policy refl ects the needs and aspirations of our community.

Together, through the contributions of the Planning Board, City Council, City Staĳ , and the public, this Growth Policy 
represents a collective eĳ ort to guide the future of Colstrip in a thoughtful and sustainable manner. 

Thank you all for your contributions to this important work.
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A growth policy is a guiding document adopted by a city, town or county that outlines the community’s vision for its 
future. Similar to what other states call comprehensive plans, a growth policy is used by local governments to guide 
decision-making about the community’s land use and development. A growth policy is not a regulatory document and 
does not require regulations to be adopted and utilized. But regulations such as zoning and subdivision must be consistent 
with and supported by the growth policy, for the purposes of consistency and clarity.

This updated plan is meant to help the City Council, Planning Board, residents, and potential new residents or prospective 
investors make decisions regarding the economy, infrastructure, local services, and land use. The update should help these 
stakeholders achieve specifi c goals instead of reacting to individual events and applying short-term fi xes year after year. 
Issues of concern to the City range from providing additional housing and improving infrastructure (water-sewer-streets) 
to enhancing local services and reviewing the City’s land use regulations. 

This document contains nine sections that provide the rationale for understanding and achieving the goals listed in this 
document. These sections include:

Goals, Objectives, and Actions: 
Taking advantage of 
opportunities and overcoming 
challenges does not happen by 
chance. City residents must 
be willing to set practical and 
achievable goals to make things 
happen.

Introduction: 
A description of the City, 
its location, features, and 
history.

Population: 
A brief description of 
the City population and 
demographics.

Economy: 
A description of the City’s 
current economic situation 
and a vision for addressing 
issues and capitalizing on 
economic opportunities 
and challenges

Local Services and Public 
Facilities: 
A description of the City’s 
revenues and expenditures, and 
its infrastructure and services, 
including those that the City is 
responsible for operating and 
maintaining.

Housing: 
A description of 
the current housing 
opportunities in the City.

Land Use: 
A description of land 
use in the City including 
future growth, the impacts 
of fl ooding and wildland 
fi re, historic preservation 
eĳ orts, the potential for 
new land use regulations 
such as zoning, and 
the administration of 
subdivision regulations.

Resident Outreach: 
This section describes the 
process used to gather 
advice and guidance from 
City residents on issues of 
importance to them.



Colstrip was founded by the Northern Pacifi c Railroad in the early 1920s. Using its coal resources the community 
supplied fuel for the steam locomotives. In the mid-20th century, the Montana Power Company acquired the mineral 
rights to the coal and used it to fuel the coal-fi red power plants that it constructed adjacent to the community. The 
power plant has recently experienced the closure of two of the four units, through a presidential decree, which has had a 
signifi cant impact on Colstrip. The City was incorporated in 1998. Due to a reliance on coal mining and energy generation 
resources, Colstrip has experienced fl uctuations in its population and economic fortunes. Despite these shifts, the city 
has maintained a high standard of living for its residents and has actively engaged in comprehensive land-use planning 
since its incorporation. Colstrip adopted Growth Policies in 2001 and 2013 to guide its development.

The City of Colstrip has long embraced a progressive economic and community mindset, captured in its oĴ  cial slogan, 
“Tomorrow’s Town Today.” The City Council and Planning Board want this updated Growth Policy to embody this vision. 
The goal of this updated Growth Policy is to enhance the quality of life for City residents by improving services and 
upgrading infrastructure, fostering pride in the community’s energy resource heritage, and cultivating a vibrant, diverse 
economy. Through proactive planning, Colstrip seeks to ensure a bright and sustainable future for its residents.

The City of Colstrip will coordinate with Rosebud County to implement this Growth Policy. There are a variety of ways 
that coordination can be done. Below is a list of coordination tactics. 

 Coordinate eĳ orts with the County on lobbying the state legislature for support of the coal industries.
 Coordinate with the County for analyzing and maintaining/upgrading the water supply system.
 Coordinate resources with Rosebud County in providing emergency services and staĴ  ng, equipment, and infrastruc-

ture.

Colstrip has been very active in its community planning eĳ orts with a focus on improving the quality of life in the City. 
Since 2015, these eĳ orts include:

 Zoning ordinance 2012
 Colstrip Economic Diversifi cation Strategy 2017
 Growth Policy update 2019
 Pavement Management Plan, 2021
 Water Feasibility Study, 2022
 Sludge Management Plan, 2022
 Capital Improvements Plan, 2024



The following are the goals, objectives, and actions meant to be achieved to address the opportunities and challenges 
identifi ed in this plan. The goals and objectives in this section are listed by topic and area followed by the actions 
identifi ed to achieve them. Actions intended to implement the Growth Policy include but are not limited to, measures 
such as considering how to protect the historic character of the City, updating the City’s Zoning Code and Subdivision 
Regulations, ensuring cooperation between the City and Rosebud County, upgrading infrastructure and providing day-
to-day services.

The City’s residents need economic opportunities and stability to prosper in a post-industrial economy and a constantly 
changing global economy. The City should work to strengthen and diversify its economy into a postindustrial and global 
economy.

a. Assess the levels of retail services available to the residents.
b. Promote a positive marketing campaign for coal mining and power generation.
c. Support clean coal industry alternatives and initiatives.
d. Diversify the natural resources industry in Colstrip to foster continued economic support for the City.
e. Enhance the attractiveness of Colstrip to business owners.

Action Responsibility Priority
Support House Bills 623 and 696 for opening the door to nuclear energy City of Colstrip 1

Review the zoning code to assess the potential for amendments to the General 
Commercial District to potentially expand and grow the retail services and market.

Planning Board, City Staĳ , City 
Council, Zoning Commission

2

Conduct a feasibility study on small-scale nuclear energy in Colstrip. Northwestern Energy, Talen, City 
of Colstrip

3

Promote Colstrip as an “energy hub” through marketing campaigns and educational 
outreach 

SEMDC, City of Colstrip 4

Work with SEMDC on a marketing campaign to promote the City’s quality of life to 
attract new businesses to the City and continue to the marketing eĳ orts started by 
Colstrip United to Promote education on the importance of coal energy. 

SEMDC, City of Colstrip 5

Work with Grid United to facilitate the construction of energy transmission lines to 
and from the Power Plant.

Grid United, Rosebud County, 
SEMDC, City of Colstrip

6

Work with SEMDC to identify grant funding that would promote economic 
prosperity in Colstrip 

SEMDC, City Staĳ , City Council 7

Collaborate with Northwestern Energy and Talen on conducting a study into clean 
coal industry alternatives.

City of Colstrip Northwestern 
Energy, Talen, SEMDC

8

Collaborate with SEMDC to update the 2017 Economic Diversifi cation Strategy SEMDC, City Council, Planning 
Board

9



Safe and structurally sound housing is essential for the well-being of each City resident. The City will work to identify 
ways to provide housing options for all residents. 

a. Increase housing availability 
b. Facilitate public-private partnerships for housing 
c. Encourage and support landowners in the development of a variety of diĳ erent housing types

Action Responsibility Priority
Review the municipal code to identify if the code can be updated to encourage 
redevelopment of properties. 

City of Colstrip  1

Assess the long-term rental market in Colstrip City of Colstrip 2

Review the zoning code to assess the need for higher-density housing and 
amend the zoning districts accordingly. 

City of Colstrip, Zoning 
Commission  

3

Identify and apply for funding sources such as Community Development 
Block Grant Housing Stabilization through the Montana Department of 
Commerce

SEMDC, City of Colstrip 4

Collaborate with Rosebud County and SEMDC, the acting CRO for 
Rosebud County, on the development of attainable workforce housing 
through House Bill 819, or the Community Reinvestment Act.

Rosebud County, SEMDC, City 
of Colstrip 

5

Work with local entities to help develop and improve local properties City of Colstrip, Private entities 6

Identify parcels that have the potential to be redeveloped for housing. City of Colstrip 7

Review the zoning code to assess districts that do not allow RV Parks. City of Colstrip, Zoning 
Commission

8



To be successful, the City will need to retain its residents and businesses and potentially attract new ones, and the City’s 
regulatory environment must be predictable and fair. New development should occur in areas with limited potential of 
natural hazards such as fl ooding, or wildfi re and where it is eĴ  cient for the City to provide services.

a. Encourage smart growth 
b. Engage the community in planning and decision-making
c. Provide the community with fair and predictable land use processes

Action Responsibility Priority
Create and maintain the City annexation policy. City of Colstrip 1

Create and adopt subdivision regulations to comply with all state statutes City of Colstrip 2

Identify a variety of diĳ erent land use designations for future development 
to ensure compatible land use development

City of Colstrip 3

Review all permitting requirements to ensure that the processes are 
predictable and fair for all developers and residents.

City of Colstrip 4

Continue to adequately post public notices in order to encourage the public 
to attend public meetings and hearings.

City of Colstrip 5

Continue to review and update all City land use ordinances City of Colstrip 6

Review and discuss creating a policy on addressing community decay. City of Colstrip 7









In 2023, the population of Colstrip was estimated to be 2,156 
people. This was a decrease since the 2010 census which had 
Colstrip at 2,274 people, or a decrease of 5.2% or 118 people. 
The residents of Colstrip make up approximately 27% of Rosebud 
County’s population total, which is 8,088.

The median age of Colstrip’s population has increased. Between 
the 2010 and 2023 census, it rose from 35.5 to 43.5 years. In 
comparison, the median age in the United States is 38.5, while 
Rosebud County’s median age is 36.4. This shift in Colstrip 
is largely attributed to growth in the 65 and over age groups. 
In 2010, individuals aged 45-64 accounted for 32.9% of the 
population, while those 65 and over made up 3.8%. By 2022, 
the 45-64 group had grown to 35.0%, and those 65 and over 
now represent 12.2% of the population. This refl ects an increase 
of 5 people in the 45-64 group and 177 people in the 65 and 
over group. Conversely, the 18-34 age group saw a signifi cant 
decline, shrinking by 193 individuals, or 8.0%.

There are a variety of factors that lead to an aging population 
demographic. Some of these factors include:

Younger people are fi nding it economically diĴ  cult to stay 
in Colstrip due to a lack of jobs and a volatile job market.
The availability of housing and cost of living has impacted the 
younger generations, forcing them to relocate out of the City. 



People of retirement age are moving to 
the City due to the attractiveness and 
quality of life within Colstrip. 

Colstrip is no diĳ erent than many other 
Montana communities in experiencing an 
aging population. The City should continue 
to monitor the decrease in the number of 
younger residents and the causes of out 
migration. Such population shifts could 
lead to a substantial impact on the ability of 
the City to provide certain services such as 
senior services, healthcare, housing, a stable 
workforce, and a healthy economy.



Colstrip’s economy has been closely tied to natural resource extraction (coal mining) and electrical power generation, 
which have been the foundation of the City’s economic growth since the 1970s.  Over the decades, coal-powered energy 
production has been the cornerstone of the community’s economy. 

Today, the top three job sectors in Colstrip are Education, Health Care, and Social Assistance (31.8%), Agriculture, 
Forestry, Fishing and Hunting, and Mining (23.6%), and Transportation, Warehousing, and Utilities (15.5%), according 
to the Headwaters Economic Profi le System, which uses American Community Survey data. It is important to note that 
in municipalities where a specifi c industry dominates the economy and provides the majority of employment, certain 
labor data may be redacted to protect individuals’ personal information, ensuring that their data cannot be identifi ed or 
separated by external sources.

The U.S. Census Bureau defi nes the general working age of people as being between the ages of 16 and 64. As of 2022, 
68.7% of the population in Colstrip is of working age, which means these people are working 50-52 weeks per year. Of 
this demographic70.8% were working more than 35 hours per week, which would constitute them as being employed 
full-time. 

Per capita income is a measure of income per person. Per capita income is considered to be an important measure of the 
economic well-being of a community. This measure can be misleading because it takes into consideration total personal 
income which includes non-labor sources of income such as dividends, interest, rent, and transfer payments. In 2032, 
the per capita income for Colstrip is $44,721, which is slightly below the U.S. per capita income at $43,289. The median 
household income in Colstrip was $86,000 in Colstrip and $78,538 in the U.S.

PER CAPITA INCOME PER CAPITA INCOME 

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD 
INCOME





According to new sources such as the 
Montana Free Press, a major energy 
transmission project is proposed that will 
signifi cantly impact Colstrip. It was reported 
in August, 2024that “Montana will receive 
$700 million to advance the nation’s fi rst 
transmission project bridging the eastern and 
western grids, a step described as critical to 
U.S. energy reliability. The U.S. Department 
of Energy grant will advance the North Plains 
Connector, a 415-mile, high voltage, direct-
current line between Montana’s Colstrip 
substation and Center, North Dakota. The 
525 KV line could be the fi rst high-voltage 
line in the country bridging the eastern and 
western energy grids, allowing power to move 
from Portland to Minnesota while connecting 
energy markets serving more than 20 states.” 

To ensure that the North Plains Connector project is as benefi cial as possible for Colstrip, the City should work closely 
with Rosebud County as the development stage progresses and construction breaks ground. Regular assessments 
should take place of whether the project will create additional needs for local services, infrastructure, and housing within 
Colstrip. 



Rosebud County currently has one coal mine, 
the Rosebud Mine, operated by Westmoreland 
Rosebud Mining LLC. The mine covers 25,000 
acres and is primarily a surface mine that extracts 
sub-bituminous coal. The mine supplies the existing 
Colstrip power plant with enough coal to provide 
electricity to approximately 1 million typical U.S. 
homes. 

Colstrip is home to a major power plant facility 
that supplies much of the Northwest with energy. 
Units 3 and 4 have the generating capacity to 
produce 1,480 Megawatts of electricity combined, 
or 740 Megawatts each. It is likely that if you live 
in the Northwest United States, you are using 
some portion of the energy generated in Colstrip. The plant facility was constructed in the 1970s. For much of the power 
plant’s history, the ownership has been from energy companies located in the Northwest, such as Puget Sound Energy 
out of Bellevue Washington, but the plant’s current operating partner, Talen Energy, located in Houston Texas, has also 
played a key role in the ownership of the plant. Recently, majority ownership was bought by Northwestern Energy. Units 
1 and 2 have been dismantled and are unable to return to production, but Units 3 and 4 continue to operate in Colstrip.

Energy generation plays a key role in the economy of Colstrip and provides a wide variety of jobs for the community and 
surrounding area. It is vital for Colstrip that the power generation plants continue to receive federal and state support. 












































































