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Executive Summary

PURPOSE & NEED
Carbon County, not unlike many desirable 
mountain communities in Montana, is in a 
housing crisis. The lack of available units across 
all housing types is well documented and the 
impacts on livability are tangible. Despite the 
needs and constraints, great opportunities exist 
to envision a future where the Carbon County/
Red Lodge workforce is supported through new 
housing development that remains true to its 
character and heritage. The purpose of this study 
is to build upon the Beartooth RC&D Regional 
Housing Study by selecting two sites to study the 
feasibility of workforce housing development. 

Housing prices have risen quickly, with a large 
volume of sales only affordable to high-income 
households. A significant share of households 
below 80% of the area median income are 
cost-burdened. Most service sectors do not have 
a high enough income to afford a median-priced 
home in. Employer focused housing should 
aim towards healthcare, schools, public 
administration, accommodations, food service, 
and Red Lodge Mountain. Carbon County will 
need to build 60 units per year for the next 
decade to meet demand. Most of these units 
should target the 30-60% AMI range and above 
the 120% AMI range.

SITE SELECTION PROCESS
The project team conducted an analysis 
on eleven sites identified in the BRCD Land 
Suitability Analysis, or identified by local experts 
as having potential for workforce housing 
development. This analysis included the 
following criteria:

•	 Proximity to workforce housing needs in Red 
Lodge

•	 Parcel size (a parcel 0.5 acres or larger is need-
ed to accommodate a project with 8-15 units)

•	 Existing land use
•	 Existing zoning/regulatory requirements for 

housing development
•	 Parcel ownership
•	 Site conditions (including location of infrastruc-

ture, access, existing structure(s), floodplain, 
and slope.

•	 Multi-modal connectivity

After the analysis, the project team contacted 
property owners to understand their interest 
in including their parcel(s) in the Study. Based 
on the analysis and the property owners’ 
interest, four sites were selected to bring to the 
community: Site A, Site B, Site C and Site D. 

COMMUNITY INPUT
Three public open houses were held to 
get community feedback on the four sites 
selected from the site analysis. Following 
these community meetings, the Community 
Foundation decided to move forward with Site B 
(Roberts) and Site D (Brewery Hill). 
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ROBERTS SITE

D E S C R I P T I O N
The Roberts Site is located on the northwest corner 
of Maple Street and Larowe Street in Roberts, 
Montana. It is 1.6 acres and is currently vacant with 
no existing structures. Water and sewer infrastructure 
exist on Maple Street that the project can tie into. 

The parcel is in the process of subdivision, and the 
lots are privately owned and would need to be 
purchased at or near market value. Although Site B 
is located 12 miles from workforce housing needs 
in Red Lodge, the Roberts School Superintendent 
informed the project team that 13 of the 16 teachers 
at the school commute from outside of Roberts 
due to the lack of housing availability. At the Open 
House in Roberts on October 12, the community 
felt strongly about this site being developed for 
workforce housing.

S I T E  CO N S I D E R AT I O N S :

•	 Minimal regulatory requirements (under Carbon 
County’s regulations) for housing development

•	 Requires purchase of the property at or near mar-
ket value

•	 Adjacency to the school is a significant opportunity
•	 Road infrastructure needs improvement
•	 Opportunity to improve Safe Routes to Schools
•	 Site was approved for development by the State 

DEQ prior to the June 2022 floods, will require 
re-permitting.
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P R O POS E D  WO R K FO R C E  P R O J E C T:
The proposed project is modeled to be 12 units 
distributed between three 2-story buildings with 
a density of 15 dwelling units per acre. The 12 
unit composition is fully comprised of 2-bedroom 
units. The site is shown in multiple phases, with the 
inclusion of a community garden and playground in 
a future phase. 

COST  E ST I M AT E S :
Total project costs were estimated at $376 per 
square foot and $272,895 per housing unit. Five 
units are set at market rate and 7 units are set as 
affordable to households at 60% of the area median 
income. The proposed project has a financial 
feasibility gap, meaning additional financial support 
will be needed. 
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BREWERY HILL SITE

D E S C R I P T I O N
The Brewery Hill site is located in the City of Red 
Lodge off of Highway 78. It is 17.8 acres and is 
currently vacant with no existing structures. The 
large parcel wholly encompasses a small, half acre, 
island parcel that is privately owned. There are 
apartments adjacent to the site to the east. Water 
and sewer infrastructure do not exist on site, but do 
exist under Highway 78 that the development can 
tie into. Due to its large size, only 1.2 acres of the 
site will be needed, and the remainder of the site 
could be preserved for future phases of housing 
development.  

S I T E  CO N S I D E R AT I O N S :

•	 Publicly-owned, land acquisition will require a pro-
cess of disposition of City land, a rezoning process, 
and financial acquisition costs should be assumed 
at market rate

•	 Conveniently located near downtown Red Lodge 
•	 Connected to Red Lodge via an existing trail
•	 Island parcel would need to be purchase or ac-

quired through a land swap
•	 Could accommodate more housing in the future

P R O POS E D  WO R K FO R C E  P R O J E C T:
The proposed project is modeled to be 16 units 
distributed between two 2-story buildings with 
a density of 13 dwelling units per acre. The unit 
composition is a 50-50 mixture of 1- and 2-bedroom 
units. The site is shown in multiple phases, with 
the inclusion of a playground in Phase 1 and a 
community garden in a future phase. 

HW
Y 78

La
zy

 M
 S

t

W
or

d
 A

ve
 N

.

7th St W

Red Lodge
Airport

Lower Continental Dr

N. Airport Rd

D

Brewery Hill site in Red Lodge

COST  E ST I M AT E S :
Total project costs were estimated at $551 per 
square foot and $315,168 per unit. Seven units 
are set at market rate and 9 are set as affordable 
to households at 60% of the area median income. 
The proposed project has a financial feasibility gap, 
meaning additional financial support will be needed. 
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1 | Introduction

PURPOSE & NEED

P L A N N I N G  A R E A
There is no understating the urgent need for 
workforce housing in Red Lodge. The lack of 
available units across all housing types is well 
documented and the impacts on livability are 
tangible. The community’s role as a tourism center 
with a service-based economy is complemented 
by its historical roots in mining and industrial 
activities which are still evident in the built 
environment. Despite the needs and constraints, 
great opportunities exist to envision a future where 
the Red Lodge workforce is supported through 
new housing development that remains true to its 
character and heritage.

Carbon County’s history of growth has resulted in 
an older housing stock, with new units reflecting 
a marketplace bearing higher-end, single family 
homes mostly in unincorporated areas. Slow 
multifamily growth in existing communities 
has exacerbated the housing shortage for 
middle-income people who are getting priced out, 
while a growing number of Billings commuters, 
newcomers and secondary-home owners are buying 
up inventory once affordable for renters. 

H O US I N G  N E E D
Housing development patterns and needs in Carbon 
County reflect the diversity of the economy, perhaps 
more noticeably than its neighbors in the BRCD 
region. Moving away from an agriculture-based 
economy and toward a tourism and serviced-based 
one in the last several decades, the County has seen 
a shift in population from the Clarks Fork Valley to the 
City of Red Lodge, and to a lesser extent, smaller and 
more affordable communities closer to Billings.

While there is no one solution for increasing 
workforce housing supply in the County, assisting 
employers to build units for their workers through 
subsidies or other financial assistance may boost the 
number of available units. As Red Lodge continues 
to add housing, the unit types, sizes and tenancy 
models must shift to meet workforce needs. In Red 
Lodge, where local support for housing assistance 
is strong and where organizations like the Red 
Lodge Area Community Foundation (RLACF) have 
put frameworks in place, creative tools and funding 
sources may help redirect resources for this purpose. 

Although land and housing costs are not as cheap 
as they used to be, the stage is set for partnerships 
between local jurisdictions, housing providers, 
community groups and employers that can help 
these active markets regain balance. 
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Figure 1: Carbon County Context
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H O US I N G  GR OW T H  OV E RV I E W
Until recently, the county had an abundance of 
vacant and somewhat inexpensive residential land. 
Parcels both on municipal services and on platted 
and unbuilt lots between the Rock Creek benches 
all the way to the Yellowstone County line have 
been slowly built out. Escalating land prices are the 
result of this inventory going away. With few new 
subdivisions, buildable parcels are limited. As of 
mid-2021, only a few dozen vacant serviced lots 
existed in and around Red Lodge, down from about 
240 a few years before.

Interviews indicated an overall housing boom since 
2019, however geographically, no one single area 
has been a major target of housing growth. Rather, 
houses have been built on the abundance of lots 
created prior to the 2008 recession which were 
spread across the landscape. Subdivisions like 
Dot Calm Ranches, Rio Vista or Remington Ranch 
have been receiving areas, with Dot Calm Ranches 
adding about 36 houses since 2019.

The smaller communities of Roberts, Belfry, Bridger 
and Fromberg are serviced by special districts. By 
late 2021 most vacant lots in older subdivisions were 
occupied by single family homes. 

The interior of the county, a desirable area for 
second or third homes, has seen an increase in 
high-priced home construction. In summary, the 
recent housing boom has certainly increased unit 
numbers, impacting Carbon County’s services and 
landscapes. But housing options for those serving 
the local economy continue to be more and more 
out of reach. 

R E D  LO D GE  H O US I N G  N E E DS 
ASS E SS M E N T
A 2020 Housing Needs Assessment was performed 
by the RLACF which used a survey to better 
understand the landscape of housing conditions 
throughout the community in order to make future 
recommendations that help meet city affordable 
housing needs. Applicable findings from the 
assessment include:

•	 Younger generations typically leave Red Lodge to 
seek better housing and economic opportunities, 
while younger families and retirees are continuing 
to move to town.

•	 A predominant decline in population occurred in 
those earning $25,000 to $75,000 annually

•	 Lower and higher incomes were more dramatically 
polarized compared to the State.

•	 The percentage of home values over $1,000,000 
had increased for the first time in recent years.

•	 Condominium ownership was strongly needed 
based on income ranges, however, there is a grow-
ing decrease in this housing choice

•	 Affordable housing options are very limited and 
supply had almost completely dried up.
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Figure 2: Carbon County
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Figure 3: Population, Carbon County, 2000-2021

PO P U L AT I O N
As of 2021, Carbon County had a total population 
of 10,847. Over the past two decades, Carbon 
County has experienced modest population 
growth. From 2000 to 2021, the population 
grew by approximately 1,300, or by a total of 13 
percent. From 2010 to 2021, Carbon County added 
approximately 800 residents, an overall growth in 
population of 8 percent. 

GR OW T H  I N  PO P U L AT I O N 
U N I N CO R PO R AT E D  CO U N T Y
Red Lodge is the largest municipality in the county 
with 2,190 residents, comprising 20 percent of 
the county’s overall population. Joliet, Bridger, 
Fromberg, and Roberts are the other municipalities 
with a sizeable share of the population, each with 
between 3 and 6 percent of the County’s total 
population. While some population growth has 
occurred in Red Lodge, most of the population 
growth in Carbon County over the past decade 
has occurred outside of the municipalities in the 
unincorporated areas of the County.

CARBON COUNTY MARKET PROFILE
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Figure 6: Employment by Sector, Carbon County, 2010-2021

Figure 7: Units by Type, Carbon County, 2021
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Figure 9: Affordability Gap, Carbon County, 2016-2021

Figure 10: Income Needed to afford a median-priced home and Incomes of Key Sectors




