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PUBLIC SCOPING ("DISCOVERY") 

INTRODUCTION

This section summarizes public scoping ("discovery") efforts for the Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve General Management Plan (GMP)/Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). A Notice of Intent to prepare an EIS was published in the Federal Register on January 17, 2003. GMP newsletters were also mailed out to some 300 people on January 17, 2003; hundreds more were distributed upon request, at public meetings, and at the park visitor center. 

Public scoping meetings for the GMP/EIS were held as per the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the Council of Environmental Quality’s regulations for implementing NEPA - 40 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 1500-1508, and National Park Service Directors Order 2. A press release announcing the meetings was issued on January 17, 2003. Four meetings were held: on February 13, 2003 in Alamosa, Colorado; on February 14, 2003 in Crestone, Colorado; on February 20, 2003 in Golden, Colorado; and on February 21, 2003 in Westcliffe, Colorado.  

The public meetings were conducted in a modified open house format, with presentations and informal question and answer periods.  The presentations outlining the GMP process were scheduled at the beginning of each hour.  After the presentations, the group was encouraged to visit with NPS and engineering-environmental Management, Inc.  (e2M, consultant) staff; study the numerous maps and figures on the walls; and provide comments verbally or in writing. Originally, 10 minute presentations were planned for 4:00, 5:00, and 6:00 PM.  The presentation schedule was adjusted to accommodate new arrivals at each of the meetings.

Meetings were attended by Great Sand Dunes Park staff, National Park Service – Intermountain Regional Office staff, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service staff, U.S. Forest Service staff, and e2M staff.  Representatives included:

· Steve Chaney, Superintendent, Great Sand Dunes National Monument and Preserve 

· Barb Irwin, Administrative Officer, Great Sand Dunes National Monument and Preserve

· Jim Bowman, Chief Ranger, Great Sand Dunes National Monument and Preserve

· Fred Bunch, Chief of Resources, Great Sand Dunes National Monument and Preserve

· Carol Sperling, Chief of Interpretation Great Sand Dunes National Monument and Preserve

· Mark Seaton, Facility Manager, Great Sand Dunes National Monument and Preserve

· Suzy Stutzman, Intermountain Regional Office, National Park Service

· Miki Stuebe, Landscape Architect, e2M

· Jayne Aaron, Environmental Planner, e2M

· Chris Baker, Historian, e2M

· Dan Niosi, Natural Resource Specialist, e2M

· Jim Montgomery, U.S. Forest Service

· Greg Thompson, U.S. Forest Service

· Ron Garcia, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

· Mike Blenden, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Meeting Logistics

In preparation for the meetings, e2M developed a presentation describing the GMP planning process and preliminary issues of the GMP.  e2M also developed associated visual aids, handouts, sign-in sheets, and directional signs for the meetings.  A planning newsletter and a variety of handouts were available to individuals who attended the meetings.  Comment forms were also available for completion and submittal by individuals who wished to submit comments in writing.

During the meetings, NPS, U.S. Fish and Wildlife, U.S. Forest Service, and e2M staff answered questions regarding the GMP process, organized and attended the sign-in table, conducted a short presentation, recorded verbal comments, and provided comment forms to individuals. 

Supplemental Meeting

Superintendent Steve Chaney held an additional informal question and answer session in Crestone on April 10, 2003. Steve was concerned about rumors that the park had decided to build a new park entrance near Crestone. About eighty people attended this meeting, which Steve described as very productive. Steve is considering hold additional informal meetings of this type in Crestone and at other locations in the future, possibly on an "as needed" or "as requested" basis.

Alamosa Meeting, February 13, 2003

The meeting was held from 4:00 to 7:00 PM at the Trinidad State Junior College.  Seventeen people signed in.  The presentation was given once, attendees asked questions of the staff; no comments were recorded or received.

Crestone Meeting, February 14, 2003

The meeting was held from 4:00 to 7:00 PM at the Baca Grande Property Owners Association Hall.  Twenty-three people signed in.  The presentation was given twice.  Comments received include:

· Could a road that accesses the dunes be provided through the wildlife refuge and south of (rather than through) Baca Grande?

· Rotation of water diversion through different drainages within Baca Grande should be should be based on historic patterns (management of water for ranching on the Baca has had side benefits on the Baca Grande, such as providing water to cottonwood trees).

· Concern about hunting in areas used frequently by people, especially around Baca Grande.

· Concern about additional burden on local communities from additional visitor load, etc.  Will the counties or communities be compensated some how?

· Access through Baca Grande onto US Forest Service and National Park Service lands are a concern.  Impacts to Crestone and Baca Grande should be considered.

· Interest in trail (hike, bike) opportunities along creeks, such as Deadman and Cottonwood creeks.

· Hiking and biking trails to go from the south end of the Baca subdivision to the north end of the Park?

· Concern that vehicles (cars, ATVs, snowmobiles) could ruin the serenity and quiet around Crestone/Baca Grande.

· Don’t want commercial activities like McDonalds, hotels, etc. that would change the character, the solitude, quiet, night skies, especially around Crestone/Baca Grande.

· Concern that the ranch’s historic water rights are kept intact for present ecosystem water flow, in Spanish Creek in particular.

· Concern that the Baca Grande residence will want a consistent management along all three borders (US Forest Service, NPS, and US Fish and Wildlife).  The National Park Service management plan is starting now, and the other agencies are postponing their plans for a few years.  In order for the residence to try for consistent management with three agencies, they may need to stay involved in planning processes for 10 years.

Golden Meeting, February 20, 2003

The meeting was held from 4:00 to 7:00 PM at the Golden Community Center.  Twelve people signed in.  Comments recorded include:

· Fire management?  How does it relate to the general management plan effort, and will it be used to promote vegetation diversity in the area?  How will the agencies and the Nature Conservancy work together to manage fire?

· Do not allow ATV use in the Park.

· Mineral rights- access to development of minerals.  Roads on the Baca were built to access minerals, and should remain available to access mineral exploration and development.  There are plans for near-term seismic studies and possible drilling of exploration well.  There are two existing wells and two additional permitted well locations.

· Bison herd – should they remain at the Park after TNC stops managing the lands?

Westcliffe Meeting, February 21, 2003

The meeting was held from 4:00 to 7:00 PM at the Custer County Community Center.  Thirteen people signed in.  Comments received include:

· Need more access points (trailheads) to Rainbow Trail.  Too many people are being funneled into a few areas, so that areas are over used.  Problems include people parking off the road and human sanitation, etc.

· Will the NPS determine the amount of visitor use that areas within the park can stand without being damaged or destroyed?  Will the NPS then be willing to limit use accordingly?

· Will the Baca Ranch be operated as a ranch?

· There is considerable concern about “spin-off” impacts, like commercial development (T-shirt shops, touristy places) and lots of people coming over Medano Pass to the east side of the mountains.

· It is not possible to control or structure (manage) growth or tourism.  There are already many more cars on the narrow county roads around the valley.  The rural character of the community is being lost.

· Most area residents believe that tourism is not what the Westcliffe area should depend on.

· Want people who come and stay in Westcliffe, rather that “tourists.”  Is there a plan to have more access or improve access through Music Pass or Medano Pass?

· Totally against limiting access, like having a permit requirement.  Want to be able to visit the wilderness (Preserve) area on the spur of the moment.  Maybe if trails were improved, people would not go off-trail and cause damage.

· Would like to see Medano Pass Road improved (i.e., two-lane road) to allow people to visit the dunes more easily from the east side.

· Areas like Sand Creek Lake are suffering damage because people have to go around downed trees, etc.  Improve trails to limit damage.

· This park is an opportunity to teach visitors how water works in the west.

· This should be the “sand and water” park.  Water should be a major component of education in the park.

· Concept:  Create another access route to the dunes from the north, and call it the “water” entrance.

· Drawing attention to this area by designating wilderness and national parks causes changes and destruction because so many people come and many stay.

· It is just fine that people have to work at getting to the dune from this side, either by hiking or 4WD.

· Will the impacts to our community be considered in the planning process?

· Want to make sure existing wilderness stays wilderness, and more wilderness would be okay.

· Don’t want to see more development in the park—more primitive experiences should be maintained/provided.

The following comments were shared with Steve Chaney during the meetings:

· Would like to see parking areas and/or travel routes established that would provide for horseback access to the south end of the dunes. 

· Would like to see better posting of the "no horses" area boundary.

· Build a research center on the Baca Ranch.

· Don't build a Visitor Center on the North side of the Baca Ranch.

· Comments concerning the possibility of vehicle access to the new park through the Baca Grande:

· How would the NPS/FWS assure that vehicles stayed on established roads. Vehicles would destroy the solitude and serenity of the area.

· Don't allow vehicles to access the park through the Baca Grande.

· No objection to park access road that does not come through the Baca Grande.

· If the short section of the Liberty Postal Route which goes through the National Park is closed to vehicles, designate it as open to carrying of cased firearms (so that hunters can access the USFS lands).  Prefer that the Liberty Postal Route be designated as open to vehicles.

WRITTEN COMMENTS RECEIVED BY MAIL, E-MAIL, OR WEB

INTRODUCTION

This section covers public comments received by mail, e-mail, or internet between February 13, 2003 and May 31, 2003. In general, these comments were responses to GMP Newsletter 1, issued in January 2003, and/or to public meetings held in mid-February (Alamosa, Crestone, Golden, Westcliffe) and mid-April (Crestone), 2003.

70 comments were received. The numbers received for each type are as follows: 

· newsletter comment form: 28

· web comment form: 26

· letter: 16

Respondents were classified geographically as local (within San Luis Valley), non-local in-state, and out-of-state. The number received for each is as follows: 

· local: 44

· non-local, in-state: 20

· out-of-state: 9

Respondents were also classified as individuals, organizations, or government agencies/tribes. The number received for each type is as follows:

· individuals: 59

· organizations:  10

Shumei International Institute, Inc.

Baca Grande Property Owners Association

Crestone Healing Arts Center, Inc.

San Luis Valley Tibetan Project

Saguache County Board of Commissioners

Haidakhandi Universal Ashram's

San Luis Valley Ecosystem Council

Chamma Ling

Colorado Mountain Club

The Crestone Eagle (mailing list request)

· government agencies/tribes: 0

LETTERS FROM ORGANIZATIONS

The Shumei International Institute letter expressed formal opposition to a northern entrance or access to the park via the Baca development. The Institute is concerned that such an access would bring hikers, climbers, ATV enthusiasts, bicyclists, etc. into the area, increasing traffic, noise, road maintenance needs, and causing changes in spiritual energy.

The Baca Grande Property Owner's Association letter was written on behalf of the 3400 property owners in the Association. It expressed concern about traffic, noise, road maintenance, and scenic impacts that could result from a north entrance using Baca Grande subdivision roads. The letter requested that the NPS "withdraw from consideration any option that would route Park and Preserve traffic through the boundaries of the Baca Grande Property Owners Association".

The Crestone Healing Arts Center, Inc. voiced opposition to a north entrance to the park through the Baca Grande Development and/or surrounding area. Concerns included impacts to quality of life, including noise and traffic. Hooper was suggested as alternative route.

San Luis Valley Tibetan Project expressed concern about possible creation of a public entrance to the park near the group's facilities. The Project strongly opposes the creation of an entrance through the Baca Grande, and endorses an alternate access route through Hooper or from the T-Road. Project staff are concerned that creating a public access route in the area could disrupt the Project's retreat-like surroundings. If the public starts using the parking lot near Tashi Gomang Stupa to gain access to federal lands, a disruptive situation near the Stupa and Ziggurat could result.

Saguache County Board of Commissioners passed a resolution supporting the Baca Grande Property Owners Association and the Baca Grande Subdivision community in strongly recommending that the NPS and USFS not route traffic through the Baca Grande Subdivision for access to public lands.

Haidakhandi Universal Ashram's letter expressed strong opposition to having an access route to the national park through the Baca Grande development. Such an access route "will not only destroy our and several other spiritual retreats located here, it will also undermine the whole development which was never planned for that level of traffic. "

San Luis Valley Ecosystem Council's concerns include public access and capacity of the land (especially Baca Ranch land) to handle that public.  The council expressed hope that comprehensive baseline inventories of resources will be developed for the Baca before decisions are made. A major concern is travel management/type of access (hiking vs. vehicular use, for example), particularly with regard to protection of key sensitive areas, access to the park from the north, and areas around Deadman's Creek and Medano/Music Passes. 

Chamma Ling (a Project of Ligmincha Institute) is opposed to a northern access to the park via the Baca Grande subdivision or the town of Crestone, or via former Baca ranchlands off County Road T. The letter stated that the organization would be unable to fulfill its mission and the terms of its grant if the peace and quiet of the area is overwhelmed by park traffic.

Colorado Mountain Club  submitted a lengthy letter with attachments on behalf of members of several organizations:  Colorado Mountain Club, Center for Native Ecosystems, Colorado Environmental Coalition, The Wilderness Society, San Luis Valley Ecosystem Council, and Sierra Club.  Major points of the letter are listed in the following paragraphs. 

The Great Sand Dunes Conservation Area (including Great Sand Dunes National Monument, Medano-Zapata Ranch, and portions of the Baca Ranch) is considered by the Nature Conservancy to be an irreplaceable ecological site. The overall direction of the Great Sand Dunes general management plan should be to protect and conserve the natural function and form of native ecosystems. The park should emphasize collection of comprehensive baseline data and implementation of a comprehensive monitoring program designed to detect and understand long-term trends. The park should set aside Research Natural Areas to ensure that a natural laboratory is preserved in the future. The NPS should acquire water rights to ensure maintenance of ground water levels, surface water levels, and stream flows on and across Park and Preserve lands.

The NPS should revisit existing wilderness inventories so that lands in which non-conforming uses have ceased and newly acquired lands are fairly considered for wilderness recommendation. Lands found to possess wilderness qualities must be managed as if they were wilderness so that their wilderness characteristics are not diminished before Congress acts. 

Recreation should be concentrated in the frontcountry and minimized in sensitive ecosystems. The NPS should address the issue of appropriate recreation (types and intensities) in the GMP. The NPS should plan specifically for preserving natural quiet in the backcountry and minimize the amount of non-natural sounds in the frontcountry. Off-road vehicle use within the Monument and Preserve is inappropriate. The plan should state the types of commercial recreation and recreation events that might be allowed. When Baca Ranch is transferred  to the federal government,  the NPS should consider allowing non-motorized public access in the eastern corner of the existing ranch, where Sand Creek exits from the national preserve. Users of the Sand Ramp Trail in the park would be able to continue into the preserve on the Sand Creek Trail. This would link the park with the preserve and provide an alternative access for hikers into the northern high country of the preserve.

Components and processes of ecological systems should be preserved. Wildfire should be allowed to proceed unimpeded unless park structures, private property, or human safety are threatened.  The NPS should dedicate resources to restoring the natural hydrologic flow regime (including purchasing water rights when needed to fulfill this purpose) on which the dunes and species in the area depend.

SUMMARY OF RESPONSES TO COMMENT FORM  QUESTIONS (GMP Newsletter 1)

What planning issues and opportunities do you think should be addressed by the Great Sand Dunes General Management Plan? 

Responses to this question covered the following topics: 

· condition of facilities

· type, amount, and location of facilities

· trail and road access (e.g., suggestions to develop or eliminate particular roads, trails, or routes of access)

· water management, conservation, watershed and wetland protection, and water rights

· providing opportunities for primitive experiences

· impacts to neighbors (e.g., noise, traffic, scenic quality), especially from new routes of access and changes in land use

· appropriateness (by type and/or location) of certain recreational uses (ATVs, horses, hiking, etc.)

· crowding, overuse, and how to manage increasing numbers of visitors

· hunting and gun safety, especially near residential areas

· involving and informing neighbors and community members 

· how to protect resources (e.g., geologic, biologic, cultural) while making them accessible for education, interpretation, and research

· impacts on plants, animals, and other resources from visitor use, roads, oil and gas exploration/extraction, etc.

· determining what resources (e.g., plants, animals, archeological resources) are in the expanded park/preserve, and trends in the "health" of those resources

· wildlife management (especially bison and reintroduction of native species)

· fire management

· protection of wilderness values

· protection of ecological  systems (processes and function)

· preservation of natural quiet

· consistency and coordination of planning among federal agencies

· use and management of Baca Ranch

· handicap accessibility

What makes Great Sand Dunes National Monument and Preserve Special?

Responses to this question are listed below. Numbers in parentheses indicate the number of respondents who mentioned that particular characteristic:

· uniqueness (8)

· sand dunes against backdrop of high mountain peaks (8)

· wildlife/plants (8)

· combination of ecosystems/ ecological diversity (7)

· beauty/scenery (6)

· dunes (5)

· Medano Creek surge flow (5)

· geology/ landforms (5)

· complex hydrologic system (4)

· unspoiled/undisturbed (4)

· endemic insects (4)

· historic and prehistoric features (3)

· solitude (3)

· beach in the mountains (2)

· sky/sunsets (2)

· contrast between sand and water (2)

· opportunities for recreation (2)

· freedom (1)

· easy access (1)

· creeks (1)

· quiet (1)

· not a destination park (1)

· resiliency of the sand (1)

· minimally managed (1)

· wilderness (1)

What factual information should the NPS consider to determine whether new lands added to the park contain wilderness suitable areas?

The following characteristics (organized by category) were mentioned in response to this question:

biology/ecology

· local ecology

· endangered species

· wildlife habitat needs, migration corridors

· bird counts

· health of fish and land animals

· vegetation growth

· beaver activity

· degree of fragmentation

· insect species endemic to sand dunes

· plant habitat

· forest age

· biology of Wilderness vs. non-wilderness areas as climate changes

· degree of watershed protection

land uses, impacts to resources or visitor experience

· type of access, ease of access, remoteness

· potential impacts of roads and structures

· recreational use, recreational demand (hiking, fishing, hunting, snowshoeing, camping)

· protection of dunes from vehicle impacts

· geographically/geologically unique landscapes that are fragile and at risk of development or exploitation

· noise levels

· solitude

· scenic values

· number of visitors at any given time

· sustainable grazing practices employed

· grazing not allowed

neighbors 

· desires of neighboring communities

· compatibility with adjacent lands

other 

· ruins of ancient cultures

· cost to create, cost to administer

· importance to the entire monument and surrounding areas

· original land users, both human and animal

· proximity to previously established wilderness areas

· limited roadless areas in region

What other thoughts or ideas would you like to share with the planning team? 

Many responses to this question were related to issues or opportunities, and thus were included in the issues and opportunities summary above. Additional responses are as follows:

· no access through Baca Grande (mentioned by numerous respondents); concerns about traffic, noise, crime, costs of road maintenance, impacts to scenery & wildlife

· no vehicular access through or near spiritual centers

· maybe someone could provide access to the dunes from the north via a special vehicle as a small business

· no fees on public lands

· need more enforcement of laws and rules (hunting, littering, quiet times, parking, etc.)
· consider merging Sand Luis Lakes State Park with NPS lands for maintenance and patrol 
· provide an emergency call box in the middle of the dunes

· support the local economy

· the park should be staffed with locals; people take better care of things if they have ownership

· improving trail conditions (e.g., removing downed trees) would encourage people to stay on trails 

· provide more trails and access points in different areas to disperse use

· trailheads, campgrounds, and other developments should be added only if they serve to mitigate resource damage--not to encourage or foster additional use

1
5

