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Dear Interested Party:
The White River National Forest (WRNF) has accepted a proposal from Arapahoe Basin Ski Area to initiate a review under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) for projects contained in the 2005 Arapahoe Basin Master Development Plan Amendment (MDPA).  Arapahoe Basin (A-Basin) operates on 1,913 acres of National Forest System land under a 40 year special use permit issued by the WRNF.  The MDPA is designed to establish A-Basin’s direction and priorities for the physical improvements, both short and long term, while retaining the current feel and appeal of the ski area.  

The Forest Service is in the process of reviewing A-Basin’s MDPA for final acceptance.  (Note: “acceptance” of the MDPA by the Forest Service does not imply authorization to implement any of the proposed projects.  Site-specific review and analysis via the NEPA process is required prior to the implementation of any of the proposed projects.)  At this time, the Forest Service is seeking public comments on the proposal to assist in an upcoming environmental analysis.  

A-Basin’s proposal includes extending lift served skiing to the upper portion of Montezuma Bowl, upgrading the existing Exhibition Lift in a slightly modified alignment, and developing increased parking capacity.  The specifics of A-Basin’s proposal, as well as the purpose and need for the projects, are detailed below.  The Proposed Action is illustrated on the attached map.

PROPOSED ACTION
Montezuma Bowl
As stated in the Final EIS that accompanied the 2002 WRNF Land and Resources Management Plan Revision (Forest Plan EIS), Montezuma Bowl “is a logical expansion of the ski area”… and “has long been recognized as having excellent potential for skiing and snowboarding.” (Forest Plan EIS page 3-459).  Accordingly, the 2002 WRNF Forest Plan modified the A-Basin special use permit boundary by incorporating the ~800 acre Montezuma Bowl area.  
Montezuma Bowl is predominantly an above‑timberline open bowl, containing terrain that is ideal in its natural state for skiing.  This is evidenced by backcountry skiers and snowboarders who currently enter Montezuma Bowl through a series of backcountry access points, and descend to Montezuma Road.  Hence, this project can be accomplished with minimal ground and vegetation impacts, mostly attributable to minor overstory vegetation removal that would be 
required along the lift corridor as well as to create “collector” trails intended to funnel skiers to the bottom terminal.  

Adding lift-served skiing within Montezuma Bowl would increase A-Basin's existing overall skiable acreage from approximately 487 to 812 acres.  The Montezuma Bowl area would add approximately 175 acres of intermediate terrain and 149 acres of advanced and expert terrain, all accessible for round-trip skiing via one proposed chairlift.  Guests could utilize portions of the terrain below the bottom terminal of the proposed chairlift down to the permit boundary, hiking a short distance back to the lift (see attached map).  Terrain in Montezuma Bowl that would become available to intermediate skiers would improve A-Basin’s current deficiency of intermediate opportunities, as identified in the MDPA (the reader is referred to the Purpose and Need discussion, below).  
The Montezuma Bowl lift is proposed to be installed as either a fixed-grip triple or quad chairlift.  This lift would provide an uphill capacity of between 1,800 and 2,400 skiers per hour.  The upper terminal of the proposed top-drive lift would be situated approximately 500 feet southeast of the top terminal of the existing Lenawee lift, at an elevation of 12,465 feet, on the southwest side of the ridge separating Montezuma Bowl from A-Basin’s front side.  This location was selected because it minimizes the visibility of the terminal, which is anticipated to be only slightly evident from the south or from the summit of Loveland Pass.  All construction equipment could gain access to the proposed top terminal area by utilizing existing service roads as well as through construction of an approximate 500-foot access route across the talused ridge between the top terminal of the Lenawee Chairlift and the top terminal of the proposed Montezuma Bowl Chairlift.  This proposed access route would also serve as a utility corridor for the proposed chairlift and a skiway in the winter.  
The bottom terminal would be constructed at an elevation of 11,350 feet utilizing existing flat grades to minimize grading and construction impacts.  While the bottom terminal could be installed without construction of a road, a permanent foot or ATV trail between the top and bottom terminals would allow continued maintenance access.  The equipment used for terminal and tower construction would either be flown in by helicopter or brought in over-the-snow in the spring.  Grading and tower excavation would be accomplished by utilizing low impact equipment and hand digging.  Construction of the lower terminal could be accomplished with minimal impacts to vegetation.  
Relocation of the existing backcountry access points would be necessary as part of this proposed upgrade.  Minimal tree clearing would be required in the lower area of Montezuma Bowl for access to the lift, a groomed route for emergency egress from the hike back terrain, and for the installation of closure boundaries.  
Exhibition Lift Replacement

Originally installed in 1978, the existing Exhibition triple chair accommodates approximately 1,800 skiers per hour.  A-Basin proposes to upgrade this lift along a slightly modified alignment, accommodating up to 2,600 people per hour.  The bottom terminal site would remain in its present location, while the top terminal would be moved up approximately 20 vertical feet and approximately 185 feet to the southwest.  Relocating the top terminal of this lift would allow sufficient room for construction of the Midway Lodge, a 4,000 square foot facility which was approved via A-Basin’s 1999 Record of Decision.  

Parking Capacity Increase

To meet current parking demand, and commensurate with the proposed facility development, it is necessary for A-Basin to increase total resort parking capacity.  Currently, A-Basin’s five parking areas are capable of accommodating approximately 1,450 vehicles.  A-Basin proposes to create an additional 331 parking spaces by widening and re-grading the Upper Overflow Lot, the Lower Overflow Lot and the High Noon Lot.  This would bring total parking capacity at A-Basin’s five lots to 1,781 vehicles (a 23 percent increase).  In conjunction with the re-grading of the High Noon Lot, a series of sediment detention basins would be created along the west edge of the parking area, parallel with Highway 6.  

In addition, as part of this proposal, A-Basin will work with the Colorado Department of Transportation to improve the pedestrian crossings of US Highway 6.  Some options to explore include improving sight distances, reducing vehicle speeds, increasing signage, adding flashing lights and defining crosswalks, as well as reassessing a pedestrian underpass that was approved via the Arapahoe Basin Master Development Plan record of decision signed in 1999.  One of the crossings would be located at the lower end of the High Noon Lot, while another would be located at the lower end of the upgraded Lower Overflow Lot.  These crosswalks would provide for more organized and controlled pedestrian crossings of US Highway 6.
PURPOSE AND NEED

Montezuma Bowl

Purpose #1:
Better disperse beginner, intermediate and advanced skiers throughout the ski area, lending to a more well-rounded recreational experience.  

Need:

A terrain distribution analysis completed for the MDPA (page 19) acknowledges a shortage of beginner, advanced-intermediate, and expert terrain with a slight surplus of low intermediate and novice terrain.  This demonstrates that A-Basin is out of balance with its skier/rider market.  
Objective:
Incorporating Montezuma Bowl into the lift-served skiing network would balance the terrain offered at the resort with the skier distribution unique to A-Basin.  
Purpose #2:
Increase terrain capacity at A-Basin to accommodate current and anticipated demand.  

Need:
Summit County ski areas account for roughly 50 percent of skier visits on the WRNF.  The Forest Plan EIS (page 3-442) concluded that skier visitation in Colorado will increase by 800,000 skiers by 2010.  The majority of this growth is anticipated to take place in the WRNF, with Summit County experiencing the largest percentage of that growth due to its proximity to Front Range communities.  The recent growth in A-Basin’s skier visitation (33 percent over the past three years, from 244,000 skier visits in 2001 to 326,000 in 2005) validates the Forest Plan projections.  
Objective:

The Proposed Action would increase A-Basin’s carrying capacity while better distributing guests across the range of ability levels, accommodating current and future visitation levels.  

Incorporation of Montezuma Bowl into A-Basin’s lift-served network would add approximately 175 acres of intermediate terrain, reducing pressure on the current intermediate terrain accessed by the Lenawee and Norway chairlifts.  In addition, Montezuma Bowl would provide additional terrain for advanced and expert skiers, better dispersing them across A-Basin’s advanced terrain and reducing wait times on Pallavicini.
Exhibition Chairlift Upgrade

Purpose #3:
Upgrade A-Basin’s out-of-base capacity to improve mid-mountain access and better distribute skiers.  

Need:

A-Basin’s lift network consists of two triple chairlifts, three double chairlifts and one surface conveyor lift.  While the lifts have been well maintained and are in good working order, many of the lifts are over 25 years old.  

Two chairlifts – Exhibition and Pallavicini – provide primary up-mountain access from A-Basin’s base area.  Because Pallavicini serves predominately advanced terrain with limited services, most skiers start their day on Exhibition.  Exhibition, a fixed-grip triple chairlift installed in 1978 and now 28 years old, routinely experiences long wait times in the morning and after lunch.  

Objective:

Increasing Exhibition’s capacity from 1,800 people per hour to 2,600 would improve mid-mountain access and skier distribution.  

Parking 

Purpose #4:
Increase parking capacity to meet current and anticipated demand.
Need:

All skiers arrive at A-Basin via charter buses, county buses or cars and park in the day-skier parking areas and overflow parking along the sides of Highway 6, which have a combined capacity of 1,450 vehicles (including buses).  On busy days, all parking areas are completely full.  There is currently a slight deficiency of day-skier parking on peak days.  
Objective:

Increased parking capacity and more efficient vehicular circulation, combined with A-Basin’s and the Forest Service’s desires to improve pedestrian crossings on US Highway 6, would make for a better and safer recreational experience.  
ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW PROCESS
Our team of resource specialists, called an Interdisciplinary Team (IDTeam), is in the process of conducting an environmental analysis in order to identify resource concerns and estimate potential impacts of this proposal.  The IDTeam has identified a number of relevant concerns and will design the project to address or mitigate them.  The Proposed Action, and any alternatives that are developed as a result of agency and public input, will be analyzed under an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  The EIS will contain full disclosures of potential biological, physical and social effects, including: wetlands, wildlife, plants, cultural resources, scenery and recreational resources as well as effects on the roadless character of the Porcupine Peak Roadless Area.  
The responsible official for this project is Maribeth Gustafson, White River National Forest Supervisor.  The Forest Supervisor will decide whether or not to implement the Proposed Action or another alternative developed by the Forest Service in response to specific resource issues.  In addition, the responsible official will determine whether site-specific management requirements, design criteria and/or mitigation measures will be required. 


To make a fully informed decision, I need to know your issues and concerns with this proposal and how they may be addressed.  Please respond by January 6, 2006 so that our planning efforts can proceed in a timely manner.  Please address your comments to Maribeth Gustafson, White River Forest Supervisor, c/o Peech Keller, P.O. Box 620, Silverthorne, Colorado 80498 or send an email to comments-rocky-mountain-white-river-eastzone@fs.fed.us.  Please include: (1) Your name, address, telephone number, organization represented, if any; (2) Name of the proposal on which the comment is being submitted; and (3) Specific facts and supporting reasons for your concerns.  

I want to emphasize that this will not be your only opportunity to participate in the decision-making process.  The Draft EIS will be made available for a 45-day comment period, with public notification in the Glenwood Springs Post Independent.  Copies of the Draft EIS will be mailed to those people who have submitted comments to this letter and to those who request a copy.  To remain on the mailing list to receive notice of the draft EIS, you must respond to this letter and/or return the following attached request form.  Persons not responding to this mailing will not receive further information regarding this particular project.

If you need any further information about the project you may contact Peech Keller at 970-468-5400 or cpkeller@fs.fed.us.  Thank you for your interest in the management of your public lands.  

Sincerely,

	

	/s/ Dan Hormaechea (for)

	MARIBETH GUSTAFSON

	Forest Supervisor


Enclosure

cc:

Cynthia P Keller

Richard E Newton

Joe G Foreman

Arthur Bauer   
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