
The applicant is not currently an adequate operator of public assets 
This project centers around an extremely large capital investment into Squaw Valley and Alpine Meadows by KSL 

Resorts and Squaw Valley Ski Holdings, LLC (KSL).  Ironically, the scoping meeting on May 9th 2016 was the day 

after KSL prematurely closed Alpine Meadows for the season.  Considering the snow pack, this is a historically 

early closing date.  Adding to the irony, is the report of extremely high visitor numbers this season.  This should 

have put KSL on financially solid operational footing.  Additionally, KSL again sold a landmark number of season 

passes.  Yet they seem unable or unwilling to provide the same level of service to the community that was 

historically provided by previous business operators.  Similar to the early closing, KSL has a deferred opening 

schedule at Alpine Meadows.  They also have reduced operations earlier than necessary and earlier than 

previous tenants have shown to do.  KSL is not performing in a good faith manner.   

This discussion weighs into the business side of KSL.  Applicants in this setting often will claim the business side 

is off limits.  However, when public agencies are asked to approve public lands and assets for use by a 

commercial entity, the business aspects must be considered within the scope of the approval process since 

business decisions and policies clearly affect the impact, both good and bad to the public. 

As illustrated above, KSL currently does not adequately operate the business.  Many would say KSL’s policies of 

limiting operations are an intentional business decision in order to limit costs.  Additionally, it has been 

suggested that Alpine Meadows has been deprecated to a degree by KSL in order to drive more visitor traffic to 

the more amenity rich enterprise of Squaw Valley.  Without a full examination of the policies and decision 

making of the applicant, it is hard to say exactly why they are unable to operate the facilities on par with 

previous tenants.  Nevertheless, there are two clear possibilities.  They are either choosing to limit operations in 

order to lower costs and magnify the visitor use of Squaw Valley over Alpine Meadows; or they are limiting 

operations because they are failing to run the business properly.  Either way, they are providing a lesser utility to 

the users and community than previous tenants.   

The initial estimation of this investment has been a minimum of 25 million dollars.  This represents a very 

serious investment that will have undeniably large impacts on the business operations of the applicant.  Yet, we 

must remember, that this only represents the initial investment.  After the Gondola is built it must be operated 

and maintained.  This will be a costly and ongoing expense.  A question this discussion points to is if KSL cannot 

currently operate the facilities on par with historical operations, than how would investing this much capital and 

saddling themselves with additional maintenance costs allow them to better operate the business?  By all logic, 

this would likely lead to more limitations in operations.  This is a key question you must consider.  Using public 

assets for commercial interests is a privilege.  If KSL has not proved to be a good operator of their current public 

assets, then it would be a mistake to give them more public lands.  Allowing the use of public lands comes with 

an express or inherent promise that the public lands are actually used and done so in a way that best serves the 

public.  It has been shown that KSL have been a below average at best steward of this public asset.  We should 

therefore not give them more. 



Transportations system duplicity 
At the scoping meeting the applicant represented the project as merely a transportation system.  Yet this 

duplicates an existing shuttle transportation system that they currently provide with buses.  The applicant also 

made it clear, that while they may consider reducing the volume of buses, the bus transportation system will 

continue.  The impact to the environment, even if considered minimal, cannot be rationalized when there is 

already an existing transportation system.  

Roadway access to the ski resorts is a prerequisite to all operations of the ski resort.  If the roads are accessible, 

then the current bus system can operate.  Thereby, anytime users can access the ski resort, the Squaw-to-Alpine 

shuttle transportation system can operate.  However, Gondola systems have more limitations.  The roads must 

be cleared to even begin prepping the proposed Gondola for use.  By this notion the bus system will always be 

ready to function before the Gondola.  Additionally, wind and other weather factors will limit the Gondola 

opening.   In many cases, wind conditions will not close the Gondola, but will force it to run slower.  The Gondola 

also requires access by large snow machines to operate.   

This is no surprise.  If you examine the operations of any ski resort, you will see that all lifts are limited by 

various environmental factors.  Even if this simply means the lift has frequent delayed openings and early 

closings this still adds into the equation where the Gondola will never be able to function as well as the existing 

transportation system.  How can we justify impacting the environment for a transportation system that can’t 

even completely deprecate the existing transportation system? 

No additional ski terrain 
It must be noted that the proposed mid-stations would not result in a single acre of additional terrain.  The 

applicant themselves stated this in the Q&A at the scoping meeting.  Where is the benefit? 

Mid-station ski access is negligible 
The applicant may suggest that while there is no additional terrain, that there is a benefit because of additional 

access provided by the mid-stations.  However, current operations suggest otherwise.  On the Squaw Valley side, 

the mid-station will be somewhere on the KT22 ridge essentially adding an additional access point to the terrain 

serviced by KT22.  However, there is already a second chair that accesses this terrain called Olympic Lady.  Yet, 

KSL only operates this chair minimally.  Olympic Lady operates less than 20% of the ski season and that is a 

generous estimate.  If the applicant cannot rationalize operating this chair, why would they add a third access 

point to the same ski terrain?   

On the Alpine Meadows side, the location of the mid-station will be in the vicinity of the north side of Estelle 

bowl or in an area which provides easy access to the Buttress ski terrain.  This terrain is currently accessed by 

skiers through hiking.  The hikable ski terrain at Alpine Meadows is culturally valued by the local community and 

visitors.  Prior tenants even viewed it as a business positive, by using it as a marketing opportunity with slogans 

like “Take a walk at Alpine Meadows.”  In fact, across North America, Sidecountry skiing has become a most 

popular attraction.  And how fitting is it that much of this sidecountry terrain is on forest service land.  This 

seems to be a circumstance which the forest service and the county would want to preserve.  Putting a mid-



station lift here will ruin this skiing.  KSL uses the slogan “The Soul of Skiing” to describe how they operate the 

ski resorts.  I would advocate that the walk to Estelle Bowl and the Buttress represents exactly the soul of skiing.  

By this logic, the mid-station would result in the ski community losing culturally significant ski terrain. 

Additionally, Squaw Valley both traditionally and currently has a practice of limiting highly advanced and 

hazardous terrain on weekends and during busy visitor times for safety reasons.  For instance, the famed 

Palisades at Squaw Valley is closed most weekends.  Many gates accessing Silverado terrain are also closed 

during weekends.  This terrain is comparable to the Buttress and the Cathedral of Estelle Bowl.   This terrain is 

currently naturally limited at Alpine Meadows because it requires a skier to endeavor in a significant hike to get 

there.  The mid-station would remove all access barriers.  Therefore, if KSL applies the same standard they 

currently apply, they will have to more frequently close this terrain for safety.  This would mean the mid-station 

would result in less skiing, not more.    

The Gondola and mid-stations would also result in less skiing if the cost of operating them forces KSL to shorten 

the ski season even further. 

Operating impact of Gondola 
You must weigh the impact of not just building the gondola, but also operating it.  Access and operations are 

dependent on snow machine access.  Maybe the Gondola will be quiet, but this equipment is not.  The 

equipment also operates on fuel.  This must be considered in the environmental impact study.  There are no 

snow machines currently allowed on much of this terrain.  I have heard arguments that the Gondola will be 

better on the environment because it uses cleaner energy than the buses and it will be quiet.  This argument 

could be mitigated by investing in clean vehicle technology, but even outside of that, we must now consider that 

not only are we operating a Gondola in this terrain, but also noisy fuel guzzling snow machines including both 

groomers and snowmobiles.   

Fuzzy Partnership 
This development is contingent on partnership arrangements between Troy Caldwell and KSL.  This relationship 

further complicates the situation.  Each partner has different interests and plans.  Partnerships fail.  It is usually 

just a matter of time.  What happens to the Gondola when this partnership fails whether it does so in the near 

term or the long?  What happens if KSL sells the property to another party and then the relationship between 

this new party and Troy Caldwell deteriorates?   

At the very least, the investigation should include a full inspection of the partnership agreement and rate it for 

sustainability and fail points.  You must evaluate the degree that the legalese makes this agreement permanent 

because the construction of this project will certainly be difficult to undo and cause further impact if it must be 

reversed. 



Violation of the USFS objective to obtain private wilderness lands 
The USFS has a requirement that they acquire private lands inside the wilderness boundary.  Part of the project 

goes through land that is private but designated as wilderness.  Approving this project will forever end any 

attempt to acquire this land which is designated as wilderness.  This seems like a very bad precedent to set for 

the sake of commercialization.  Also, please reference the Fuzzy Partnership comment.  If you were to consider 

approving such development of private wilderness land, I would think you do so only in the perfect situation.  

This partnership adds further risk to the situation. 

Pacific Crest Trail Impact 
This development is not just near any forest area, it will occur within a stone throw of the PCT.  Further 

development so closely adjacent to this iconic trail is a most serious impact.  Is it worth sacrificing the sanctity of 

these iconic trails in order to enhance an already large resort?  When does it end?   

The mid-stations will be giant structures.  No matter how much attention is put into the look and feel, they will 

still be large structures permanently changing the skyline of the Sierra Crest.   

Gazex Avalanche Structures 
We currently have a functional avalanche management system for the Buttress area.  Adding, physical buildings 

will be a year round eye sore at best.  It may also impact the skiable terrain.  Will the Buttress now have big 

pipes in the way of the ski lines? 

Will you be opening a pandora’s box?   
If you approve the base-to-base gondola will you be enabling further development and impact?  KSL and Troy 

Caldwell have both indicated that they are already planning additional projects in the area subsequent to this 

project.  For instance, the Rollers lift.  This is extremely concerning.  Are you considering all this impact and how 

there will be a domino of development that follows this project if you approve? 

Can you adequately perform an EIR 
There are currently other projects being analyzed for this same area such as the Squaw Valley village expansion.  

I hope the EIR considers the other development applications such as the Village expansion and the cumulative 

affect of the combined projects.  Furthermore, how can we seriously perform a proper EIR that would likely be 

affected by a secondary, yet not finalized project?  Wouldn’t it be disingenuous to perform this EIR without 

knowing the full plans and thereby impacts of other projects in the same area?  It seems the only appropriate 

course is to finalize one project, before beginning a second. 

Traffic 
Traffic is both a social and environmental impact that must be considered.  Even if we consider more 

development, why not put it on a 10 year hold to evaluate how we can handle the transportation 



problems?  Highway 89 is unusable on winter mornings often particularly during the weekends because of traffic 

to the ski resort.  This project would undoubtedly attract more visitors and thereby more transportation 

needs.  Clearly the current transportation system is overwhelmed by the tourist traffic.  How can we in our right 

mind expand the resort further when it puts a load on the infrastructure system which we all use, whether we 

like to ski or not?   

Conditions  
If the project is approved, I believe we need to apply restrictive conditions.  Here are a couple conditions that 
would be appropriate to insure the proper use of these public assets: 

1. Require proper use of the public lands 
If KSL is confident it can afford an investment and ongoing expense of a new Gondola, then make the 
approval and any lease of public lands contingent on them properly using the public lands.  The public is 
allowing this lease for a ski resort to operate.  So, require just that.  This can be done by requiring them to 
initially open and keep the ski resorts, both Alpine Meadows and Squaw Valley, open for skiing when 
possible.  There are very simply litmus tests that can be applied to enforce this such as snow pack 
measurements.   
2. Non-Transferable Condition 
KSL is a developer.  Developers are often essentially house flippers on a much larger scale.   
If you look at their business historically, they frequently invest in property, attempt to improve it and then 
sell it.  For instance, shortly after they invested into Squaw Valley and Alpine Meadows, they sold five 
previously acquired resorts to Omni Hotels for nearly a billion dollars.  This Gondola project may simply be 
KSL improving the property in order to prepare it to be sold for a profit.  In order to insure stability, I believe 
if you approve this project, you need to put a non-transferable condition on the lease so if they sell the 
business, the public can approve of the new owner.  

The cost benefit equation 
When doing an EIR you have to weigh benefits to the community and users versus the impact.  In this case the 

benefits are slim.  We gain no new skiable acreage.  We are duplicating a transportation system that already 

exists.  The benefits appear extremely small for the community and users.  Therefore if you approve this, the 

impact must be tiny.       

If approved, this project will undeniable forever change the landscape of sierra crest.  It will affect the everyday 

lives of the residents.  It will have a lasting effect on the environment and community.  I implore you to carefully 

examine the issues, both the environmental and community impacts.  Please consider not just the impacts but 

also the benefits.  The cost benefit equation must calculate in order to approve.  You must weigh your decision 

with extreme prejudice because if this project commences, it will be doubly hard to ever undo this commercial 

enterprise.   




