
Granite Chief Protection League 

September 26, 2016 

Shirlee Herrington 
Environmental Coordination Services 
Community Development Resource Agency 
3091 County Center Dr. Suite 190 
Auburn, CA 95603 

Dear Shirlee, 

The decision to combine the Placer County EIR with the US Forest Service EIS 
we fully support and greatly appreciate. This action provides more dependable 
consistency in terminology, analytical tools, project assumptions, the level of 
impact analyses and the alternatives to be evaluated. This action also 
significantly benefits the public by reducing the time and costs otherwise 
required for reviews and participation in separate county and federal 
processes. 

Compliance with CEQA and NEPA- Placer County is being strongly criticized 
for it’s shortfalls in meeting the legal standards of CEQA regarding two 
(current) large Tahoe development proposals. Reviews of the Martis West and 
Squaw Village EIR documents by the Attorney General’s Office and the Shute-
Mihaly Law Offices should be carefully studied by county staff and project 
consultants so the public is not subjected to another substandard EIR.  We 
hope there are rigorous 3rd party and outside legal reviews to insure 
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document adequacy and CEQA compliance before issuing the Draft EIR/EIS to 
the public. The time and costs imposed on the public to review substandard 
documents is irresponsible. 

Project Alternatives- It is our understanding that an alternative “cross-country” 
route from Squaw Valley to Alpine Meadows for the gondola will be fully 
developed and fully evaluated in the EIR/EIS. We commend this decision and 
believe it is essential for a credible and legally defensible EIR/EIS. We request 
the siting criteria for an alternative cross-country route include at a minimum: 

‣ no impact to the Granite Chief Wilderness Area caused by the gondola 
construction or operation. Impact avoidance would include:  

‣ no noise inside the Wilderness from gondola operations 

‣ no visual impacts from gondola to Wilderness users 

‣ no infrastructure located that may impact Wilderness values, use, habitat, 
water quality, night sky or aesthetics 

‣ no impact to any Sierra yellow-legged frog populations 

‣ a route that would cause no threat to those Designated Wilderness Lands 
that lie within the Granite Chief Wilderness Boundary that are not in full 
Wilderness protection but are still legally available to be incorporated into 
the Granite Chief Wilderness Area  

‣ an alternative that would pose the minimal visual and aesthetic impacts to 
the Five Lakes Trail 

We also request an alternative ground-transportation route be fully developed. 
The stated Purpose and Need clearly can be met by means of enhanced 
ground transportation systems, such as low or no emissions vans and buses, 
specialized vehicles for user ease and efficiency, more flexible scheduling or 
Uber-modeled call and ride services,  and other means to creatively address 
base-to-base transportation.  

Wildfire- The county Environmental Checklist appears to prematurely conclude 
that wildfire issues are less than significant. This preliminary conclusion is based 
in part on the Alpine Meadows Community Wildfire Protection Plan. 
Unfortunately that plan (as cited by the county) was prepared in 2005. The 
science of forest fires, climate change, fuel loads and other aspects of fire risks 
will need to be fully evaluated in this EIR/EIS. The gondola would bring more 



people into both valleys. More vehicles will be parked at both base locations. 
More persons, reflective materials, volatile fuels and spark-inducing activities 
(activities that increase the risk of fire) would be placed in remote and/or 
difficult to reach locations as a result of this project.  

The catastrophic fire potential that is increasing across the forests to the west of 
Squaw and Alpine will need to be thoroughly evaluated, given that the Sierra’s 
are experiencing the largest tree die-offs in our history. The Forest Service 
needs to evaluate and disclose how this project may impact your fire fighting 
capacities, fire management capabilities, and the increases in fire risk and 
control.   

The EIR for the Squaw Village project estimates a 10.7 hour evacuation 
timeframe for vehicles to leave Squaw Valley in an emergency. That document, 
alarmingly, provides no remedy for protecting the public. In an emergency 
evacuation (at a peak visitor population event, both valleys) what will be the 
estimated evacuation times for Alpine Meadows; Squaw Valley with the 
gondola and the proposed Squaw Village; SR 89 to Tahoe City; SR 89 to 
Truckee; and distances both east and west on I-80 before that traffic reaches 
“posted speed limits?”  

These fire hazards, potential varieties of fire behaviors and characteristics,  the 
potential evacuation timeframes, and specific risks to human losses caught in 
these fires will need to be further assessed and evaluated in the cumulative 
impacts sections of the EIR/EIS. There are several known and pending 
development proposals such as Alpine Sierra, White Wolf, Alpine Meadows 
Master Plan, Tahoe City Lodge, etc. Each project will contribute more vehicles, 
more property protection efforts, more human risk opportunities and other 
public interest considerations. The proposed gondola can not be honestly or 
credibly evaluated as a stand alone, given the publicly-expressed inter-
connectedness it would have with other developments.    

Water Quality- The county “checklist” seems to dismiss the need to 
meaningfully address potential water quality impacts from the gondola project, 
stating that the NPDES permit and the Corps Sec. 404 General Permit will 
adequately address water quality issues because of the limited water bodies 
involved. We believe the potential impacts could be significant and would not 
be adequately address through standard Best Management Practices. The 
discharge of waxes, lubricants, paints, creosotes, fine metals, human waste, 
fuels and other pollutants and exotic materials would accumulate and migrate 



into Frog Pond and the Five Lakes, known habitats and designated Critical 
Habitats for the Sierra yellow-legged frog as well as for several other 
amphibians and invertebrates. The taxa of these high mountain water bodies 
are extremely sensitive to toxic and foreign materials, typically having very low 
thresholds of tolerance. The NPDES and General Permit guidelines are 
insufficient proxies for credibly evaluating the potential risks to these sensitive 
species, located in unique and irreplaceable habitats, from a myriad of industry 
and equipment-related pollutants. Please provide thorough risk analyses of 
potential project impacts to the resident aquatic species.  

Avifauna-  Ornithological observations over the past few years indicate certain 
sensitive species are nesting along or near the Public Notice gondola route. 
Breeding and nesting impact-avoidance measures should be clearly evaluated 
in the EIR/EIS. Given the planning and engineering that has been 
accomplished for the gondola route we will look forward to seeing the data 
and analyses developed during the biological surveys of the project areas. 
Breeding and nesting species are particularly sensitive to human-induced 
disturbances in these higher-elevation ecological systems, as the habitats are 
limited in size and resilience in part because of the past losses of similar 
habitats throughout Squaw and Alpine. Construction equipment, construction 
scheduling, tower locations, cable heights, drainage controls, maintenance 
access and other aspects of the project should reflect the biological setting, 
seasonal conditions and species protections. 

Endangered Species Act- A proposed route for the gondola would cross 
through known populations of the endangered Sierra yellow-legged frog. The 
Alpine Mid-station would be placed inside the Critical Habitat for this species 
where existing populations have been confirmed. Buildings and support 
facilities would be placed in/on frog habitat. Skiing activities associated with 
both mid-stations would likely cause skiers to directly “take” some number of 
frogs each spring when the frogs travel across snow. Human activity, from skiers 
to lift personnel to noises associated with gondola operations and 
maintenance, would cause harm to the local frog populations. Pollution from 
cables, gears, generators, skis, persons, maintenance equipment, lubricants, 
fuels, avalanche control equipment, avalanche control activities and any other 
human-related activities may cause direct and/or indirect harm to frog 
populations and adversely impact or destroy frog habitat. (Pollution includes 
metals, lubricants, fuels, emissions, plastics, waxes, paints, enamels, litter, noise, 
etc.). 



We will look to the DEIS/DEIR to describe the types of potential harm to the 
species and its habitat, any potential harassment of the species, and the 
quantification of any potential “take” or harassment resulting from the 
proposed action and related activities (construction, maintenance, operations, 
future facility abandonment, etc).  

We believe, based on the available scientific information, that the proposed 
action would likely adversely modify Critical Habitat for the Sierra yellow-
legged frog. We believe the scope of the proposed action and the proximity of 
permanent construction inside confirmed Sierra yellow-legged frog habitat will 
require a Biological Assessment.  The habitat at Five Lakes and at Frog Pond 
(adjacent to the Alpine Mid-station) are irreplaceable and acceptable 
mitigation measures are likely to be unavailable. Species “take” quantification 
and Section 7 compliance should be fully addressed in the FEIR/FEIS.   

We ask to be notified of the date of initiation of the Section 7 Consultation 
between the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and the US Forest Service, 
to presumably occur when the Forest Service delivers your consultation 
“package” to the USFWS. If the Biological Assessment or the Biological 
Opinion determines there would likely be jeopardy to the population, or 
adverse modifications to Critical Habitat, then we ask that any Reasonable and 
Prudent Alternatives be incorporated and evaluated in the EIR/EIS.  

We ask that the consultation documents, jeopardy or adverse habitat 
determinations, Reasonable and Prudent Alternatives and related materials be 
fully described in the NEPA process and made available to the public as 
appendices or reference documents. 

Limitations on Operations or Project Piecemealing 

The applicant has asserted that gondola operations will occur only during ski 
seasons. However, the science is clear that winters will become shorter, warmer, 
and with less snow. These future conditions would pose substantial economic 
and other burdens on this $35 million capital investment. Understandably, we 
remain skeptical that in the future Special Use Permit and county permit 
amendments wouldn’t be requested for year-round operations. These 
seemingly “small” amendments put the public at considerable risk of agency 
failures to credibly evaluate full project impacts versus a contrived 
piecemealing of  the proposed action. NEPA and CEQA case law is rich with 
these types of problems and point to the need for lead agencies to be diligent 
in pursuing the public’s interest for full disclosure and evaluation. In this 



particular situation we the public hold a great risk of project piecemealing, 
because the developer, as a private equity firm, is singular in it’s purpose and 
will remain committed to value maximization. A costly gondola operating for 
shorter and shorter seasons would not be financially sustainable. The prospect 
of the gondola asset being sold off to another investor should be understood, 
including the likely “revised” owner expectations. Such a scenario is more 
certain than the widening of SR 89.  We therefore ask that legally binding deed 
restrictions or equally enforceable instruments be included in the project 
definitions and the regulatory approval documents, in order to relieve these 
CEQA and NEPA processes from the burden of fully describing and evaluating 
all aspects of year-round gondola operations. As we all know, year-round 
gondola operations would put these public trust assets (wilderness 
areas,endangered species, public trails, national forests and the other natural 
resources) at considerable and to date uncontemplated risks. Without 
substantiated certainty of no summer operations then we call on the Forest 
Service and Placer County to fully address year-round operations in this EIR/
EIS. 

We appreciate your efforts to address the issues and concerns the public and 
other agencies are bringing to you for the benefit of the combined CEQA and 
NEPA processes.  

Sincerely yours, 

Daniel D. Heagerty 

Director, Granite Chief Wilderness Protection League 

P.O. Box 2244 

Olympic Valley, CA 96146 

Copies: 

Eli Ilano, Forest Supervisor, Tahoe National Forest


