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May 27, 2016 

 

Eli Ilano, Forest Supervisor 

c/o NEPA Contractor 

P.O. Box 2729 

Frisco, CO 80443 

Scoping_comment@squawalpinegondola-eis.com 

 

 

Regarding the: Squaw Valley to Alpine Meadows Base-to-Base Gondola Project 

 

Dear Forest Supervisor, 

 

I am sending a second letter regarding this project to address additional issues not described in my first 

letter (first letter is dated May 5, 2016 and is also attached). 

 

The additional issues and requests to the Forest Service are described below. 

 

1. Conflict of Interest:  

I understand that the same consultant used by Squaw Valley Ski Holdings (“SVSH”) to analyze 

this project is also the consultant being used by the Tahoe National Forest for the analysis 

required by the National Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”). That consultant is the SE Group.  If 

this is true, it is a blatant conflict of interest.   The Forest Service should immediately cease 

usage of the SE Group and hire an independent consultant.   

   

2. Danger of Gasex exploders to hikers, skiers and wildlife:  

The Gasex exploders are not only an eyesore, they are a physical hazard for hikers and skiers.   

The Environmental Impact Statement (“EIS”) must carefully analyze the impact of danger to 

skiers and hikers, including winter hikers, from this obstructive equipment and the volatile gases 

used in the equipment. In addition, the explosions and the noise will result in injury to wildlife in 

the area, and this must be carefully analzed in the EIS.   

 

3. Permanent destruction of Congressionally designated Wilderness Area and alternative routes 

away from the wilderness area: 

Constructing the Gondola as currently proposed would forever eliminate the ability to complete 

the land consolidation of the Granite Chief Wilderness that was intended by Congress and the 

State of California in the 1984 California Wilderness Act.  As indicated at the public scoping 

meeting held on May 9, 2016, there are alternative routes for the gondola which would reduce 

impact to the Tahoe National Forest and the Granite Chief Wilderness.  Should this project 

continue, the public deserves a thorough analysis by the Forest Service of alternate routes that 

would minimize impact to these public lands and enable the ability to complete the 

consolidation of the Granite Chief Wilderness Area in the future. 

 

4. Cumulative impact and expanded EIS: 

NEPA requires a cumulative impacts analysis in the EIS. There are several projects proposed in 

Squaw Valley and Alpine Meadows that are inextricably linked, and as such, NEPA requires that 

they be analyzed in totality in the EIS.  Specifically the EIS must analyze the cumulative impacts 
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of a project when the incremental effects of a project are considerable when viewed with the 

effects of other  past, current and probable future projects.   

 

Under these NEPA requirements, the projects that must be reviewed on a cumulative basis 

include: 

• Proposed Squaw Valley development 

• Proposed Gondola 

• Proposed White Wolf subdivision and resort facilities 

o See White Wolf Pre-Development Meeting Request Form filed with Placer 

County 

• Proposed new White Wolf Estelle chairlift 

• Completion of the partially built White Wolf KT chairlift 

  

The Forest Service must protect the public interests by preparing a thorough, objective and 

transparent analysis in the EIS of the cumulative impact of these proposed projects. 

 

The cumulative impact of these projects must be considered with respect to: 

• Visual quality – visual quality must be assessed from the Alpine ski resort, The Five Lakes 

Trail, the Granite Chief Wilderness, the Bear Creek Association and Alpine Meadows 

Estates.  The visual quality must be assessed from several vantage points for each of 

these areas. 

• Water quality and water supply 

• Air quality 

• Trail management (in particular with regard to The Five Lakes Trail and The Pacific Crest 

Trail) 

o If the TNF believes there is no impact to trails since the gondola is intended only 

for winter use, then any approval of the Gondola must include a permanent and 

irrevocable restriction on use of the Gondola outside of the ski season. 

• Traffic congestion and impact on public safety, particularly during the winter months 

• Noise and light pollution in the TNF and in the Granite Chief Wilderness 

o Both during the construction phase and thereafter 

o The construction analysis must include the impact of the use of helicopters and 

other equipment 

• Impact to threatened, endangered or sensitive wildlife 

 

5. Traffic impacts and enhanced transportation between Squaw and Alpine: 

The applicant has stated that the proposed Gondola would reduce the travel time between the 

two ski resorts, and the applicant touts that this project will reduce traffic by 100 cars/day.  This 

is a complete red herring presented by SVSH!  The shuttle that currently runs between the 

Squaw and Alpine resorts is minimally used.  Of course SVSH will say that is because of the wait 

time and transportation time.  If that was the real issue, SVSH could run more shuttles for a 

much lower cost than the cost of a $35 million Gondola, and the additional shuttles would surely 

be fewer vehicles than the cars that SVSH believes are traveling back and forth between the 

resorts today.  The reality is that the plans of SVSH to add 1500 bedrooms and a theme park to 

Squaw Valley will create traffic that far overshadows the savings in cars and/or shuttles for 

skiers that may want to ski both resorts in one day.  This project is not about reducing traffic.  

This project is about trying to “create demand” to cross the mountains and thereby attract more 
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people, more traffic and more spending at the SVSH resorts, and ultimately to sell the property 

at a profit, after the TNF and the Granite Chief Wilderness have been permanently damaged. 

 

The Tahoe National Forest, as part of the USFS, owes it to the public to do an independent study 

of the traffic patterns that would result from the cumulative impact of Gondola and the other 

projects previously described. And this traffic study should includ the cumulative impact on  

Squaw Valley Road, Alpine Meadows Road and Highway 89.   

 

6. Analysis of Threatened, Endangered and Sensitive Species required: 

The EIS must include a thorough analysis of any impact to threatened, endangered and sensitive 

species. 

a. The Sierra Mountain Yellow-legged frog (Rana sierra) has been observed during recent 

biological surveys conducted at the “Frog Pond” (aka Meditation Pond) location (Placer 

County, 2016) that lies within 100-150 yards of the Alpine Mid-station. Yellow-legged 

frog vocalizations were also observed approximately 120 yards east of the Five Lakes 

eastern-most lake on May 13, 2016, close to the gondola alignment (Heagerty, 2016). 

These locations are in the designated Critical Habitat Areas, for frog protections per the 

Endangered Species Act (US Fish and Wildlife Service, May 4, 2016). This endangered 

species travels across snow and therefore appears likely to be in a “take” situation from 

gondola construction, gondola operations, avalanche infrastructure servicing and 

fueling, avalanche management and skier presence. The operations at the Alpine mid-

station will pose direct threats to frog populations. (See below for ESA Section 7 

Consultation considerations). 

b. Nesting bird surveys for all species of concern are necessary, to determine the 

appropriate construction periods unless no construction is to occur until after all 

potential nesting activities are complete. Given that the project has been in planning for 

over 3 years (per the applicant), we assume the scientifically appropriate bird surveys 

have been occurring throughout the project area. The limited fall bird survey of 2015, 

mentioned in the County Initial Study, was conducted after four years of drought, in the 

fall, thus not representative of breeding and nesting species occurrence. That survey will 

not provide sufficient information for determining potential project impacts to avian 

species, particularly the several species of concern that may be utilizing these habitats. 

(Pre-nesting passerine bird behavior was observed along the gondola alignment, May, 

2016). 

c. Interference with bear dens – there are known to be bears living in the area.  The gasex 

exploders, the shelters for gasex supplies, and the use of helicopters and ATVs are sure 

to disturb hibernation habits and the ability of bears to care for their cubs.  The 

helicopters and ATVs are to be used during construction, and at a minimum ATVs will 

continue to be used for maintenance and stocking of supplies. 

 

7. Analysis of Reasonable Alternatives: 

NEPA requires that an agency “rigorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable 

alternatives.” 40 C.F.R. paragraph 1502.14(a).  There is legal precedent compelling the USFS to 

“present the environmental impacts of the proposal and the alternatives in comparative form, 
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thus sharply defining the issues and providing a clear basis for choice among the options by teh 

decisionmaker and the public.”  The agency must “to the fullest extent possible ... consider 

alternatives to its action which would reduce environmental damage.”  Calvert Cliffs’ 

Coordinating Comm., Inc. V. U.S. Atomic Entergy Comm’n (D.C. Cir. 1971) 

 

Given the objective to reduce travel time between the two ski resorts, there must be mass 

transit and other transportation alternatives (Uber type) that would result in significantly less 

environmental damage, while still achieving the objective to reduce travel time between the 

two ski resorts.  

 

Summary: 

As users of the Tahoe National Forest and the Granite Chief Wilderness, we view it as our responsibility 

to help protect these national treasures for future generations. 

 

The first objective in the U.S. Forest Service Mission is: 

• “Advocating a conservation ethic in promoting the health, productivity, diversity, and beauty of 

forests and associated lands.” 

We ask that the TNF stay true to this mission and prepare a professional, objective and transparent 

analysis of the cumulative impact of the Gondola and related projects. 

 

In the Tahoe National Forest’s website, the FIRST place listed under “Special Places” is the Granite Chief 

Wilderness.  The TNF’s website says: 

“Granite Chief Wilderness straddles the Sierra Nevada crest and is especially scenic with 

rugged granite cliffs, alpine meadows, and dense pockets of fir. It includes the headwaters of 

the North Fork American Wild and Scenic River. Snow is often found year round with 

elevations ranging from 6,000 to 9,000 ft. The Pacific Crest Trails bisects the Wilderness.” 

We implore the TNF and USFS to not be beholden to developers and SVSH and keep the Granite Chief 

Wilderness and the surrounding forest a special place, not visually and audibly impaired by towers, 

gondolas, grinding cables, Gasex exploders, above ground piping, construction helicopters, and ATVs to 

service the Gasex exploders and supply shelters. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Judy & Mike Bruner 

14072 Okanogan Drive 

Saratoga, CA 95070 

(408) 867-8801 

Mobile: (408) 772-7599 

judybruner@outlook.com 

mwbruner@yahoo.com 

 

Owners of: 

1751 John Scott Trail 

Alpine Meadows, CA 96146 
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CC:  

Shirlee Herrington, Environmental Coordination Services, Community Development Resource Agency, 

Placer County, cdraecs@placer.ca.gov; sherring@placer.ca.gov 

 

Sierra Watch, tmooers@sierrawatch.org; isilverman@sierrawatch.org; cschweitzer@sierrawatch.org 

 

Daniel Heagerty, Board member of Granite Chief Wilderness Protection League, 

protect.granite.chief@gmail.com; ddheagerty@gmail.com 

 

Huey Johnson, Resources Renewal Institute, hdjrri@gmail.com 

 

Patricia Shifferle, Truckee, pacificadvocates@hotmail.com 

 

Joe Flannery, jflannery@fs.fed.us 

 

Northern Sierra Partnership 

564A Santa Rita Avenue 

Palo Alto, CA 94301 

info@northernsierrapartnership.org 

 

 

 




