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Mr. Eli Ilano, Forest Supervisor: 

 

The Mother Lode Chapter of the Sierra Club herewith submits its scoping comments on the 

Squaw-Alpine Gondola EIS. 

 
Analysis of adverse effects on the Granite Chief Wilderness 

 

The Forest Service manages National Forest land as a public trust for the citizens of the United 

States.  

 

Neighboring property owners are proposing to construct a ropeway utilizing both their land and 

National Forest land.  Two stations of the proposed ropeway are located on National Forest land. 

 

Use of both the neighbors’ land and National Forest land is essential to their present proposal.  

This gives the Forest Service the opportunity, indeed the obligation as a property owner, to 

impose conditions on the project that will protect National Forest land from adverse 

environmental effects.  

 

Some of the National Forest land that would be affected by the project has been designated by 

Congress (your Board of Directors) as the Granite Chief Wilderness, extremely sensitive pristine 

land that must receive the highest degree of protection in perpetuity. 

 

The proposed ropeway crosses private land within the legislatively designated boundary of the 

Granite Chief Wilderness (hereafter “legislatively designated land”), land which the Forest 

Service has never succeeded in acquiring, despite clear congressional direction. Installation of 

the ropeway towers on private land very close to the eastern edge of Forest Service lands in the 

wilderness would permanently preclude adding all the legislatively designated land in section 5 

to the Wilderness.  
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Only ropeway routes that do not cross the legislatively designated land satisfy the intent of the 

1984 California Wilderness Bill designating the Granite Chief Wilderness.  The Forest Service 

must include an analysis of alternative routes that do not cross the legislatively designated land.  

This analysis must include justifications of the near-optimality of the alternative routes chosen 

for detailed analysis from among the many possible alternative routes.   Environmental criteria 

must be included among the criteria for optimality. 

 

The Forest Service should consider whether the proposed action and route(s) not crossing the 

legislatively designated land constitute a reasonable range of alternatives. If they do not, the EIS 

must also propose and analyze intermediate alternative routes that incompletely mitigate the 

significant adverse effects of the proposed action to Forest Service land in the Granite Chief 

Wilderness.  

 

The EIS must obviously analyze the significant adverse effects of the proposed action on Forest 

Service lands in the Granite Chief Wilderness.  The ropeway may be located as close as 80 feet 

to the eastern edge of these Forest Service lands.  A ropeway this close to 3300 feet of the 

eastern edge of these Forest Service lands, and even a ropeway considerably more distant, would 

have significant adverse effects on the wilderness characteristics of the adjacent Forest Service 

wilderness lands and the experiences of users of these lands.  These negative effects must be 

analyzed as a function of distance and mitigating alternatives must be proposed. 

 

 Temporary access route 

 

The Proposed Action states that “The temporary access route would be restored to its previously 

existing condition after construction is complete.”  Considering the topography and soils on the 

temporary access route, this appears to be a very bold and confident promise, especially for the 

segment of the route descending parallel to the ropeway from the Squaw Valley mid-station. The 

adverse environmental effects of the temporary access route and the feasibility of restoring 

previously existing conditions must be thoroughly analyzed. 

 

 Effects on the Five Lakes Trail 

 

The Five Lakes Trail is a very attractive trail accessible to hikers of a wide range of abilities.  

The trail extends from Alpine Meadows Road to the Five Lakes Basin in the northeast corner of 

the Granite Chief Wilderness.  Tahoe National Forest has stated that the Five Lakes Trail is the 

most heavily used trail in the Forest.  The original owner of the private property in section 5 east 

of the Granite Chief Wilderness long ago granted an easement for the trail. The visual effects and 

other environmental effects of the ropeway on this valuable recreational resource must be 

analyzed and mitigations proposed.  Operation of the ropeway will almost certainly eliminate 

access to the Five Lakes Basin by routes in the vicinity of the trail during the ski season. 

 

 Adverse environmental effects on the greater Tahoe-Truckee region 

 

Squaw Valley Ski Holdings proposes to invest many millions in the ropeway, obviously hoping 

that the ropeway will enhance the skiing and resort experiences at Squaw Valley and Alpine 

Meadows and significantly increase the number of visitors to these resorts.  This increase in 

visitors and the 23 different significant and unavoidable impacts of the Village at Squaw Valley 

project identified in the Village dEIR are obviously reasonably foreseeable impacts that the 

ropeway will enhance; the ropeway’s enhancement of these effects should be analyzed in the 

EIS.  
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 Forest Service choice of EIS contractor 

 

The Forest Service has contracted with the SE Group, which designed the ropeway project for 

Squaw Valley Ski Holdings, to prepare the EIS for the project.  We have very serious concerns 

about whether the firm that designed the project can possibly ignore its previous work on the 

project, take an entirely fresh look at the project, and perform a thorough and objective 

assessment of the project’s environmental impacts.  We are especially concerned about the 

objectivity of the assessment of the proposed route of the ropeway and alternative routes.  The 

Forest Service or another contractor should prepare the EIS for the project.  

 

 

 

 


