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North Fork Association 

P.O. Box 1334 

Nevada City, CA 95959 

May 26, 2016 

 

Shirlee Herrington 

Environmental Coordination Service 

Community Development Resource Agency 

3091 County Center Drive, Suite 190 

Auburn, CA 95603 

cdraecs@placer.ca.gov 

 

Heather Beckman, Associate Planner 

Placer County, Planning Services Division 

775 North Lake Boulevard 

Tahoe City, CA 96145 

hbeckman@placer.ca.gov  

 

Eli Ilano, Supervisor 

Tahoe National Forest 

c/o NEPA Contractor 

P.O. Box 2729 

Frisco, CO 80443 

scoping_comment@squawalpinegondola-eis.com 

 

Re: North Fork Association Scoping Comments on the EIR and EIS for the Squaw Valley-Alpine Meadows 

Base-to-Base Gondola Project 

 

Dear Ms. Herrington, Ms. Beckman, and Mr. Ilano: 

 

Members of the North Fork Association (NFA) offer the following scoping comments for the Draft Environmental 

Impact Report (“EIR”) and Draft Environmental Impact Statement (“EIS”) for the proposed Squaw Valley-Alpine 

Meadows Base-to-Base Gondola Project (“Project”).  The NFA has owned and managed approximately 5,400 acres 

in the North Fork Headwaters Basin since 1901, and we have maintained our lands in pristine condition for 115 

years. We agree with Placer County and the Tahoe National Forest (together, the “Agencies”) that both an EIR and 

EIS are required for this Project.    

 

A critical preliminary issue is that the County plans to conduct separate California Environmental Quality Act 

(CEQA) reviews for the gondola Project and the Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan violate CEQA. These 

projects are clearly linked and must be analyzed as a “single project” in terms of both their direct, indirect, and 

cumulative effects on the natural environment. The proposed Project is intended to be an integral part of the 

combined Squaw Valley/Alpine Meadows “super-resort” that the ski areas’ common owner and this Project’s 

applicant, Squaw Valley Ski Holdings, LLC, envisions.  Squaw Valley Ski Holdings seeks to develop the gondola to 

serve—and to attract people to—the expanded Village at Squaw Valley development by providing visitors to the 

resort convenient access to additional ski terrain at Alpine Meadows.  CEQA prohibits piecemealing because such 

an approach could be used to obscure a full project’s true environmental impacts by breaking the project into smaller 

pieces that, individually, appear not to have significant environmental impacts.  When viewed as a whole, however, 

the piecemealed projects’ impacts would be highly significant. 
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Numerous impacts identified in the County’s Initial Study are identified as “less than significant,” but would clearly 

be significant direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts when considered together with the Village at Squaw Valley 

Specific Plan.  These include but are not limited to impacts to water quality and water supply, population and 

housing, transportation and traffic, air quality, noise, visual resources, and biological resources, as discussed in more 

detail below. 

 

Similarly, the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires that an EIS fully assess and disclose the full 

range of environmental consequences of its approval of the project, including ecological (such as the effects on 

natural resources and on the components, structures, and functioning of affected ecosystems), aesthetic, historic, 

cultural impacts, whether direct, indirect, or cumulative.  Indirect effects are those impacts that are caused by the 

action, but occur later in time or farther removed in distance, but are still reasonably foreseeable, and may include 

growth-inducing effects and other effects related to induced changes in the pattern of land use, population density or 

growth rate, and related effects on air and water and other natural systems, including ecosystems. 

 

Aesthetics 

 

The EIR and EIS must include detailed visual-impact simulations of how the gondola would look on its own and in 

conjunction with additional lifts planned for the area, during both winter and summer.  These simulations must be 

made from key vantage points such as points at which the gondola, including its towers and ropeways, would be 

visible from the Granite Chief Wilderness Area, the Pacific Crest Trail, the Five Lakes shorelines, and the Five 

Lakes Trail.  

 

Forest Resources 

 

In the Initial Study, the County concluded that the Project would not have a significant impact on forest land by 

conversion of land to non-forest use (Section 2-9).  The Initial Study makes no mention of the fact that the Project 

would involve construction of four terminals, including two mid-stations in areas away from existing development, 

and require clearing of land to make way for the towers and ropeways.  The Project would almost certainly impact 

forest resources, including forest land at the edge of the Granite Chief Wilderness Area.  Accordingly, the EIR and 

EIS must fully describe and quantify the forest land that would be impacted, describe those impacts, and provide for 

sufficient mitigation. 

 

Air Quality 

 

The Initial Study acknowledges that Placer County is designated as a nonattainment area for the state and national 

ambient air quality ozone standards, and the state PM10 standards (Sections 2-10 and 2-11).   For this reason, it will 

be important that the EIR and EIS contain thorough analyses of Project-related and cumulative impacts to air 

quality. Particular attention must be paid to comprehensively identifying each source of emissions that would be 

generated by the Project, including from motor-vehicle traffic, operation of the gondola, and maintenance 

equipment. 

 

Biological Resources 

 

The Project Area is a biologically sensitive and important ecosystem that contains many sensitive and special-status 

plants and animals that could be adversely affected by the Project.  In particular, the proposed Project would include 

construction of a mid-station near a natural pond that contains the federally-endangered Sierra Nevada yellow-

legged frog (Rana sierrae). The EIR and EIS must fully analyze and mitigate for the impacts of the Project on this 

imperiled species.  The EIR and EIS must likewise include surveys for populations and habitat of other sensitive and 

special-status species and fully disclose the impacts of the Project on those species.  The EIR and EIS must pay 
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particular attention to the wetlands impacted by the Project, such as Cushing Pond, and include an Army Corps of 

Engineers wetlands delineation. The EIR and EIS must also contain a detailed analysis of the impact of the use of 

the Gazex Exploders on wildlife.  The EIR and EIS should detail how the use of these devices differs from current 

avalanche-prevention measures and how those differences may change impacts to wildlife from avalanche-

prevention measures. Further, the Tahoe National Forest must consult with the United States Fish and Wildlife 

Service to ensure the Project would not jeopardize the continued existence Sierra Nevada yellow-legged frog, or 

adversely modify its critical, occupied habitat near the Project area.   

 

Climate Change 

 

The EIR and EIS must address climate-change impacts and specifically analyze how the Project would comply with 

the State’s long-term goals for greenhouse gas emissions reductions, including those set forth in AB 32, the Global 

Warming Solutions Act of 2006, and Executive Orders S-3-05 and B-30-15.  The EIR and EIS must also analyze 

whether the Project would be inconsistent with a sustainable communities strategy adopted for the region pursuant 

to SB 375.  Additionally, the EIR and EIS must accurately identify the Project’s contribution to increasing regional 

greenhouse gas emissions, including from new vehicle trips generated by the Project, and adequately analyze how 

the increase in emissions would contribute to climate change and to provide specific mitigation measures to ensure 

that the Project’s greenhouse gas emissions are reduced to less-than-significant levels. 

 

Water Quality and Supply 

 

The EIR and EIS must determine whether development of the proposed Project would result in the violation of any 

water-quality standards, result in substantial new amounts of polluted runoff, deplete groundwater supplies or 

interfere with groundwater recharge, alter the existing drainage pattern of the site, or place within a 100-year flood 

zone structures that would impede or redirect flood flows.  Impacts to water quality are especially likely to occur 

from construction activities, including downstream, since this project is proposed near the headwaters of the Middle 

and North Fork American Rivers.  

 

Recreation 

 

The EIR and EIS must analyze the project’s recreational and wilderness impacts to the Granite Chief Wilderness 

Area, the Pacific Crest Trail, the Five Lakes Trail, and the Headwaters Basin of the North Fork American River.  

The Initial Study downplays the Project’s impacts, especially in light of the fact that the Project has been improperly 

piecemealed from CEQA review with the Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan. 

 

Traffic 

 

The EIR and EIS must analyze the gondola’s impacts on traffic and parking in the area.  This is an especially 

important aspect of the environmental analysis because the area is subject to extreme traffic conditions during much 

of the year.  Specifically, the gondola may attract more visitors, and new visitors and Alpine Meadows users may 

choose to park at Squaw Valley instead of Alpine, further increasing the traffic and parking problems at Squaw and 

throughout the entire Truckee-Tahoe areas. 

 

Cumulative Impacts 

 

Both CEQA and NEPA require a cumulative impacts analysis.  The EIR and EIS must discuss the cumulative 

impacts of a project when the incremental effects of a project are considerable when viewed in connection with the 

effects of other past, current, and probable future projects. 
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Conclusions 

 

For all the reasons stated above, members of the North Fork Association strongly oppose the proposed Squaw 

Valley to Alpine Meadows gondola project, as well as the entire Village at Squaw Valley Specific Plan as being 

incompatible with existing land uses and the potential adverse effects on the Granite Chief Wilderness Area as well 

as protected lands in the Headwaters Basins of both the North and Middle Forks of the American Rivers. 

 

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide these comments.  The NFA looks forward to working with the 

County as environmental review for the Project proceeds.  Please keep our organization informed of all contracts, 

notices, hearings, staff reports, briefings, meetings, workshops, and other events related to the proposed Project. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Nancy Elliot 

President, North Fork Association 

650-888-4946 

 

 


