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Re: Alta Ski Area Master Plan Updates

Save Our Canyons would like to provide some comment on Alta’s Master Development Plan 
(MDP) Update, dated October 31, 2012. We feel the information we provide all in context of the USFS 
Manual in dealing with a pre-application submitted to you by a special use permit holder located at 36 
CFR 251.54(e)(1)(i - ix). Our hope is that these comments will help you determine whether or not the 
proposed projects in the MDP are in line with the provisions of the USFS Plan and other statutory 
obligations the forest has regarding permitting additional uses or ski area permit expansions.

Comments on the Alta Ski Area (Alta) Master Plan Project Request, dated October 31, 2012.

These comments are focused on the following two items contained in the Project Request (direct 
quotes are in italics):

1. Avalanche Control Alternatives, 1st bullet: East Hellgate thru Grizzly Gulch Side paths above 
TOA; This section states that a ski lift to the ridgline to provide safe access for avalanche 
control personnel. This option would be best combined with skiers on those slopes to gain skier 
compaction stability that would reduce the avalanche hazard.

2. New lifts within Existing Special Use Permit: Lift bottom terminal and 3-5 towers at the Albion 
Base for a lift up- To help us remain competitive and possibly be part of a resort interconnection, 
Alta continues to study the feasibility of putting a lift into Grizzly Gulch, and building the 
supporting winter and summer trails. To function well the lift would best originate near the 
Albion-Sunnyside Base area in Alta's Special Use boundary with a base terminal and 3-5 towers 
before it continues on to private property to the ridge.



The following comments are based on the Revised Forest Plan (USFS, 2003, (direct quotes are in 
italics):

1 These alternatives imply that two lifts will be built that will be accessed by skiers. Therefore these 
lifts will be part of the Alta ski area infrastructure or must be permitted as new ski facility. Chapter 4 
of the Revised Forest Plan states that (page 4-161) New resort development on national forest 
System lands will be confined to the permit boundaries in effect at the time of revision, though 
small-scale site-specific adjustments could be considered to address important management 
issues. The construction of a new chairlift, outside an existing ski area on USFS land is inconsistent 
with the current Revised Forest Plan.  Therefore, the proposed use is inconsistent with standards 
and guidelines in the applicable forest land and resource management plan (e.g. the current 
Revised Forest plan, USFS, 2003) prepared under the National Forest Management Act and 36 
CFR part 219.  This inconsistency does not meet the requirements of the initial screening as 
per 36 CFR 251.54(e)(1)(i)(ii) - Pre-Application Actions, Initial screening for the following reasons:

a The chairlifts will not be confined to the permit boundaries (Page 4-161).

b A chairlifts are not a small-scale site-specific adjustment, it is a major construction project that 
will expand the ski area beyond the current permitted boundaries.

c The chairlifts will reduce the potential for balanced diversity of recreational opportunities Page 
(4-161).  The chairlifts will reduce access to public lands currently used by non-ski area winter 
recreationalists.  Although portions of the lifts will be on private lands, these lands have been 
used for de-facto public access for over 50 years.

d The chairlifts may reduce Biodiversity and viability of desired future conditions (Page 4-155). 
 Construction of lift infrastructure, including roads and buildings may reduce vegetation, 
including some of the forests healthiest and most beautiful tall forb (wildflowers) communities 
(page 4-155).

e Recreation desired future conditions (page 4-160).  The Forest Plan (USFS, 2003) states that: 
While developments in base areas will be visually dominant, that dominance will decline on the 
mountainsides and new development on ridgelines, beyond the levels approved at the time of 
plan revision, will be minimal.  The construction of chairlifts and associated infrastructure cannot 
in any way be construed as a minimal addition to the ski area.  Furthermore, these levels are 
not approved at the time of plan revision because they are outside of the permit boundary.

f Watershed Desired Future conditions (page 4-153). The underlying premise of resource 
management in this Management Area is the need to provide long-term, high quality culinary 
water to the large urban population of the Salt Lake Valley. Salt Lake City owns all or the largest 
percentage of water rights in each of the Wasatch Canyons except Red Butte, and has 
congressionally delegated authority to protect the water supply. Congress also directed the 
Forest Service to administer designated watersheds in cooperation with Salt Lake City for the 
purpose of storing, conserving and protecting water from pollution. The construction of the two 
proposed chairlifts has the potential to impact Watershed Desired Future conditions as follows:

f.i Increased construction has the potential to increase sedimentation in Little Cottonwood 
Creek, a major source of water for Salt Lake and neighboring cities; the sediments may 
contain heavy metals due to the construction occurring in a historic mining district.  Little 
Cottonwood Canyon Creek is on the State of Utah list of impaired waters (303d List) and is 
also



f.ii The expansion of the ski area will attract an increased amount of visitors; the increase in 
visitation will require additional water to meet their demands.

f.iii The lifts will be constructed on terrain that is generally south facing. This south facing terrain 
melts out earlier than other portions of the ski area and may require additional snowmaking 
capacity, especially in high traffic areas. Snowmaking requires significant amounts of water. 
 It is unclear whether Alta's current water allotment is sufficient to meet these demands.  It is 
not uncommon for Alta to fully use its water allotment for snowmaking; this indicates that 
they will not have sufficient water for area expansion. This could cause unnecessary stress 
on the Salt Lake City Water balance.   

2 The proposed lifts are inconsistent with and do not meet the requirements of the initial 
screening as per 36 CFR 251.54(e)(iii) The proposed use will not pose a serious or substantial 
risk to public health or safety for the proposed reason:  

a The proposed lifts will discharge skies at or near the Little Cottonwood/Big Cotton wood Canyon 
divide. These lifts in conjunction with Alta's open boundaries policy will allow skiers to easily 
access the uncontrolled, known avalanche terrain of Silver and Days Fork of Big Cottonwood 
Canyon. This will increase the avalanche hazard to other recreationists in drainages below who 
access this terrain from the bottom.  This will add an additional, arbitrary hazard outside the 
control of these users.  Currently this terrain is also accessed from the ridge.  Non-mechanized 
winter recreationalists (e.g. skiers, snowshoers) will now have to approach this terrain in 
increased numbers from below.  This could significantly increase hazards on the slopes above 
them.  This form of hazard should be analyzed, in depth, to ensure safe winter backcountry 
travel. Avalanches can be remotely triggered by activity on the ridge and with all the activity 
currently going on in these areas, the hazard would undoubtedly increase.

3 36 cfr 251.54(e)(2) Results of initial screening:  The proposed chairlifts do not meet all of the 
minimum requirements of paragraph (e)(1)(i-iii) and therefore shall not receive further evaluation 
and processing. 

Conclusion:

It is the opinion of Save Our Canyons that the Alta Ski Area Master Plan Update does not satisfy the 
statutory requirements laid out by the initial screening process found in CFR Ch. 251.54(e)(i)-(iii). 
Therefore the update should not receive further evaluation because it fails to be consistent with the 
standards & guidelines of the Revised Forest Plan, meet State and local health and sanitation laws in 
the form of watershed degradation, and poses serious or substantial risk to public health and safety by 
increasing avalanche danger for non-mechanized winter recreationalist.


