
      

Objection Reviewing Officer       May 25, 2018 
USDA-Forest Service Intermountain Region  
324 25th Street  
Ogden, UT 84401  
 
To whom it may concern,  
 
We appreciate the opportunity to have submitted comments throughout the NEPA process. Save 
Our Canyons, on behalf of our members and partners has the following objections to the FONSI. 
 
I. Standing  
 
Save Our Canyons submitted comments to the USFS during both the scoping period and 
providing comments on the Environmental Assessment (EA) on Alta’s Master Development Plan 
Proposal #48903. Our comments during the scoping period were sent by Alex Schmidt, Save Our 
Canyons’ Campaigns Coordinator on May 26, 2016 and comments to the EA were sent by Rob 
DeBirk on November 20, 2017. Both sets of comments are attached to this document.  
 
Save Our Canyons’ objection was filed by Carl Fisher, 801-363-7283, 824S 400W Ste. B115. 
Save Our Canyons is objecting to Alta’s Master Development Plan # 48903. The responsible 
official is Dave Whittekiend, Supervisor of the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache National Forest. 
 
II. Statement of Issues 
 
1. Albion Basin / Wildcat parking  
The USFS has a policy of not allowing any new parking on public lands1. A justification has been 
made that Alta Ski Area is recouping parking that was lost to them for a transit hub. Alta’s own 
statements run contrary to both this action and the authorized direction as pointed out by a Sept. 5, 
2017 post on Alta’s website, “It encourages the use of public transportation and carpooling to 
reach the area in ski season, runs an active recycle program, and educates the public about global 
warming and climate change. Alta season-pass holders can ride the UTA Ski Bus and Trax for 
free to the area, reducing the number of cars driving up Little Cottonwood Canyon.”2 Reducing 
the number of stalls at the ski area in favor of transit would better meet the goals outlined in their 
own information. This is just one of many examples of doublespeak throughout this document. 
Notably absent from their post is expansion of parking lots to accommodate more single occupant 
vehicles.  

                                                
1 “In the Tri-canyon area (Big and Little Cottonwood Canyons and Mill Creek) parking capacities of canyon parking 
lots (ski areas, summer use homes, developed and dispersed recreation sites) will not exceed 2000 levels unless 
modification is needed for watershed protection or to facilitate mass transit.” Revised Plan Wasatch Cache National 
Forest (2003). pg. 4-160. 

2 Conservation and Recreation: What Alta is doing to remain a world class ski destination. 
https://www.alta.com/blog/conservation-and-recreation-what-alta-is-doing-to-remain-a-world-class-ski-destination 
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The Mountain Accord was a collaborative effort that both the USFS and Alta Ski Area participated. 3.10.4. of 
the Accord states:  
 

“The signers of this Accord recommend considering alternatives that disincentivize single 
occupancy vehicle access to and in the Cottonwood Canyons. Specific options could include 
but are not limited to: recreation fees, congestion pricing, ski resort parking fees, U.S. Forest 
Service parking fees, tolling, single-occupancy vehicle restrictions, and elimination of 
roadside parking in the canyons. Any such options should be regionally coordinated and 
integrated with transportation alternatives considered in the NEPA process.”3  

 
Not only is the direction in the FONSI contrary to this, it potentially hinders and creates loopholes for 
expansion of parking areas which we believe was the driving intent behind the parking prohibition. It is 
expected that repurposing of parking in favor of transit would displace areas where vehicles would be parked. 
The issues of imperviousness and the impact on water quality, the loss of land adjacent our streams and creeks 
are some of the most valuable areas. This direction of allowing recouping of spaces, now and for future efforts. 
The EA states, “The exact increase in parking capacity within this space would reflect the number of spaces 
lost to past and reasonably foreseeable transit development in all three lots.” The troubling element of this is 
that it is not only tied to past conversions of parking to transit, but also anticipates future conversions. This is a 
bad direction, for the experience, for the land, our water, wildlife and for the values of people who seek to go 
to the Wasatch for experiencing the absence of pavement.  
 
One stipulation that could be placed on the Decision is that the authorized spaces be conditioned upon 
reserving them for carpooling to help improve vehicular occupancy and incentivize carpooling at the ski 
area… though we still don’t agree that there is a need for additional parking as it takes us away from the goal 
many have been working toward to improve transit in the area and we remain very concerned about the etching 
away of lands near parking area and the future trajectory of converting these lands to parking lots. 
 
2. Tram from Germania to top of Mt. Baldy 
Munitions: The EA stated that the purpose of the Baldy tram is for avalanche control. Alta bases their position 
for the tram here on the supposition that the munitions program allowing them to conduct avalanche control is 
in threat of going away which has been at the core of avalanche mitigation since 19494. Alta fails to back this 
up and show an impending threat to the munitions program in any of their submitted documents. Alta has used 
this perceived threat to the munitions program to justify projects of the past — years. The following projects 
were all proposed by Alta based on the perceived threat of this munitions program ending. Given that Alta’s 
expressed purpose in seeking the tram is for avalanche mitigation, with a specific concern for avalanche 
mitigation in the absence of an ongoing munitions program, Save Our Canyons asks that should this project be 
accepted against our objection that a stipulation be placed in the final decision that the Baldy Tram only be 
approved based on the condition that the nation’s existing Avalanche munitions program has clearly and 
definitely come to an end.  
 
A 1998 memo about alternatives to the use of military artillery for avalanche control to the Forest Supervisor 
of the Wasatch Cache National Forest Bernie Weingarten from the Avalanche Artillery Users of North 
America Committee recommended against trams for the purpose of avalanche control, stating: “...explosives 
tramways are very expensive, they require a great deal of terrain modification to construct, they are visually 

                                                
3 Mountain Accord. The Accord. July 13, 2015, pg. 11. http://mountainaccord.com/wp-
content/uploads/2016/09/FINAL-Accord-July-13-2015-w-Sigs-and-Attach.pdf 

4 UNITED STATES MILITARY ARTILLERY FOR AVALANCHE CONTROL PROGRAM: A BRIEF 
HISTORY IN TIME. Doug Abromeit. USDA Forest Service National Avalanche Center  
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very intrusive, they are prone to mechanical problems and they have been across the board, very ineffective in 
most applications.”5  
 
Ridgeline Protections and Aesthetic Qualities: Though Alta is a developed area and managed as such by the 
Forest Plan, the proposed Baldy Tram falls outside of the what is allowed by the Forest Plan. The Forest Plan 
states the following management principles which the proposed Baldy Tram falls afoul of: 
 

1.   “Developments and modification at the resorts will continue to be designed to balance the 
comfortable carrying capacity within each resort based on technologies, use patterns and 
existing facilities, within the capabilities of the natural environment and transportation 
infrastructure.”6 

2.   “Development will be designed with a high level of attention to scenic integrity, within the 
context of overall resort development…. While developments in base areas will be visually 
dominant, that dominance will decline on the mountainsides and new development on ridgelines 
beyond the level approved at the time of plan revision, will be minimal.”7 

3.   “Special attention will be given to the scenic integrity of views from backcountry and 
wilderness trails.”8  

 
In reference to point one, above, the Forest Service FONSI and EA fail to prove that the Baldy Tram and its 
projected use are within the capabilities of the natural environment. The Baldy Tram could deposit over 1000 
skiers a day to Baldy’s Summit, five times more than currently access the summit on the busiest of ski days. 
The Forest Service’s analysis failed to adequately show that Baldy’s fragile high alpine ecosystem is capable 
of absorbing this heightened level of use without detrimental impacts on botanical or animal communities.  
 
The pika, which has twice been petitioned to be included as an endangered species and is listed by the state of 
Utah’s Division of Wildlife Resources Wildlife Action Plan (2015-2020) as a Species of Greatest Conservation 
Need Class S4 species9 is, according to the Forest Service’s EA, found on Mt. Baldy. As stated in our 
comments on the EA, Pika are a subnivean species which during the winter months are reliant on un-
compacted snow for insulation, food, and travel. Increased traffic to Baldy made possible by the new tram will 
likely compact snow and negatively impact the viability of Pika populations, a Utah Species of Greatest 
Concern. The Forest Service FONSI and EA accepted Alta’s argument that that snow compaction by skiers on 
Mt. Baldy would be one of the methods of avalanche control made possible by the new tram. This compaction, 
particularly to the levels required to meaningfully reduce avalanche dangers, is likely to impact Pika 
populations.  In failing to analyze the tram’s increase of traffic to Mt. Baldy and the impact of this traffic on 
the inhabitants of this fragile ecosystem, including pika, the Forest Service failed to thoroughly analyze and 
assess Alta’s proposal and runs afoul of the 2003 Forest Plan.  
 

                                                
5 Memo on Military Artillery to Bernie Weingardt, Wasatch-Cache National Forest from Doug Abromeit, Director 
of the USFS National Avalanche Center. Pg. 3, Appendix D of 1999 Snowbird MDP FEIS. 

6 United States. Department of Agriculture. Forest Service. Revised Forest Plan Wasatch-Cache National Forest. 4-
161 

7 United States. Department of Agriculture. Forest Service. Revised Forest Plan Wasatch-Cache National Forest. 4-
161 

8 United States. Department of Agriculture. Forest Service. Revised Forest Plan Wasatch-Cache National Forest. 4-
161. 

9 Utah Division of Wildlife Resources. Utah Wildlife Action Plan: A Plan for Managing Native Wildlife Species and 
Their Habitats to Help Prevent Listings under the Endangered Species Act. 2015–2025, DWR, 15AD, p. 16. 
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In regard to point two, above, the Forest Plan calls for the dominance of development to decline as one goes 
further from the resort base, “minimal” new development of new ridgelines beyond those approved at the time 
of the Forest Plans publication in 2003. While we were unable to find a Forest Service definition of “minimal”, 
the Oxford English Dictionary defines “minimal” as: “Of a minimum amount, quantity, or degree; negligible”. 
The Forest Service’s approval of a new tram to Baldy will significantly increase skier traffic beyond levels of 
historical winter time use on Baldy and alter the aesthetic experience during winter and summer. While Alta 
may have attempted to minimize impacts with their tram proposal this is not the same as having minimal 
impact. What may be a smaller proposal from Alta, is far different from what the Forest Plan charges the 
Forest Service with enforcing, which is “minimal” impacts on ridgelines and declining development on 
mountainsides. The Forest Service, in allowing the Baldy Tram, is therefore in conflict with the 2003 Forest 
Plan.  
 
Alta is visually managed for developed area. “The landscape character theme established by the Forest Plan for 
developed recreation areas states that “recreation amenities are the main attraction for people and why they 
come to an area.10” This cannot be said of Baldy, as one of the most iconic summits in the canyon, it cannot be 
said that recreation amenities are the main attraction for this summit. As is made apparent by the majority of 
comments received by the Forest Service in opposition to this plan, people go to the Baldy summit precisely 
because it’s lack of recreation amenities.  
 
In regard to point three, above, approving the Baldy Tram does not show special attention to the scenic 
integrity of views from backcountry and wilderness trails. Special attention to scenic integrity would look 
something more akin a neighboring jurisdiction ordinance protecting the ridgelines near to Alta. In their 
Foothills and Canyons Overlay Zone, Salt Lake County requires the protection of ridgeline views by limiting 
development within 100’ of ridgelines. While the top tram terminal for Baldy is to be sited 90’ of the ridgeline 
it will still be viewable from nearby backcountry and wilderness trails, including Mount Superior and the Twin 
Peaks Wilderness Area. That the tram would still be visible from these backcountry and wilderness areas 
shows that special attention was not shown to the visual impacts of the Baldy tram on backcountry and 
wilderness trails. Similar to the point made above with regard to minimal, efforts to minimize impacts do not 
necessarily produce minimal results. The USFS visual analysis of the impacts of the proposed tram fails to 
include important information such as exact location of the top tram terminal and height of the terminal which 
would allow independent analysis of the accuracy of the USFS Tram top terminal viewshed analysis provided 
in the EA. Given the USFS confusion over the specific location of the tram top terminal made apparent by 
review of internal documents attained through a FOIA request, it’s of particular importance that the viewshed 
analysis specifics be made available so that independent organizations may attempt to recreate and verify the 
Forest Service analysis.  
 
The FONSI states with regard to the visual and environmental impacts of the baldy tram that “Alta is a ski area 
and the Forest Plan provides clear direction for the management of scenic resources at UWCNF ski areas. The 
landscape character theme established by the Forest Plan for developed recreation areas states that “recreation 
amenities are the main attraction for people and why they come to an area.” While it’s true that Alta is a ski 
area, Mt. Baldy is more than just a mountain in a ski area. Baldy is one of the most iconic summits in the 
Wasatch. The summit of Baldy is seen from miles around including from adjacent wilderness areas.  
 
The summit of an iconic ridgeline should not be treated with the same character theme for developed areas that 
flippantly allows for recreation amenities as the main attraction for people attending the area. As the FONSI 
stated, “Most of the comments received were regarding the tram. Members of the public questioned the need 
for the tram, discussed visual and environmental impacts resulting from the tram, and proffered to remove the 

                                                
10 United States. Department of Agriculture. Forest Service. Revised Forest Plan Wasatch-Cache National Forest. 
4-99. 
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project from the overall EA.” That a majority of comments sited visual concerns of a tram on Baldy and 
wished to see the project removed from the EA shows that Baldy is not considered just another summit in a 
developed recreation area where people’s main attraction is for the recreation amenities. A majority of people, 
as was found in the comments, see Baldy as an iconic peak precisely because it is not developed and because it 
lacks recreation amenities. Mt. Baldy, as an iconic summit which generations have hailed as a classic place to 
earn one’s turns and of which hiking is considered a rite of passage, should not be held to this same low 
aesthetic standard that is applied to other areas of the resort which are developed and which do have 
established amenities. According to the USFS Aesthetic guideline:  
 
Special Places are important. Special places are locations in the landscape with unique importance and 
meaning. At items special places are isolated, small areas or spots: at times, special places are locations in the 
landscape with unique importance and meaning.... Special places often have plan names indicating local or 
regional significance. Special places may be merited strictly because of such attributes.”11  
 
Mt. Baldy is a special place and as such the strictest interpretation of aesthetic protections from the Forest Plan 
should be used in managing this summit and ridgeline, this includes a strict interpretation of “minimal” 
development and scenic integrity when viewed from wilderness, backcountry areas, and points where the 
public congregate. The Forest Service decisions to approve this project as written runs afoul of these 
protections described in the Forest Plan, is inconsistent with the landscape character for this area, contrary to 
the Forest Plan management direction calls for “minimal” ridgeline development and against the scenic 
integrity objectives developed in the USFS Aesthetic Handbook.  
 
Primary Use: The USFS FONSI states that the Baldy Tram is consistent with the Forest Plan direction in part 
because the tram will have limited capacity and “will primarily be used for transporting ski patrol.” There is 
nothing in the FONSI or the EA to back up the assertion that the primary use of the tram will be for 
transporting ski patrol.  
 
Ski patrol consists of a small number of individuals, likely under a dozen, who would conduct avalanche 
control on Baldy. The USFS states on pg. 65 of the Environmental Assessment that on days of high use Baldy 
sees up to 200 hikers per day hiking to the summit. The tram would be capable of 150 people per hour and 
would operate up to seven hours a day. One hour of running tram would deposit a number of skiers nearly 
equal to the total of skiers seen hiking on the busiest of days. Running for seven hours the tram could deliver a 
fivefold increase of visitors over even the busiest day of pre-tram hiking.  
 
Despite asserting with absolutely no support, that only users that currently hike Baldy would take the tram to 
Baldy, the USFS fails to list any regulations, requirements or stipulations that would appear to limit the 
amount of the general skier population using the tram to attain Baldy’s summit. The USFS has no justification 
or support for the decision’s statement that the tram would be “primarily for the use of transporting ski patrol”.  
Nor is there support provided for the USFS’s statement on page 6 of the FONSI that, “Because the tram has 
limited capacity and will primarily be used for transporting ski patrol, winter use of the tram is not expected to 
impact vegetation more than what currently occurs from skiers hiking to the top of Mt. Baldy.” On the 
contrary, winter time visitation to the summit of Baldy could be expected to possibly explode to up to five 
times current compared to current usage. When compared to the assertion that the tram is primarily for ski 
patrol, the contrast becomes ridiculous, as the tram could transport over a thousand people a day to Baldy 
Summit a very small percentage of which would ever be ski patrol. As a result of this flawed reasoning, an 
assessment of the additional impacts of visitation on vegetation and subnivean/subterranean animal 
communities should be required before the tram can be approved.  
 

                                                
11 United States. Department of Agriculture. Forest Service. Landscape Aesthetics: A Handbook for Scenery 
Management. pg.34 
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The Forest Service decision failed to take into consideration Save our Canyons submitted comments regarding 
the impact of increased visitation to the high alpine summit, for the purpose of avalanche control via ski 
capacitor, on subnivean animal communities such as the American Pika which are reliant on snow tunnels for 
food, shelter and warmth. According to FOIA documents, Ranger Hotze requested that Cirrus very specifically 
not survey impacts of the Baldy Tram on American Pika despite recent concerns that the American Pika be 
placed on the endangered species list. Ranger Hotze requested that Pika not be reviewed stating the following:  
 

 The pika is listed as a Species of Greatest Conservation Need in the Utah Division of 
Wildlife Resources’ Wildlife Action Plan (2015-2020). The rankings they give it are as 
follows: 
· S4: State level – Apparently secure (uncommon but not rare, but with some cause for long-
term concern; typically having 101 or more occurrences, or 10,001 or more individuals), and 
· N5: National level – Secure (common, widespread, abundant, and lacking major threats or 
long-term concerns).12 

 
It seems the discrepancy between whether or not there is long-term concern warrants analysis. The decision of 
the district ranger to erroneously rule out further analysis is to the detriment of the public, not to mention the 
long-term presence of this species in the area.  
 
Alternatives not carried into analysis Avalanche mitigation: We find it ironic that while the EA ruled out using 
the Snowbird Tram as an access point to control Mt. Baldy, the EA states that a tram up Mt. Baldy from Alta is 
still the best mechanism for controlling avalanches. The EA did not carry into in depth analysis the viability of 
controlling from Snowbird’s Hidden Peak.  
 
“Several technologies other than a lift providing ski patrol access for conventional avalanche control were 
considered but not carried into in- depth analysis… Completing avalanche work on Mt.  Baldy from the 
Snowbird side of the mountain, but this option would not eliminate the need for an extended hike through 
avalanche-prone terrain for ski patrollers to access the starting zones.  This option would also require that 
Snowbird’s tram be operational, which is dependent on weather on Hidden Peak and other Snowbird 
operational considerations beyond Alta’s control.” 
 
One of the considered alternatives to the Mt. Baldy Tram was the access to Mt. Baldy from the Snowbird Tram 
which would be a 0.5-mile hike. This alternative was discussed in Section 2.6 of the Environmental 
Assessment (EA) and ruled out because the “option would also require that Snowbird’s tram be operational 
which is dependent on the weather on Hidden Peak.” Hidden Peak lies approximately 0.5 miles southwest of 
Mt. Baldy with a comparable elevation (Mt. Baldy is approximately 100 feet higher in elevation). If the 
Snowbird tram is not in operation due to weather, it is highly doubtful that a Mt. Baldy Tram would not be 
affected by the same weather. 
 
We believe the USFS failed in its analysis by not looking in-depth into the viability of controlling Mount 
Baldy from Snowbird.  The hike from the ridgeline on the Snowbird side where baldy rises is approximately 
300 vertical feet. The average slope on this route is about 24% and according to conversations with avalanche 
controllers, they regularly hike that route with first needing to “shoot” Baldy because the route is so safe. It is 
well known that the approaching mountains from the north face (in the northern hemisphere), as the Baldy 
Tram does, is much more extreme and unpredictable.  
 

                                                
12 Email correspondence from Karen Hartman (FS) to Matt Westover (Cirrus); Subject: Alta Pika. January 8, 2018, 
1:00pm. 
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What more, part of the USFS’s decision and rationale to authorize the construction of the Hidden Peak 
Structure, according to the 1999 Record of Decision (ROD) was to provide better reliability for the snow 
safety personnel, “Having… facilities for mountain operations/patrol personnel to stay overnight will allow the 
ski area to operate much more effectively and safely.”13 The following image helps to convey the difference in 
the areas and how the Baldy Tram terminates nearest the crown of the largest avalanche paths in the area. This 
suggests the safest and most effective means of controlling avalanches on Mt. Baldy might best be done from 
the Snowbird Tram. This would not only best meet the purpose of controlling avalanches, but also be more in 
line with protecting the areas high aesthetic standards and expectations echoed not only in the Forest Plan but 
by other jurisdictions. 
 

 
 
Snowbird and Alta partner and share many things: boundaries, a pass, Mt. Baldy, as well as coordination on 
snow safety work. Were the USFS to consistently apply the same rationale used to rule out the utilization of 
the Snowbird Tram as an unreliable means of getting to the tops of mountains in wintertime, which conflicts 
with decision and rationale of the 1999 ROD, the Mt. Baldy Tram would be found to be equally unreliable. 
Proximity and more gentle terrain from the Snowbird side, and availability of round the clock snow safety 
personnel would suggest control of Mt. Baldy from Snowbird can be done the most “effectively and safely”. 
 
It appears the USFS’s decision to approve a tram on Mt. Baldy, is merely the facilitation of Alta’s desires, 
rather than a comprehensive analysis and consideration of other opportunities that with less impact (i.e. 
utilizing infrastructure from past authorizations) would meet the purpose and need of providing alternatives to 
using munitions. It should be noted that the USFS has been advised by the Director of the National Avalanche 
Center that, “There is no effective and practical alternative to military artillery to mitigate the avalanche danger 
in locations like Little Cottonwood Canyon, Utah.”14 
                                                
13 Record of Decision, Snowbird MDP 1999. Pg 7. USFS Wasatch-Cache National Forest Supervisor Bernie 
Weingardt 

14 Memo on Military Artillery to Bernie Weingardt, Wasatch-Cache National Forest from Doug Abromeit, Director 
of the USFS National Avalanche Center. Pg. 4, Appendix D of 1999 Snowbird MDP FEIS. 
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Summer Use: Supervisor Whittekiend’s decision states that “summer use of the tram is not approved in my 
decision. Therefore, impact’s resulting from summer use will not occur.  As a result, I believe the project will 
be consistent with Forest Plan direction.” While summer use was not approved, its eventual approval is a very 
real possibility in the future. Given the future possibility of the tram being open for summer use, the impacts of 
the Baldy Tram should be analyzed and included before the tram can be approved.  
 
As stated in our comment submitted last November, at an Oct. 31 2017 meeting between Save Our Canyons 
and Alta Ski Lift Company, attended by District Ranger Bekee Hotze and USFS employee Shawnee Hinman, 
Alta was asked by Save Our Canyons if the tram would operate during the summer months. Mike Maughan, 
Alta’s general manager, responded that Alta may want to operate the Baldy tram during the summer months at 
some point in the future. The resort’s stated interest in running the tram in the future should require that 
environmental impacts of the tram also be conducted for summer time, and not just winter time use of the tram, 
prior to the final decision. It should be noted that in recent weeks, the USFS has authorized the use of ski lifts 
in the summer (Sunnyside lift), which it did unilaterally without any process whatsoever15. So, claims 
throughout NEPA documents that Alta does not operate lifts in the summer months is no longer a true 
statement.16 It appears the USFS is refusing or unable to analyze the impact of its own decisions as it is making 
them in such haste, it is nearly impossible to do cumulative impacts analysis as your authorizations are 
changing conditions so rapidly.   
 
Future Infrastructure: As stated above, On October 31, 2017 Save Our Canyons met with Alta Ski Area’s Mike 
Maughan and the Salt Lake Ranger District’s Bekee Hotze. At this meeting Save Our Canyons asked whether 
once served by a tram, will Alta be putting infrastructure on Baldy at a later time? Alta Ski Lifts responded that 
the tram may operate during summer months at some point in the future. Also, that Alta was holding open the 
possibility of future infrastructure on Baldy following the construction of the tram. Both of these answers 
should have required the Forest Service to analyze potential summer impacts to wildlife and botanic 
communities.  
 
If served by a tram, it’s safe to assume that the same degradation that typically accompanies greater 
recreational use, including proliferation of user trails impacts to sensitive species, would also occur atop Baldy 
and surrounding areas. Save Our Canyons is significantly concerned that additional infrastructure (warming 
huts, bathrooms, etc.) will be required once a tram is built to Baldy and that the tram represents merely the first 
step in developing this summit. Save Our Canyons requests that should the tram be permitted against our 
objections, and given that the USFS FONSI and EA of the tram project state that the primary purpose of the 
tram is for the purpose of supporting ski patrol and that development would be minimal and blend with natural 
conditions, that the USFS issue a condition of using USFS land prohibiting Alta from placing additional or 
supporting infrastructure atop Mt. Baldy. 
 
3. Gazex or other avalanche mitigation tools: The proposal to install Gazex exploders or similar devices on 
Devil’s Castle is confusing in that it would seem that the Forest Service’s rationale for not installing Gazex on 
Baldy, “installations would disturb a substantial proportion of the area’s alpine habitat during construction and 
would degrade its scenic character” would be similarly true for Devil’s Castle.  The amount of Gazex 
exploders, and supporting infrastructure such as 8 x 8 gas storage unit and gas lines, to be placed on Devil’s 
                                                
15 Alta Ski Area’s Albion Basin to add summer lift service as alpine paradise adjusts to growing crowds. April 24, 
2018. Salt Lake Tribune, by Brian Maffly https://www.sltrib.com/news/environment/2018/04/23/alta-ski-areas-
albion-basin-to-add-summer-lift-service-as-alpine-paradise-adjusts-to-growing-crowds/ 
16 “Restrict Mt Baldy tram use in the summer to protect alpine vegetation. O1-5. 

Discussion: Alta does not operate lifts in the summer, and no summer use of the Mt Baldy tram is 

Proposed. Scoping Report: Alta Ski Lifts Improvements NEPA Review. May 11, 2017 pg. 16 
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Castle will substantially impact the year-round aesthetic experience of Devil’s Castle. This aesthetic impact, 
along with the environmental impact of the placement and installation of the devices and infrastructure, is 
surely far more important to the character and experience of Alta and upper Little Cottonwood Canyon, than 
whatever expense Alta Ski Lifts faces for rental helicopter services.  
 
4. Flora lift construction  
The Forest Plan states under future desired conditions for Little Cottonwood Canyon that “Decisions 
responding to increasing recreation demands will give first consideration to desired water quality and riparian 
conditions, and the limited wildlife habitat here. (4-154). Alta’s plan for the Flora lower terminal places gives 
first consideration to Alta’s desire for skier access and skier flow rather than to desired water quality and 
riparian conditions. Alta reviewed multiple options for the location of the lower Flora terminal, before 
ultimately deciding to site the terminal in wetlands. This decision was made after evaluating sites for impacts 
on wetlands and on skier flow. Ultimately, the Forest Service elected to allow the option resulting in impacts to 
wetlands rather than in impacting skiers, this is the opposite of following the Forest Service Plan’s 
Watershed’s Future Desired Conditions which demand managing the watershed to best provide long-term, 
high quality culinary water to the urban population of the Wasatch Front.  
 
Mike Maughan in a letter addressed to Rebecca Hotze on Feb. 23, 2018 made it clear that when faced with 
choices between wetlands and Alta, the wetlands would always lose out, both now and with future 
improvements:  
 

“Alternatives regarding the Flora lift location have been primarily per your request. Our team 
identified our original location as a location that works the best for skier flow and skier safety 
while minimizing terrain disturbance. Yes it does impact some wetland area. However, we 
think it is an unreasonable position that we can maintain, support and improve the ski area 
without impacting wetlands. Wetlands are impacted and mitigated for regularly on forest 
service lands. We have many wetland areas in the ski area, some with existing infrastructure 
in them, others that may be need to be impacted by future improvements. Our goal is to be 
great stewards over the Forest Service lands in our Special Use Permit and are willing to work 
with the Forest Service to mitigate the Impact upon any wetlands we disturb. We also 
recognize that our SUP is in the watershed for Salt Lake City and we desire to be great 
stewards of the watershed. However, our research Indicates that there is a difference between 
watershed management and wetland management and we question their position/jurisdiction 
regarding the wetland impact of the Flora Lift. We would like to get this issue resolved so we 
all have a clear understanding going forward. Our position is that the original location is the 
best alternative and we should proceed with it. From my perspective there is not a valid 
reason to explore the other alternative any further.” 

 
The USFS simply grants Alta Ski Area its position. Perhaps, the USFS’s deference to ski area projects is best 
articulated by this quote on pg. 5 of the FONSI where recreation is prioritized above watershed protection.  
 

“One of the most important products that the UWCNF provides is quality recreational 
opportunities. Another is clean drinking water for neighboring metropolitan areas within Salt 
Lake Valley. Recognizing the importance of both, the UWCNF’s strategy is to balance 
provision of recreational amenities and opportunities with natural and financial resources.” 

 
Not only is this a significant shift from the opening statements in the USFS plan17, not to mention several goals 
and objectives, it is a disservice to the public, to agencies and partners, and the NEPA process. Several 

                                                
17“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 
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comments were made to the importance of not damaging additional wetlands, yet the USFS accepted 
insufficient analysis on the impact to wetlands. They didn’t even take the time to obtain detailed information 
and ignored requests from the Salt Lake County Health Department and Salt Lake City to do further analysis 
and avoid impacts to wetlands. It seems the USFS knew about this according to an October 5, 2017 email 
between USFS personnel discussing efforts of Cirrus Ecological Solutions to do field work.  
 

“Today, I talked to Neil Artz and Tim Royer of Cirrus Ecological Solutions and they said Tim 
will try to get as much wetland field data that he can given that the Alta Ski Resort is under 
snow.”18 

 
Given the intensity of use of these areas and the uniqueness of their environs, wetland functionality is perhaps 
more important, not less. The USFS fail to do adequate analysis on this given the number of comments and 
their inability to adequately assess impacts because they knowingly analyzed frozen ground. Further, this 
demonstrates that the USFS erred on the side of being expeditious, deferring to their clients wishes, over their 
service to the broader public and agency partners. While we are sympathetic to the lack of adequate staffing 
and resources of the agency, as many responses in our FOIA requests suggest, this is hardly an excuse to do 
incomplete analysis on these resources.  
 
We look forward to our future conversation during the mediation process following the submission of these 
comments. Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely,  

 
Carl Fisher 
Executive Director 
Save Our Canyons 
 
824 South 400 West #B115 
Salt Lake City, UT 84101 
carl@saveourcanyons.org 
(801) 363-7283 
 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                       
in cooperation with Salt Lake City for the purpose of storing, conserving and protecting water from pollution… 
Given the importance of water coming from this area, watershed maintenance, protection and enhancement will be a 
primary consideration in all management decisions.” United States. Department of Agriculture. Forest Service. 
Revised Forest Plan Wasatch-Cache National Forest. 4-153 to 4-154 

18 Email correspondence from Charlie Condrat to Bekee Hotze; Re: Conversation with Neil Artz and Tim Royer of 
Cirrus Ecological Solutions regarding Alta MDP analysis. October 5, 2017, 5:15pm. 


