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June 16, 2011
Rene Berkhoudt, Manager

Grand Staircase Escalante National Monument

190 East Center Street

Kanab, Utah 84741

Dear Rene,

Thank you for the opportunity to review the Programmatic Environmental Assessment for Organized Group activities along Hole-in-the-Rock (HITR) Road.  The Partners appreciate the interest and opportunity that the public has in participating in an educational experience that recognizes the heritage significance of the 1879-80 Hole-in-the-Rock Expedition.   

Partners is concerned about the potential impacts that can occur to natural or cultural resources and social experiences when large groups visit an area.  To reach an appropriate balance that will meet most needs and accommodate our concerns, we offer the following comments on the EA for your consideration.  
1. Another alternative.   We wish that there would have been an alternative developed between the “No Action” (groups limited to 25) and the “Proposed Action” (all groups limited to 145 people and 29 vehicles).  Specifically, this would (1) establish a new group size for a cultural heritage educational experience and (2) leave the recreational group limit for the passage zone at the existing levels. We suggest that it is not too late to consider such an alternative.  This addition would conform to the policy direction of providing “a full-range of alternatives.”
On page 36 of the EA there is a statement that Special Recreation Permits (SRPs) most often requested by the Latter Day Saints’ groups are in the range of 40 to 60 participants.  We suggest that a group size for an educational experience should be no larger than 100 people and 20 vehicles.  Setting the group size limit by determining the maximum square footage of disturbed area and assigning 0.013 or 0.003 acre/person seems to be an inappropriate precedence that is not appropriate for Grand Staircase Escalante National Monument.  This direction allows no opportunity for restoration of disturbed camping places, the development of campsites or parking interspersed between areas of native vegetation.  We believe such restoration would increase the quality of the visitor experience while protecting vegetative resources.  

In considering the suggested fourth alternative, we understand the difficulty of determining whether the group is seeking a cultural heritage educational experience or a recreational experience.  A historical re-enactment would definitely be the former and an ATV excursion or an equestrian trip with 146 horses and riders supported by 29 vehicles would be the latter.  We are comfortable that Monument staff could develop criteria to differentiate between an educational group and a recreation group.  This determination was done to some extent on page 10, sixth paragraph.

2. Potential precedence.   The Partners are concerned about the Proposed Action establishing a precedent for all passage zones within the monument. If 145 people is okay for a recreation experience in the HITR Passage Zone, who not allow that size in other passage zones?  Are there acceptable criteria the monument could use to defend 

that number in the HITR zone and reject a similar request in another passage zone?  This concern demonstrates why developing a new alternative that establishes different limits for recreational use from a heritage educational experience is a worthy option for consideration during the EA process.  This new alternative also would be more consistent with the Monument Management Plan (MMP) by not changing the group recreational use limit of 25 persons for any passage zone and may mollify any questions about a plan amendment.
(We understand that the Monument staff will be considering another EA to establish a programmatic SRP for recreational use throughout the Monument.  If that is the case, it seems appropriate not to address recreational use along HITR in this EA but wait to cover that SRP process in the future direction.) 
If the decision is made not to establish different group sizes for recreational experience versus cultural heritage educational experience, there needs to be a distinct statement in the Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) that the increased recreational size is only applicable to HITR Passage Zone and no other passage zone.  To lessen the chance of future challenges, please also state the justification for making a difference between HITR and other passage zones recreational use limits.

3. Definition of vehicle.  The limiting factor on group size appears to be the number of vehicles allowed by the SRP.  Thus the FONSI must clearly state the definition of a vehicle.  Is a pickup pulling a trailer loaded with four ATVs a total of five vehicles or is it considered only one vehicle?  If the latter is the interpretation, 29 pickups with four ATVs each would be a total of 116 motorized vehicles for a group of 146 people, a clear violation of the intent in the Proposed Action and one that would significantly impact the experiences of other visitors using HITR road.  A ratio of 1 vehicle with an average of 5 people is good for establishing the maximum number of vehicles per group.  It is important not to permit an increase in the vehicle numbers beyond the number in the Proposed Action Alternative.  The development of a FONSI that increases the number of vehicles would require submitting another Draft EA to the public.

Does the limit on the vehicle number apply as the group crosses the Monument boundary or at the first campsite?  One could argue that if pickups with trailers hauling four ATVs parked at the first campsite or along the upper portion of the HITR Road, a group could then take 29 ATVs the rest of the way to Hole in the Rock.

4. Larger group potential under this EA.   Let’s assume for the discussion under this point that Alternative B is the approved decision.  If a group comes to the Monument and requests a SRP for 250 people to camp at Twentymile Wash – North with the intent to drive down the road, can that SRP be granted under this EA and the final FONSI or would a new EA specific to that request have to be written and sent out for public input?   At the Open House, the Monument staff thought that a Determination of NEPA Adequacy would find the current NEPA analysis inadequate for such a request and that a new EA allowing a group of 250 would be required. There was also discussion that such a group couldn’t be split into two groups because then there would be two concurrent SRPs.  We agree with the staff’s determination.  

It should be clearly stated that only SRPs up to the limit permitted in the approved FONSI would be allowed, and that larger groups would not be considered without new NEPA analysis with public input.  Such a NEPA analysis and SRP might be appropriate during a major anniversary of the Expedition and if specific stipulations were incorporated into the permit to protect resources.

5. Issuance and Monitoring.   At the Open House we were told that SRP requests will be reviewed and issued by Outdoor Recreation staff, not by staff on the visitor center front desk.  We recommend a face-to-face meeting with Outdoor Recreation staff and the permittee for the signing of the SRP.  Fees need to be collected at the time of issuance and made available to support the field staff in monitoring and restoration efforts.

Pages 35 through 38 state numerous management actions that are required when a SRP is issued.  Such actions include cultural monitoring (p.21), managing the rotation of camp locations (p.21), camp site delineation (p.22), noxious species monitoring (p.22), three adaptive management indicators (p.23), insuring the SRP holder doesn’t have more people than permitted, the group is using the designated camp sites, and the group is complying with other permit stipulations.  To successfully complete these requirements necessitates a commitment from managers to provide the resources (funds and staffing) to manage this very detailed program.

We believe the above monitoring requirements are required as part of IM 2011-019.  This Instructional Memorandum asks managers to make a determination whether the office has the capacity to properly administer the permit, which includes ensuring that all the terms and conditions of the permit are fulfilled.  This will require staff in the field during the time of the SRP.

6. Educational package.   The education outreach statements on page 21 address programs such as “Leave No Trace” and “Tread Lightly.”  The last sentence states these educational opportunities may be provided in the visitor centers or in the field.  As you are putting together this outreach program, focus on how SRP groups can lessen social impacts on other visitors.  A group of 145 with 29 vehicles will impact a family group of 4 looking for a primitive, frontier experience along the HITR Road unless the large group knows the principles of respecting others, generating little noise from group and vehicles, no flags/banners, observance of quiet hours, limiting generators, no amplified music, etc.

We suggest a package that combines respect for others, Leave No Trace, Tread Lightly, and specific resource impact concerns be assembled and be required reading by the SRP holder prior to signing.  The package should be developed for distribution to each vehicle associated with the SRP.   We feel so strongly about this educational need, that GSEP would volunteer to develop the draft Public Outreach Package and work with GSENM specialists to finalize the product.   

7. Potential future SRP limit.  We note that no concurrent SRPs will be issued; however, we also notice that there is no limit on the number of such SRPs issued per year.  Under the discussion on Adaptive Management and Monitoring (pp. 22 & 23), a sentence should be added stating that it may become necessary to limit the number of permits if resource damage can’t be mitigated or the numbers of social encounters become unacceptable for the requirements of the Passage and Outback Zones.  Such a statement may encourage attention to and observance of the etiquette outlined in the public outreach package discussed above.   

8. SRP stipulations.  The standard SRP stipulations in Appendix C will need to be modified to comply with the decision made in the FONSI.  (Example: wording needs modified under RESOURCE PROTECTION, Camping, 1.)  The title of the stipulations would want to be clear that this revised document is only valid for the HITR Passage Zone.

Please consider adding stipulations to the SRP that prohibits amplified music and generators.  These restrictions would be consistent with the cultural heritage experience/re-enactment.  If recreational use levels remain the same as cultural heritage use levels, to ensure resource protection we suggest you reconsider whether a large number of horses are appropriate.  Twenty-nine pickups with four-horse trailers would be 116 horses.  If the group dropped a few four-horse and substituted stock trailers, there could be 146 horses in a group.  
9. There is nothing in the EA that addresses whether road improvements may need to be made to the HITR road.  Could SRP requesters seek to use charter buses to transport the 146 people in the group?  To be clear, somewhere in the final FONSI there should be statements emphasizing the MMP’s direction for roads. This direction on pages iv and v includes key phases such as “primitive, frontier state”, “remote character”, “limited motorized access”, “unimproved condition of roads”, and “provide rudimentary facilities necessary for safety and interpretation.”  The statements on page 47 of the MMP under Tran-7 could also be included within the FONSI, such as no widening, passing lanes, or other travel surface upgrades.  Perhaps the above MMP direction could be included in the FONSI under point #8 of the Ten Significance Criteria.

10.  Other minor considerations in the EA:

· We think GSENM and GCNRA should make a statement in the FONSI encouraging historical re-enactments.  If permit fees can not be reduced for historical re-enactments, there may be other management actions possible to encourage re-enactments.

· Including a FONSI at the beginning of the EA is confusing and unusual in and of itself.  In this case it was particularly confusing when the language “The project could allow a maximum of 395 people at any one time to conduct both day use organized group activities at Dance Hall Rock and Hole-in-the-Rock…” was prominently stated in the first paragraph.  By including the FONSI with the EA, this implies a pre-decisional determination prior to public input that an Environmental Impact Statement is not necessary.  If adding the FONSI is absolutely necessary there should have been a printed “DRAFT” watermark on each of the five pages.

· The last sentence on FONSI’s Point No. 6 is not clear.  It implies that if a group meets the SRP requirements, the manager could still deny the request.  Consider whether this sentence needs re-wording. 

· If 250 people per group is the highest ever requested and the approximate size of the 1879 Expedition, why would you consider an alternative of 395 people?  This is 60% larger than the 1879 party.  It implies that someone has made the decision that the 5.13 acres of Twentymile Wash – North are never going to be restored either naturally or through Monument’s actions. 

· Page 22, first paragraph, last sentence:  Is the SRP holder the one responsible for compensation for damage that occurs to grazing facilities?  Hopefully the BLM or NPS won’t be responsible.  This paragraph would have been a great place to add that weed-free hay, straw, and non-germinable grains must be used for stock feed.

· Pages 23 and 24 state that if campsites receive higher than expected resource impacts, the campsite would be rested and camping shifted to other sites.  Unfortunately if unexpected impacts occur at Dance Hall Rock or Hole-in-the-Rock, that strategy is not available and management must take other protective actions(s) that could be controversial or even draconian.  
· Congratulations on receiving Utah State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) concurrence within 12 work days.  There must have been good archeological staff work and coordination with SHPO for this success.

· We hope the standard .013 acres/person used in the EA was not based on the standard used for Burning Man camp allocations. (See page 43.)  A different type of experience, emphasizing greater protection for a variety of resources, is desired along the HITR Road compared to the Burning Man Event.
Even though there are five pages of comments, we want to compliment the staff for producing this document within a short time frame.  Our primary concern is the determination to have the same maximum number of people permitted for a recreational experience as for a cultural heritage educational experience along Hole-in-the-Rock Road.  If this becomes a precedence that would violate the Monument Management Plan’s direction for other passage zones.  
Sincerely,

Noel R. Poe

President       
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Grand Staircase Escalante Partners seeks to inspire people to understand and experience the beautiful landscape and unique scientific record of Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument by dedicating volunteers and resources to research, conservation stewardship, and education.  Partners is committed to protecting the majestic and unspoiled character of the Monument.  
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�  The FONSI sentence partially quoted in this paragraph is not accurate and should not have been stated.  Table 4 on page 21 states the people capacity at Dance Hall Rock (Day Use) is 145 and at Hole-in-the-Rock the people capacity is 205.  As we understand Alternative No. 3, these two sites would be still be limited to 145 and 205.
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