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PURPOSE OF THE PLAN

The purpose of the general management plan is to describe the general path the National Park Service (NPS) intends to follow in managing Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve over the next 15 to 20 years. The approved plan will provide a framework for proactive decision making on visitor use, natural and cultural resource management, and park facilities. Although a general management plan provides the analysis and justification for future funding, the plan in no way guarantees that money will be forthcoming. Requirements for additional data for legal compliance and competing national park priorities can delay implementation of actions. Full implementation of a plan could lie many years in the future.

ALTERNATIVES
Four alternatives have been developed for managing visitor use and resources at Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve. Each alternative provides a different management approach. The alternatives were based on the park’s purpose and significance, fundamental resources and values, legal mandates, public views, and information on visitor use and park resources.

The no-action alternative was developed to provide a baseline for evaluating the changes and impacts of the three action alternatives. This baseline is characterized primarily by conditions in December 2004, roughly 2 months after ownership and management of the Baca Ranch was transferred to the U.S. government, and by continuation of current management practices into the future. (There are funded projects planned for very near term; these are included in the no action alternative). Most visitor use would continue to be focused in or near the eastern part of the dunefield. The developed area east of the dunes (main park road, visitor center, and campground) would remain essentially the same. Some visitors would continue to explore backcountry areas of the park and preserve via designated trails and roads, and cross-country horse and hiking use would also continue. Some people would enter the north part of the park on foot from the Baca Grande subdivision, via the two county roads that end at the park boundary. 

No new areas would be recommended for wilder​ness. New park lands that were not open to public use before December 2004 would be managed in a very conservative manner. That is, there would be 
no new development, and visitor use would be managed so as to not establish new practices for camping, types and routes of access, etc. 

New park areas would be inventoried for natural and cultural resources and managed according to NPS policies that emphasize natural processes (for example, nonnative species, interior pasture fences, and artificial water holes and sources would be removed). Existing trails and trailheads in the park and preserve would be maintained, but there would be no new trails or trailheads. The Nature Conservancy would continue to manage Medano Ranch, including the Medano Ranch headquarters. There would be no public use of the Medano Ranch. Bison grazing would continue within the park on lands leased or owned by The Nature Conservancy. Leashed dogs would generally be allowed within the park and preserve. 

The NPS preferred alternative was developed with substantial public, interagency, and NPS staff participation between 2003 and 2005. This is the plan the National Park Service proposes to implement over the next 15-20 years. Options would be created for dispersed hiking and horseback riding; a few new trails would be provided. Cooperative or joint facilities (such as access routes, trailheads, and ranger stations) with neighboring management agencies or private partners would be emphasized. 

A large portion of the park expansion lands would be recommended for future designation as wilderness. A modest shuttle system would be considered to transport visitors to the main dunes area at peak visitation times.  The park’s fee booth would be removed and a new one would be located closer to the park boundary. Bike lanes would be added to the main entrance road from the park boundary to the dunes parking lot. A biking/ walking path would connect the Pinyon Flats campground to the dunes parking lot and visitor center. 

The National Park Service would seek to acquire Medano Ranch and adaptively use the ranch headquarters for administrative purposes (offices, housing, storage, research support), and scheduled, guided public activities (interpretive programs, environmental education, a base for guided hiking or horseback tours, special events). Most historic Medano Ranch structures would be maintained. Leashed dogs would be allowed within the national park within the frontcountry and dunes play zones only, and they would be allowed within the national preserve. 

A trailhead would be provided in the north part of the park to provide a closer access point for backcountry recreation on the nearby national forest, the preserve, and new lands within the national park. Assuming neighboring entities find a way to provide vehicle access, the trailhead would be accessed via the Baca National Wildlife Refuge or Baca Grande subdivision, and then via the Cow Camp Road within the national park. Also, the U.S. Forest Service (USFS), in consultation with the National Park Service, may study the need for (and impacts of) providing public vehicle access to USFS lands via Liberty Road or via an extension of Cow Camp Road; these options would be studied in a separate USFS/NPS environmental analysis study. 

In the dunefield focus—maximize wildness alternative, most visitor use and visitor activities would be focused in or near the eastern edge of the dunefield. Most of the rest of the park and preserve would remain wild and undeveloped, allowing natural processes to continue with minimal human influence. Backcountry areas would be primitive and rugged, providing outstanding opportunities for solitude and adventure. A large portion of the park expansion lands would be recommended for future designation as wilderness. 

Existing trails and trailheads would be maintained. Most visitors would continue to visit the main dunefield area (main park road, visitor center, dunes parking lot, and picnic area). Parking and related support facilities, such as restrooms, could be expanded in the frontcountry zone if dunes parking lots filled too often. A new multiuse trail for bicyclists and pedestrians would extend from near the park’s main entrance to the visitor center, dunes parking lot/picnic area, and to the Pinyon Flats campground. A gate for horse access would be provided on the north boundary of the national park, and pedestrian access from the Baca Grande subdivision would continue. 

The National Park Service would seek acquisition of the Medano Ranch and would manage it as a natural/wild area. Ranch structures would not be maintained (or would be removed after documentation). Leashed dogs would be restricted to parking areas, picnic areas, and car campgrounds within the national park—only hunting dogs would be permitted in the national preserve. 

In the three public nodes alternative, most visitors would gain access to the park and preserve via three areas or “nodes.” Visitor facilities and trails would be concentrated in or near the three nodes, and the rest of the park and preserve would remain largely undeveloped. This alternative would provide fairly diverse options for visitors to experience different portions of the dunes system. 

The first node, located at the existing developed area east of the dunes, would remain essentially the same. The second node would be located at the Medano Ranch headquarters. The National Park Service would seek acquisition of Medano Ranch and would manage the ranch headquarters as a public day-use area, most historic ranch structures would be maintained, and guided hiking and horseback tours to nearby high interest areas could be provided. The third node, located in the north part of the park, would include a backcountry trailhead and a primitive campground if an appropriate public vehicle access route could be identified via the Baca National Wildlife Refuge or Baca Grande subdivision. 

Dogs would not be permitted in areas where there is increased potential for or a history of conflicts with visitors or with wildlife; otherwise leashed dogs would be allowed. No new wilderness would be recommended in this alternative. The USFS, in consultation with the National Park Service, may study the need for (and impacts of) providing public vehicle access to USFS lands via Liberty Road or via an extension of Cow Camp Road to the mountain front; these options would be studied in a separate USFS/NPS environmental analysis study. 
Boundary Adjustments
Due to the Great Sand Dunes Act of 2000 and the major park boundary expansion that followed, the General Management Plan / Wilderness Study / Environmental Impact Statement addresses only minor, technical boundary adjustments. The National Park Service would pursue, through legislation or administrative action, minor boundary corrections, including one to address boundary discrepancies near San Luis Lakes State Park.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES
For all alternatives, most impacts on natural resources (vegetation, wildlife, wetlands, etc.) and cultural resources (e.g., archeological sites) would result from visitor use in new park areas and growth in visitor use over the life of the plan. The action alternatives would also have direct and indirect natural resource impacts from limited new facilities such as trails, trailheads, and (in one alternative) a primitive campground. Some such facilities would affect scenery and traffic in and around the park. In the NPS preferred and three public nodes alternatives, NPS adaptive use of the Medano Ranch headquarters would help protect historic structures, and the guided learning zone would allow visitors to learn about and enjoy sensitive resources while protecting those resources. Under the three action alternatives, the managed bison herd and hay meadow irrigation would be eliminated and more natural conditions restored. Wilderness recommendations in the NPS preferred and dunefield focus-maximize wildness alternatives would affect park resources, visitor experiences, and operations of the National Park Service and other agencies. Providing a trailhead in the north end of the national park (NPS preferred and three public nodes alternatives) would improve access to new NPS and U.S. Forest Service lands and have other beneficial and adverse impacts on neighboring communities and agencies.

A detailed summary table of environmental consequences (including type, intensity, and duration), is provided in Chapter 4 of the draft plan (see Table 26). 
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Where the draft GMP/WS/EIS will be Available:





1.  On the web at � HYPERLINK "http://planning.den.nps.gov/plans.cfm" ��http://planning.den.nps.gov/plans.cfm�





2.  At libraries and the park:


• Carnegie Public Library, 120 Jefferson, Monte Vista, Colorado


• Crestone/Baca Library, Crestone, Colorado


• Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve Visitor Center


• Saguache County Library, 702 Pitkin Avenue, Saguache, Colorado


• Southern Peaks Public Library, 423 - 4th Street, Alamosa, Colorado


• West Custer County Library, 209 Main Street, Westcliffe, Colorado





3.  Contact the park for a CD-Rom, or paper copy (450 pages)


719-378-6300 or e-mail � HYPERLINK "mailto:grsa_superintendent@nps.gov" ��grsa_superintendent@nps.gov�  











Comments on the Draft Great Sand Dunes General Management Plan/Wilderness Study/Environmental Impact Statement can be sent to:





Superintendent Steve Chaney


Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve


11500 Highway 150


Mosca, CO  81146





e:mail  steve_chaney@nps.gov





How to comment





1.  Web address above





2.  Letters to:	Superintendent Steve Chaney


		Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve


		11500 Highway 150


		Mosca, CO  81146





3.  e-mail � HYPERLINK "mailto:grsa_superintendent@nps.gov" ��grsa_superintendent@nps.gov�
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