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PURPOSE AND NEED FOR ACTION

The National Park Service (NPS) is considering relocation of seasonal employee housing from the maintenance yard in Glennallen to a site situated near the new Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve headquarters and visitor center complex in Copper Center. The NPS preferred alternative entails the relocation of six (6) cabin units (each 120 square feet in area) and a shower building from the NPS maintenance yard in Glennallen to the site in Copper Center.  Site preparation would entail site grading for the structures and parking; provision of fresh water supplies; installation of a 2,000 gallon holding tank for sewage; and underground trenching to provide electricity from existing overhead lines.  Contracted services would be procured for water and sewage hauling. 
The site under consideration is located at mile 106.2 Old Richardson Highway (Figure 1).  It is approximately 0.25 mile from the new headquarters and visitor center complex.  The site encompasses 1.5 acres, and is within an area formerly used for gravel extraction. The property is owned by the NPS but is not located in the park and preserve. 
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Figure 1: Relocation Site for Seasonal Employee Housing

The purpose of the action would be to provide temporary housing for seasonal employees in an area that would eliminate land use conflicts between park maintenance operations and private residences.  Maintenance yard activities involve daily moving of construction materials using forklifts and large trucks.  Other maintenance-related operations include the water pump house,  vehicle washing, equipment and material storage, carpentry, mechanical, storage of hazardous materials, hazardous waste accumulation, and freight receipt.  Residential activities involve use of personal vehicles and parking, and activities such as campfires, picnics, and volleyball.

The action is needed as it would provide additional safety, space, and security for park maintenance activities; and increased safety and privacy for seasonal housing residents.  Relocation of park seasonal housing from Glennallen to Copper Center would be of limited duration beyond the 2002 summer housing season pending development of utilities in the Department of the Interior housing complex in Glennallen by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).  BLM has initiated contractual arrangements for these utilities, but actual availability at this time is not known.   
This environmental assessment (EA) includes the preferred alternative and no-action alternative, and analyzes the potential impacts to cultural and natural resources.  This Environmental Assessment has been prepared in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969 and regulations of the Council of Environmental Quality (40 CFR 1508.9). 

Issues Considered for Further Evaluation
To focus the environmental assessment, the NPS selected specific issues for further analysis and eliminated others from evaluation. Subsequent discussions of the affected environment and environmental consequences related to each alternative focus on these issues. A brief rationale for the selection of each topic is given below.

Park Management.  The NPS is obligated to assure health and safety for its employees as well as the public in the course of park management operations.  The existing incompatible land use between park housing and government maintenance operations at the Glennallen Maintenance Facility creates an unsafe condition for seasonal housing residents, and constrains park maintenance operations.

Land Cover.   Land cover at the relocation site has been previously affected by gravel extraction activity.  Placement of the 6 housing units and associated construction activities would preclude site revegetation by naturally occurring or actively managed methods while on site.



Subsistence Resources.  Subsistence resources will be evaluated as an impact topic given that section 810(a) of ANILCA requires evaluation of proposed federal land use on subsistence uses and needs and other aspects of the subsistence environment.

Issues Eliminated from Further Consideration

A brief rationale dismissing specific topics from further consideration is included below.

Air Quality. Impacts to local air quality would be limited to emissions from motor vehicles hauling the housing units to the proposed site and equipment used for site preparation.  These impacts would be minimal and of short duration.

Water Resources.  Water resources would not be affected because no surface waters are on the project site.  Groundwater would not be affected, as the action does not entail well or septic system development.

Wildlife.  While wildlife, including species of special concern as identified by the State of Alaska, may be present in the immediate vicinity, no direct effects on wildlife are expected as past gravel extraction activities have resulted in surface disturbance and a corresponding decrease in available wildlife habitat.  Impacts to wildlife would be limited to disturbance associated with an increased human presence; these impacts would be negligible. 
Wetlands and Floodplains. There are no wetlands or floodplains at the site.

Threatened and Endangered Species.  There are no threatened or endangered species in the vicinity of the project.
Cultural Resources. While there are four archaeological sites in the area of the new park visitor center and headquarters site, and an artifact scatter site associated with the Valdez Trail, none are situated at or near the gravel pit.  The historic Valdez Trail crosses the Richardson Highway approximately 1,000 feet northwest of the proposed location of the seasonal housing.

Wilderness.  The  proposed relocation site at mile 106.2 of the Richardson Highway is not located  within Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve or a designated wilderness area.  
Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low Income Populations.  This order requires all federal agencies to identify and address disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of their programs and policies on minorities and low-income populations and communities. This project would not result in any changes in the socioeconomic environment of the project area, and, therefore, would not be expected to have any direct or indirect impacts to minority or low-income populations or communities.  
ALTERNATIVES

Alternative 1: (No Action).  The NPS would not relocate the park seasonal employee housing units from the NPS maintenance yard in Glennallen to the site at mile 106.2 Old Richardson Highway in Copper Center.  Housing for six (6) park seasonal employees duty stationed at Copper Center would continue to be available at the existing location in Glennallen. 
Alternative 2: Relocate Seasonal Housing (Preferred Alternative).  The NPS would relocate the park seasonal housing units from the NPS maintenance yard in Glennallen to the site at mile 106.2 Old Richardson Highway in Copper Center. The proposed action would be implemented by the park’s facility management division and contractor support in time to accommodate summer 2002 operations, and entails the following elements:

· relocation of six (6) cabin units (120 square feet each)

· relocation of shower building

· installation of sewage holding tank utilizing a backhoe (2,000 gallon capacity)

· site grading for structures and parking area utilizing bulldozer blade for leveling

· underground trenching for electrical service utilizing a backhoe (75 feet long, 2 feet deep)

· contracted water and sewage hauling services

The foundations of relocated structures would float on the ground surface.  There would be no onsite disposal of wastewater or sewage.  A well for drinking water would not be developed on the site.  Electrical service is readily available.  

ENVIRONMENTALLY PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE
Alternative 2, Relocate Seasonal Housing, was selected as the environmentally preferred alternative.  Alternative 2 is the alternative that best promotes national environmental policy as expressed in section 101(b) of the National Environmental Policy Act.  Specifically, the environmentally preferred alternative will attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences.
MITIGATION

Excess soil materials generated by the new visitor center and headquarters project have been stockpiled in the gravel pit and would be available for site restoration.
SUMMARY AND COMPARISON OF EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVES

Table 1 presents a summary and comparison of potential effects of Alternatives 1 and 2.
Table 1: Summary and Comparison of Effects for Alternatives 1 and 2

Topic
Alternative 1 (No Action)
Alternative 2 
(Relocate Seasonal Housing)

Park Management
Adverse effect
Beneficial effect

Vegetation and Land Cover
No effect
No effect

Subsistence Resources
No significant restriction
No significant restriction

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

General Setting

The relocated structures would be situated in an area of existing surface disturbance caused by past gravel extraction activity that occurred prior to NPS acquisition of the property.  Specifically, the site is within the southern portion of a 230-acre parcel acquired by the NPS for the new park visitor center and headquarters facility (Figure 1).  The parcel slopes gently and lies atop a broad, stair-stepped bluff of the Copper River between the river and the Richardson Highway.  The Copper River flows west to east at the base of an actively eroding and nearly vertical 200-foot bluff.  The river is the dominant water resource feature in the area.  The site itself has no surface waters or wetlands.  

Permafrost exists in areas densely forested with spruce along the Richardson Highway.  Bedrock exists at approximately 550 feet below ground surface.  Regional geological studies indicate that bedrock is likely a thin, non-marine section of Tertiary age rock over substantially thicker deposits of Cretaceous through Jurassic marine rocks.  Forest cover in the vicinity consists of spruce, mixed spruce/aspen, and aspen.  Wildlife species include the typical mix of large and small mammals—black bear, brown bear, moose, caribou, wolves, wolverines, lynx, martens, mice, red squirrels, snowshoe hare, and voles.  There are no federal or state-listed threatened or endangered species in the immediate vicinity.  Species of special concern that may be present in the general vicinity, as identified by the State of Alaska, are the American peregrine falcon, olive-sided flycatcher, gray-cheeked thrush, Townsend’s warbler, and blackpoll warbler.  Active nests of bald eagle exist regionally along the Copper River, but none exist in or near the project site.

It is believed that the ancestors of the present Ahtna people initially occupied the Copper River basin about 2,000 years before present.  In 1819, Russians ascended the Copper River and constructed a trading station in the vicinity of Taral, an Ahtna village.  Gold strikes lured prospectors to the region in the late 1800s.  Consequently, Eskimo and Ahtna byways were incorporated by the U.S. military into what would eventually become the historic Valdez Trail; by 1905, the trail was designated the Richardson Highway to Fairbanks.  Currently, the historic Valdez Trail crosses the existing Richardson Highway about 1,000 feet northwest of the proposed housing relocation site.  The Ahtna people have continued to occupy the area since their initial time of occupation, practicing subsistence fishing and hunting, and engaging in the post-World War II cash economy as well.  The NPS portion of the Valdez Trail has been nominated to the National Register of Historic Places; the trail has the potential to describe events associated with the gold rush, regional transportation, settlement, and road building. 

Regional weather is typical of the transitional to continental climate zone.  Temperatures fluctuate from 80 degrees F in the summer to –70 degrees F in the winter.  Precipitation can be 12 inches annually, with 39 inches of snow.  Air quality is excellent—the area is an attainment area for all airborne pollutants.  The affected environment is in the Copper River Census Subarea that encompasses 24,663 square miles and has no political or community boundaries.  With approximately 3,134 residents, the area is sparsely settled.  Less than 1,400 people reside in the communities of Copper Center, Glennallen, Gulkana, and Gakona.  Approximately 30 percent of the workforce gains employment in the public sector.  With the influx of seasonal employees, park staffing nearly triples to over 100 people. 

Vegetation and Land Cover

Land cover in the vicinity consists of several tree and shrub species and numerous herbaceous groundcovers and forbs.  The land cover of the bluff immediately east of the gravel pit facing the Copper River is closed broadleaf forest of quaking aspen.  The original topsoil in the gravel pit was removed previously and now contains soil material stockpiles remaining from the park visitor center/headquarters project.  Spruce and aspen species provide a visual screen from the Richardson Highway.  Recent field surveys have confirmed the absence of any rare plant species protected under the Alaska Natural Heritage Program; if present, these species would exist on river bluff slopes.


Subsistence Resources

Archaeological surveys conducted in 1996 provided an opportunity to determine any past or current subsistence uses of the project vicinity.  Hunters historically accessed the site using the Valdez Trail.  Access to the river, even for wildlife, was improbable due to terrain constraints presented by the river bluffs.  It follows that this lack of water access is a significant factor that has perpetually limited the presence of larger wildlife on the site.  Apart from an abandoned trapline near the Valdez Trail, the 1996 survey observed no other evidence of recent or current subsistence use of the project vicinity. 

Park Management

Current management of the park and preserve is administered from the leased visitor contact station and headquarters facility at Mile 105.5 Richardson Highway.  About 35 permanent and seasonal personnel administer the multi-faceted aspects of park and preserve management.  The Glennallen Maintenance Facility (GMF) at the Bureau of Land Management complex in Glennallen is the hub of park maintenance field operations.  Existing park seasonal housing consisting of 6 cabins and a shower building is located at the GMF yard.
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

Alternative 1 (No Action)

Park Management.  The no action alternative would perpetuate an incompatible land use between residential and government maintenance operations. The Glennallen Maintenance Facility is currently constrained for storage space.  It is not immediately foreseeable that new space would become available for either land use. 

Cumulative Impacts: The cumulative impact of this alternative on park management would be constraints on material storage and park maintenance functions, and an unsafe, diminished residential living environment for six seasonal park employees. 
Vegetation and Land Cover.  The seasonal housing would not be relocated from GMF.  There would be no impacts on vegetation and land cover beyond the cumulative impacts described below.  
Cumulative Impacts: The Glennallen Maintenance Facility is situated on a 4.74-acre site.  To date, existing surface disturbance at the Glennallen Maintenance Facility amounts to 1.1 acres. Therefore, the cumulative impact of this alternative is 1.1 acres of vegetation and land cover alteration.  The no-action alternative would not result in any additional loss of vegetation. 

Subsistence Resources.  There would be no direct or indirect impacts on subsistence resources. 
Cumulative Impacts:  Previous development associated with GMF development and ongoing operations has had minor long term impacts on subsistence.  Within the regional context, the cumulative impact of this alternative is no significant restriction of subsistence use.
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

Alternative 2 (Preferred Alternative)

Park Management.  The preferred alternative would eliminate an incompatible land use between residential and government maintenance operations. This alternative  would increase material storage space at the Glennallen Maintenance Facility, enhance park maintenance operations, and create safer living conditions for six seasonal park employees. 
Cumulative Impacts:  The cumulative effect of this alternative would be an elimination of  past constraints to park management posed by the close proximity of a residential land use at the GMF.  Park maintenance would have greater flexibility and capacity for material storage and maintenance projects.  Additionally, seasonal housing residents would not have their living conditions constrained by active park maintenance operations and equipment.  Elimination of constraints would improve workplace safety and the safety of residents of park housing.  
Vegetation and Land Cover.  There would be no impacts on vegetation and land cover as there would be no new surface disturbance with the preferred alternative.  While the relocated seasonal housing development site would occupy 1.5 acres, it is within a previously disturbed area.  
Cumulative Impacts: The new park visitor center and headquarters complex is situated on a 230-acre site and includes the 8.5-acre abandoned gravel pit.  Existing surface disturbance amounts to 16.6 acres (8.1 acres for new visitor center and park headquarters complex, and 8.5 acres for gravel pit).  Relocating the seasonal employee housing and development of other structures on the site would not result in additional loss of vegetation  

Subsistence Resources.  There would be no direct or indirect impacts on subsistence resources. 
Cumulative Impacts: Previous development associated with the gravel pit and new park visitor center/headquarters complex have had minor long-term impacts on the minimal level of subsistence use of the site.  However, within the regional context, the cumulative impact of this alternative would not result in a significant restriction of subsistence uses. 
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APPENDIX A

ANILCA Section 810 

Summary Evaluation and Finding
Wrangell-St. Elias National Park & Preserve

Copper Center, Alaska

I.
INTRODUCTION

This section was prepared to comply with Title VIII, Section 810 of the Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA). It summarizes the evaluations of potential restrictions to subsistence activities which could result from relocation of National Park Service employee housing from the Glennallen Maintenance Facility to Mile 106.2 Richardson Highway, Copper Center. 

II.
THE EVALUATION PROCESS

Section 810(a) of ANILCA states:


"In determining whether to withdraw, reserve, lease, or otherwise permit the use, occupancy, or disposition of public lands . . . the head of the federal agency . . . over such lands . . . shall evaluate the effect of such use, occupancy, or disposition on subsistence uses and needs, the availability of other lands for the purposes sought to be achieved, and other alternatives which would reduce or eliminate the use, occupancy, or disposition of public lands needed for subsistence purposes.  No such withdrawal, reservation, lease, permit, or other use, occupancy or disposition of such lands which would significantly restrict subsistence uses shall be effected until the head of such Federal agency - 


(1)  gives notice to the appropriate State agency and the appropriate local committees and regional councils established pursuant to 


section 805;

(2) gives notice of, and holds, a hearing in the vicinity of the area involved; and

(3) determines that (A) such a significant restriction of subsistence uses is necessary, consistent with sound management principles for the utilization of the public lands, (B) the proposed activity will involve the minimal amount of public lands necessary to accomplish the purposes of such use, occupancy, or other disposition, and (C) reasonable steps will be taken to minimize adverse impacts upon subsistence uses and resources resulting from such actions."

The area set aside by Congress as Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve encompasses 13.2 million acres.  ANILCA (Section 201(9)) mandates that the area be managed for the following purposes, among others:


"To maintain unimpaired the scenic beauty and quality of high mountain peaks, foothills, glacial systems, lakes, and streams... in their natural state; to protect habitat for, and populations of, fish and wildlife...; and to provide continued opportunities, including reasonable access for... wilderness recreational activities."

The potential for significant restriction must be evaluated for the proposed action's effect upon ". . . subsistence uses and needs, the availability of other lands for the purposes sought to be achieved and other alternatives which would reduce or eliminate the use."

III.
PROPOSED ACTION ON FEDERAL LANDS

Alternative 1 (No Action).  With the no action alternative, the NPS would continue to use the six  employee housing units at the NPS maintenance yard in Glennallen, Alaska. Federal and state regulations and the conditions of the NPS property lease agreement ensure public health and safety at the current location.

Alternative 2 (Preferred Alternative and Environmentally Preferred Alternative).  The proposed action considers relocation of six employee housing units from the NPS maintenance yard in Glennallen, AK to a 1.5 acres site within the 230-acre Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve visitor service/administrative development area at mile 106.2 Old Richardson Highway in Copper Center. 

The proposed action would be implemented by the park’s facility management division in time to accommodate summer 2002 operations, and entails the following elements:

· relocation of six (6) cabin units (120 square feet each)

· relocation of shower building

· site grading for structures and parking area

· installation of sewage holding tank (2000 gallon capacity)

· underground trenching for electrical service

· contracted water and sewage hauling services

IV. AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

A summary of the affected environment pertinent to subsistence uses is presented here.  For a comprehensive description, see the Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve, Final General Management Plan (NPS 1986) and the Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve Final Wilderness Environmental Impact Statement EIS (NPS 1988).  

ANILCA authorizes subsistence uses on federal public lands in Alaska.  The proposed relocation site encompasses 1.5 acres, and is within the 230-acre Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve visitor service/administrative development site.  This area is located on federal lands west of the Copper River with Wildlife Management Unit 13D.  Approximately 8% of Unit 13 is classified as federal public land.  The visitor service/administrative development site  is closed to the taking of wildlife and the discharge of firearms under federal regulation (see 36 CFR 1.5[b] and 13.40[e] ). 

Portions of Wrangell-St Elias national Park and Preserve are located east of the visitor services/administrative development site adjacent to the Copper River.  Subsistence uses are authorized in Wrangell-St. Elias National Park where such uses are traditional.  Within the national park and preserve qualified subsistence users harvest resources such as moose, caribou, ptarmigan, grouse, hare, fur animals, salmon, waterfowl and other wild foods.  

Glennallen and Copper Center are designated resident zone communities for Wrangell-St Elias National Park.  Local residents of these communities are eligible to engage in subsistence activities in the national park and preserve.

Archaeological surveys conducted in 1996 provided an opportunity to determine any past or current subsistence uses of the project vicinity.  Subsistence users historically accessed the site using the Valdez Trail.  Access to the river, even for wildlife, was improbable due to terrain constraints presented by the river bluffs. 

Patterns of subsistence use vary from time to time and from place to place depending on the availability of wildlife and other renewable natural resources.  A subsistence harvest in a given year may vary considerably from previous years because of weather, migration patterns, and natural population cycles.

V.
SUBSISTENCE USES AND NEEDS EVALUATION

To determine the potential impact on existing subsistence activities, three evaluation criteria were analyzed relative to existing subsistence resources that could be impacted.

The evaluation criteria are:

-
the potential to reduce important subsistence fish and wildlife populations by (a) reductions in numbers; (b) redistribution of subsistence resources; or (c) habitat losses;

-
what affect the action might have on subsistence fisherman or hunter access;

-
the potential for the action to increase fisherman or hunter competition for subsistence resources.

1)
The potential to reduce populations: Adoption of the proposed action will have a negligible effect on populations of import subsistence resources.  No reduction in subsistence fish and wildlife populations, redistribution of subsistence resources, or habitat losses is expected from either the no action or proposed action alternatives.

2)
Restriction of Access:  Access to federal public lands by subsistence users will not be restricted if the proposal is adopted.  All right of access for subsistence harvest on federal public lands are granted by Section 811 of ANILCA.  No action under the proposed actions would restrict  access of subsistence users to resources on federal public land currently open to subsistence uses.

3)
Increase in Competition:  Neither the no action or proposed action alternatives are expected to increase competition for subsistence resources.  However, ANILCA and federal regulations would mitigate any increased competition among subsistence or non-subsistence users.

VI.
AVAILABILITY OF OTHER LANDS

In the Final Wrangell-St. Elias Visitor Center/Headquarters Environment Assessment (NPS 1998) the NPS evaluated the suitability of four potential sites for locating park facilities during the proposed timeframe.  Only this site being proposed for development met the physical and environmental criteria developed by the review team.  Selection of this site is not expected to significantly restrict subsistence uses.

VII.
ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

ANILCA authorizes subsistence uses on federal public lands in Alaska.  The Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve visitor service/administrative development site is closed to the taking of wildlife and the discharge of firearms under federal regulation to ensure public health and safety. Selection of one of these alternatives would not reduce or eliminate the need to use public lands that are open to subsistence uses.

VII.
FINDINGS

This analysis concludes that the proposed action alternative will not result in a significant restriction of subsistence uses.

Prepared by:  Steve Hunt
Date:  March 7, 2002

Concurred by                                                     
Date                     
  Superintendent
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