FORT UNION TRADING POST NHS

Box 15550 Hwy 1804

Williston, North Dakota
Introduction

The reconstructed Fort Union Trading Post stands on the north bank of the Missouri River, on the original location of the historic fort.  Historically a variety of roads and trails would have led to the fort.  Due to farming and land leveling east of the fort there is no longer any evidence of these roads. A historic road trace that travels northwest from the fort remains visible.  To the extent possible, park support facilities, including roads, parking lots, employee housing and maintenance facilities, have been purposely located out of sight of the fort, to prevent a negative visual impact.  .
Description of the Problem

Access to the fort is limited. Vehicle access is required to the fort at all times for emergency vehicles (ambulance and fire trucks), and is needed on a daily basis for maintenance activities, commercial deliveries, and service staff (plumbers, electricians, painters).  Vehicle access is also needed less often, such as when preparing for special events, loading or unloading supplies, interpretive trunks, equipment for off-site use, and normal collection of trash and recyclables.  During special events (10 days/year), access is needed to transport historic camping gear and supplies to the fort for volunteers, campers, and vendors.  Parking is not allowed at the fort for more than a short duration, and the parking area does not provide enough space for larger vehicles.  

Prior to the fort reconstruction in the early 1990’s access was via a road that came directly to the fort from the highway to the north. Following reconstruction visitor access was moved to west of the fort, in order to preserve the visual landscape.  A small parking area was constructed just west of the fort that provides visitor parking and walking access.  There is no vehicle access from the parking area directly to the fort itself. 
An unimproved road currently provides vehicle access to the fort facilities from the park maintenance shop approximately one quarter mile east of the fort.  The road ascends bluff just west of the shop, and then crosses open prairie above the bluffs to the fort.  This area between the maintenance shop area and the fort had a farm road prior to the establishment of the park.  Based on historic aerial photos, the road location has varied over time, but has been in use for over 50 years.  The current alignment was established to avoid the Fort William archeological site which is adjacent to the reconstructed fort, and in an attempt to cross the smallest portion of the Crow Flies High archeological site.  When wet, the road ruts easily, and now the road has maintenance needs.  Use and maintenance of the road is a problem because:

· Field inventories, and electrical resistance and magnetic field gradient surveys, funded by the park in 2002 and 2006, affirm that the road is crossing the southern edge of the Garden Coulee archeological site (32 WI 0018).  This site is a late 19th century Native American village that had been occupied by followers of Hidatsa Chief “Crow-Flies-High.”  Artifacts have been found in the surface of the road tracks and throughout the site area that relate to the occupation at the end of the last century.  The remote sensing surveys have discovered the locations of probable storage pits and house walls in and near the road.
· The road is a safety concern, becoming impassable during inclement weather (it may be closed to all vehicles approximately 10 days per year).  The road may not be available if needed by emergency vehicles due to these road conditions.  Clearing the road of snow with proper equipment may take a day or more and cause resource damage.

· Access to the fort from the maintenance area when this road impassable can only be done by a one-mile trip; vehicles go north to the highway, then west to the park main access.  Some of the equipment, such as the skid loader and other off-road vehicles, are not recommended for use on paved roads since they lack proper safety equipment and are only designed for slow speeds, and their tires are not designed for pavement.
Ideally there would be two routes of vehicle access in the case that one of the existing routes is drifted in by snow.
Need

Vehicle access to the fort is required at all times for emergency vehicles and on a nearly daily basis for maintenance activities.  Some less frequent access is needed for snow removal and other park activities.  The types of vehicles that need access to the fort include trucks for deliveries, passenger cars, farm tractors, skid-steer loaders, and small off-road vehicles with soft tires.  There is also a need to get certain vehicles between the maintenance area and the fort to perform normal operations and maintenance.  
Purpose

The purpose of this project is to have all-weather access to the reconstructed fort facility for all vehicles.  Access must avoid exposing visitors and park staff to unreasonable hazards, and avoid unreasonable negative impacts to all park resources.  Any access needs to blend into the existing landscape and go largely unnoticed by visitors.

Goals:

· Provide vehicle access to the fort that is safe for pedestrians and motor vehicle operators.

· Maintain maximum protection of archeological sites within the park.

· Minimize impacts to natural resources, particularly the restored prairie vegetation.

· Maintain the historic setting of the park by minimizing the visual intrusion of modern day influences.

· Provide an authentic experience for park visitors.
Preliminary Alternatives 
Alternative 1 – No Action (take no action, continue current Operations)

Alternative 2 – Reroute the existing road to avoid the archeological site and reconstruct the road to a standard that will be stable under all weather conditions, abandon the informal road.
Alternative 3 – Reconfigure the sidewalk west of the Fort, modify it to allow vehicles access to fort, and abandon the informal road.
Under the National Environmental Policy Act federal agencies are required to solicit public input into the management of their natural and cultural resources.  Please submit any comments, suggestions, or questions to Park Superintendent Andy Banta at 701 572 9083, at Fort Union Trading Post NHS, 15550 Hwy 1804, Williston, ND 58801.  You may also comment directly to the park on this proposal by utilizing the Planning, Environment, and Public Comment website (PEPC) at http://parkplanning.nps.gov/.  Simply select Fort Union Trading Post NHS from the dropdown list.  Comments received within the next 21 days would be most helpful.

In the coming months Fort Union Trading Post NHS will complete an Environmental Assessment and Historic Preservation Assessment of Effect evaluating the impacts of this proposed project and alternatives of the actions on the park’s landscape.  These documents will be made available for comment when the analysis is complete.

