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NATIONAL PARK SERVICE
Yosemite National Park
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Yosemite. California 95389

IN REPLY REFER TO:

17617 (YOSE) JuL 16 2010

Dear Yosemite Friends:

[ am pleased to provide the Scenic Vista Management Plan Environmental Assessment (EA) for Yosemite
National Park. There is a need to restore vistas that made Yosemite world famous and created memorable
experiences for millions of inhabitants and visitors. Prescribed burns and planned ignitions have benefitted the
park in many ways, including clearing undergrowth that has blocked vistas. However, dense vegetation still
obscures many vistas. The purpose of the Scenic Vista Management Plan EA is to develop a systematic program
to document, protect and restore Yosemite’s important viewing areas and vistas, using methods that that do not
conflict with the natural processes that created them.

Public, tribal and agency consultation has played an important role in developing this plan. Public scoping for the
Scenic Vista Management Plan took place from February 12 through March 20. 2009. The plan was presented at
Open Houses in the park. at the Valley Visitor Center on January 28, 2009 and February 25, 2009. Open Houses
with field walks in Yosemite Valley were attended by project managers and representatives on June 24 and July
29, 2009. Information has been available at this venue throughout public scoping and the development of the EA.
Internal scoping took place concurrent with public scoping. The park initiated Tribal Scoping on February 12,
2009, with seven tribal groups that have connections to Yosemite. The planning team has integrated the
comments and ideas generated during scoping into the range of alternatives for this plan.

The release of this plan commences a 30-day public comment period on the EA, which will be announced in the
local newspaper, in the Yosemite National Park Electronic Newsletter, and on the project status website at
http://www.nps.gov/yose/parkmgmt/vista.htm. Following careful consideration of all comments, if a Finding of
No Significant Impact (FONSI) is approved, one of the alternatives or possibly a combination would be enacted.
The EA can be viewed electronically on the Planning, Environment and Public Comment (PEPC) website at

www .parkplanning.nps.gov/YOSE. The park no longer accepts electronic comments via the
yose_planning@nps.gov email address. We encourage you to submit your comments electronically through
PEPC, a web-based tracking system. You may also submit comments by mail or fax to:

Superintendent, Yosemite National Park FAX: (209)379-1294
Attention: Scenic Vista Management Plan
P.O Box 577. Yosemite, California 95389

The park considers all public comments in making a decision, which will be documented in a FONSI, if
appropriate. If the FONSI is approved, the preferred alternative will be implemented in fall 2010.

We appreciate your interest and welcome your continued participation.

Sincerely,

[ 0 Clelr—

Don L. Neubacher
Superintendent
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ABSTRACT

Yosemite National Park is an icon of scenic grandeur. When set aside in 1864, Yosemite Valley and
Mariposa Grove were the first scenic natural areas in the United States protected for public benefit and
appreciation of the scenic landscape. In 2009, park staff inventoried 181 scenic vistas in Yosemite
(outside of Wilderness) and found that encroaching vegetation completely obscured about one-third of
the vistas, and partially obscured over half the vistas. Vegetation encroaches on these vistas for a
number of reasons, including the exclusion of American Indian traditional burning, the suppression of
lightning-ignited fire, and human-initiated changes to hydrologic flows. The purpose of the Scenic Vista
Management Plan is to develop a systematic program to document, protect, and reestablish Yosemite’s
important viewpoints and vistas, consistent with the natural processes and human influences that
created them. This plan considers which vistas the park would treat, how the park would prioritize
treatments, and the extent and intensity of treatments. This plan will fulfill the park’s obligations under
the National Environmental Policy Act and analyze and define the park’s obligations to cultural
resources under the National Historic Preservation Act.

The Scenic Vista Management Plan describes and contrasts five alternative approaches to prioritizing
and reestablishing scenic vistas. Alternative 1 describes existing conditions and serves as a basis for
comparison among the alternatives. Under Alternative 1, there would be no consistent process to
prioritize vistas for management or determine the intensity of treatments. About three vistas would be
treated every ten years. The following Action Alternatives would replace this case-by-case approach to
vista management. All Action Alternatives in this plan would support a scenic vista management
program, rather than an individual project based approach. Additional vista points could be assessed,
but the overall number of vista points managed would not change as described under each alternative.

Alternative 2 would adapt and use an evaluation tool, the Visual Resource Assessment (NPS 2008b), to
assess the scenic value of each vista and prioritize vistas for treatment. Field crews would apply a
standardized prescription for initial clearing. Park staff would clear and maintain about 104 obscured or
partially obscured vistas, at a rate of about 30 per year. Alternative 3, the Preferred Alternative, would
adapt and use the same tool, the Visual Resource Assessment (NPS 2008b), to prioritize vista points for
treatment. The limits of vegetation clearing would differ from Alternative 2, as ecological conditions at
each vista site would determine the intensity of vegetation clearing. Park staff would clear about 93
obscured or partially obscured vistas, at a rate of about 30 per year. Alternatives 4 and 5 provide the
most flexibility in prioritizing and managing vistas. A team of park professionals would prioritize vistas
for management using factors such as the popularity of a site or the facilities available. Under
Alternative 4, park staff would apply a standardized clearing prescription as in Alternative 2. About 180
vistas would be considered for management. Under Alternative 5, park staff would use ecological
conditions to determine the limits of vegetation clearing. About 167 vistas would be considered for
management.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Purpose and Need

Yosemite National Park is an icon of scenic grandeur. When set aside in 1864, Yosemite Valley and
Mariposa Grove were the first scenic natural areas in the United States protected for public benefit and
appreciation of the scenic landscape. Scenic quality is a core value embedded in the legislation that
established the National Park Service in 1916:

Federal areas known as national parks . . . which purpose is to conserve the scenery and the natural
and historic objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such
manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.
(National Park Service Organic Act 1916)

In 2009, park staff inventoried 181 scenic vistas in Yosemite (outside of Wilderness) and found that
encroaching vegetation completely obscured about one-third of the vistas, and partially obscured over
half the vistas. Vegetation encroached on these vistas for a number of reasons, including the exclusion
of American Indian burning, the suppression of lightning-ignited fire, and human-constructed changes
to hydrologic flows. The purpose of the Scenic Vista Management Plan is to develop a systematic
program to document, protect, and reestablish Yosemite’s important viewpoints and vistas, consistent
with the natural processes and human influences that created them. This plan considers which vistas the
park would treat, how the park would prioritize treatments, and the extent and intensity of treatments.

Legislative and Planning Context

The Scenic Vista Management Plan must conform to federal law, regulation, and policy guidance. The
National Park Service Organic Act of 1916 (as quoted above) and the National Park Service General
Authorities Act of 1970 are key statutory directives. A framework of additional law, regulation, and
policy also guides management of Yosemite National Park. The Scenic Vista Management Plan tiers off
the 1980 General Management Plan for Yosemite National Park. The General Management Plan specifies
the following management objectives to preserve, protect, and restore scenic resources:

¢ identify the major scenic resources and the places from which they are viewed;

e provide for the preservation or protection of existing scenic resources and viewing
stations; and

e provide for historic views through vista clearing.

This plan will fulfill the park’s obligations under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), and
analyze and define the park’s obligations under the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA).

Overview of the Alternatives

This environmental assessment presents and analyzes five alternatives. Alternative 1, the No Action
Alternative, represents the continuation of existing conditions. The Action Alternatives (Alternatives 2,
3,4, and 5) represent a reasonable range of options that satisfy the purpose and need for the project,
meet relevant legal requirements, and satisfy park policies and guidelines.

The planning team inventoried about 181 scenic vista points for initial consideration in the Action
Alternatives. Encroaching vegetation obscured the vista in 28% of these sites, partially obscured the
vista in 54% of the sites, and did not obscure the vista in about 18% of the vistas. The alternatives
consider which vistas the park would treat, how the park would prioritize treatments, and the extent
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and intensity of treatments. The plan also considers whether vistas would require initial clearing or
maintenance.

Alternative 1 describes existing conditions and serves as a basis for comparison among the alternatives,
as required by NEPA. Park staff would prioritize vistas for treatment on an individual basis. There
would be no consistent process to prioritize vistas for management or determine the intensity of
treatments. Fach vista treatment would undergo individual compliance, and any vista point in the park
could be considered for action. The current rate for treatment is about three vistas every 10 years. There
would not be a regular maintenance program.

Alternative 2 would adapt and use an evaluation tool, the Visual Resource Assessment (NPS 2008b), to
assess the scenic value of each vista and prioritize vistas for treatment. Field crews would apply a
standardized prescription for initial clearing. In total, park staff would clear and maintain about 104
obscured or partially obscured vistas, at a rate of about 30 vistas each year. Additionally, about 23 vistas
would receive maintenance treatments.

Alternative 3, the Preferred Alternative, would adapt and use an evaluation tool, the Visual Resource
Assessment (NPS 2008b), to prioritize vista points for treatment based on their scenic value. The
ecological conditions at each vista site would determine the limits of prescription for vegetation
clearing. Park staff would clear and maintain about 93 obscured or partially obscured sites, at a rate of
about 30 initial clearings per year. In addition, about 21 sites would receive maintenance treatments.

Alternative 4 is the most flexible in prioritizing and managing vistas. A team of park professionals would
prioritize vistas for management on an annual basis. Managers could use factors such as the popularity
of a site or the facilities available at a site to prioritize vistas for treatment. Once vistas were prioritized
for treatment, park staff would apply a standardized clearing prescription, as in Alternative 2. About 180
vistas would be considered for management; about 32 would require maintenance, not initial clearing.
Initial clearing treatments would take place at a rate of about 30 each year.

Alternative 5 emphasizes flexibility in prioritizing vistas for management, and uses ecological conditions
for determining the extent and intensity of vista clearing. A team of park professionals would prioritize
vistas for management on an annual basis in the same manner as in Alternative 4. Managers could use
factors such as the popularity of a site or the facilities available at a site to prioritize vistas for
management. The ecological conditions at each vista site would determine the prescription for
vegetation clearing in the same manner as in Alternative 3. About 167 vistas would be considered for
management; about 30 additional vistas would require maintenance. Initial clearing treatments would
take place at a rate of about 30 each year.

Actions Common to All Action Alternatives
The following actions are common to Alternatives 2, 3, 4, and 5.

e All clearing actions would adhere to the target conditions specified in the Yosemite Fire
Management Plan for target densities, gap distribution, and other vegetation attributes as
maximum limits for clearing.

¢ Employee and visitor safety would be the highest priority during vista clearing operations. Tree
felling operations would occur under the direction of the park forester, subject to strict
supervisory control.

e Maximum sizes for the viewing area and feathering (a technique to manage the visual transition
from cleared areas to the surrounding natural vegetation) would apply.

e Old growth trees and trees older than the establishment date for the vista would not be
removed.

e Mechanical equipment would be chosen to minimize impacts based on the conditions at a site.
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e Specific restrictions on the disposal of biomass would apply.

e Specific restrictions on noise levels near residential or visitor use areas would apply.

e Temporary road closures would generally not exceed one-half hour. Road closures would be
scheduled in periods of low visitation when possible.

e Vista sites would be revegetated if necessary after clearing, by seeding or planting local native
plants that would not obscure vistas.

e FEach site would be evaluated as to whether it requires initial clearing or maintenance.
Maintenance activities would be restricted to removal of trees smaller than 6 inches diameter
breast height. Cleared sites would be maintained on a cycle of one to five years, depending on
the assessed scenic value of the site.

e A National Park Service team would develop and review annual work plans for vista clearing
treatments. Consultation would take place with Native American tribes and groups associated
with the park. Work plans would be posted on the Yosemite National Park website and in the
Yosemite National Park Electronic Newsletter. The final annual work plan would be released to
the public before work commences.

Mitigation measures would apply to protect wildlife, as well as important habitat elements such snags,
special-status species, air quality, riparian corridors, soils, and cultural resources.

Environmentally Preferred Alternative

The Council on Environmental Quality regulations implementing NEPA and NPS NEPA guidelines
require that “the alternative or alternatives which were considered to be environmentally preferable” be
identified (CEQ Regulations, Section 1505.2). Environmentally preferable is defined as “the alternative
that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in NEPA’s Section 101. Ordinarily,
this means the alternative that causes the least damage to the biological and physical environment; it also
means the alternative that best protects, preserves, and enhances historic, cultural, and natural
resources” (CEQ 1981).

Alternative 3, Use Ecological Conditions to Determine Intensity of Vista Clearing, is the
environmentally preferable alternative for scenic vista management in Yosemite National Park.
Alternative 3 best protects, preserves, and enhances historic, cultural, and natural resources, as it
provides a consistent and transparent methodology for prioritization of vistas for management, limiting
undesirable and unintended consequences associated with vista clearing.

Consultation and Coordination

Public scoping for the Scenic Vista Management Plan took place from February 12 through March 20,
2009. The scoping announcement was emailed as part of the Yosemite National Park Electronic
Newsletter and was printed in the Mariposa Gazette. The plan was presented at public open houses in
Yosemite National Park, and a fact sheet was posted at the Yosemite Valley Visitor Center and on the
park’s webpage. The public outreach called for in Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act
was integrated with the NEPA scoping process, in accordance with a Programmatic Agreement (PA)
between the National Park Service at Yosemite, the California State historic preservation officer, and
the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (1999 PA)(NPS 2003b).

The park first initiated Tribal scoping with seven tribes and tribal groups that have connections to
Yosemite on July 22, 2008. Contact with these groups has occurred regularly throughout the
development of the plan. A letter regarding the plan was sent to each of the seven tribes in January 2009.
The vista management project manager and the park’s historic preservation officer and American
Indian liaison met with members of four different tribal groups to present and discuss the planin a
series of meetings between January and June 2009.

Scenic Vista Management Plan July 2010 ix



Table ES-1. Summary of Alternatives

Components of
Alternative

Alternative 1:
No Action

Alternative 2:

Use Scenic Value to
Determine Intensity
of Vista Clearing

Alternative 3:

Use Ecological
Conditions to
Determine Intensity

Alternative 4:

Use Professional
Team Assessment to
Prioritize Vistas for

Alternative 5:

Use Professional
Team Assessment
with Ecological

of Vista Clearing Treatment Conditions to

(Preferred Determine Intensity

Alternative) of Vista Clearing
Number of vistas All vistas in the 104 93 180 167

considered for initial
clearing
(approximate)

park

Prioritization method Not defined Visual Resource Visual Resource Professional Team Professional Team
Assessment Assessment Assessment Assessment

Basis for determining | Not defined Scenic Value Defined by local Scenic Value Defined by local

clearing extent and vegetation type and vegetation type and

intensity ecological values ecological values

Actions acceptable in | Not defined None None None None

Wilderness

Maximum clearing Not defined Maximum limits for clearing as specified in the Yosemite Fire Management Plan (NPS 2004b). Action

limits Alternatives specify consistent maximum sizes for viewing areas and feathering.

Vista Clearing — high- | Not defined All vegetation in Clearing restrictions on All vegetation in Clearing restrictions on

value meadows foreground and specific species including | foreground and specific species including
midground could be whitebark pine, sugar midground could be whitebark pine, sugar
removed (if consistent pine, and California black | removed (if consistent pines, and California
with mitigation oak trees. with mitigation black oak trees.
measures). measures).

Vista Clearing — Not defined Less intensive clearing Clearing restrictions on Less intensive clearing in | Clearing restrictions on

medium-value in foreground and specific species including | foreground and specific species including

meadows midground. No snag whitebark pine, sugar midground. No snag whitebark pine, sugar
removal unless critical to | pine, and California black | removal unless critical to | pine, and California black
vista. oak trees. No tree vista. oak trees. No tree

clearing in foothill clearing in foothill
woodland zones. woodland zones.
Vista Clearing — low- Not defined Ecological conditions No initial clearing Ecological conditions No initial clearing actions.

value meadows

considered. Vistas could
remain limited or filtered.

actions.

considered. Vistas could
remain limited or filtered.




Components of
Alternative

Alternative 1:

No Action

Alternative 2:

Use Scenic Value to
Determine Intensity
of Vista Clearing

Alternative 3:

Use Ecological
Conditions to
Determine Intensity
of Vista Clearing
(Preferred
Alternative)

Alternative 4:

Use Professional
Team Assessment to
Prioritize Vistas for
Treatment

Alternative 5:

Use Professional
Team Assessment
with Ecological
Conditions to
Determine Intensity
of Vista Clearing

Removal of old
growth trees

Not defined

No removal of old growth trees or trees older than the establishment date for the vista.

Annual work plans

None

Annual work plans would be developed and posted for public viewing.

Meadow management

Not defined

Trees blocking vistas
removed from
nonwilderness meadows
to 1997 meadow extent.

Trees blocking vistas
removed from
nonwilderness meadows
to 1997 meadow extent.

Trees blocking vistas
removed from
nonwilderness meadows
to 1997 meadow extent.

Trees blocking vistas
removed from
nonwilderness meadows
to 1997 meadow extent.
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I PURPOSE AND NEED

It is in no scene or scenes the charm consist, but in the miles of scenery where cliffs of awful
height and rocks of vast magnitude and of varied and exquisite coloring are banked and
fringed and draped and shadowed by the tender foliage of noble and lovely trees and bushes,
reflected from the most placid pools, and associated with the most tranquil meadows, the
most playful streams, and every variety of soft and peaceful pastoral beauty. This union of
the deepest sublimity with the deepest beauty of nature, not in one feature or another, not in
one part or one scene or another, not any landscape that can be framed by itself, but all
around and wherever the visitor goes, constitutes the Yo-Semite the greatest glory of nature.

-Frederick Law Olmsted in “Preliminary Report to the Board of Yosemite
Commissioners” (Olmsted 1865)

Beyond the sheer enjoyment of scenery, a heightened aesthetic sensibility may have inspired
in many a deeper understanding of, and concern for, the natural environment. This benefit
defies quantification, but surely it has had consequences of immense values both for
individuals and the nation.

-Richard West Sellers in Preserving Nature in the National Parks (Sellars
1997)

Background

Yosemite National Park is an icon of scenic grandeur. Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of Big
Trees were the first scenic natural areas protected for the enjoyment and benefit of the American public
(Yosemite Land Grant 1864). Preservation of scenic quality is embedded in the National Park Service
Organic Act of 1916 that created the National Park Service, which directed it to “conserve the scenery
and the natural and historical objects. .. for the enjoyment of future generations.”

During the development of Yosemite, an important consideration was ensuring that park visitors would
be able to experience the park’s scenic wonders. For example, roads were aligned, buildings were sited,
and trails were constructed to allow visitors visual access to Yosemite National Park’s natural wonders
(DuBarton 2007, Davis 2004). The outstanding scenic resources of Yosemite National Park include:

peaks, canyons, cliffs, domes, rivers, immense waterfalls, meadows, wildlife, and forests;

a unique assemblage of massive granite domes and unique geologic features, resulting from a
rich glacial and volcanic history. Three of the largest exposed granite monoliths in the world are
in Yosemite Valley;

two Wild and Scenic Rivers: the Tuolumne and the Merced. The upper watersheds of both
rivers are preserved within the park boundary;

Tuolumne Meadows, which is the largest intact subalpine meadow complex in the Sierra
Nevada accessible to the general public; and
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e significant National Park Service Rustic Style of architecture, of which Yosemite is the
birthplace. The park is also home to the first National Park Service landscape design office
providing design services for all parks in the West. Within the park, five buildings are National
Historic Landmarks and more than 600 structures are listed in or considered eligible for listing
in the National Register of Historic Places, including three historic and twelve prehistoric
archaeological districts.

In 2009, park staff inventoried 181 scenic vistas outside of wilderness in Yosemite and found that
encroaching vegetation completely obscured about one-third of the vistas and partially obscured over
one-half of the vistas. This occurred for a number of reasons including the exclusion of traditional
American Indian-managed fires, suppression of lightning-ignited fire, and human-constructed changes
to hydrologic flows. The purpose of this plan is to develop a systematic program to document, protect,
and reestablish Yosemite’s important viewpoints and vistas, consistent with the natural processes and
human influences that created them. This plan considers which vistas the park would treat, how the
park would prioritize treatments, and the extent and intensity of treatments. This plan does not address
vistas in wilderness, an area that covers over 94% of the park.

The 1980 General Management Plan for Yosemite National Park (GMP) establishes five overall goals for
the management of Yosemite National Park, one of which is to “reclaim priceless natural beauty.” The
Scenic Vista Management Plan (SVMP) tiers off the GMP and builds on the following management
objectives specified in the GMP to preserve, protect, and restore scenic resources:

e identify the major scenic resources and the places from which they are viewed;

e provide for the preservation or protection of existing scenic resources and viewing
stations; and

e provide for historic views through vista clearing. (NPS 1980a)

Purpose of the Proposed Plan

The purpose of the Scenic Vista Management Plan for Yosemite National Park is to provide a systematic
program for documenting, protecting, and reestablishing Yosemite’s important viewpoints and vistas,
consistent with the natural processes and human influences that created them. The plan recognizes that
although many vistas in the park have been diminished by human interruption of natural or traditional
cultural processes, many other vista points exist as a result of human intervention. This plan would:

e reestablish and maintain important historic views;

e develop an objective process for selecting and ranking vistas for treatment;

e develop target conditions and identify appropriate vegetation management actions to restore
scenic vistas; and

e reestablish scenic vistas, whenever practicable, by restoring natural species composition,
structure, and function to systems, using traditional American Indian vegetation management
practices, including hand pulling and fire.

Need for the Proposed Plan

The SVMP is needed to reestablish and maintain Yosemite National Park’s iconic views, vistas, and
discrete lines of sight that are obscured by vegetation growth. When the park was originally set aside,
vegetation patterns were much more open, with unblocked views and open meadows. Open oak
woodlands allowed for easy viewing of granite walls and waterfalls in Yosemite Valley. The mix of
meadows with low and high density forests throughout the park was maintained by natural (unplanned
ignition) wildfires that burned in mosaic patterns (Ernst 1943, 1961; Greene 1987).
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Prior to the park’s settlement by European
Americans, American Indians in Yosemite had
a long tradition of periodically burning
Yosemite Valley, and other meadows, in
conjunction with other traditional land
management practices. Periodic burns kept the
meadows open, encouraged regrowth of
indigenous foods and materials, and
maintained the California black oak (Quercus
kelloggii) woodlands. Land management
practices that followed have altered the park’s
scenery over the past 150 years. Fire
suppression and fire exclusion were begun by
early settlers in the late 1800s and continued by
park managers for decades. These practices
resulted in the replacement of many original
oak woodland areas with aggressive, shade-
tolerant coniferous species such as incense-
cedar and white fir (Greene 1987; NPS 2004b).
This change in once open views was first noted
in Yosemite Valley in the 1880s (Hutching
1990).

Later practices of ConstruCting parking lots and THE LOWER PORTION OF YOSEMITE VALLEY FROM THE VICINITY OF UNION POINT IN 1866.
water diversion ditches in and adjacent to g gregh taken by C. 5 Watkine i 1066 hoving tho Folumm
meadows unintentionally damaged meadow is today mach more densely forested than shawn in this ﬁht;;f\.:'r.n;h. R
integrity by lowering water tables, further Figure I-1. Photograph by Watkins in 1866 Near Union

encouraging unnatural growth of large treesin ~ Point of the Valley Floor (Ernst 1943)
dense stands (Ernst 1943; NPS 2004b).

The loss of scenic viewing opportunities has resulted from these land management practices (Ernst
1943; Greene 1987). There are few places on the Valley floor from which upper and lower Yosemite
Falls are visible. The “Postage Stamp” vista of El Capitan, made famous in the 1934 one-cent postage
stamp engraving from an 1868 Carleton Watkins photograph, is now obscured by conifers (NPS 2010b).
Many vistas are obscured due to conifer encroachment in meadows (Figures I-1, I-2). Two-thirds of the
meadowland in Yosemite Valley has also been lost to conifer encroachment since 1865 (Ernst 1961).

Vegetation patterns in Yosemite continue to change due to stressors that originate outside the park
borders. Climate change is expected to have a broad effect on natural conditions in the park.
Components of Yosemite National Park’s natural environment are currently exhibiting, or are
projected to exhibit, shifting in natural conditions, including vegetation zones, fire regimes, hydrologic
regimes, and wildlife habitats. These condition shifts might include an upward movement of vegetation
zones toward higher elevations, an increase in fire frequency in some vegetation types and elevations, an
increase in invasive plant cover, a shift toward much drier hydrologic regimes, and a shift in the
abundance and distribution of both plant and wildlife species, due to changing habitat boundaries.

The SVMP is needed for several reasons, which are listed below.

¢ Conifers, because of historic manipulation and fire suppression, have encroached on meadows,
creating dense, closed canopies in historic meadows (Ernst 1943; Greene 1987).

e While prescribed burns and planned ignitions have restored vistas in the park, many views
continue to be obscured by dense growth (NPS 2010b).

e The visitor experience is negatively affected by the loss of viewing opportunities.
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¢ Remaining vista points frequently exhibit crowding, compromising visitor safety.
e Ifno action is taken, the park’s iconic views will be further diminished or lost.

Goals for the Proposed Plan

The plan is expected to continue for 10-15 years or until supplanted by a newer plan. Actions associated
with this program will be continuous and may factor in additional locations and information not
included in this document.

The SVMP program will:
e provide a decision making process proposed for prioritizing and determining how vistas will be
managed;

e allow adaptation to changing resource conditions and new data;

¢ identify methods to manage conifers and other species that obscure important vistas and affect
meadows;

e establish best management practices to minimize adverse effects of visitor use and
administrative actions on scenic resources;

e describe what trees and brush may need to be removed to reestablish vistas;

e continue to inventory viewpoints and to document current and previous conditions;

e though it may not have a significant impact during the expected life of this plan, acknowledge
and plan for effects that climate change may have on scenic resources;

e identify vista points to be released to succession due to natural processes, being rendered
unusable due to safety concerns, or being otherwise unsuitable for reestablishment;

e consider replacement of current viewpoints with new viewpoints featuring similar perspectives
and visitor use context, but at safer or more environmentally sustainable locations;

e describe a program that continues to maintain vistas; and

e evaluate and prioritize research needs and management actions that ensure park resources and
values remain.

Related Legislative and
Executive Mandates

Yosemite Land Grant of 1864

This legislation granted the Yosemite Valley
and the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees from
the federal government to the state of
California “upon the express conditions that
the premises shall be held for public use,
resort, and recreation; inalienable for all
time.” This was the first time land in the
United States was preserved for its scenic
values and for public benefit. (In 1890, over
1,400 square miles of land surrounding
Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of Vit ;

Big Trees became Yosemite National Park. In ~ Figure I-2. Photograph Near Union Point of the Valley Floor
1905, Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa (NPS 2009)

Grove of Big Trees were integrated into Yosemite National Park.)
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National Park Service Organic Act, 1916 (16 USC 1, 2, 3, and 4)

This Act established the National Park Service and set the organization’s primary mission:

to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild life therein and to
provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will leave them
unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.

Discussion of the meaning of impairment in the planning context is included in Chapter 3, and in more
detail in NPS Management Policies (NPS 2006).

The Organic Act also includes the following text:

He (Director of the National Park Service) may also. . .dispose of timber in those cases
where in his judgment the cutting of such timber is required in order to control the attacks of
insects or diseases or otherwise conserve the scenery or the natural or historic objects in
any such park, monument, or reservation. He may also provide . . . for the destruction. . . of
such plant life as may be detrimental to the use of any of said parks, monuments, or
reservations. (emphasis added)

1970 National Park Service General Authorities Act
(as amended in 1978 — Redwood Amendment)

This act reaffirms that the NPS Organic Act of 1916 is, and shall remain, the primary guiding document
for the National Park Service. This act prohibits the NPS from taking actions that could cause any
derogation of the values for which the parks were established (except as modified by Congress in the
enabling legislation for individual park units). Thus, every NPS unit is to be managed to the same
standard, whether that unit be a national park, a national monument, or any other designation.

Congress further reaffirms, declares, and directs that the promotion and regulation of the
various areas of the National Park system. . . shall be consistent with and founded in the
purpose established by the first section of the Act of August 25, 1916, to the common benefit
of all the people of the United States. The authorization of activities shall be construed and
the protection, management, and administration of these areas shall be conducted in light of
the high public value and integrity of the National Park System and shall not be exercised in
derogation of the values and purposes for which these various areas have been established,
except as may have been or shall be directed and specifically provided by Congress.

The 2006 NPS Management Policies define “derogation” as meaning the same thing as “impairment,”
establishing a common standard.

Wilderness Act of 1964 (16 U.S.C. 1131-1136)

This act established a national Wilderness System, requiring federal land management agencies to
review all holdings for suitability. Under this law, wilderness is defined as

an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man
himself is but a visitor who does not remain. . ..an area of undeveloped Federal land
retaining its primeval character and influence, without permanent improvements or human
habitation. . .protected and managed so as to preserve its natural conditions and which (1)
generally appears to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of
man’s work substantially unnoticeable; (2) has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a
primitive and unconfined type of recreation; (3) .. .is of sufficient size to make practical its
preservation and use in an unimpaired condition; and (4) may also contain ecological,
geological, or other features of scientific, educational, or historical value.
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Some actions within wilderness are prohibited, although exceptions can be made when necessary to
deal with health and safety emergencies, or when such exceptions would be the minimum requirement
to manage the area as wilderness:

There shall be no commercial enterprise and no permanent road within any wilderness
area designated by this Act and except as necessary to meet minimum requirements for the
administration of the area for the purpose of this Act (including measures required in
emergencies involving the health and safety of persons within the area), there shall be no
temporary road, no use of motor vehicles, motorized equipment or motorboats, no landing
of aircraft, no other form of mechanical transport, and no structure or installation within
any such area.

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) (42 USC 4341 et seq.)

NEPA requires the identification and documentation of the environmental consequences of federal
actions. Regulations implementing NEPA are set by the President’s Council on Environmental Quality
(CEQ) (40 CFR Parts 1500-1508). CEQ regulations establish the requirements and process for agencies
to fulfill their obligations under the Act.

National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (NHPA) (16 USC 470)

Section 106 of the NHPA directs federal agencies to take into account the effects of any undertaking on
historic properties. “Historic property” is defined as any district, building, structure, site, or object that
is eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places because the property is significant at the
national, state, or local level in American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, or culture
(including sites of significant cultural or religious importance to American Indians). Section 106 also
provides the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation and the state historic preservation officer
(SHPO) an opportunity to comment on assessment of effects by the undertaking. Yosemite National
Park’s Section 106 review process is governed by the 1999 Programmatic Agreement Among the National
Park Service at Yosemite, the California State Historic Preservation Officer and the Advisory Council on
Historic Preservation Regarding Planning, Design, Construction, Operations And Maintenance (1999 PA)
(NPS 2003b) developed in consultation with associated American Indian tribes and the National Trust
for Historic Preservation.

Wild and Scenic Rivers Act (PL 90-542; 16 USC 1271-1287)

The national wild and scenic rivers system was established in 1968 by the National Wild and Scenic
Rivers Act, which was intended by Congress to balance the existing policy of building dams on rivers for
water supply, power, and other benefits, with a new policy of protecting the free-flowing character and
outstanding values of other rivers for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations. It
requires federal agencies to review all holdings for suitability and the protection of rivers in the system:

Each component of the national wild and scenic rivers system shall be administered in such
manner as to protect and enhance the values which caused it to be included in said system
without, insofar as is consistent therewith, limiting other uses that do not substantially
interfere with public use and enjoyment of these values. In such administration primary
emphasis shall be given to protecting its esthetic, scenic, historic, archeological, and
scientific features. Management plans for any such component may establish varying
degrees of intensity for its protection and development, based on the special attributes of the
area. (emphasis added)
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The Tuolumne and Merced rivers are components of the national wild and scenic river system due in
part to their outstanding scenic value. The Tuolumne River was designated in 1984 and the Merced
River was designated in 1987.

Archeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA) (16 USC 470aa- 470Il)

The Archeological Resources Protection Act of 1979 prohibits unauthorized excavation of
archeological sites on federal land, as well as other acts involving cultural resources, and implements a
permitting process for excavation of archeological sites on federal or Indian lands (see regulations at 43
CFR 7). ARPA also provides civil and criminal penalties for removal of, or damage to, archeological and
cultural resources.

No excavation or subsurface disturbance actions are considered in this plan. This act will apply to any
incidental disturbance that could occur.

Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act
(NAGPRA) (25 USC 3001 et seq.)

The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990 (see regulations at 43 CFR 10)
provides for the protection and repatriation of Native American human remains and cultural items, and
requires notification of the relevant Native American tribe upon accidental discovery of cultural items.

No excavation or subsurface disturbance actions are considered in this plan. This act will apply to any
incidental disturbance that could occur.

American Indian Religious Freedom Act (AIRFA) (42 USC 1996)

The American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1979 preserves for American Indians and other
indigenous groups the right to express traditional religious practices, including access to sites under
federal jurisdiction. Regulatory AIRFA guidance is lacking, although most land-managing federal
agencies have developed internal procedures to comply with the Act.

Cultural practices related to AIRFA are discussed and analyzed in Chapter 3.

Executive Order No. 13007: Indian Sacred Sites

Executive Order 13007 directs federal agencies with statutory or administrative responsibility for the
management of federal lands, to the extent practicable and permitted by law, to accommodate access to
and ceremonial use of Indian sacred sites by American Indian religious practitioners and to avoid
adversely affecting the physical integrity of such sacred sites.

Traditional cultural properties are discussed and analyzed in Chapter 3.

Policy Context

National Park Service Management Policies 2006

NPS Management Policies is the service-wide policy document of the NPS. The following section is
particularly relevant:

9.1.1.3 Protection of Cultural Values—When important cultural resources are present,
efforts will be made to use existing contributing structures.
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National Park Service Director’s Order 28
Cultural Resource Management Guidelines (DO 28)

Chapter 7 of DO 28 discusses cultural landscape management and the degree of physical change

recommended while preserving cultural landscapes:
Cultural landscape management involves identifying the type and degree of change that can
occur while maintaining the historic character of the landscape. The identification and
management of an appropriate level of change in a cultural landscape is closely related to its
significance. In a landscape significant for its association with a specific style, individual,
trend, or event, change may diminish its integrity and needs to be carefully monitored and
controlled. In a landscape significant for the pattern of use that has evolved, physical change
may be essential to the continuation of the use. In the latter case, the focus should be on
perpetuating the use while maintaining the general character and feeling of the historic
period(s), rather than on preserving a specific appearance.

Park Planning Context

General Management Plan for Yosemite National Park, 1980 (GMP)

The GMP provides overall management direction for Yosemite National Park. It includes specific
management objectives for scenic vistas (see Introduction) and a description of scenic resources with an
analysis of the role of scenic resources in the creation of the park. Scenic resources figure prominently
in the original preservation of Yosemite and are a focus of management efforts. The SVMP is tiered

from the GMP.

Resource Management Plan: Yosemite National Park, 1993

The 1993 Resource Management Plan recommended that scenic vistas be addressed as follows:

Vista Management Mitigation: Implement vista management activities for the preservation
of historic and scenic vistas.

Restoration: Prune or remove intrusive vegetation which has grown to block or obscure
scenic resources at scenic vista points or areas identified in the park’s current Scenic Vista
Management Plan and Vegetation Management Plan.

Education: Provide interpretive materials and programs to communicate the park’s scenic
management policies and procedures for restoring and maintaining scenic vista points or
areas. (NPS 1993)

Yosemite Vegetation Management Plan, 1997 (VMP)
The Vegetation Management Plan (VMP) noted that little progress had been made in vista management
since the 1980 GMP, and included a description of scenic resources in Yosemite. It also provided action
strategies and priorities for scenic vista management. Priorities included

e preparing and implementing a vista management plan that evaluates historic landscapes, vistas,

and scenic values;

e prioritizing vistas for establishment, preservation, restoration, and maintenance of high value
views; and

e ensuring appropriate design for all vista areas for resource protection and visitor management
(NPS 1997a).

1-8 July 2010 Scenic Vista Management Plan



Chapter I: Purpose and Need

Yosemite Fire Management Plan EIS, 2004 (FMP)

The Fire Management Plan (FMP) describes vegetation types in the park and sets target conditions for
five of those vegetation types. Target conditions include stem density (split into separate targets for
trees larger or smaller than 31.5 inches diameter at breast height [dbh]), species composition, canopy
gap distribution, and fuels loading. Target conditions are described in Appendix H (NPS 2004b).

The SVMP tiers off the Yosemite Fire Management Plan and uses the same vegetation classification
schemes and vegetation target conditions.

Tunnel View Overlook Rehabilatation Project, 2007

The Tunnel View Overlook is one of the most popular vistas in Yosemite National Park. Tunnel View
Overlook Rehabilitation Project remedied longstanding vehicle and pedestrian safety issues, corrected
drainage deficiencies, provided clear circulation patterns for pedestrians and vehicles, enhanced and
maintained viewing opportunities for visitors, provided accessibility to viewing areas, corrected safety
problems associated with the Inspiration Point trailhead, and addressed sanitation issues, while
maintaining the naturalistic, rustic character and integrity of this historic site. A Finding of No
Significant Impact (FONSI) was signed by the Regional Director in December, 2007. Actions were
completed in 2008.

Merced Wild and Scenic River Comprehensive Management Plan,
EIS (Merced River Plan) and Tuolumne Wild and Scenic River
Comprehensive Management Plan, EIS (Tuolumne River Plan)

Yosemite National Park is home to two federally designated wild and scenic rivers: the Tuolumne
(designated by Congress in 1984) and the Merced (designated in 1987). To adhere to the requirements
of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, the NPS is preparing comprehensive management plans for both
rivers. When completed, these documents will guide future managers in how best to ensure the
protection and enhancement of each river’s Outstandingly Remarkable Values and free-flowing
condition. The plans will also determine specific programs and activities (including land uses,
restoration, and levels of facilities) needed to meet river protection goals.

The Merced and Tuolumne rivers possess superlative scenic values that made them worthy of
protection under the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act. The management plans for both rivers will outline
overall goals for protecting and enhancing scenic values. The SVMP — which details annual work plans
and specific treatments needed to preserve views — will derive its overall guidance from both the
Merced and Tuolumne river plans, once they are completed.

Programmatic Agreement Among the National Park Service at Yosemite, the
California State Historic Preservation Officer, and the Advisory Council on
Historic Preservation

Under this programmatic agreement (NPS 2003b) (regarding Planning, Design, Construction,
Operations and Maintenance, Yosemite National Park, California, with October 2003 Amendment 1),
the park has the responsibility to review most undertakings without further review by the state historic
preservation officer (SHPO) or the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (ACHP), provided the
stipulations of the agreement have been fulfilled. The agreement stipulates required consultation with
SHPO, ACHP, Indian tribes, and interested persons when an undertaking may affect a National Historic
Landmark, “or affect properties of national significance listed in the National Register of Historic
Places,” affect a human burial, adversely affect a traditional cultural property, generate significant public
controversy, or involve a disagreement among the park, the SHPO, any Indian Tribe, or any interested
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persons regarding proposed use of standard mitigating measures. The agreement applies to
undertakings performed by NPS lessees, permittees, concessioners, cooperators, and park partners. It
also requires Yosemite to “make every reasonable effort to avoid adverse effects to Historic Properties
identified . . . through project design, facilities’ location or other means” and to document avoidance
alternatives through the NEPA process (NPS 2003b).

Public Participation and Scoping

Public scoping for the SVMP took place from February 12, 2009 through March 20, 2009. One hundred
thirty-five scoping announcements were mailed to interested groups and individuals. The scoping
announcement was included in the Yosemite National Park Electronic Newsletter, which has over 7000
subscribers. A press release was printed in the Mariposa Gazette on January 26, 2009. A fact sheet was
made available at the park’s Visitor Center and on the Yosemite National Park webpage. The plan was
presented at public open houses on January 28, 2009 and again on February 25, 2009 in the Yosemite
Valley Visitor Center.

The park received a total of nine comments. They included comments from two different chapters of
the Sierra Club (Tehipite Chapter and Yosemite Committee), one letter from Central Sierra
Environmental Resource Center (CSERC), and six comments from individuals.

An interdisciplinary team analyzed the letters and broke them down into individual concerns (NPS
2009d). These suggestions are listed below.
e Limit the scope of the SVMP.

e Allow the National Park Service to continue their work without making them go through the
environmental assessment process.

e Avoid creating new viewing areas.
e Manage scenic views using a holistic approach.

e Address vista management in Yosemite to restore and maintain the quality of the visitor’s visual
experience.

e Consider mechanical thinning in addition to the use of fire for the removal of large trees.

e Minimize any runoff of petroleum into ephemeral streams when conducting major structural
grading or paving at scenic vista points.

¢ Use native plantings to ameliorate unsightly views and improve near and middle views of a
scenic vista.

¢ Be willing to remove trees when they are young to improve views and alleviate the issue of
removing large trees.

e Retain mature oaks.
e Intensively remove trees in dense thickets to open up views.
e Consider safety and impacts on other resources or facilities.

e Consider impacts of burning and smoke on the visitor experience and visitors’ ability to see
vistas.

e Consider all views — near and middle as well as distant.

e Consider the creation of new vista points along part of Tioga Pass Road.

e Encourage visitors to use foot travel to see the views of Yosemite.

e Refrain from clearing vistas in designated wilderness.

¢ Avoid the use of mechanized equipment within areas of the park managed as wilderness.

e Refrain from enhancing scenic vistas along wilderness boundaries if doing so causes more than
minor degradation to wilderness values.
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e Use natural vegetation to restore aesthetic conditions of park campgrounds.

o Identify trailheads and destinations that guide visitors to alternative viewpoints accessed
without vehicles.

e Ensure accuracy in interpretive displays.

e Minimize the visual impacts of construction activity.

e Consider removal of structures in order to restore views.

e Consider changing the name of Tunnel View to “Valley Overlook.”

e Evaluate what would be needed to restore a portion of the El Capitan Moraine.
e Include correct American Indian history in planning documents.

Internal scoping was concurrent with public scoping. Representatives from all park divisions attended a
series of core team meetings to identify issues and participate in the development of the plan, a process
that continued throughout the development of the plan.

After scoping was completed, two internal workshops were held to develop action alternatives. The first
meeting occurred on June 16, 2009 and developed the alternative described as Alternative 2. The second
meeting occurred on June 29, 2009 and developed the alternative described as Alternative 4. In later
internal meetings, project managers combined different parts of alternatives 2 and 4 to create
alternatives 3 and 5.

A Choosing by Advantages (CBA) workshop was held on October 21, 2009 to select a preferred
alternative.

American Indian Scoping and Consultation
Yosemite National Park is associated with seven tribal groups that have connections to Yosemite.

The park initiated tribal scoping on July 22, 2008 at the All-Tribes meeting in Wawona, California.
Contact with tribal groups has occurred intermittently throughout the plan and is regarded as a
government-to-government relationship.

A letter was sent to each of the seven tribes in January 2009, along with the fact sheet. The vista
management project manager presented an announcement of the planning process to the Tuolumne
Band of Mi-Wuk on February 4, 2009. The park’s historic preservation officer and American Indian
liaison presented the same announcement to the North Fork Rancheria of Mono Indians on February
12,2009. On April 2, 2009, the project manager met with the Mariposa Tribal Council, and on June 10,
2009, the project manager and the historic preservation officer and American Indian liaison met with
representatives of the North Fork Mono Rancheria in the Wawona area.

The common themes that emerged during tribal scoping are listed below.

¢ Yosemite Valley was once much more open than it is now.
e California black oak trees are very important, and they seem to be in decline.
¢ Clearing the understory from under California black oaks is essential for the health of the trees.

e The park needs to make a greater effort to preserve existing black oaks and to encourage the
regeneration of oak woodlands.

o Fire management is very important; the park needs to have more prescribed fires, especially as a
way of preserving California black oak habitat.

e Conifer growth has reduced the number of meadows in the Valley and blocked many views.
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Issues and Concerns Outside the Scope of This Plan

All but three issues and concerns identified during public scoping are addressed in this document. The
issue regarding renaming Tunnel View “Valley Overlook” is outside the scope of this document. The
SVMP considers the condition and management of vistas, but does not address naming conventions.

Restoring the El Capitan Moraine would likely have an impact on scenic resources, but represents a
landscape-scale action, rather than a view as seen from a specific vista point. Landscape scale actions are
outside of the scope of the SVMP.

This plan focuses on the general concept that American Indians burned Yosemite Valley and other
areas nearly every year, on the effects of those fires, and on the visual impacts of discontinuing the fires.
In that context, the details regarding which tribe or group conducted the burning is less critical. This
plan does not address details concerning which tribal groups were present at specific times or places, or
details of their practices. Park management has announced the intent to review the history of American
Indians in the park to ensure that the park is presenting correct information.
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1 ALTERNATIVES

Introduction

This chapter describes four Action Alternatives and a No Action alternative, intended to meet the goals
of the Scenic Vista Management Plan (SVMP). The planning area addressed by the alternatives
encompasses Yosemite Valley, nonwilderness meadows, and primary road corridors. It does not
address vista points in designated Yosemite Wilderness (over 94% of the park). An interdisciplinary
team representing each division of Yosemite National Park guided the alternative development process,
integrating input from public scoping, American Indian tribes and groups, and interested agencies and
organizations. Park managers expect the lifespan of the plan to be ten to fifteen years.

The planning team inventoried about 181 scenic vista points for initial consideration in the Action
Alternatives. Encroaching vegetation obscures the vista in 28 % of these sites, partially obscures the vista
in 54% of the sites, and does not obscure the vista in about 18% of the sites. The alternatives consider
which vistas the park would treat, how the park would prioritize treatments, and the extent and
intensity of treatments. The plan also considers whether vistas would require initial clearing or
maintenance (removal of trees smaller than 6 inches diameter at breast height).

The alternatives are arranged as follows (Figure II-1):

e Alternative 1. No Action (Management Intensity]
This alternative represents existing conditions
and serves as a basis for comparison among
the alternatives. Park staff would prioritize
vistas for treatment on an individual basis.
There would be no consistent process to
prioritize vistas for management or to

Ecological
Conditions

determine the intensity of treatments. Each ()
vista treatment would undergo individual Visual
compliance, and any vista point in the park 5 | [Ssamen
could be considered for action. The current IS
rate for treatment is about three vistas every 2
ten years. There would not be a regular =
. o Professional
maintenance program. Team
Assessment
e Alternative 2: Use Scenic Value to  J

Determine Intensity of Vista Clearing
Park staff would adapt and use an evaluation
tool, the Visual Resource Assessment (NPS
2008b), to assess the scenic value of each vista and prioritize vistas for treatment. Field crews
would use a standardized prescription for initial clearing. Park staff would clear and maintain

Figure 1I-1. Concepts Guiding the Action
Alternatives (NPS 2010)
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about 104 obscured or partially obscured vistas, at a rate of about 30 vistas each year.
Additionally, about 23 vistas would receive maintenance treatments.

e Alternative 3: Use Ecological Conditions to Determine Intensity of Vista Clearing
(Preferred Alternative)

Park staff would adapt and use an evaluation tool, the Visual Resource Assessment (NPS 2008b),
to prioritize vista points for treatment based on their scenic value. The ecological conditions at
each vista site would determine the limits of prescription for vegetation clearing (Table II-4).
Park staff would clear and maintain about 93 obscured or partially obscured sites, at a rate of
about 30 initial clearings per year. In addition, about 21 sites (18%) that may not need initial
clearing could be maintained. Field crews would use a standardized clearing prescription to give
initial clearing treatments to vistas with medium and high values (Table II-2). Low-value vistas
could not be initially cleared; they would only be maintained as they currently exist.

e Alternative 4: Use Professional Team Assessment to Prioritize Vistas for Treatment

This alternative is the most flexible in prioritizing and managing vistas. A team of park
professionals would prioritize vistas for management on an annual basis. Managers could use
factors such as the popularity of a site or the facilities available at a site to prioritize vistas for
treatment. Once vistas were prioritized for treatment, park staff would apply a standardized
clearing prescription as in Alternative 2 (Table II-2). About 180 vistas would be considered for
management, and about 32 (18%) would require maintenance, not initial clearing. Initial
clearing treatments would take place at a rate of about 30 each year.

e Alternative 5: Use Professional Team Assessment with Ecological Conditions to
Determine Intensity of Vista Clearing
This alternative emphasizes flexibility in prioritizing vistas for management, and uses ecological
conditions for determining the extent and intensity of vista clearing. A team of park
professionals would prioritize vistas for management on an annual basis in the same manner as
in Alternative 4. Managers could use factors such as the popularity of a site or the facilities
available at a site to prioritize vistas for management. The ecological conditions at each vista site
would determine the prescription for vegetation clearing in the same manner as in Alternative 3
(see Table I1-4). About 167 vistas would be considered for management, and about 30 (18%)
additional vistas would require maintenance. Initial clearing treatments would take place at a
rate of about 30 each year.

Visual Resource Assessment

The Visual Resource Assessment tool (VRA) assesses the value of vistas using predefined weighted
criteria and ends with a quantified result (see Appendix A). The rating criteria are primarily scenic
values — the vividness, uniqueness, access, and intactness of a vista site. This evaluation method was
selected for its consistency, predictability, and transparency. It was originally developed by the Blue
Ridge Parkway and would be adapted for use in Yosemite under this plan (Appendix A). Other NPS
units have adapted this system, including the Mississippi National River and Recreation Area, and the
Grant-Kohrs Ranch National Historic Site.

Under alternatives 2 and 3, the Visual Resource Assessment would be a foundation for prioritizing vista
points for management. The Visual Resource Assessment method:

o utilizes tested assessment methodologies;

e quantifies the qualities of a viewpoint in a manner that is simple to identify, straightforward, and
measurable;
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e ensures that the process is
easily understood by
nondesign professionals; and

e assesses view points on site.

The Visual Resource Assessment uses
the following criteria to choose and
prioritize vista sites:

Vividness is the degree to
which a site is memorable, or
the “Oh, wow” factor. Itis
measured in terms of the
presence and amount of
expansiveness, framing,
variety (of surface patterns
and textures), a focal point,
depth, and ephemeral images.
. . i s Figure II-2. Half Dome is visible from a variety of vista points such
rarity of a vista. Vistas with an as this view from Olmsted Point off Tioga Road. This vista received

object that qan be see.:n from high scores in vividness, uniqueness, access, and intactness. (NPS
only one point or unique 2009)

vistas are rated higher.

Uniqueness is measured in terms of the following factors: geographic; iconic view; number of
features noted in comprehensive management plans; special uses; interpretive or educational ability;
and historic. Features may be added or changed in the future to allow for any future
comprehensive planning documents.

Uniqueness measures the

Access considers the ease of access and infrastructure present.

Intactness refers to the level of incompatible and intrusive change from an idealized landscape.
Yosemite is a scenic park and is known for its dramatic natural features. Within Yosemite, an
idealized landscape is considered a vista free of buildings and structures in the distant view. This
goal is not often achieved, but it underscores the importance of a natural landscape in Yosemite.
Intactness refers to the condition of the area being viewed, not to the condition of the vista
point.

Scoring

The scoring team assigns points for each factor, up to a total of 18 possible points (see Appendix A). The
total score is used to categorize a vista as having high, medium, or low value (see Table II-1). As staff
continue to assess and manage vistas, Visual Resource Assessment categories could be modified to
maintain a balance of sites and best reflect scenic vistas in the park.

Table II-1. Visual resource assessment values in Yosemite

Vista Value Score (out of a possible 18 Percent of total vistas
points)

High 10.0 and above 30%

Medium 7.01-9.99 40%

Low 7.0 and below 30%
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How Vistas Are Characterized in This Plan
Vistas can be static or dynamic:

e Static vista — viewed while in a stationary position, such as
standing or sitting in front of a viewpoint

e Dynamic vista - viewed while moving in a vehicle, either in
front of, or perpendicular to, the lane of travel

Visitors enjoy the view from the “viewing area.” In many cases, this
corresponds to designed and constructed viewing platforms such as
boardwalks or other areas delineated by fencing, rockwork, or
paving (Figures II-3, II-4). Under the Action Alternatives, the
maximum width of a vista is determined by the value of a site (high,
medium, or low); see “Actions Common to all Action Alternatives.”

The maximum depth of a vista action varies among the alternatives.
The action alternatives consider a range of treatments for the
foreground and middle ground of a vista (Figure II-3). No actions
would take place in the background of vistas. This plan defines
these terms as follows:

e Foreground —up to 60 meters from the viewing area;

e Middle Ground - from 60 meters to 1 kilometer from the
viewing area; and

e Background -beyond 1 kilometer from the viewing area.

Vista Selection

The planning team inventoried 181 scenic vista points (outside
of wilderness) for consideration under the alternatives. All 181
sites inventoried would be considered for treatment in the No
Action alternative (Alternative 1). In Alternative 2, low-value
sites and sites that do not need clearing would be removed from
consideration, leaving about 104 sites for initial treatment and
23 additional sites for maintenance. Alternative 3 would remove
low-value sites and some sites in sensitive areas from
consideration, leaving 93 sites for initial treatment and an
additional 21 vistas for maintenance. Alternative 4 would
consider all 181 sites for treatment. Alternative 5 would
consider about 167 sites for initial treatment after some sites in
sensitive areas were removed. The sites were selected from the
following locations:

¢ Yosemite Valley - This site has established
contemporary and historic vista points, roadside
turnouts, day use and recreational areas, parking lots,
bridges, beaches, and frontcountry trail vista points
where the 11 Iconic Features and nine Scenic Resources
identified in the General Management Plan for Yosemite
(NPS 1980b) are visible.

e Wawona District - This site has roadside turnouts,
previously existing roadside vista points, and day use
areas including vista points at Wawona Point, the
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Figure II-3. The Foreground,
Middle Ground, and Background
of a Vista (NPS 2009)
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Figure II-4. The area of clearing to
restore a vista depends on the defined
width of the viewing area and the
clearing width needed to clearly see the
focus of a vista. (NPS 2009)

Scenic Vista Management Plan



Chapter I1: Alternatives

Mariposa Grove, the Wawona Road, and the Glacier Point Road, including Washburn Point
and Glacier Point.

e Mather District - This site has roadside turnouts, previously existing roadside vista points, and
day use areas including vista points along the Big Oak Flat Road, near the El Portal Road
intersection with the Big Oak Flat Road, Hodgdon Meadow, and Hetch Hetchy. Vista points
were inventoried along the Tioga Road from Crane Flat to the Tioga Pass Entrance Station.

Actions Common to All Action Alternatives

Programmatic Approach

All Action Alternatives in this plan would support a scenic vista management program, rather than an
individual project based approach. NPS staff could add additional vista points for consideration, subject
to assessment criteria in the selected alternative. The overall number of vista points managed would not
change, but new vista points could be treated if they are determined to be a higher priority than existing
managed points.

Use of Fire as a Vista Management Tool

The purpose of the approved Yosemite Fire Management Plan (NPS 2004b) is to achieve ecosystem goals
and reduce fire-associated risks. While vista management is not a primary goal of prescribed fire
activities in Yosemite, the loss of scenic vistas in Yosemite is largely a byproduct of fire exclusion. As fire
management activities may clear obstructed vistas, it would be preferable to allow those activities to
clear vistas when possible. Mechanical vista clearing would not take place at sites if fire management
activities are planned in the near future.

The Yosemite Fire Management Plan specifies target conditions for a suite of vegetation types. These
specifications describe target densities, gap distribution, and other vegetation attributes for many
vegetation types in the park. All Action Alternatives would adhere to the target conditions specified in
the Yosemite Fire Management Plan as maximum limits for clearing, if available.

Prescribed fires are often delayed because site conditions do not meet the proper conditions for
ignition. The following conditions would apply if prescribed fires were planned but delayed:

High-Value Sites: Vista management actions would not be deferred for planned prescribed
fires.

Medium-Value Sites: Vista management actions could be delayed for up to one year if
prescribed fires were planned.

Low-Value Sites: Vista management actions could be delayed for up to two years if
prescribed fires were planned.

Employee and Visitor Safety

Vista clearing could involve the removal of large trees. The safety of employees and visitors would be
the highest priority during vista clearing operations. Tree-felling operations would occur under the
direction of the park forester, subject to strict supervisory control. During felling operations, park
visitors and nonessential staff members would be restricted to a safe distance from work sites. The park
forester would ensure that sufficient staff would be present to maintain a safe perimeter. The chain saw
operator and staff, or contractors directly associated with felling trees, would be the only people
allowed within a tree-felling worksite.
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Tree fellers would be trained through the S-212 Wildfire Powersaw Operator series or equivalent, and
would be restricted to operations allowed by their certifications. Staff members would be provided with
appropriate training and safety equipment (including Kevlar chaps, hard hats, eye and hearing
protection, and reflective clothing). Saw crews would be equipped with two-way radios and first-aid
kits appropriate for dealing with major traumatic injuries. Crews would be trained in procedures for
treating injured staff and transporting them to a higher level of medical care.

Fuel for chain saws and other equipment would be transported in Occupational Safety and Health
Administration-approved containers. Crews would refuel equipment at their vehicles, if possible.
Vehicles would contain equipment for the prevention and cleanup of spills.

Vista Clearing

All vista clearing actions would be intended to leave a vista that does not appear out of place with the
surrounding natural environment (Figure II-5). Trees and shrubs would be cleared to the target
densities and vegetation community composition specified under each alternative, retaining trees and
shrubs as specified in annual work plans. The maximum size for viewing areas and the maximum limits
of feathering (selected clearing to blend the site with the natural environment) are specified below
(Table II-2). When possible, work crews would trim back (rather than remove) shrubs or trees to
expose views.

Vista clearing actions would adhere to the mitigation measures developed to protect natural and
cultural resources (see the end of this chapter). Work crews would protect native herbaceous
(nonwoody) vegetation to the extent practicable, removing only trees and shrubs that obstruct vistas.
Interpretive messages associated with vistas would remain unaffected by clearing actions.

Stump Removal

Visible limb cuts and cut tree stumps at vistas detract from the experience and leave a site that is out
of place with the surroundings. Stumps would be ground down, or flush cut, and buried with debris
to hide the obvious cut appearance. Larger stumps may have habitat value and some may be
retained as long as the stump does not appear to be cut and in keeping with the surrounding area.
Thoroughly removing stumps will require more time and care should be taken to cut below the
level of duff, which can be several inches in some areas. If duff layers were to burn off later, cut
stumps would be exposed.

] % ST -
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Figure II-5. This sketch of Washburn Point demonstrates how retention of trees within a broad vista can
enhance a view. The Action Alternatives establish maximum clearing limits, and annual work plans allow
for site-specific treatments at each site to determine what trees remain. (NPS 2009)
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The viewing area is the area from which the visitors enjoy the view (Figure II-4). In many cases, this
corresponds to designed and constructed viewing platforms such as boardwalks or other areas
delineated by fencing, rockwork, or paving. The size of the viewing platform does not always match the
size of the current viewing area. For example, a constructed viewing platform may be 100 meters wide,
but the vista opening through the vegetation may be only 10 meters wide. In this case, the viewing area
would be 10 meters. While the viewing area width defines vista clearing boundaries directly in front of
the viewing area, in some cases the clearing width can expand away from the viewing area to encompass
a wider object. The maximum size for viewing areas is as follows (Table II-2):

Table II-2. Viewing area and feathering limits

Vista Value Static Vistas — Maximum Width Dynamic Vistas — Maximum Width
Viewing Area Feathering (to each | Viewing Area Feathering (to each
side)* side)*
High 30 meters 30 meters 150 meters 60 meters
Medium 20 meters 20 meters 75 meters 30 meters
Low 10 meters 10 meters Not applicable Not applicable

! Vistas across a broad, open expanse such as a meadow may be feathered up to 60 meters.

High-Value Sites: Discrete viewing areas could be relatively broad to accommodate a
large group or number of groups. Static vistas could be maintained up to 30 meters wide,
or the width of the existing constructed infrastructure. Dynamic vistas could be up to

150 meters wide.

Medium-Value Sites: Discrete viewing areas would be smaller than those of high-value
sites, but large enough to handle small groups. Static vistas could be maintained up to 20

meters wide, and dynamic vistas to 75 meters wide.

Low-Value Sites: The size of viewing areas would not increase beyond existing
conditions. Static vistas could be maintained up to 10 meters wide, and low-value

dynamic vistas would not be maintained.

Maximum Size of Feathering

Feathering is a technique used to manage the visual
transition from cleared areas to the surrounding natural
vegetation. The goal of feathering is to retain a gradual
transition, removing unnatural straight lines in the
landscape (Figure II-6). A feathered edge is meant to
mimic a natural clearing edge and should be random
both vertically (Figure II-7) and horizontally (Figure II-
8) (Dramsted 1996). Feathering often requires the
removal of more trees than would be necessary simply
to view the object of a vista.

The feathering width for static views would be limited
to no more than the width of the viewing area on each
side of the view. For example, if the viewing area is 10
meters across, feathering would extend no more than 10
meters on each side of the cleared area. For dynamic

. .'\.:.7,::{ .
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Feathering ”' Viewing area” Feathering
1x 1x 1x
Figure II-6. The maximum width allowed for
viewing area and feathering is defined by
scenic value. For example, if a 10 m area is
allowed for the viewing area, then 10 m for
feathering is allowed on each side for a total

of 30 m. (NPS 2009)
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views, feathering could be applied to up
to 60 meters on each side of clearing for
the viewing area. In the case of broad .
views such as across meadows, the PN

maximum feathering width allowed O )1 st
would be 60 meters (see Table II-2). The e T AN
widths specified for clearing viewing F LN > o2 | - b

areas are maximums and do not direct pt DY e oW
crews to clear from the middle of the i3 W O v, Y2\ L Y shnlb LIS AL - {hvoblcd
view; the intent is to blend the vista into Viewing area 1 Feathering width T

Figure 1I-7. Feathered vertical edge should be a random and
gradual transition, and contain a mix of sizes and species. (NPS
2010)

the surrounding landscape.

Retention of Older Trees

No old growth trees would be removed under this plan. This i == ;
plan adheres to the definition of old growth forests as described = L=
by the U.S. Forest Service, Region 5 Pacific Southwest (USFS
1992). In addition, trees would not be removed if they
originated before the year in which the vista point was
established. Trees that were a significant element of a historic

vista would not be removed for vista management. Removing =) £

= 2
older and large trees may occur under other park programs for §
other reasons such as hazardous tree conditions. &=
The Park Forester and Resources management staff would . e L
evaluate the age of trees on a site-by-site basis (Appendix J-Tree Viewing area " Feathering e

= P =

Age Estimation). In general, trees that originated before 1880 LI ==
(roughly the time when tourism began to reach larger numbers )
in Yosemite) would remain. When possible, photographs or : .
other documents would be used to verify the age of trees. If a should be random, and contain a mix
large tree (greater than 80 cm/30 inches in diameter) were of sizes and species. (NPS 2010)
obstructing a vista in a critical manner, and if the tree were younger than the establishment date of the
vista, the Park Botanist and Wildlife Biologist would be consulted prior to removal of the tree.

Figure 1I-8. Feathered horizontal edge

If the establishment date of the vista is unknown, the establishment date of the associated road or trail
would be adopted. For example, portions of the current Tioga Road follow a 1920s-era road (Old Tioga
Road), and the middle section of road was not built until the late 1950s and early 1960s (Quin 1991).
These historic construction dates would be adopted to determine whether trees would remain at a vista
point. Additional dates associated with road construction are listed in Table III-10.

Mechanized Equipment Use

Work teams and managers would strive to effect the least environmental impact when clearing vistas
using mechanized equipment. Worker safety and the least environmental impact would always be the
prime objectives and would take priority over speed. Work crews would choose equipment based on
the conditions of the site being treated, such as the potential for soil erosion and fragile soils. Equipment
would be inspected before clearing activities to ensure that machinery is clean and free of weed seed
and propagules. Removal equipment would vary from heavy equipment (yarders, skidder, feller-
bunchers, masticators, excavators, front-end loaders, or additional equipment), to hand-held motorized
equipment (chain saws, brush cutters) and very small equipment such as hand saws or loppers. It is
worth noting, however, that heavy equipment can be the least invasive method. For instance, a 26 ton
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excavator with a 30 foot arm can pick up and remove logs more quickly and with fewer disturbances
than a 10 ton skid steer, and tracked equipment causes less soil compaction than wheeled equipment.
The use of helicopters to remove timber under this plan would be highly unlikely.

Work crews would avoid soil compaction when operating trucks or heavy equipment in wet or
compactable soils by distributing machinery weight with military landing mats, snow, heavy plywood, or
alternatives. Operators would move tracked equipment straight in and out of work sites and avoid
turning while off pavement. After the area was cleared, stumps would be removed, ground down, or
flush cut. No actions in wilderness will occur under this plan, as previously stated, therefore no
equipment would be used in wilderness.

Work crews would follow best management practices to avoid spills and would carry containment
materials at all times in case a spill did occur. Areas would be designated for equipment and fuel staging
in work plans. Temporary fuel-storage and staging areas would be flagged, signed, and monitored.
Work crews would use safe and environmentally friendly fuels, lubricants, hydraulic fluid, and other
fluids.

Biomass Disposal

Vista management actions could generate large amounts of logs and slash. Slash and logs would be
disposed of in one of the following ways:

Cultural use: Logs from trees such as sugar pine and California black oak, may be used for
cultural purposes in Yosemite National Park. Wood from these trees may be used, for
example, to create historically appropriate materials for park restoration projects or for
traditional use by American Indian tribal groups.

Lop and scatter: Vegetation would be dispersed onsite and cut to maximize soil contact.
The depth of material would not exceed 24 inches. Saw scars may be visible until the area is
burned or until the materials decompose. Large slash would not be left in meadows or
subalpine areas with slow decay rates and low frequency of wildland fire.

Chip and use as onsite mulch: Vegetation would be chipped at landings or throughout the
treated site. Chips would be distributed through the site as mulch. Chips would add
additional concerns regarding the effects of smoke and fire if the area were considered for
prescribed burning in the future.

Chip and haul: Chips could be generated into a vehicle and trucked for use as fiber or fuel,
hauled for use elsewhere in the park, donated for use outside the park, sold, or given away
at cost.

Pile and burn on site: This would be the preferred method of slash disposal in areas adapted
to frequent fire. Slash would be piled and allowed to cure, and the site would be ignited
when fuel and weather conditions allowed. This method would remove surface and ladder
fuels, and reduce risk for broadcast burning later.

Haul to woodlot: Slash would be loaded on trucks and hauled to park woodlots for use in
the park. Operation of the woodlots and associated burn piles is tied to a variety of park
operations and could be subject to change or closure.

Logs could be hauled to park woodlots and sold at cost, or made available for public use as
firewood. The park would continue to sell firewood permits to the public, and permit holders
would cut and split their wood, as is the current practice. Existing woodlots are located near El
Capitan (just off North Side Drive west of El Capitan Meadow), Wawona (near Prescribed Fire
office), Crane Flat (South Landing), Foresta, Hodgdon Woodyard (Carlon Road), May Lake
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(south of Tioga Road), and Yosemite Creek Campground, as well as in El Portal (on Middle
Road).

Contracted timber removal: Timber companies would harvest and remove trees from the park
under contract with the park. Work would take place under direct NPS supervision, with vigilant
NPS scrutiny and monitoring to ensure that adverse impacts would be minimized. NPS staff
would mark the trees slated for removal before work took place. Revenue generated would be
deposited in the general treasury, and revenue would not directly fund park operations,
programs, or projects.

Quiet Hours/Visitor Convenience

All work that generates noise levels above 76 decibels near residential or visitor use areas would be
performed between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m. Temporary road closures would generally not exceed one-half
hour. Road closures would be scheduled in periods of low visitation when possible.

Revegetation

Vista sites would be revegetated if necessary after clearing treatments by seeding or planting local native
plants that would not obscure vistas. Goals of revegetation treatments would be to:

e decrease negative visual impacts due to site management activities;

e blend treated areas with surrounding native vegetation;

e establish self-sustaining native vegetation that would not obscure the view;
e sustain weed-free project sites;

e provide erosion control;

e screen existing structures; and

e treatinvasive nonnative plants.

Revegetation Techniques
Revegetation actions may include reestablishment of natural site contours, seeding, plant salvage and
replanting, and installation of container plants grown from local, native seed.

e Native Seed Collection and Planting - NPS restoration crews would develop site-specific
seeding and planting prescriptions. Crews would collect native plant seed from the surrounding
vegetation communities at the local site. Seed would be collected from local healthy plant
populations of species with a sufficient amount of individuals that grow well from hand seeding.

e Plant Salvage - Plants may be salvaged prior to clearing activities, stored, and replanted after
treatments are completed.

e Site Preparation - Soils may be decompacted at disturbed sites prior to revegetation
applications. NPS restoration crews would decompact soils with hand tools, a Bobcat tiller, or
an excavator.

Vista Maintenance

Each site would be evaluated in terms of whether initial clearing or maintenance would be required. In
both cases, maintenance would follow a regular schedule. Sites that require maintenance would be
added to the Facilities Management Software System to integrate upcoming work into the overall
maintenance schedule for the park, and to assist in cost calculations. The intent of maintenance would
be to prevent regrowth of trees that could block the view and to encourage the growth of appropriate
native ground cover species. After initial clearing, most sites would require only regular periodic
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maintenance. Vistas would not be expected to require more than one initial clearing of larger
vegetation. Sites would be assessed and maintained as follows:

High Value Sites: annual basis
Medium Value Sites: at least every three years
Low Value Sites: at least every five years

Maintenance activities would be subject to the same limitations as initial clearing actions. Maintenance
activities would include the removal of trees smaller than 6” diameter at breast height (dbh). The
removal of trees larger than 6” dbh would be evaluated during the annual work plan review process.
Crews would reassess assessment scores at the time of maintenance, and updates would be noted in the
Facilities Management Software System.

Annual Work Plans

A team from the Division of Resources Management and Science in Yosemite would develop annual
work plans for vista clearing treatments. Annual work plans would specify the number and location of
the vistas for treatment, the size and species of trees and shrubs slated for removal, and other relevant
information. The work plans would specify vistas in need of initial treatment and vistas in need of less-
intensive maintenance (as described above).

The team would visit each site before including it in the work plan and would coordinate with other
divisions. A team of NPS subject matter experts would review the work plan. Consultation would take
place with Native American tribes and groups associated with the park. The final annual work plan
would be released to the public before work commenced. An example of work plans that could occur
after a FONSI is signed, if all other criteria as stated in this plan are met, are included in Appendix D.
Work plans would be posted on the Yosemite National Park website and in the Yosemite National Park
Electronic Newsletter. Progress reports for previous years would also be posted on the website.

Alternative 1: No Action

The National Park Service would continue to restore scenic vistas on an individual basis at a rate of
about three per decade. There would be no consistent process to prioritize vistas for management or to
determine the intensity of treatments. Park managers would address environmental and cultural
compliance and funding on a case-by-case basis. “Actions Common to All Action Alternatives” and
“Mitigations” as described in this plan would not apply to vista clearing activities. While fire
management activities may clear obstructed vistas, encroaching vegetation would continue to obscure
vistas in about 28% of the sites, partially obscure vistas in about 54% of the sites, and remain clear in
about 18% of the sites.

Alternative 2: Use Scenic Value to Determine Intensity of Vista Clearing

Alternative 2 emphasizes the scenic values of vistas. Vistas would be prioritized according to their scenic
value using the Visual Resource Assessment, and treated with a standardized intensity that matches
their scenic value. Field crews would use a standardized prescription for initial clearing. Park staff
would clear and maintain about 104 obscured or partially obscured vistas at a rate of about 30 vistas
each year, or as available funding allows. About 23 additional vistas would receive maintenance
treatments. Initial clearings would take place only in vistas with medium and high values (Table II-2).
Low-value vistas would be maintained as described in “Actions Common to All Action Alternatives,”
and initial clearing would not take place.
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A National Park Service team would develop annual work plans and post them on the Yosemite
National Park website prior to commencing work (see “Actions Common to All Action Alternatives”).
After clearing treatments, revegetation crews would revegetate sites with local native plants that would
not obscure views. Park staff would maintain cleared vistas as described in “Actions Common to All
Action Alternatives.”

Vista Prioritization and Selection

Vistas would be prioritized for management and ranked as being of high, medium, or low value with the
Visual Resource Assessment tool as described in Appendix A.

Vista Clearing Extent and Intensity

A standard prescription for clearing would be applied to vistas with low, medium, and high values as
described in Table II-3.

Table 1I-3. Vista clearing extent and intensity under alternatives 2 and 4

Vista General Viewing Area - Feathering Area -
Value Maximum Size Maximum Size
High Clearing boundaries would be broad and generous Static vistas - 30 | Static vistas - 30
to allow unobstructed views of the entirety of the meters wide meters on each side
object of the vista. All vegetation in the foreground Dynamic vistas - | Dynamic vistas - 60
and mid-ground could be removed (as consistent 150 meters long | meters on each side

with mitigation).
Medium Clearing would be less intensive than in high-value Static vistas - 20 | Static vistas - 20

vistas. Clearing could occur in the foreground and meters wide meters on each side
mid-ground. Snags would not be removed unless Dynamic vistas - | Dynamic vistas - 30
that was critical to establishment of the vista. 75 meters long meters on each side
Low Retain the diversity and complexity of the Static vistas - 10 | Static vistas - 10
surrounding native vegetation communities. meters wide meters on each side
Herbaceous or woody plants with significant habitat Dynamic vistas — | Dynamic vistas —
value or local ecological importance, dead or alive, Not maintained Not maintained

would not be removed. Vistas would be maintained if
activities would occur without detriment to the
integrity of the biotic habitat. Vistas could remain
limited, filtered, or partially screened. Actions would
be limited to the foreground.

Meadows | Trees (mainly saplings) that meet mitigation specifications would be removed from
nonwilderness meadows to within the existing outline of the meadow as defined in the 1997
Parkwide Vegetation Map.

Alternative 3: Use Ecological Conditions to Determine
Intensity of Vista Clearing (Preferred Alternative)

Alternative 3 emphasizes the scenic value of vista sites to prioritize sites for management, and the
ecological condition of vista sites to determine the extent and the intensity of clearing. Vistas would be
prioritized according to their scenic value using the Visual Resource Assessment, as in Alternative 2.
Managers would prescribe the intensity of vegetation clearing at each vista based on the vegetation
communities present at each vista site. Park staff would clear and maintain about 93 obscured or
partially obscured sites, at a rate of about 30 initial clearings per year, or as available funding allows. In
addition, about 21 sites (18%) that may not need initial clearing could be maintained. Field crews would
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use a standardized clearing prescription to give initial clearing treatments to vistas with medium and
high values (Table II-2). Low-value vistas could not be initially cleared; they would only be maintained
as they currently exist.

A National Park Service team would develop annual work plans and post them on the Yosemite
National Park website prior to commencing work (see “Actions Common to All Action Alternatives™).
After clearing each vista, crews would revegetate the site with local native plants that would not grow to
obscure views. Park staff would maintain cleared vistas as described in “Actions Common to All Action
Alternatives.”

Vista Prioritization and Selection

Vistas would be prioritized for management and ranked as having high, medium, or low value with the
Visual Resource Assessment tool as described in Appendix A.

Vista Clearing Extent and Intensity

Alternative 3 prescribes the intensity of vegetation clearing at each vista based on the vegetation
communities present at each vista site. The Yosemite landscape encompasses a remarkable range of
vegetation communities, as it rises from 2,000 feet to over 13,000 feet. The diverse vegetation in the park
includes foothill chaparral, giant sequoia, California black oak, and lodgepole pine. Some vistas
encompass more than one vegetation community. The vegetation types described in the Yosemite
National Park Fire Management Plan (NPS 2004b) would form a basis for specific clearing prescriptions
(Table II-4), supplemented by site-specific ecological information (Appendix B).

Subalpine Forest. These high-elevation communities are slow growing and may be most
sensitive to adverse effects associated with vista clearing. Fire exclusion has had a minimal effect
on forest health, and vista clearing activities would be more limited than in other forest types
more strongly influenced by fire exclusion. Clearing activities would be conservative. Large
numbers of small diameter trees and saplings could be removed for vista management
associated with meadows.

Upper and Lower Montane Forest. This vegetation type is more strongly affected by fire
exclusion than are communities that grow at higher elevations. The removal of larger volumes of
trees could take place, as consistent with Fire Management Plan (NPS 2004b) target
prescriptions.

Montane Meadows. Conifers would be removed to maintain nonwilderness montane meadows
within the existing outline of the meadow as defined in the 1997 Parkwide Vegetation map, with
an additional 60 meters for feathering. Clearing would target conditions similar to what would
exist in the presence of frequent low intensity wildland fires.

Subalpine Meadows. Conifers would be removed to maintain nonwilderness subalpine
meadows within the existing outline of the meadow as defined in the 1997 Parkwide Vegetation
map.
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Table II-4. Vista management specifications based on ecological conditions

Vista Management Intensity in Ecological Zones

High-Value Vistas

Medium-Value Vistas

Low-Value Vistas

Subalpine Forest - Lodgepole Pine Forest,

Whitebark Pine/Mountain Hemlock

Obstructing trees in the foreground or
middle ground may be removed, except:

e  Whitebark pine unless critical to the
vista.
e Snags unless critical to the vista.

Obstructing trees in the foreground may
be removed, except:

e Whitebark pine.
e Anysnags.

No clearing or maintenance actions would
occur.

Subalpine Meadow

e Conifers under 30" dbh (including saplings) may be removed to maintain current subalpine meadow extent.
e No feathering would take place outside of the meadow boundary as defined in the 1997 Parkwide Vegetation Map.
e  Heavy equipment would not be utilized in sensitive areas.

Upper Montane Forest - Montane Chaparral, Western White Pine/Jeffrey Pine forest, Red Fir Forest, Sierra Juniper

Obstructing trees in the foreground or
middle ground may be removed, except:

e large diameter sugar pine (over 30"
dbh) unless critical to the vista.

e Large diameter snags (over 24" dbh)
unless critical to the vista.

Obstructing trees in the foreground or
middle ground may be removed, except:

e large diameter sugar pines (over 30"
dbh); but other sugar pines (under
30" dbh) may be removed only if
locally common.

e  Trees underrepresented in FMP
Target Conditions (Appendix I) unless
critical to the vista.

e large diameter snags (over 24" dbh)
unless critical to the vista.

No initial clearing actions. Maintenance

actions only in foreground; no actions in

the middle ground. The following also

applies:

e No red fir or Sierra juniper removed.

e No sugar pines removed, unless
locally common.

e No snags removed.

Lower Montane Forest - California Black

Oak, Canyon Live Oak, Blue Oak

Obstructing trees in the foreground or
middle ground may be removed, except:

e California black oak unless critical to
the vista.

Obstructing tree in the foreground or
middle ground may be removed, except:

e California black oak.
e  Sugar pine, unless locally common.

No initial clearing actions. Maintenance
actions only in foreground. No actions in
the middle ground. The following also
applies:

e No sugar pine removed.

e No broad-leafed trees removed.

Montane Meadow

e  Conifers under 30" dbh (including saplings) would be removed to maintain nonwilderness montane meadows within
the existing outline of the meadow as defined in the 1997 Parkwide Vegetation Map.

e Feathering could take place up to

60 meters outside of meadow boundary.

e Heavy equipment would not be utilized in sensitive areas.

Foothill Woodland: Foothill Pine/Live Oak/ Chaparral, Foothill Chaparral

Obstructing trees in the foreground may
be removed, except:

e California black oak.
e  Elderberry above 3,000 feet.

Only shrubs obstructing a vista in only the
foreground may be removed.

No vista clearing activity would take place
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Alternative 4: Use Professional Team Assessment to
Prioritize Vistas for Treatment

Alternative 4 emphasizes flexibility in prioritizing vistas for management. A team of park professionals
would prioritize vistas for management on an annual basis. Managers could use factors such as the
popularity of a site or the facilities available at a site to prioritize vistas treatments. Once vistas were
prioritized for treatment, park staff would apply a standardized clearing prescription as in Alternative 2
(Table II-2). About 181 vistas would be considered for initial treatment, continuing at a rate of about 30
each year, or as available funding allows.

This alternative differs from the No Action alternative in that park staff would develop comprehensive
annual work plans to prioritize and treat vistas, and clearing prescriptions would be subject to the
limitations and boundaries described in the “Actions Common to All Action Alternatives” section,
including maximum sizes for vistas and viewing areas. A National Park Service team would develop
annual work plans and post them on the park’s website prior to commencing work (see “Actions
Common to All Action Alternatives”). After vista clearing, revegetation crews would revegetate sites
with local native plants that would not grow to obscure views (see “Actions Common to All Action
Alternatives”).

Vista Prioritization and Selection

A professional NPS team would select vistas for management on an annual basis.

Extent and Intensity of Vista Clearing

A standard prescription for clearing would be applied to vistas with low, medium, and high values as
described in Table II-3.

Alternative 5: Use Professional Team Assessment with Ecological
Considerations to Determine Intensity of Vista Clearing

This alternative emphasizes flexibility in prioritizing vistas for management, as well as ecological
conditions for determining the extent and intensity of vista clearing. A team of park professionals would
prioritize vistas for management on an annual basis in the same manner as in Alternative 4. Managers
could use factors such as the popularity of a site or the facilities available at a site to prioritize vistas for
management. The ecological conditions at each vista site would determine the prescription for
vegetation clearing in the same manner as in Alternative 3 (see Table 1I-4). About 167 vistas would be
considered for initial treatment, continuing at a rate of about 30 each year, or as available funding
allows. After clearing treatments, revegetation crews would revegetate sites with local native plants that
would not grow to obscure views (see “Actions Common to All Action Alternatives™).

Vista Prioritization and Selection

A professional NPS team would select vistas on an annual basis.

Vista Clearing Extent and Intensity

Alternative 5 prescribes the intensity of vegetation clearing at each vista based on the vegetation
communities present onsite (Appendix B), as in Alternative 3. The Yosemite landscape encompasses a
remarkable range of vegetation communities, as it rises from 2,000 feet to over 13,000 feet. Diverse
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vegetation in the park includes foothill chaparral, giant sequoia, California black oak, and lodgepole
pine. Some vistas encompass more than one vegetation community. The vegetation types described in
the Yosemite National Park Fire Management Plan (NPS 2004b) would form a basis for specific clearing
prescriptions (Table II-4), supplemented by site-specific ecological information (Appendix B).

Comparison of Alternative Management Actions

To illustrate the differences among alternatives, Table II-5 examines a potential vista site for initial
clearing, and the number of trees that would likely be removed to reestablish a clear view under each
alternative. This data is based upon tree counts conducted as part of the initial 2009 Vista Survey (NPS
2010b). This vista is a popular spot at the western end of Tioga Road. Although the view lacks the
expansiveness of vistas farther to the east, there is a paved turnout next to the nearby bridge, as well as
an interpretive sign. For the purposes of this example, alternatives that do not use the Visual Resource
Assessment to prioritize vistas, as well as factors such as geographic distribution and infrastructure,
were included to rate the value of the site as having high scenic value.

I1-16 July 2010 Scenic Vista Management Plan



Table II-5. Comparison of maximum tree removal at site 136 among the Alternatives

Name: South Fork of the Tuolumne, Road Marker T5
Vegetation Type: Upper Montane Forest (Red Fir Forest)
Description: Tioga Road turnout at bridge over the South Fork of the Tuolumne River
Design Year: 1939
Elevation: 6819 feet
Tree Removal
Viewing
Area
Scenic Value | Width Jeffery Pine' | Sugar Pine' | Douglas Fir' snag’ TOTAL
Alternative 1 No Action NA NA unknown unknown
Use Scenic Value to
Determine Intensity of | VRA score: 1<20"dbh 5 1<20"dbh 1
Alternative 2 Vista Clearing medium (8.75) 20m 5>20" dbh >30" dbh >30"dbh 0 13
Use Ecological
Conditions to
Alternative 3 Determine Intgnsitzy of | VRA score: ) ) 1 <2"0" dbh 1
(Preferred) Vista Clearing medium (8.75) 20m 5>20" dbh 1 <20" dbh >30"dbh 0 8
Use Professional
Team Assessment to 30m if
Prioritize Vistas for could rate as rated high 2<20"dbh 1
Alternative 4 Treatment high value 7 >20" dbh 2 <20" dbh >30"dbh 1 >30"dbh 20
Use Professional
Team Assessment and
Ecological Conditions 30m if
to Determine Intensity | could rate as rated high 2 <20" dbh 7 2<20"dbh 1
Alternative 5 of Vista Clearing 2 high value 7 >20" dbh >30" dbh >30"dbh 1 >30"dbh 14

! Trees in field were counted based on 20m viewing area with feathering; a 30m viewing area assumes approximately 50% more potential trees.

2Fire Management Plan Target Conditions for red fir forest are 70-100% fir and 0-30% pine. Target conditions for this community are met. The Vegetation Management Plan
recommends maintaining an assortment of trees of mixed ages.
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Actions or Alternatives Considered but Dismissed

Use Herbicides to Clear Vistas

Herbicide use was considered to remove vegetation for vista management. As a vista clearing agent,
herbicides would be most effective on species that resprout from stumps after the vegetation has been
cut down. In Yosemite, conifers are the most common species that block viewing areas. Conifers do not
resprout after removal, and the few species of broadleaved trees that may block vista points could be
kept open with regular maintenance. For this reason, herbicide use was not considered an effective
means to clear obstructed vistas. Herbicides may be used as allowed under other park plans, but not for
the purpose of clearing trees for vista management.

Clear Vistas in Wilderness

Vista clearing is not considered an appropriate activity in Yosemite’s Wilderness areas because
intentional management of vistas is in conflict with the Wilderness Act.

Rehabilitate or Reconstruct Infrastructure at Vista Points

Cracked pavement, broken railings, and outdated parking space layouts are found at many vistas.
Rehabilitation or reconstruction of such facilities could require the development of different design
alternatives for each site — currently 181 sites have been assessed in nonwilderness. Such changes in
infrastructure would be subject to additional site-specific planning and associated environmental
compliance. Infrastructure repair, rehabilitation, and reconstruction are beyond the scope of the SVMP,
but could be addressed though alternate planning processes or (in some cases) be covered as routine
maintenance.

Improve Line of Sight Communication

Vista management can be associated with the operation of communication systems. Microwave and
some radio transmission systems require point-to-point line of site to transmit signals. Vegetation may
block that line of site and interfere with communication (both voice and data). In such cases, vegetation
control could be required to restore function. This clearing serves a purpose different from that of
scenic vista management and is not analyzed in this document. A separate FONSI of this issue was
determined and affirmed on May 11, 2010.

Mitigation Measures

Wildlife Protection

Yosemite contains over 60 invertebrate, amphibian, reptile, bird, and mammal species considered at risk
and afforded special status. Under the work plan review process, known habitats for special-status
species within any proposed vista point clearing area would be evaluated by a qualified biologist, and
suitable mitigation measures would be applied as needed. If inventories were required, any site
modification or clearing would be delayed until the inventory and suitable mitigation were completed.
Park managers would minimize impacts on special-status species by scheduling vista restoration
activities around sensitive periods of time, e.g., nesting season for birds and maternity and hibernation
periods for bats, providing direct protection of certain areas such as nesting trees, or simply not
changing parts of the vista.
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Bird and Bat Protection Measures

Annual work plans would schedule activities to minimize potential adverse effects on bird and bat
species. In general, September through October would be the best estimated time for vista clearing to
take place, subject to site-specific conditions (see Table II-6).

Table II-6. Yosemite National Park standard bird and bat protection measures

JAN || FEB || MARCH H APR H MAY H JUNE H JuLy || AUG H SEPT H OcT H Nov H DEC

Bird Protection

No bird survey
required prior
to tree
removal

Limit clearing activities in bird nesting habitat.
Bird survey required no more than 1 week prior to
clearing.

No bird survey required prior to
tree removal.

Bat Protection — See two options below

e  PREFERRED OPTION — CONDUCT ACTIVITIES DURING PERIODS OF THE YEAR WHEN BATS ARE NOT LIKELY TO BE
ArFecTED.! Clearing activities are not likely to affect bats during the periods listed below. Activities may
take place without surveys or special provisions.

Bats
U?A'E‘Z'V Bats unlikely to be
affected e
s (8/15 — 10/31)
5/15)

e OpPTION TWO - If it is not possible to conduct activities as above, survey at any time to identify trees that are
likely to support bats during maternity periods or hibernation. If likely trees are found, conduct work in
timeframes displayed above or delay tree/snag removal during maternity and hibernation periods or until a
qualified biologist determines action would not adversely affect bat survival or survival of young.

Maternity period Hibernation
(5/15 — 8/15) (10/31-4/15)

Hibernation (10/31 — 4/15)

1Adjust dates as necessary for unusual weather. For example, a late spring may delay emergence from hibernation, or
an early winter may initiate an early onset of hibernation. Contact an NPS wildlife biologist for additional information.

Bird Protection Mitigation Measures: If it were the case that appropriate vista management
timeframes could not be met, and vista management activities were deemed necessary during bird and
bat nesting seasons:

1. If nesting special-status birds were observed during the vista management implementation
process, a wildlife biologist would be required to evaluate whether management activities
would impact an active nest or disrupt reproductive behavior.

e Ifyes- Vista management activities would be unacceptable within 500 feet of the nest
until a qualified biologist determined that the subject birds were no longer nesting or
until all juvenile birds were no longer using the nest as their primary day and night roost.

2. Ifnesting birds were observed that were not special-status species, a park biologist would be
notified to determine whether management activities would affect an active nest or disrupt
reproductive behavior.

e Ifyes- Disruptive activities would be avoided if possible.
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Wildlife Habitat Protection

Efforts would be made to preserve, where possible, natural processes and natural features with obvious
high value to wildlife, such as snags (particularly those with evidence of wildlife use), very large diameter
trees, oak trees, large diameter logs, and decaying wood across the landscape. Removal of these key
features could have long-term effects on habitat quality.

Key habitat features for Pacific fisher would be retained where possible, and large snag retention and
recruitment would also be maintained where possible.

Key Habitat Features for Pacific Fisher: Key fisher habitats are structurally complex late-
successional forests. In key fisher habitat, retain:

overhead cover (Buskirk and Powell 1994);

the presence of large diameter snags (Freel 1991, Buskirk and Powell 1994) distributed
across the landscape;

large diameter (at least 15 inches dbh by 15 feet long) down logs (Freel 1991, Buskirk
and Powell 1994) distributed across the landscape;

large diameter (greater than 24 inches dbh) live conifer and oak trees with decadence
such as broken tops or cavities (Freel 1991);

complex structures near the ground (e.g., down logs, large down branches, root masses,
live branches) (Buskirk and Powell 1994); and

multi-layered vegetation (vertical within-stand diversity) (Freel 1991).

To protect Pacific fishers in key fisher habitat,

retain and recruit large trees and trees that achieve the largest sizes (conifer and
hardwood);

retain and recruit large diameter snags;
maintain dense canopy in the vicinity of large trees; and

retain and recruit large woody debris (down logs, large down branches, root masses, live
branches).

Large Snag Retention & Recruitment: Snags are an essential habitat element for a variety of wildlife
species, including many special-status species identified in Yosemite National Park. In order to retain
and recruit large snags:

wildlife biologists would inventory snags in and adjacent to vista management areas and
identify all wildlife use;

snag removal would be conducted only under consultation with the park wildlife
biologist and park forester;

wildlife use and protection of wildlife habitat snags would continue to be monitored as
vista management activities proceed. If any nesting wildlife were discovered during vista
management, nests would not be further disturbed, and the wildlife biologist would be
immediately notified for advisement; and

basal hollows, created by repeated fires, deep bark furrows, and cavities and crevices of
tree crowns would not be disturbed or trampled. (Pierson, Rainey, and Chow 2006)
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Table 1I-7. Key habitat features for fisher resting and denning sites (USDA Forest Service 2001)

Region Mean Den Tree Mean Rest Site Mean Rest | Mean Mean Rest
dbh Tree dbh Site Basal | Den Site Canopy
Area Canopy | Closure
Closure
Conifer Oak Conifer Oak Square Percent Percent
ft/acre
Southern | 124 cm® | 69 cm® | 112cm” | 66cm® | 273° 94° 93"
Sierra 49in* | 27in° | 44in® 26in®

A. For habitat composition purposes, the Southern Sierra Subregion is considered to consist of the Sequoia, Sierra,
and Stanislaus national forests.

B. " Data are from the Southern Sierra Study (Zielinski pers. obs.), which falls 80% on the Sequoia National Forest, and
20% distributed between the Mountain Home State Demonstration Forest, the Tule River Indian Reservation, and
several private inholdings. The elevation range is from approximately 2,500 to 9,500 feet.

C. ¢ Data are derived from Truex, Zielinski, Golightly, Barrett, and Wisely (1998). Since no studies of fisher have been
completed (due to apparent absence of the species from these subregions) in the Northern or Central Subregions,
data from Dr. Rick Golightly's Eastern Klamath Study [theses of Dark (1997) and Seglund (1995)] on Weaverville RD
of the Shasta-Trinity National Forest in an elevation range of 1,900 to 4,800 feet were used to best approximate
habitat fisher might use if present in these subregions.

Special-Status Plants

A botanist would work with vista management staff to ensure protection of special-status plants. If
needed, site surveys could be conducted prior to vista management work, and a rare-plant monitor
would oversee clearing activities to ensure protection of rare plants.

Riparian Corridors

Riparian ecosystems are water-related areas that support unique vegetation and animal communities.
Riparian corridors are immediately adjacent to streams, rivers, or ponds. Riparian corridors serve many
important ecological functions, including maintaining water quality and thermal regulation of the
stream or river channel, and providing flood management and wildlife habitat.

For the purposes of this plan, riparian function would be maintained at respective vista sites, and
sensitive areas within riparian corridors would be protected. Sensitive areas include sensitive wildlife
habitat areas (e.g. nesting or roosting sites), vegetation at the water’s edge, undercut banks, wet areas,
wetlands, and steep bank slopes.

Guidelines

Appropriate mitigation measures would be taken when removing trees to ensure that the surrounding
riparian corridor associated with a vista would remain in proper ecological functioning condition, or
that existent conditions would not be diminished.

To maintain the ecological integrity of riparian corridors associated with a vista site, and to protect
particularly sensitive areas within riparian corridors, the mitigation measures listed would be taken.

o White alder trees (Alnus rhombifolia) would not be removed unless critical to restoring a vista of
high or medium value. Under natural conditions, this tree species often characterizes
riparian corridors along the Merced River.

o Action would be limited to no removal of species in the willow family (Salix), including black
cottonwood trees (Populus balsamifera). Retention of such species provides suitable habitat
for birds that nest in riparian areas.
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o Action would be limited to no removal of trees located immediately adjacent to the water’s edge
that hang over the stream or river. Retention of such trees shades the stream channel,
providing for in-stream temperature regulation.

o Action would be limited to no removal of in-stream, downed large wood. Retention of in-
stream large, downed wood is important in providing channel structure and suitable habitat
for fish and other aquatic life. When removing trees, resource managers would also consider
the placement of such trees as LWD, if trees were large enough to resist streamflow forces
(tree length usually 0.5x the width of the channel).

e Action would be limited to no heavy equipment use in sensitive areas. Such areas may include
semipermanently to permanently wet areas along the channel, or adjacent wetlands,
exhibiting hydric plant species. Such areas would also be avoided by crews where possible.

o Action would be limited to no heavy equipment use in areas vulnerable to soil compaction and
bank erosion. This would include areas adjacent to overhanging banks at the water’s edge,
and banks with steep slopes. Such areas would also be avoided by crews where possible (see
Soil Stability Guidelines).

e Vista clearing would be done in accordance with the Wild & Scenic River Act of 1968. This
pertains to vista clearing in riparian corridors associated with the Merced or the Tuolumne
rivers (see Chapter 4 for more details). Actions for vista management will be done in
accordance with these plans.

All projects would comply with state water quality standards and federal laws pertaining to work that
has the potential to affect navigable waters of the U.S. See Chapter V, “Consultation and Coordination.”

Soil

Soils on steep slopes are generally shallow and tend to be fragile. Topography influences soil in many
ways. As slope increases, runoff and subsequent soil erosion increase. Forest vegetation, especially tree
roots, helps stabilize slopes by reinforcing soil shear strength. For this reason, the rooting strength
provided by trees is something that must be considered when clearing scenic vistas on steep slopes, or
any slope with erosion potential. If a hill’s slope does not possess enough soil shear strength, then the
likelihood of soil stability failures, such as soil creep or shallow-seated landslides, is much greater. In
order to avoid such failures, the following guidelines, or mitigation measures, would be taken:

Guidelines

Crews implementing vista clearing work would employ best management practices to ensure soil
stability intactness and would employ the following practices from the Fire Management Plan (FMP)
(NPS 2004b) under “Mitigation Measures, Natural Resources,” pp. 2-42:

Impacts to soils would be minimized by utilizing the best available technology and
rehabilitation of disturbed soils. Areas with a high probability of erosion would be stabilized
using best available methods, as determined by park resource management staff. Disturbed
soils would be rehabilitated by restoring slope contour, and using other best practices.

For example:

e There would be no removal of tree stumps when removing trees on slopes with
erosion potential or along riparian corridors. All stumps would also be flush cut and
camouflaged in order to provide a more natural-looking appearance post vista
clearing.

e Ifsoil stability intactness on slopes with erosion potential were disturbed post vista
clearing work, then appropriate posttreatment restoration work would be conducted
to repair the soil.
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e Restoration workers could employ bank stability techniques, such as the placement of
log checks or waddles.

e Inriparian corridors, the planting of willow species for increased rooting strength
could also be considered by resource managers. (NPS 2004b)

Air Quality

The intent would be that air quality should be minimally affected as a result of vista management
regarding clearing operations. As technology and policy evolve, practices should be reviewed and
updated to meet this goal.

Currently the park must use low-smoke two-cycle oil in all two-cycle equipment employed for vista
management.

As equipment powered by two-cycle engines wore out or needed to be replaced, the park would
examine the practicality of replacement with four-stroke engines or other power sources that have low
emissions. Replacement of two-cycle engines with other types would occur only if other engine types
displayed adequate power-to-weight ratios and were otherwise practical for field use.

Burning of slash piles would occur only on designated burn days. Wood would be allowed to cure prior
to being burned in order to reduce smoke generation.

Cultural Resources

Cultural resources are critical to Yosemite as a record of past human use; as places to experience, learn
about, and enjoy the park; and for the continuation of traditional cultural practices. Cultural resource
experts in the branches of History, Architecture and Landscapes (HAL) and Anthropology and
Archeology (AA) would review the annual work plan to ensure an absence of adverse effects on cultural
resources and to apply appropriate mitigations. The park would not remove specific vegetation that is a
critical component of a cultural landscape.

During the planning phase of vista management activities, managers would consult with locally affiliated
tribes and American Indian groups regarding proposed annual work plans. These groups would have
the opportunity to notify the park of any potential effects on resources and to specify appropriate
mitigations to traditional cultural properties or practices.

Environmentally Preferable Alternative

The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing NEPA and NPS NEPA
guidelines require that “the alternative or alternatives which were considered to be environmentally
preferable” be identified (CEQ Regulations, Section 1505.2). “Environmentally preferable” is defined as
“the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in NEPA’s Section
101. Ordinarily, this means the alternative that causes the least damage to the biological and physical
environment; it also means the alternative that best protects, preserves, and enhances historic, cultural,
and natural resources.”

Section 101 of NEPA states:

It is the continuing responsibility of the Federal Government to. . .(1) fulfill the responsibilities of each
generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations; (2) assure for all Americans
safe, healthful, productive, and aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings; (3) attain the
widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk to health or safety, or
other undesirable and unintended consequences; (4) preserve important historic, cultural, and
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natural aspects of our national heritage, and maintain, wherever possible, an environment which
supports diversity, and variety of individual choice; (5) achieve a balance between population and
resource use which will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and
(6) enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of
depletable resources.

Section 101 Requirement 1. “Fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the
environment for succeeding generations.”

Conformance: Alternative 1, the No Action alternative, would restore vistas at a rate of about
three vistas per decade. With 80 or more largely obstructed vistas in Yosemite, Alternative 1
would not meet General Management Plan (NPS 1980) goals to preserve, protect, and restore
scenic resources for succeeding generations. Alternatives 2, 3, 4, and 5 would largely meet these
scenic goals. Alternatives 3 and 5 would give greater consideration to trees, shrubs, and habitat
components with high biologic value, such as snags and California black oak.

Section 101 Requirement 2. “Assure for all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and aesthetically
and culturally pleasing surroundings.”

Conformance: Alternative 1, the No Action alternative, would not restore vistas at a rate that
would meet General Management Plan (NPS 1980) goals to preserve, protect, and restore
aesthetically pleasing scenic resources. Alternatives 2, 3, 4, and 5 would largely meet these
aesthetic goals by restoring 80 to 93 completely obstructed vistas in three to five years. In
addition, Alternatives 2, 3, 4, and 5 prescribe comprehensive safety and best management
practices.

Section101 Requirement 3. “Attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without
degradation, risk to health or safety, or undesirable and unintended consequences.”

Conformance: Alternative 1, the No Action alternative, would not restore vistas at a rate that
would meet General Management Plan (NPS 1980) goals to preserve, protect, and restore scenic
resources. Alternatives 2, 3, 4, and 5 would largely meet these scenic goals by restoring 80 to 93
completely obstructed vistas in three to five years. Alternatives 3 and 5 would give greater
consideration to trees, shrubs, and habitat components with high biologic value, such as snags
and California black oak, protecting high-value habitats. Alternative 3 would use a standardized
methodology to prioritize vistas for treatment, giving a more predictable outcome and assuring
that the criteria used to prioritize vistas are consistent through time. Alternative 3 provides a
consistent and transparent methodology for prioritization, limiting undesirable and unintended
consequences associated with vista clearing.

Section 101 Requirement 4. “Preserve important historic, cultural, and natural aspects of our national
heritage, and maintain, wherever possible, an environment which supports diversity, and variety of
individual choice.”

Conformance: Alternatives 2 and 3 would best support historic, cultural, and natural elements,
as well as diversity and cultural heritage, by employing the Visual Resource Assessment as a
standardized approach. By supplying an additional numeric value to historic and cultural sites,
the use of this tool would ensure that the factors cited would be considered at all sites, currently
and in the future.

Section 101 Requirement 5. “Attain a balance between population and resource use which will
permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities.”

Conformance: Alternative 1, the No Action alternative, would not restore vistas at a rate that
would meet General Management Plan (NPS 1980) goals to preserve, protect, and restore scenic
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resources. Alternatives 2, 3, 4, and 5 would balance population and resource use by providing
more opportunities for park visitors with a wide range of abilities to experience the scenic
resources of Yosemite National Park. Alternatives 3 and 5 would give greater consideration to
natural resource use in restoring scenic vistas. Alternative 3 would use a standardized
methodology to prioritize vistas for treatment, giving a more predictable outcome and ensuring
that the criteria used to prioritize vistas are consistent through time. Alternative 3 provides a
consistent and transparent methodology for prioritization, attaining the best balance between
population and resource use, and permitting a high standard of living and a wide sharing of life’s
amenities.

Section 101 Requirements 6. “Enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the
maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.”

Conformance: Alternative 1, the No Action alternative, does not prescribe consistent measures
to recycle woody material cleared from obstructed vistas. Alternatives 2, 3, 4, and 5 would
prescribe actions for reuse of woody material cleared from obstructed vistas. Alternatives 3 and
5 offer greater protection of trees, shrubs, and habitat components with high biologic value,
such as snags and California black oak, protecting high value habitats during vista clearing
treatments.

In conclusion, upon full consideration of the elements of Section 101 of NEPA, Alternative 3, Use
Ecological Conditions to Determine Intensity of Vista Clearing, represents the environmentally
preferable alternative for scenic vista management in Yosemite National Park. Alternatives 3 and 5
would give greater consideration to habitat components with high biologic value, causing the least
damage to the biological and physical environment. Of these two alternatives, Alternative 3 best
protects, preserves, and enhances historic, cultural, and natural resources, as it provides a consistent
and transparent methodology for prioritization of vistas for management, limiting undesirable and
unintended consequences associated with vista clearing.
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I AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT AND
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

Introduction

This chapter describes the existing environment that could be affected by actions proposed in the Scenic
Vista Management Plan (SVMP). It also analyzes potential impacts that could result from
implementation of the alternatives described in Chapter II. This chapter lists the resource topics used to
describe the existing environment, and discusses the rationale for dismissing some of the impact topics.
The topics analyzed in this environmental assessment (EA) include natural, cultural, and social
resources that could be directly, indirectly, or cumulatively affected as a result of the implementation of
any alternative proposed in this EA.

Federal and state laws, regulations, and policies require that federal undertakings be examined for their
effects on natural, cultural, and social resources. In addition, National Park Service Management Policies
require that impacts on park resources be considered in all planning proposals (NPS 2006). Listed
below are primary laws requiring analysis of impacts on natural, cultural, and social resources and
historic properties.

e National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)

e Endangered Species Act (ESA)

e (Clean Water Act (CWA)

e Clean Air Act (CAA)

e National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA)

e Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA)
e Archeological Resource Protection Act (ARPA)

e American Indian Religious Freedom Act (AIRFA)

Impact Topics Considered in This Plan

Resource impact topics were selected based on federal laws, regulations, executive orders, National
Park Service (NPS) management policies, and issues raised during internal and public scoping and
comment. Impact topics selected for analysis include Wetlands, Vegetation, Special-Status Vegetation,
Wildlife, Special-Status Wildlife, Soils, Hydrology and Water Quality, Air Quality, Noise, Geologic
Hazards, Wilderness, Scenic Resources, Historic Structures and Cultural Landscapes, Archeological
Resources a