Public Scoping Document

THEODORE ROOSEVELT NATIONAL PARK, NORTH DAKOTA

A PROPOSAL TO REPLACE THE NORTH UNIT VISITOR CENTER (PEPC PROJECT # 48245)


OVERVIEW
The National Park Service (NPS) is proposing to replace the Theodore Roosevelt National Park (the Park) North Unit’s former Visitor Center, which also contained administrative offices for the NPS (the Project).  
This Public Scoping Document provides details of project scoping and resources that may be impacted by the project in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) (42 United States Code [USC] 4321-4347). This document also summarizes the analysis that has been completed thus far and the work being proposed. The following topics are discussed:
· Overview of the NEPA process
· Purpose and Need for the project
· Description of the project area
· Alternatives to be studied
· Environmental, cultural, and social impacts
· Federal, state, and local agency coordination
· Public involvement
As lead agency for the project, the NPS is preparing an Environmental Assessment (EA) to identify and evaluate alternatives for the visitor center/administrative facility and the potential adverse environmental effects or impacts that the Project (proposed action) would have on the environment.  The EA will be prepared in compliance with NEPA, which requires that Federal agencies analyze the impacts of their actions on the environment.  NEPA also requires agencies to involve the public before making decisions regarding the proposed action. The purpose of an EA is to provide evidence and analysis to determine whether an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) should be prepared to address potentially significant impacts, or if the project would qualify for a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) document.
This document is being presented to the public in order to initiate the public involvement process. This document contains information regarding the purpose and need of the proposed action, a brief description of alternatives to the proposed action, and a discussion of the contents of the EA.
PROJECT BACKGROUND
The Park’s North Unit is located in McKenzie County in western North Dakota.  The North Unit Visitor Center is located along Scenic Drive approximately 1,300 feet west of Highway 85 about 14 miles south of Watford City, North Dakota.  
The Park was established through Public Law 95-625, 92 Stat. 3467 on November 10, 1978.  The 1987 General Management Plan (GMP)/ EA identified the location for the North Unit Visitor Center, which was constructed in 1992.  The building consists of two levels, with approximately 2,100 square feet on the main floor level and another 2,100 square feet on the lower level (basement).
Structural movement was observed soon after construction was completed.  This movement was evaluated in a structural investigation and study that was completed in 1998.  A combination of earth pressure, an underground coal seam actively carrying water, surcharge pressures from the sloping hill behind the structure, and expansive clays were the key forces that caused structural movement, excessive stress, heaving, and wall cracking.  A project in 2001 temporarily resolved most of the problems.  However, in the spring of 2012, the waterline into the mechanical room along the south wall leaked, broke, and saturated the subsurface at the southeast corner of the building. Additionally, the Park area received rainfall above average annual amounts for the last few years.  The saturated subsurface and high rainfall brought about substantial settlement and heaving of the North Unit Visitor Center building to the point the building is no longer structurally safe.  
The NPS issued a notice on July 9, 2013, that the North Unit Visitor Center was to be closed (subsequently referred to as the abandoned visitor center) as of July 17, 2013, and the visitor contact functions were temporarily moved to the Camptender’s Cottage at Juniper Campground (temporary visitor center.)  Because of frequent winter road closures and relatively low number of park visitors, the temporary visitor center is closed until spring. The administrative functions of the abandoned visitor center have been moved to Quarters 205B, located approximately 1,200 feet southwest of the abandoned visitor center.
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The purpose of the proposed project is to replace the abandoned visitor center with one that will improve visitor capacity and use, enhance visitor experience, incorporate energy-saving technologies, and accommodate the current level of administrative support.
The proposed Project is a component of the overall GMP and contributes to meeting the primary purposes of the 1987 GMP:
Clearly define resource conditions and visitor use and experience to be achieved at the Park.
Provide a framework for NPS managers to use when making decisions about such issues as how to best protect national historic site resources and designated wilderness, how to provide quality visitor use and experience, how to manage visitor use, and what kinds of facilities, if any, to develop in/near the national historic site.
Allow for decision making in consultation with interested stakeholders and adopted by NPS leadership after an adequate analysis of the benefits, impacts, and economic costs of alternative courses of action.
Need
The proposed Project needs, as discussed below, are in concert with the GMP, with an emphasis on addressing the shortcomings of the current facilities and their role in providing visitor services, interpretation of features of the Park, and administrative functions of the NPS.  The abandoned visitor center formerly supported the Park’s interpretive and educational uses with exhibits and information for review.  The current temporary facilities are inadequate for supporting visitor and administrative functions in the North Unit based on their overall size, configuration, location, and accessibility (as identified in the following paragraphs).  
The Camptender’s Cottage housed a temporary employee that was displaced by the relocation of abandoned visitor center functions, and Quarters 205B was a permanent employee residence that was converted for administrative functions.  As housing units, these structures are not fully suitable for the transferred functions. The Park desires to return these units to their original function to house employees because housing in the local area is in high demand and expensive due to the regional oil boom.  
Shortcomings of the Camptender’s Cottage as a temporary visitor center include its location within the floodplain of the Little Missouri River and approximately 4.9 miles west of the abandoned visitor center near the east entrance to the Park’s North Unit. The distance from the Park entrance removes the NPS point-of-contact from introduction to the public at the Park entrance. The Camptender’s Cottage must be closed during late fall through spring due to the seasonal nature of the temporary housing and potential for road closure due to winter conditions. In 2013, the Camptender’s Cottage closed on November 12 and the plumbing was shut off and water drained to protect pipes from bursting. With only approximately 500 square feet available to be dedicated to visitor functions, the facility is too small to accommodate Park visitors compared to the 2,100 square feet available for visitor functions in the abandoned visitor center.
Quarters 205B is also inadequate to serve as the administrative facility long term.  The facility was designed to function as a three-bedroom residence, and consequently does not readily function as office spaces, with desks and other office materials scattered throughout the living quarters. In addition, having separate buildings for the visitor center and administrative facility cause staff to either perform visitor-related functions or administration functions for a block of time rather than being able to efficiently switch between the two functions in a joint facility.  
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[bookmark: _GoBack]As previously stated, NPS has closed the abandoned visitor center for the Park North Unit due to structural problems caused by subsurface forces and is proposing to construct a new visitor center.  Based on the determinations of NPS, the initial range of alternatives for the Project included three sites near the abandoned visitor center (Alternatives 1, 2, and 3) and two additional sites (Longhorn Area and the Buffalo Round Up Facility) approximately 1.5 and 2.3 miles, respectively, southwest of the abandoned visitor center. The latter two locations were initially considered but eliminated for various reasons (see Section 1.5.4). 
Build Alternatives
Three alternative locations have been identified for in-depth evaluation and public/agency review.  Other locations are possible, based on issues and concerns raised by the public/agencies.  All are in close proximity to the abandoned visitor center to take advantage of existing infrastructure and close proximity to Highway 85.  If one of these alternatives is selected for construction, the abandoned visitor center would be demolished, materials relocated to the temporary facilities will be moved to the new facility, and the Camptender’s Cottage and Quarters 205B will be returned to their previous function as housing units. 
Alternative Site 1
Site 1 is located approximately 85 feet southeast of the abandoned visitor center. The site is fairly level, with a gentle slope towards the south.  The site is farther from the steep slope north of the abandoned visitor center.  
Alternative Site 2
Site 2 is located approximately 115 feet northwest of the abandoned visitor center.  The site is a hillside on the west side of the abandoned visitor center and part of the existing parking area for the abandoned visitor center.  This site would require substantial grading and constructing additional parking and moving Scenic Drive south. 
Alternative Site 3
Site 3 is approximately 220 feet southwest of the abandoned visitor center. The site is across Scenic Drive from the abandoned visitor center and south of a turn-around area for vehicles.  The site is fairly level.  The existing parking lot could be used for this alternative, or parking could be moved to the south of Scenic Drive to eliminate the need for visitors to cross the road. 

Improvement of the Abandoned Facility
Repair and improvement of the abandoned visitor center is not feasible for the following reasons:
· The embankment north of the building has failed and slumped after mitigation procedures in 2001 to repair the building, and will continue to exert pressure on the building;
· The building has moved, up in some areas and down in others; based on measurements made in March 2013, the building is still moving;
· Floors are uneven and have separated from walls;
· The stairs are cracked;
· Door frames are out of alignment, and doors are hard to open and close;
· Floor trusses have separated from the walls;
· Roof trusses have shifted and will not bear design loads;
· There are cracks in the foundation;
· Water levels are above the sump pump pit, and the sump pump is not operating.
No Action Alternative
Under the No Action Alternative, the NPS would continue to use the temporary facilities for the visitor center (Camptender’s Cottage) and administrative offices (Quarters 205B).  The use of these two buildings for functions originally performed in the abandoned visitor center reduces the number of workers that could be potentially housed at the park.  The lack of housing, affordable or otherwise, is a serious issue in the vicinity of the Park due to the unprecedented oil boom, and the Park would prefer to use these units for temporary housing of workers.  Additionally, the use of the Camptender’s Cottage for a visitor center is not a viable long-term option because it is in a floodplain, only available for use seasonally, and too small to accommodate Park visitors.
An American’s with Disabilities Act (ADA) ramp was constructed at the temporary visitor center for temporary use.  
Other Sites Initially Considered
Longhorn Flats Area Alternative 
The Longhorn Flats are located approximately 1.5 miles to the southwest of the abandoned visitor center and situated approximately 2 miles (as driven on Scenic Drive) from the park entrance.  Adjacent to the scenic road, this large and relatively flat, natural site drains poorly and is within the Little Missouri River floodplain.  A visitor center and parking lot constructed in this area would be subject to drainage issues and/or flooding, and would add an unwanted element to a natural and scenic landscape.  The site is also distant from current infrastructure (including existing utilities).
Bison Handling Facility Area Alternative 
The Bison Handling Facility Area Alternative is located approximately 2.3 miles to the southwest of the abandoned visitor center and is situated approximately 3.5 miles (as driven on Scenic Drive) from the park entrance. Accessible from Scenic Drive via a maintained gravel road, this site is flat and in close proximity to the Little Missouri River.  Cross fencing directs bison to this facility that was specifically constructed to contain and process surplus bison for periodic removal.   A visitor center and parking lot constructed in this area would be subject to flooding, and would conflict with the safe and efficient movement of bison into/out of the handling facility.  The site is also distant from current infrastructure (including existing utilities).
Additional sites were considered along the 14-mile Scenic Drive, but were eliminated from consideration because they were past the winter closure point on the Scenic Drive, too far from the Park entrance to serve as an effective introductory contact point for visitors as they enter the Park, distance from current infrastructure (including existing utilities), inadequate access, or would be a visual obstruction to those visitors enjoying adjacent wilderness areas.
Scope of the environmental assessment
The EA for this Project will document and assess the existing and projected environmental, cultural, and social conditions of the site. Applicable maps, tables, site photos, and other graphics will be included to convey information.
An inventory of the environmental setting will be prepared based on site investigations and research of resources in the study area (wetlands, floodplains, etc.). Direct, indirect, and construction-related short- and long-term impacts of the Project will be addressed. Coordination with local, state, federal agencies and the public will occur throughout the development of the EA to gather information regarding potential Project impacts and to assess means of avoiding, minimizing, and/or mitigating any impacts. Several resource areas will be addressed summarily but not evaluated in detail because they are either not present in the Park or would not be affected by the Project. The resource areas to be addressed in detail in the EA include:
· soundscapes 
· recreation resources, including supply, demand, visitation, activities 
· visitor experience and aesthetic resources 
· resources, including resource energy, conservation potential, sustainability 
· geologic resources 
· air quality 
· introduction of non-native species
SCOPING PROCESS
The public scoping process provides the opportunity for the public and government agencies to review information on the Park’s North Unit Visitor Center project and offer comments with the intent of establishing the scope and developing the content of the EA. The scoping process begins with the advertisement of this scoping document for public comment. This document will be made available for comment in the NPS Planning, Environment, and Public Comment (PEPC) System, an online document and comment sharing website designed to be a convenient and user-friendly tool for the public to use to provide comment on the scoping document and proposed project. 
Agency Coordination
Agency coordination will occur at the onset of the EA development to gather information regarding existing site conditions and potential impacts of the proposed Project. Local, state, and federal agencies that will be contacted include:
· US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)
· US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE)
· US Dept of Agriculture- US Forest Service (USFS)
· US Dept of Agriculture- Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
· Tribal Historic Preservation Officers (Crow, Standing Rock Sioux, Chippewa Cree, Fort Peck Assiniboine/Sioux, Three Affiliated, and Blackfeet)
· ND State Historical Society
· ND Game and Fish Department
· ND Department of Transportation
· McKenzie County (ND) Tourism Bureau
Public Involvement
Involving the public in the project development and analysis process is a fundamental component of the NEPA process. The following methods will be used to enhance public and stakeholder understanding of the Project and to provide avenues for the public to comments:
· This public scoping document has been published in the PEPC system for review and comment and will be mailed to interested and affected parties upon written request
· The Public Review EA document will be published in the PEPC system for review and comment and will be mailed to interested and affected parties upon written request
After the Public Review EA is available for review and comment, the NPS will hold a public open house meeting to provide an opportunity for the public to learn more about the Project, have discussions with Park staff, and provide comments on the EA. Maps and displays will provide information about the Project. There will be opportunities to provide input in writing during and after the meeting. 
Other ways to comment:
Mail comments to:
Superintendent, Theodore Roosevelt National Park, PO Box 7, Medora, ND 58645
Comments will also be accepted on the NPS’s PEPC website at http://parkplanning.nps.gov. 
Please submit comments by March 6, 2014. Thank you!
Next Steps:
All public questions and comments received will be summarized, this information will be entered into the NPS’s PEPC website at http://parkplanning.nps.gov, and the input will then be considered in developing the Environmental Assessment.
Tentative Environmental Assessment Schedule
Public Scoping and Agency Coordination:  February/March 2014
Alternatives Development:  Spring 2014
Analyze Impacts of Alternatives:  Spring 2014
Environmental Assessment for Public Review:  Spring 2014
Decision Document:  Spring 2014
Implementation:  Summer 2014 and Beyond
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