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The purpose of this project is to address concerns about accessibility, safety, orientation, and information in the Walton area and to implement the General Management Plan (GMP) (NPS 1999) by formally designating the visitor service zone that was conceptually identified in the GMP. Currently, there is very limited space for trail users at the Walton area to park and maneuver their vehicles, especially horse trailers. Consequently, the majority of visitors use the shoulder of U.S. Highway 2 for unloading and parking resulting in unsafe conditions for visitors and their vehicles, as well as compacted soil and trampled vegetation in these areas. In addition, there are only three parking spaces for day and overnight hikers resulting in many of them parking in picnic area sites, displacing those coming to picnic. Presently, there are no ramps in the park for horse riders with disabilities to mount and dismount from their stock. 
The proposal is to provide an accessible ramp for horse riders with disabilities, formalize parking for trucks and horse trailers, provide a trail from the new parking area to tie into the Ole Creek Trail, and provide 2-3 additional parking spaces for day and overnight backcountry hikers. The proposal will also provide a more visible visitor information board, a new hitching rail, and a comfort station for visitors.
PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE

The Preferred Alternative will formally define a Walton visitor service zone conceptually identified in the GMP. A new parking area will be constructed between U.S. Highway 2 and the road to the Walton Historic District to provide safer access to the Ole Creek trailhead. The new parking lot will provide additional parking for five passenger cars and three pull-through spaces for vehicles towing trailers. The new parking area will function as a one-way. This will reduce the amount of area required and be easily maneuvered by pickup trucks with trailers. The entrance and exit will be paved (12,096 ft2 hardened surface), but the majority of the parking lot will be surfaced with gravel (16,498 ft2). The parking area will not be plowed during the winter months. An existing gravel parking area located near the picnic sites will also be enlarged by 2-3 car spaces to provide more parking for trailhead users. Construction for the entire project is expected to take approximately one month to complete.

Within the parking area, an accessible comfort station, a visitor information/orientation sign, a hitch rail, bear-proof trash receptacle, and a mounting ramp for use by horse riders with disabilities will be constructed. A vault-type toilet will be installed. The information board currently located within the historic district will be moved adjacent to the parking area. The new stock ramp will be a specially-designed wooden structure with a ramp leading to a high platform that a horse will be tied up alongside allowing a disabled rider to easily mount the horse. The existing stock ramp for trucks will remain in its current location and continue to be available for use. In addition, a trail connecting the new parking lot to the Ole Creek trail will be constructed. The trail may be a 4-6 ft. wide gravel trail adjacent to the Walton road leading approximately 140 feet to the Ole Creek trailhead, or it may wind through the forested area adjacent to the parking area and connect with a stock trail currently running from the barn to the trailhead. 
Mitigation Measures

The following will be complied with to protect  the environment. The measures will include, but are not limited to:

· Construction activity will be restricted to the period between 7:00 a.m. and 7:00 p.m. to minimize potential disturbance to wildlife. 

· If spilled grain or other attractants become a problem at the site, the park will designate one area to be used for feeding horses. This area will have a hardened surface for easy cleaning and will include signs encouraging horse riders to remove all feed upon leaving.

· Construction limits will be clearly delineated to contain activities within defined areas.

· Disturbed areas not used for development will be revegetated with native plant materials. Park landscape architect and vegetation specialist will provide direction in grading, groundsculpting, and revegetation.

· The wheels, undercarriages, axels, etc. of all construction equipment will be steam cleaned before entering the park to prevent spread of noxious weeds.

· Any gravel and topsoil bought for use in the project area will be certified noxious weed free.

· Appropriate drainage will be designed in the parking area to protect soils from erosion in accordance with Best Management Practices. Silt fencing and other sediment control measures will be used to minimize erosion and sediment delivery to waterways.
· No drainage of oil, hydraulic fluids, anti-freeze, or other chemicals will be permitted in the park.

· If previously unidentified cultural materials are identified during project work, construction activities will cease in the immediate vicinity of the identified resources until Section 106 procedures are complete. 

Additional measures outlined in Glacier National Park’s “Best Management Practices” for construction related activities will be followed in the implementation of this project. 
OTHER ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

A No Action Alternative was considered as required by the National Environmental Policy Act. Under this alternative, loading/unloading and parking for trucks and horse trailers would continue to occur at the stock ramp and on the road shoulder. Backcountry hikers would continue to park on road shoulders or in the picnic area when the existing three spaces were filled. People with disabilities requiring an accessible horse mounting ramp would not be accommodated in the park. The only restroom facilities would continue to be those located in the picnic area, at the end of the road. There would be no additional costs associated with the No Action Alternative.
One alternative was considered that involved simply redesigning the existing stock truck ramp by the barn to be accessible to visitors with special needs. This alternative was rejected since it would not accommodate trailers which are used more often than stock trucks by visitors and there was limited space to accommodate visitor use in this area. Visitors with horse trailers would continue to use the shoulder of the Walton road for unloading and park on U.S. Highway 2, damaging soil and vegetation in these areas.

Another alternative considered was to increase the size of the loop through the existing picnic area to allow horse trailers and large vehicles to turn around. This was rejected because it would have required more cutting of large trees and vegetation and would have reduced the size and/or eliminated some picnic sites.

ENVIRONMENTALLY PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE

The environmentally preferred alternative is determined by applying the criteria suggested in the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), which is guided by the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ). The CEQ provides direction that the “environmentally preferable alternative is the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy as expressed in NEPA Section 101”:

1. fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations;

2. assure for all generations safe, healthful, productive, and esthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings;

3. attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences;

4. preserve important historic, cultural and natural aspects of our national heritage and maintain, wherever possible, an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice;

5. achieve a balance between population and resource use that 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.

The Preferred Alternative will fulfill criteria 2, 3, 4, and 5 by providing safer driving and parking conditions and previously unavailable access for horse riders with disabilities. Proposed revegetation efforts between U.S. Highway 2 and the designated parking area will provide a more aesthetic view from the highway. Formal identification of the visitor service zone boundary will formally define limits of development in the area, thereby fulfilling criteria 1. The No Action Alternative does not fulfill criteria 2 or 3 because it does not provide for safe parking or unloading conditions at Walton. It also does not fulfill criteria 5 because currently the park does not provide a horse mounting ramp for people with disabilities. If uncontrolled parking continues at this location it could eventually lead to an expansive area of compacted and eroded soils thus not fulfilling criteria 1. Neither alternative directly addresses criteria 6.
WHY THE PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE WILL NOT HAVE A SIGNIFICANT EFFECT ON THE HUMAN ENVIRONMENT

As defined in 40 CFR Section 1508.27, significance is determined by examining the following criteria:

Impacts that may be both beneficial and adverse.
The Preferred Alternative will result in a minor amount of native vegetation loss but much of the area is currently unsuitable for native plants because of compacted soils and weeds. Impacts to the visitor experience will be moderate, long-term, and adverse or beneficial depending on the expectations of the visitor. Impacts to all other resources not discussed below are minor or less in degree, and were dismissed from in-depth analysis in the Environmental Assessment. 
Degree of effect on public health or safety.
There will be a moderate, long-term, beneficial impact on public health and safety by providing safer parker facilities. 
Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity to historic or cultural resources, park lands, prime farmlands, wetland, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas. 
The project is located just outside of the Walton Ranger Station Historic District, and within the area of visual effect (see below for impacts). It will occur within the Wild and Scenic River corridor of the Middle Fork of the Flathead River, approximately 200 feet from the center of the river channel. Trees located along the river screen the site from visitors on the river and the project will not affect the qualities which led to the listing of this section of the river as “recreational” under the National Wild and Scenic Rivers Act. There are no prime farmlands, wetlands, or ecologically critical areas in the vicinity of the proposed project site.
Degree to which effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be highly controversial.

The proposed project area has been previously disturbed and the proposed action would improve public safety. Therefore, the project is not expected to be controversial.
Degree to which effects on the quality of the human environment is highly uncertain or involves unique or unknown risks.

The parking area would be constructed in a previously disturbed area and in a similar manner as other parking areas in the park. Therefore, there should be no unknown or unique risks to the project. 
Degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration.
The decision to proceed with the improvements to the Walton area does not establish a precedent for any other projects within the park. All park projects are considered separately based upon their own purposes and values.
Whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts.

Other projects that have occurred or that could occur in the Walton area include utility and housing improvements, highway bridge replacement, and ongoing trail maintenance. These projects are largely unnoticeable or result in improvements to the area. Since the project area has been previously disturbed and is only slightly visible from the Walton Historic District, all cumulative impacts resulting from the new parking area would be minor or less in degree including impacts to vegetation, wildlife, visitor use, public safety, and historic structures.
Degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures, or objects listed on the National Register of Historic Places or may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural, or historical resources.
The Walton Ranger Station Historic District was listed in the National Register of Historic Places in 1986; the nomination was amended in 1995. Buildings identified as contributing to the significance of the noncontiguous district are the Walton Ranger Station, Barn, Woodshed, and Garage. The project is located outside the historic district, but within the area of visual effect. The two new parking areas will be slightly visible from the Walton Ranger Station Historic District. The new trailer parking area along U.S. Highway 2 is outside the historic district and is largely screened from buildings in the district by native vegetation. Additional revegetation efforts adjacent to the parking area will eventually add more screening, once the plants mature. If a new gravel trail is constructed adjacent to the road, it will be placed along the road shoulder outside of the historic district. The enlarged passenger vehicle parking area in the picnic sites also is outside the historic district. It will be visible from the historic district, but is also largely screened from the buildings by native vegetation. The abandoned section of U.S. Highway 2, where much of the new parking area is proposed, was evaluated for its National Register eligibility. The overall impact to historic buildings and structures will be minor, long-term, and adverse. The Park has determined that in accordance with Section 106 there would no adverse effect to historic properties from the proposed project. The State Historic Preservation Office concurred with the park’s determination of no adverse effect and also that the old section of U.S. Highway 2 corridor does not retain sufficient integrity to qualify for listing (concurrence letter dated 29 August 2005). 
The project area was intensively surveyed for archeological resources and no sites were identified. Consultation with the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes and the Blackfeet Tribal Business Council identified no ethnographic resources in the Walton area. No associative cultural landscape has been identified in the Walton Ranger Station Historic District.
Degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or its critical habitat.

One federally-endangered species, the gray wolf, and four federally-threatened wildlife species are known to occur within Glacier National Park: bald eagle, grizzly bear, Canada lynx, and bull trout. There is also one candidate species for federal listing known in the park, slender moonwort. The project area is not known to be used regularly by any federally-listed species. On rare occasions, gray wolves have been observed in the general area though they are probably dispersing animals; no dens or pack activity have been documented in the area. Bald eagles have been documented flying over the river near the project area, but there are no known nest or roost sites in the vicinity. Canada lynx have also been documented in the general area, by sightings and track observations during the winter. It is unlikely that lynx will use the area for denning because of its proximity to the highway and the Walton developed area. The construction site is near the lower elevational limit of what has been mapped as potential lynx habitat, and if the construction site is within the home range of a lynx, the amount of foraging or denning habitat lost will be miniscule. Since there is little current activity of wolves, bald eagles, or lynx in the area, the proposed activities will, at most, have a long-term, local, negligible, adverse impact on these species. No known locations of sensitive plant species, or suitable habitat, are present at the site.

The project location is probably rarely used by grizzly bears because of its location adjacent to the highway and the Walton developed area and because of its relatively disturbed condition. There is potential for increased use of the area because of improvements but this is not expected. The only reason bears may increase their use of the area would be if dropped food particles or spilled grain is consistently found in the new parking area. If spilled grain or other attractants become a problem at the site, the park will designate one area to be used for feeding horses. In addition, the project also includes installation of a bear-proof garbage receptacle and a new information board where warnings regarding safe food handling will be posted. The area will be patrolled and maintained daily during the summer when the parking area is open, and any attractants will be removed. During winter months, the new parking area will not be maintained and the new garbage can may be locked. With these measures in place, the effects on grizzly bears will be no greater than minor, local, adverse, and long-term. 
The National Park Service has determined that there would be no effect on federally listed plant species, bald eagles, wolves, or Canada lynx; and the proposal may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect grizzly bears. A biological assessment (BA) was submitted to the USFWS and they concurred with the determination in the BA (August 25, 2005). Consultation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service has been completed under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act. 
Whether the action threatens a violation of federal, state, or local environmental protection law.
The project would occur within a previously disturbed area along a highway. It was determined that impacts to natural resources including vegetation, wildlife, soils, soundscapes, visual resources, air quality, and water quality would be minor or less in degree. Therefore, the project does not threaten a violation of any federal, state, or local environmental protection law. 
PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

Public scoping was conducted for 30 days beginning May 18, 2004. Letters were sent to the park’s mailing list for EAs, and various federal, state, and local agencies, including the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and the Blackfeet Tribal Business Council and the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes. A press release was issued on June 4, 2004 announcing scoping. 

Five comments were received during scoping. One individual indicated they did not support the project because horse riders with disabilities were a small proportion of the users in that area and that the Walton area is an historic site that should not be changed. This individual was also concerned about noxious weeds, hay, manure acting as an attractant to other wildlife, and the precedence this project may set. They also requested that the role of the Backcountry Horsemen of the Flathead in the project be better defined. Another commenter expressed concerns about the practicality of the project at this site, a concern that other areas in the park needed to be looked at for such a facility. This individual was also concerned about the potential impacts on pileated woodpeckers, barred owls, and “old-growth” larch present in the area. The Environmental Assessment addressed these public concerns. Two letters (emails) were received expressing support for the project. The USFWS responded by updating our species list. They had no other specific comments. During consultation with the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes on June 3, 2004, it was agreed that an archeologist will re-survey the proposed project area.

An EA was provided for public review for 30 days beginning August 17, 2005. The document was distributed to the park’s mailing list and, the EA was made available on the National Park Service’s (NPS) public comment web site. A press release was issued. Four  comments were received during this public review period. The Backcountry Horsemen and one individual wrote in support of the project. The State Historic Preservation Officer concurred with the park’s finding of no adverse effect. The US Fish and Wildlife Service concurred with the park’s determination of may affect but is not likely to adversely affect the grizzly bear. 
A press release will be issued announcing the availability of the FONSI. A copy will be sent to all commenters, and it will be placed on the NPS public web site.
CONCLUSION

The proposal does not constitute an action that normally requires preparation of an environmental impact statement (EIS). The proposal will not have a significant effect on the human environment. Negative environmental impacts that could occur are minor or less in degree. There could be a moderate adverse effect on the visitor experience at Walton, but public safety will be improved considerably at the site. There are no unmitigated adverse impacts on public health, public safety, threatened or endangered species. No highly uncertain or controversial impacts, unique or unknown risks, cumulative effects, or elements of precedence were identified. A Biological Assessment was prepared for and concurred with by the US Fish and Wildlife Service. Section 106 consultation in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act has been completed. Implementation of the action will not violate any federal, state, or local environmental protection laws. 

The action will not result in major, adverse impacts to a resource or value whose conservation is (1) necessary to fulfill specific purposes identified in the establishing legislation and proclamation of Glacier National Park; (2) key to the natural or cultural integrity of the park; or (3) identified as a goal in the park’s general management plan or other relevant National Park Service planning documents, there will be no impairment of the park’s resources or values.
Based on the foregoing, it has been determined that an EIS is not required for this project and thus will not be prepared.

Recommended:     /s/ Michael O. Holm

        11/22/2005


    Superintendent


Date

Approved:              /s/ Bob Moon
                    11/29/2005

      Intermountain Regional Director

Date
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