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The purpose of the proposed project is to test percolation rates for and to construct a new septic system disposal (leach) field, septic tanks, and associated piping to serve the visitor and administrative areas at Devils Postpile National Monument. Future implementation would also include adding vault toilets to assist with peak season use and replacing the comfort stations in the campground and day use area with improved accessible facilities. Replacement of these comfort stations is also important because the buildings are deteriorating and are at the end of their useful life, and because associated plumbing frequently clogs, resulting in a high level of maintenance during the visitor use season.  Continued provision of restrooms, including running water, is also intended to serve monument work groups and volunteers. Without replacement of the septic tanks and leach field, the monument would be reliant on portable toilets, a solution that would be unsightly, costly, and temporary. Placement of vault or portable toilets would also take up valuable shoulder season parking area.

Failure of the current wastewater treatment system could result in potential contamination of the Upper Middle Fork San Joaquin River. If raw sewage containing bacteriological contamination reached the river, it would be a serious Clean Water Act violation that could result in expensive penalties. These would be in addition to tens of thousands of dollars in daily fines that could result from continued use of a failed facility. Contamination could also adversely affect the Soda Springs wetlands and/or temporarily jeopardize the status of the river as an eligible Wild and Scenic River.

The monument is a popular destination for day use and overnight visitors, who enjoy sightseeing, hiking, camping, and access to other outdoor recreational opportunities. Replacement of the failing leach field will ensure that the monument continues to provide for the basic sanitation needs of visitors with clean, functioning comfort stations, which are essential to a high-quality visitor experience. Replacement will also ensure that the monument continues to attract, accommodate, and retain required occupancy and seasonal staff by providing housing that includes flush toilets, bathing, and laundry facilities. Replacing the septic system will reduce pollution and other impacts to area natural resources from the failing leach field.
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Figure 1: Location of Devils Postpile National Monument in relation to Mammoth Mountain Ski Area and the Town of Mammoth Lakes (Kuhn and Whitaker 2014)
[bookmark: _Toc65661883]Background
Rainbow Falls Leach Field: Since the 1980s, the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) Inyo National Forest and NPS have relied on the sewer line that follows Reds Meadow Valley Road to the leach field and septic tanks at Rainbow Falls Trailhead, which is located in the Inyo National Forest. 

In 2015, the lift station[footnoteRef:1] pumps, pipes, hardware and control panel for the wastewater system within the monument failed and were replaced. This initiated planning for replacement of the 4-inch force main[footnoteRef:2], due to its age, pressure and condition. The force main was needed due to the distance from the point of entry of the wastewater and the leach field near Rainbow Falls, a distance of approximately 1.5 miles. The need for this replacement would be avoided with the proposed gravity fed system the park is proposing to construct. [1:  A wastewater lift station is a pump station that moves wastewater from a lower elevation to a higher elevation. Using a lift station in a sewage collection system saves substantial excavation costs to dig trenches for sewer pipes.
]  [2:  A force main is a sewer pipe that uses pumps or compressors instead of gravity to push wastewater from low to high elevation across landscapes where deep excavation is not possible.] 


In 2016, the USFS and NPS found that the Rainbow Falls leach field was failing and were issued a waiver from Madera County for continued operations. At this time, the Inyo National Forest and NPS began to investigate options for replacement of the failing leach field near Rainbow Falls. By 2018, the Inyo National Forest had decided to remove flush toilet facilities from all its campgrounds and day use areas in favor of vault toilets, which do not require leach fields, and which require less maintenance. Therefore, the Inyo National Forest discontinued the use of flush toilets throughout the Reds Meadow Valley in 2019.

Under a verbal consensual agreement, the USFS has continued to allow the use of the Rainbow Falls leach field and since 2018, the NPS has been responsible for replacing and maintaining the leach field and septic tanks.  Due to the condition of the leach field and high cost for needed repairs, the long distance from the monument (approximately 1.5 miles) and the difficulty in pumping wastewater from the monument to the force main (which would need replacement), the NPS determined that an alternate location for both the septic tanks and drain field would be preferable. The agencies agreed informally that the NPS could continue to use the Rainbow Falls septic system until a proposed location was determined and the percolation tests for a new leach field were completed.

The NPS determined that septic tanks could be installed in the monument and have been exploring potential locations for a drain field. At first, the nearby overnight hiker parking area on USFS land was identified as a potential location and under an informal agreement with the USFS, the NPS began planning for percolation testing. In summer 2020, NPS was pursuing an agreement to conduct percolation tests at the overnight hiker parking area butwithout a formal agreement, the NPS could not move forward with the percolation testing contract. Therefore, the NPS decided to pursue alternative park-located areas for the replacement leach field. That led to the development of this environmental assessment (EA).

Devils Postpile Visitor Use: From Memorial Day through Labor Day,  a mandatory shuttle bus brings up to 65 visitors every 20 minutes during peak visitation periods (10:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m.). Most people take advantage of the restrooms and drinking fountain/water bottle filling station before embarking on the four-mile round-trip hike to the Postpile/Rainbow Falls. During other times of year and when the shuttle is not running, day use visitors can drive to the park, where available parking determines access. When the campground is open (it has been closed since 2016), or outside of shuttle hours, visitors can also drive into the park in personal vehicles.

Devils Postpile Administrative Use Area: The monument contains an administration area with five small rustic wood-frame cabins, three tent cabins, one maintenance building, an employee facility, a cache for emergency and search and rescue supplies, and three other storage units.

Devils Postpile Campground and Day Use Area: Visitor facilities in the area include twenty campsites, the small historic Visitor Contact/Ranger Station, two comfort stations, two accessible restrooms, a two-stall vault toilet, a small picnic area, approximately five miles of hiking trails, parking for about sixty-five cars and a small outdoor amphitheater.

Visitation
An average of 1,500 visitors arrive daily (with a peak of 2,500-3,000 on busy weekends) to visit Rainbow Falls and Devils Postpile, the park’s two primary destinations. From mid-June through Labor Day arriving visitors park at the Mammoth Mountain Adventure Center and take a mandatory shuttle bus eight miles to the park, where they disembark and hike trails to visit these primary attractions.

Relationship to the General Management Plan Environmental Assessment/Finding of No Significant Impact (2015)
The general management plan calls for the continued use of the park’s administrative and visitor use facilities. “Visitor experiences will continue to include a range of low‐impact recreational opportunities that have traditionally been available within the monument such as camping, hiking, fishing, sightseeing and wildlife viewing.”

Recent Campground Closures
The campground has been closed since 2016 for several reasons, including to allow for the projected water and wastewater improvements in the adjacent day use area, to reposition staff resources to ensure employee and visitor safety during an extensive trail rehabilitation project to the base of Rainbow Falls, and because deep snows in two years prevented its timely opening. 
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