U.S. DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

RECORD OF DECISION

RESTORATION OF THE MARIPOSA GROVE OF GIANT SEQUOIAS
FINAL ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT

Yosemite National Park, California

INTRODUCTION

The National Park Service (NPS) at Yosemite National Park has prepared this Record of Decision for the
Restoration of the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias Final Environmental Impact Statement (Mariposa
Grove/FEIS). This document includes a brief description of the project background and objectives, a
statement of the decision and discussion of the basis for the decision, a summary of the other
alternatives considered, a description of the environmentally preferred alternative, a description of the
measures that will be implemented to minimize or avoid environmental harm (including a Statement
of Finding for Wetlands), and an overview of public involvement and agency consultation.

In addition, pursuant to NPS Management Policies, the park manager’s determination of no impairment
of park resources and values is attached.

BACKGROUND

In 1864, the U.S. Congress passed landmark legislation granting Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove
of Big Trees to the State of California. The statute decreed that both Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa
Grove of Big Trees were set aside “... for public use, resort, and recreation; [and] shall be inalienable for
all time.” Protection of Mariposa Grove was crucial at that time, as logging was ongoing in other giant
sequoia groves in California. Mariposa Grove was incorporated into Yosemite National Park in 1906.

The Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias supports about 500 mature giant sequoia trees. It is the largest of
three giant sequoia groves within Yosemite National Park, containing 86 percent of the park’s mapped
adult giant sequoias. The NPS estimates that more than one million visitors visit the Mariposa Grove
annually. The giant sequoia ecosystem provides habitat for a variety of wildlife including the Pacific
fisher, a candidate species for federal listing under the Endangered Species Act. There is a rich cultural
history in the Mariposa Grove area including pre-contact and historic-era archeological resources,
several historic properties either listed or eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places,
American Indian traditional cultural resources, and the adult giant sequoia trees. The museum building
was constructed circa 1930 near the former site of a cabin originally constructed in 1864 by Galen Clark,
the first government-appointed guardian of the Mariposa Grove of Big Trees. The Mariposa Grove of
Giant Sequoias and its varied flora and fauna and natural topographic prominences (e.g., Wawona
Point), along with certain of the archeological sites, also represent traditional cultural resources of
importance to traditionally associated American Indian tribes and groups.

The NPS developed the Mariposa Grove/FEIS in response to conditions in the Mariposa Grove area
(including the South Entrance to Yosemite National Park) that adversely affect the ecological health of
the Grove and diminish the quality of the visitor experience. Current conditions adversely affecting the
ecological health of the Grove include the following:
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e Roads, trails, and other infrastructure disrupt the natural hydrologic functioning of the Grove.

e Buildings and infrastructure concentrated in the lower Grove area encroach on individual giant
sequoias and their roots, and reduce habitat for giant sequoia propagation.

e Ongoing foot and vehicle traffic throughout the Grove is damaging giant sequoia trunks,
compacting soils, and exposing shallow giant sequoia roots, potentially making the trees less
resilient and more susceptible to external stressors.

e The deteriorated water distribution system through the Grove is leaking thousands of gallons of
chlorinated water per day, and may be affecting shallow hydrology and local vegetation.

Current conditions diminishing the quality of the visitor experience include the following:

e Current wayfinding and orientation information is not sufficient for visitors upon arrival at the
Grove and while on trails within the Grove.

e Poor road conditions cause seasonal closures, limit vehicle types, and are a safety concern for
visitors and park employees.

e The Grove parking lot often fills to capacity early in the day, forcing temporary closures of the
lot and Mariposa Grove Road, and causing visitor frustration as they are redirected to limited
overflow parking at South Entrance or to Wawona to await a shuttle to return to the Grove.

e Shuttles from Wawona to the Grove are often full when they arrive at the South Entrance
shuttle stop, limiting boarding there and increasing visitor wait times.

e Trails and facilities in and around the Grove need improvements to reduce grades and/or
increase connectivity to provide better universal accessibility.

e Operation of the commercial tram within the Grove creates vehicle/pedestrian conflicts along
the loop road, and intrudes on the experience of pedestrian visitors seeking to enjoy the
majestic setting and natural soundscapes, particularly in the upper, more remote areas of the
Grove.

e The vault toilets in the lower Grove area are inadequate and not fully accessible, and are the
source of nuisance odors that detract from the Grove experience.

e The historic comfort station and the associated septic system and leach field in the upper Grove
area should address water-use efficiency and maintainability goals.

e Historic features at Wawona Point, including the masonry overlook wall, steps, and railing, are in
disrepair and require repairs to meet current standards.

DECISION (Selected Action)

Upon consideration of the concerns and issues raised during the conservation planning and
environmental impact analysis process, with due consideration for all public comments received during
scoping as well as review of the Draft EIS, and in light of applicable laws, regulations, and NPS guidance,
the NPS has selected Alternative 2, South Entrance Hub for implementation. Alternative 2 was identified
as the park’s Preferred Alternative in the October 2013 Mariposa Grove/FEIS. The Selected Action is
substantially the same as described for Alternative 2 in the Final EIS. The Selected Alternative includes
the following components that will be implemented as staffing and funding allow.
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Remove Existing Parking from the Lower Grove Area and Restore Giant Sequoia and Wetland Habitat

The NPS will remove the existing lower Grove parking lot and restore giant sequoia and wetland habitat
in the lower and upper Grove areas. This will entail removing asphalt, decompacting soils, recontouring
topography, and revegetating the site with local native plants. By removing non-essential buildings and
infrastructure; protecting the roots of giant sequoias from the impacts of roads, trails, and foot traffic;
removing impediments to natural surface and subsurface water flow; the NPS can effectively preserve,
protect, and restore the ecosystem of the Mariposa Grove.

Improve Hydrology Related to Roads

Hydrologic flows through the Mariposa Grove area are a primary process that sustains the giant sequoia
trees and associated wetlands. Existing drainage culverts will be repaired or replaced, and roads and
trails within the Grove will be graded or outsloped, where appropriate, to promote unimpeded sheet
flow and infiltration of snowmelt and rainwater. These improvements will reduce channelization and
erosion, and correct flow barriers that divert water within the Grove and the Grove watershed. Routine
inspection and maintenance will be required to keep culverts clear of debris and sediment.

Remove Gift Shop from Lower Grove Area

The existing concessioner-operated gift shop and the associated diesel-powered generator will be
removed from the lower Grove area. The gift shop building intrudes into the natural setting of the
Mariposa Grove, and the generator is a source of noise and air pollution.

Reconfigure the South Entrance as a Transit Hub and Contact Area

Parking at the South Entrance will expand from 20 spaces to a total of 295 standard, oversize, accessible,
and shuttle/bus parking spaces. The parking lot at South Entrance will replace the 115 parking spaces
removed from the lower Grove area as well as over 100 parking spaces currently used for the shuttle in
the vicinity of the Wawona store. Parking capacity estimates will accommodate existing levels of
visitation at the Grove.

A shuttle bus boarding and tour bus transfer area will facilitate visitor use of the park shuttle service to
travel to the lower Grove area. New visitor services will be provided, including visitor information and
educational and other sales items.

Provide Pedestrian Access from South Entrance to Mariposa Grove

The segment of the abandoned Washburn Road alignment from the South Entrance to the Mariposa
Grove Road picnic area will be rehabilitated as a pedestrian trail. At least two foot-trail bridges will be
constructed to cross streams. A new trail will be constructed in the segment from the picnic area to the
lower Grove area.

Remove Tram Operations

The concessioner-operated commercial tram staging area and tram operations will be removed from
Mariposa Grove. The current tram ticketing and turn-around area in the lower Grove area will be
repurposed to a small transit node to accommodate shuttle and school bus loading and unloading, and
accessible parking for placarded private vehicles.
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Adjust Shuttle Service and Traffic Control

The shuttle service to the Grove will continue to operate between the South Entrance and the lower
Grove area. A separate, limited-schedule shuttle will connect visitors staying at Wawona (including
visitors at the hotel and campground), with the South Entrance area where they will be able to catch the
shuttle to the Grove. Outside of normal shuttle hours and during the shoulder seasons when the
shuttles are not running, visitors will be provided vehicular access to the lower Grove area (in the transit
turn-around) or the picnic area along Mariposa Grove Road where parking for a combined total of 50-80
vehicles will be available. The potential for early morning as well as late-day use of the spaces will be
contingent upon the hours of shuttle operation. Only placarded or service vehicles will be provided
access to the Grizzly Giant during normal shuttle hours of operation. Traffic control during periods of
heavy visitation (typically the summer, weekends and on holidays) will continue. Road closures because
of snow conditions in the winter will continue.

Adjust Commercial Bus Tours

Commercial buses will stop at the South Entrance for visitor orientation, restrooms, and transfer to
shuttles. Depending on facility capacity and shuttle operations, buses less than 40 feet long may drop off
passengers in the lower Grove area and park at the South Entrance. In the future, the NPS may need to
institute a permit reservation system for commercial tour buses, if demand exceeds the capacity of the
septic system or commercial bus parking spaces.

Convert the Upper Grove Loop Road to a Pedestrian Trail

The southern portion of the currently paved historic loop road will be converted to a pedestrian trail.
This portion of the loop has a remarkable density of giant sequoias and will be an exceptional pedestrian
pathway. Many giant sequoias grow within close proximity to the pavement and as the trees expand in
diameter, the width of the road becomes too narrow for vehicles to traverse without impacting their
roots and trunks.

Convert the Upper Portion of Mariposa Grove Road to a Hardened Pedestrian Trail

The segment of the Mariposa Grove Road extending from the Grizzly Giant to Wawona Point will be
converted into a hardened trail, but occasional use by service vehicles will be allowed, including those
needing access to maintain the telecommunications equipment located at Wawona Point

Extend Footbridge

An existing pedestrian bridge in the vicinity of the Fallen Monarch will be removed and replaced with an
extended footbridge to reduce impacts on the wetland.

Improve Universal Accessibility

Integrated, universally accessible [compliant with Architectural Barriers Act Accessibility Standards
(ABAAS) ] transportation hubs/nodes, parking spaces, comfort stations, interpretive signs and displays,
and trails at the South Entrance Station and lower Grove area will allow park visitors with a greater
range of physical abilities to experience and enjoy the Mariposa Grove. Visitors with vehicles displaying
accessible parking placards or NPS vehicles will drive through the lower Grove area to the Grizzly Giant.
Several pullouts will allow these visitors to stop and view individual sequoias or groups of sequoias.
Accessible parking spaces will be available at the lower Grove area and the Grizzly Giant for visitors with
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accessible parking placards, and the existing vault toilet near the road will be relocated to the Grizzly
Giant parking area. The shuttle originating at the South Entrance will continue to be available to visitors
with limited mobility.

Accessibility improvements (consistent with ABAAS) will be made to the approach to the existing South
Entrance comfort station, which is a contributing feature of the eligible South Entrance Historic District.
Any alterations will be designed to meet the U.S. Secretary of the Interior’s standards for rehabilitation
of historic properties.

Additional accessible trails are proposed in the lower Grove area will allow visitors the opportunity to
enjoy the beauty and tranquility of Yosemite’s giant sequoia forest that does not currently exist. An
accessible trail will be created in the ecologically restored lower Grove area that will include boardwalks
with benches and viewpoints. The accessible trail system will enable all visitors to move beyond the
vicinity of the parking and shuttle boarding area and into the Grove. Visitors could experience the
beauty of the giant sequoias, including the Fallen Monarch, wetlands, streams, and wildlife at their own
pace and in a more natural setting than is currently accessible.

Another, similarly accessible trail will be built connecting a small nearby accessible parking area to the
Grizzly Giant. It will include portions of a previously abandoned trail and existing trails. This trail will
extend past the Grizzly Giant to the California Tunnel Tree, and then beyond to an open overlook on an
adjacent ridge. The overlook will offer visitors a glimpse of the landscape context of the Grove and the
forest, wetlands and streams that comprise the habitat of the giant sequoias. A trail leading to the
adjacent Sierra National Forest is also located at the Grizzly Giant trailhead where the new accessible
parking spaces will be located. A potential accessible trail extension could start here, and wind through
forest, past a massive granite outcrop, to a small wetland within the park boundary.

Rehabilitate Wawona Point

The historic features at Wawona Point will be rehabilitated. Wawona Point provides a scenic vista of the
western edge of the park and the South Fork Merced River valley, stretching toward the Sierra Nevada
foothills and the Central Valley beyond. Historic rehabilitation will include repair of rock work, steps,
paths, and railings, and removal of remnant asphalt pavement in what formerly was a parking area at
the summit. Ecological restoration activities will include revegetation of denuded areas and where
pavement is removed.

Reconstruct the Wawona Road/Mariposa Grove Road Intersection

The intersection of Wawona Road and Mariposa Grove Road will be reconstructed and possibly
realigned if traffic conditions warrant. The NPS will consider an option for a roundabout in this area if
the recent kiosk improvements at the South Entrance do not adequately address congestion for visitors
coming into the South Entrance from Fish Camp. The roundabout would be optimally located for the site
conditions and roadway requirements, and will accommodate the existing type and volume of traffic
using the intersection. Realignment of the intersection is intended to reduce risk of collisions, better
accommodate larger vehicles, increase the intersection’s vehicle traffic capacity, improve clarity of
wayfinding and travel directions for visitors, reduce traffic congestion at the intersection, and improve
working conditions for NPS staff.
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Realign the Road at the Entrance to the Grove

The road at the entrance to the Grove could be realigned to enhance restoration efforts and straighten
the existing tight curve near the giant sequoias in the vicinity of the Three Sentinels. This work will likely
be completed in conjunction with the resurfacing of the Mariposa Grove Road between South Entrance
and the Grove. The crossing over the creek (e.g., box culvert or bridge) would be relocated to improve
safety, control erosion of the drainage channel, and avoid giant sequoias.

Modify Water Supply System

The leaking water distribution piping will be repaired or replaced. The pipeline is leaking chlorinated
water, and may be affecting local hydrology and vegetation. A 400-ft. segment of the distribution piping
that runs in the Rattlesnake Creek drainage will be decommissioned (removed or pipe-burst) and
replaced under the road to Wawona Point. The water treatment and storage units in the upper Grove
area will be relocated in the vicinity of the intersection of the loop road and the road to Wawona Point.

Repurpose the Museum Building

The museum building will remain, however, its function as a primary interpretive facility for the Grove
will be moved to the new transit hub location at the South Entrance. The museum building may be
repurposed as a group hiker’s shelter, meeting room, or other compatible use.

Improve Orientation and Wayfinding

Additional signage will be provided where needed to provide clearer orientation and direction to visitors
upon arrival at the South Entrance and within the Mariposa Grove.

Improve Visitor Education and Interpretation

Additional interpretive wayside, orientation, and informational exhibits and a visitor contact station will
be provided to better educate Mariposa Grove visitors. Interpretation will include historic and cultural
uses in the Grove and American Indian traditional cultural resources and practices.

Improve Structure and Utility Sustainability

For relocated facilities, actions will be undertaken in accordance with the National Park Service Guiding
Principles of Sustainable Design (1993) and A Sense of Place — Design Guidelines for Yosemite National

Park (2012). These principles include the orientation of buildings to optimize seasonal solar exposures

and to minimize the effects of prevailing winds, design that incorporates the use of natural ventilation,
energy-efficient lighting, and the installation of energy- and water-efficient fixtures and utilities.

Monitor Project Success

A monitoring plan will be developed prior to project implementation to define the target forest
condition and metrics for evaluating the success of restoration efforts as well as defining targeted
conditions for the visitor experience.

OTHER ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

Alternative 1, No Action
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This alternative would continue current management into the future, with no changes to existing
facilities, transportation systems, or services. Maintenance and operation of existing facilities such as
the parking lot in the lower Grove area and concessioner-provided commercial services including the
commercial tram and gift shop would continue.

Alternative 3, Grizzly Giant Hub

Alternative 3 would relocate public parking and visitor information services from the lower Grove area
to a location in proximity to the Grizzly Giant, but outside the extent of giant sequoia habitat. The
existing road, gift shop, parking area, and commercial tram staging would be removed from the lower
Grove area to allow for comprehensive restoration of wetland and giant sequoia habitat. Tram
operations would be eliminated within the Grove. A new road would be constructed around the lower
Grove area to the new Grizzly Giant visitor parking area.

Alternative 4, South Entrance Hub with Modified Commercial Tram Service

Alternative 4 would be similar to Alternative 2, but under this alternative, the commercial tram staging
area would be moved to South Entrance, and commercial tram operations would continue between the
South Entrance and the vicinity of the museum building in the upper Grove area.

PRELIMINARY OPTIONS CONSIDERED BUT DISMISSED

The Council on Environmental Quality guidelines for implementing the National Environmental Policy

Act (NEPA) requires federal agencies to analyze all “reasonable” alternatives that substantially meet the
purpose and need for the proposed action. Under NEPA, an alternative may be eliminated from detailed
study for the following reasons [40 CFR 1504.14 (a)]:

e “Technical or economic infeasibility;” the inability to meet project objectives or resolve need for
the project in a cost-efficient manner

e Duplication of other less environmentally damaging alternatives

e Conflicts with an up-to-date valid plan, statement of purpose and significance, or other policy;
therefore would require a major change in that plan or policy to implement

e Environmental impacts too great

The following alternatives or actions were considered during the alternatives development phase of the
conservation planning process, but were not carried forward for full environmental impact analysis
because they met one or more of the above criteria.

Lower Grove Area Hub

This alternative was developed to explore low-cost changes that could make a significant difference in
resolving the major issues at the Mariposa Grove. In this alternative, the commercial tram would be
removed, the Mariposa Grove parking lot would have a smaller footprint, and modest giant sequoia
habitat restoration could be achieved in the lower Grove area that would improve existing conditions.
An accessible trail could be constructed, and restroom accessibility at the lower Grove area could be
greatly improved. This conceptual alternative had an accessible viewpoint overlooking the Grizzly Giant,
but no accessible trails. The primary arrival point and contact area for visitors would have remained in
the lower Grove area, and access and parking would remain fragmented at the Grove, South Entrance,
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and Wawona. The alternative, though offering some restoration opportunities, did not adequately
address the purpose and need components of addressing the sustained overflow parking problems at
South Entrance and the subsequent adverse impact on visitor access times and visitor experience. In
addition, lower Grove area buildings and infrastructure that are currently adversely impacting giant
sequoias as well as other sensitive resources such as wetlands would have remained under this
alternative. Because this alternative did not adequately meet the project purpose and need, it was
dismissed from further analysis.

South Entrance Hub, Complete Commercial Tram Road Removal, Relocate Wawona Point
Communications Equipment

This alternative was developed to provide extensive giant sequoia habitat restoration by completely
removing and restoring the existing commercial tram/service road from the lower Grove area to
Wawona Point, including the upper Grove area loop road. Other aspects of this alternative were
essentially the same as the Alternative 2, South Entrance Hub. To eliminate the service road, the NPS
would have had to relocate the communications tower recently installed at Wawona Point. The location
of the Wawona Point communications tower is a critical component of the park-wide communications
network. The tower requires periodic maintenance (e.g., refueling) throughout the year, and therefore
must be accessible via a roadway for service vehicles.

The park reviewed possible sites for tower relocation, but the only suitable alternate location lies within
designated wilderness, and relocation costs would be prohibitive, possibly exceeding several million
dollars. The project team also considered alternate power supply for the Wawona Point equipment, but
determined that new power transmission lines would cross designated wilderness, solar panels would
be unreliable in the winter due to snow cover, and delivery of propane via other transportation modes
(e.g., helicopter) during winter months would require extensive site preparation and would be expensive
and unreliable during inclement weather. Because the communications tower and the current fueling
system could not reasonably be relocated or replaced, the “full” restoration benefits envisioned in this
alternative could not be realized, and the alternative ended up being nearly identical to Alternative 2,
South Entrance Hub. Therefore, this alternative was dismissed from further analysis. Under the retained
action alternatives, the road to Wawona Point would be converted into a hardened trail and maintained
for occasional vehicular use until the telecommunications tower becomes obsolete due to technological
advances, after which more permeable trail surfaces may be explored.

Studhorse Parking

NPS considered adding supplemental parking at the Studhorse parking area located on Wawona Road
between Wawona and the South Entrance, to support visitation at the Mariposa Grove. However, the
area’s proximity to designated wilderness and topographic constraints made a new large parking lot
infeasible in the area. In addition, the South Entrance area, being in closer proximity to the Grove,
provides more logical centralized placement for Grove visitor parking. Therefore, this area was
dismissed as a possible parking component of the alternatives, and was not evaluated further.

Sierra National Forest Parking

NPS considered collaborating with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service to create a
collection/parking hub and visitor contact area for Mariposa Grove in the Goat Meadow snow play area
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on Sierra National Forest land, or using Sierra National Forest land for road access. Extensive issues with
road widening and fee collection were identified. Complications of planning and managing an out-of-
park site with multiple jurisdictions, and a desire to have parking and other visitor facilities closer to the
Grove and within the boundaries of the park led to the dismissal of this option.

New Parking at South Entrance West of Wawona Road

The NPS considered an option to develop new parking on the west side of Wawona Road, near the
Wawona Road/ Mariposa Grove Road intersection. Initial analysis indicated this option would be
problematic in terms of topography, visitor orientation, traffic flow, and pedestrian safety. The main
concerns were safety of entrances and exits on the Wawona Road curve, and safety for pedestrians
crossing the highway. A vehicle or pedestrian underpass beneath Wawona Road was considered to
mitigate some of the safety concerns, but the difficulty in maintaining efficient operations at the South
Entrance due to parking congestion coupled with the cost associated with a grade separation at this
location, led to dismissal of this alternative. Operational issues were also a concern, as the park service
rangers’ shooting range would be close to the proposed visitor parking. Parking on the east side of the
road is more intuitive for people going eastward from South Entrance to Mariposa Grove and allows for
a simpler transition for people entering the park from the south. This option also would displace the
existing septic system and leach field at South Entrance. The possibility of routing wastewater from
South Entrance to the Wawona treatment plant via a new sewer line that would be constructed along
Wawona Road also was considered. However, the 7-mile-long sewer line was determined to be cost-
prohibitive at an estimated cost of $12 million to $14 million, and this option was dismissed.

Oakhurst or Fish Camp Parking and Visitor Contact

The NPS considered developing a visitor contact area (and parking outside park boundaries in Fish Camp
or Oakhurst. Complexities with land and building ownership outside the park, and a desire to locate
visitor facilities for the Mariposa Grove closer to the Grove and within the boundaries of the park led to
the dismissal of this option.

BASIS FOR DECISION

After careful consideration of each alternative and its foreseeable environmental impacts, the expressed
purpose and need for federal action, and all public and agency comments, including comments on the
Restoration of the Mariposa Grove of Giant Sequoias Draft Environmental Impact Statement (Mariposa
Grove/Draft EIS), Alternative 2, has been selected for implementation. This alternative best complies
with NPS management policies, the legislated purposes of Mariposa Grove and Yosemite National Park,
and the statutory mission of the park to provide long-term protection of Yosemite National Park’s
resources and values while allowing for visitor use and visitor enjoyment.

The NPS has determined that the Selected Action will:

e Restore the natural habitat of the giant sequoias, including restoration of wetlands by removing
unnecessary road and building infrastructure, improving water flow impacted by roads and
trails, and eliminating leaking chlorinated water from the water supply system

e Protect the special status Pacific fisher by concentrating vehicles and visitor use away from
prime denning habitat and reducing private vehicle traffic on the Mariposa Grove Road
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e Improve universal access in the lower Grove area and at the Grizzly Giant by constructing a new
trail, providing additional parking, and improving restrooms

e Provide a better opportunity for all visitors to experience the awe and beauty of the unique
natural setting by reducing vehicle and generator noise and exhaust fumes within giant sequoia
habitat

e Restore the lower Grove area as a visitor destination in itself, rather than a staging area,
allowing a fulfilling giant sequoia grove experience for visitors with limited mobility and/or
time, and a better transition to the more remote parts of the Grove

e Provide a variety of experiences for visitors by constructing a pedestrian trail from South
Entrance to the lower Grove area, an accessible trail in the lower Grove area, and wide trails
(converted from roads) in the upper Grove area

As documented in the final EIS, the following key factors support implementation of the Selected Action:

e The environmental impact analyses demonstrate that the Selected Action will have short-term
impacts and some adverse effects, but will ultimately secure long-term benefits for Yosemite
National Park resources

e The Selected Action has a high likelihood of achieving the expressed purpose, need, goals, and
objectives as articulated in the draft and final EIS

e The Selected Action fulfills the vision for restoring park resources as described in the 1980
General Management Plan for Yosemite National Park

e The Selected Action is fully compliant with NPS’s mission and policies, and other pertinent laws
and regulations, and in particular fosters the preservation of the park in a state of nature as set
forth in the 1916 Act

e The Selected Action specifies all feasible and prudent measures to minimize environmental
harm

e The Selected Action was crafted through several years of public involvement and agency
coordination, and is a reasonable and rational course of action supported by park partners,
researchers, and local communities

e Undertaking the Selected Action will not impair park resources and values

ENVIRONMENTALLY PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE

In accordance with NPS Director’s Order 12: Conservation Planning, Environmental Impact Analysis, and
Decision-making and Council on Environmental Quality requirements, the NPS is required to identify the
“environmentally preferred alternative.” The environmentally preferred alternative is determined by
applying the criteria listed in NEPA Section 101(b). The Council on Environmental Quality (46 Federal
Register 18026-18038) states that the “environmentally preferable alternative is the alternative that
would promote the national environmental policy as expressed in NEPA’s Section 101.” Generally, the
environmentally preferred alternative is the alternative that causes the least damage to the biological
and physical environment and that best protects, preserves, and enhances historic, cultural, and natural
resources (46 Federal Register 18026 — 46 Federal Register 18038). Per Section 101 of NEPA, it is the
responsibility of the federal government to address the following goals:
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(1) Fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding
generations.

All of the action alternatives would, to varying degrees, reduce development footprints within
the Mariposa Grove, restore hydrologic and ecological systems to more natural conditions, and
stabilize and/or rehabilitate cultural resources at South Entrance, the Grove, and Wawona Point.
The Selected Action best meets this goal because it will reduce developed area within sequoia
habitat; require the least new development outside sequoia habitat; implement substantial
restoration of wetlands and giant sequoia habitat; and better protect Pacific fishers from road
fatalities on the Mariposa Grove Road and within the Grove. The project will also improve the
soundscape throughout the Grove by eliminating most private vehicle parking in the lower
Grove area during peak-use periods and discontinuing operation of the commercial tram in the
upper Grove area. All of these actions will address visitor and operational services that are
adversely affecting giant sequoia habitat and will provide the best opportunity for sustaining the
long-term health of the Mariposa Grove.

(2) Assure for all visitors safe, healthful, productive, and aesthetically and culturally pleasing
surroundings.

All of the action alternatives would meet this goal. The Selected Action best fulfills this goal for
several of the reasons stated above, in conjunction with affording the best balance of more
efficient visitor transport via shuttle to and from the Grove and relocation of traffic- and
parking-related impacts outside of the Grove. The Selected Action provides universal access to a
quality giant sequoia grove experience in the lower Grove area while preserving a less
developed, more natural visitor experience in the upper Grove area through elimination of the
commercial tram operations and reducing the footprint of trails and roadways. Wayfinding signs
will be placed on the short section of road below the Grizzly Giant to encourage visitors to use
the pedestrian trail instead of the road. This will help separate pedestrians from vehicles with
accessible parking placards going to the Grizzly Giant. The Selected Action assures a safe and
aesthetically and culturally pleasing environment for all Mariposa Grove visitors.

(3) Attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk to
health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences.

The Selected Action will attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment while
minimizing further degradation of the sensitive giant sequoia environment, and managing risks
to visitor health and safety concerns by substantially reducing vehicle/pedestrian conflicts
within the Grove. All of the action alternatives would improve sanitary facilities, and reduce
current safety hazards associated with Grove traffic, shuttle stops, and parking. The Selected
Action will also improve visitor safety by separating hikers and pedestrians from roadway traffic,
eliminating the commercial tram service, and redesigning parking areas and shuttle stops,
thereby reducing vehicle/pedestrian conflicts currently associated with shared use of the in-
Grove parking lot and roadway. The road below the Grizzly Giant will be signed to encourage
visitors to use the pedestrian trail to help separate pedestrians from vehicles.
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(4)

(5)

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.

The Selected Action will best restore and preserve the giant sequoias of the Mariposa Grove,
which are important to our national heritage and the development of both state and national
park systems. The Selected Action and Alternative 3 would provide a better opportunity for
solitude in the upper Grove area with the removal of the tram and exclusion of private vehicles.
All of the action alternatives would avoid and/or minimize effects on historic and traditional
cultural aspects of the Grove and South Entrance areas; Alternative 3 would have the least
effect on the historic setting at South Entrance, but would most extensively disturb
archeological resources and alter historic circulation patterns within the Grove by constructing a
new road to a new visitor parking and information hub near the Grizzly Giant.

Achieve a balance between population and resource use which will permit high standards of
living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities.

The Selected Action will reduce in-Grove infrastructure and best conserve energy by significantly
restricting private vehicle access to the Grove and eliminating open-air diesel-powered
generator use and commercial tram operations within the Grove. All action alternatives improve
accessibility to the Grove for visitors with limited mobility. The Selected Action offers the best
opportunity for expanding the range of visitor experiences by expanding accessible trail
opportunities in diverse areas in the lower Grove area and at the Grizzly Giant. The Selected
Action and Alternative 3 would provide a better opportunity for quiet, natural sounds, and
solitude in the upper Grove area with the removal of the tram and private vehicles and enhance
the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of
depletable resources.

All of the action alternatives would implement sustainable principles and technologies in
accordance with Guiding Principles of Sustainable Design (NPS 1993). These include recycling of
demolition debris to the extent practicable, using recycled materials in construction, repair or
replacement of inefficient systems, improved operational practices, and installation of energy-
and water-efficient features and utilities. The Selected Action represents the most efficient
management of depletable fossil fuels both by eliminating in-Grove tram operations, open-air
diesel-powered generators, and most private vehicle access during peak visitor season, and by
concentrating visitor and employee parking near a park entrance and implementing efficient
shuttle service using buses that operate on alternative fuels.

In summary, The Selected Action (Alternative 2) on balance best achieves these national environmental
policy goals, and therefore is identified as the environmentally preferred alternative.

MEASURES TO MINIMIZE ENVIRONMENTAL HARM

The NPS places a strong emphasis on avoidance, minimization, and mitigation of adverse impacts under
NEPA, and adverse effects under the National Historic Preservation Act. To protect natural, cultural, and
social resources and the quality of the visitor experience, mitigation measures will be implemented as
part of the Selected Action as identified in Appendix A. Mitigation measures will occur prior to, during,
and after implementation of all proposed actions. In addition, mitigation measures identified through
consultation with the California State Historic Preservation Officer and traditionally associated American
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Indian tribes and groups are identified in a project-specific Memorandum of Agreement, as required
under 36 CFR Part 800 (Appendix B).

Monitoring and enforcement programs will ensure proper and timely implementation of these
measures. The NPS will obtain necessary federal and state permits required to undertake the actions
described in the Selected Action and additional mitigation measures may be identified through those
processes.

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT AND AGENCY COORDINATION

Project Scoping

The NPS conducted public scoping to understand the spectrum of concerns, interests, and issues to be
considered during the planning process for the Mariposa Grove/EIS. Public open houses took place in
Yosemite Valley on August 31, 2011, September 28, 2011, December 7, 2011, and January 25, 2012 to
inform interested parties about the proposed project and to solicit comments from members of the
public. Public scoping comments were accepted from August 31, 2011, through February 3, 2012. The
park also conducted a public site visit at the Mariposa Grove on October 14, 2011. Approximately 20
interested individuals attended.

The NPS accepted public comments by mail, fax, email, through the Planning, Environment, and Public
Comment (PEPC) website at http://www.parkplanning.nps.gov/mariposagrove, and on comment forms
available at public scoping meetings. During the public scoping period, the park received 43 letters from
41 individuals, one organization — the Sierra Club Yosemite Committee, and one business — the Yosemite
Sierra Visitors Bureau. Analysis of these letters identified 126 discrete substantive comments, from
which 15 general concern statements were generated. All comments received during the scoping period
were carefully read and considered, and are now part of the administrative record for this project.

Concerns which emerged during the public scoping period were largely associated with the ecology and
natural resources of the Grove, visitor use and experience, public health and safety, transportation,
soundscapes, and restroom facilities. The long-term sustainability and health of the Grove’s ecosystem,
along with the negative effect of current visitor amenities at the Grove were key issues raised in public
scoping. Commenters expressed concerns regarding the parking lot in the lower Grove area — it often
fills to capacity, forcing temporary closures of the parking lot, long shuttle rides and traffic congestion at
the South Entrance. Parking lot noise and traffic and vehicle operation on Grove roads also diminish the
visitor experience. Visitor accessibility was inadequate. Safety concerns regarding road configuration,
pedestrian crossings, and access at the South Entrance were also expressed in scoping comments.
Scoping comments addressed the diminished soundscape associated with noise from vehicle traffic and
tram audio presentations. Commenters were also critical of the condition of the existing vault toilets in
the lower Grove area. These comments were primary drivers informing preparation of the Draft EIS.

OnJune 27,2012, the NPS shared results of the Choosing by Advantages workshop for the Mariposa Grove
plan with the public at the monthly open house in Yosemite Valley. Design drawings and scoring for each
preliminary alternative were presented, and input received led to the reconsideration of some
alternatives. During this period, internal and agency scoping was conducted in consultation with NPS
managers and staff, traditionally associated American Indian tribes and groups, affected state and federal
agencies, and local and state governments.

Public Review of the Restoration of the Mariposa Grove Draft Environmental Impact Statement
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The Mariposa Grove/Draft EIS was available to the public, federal, state, and local agencies and
organizations for a 61-day public review period from March 8, 2013 through May 7, 2013. The U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency published its notice of filing and release of the Draft EIS on March 8,
2013 (the NPS notice of availability was published on March 14, 2013). Electronic copies of the Mariposa
Grove/Draft EIS were posted to the park’s website at www.nps.gov/yose/parkmgmt/mgrove.htm.
Approximately 70 printed copies and/or CDs of the document were distributed to individuals who
requested copies, as well as to congressional delegations, state and local elected officials, federal
agencies, traditionally associated American Indian tribes and groups, organizations and local businesses,
public libraries, and the news media. The NPS provided notice of the plan’s availability for public
comment via a press release distributed to a wide variety of news media, and announcements placed on
the park’s website and in online newsletters, printed newsletters, and local public libraries.

Park staff discussed the Mariposa Grove/Draft EIS via a public webinar on April 9, 2013. In addition, park
staff hosted public meetings on April 12, 2013 (at Tenaya Lodge in Fish Camp, California) and April 24,
2013 (at the Visitor Center Auditorium in Yosemite Valley, California). These two meetings consisted of
an open house, presentation, and an opportunity to discuss the plan with park staff members and to
provide comment.

Public comment letters were received through the PEPC website, by email, and by mail. During the 61-
day public comment period, the park received 335 public comment letters. Two comment letters were
from Federal agencies (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
Region 9), one comment letter was from a state agency (California State Clearinghouse and Planning
Unit), five letters were from organizations (Extinction Witness, Central Sierra Environmental Resource
Center, National Parks and Conservation Association, Yosemite/Mariposa County Tourism Bureau,
Yosemite Sierra Visitors Bureau), one letter was from a business (Delaware North Companies Parks and
Resorts at Yosemite, Inc.), and the remainder originated from unaffiliated individuals. The U. S.
Environmental Protection Agency letter (dated May 3, 2013) rated the preferred Alternative (Alternative
2) as “Lack of Objections.” This rating can be summarized as no potential environmental impacts
requiring substantive changes to the proposal.

An analysis of all the combined responses identified 356 discrete comments, from which 68 general
concern statements were generated. The majority of comments received during the public comment
period were statements of support for Alternative 2 (Preferred alternative) (270 correspondences), or
statements of support for restoration efforts in Mariposa Grove (239 correspondences).
Correspondence also reflected concern about access to the upper Grove area for specific users including
people with disabilities, the elderly, or young children (24 correspondences). There were 17
correspondences that asked the National Park Service to consider transportation alternatives to the
current tram system in the upper Grove area.

On November 1, 2013 the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency published its notice of filing of the final
EIS in the Federal Register; initiating the minimum 30 days “no action” waiting period through December
2, 2013. The NPS Notice of Availability was published in the Federal Register on November 5, 2013.

Federal, State, & Tribal Consultation and Coordination

California State Office of Historic Preservation

The NPS is consulting with the California State Office of Historic Preservation under the four-step
process outlined in 36 CFR Part 800. The NPS will continue to consult with the State Historic
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Preservation Officer (SHPO) through design and construction of the project as needed. As recommended
by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), the NPS will serve as the lead agency on behalf of the
USACE regarding future consultation with the SHPO regarding permits.

Cultural resources investigations and reports for the Mariposa Grove/EIS were conducted in accordance
with the Section 106 process under 36 CFR Part 800 “Protection of Historic Properties”, the regulations
that implement the National Historic Preservation Act. The NPS initiated consultation with the with a
letter sent on September 30, 2011. A site visit in October 2011 was conducted with the staff of the State
Office of Historic Preservation during the scoping period for the project. On April 11, 2012, the park sent
a letter requesting concurrence for a determination of ineligibility for four archeological sites in the
study area. On June 26, 2012 the park sent a letter requesting concurrence on the amendment to the
Mariposa Grove consensus determination of eligibility. On February 5, 2013, the NPS received a letter
from the California State Office of Historic Preservation concurring with the boundaries of the Area of
Potential Effects (APE); the recommended eligibilities, as well as agreement that historic properties have
been sufficiently identified. The NPS developed a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) with the SHPO as
part of consultation for this project. The MOA provides the mechanism to resolve the adverse effects of
the Mariposa Grove/EIS and it completes the requirements of Section 106 of the National Historic
Preservation Act (16 U.S.C. Section 470f) and its implementing regulations (36 CFR 800) with regard to
this plan. A draft MOA was included as an appendix to the Mariposa Grove/Final EIS, and the final signed
MOA is included in this Record of Decision (Appendix B).

The Advisory Council on Historic Preservation

The Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (ACHP) was notified of the initiation of the project on
September 30, 2011. Per the ACHP’s November 12, 2011 correspondence, the park submitted follow-up
documentation consistent with 36 CFR §800.11(e) in October, 2013. On December 3, 2013, the ACHP
notified the park of their intention not to participate in the development of the project MOA.

American Indian Consultation

Yosemite National Park consults with seven traditionally associated American Indian tribes and groups
that have ancestral connections to Yosemite National Park: the American Indian Council of Mariposa
County, Inc. (aka Southern Sierra Miwuk Nation), Bishop Paiute Tribe, Bridgeport Indian Colony, Mono
Lake Kutzadika?, North Fork Rancheria of Mono Indians of California, Picayune Rancheria of the
Chukchansi Indians, and the Tuolumne Band of Me-Wuk Indians. The NPS initiated consultation with
these American Indian tribes and groups in a letter dated October 19, 2011 (with a subsequent
correction letter dated November 28, 2011).

Tribal consultation for this project took place at a number of meetings and tribal site visits.