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My name is Will Jaremko-Wright, I am an instructor of biology and natural resource management at New Mexico Highlands University. I am also a parciante on the Acequia de Atalaya in Arroyo Hondo, New Mexico. I have recreated, worked, researched and lived in and near the Carson and Santa Fe National Forests for my entire adult life. The Upper Rio Hondo watershed and Wheeler Peak Wilderness Area stand out as a truly unique ecosystem in our state. I strongly urge that the Carson National Forest conduct an Environmental Impact Statement to address the ecological and socio-economic threats to the Rio Hondo watershed by the proposed actions of Taos Ski Valley inc’s proposed ‘Gondola and Other Improvements’ Project. These comments are in response to the Draft Environmental Assessment on the Taos Ski Valley Inc’s proposal for construction of new gondolas, restaurants, water storage facilities and some minor ‘improvements’ to existing infrastructure.
· The EA states that there would be no significant/indirect effects on conservation concern bird species such as Cassin’s Finch, Rosy-Finches, and Olive-sided flycatcher. The EA appears to have been conducted without context of recent development, reconstruction of condos in the base area, increasingly fire-wise and thinned forests around the low-density housing along the Twining road between the base area and kachina basin, and the effects of the severe windfall events in and around the Kachina basin. Concerning the windfall events, in an interview with the Taos news reported in 2022, Dr. John Formby, forest health specialist/entomologist with NM State Forestry stated that the blowdown could lead to increased bark beetle activity along the corridor and spread into neighboring forest (Taos News, 1/27/2022). Biologist Brian Long was quoted as stating that significant portions of prime Pine Marten habitat was also negatively impacted. The EA fails to address the ongoing chronic environmental stresses to conservation concern species within the EA boundaries as well as the acute and recent changes in the local environment. The EA overestimates the current ecological conditions and human-wildlife impacts within the proposed area and surrounding portions of the watershed. As an example, the EA’s comments on the state of habitat and potential impacts to Cassin’s Finch and Olive-sided flycatcher, as well as those of species without a conservation concern status with regard to mature sub-alpine forest surely must be revised in light of 300+ acres of blowdown, and thinning projects that are surely fire-wise, do not reflect the historic conditions of Spruce and Mixed Conifer forests within the Sangre de Cristos. As correctly stated in the EA, many of these thinned glade projects do not resemble a natural habitat type, and should therefore be viewed as degraded habitat. Construction of a gondola and its tower pads, increased summer use, road construction and heavy equipment-requiring maintenance of infrastructure in and near the riparian area would surely continue to pile stressors onto the ecological community. The Carson National Forest Land Management Plan does not state that the Taos Ski Valley lease agreement treats this portion of the public’s land as a complete ecological sacrifice zone, yet the EA appears to suggest that because the habitat is already degraded, further harm is negligible.
· Peppered throughout the Carson National Forest’s Land Management Plan and the United States Forest Service system is language invoking, sustainable development, and climate adaptability. In fact on page 18 of the Carson’s Land Management Plan’s commitment to sustainability lists ways that operations will strive to be sustainable, noting as #6 to be a leader in sustainability;

“6. Sustainability Leadership–Make strong efforts to meet or exceed the requirements of Executive orders and policies related to sustainable operations. Leadership and management have a commitment to communicate the agency’s vision for sustainable operations.”

The land management plan goes on to even define sustainability;

“Sustainability is the ability of the Carson and its resources to meet the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability to meet the needs of future generations. Sustainability includes ecological, economic, and social capabilities. It requires the symbiotic interaction among ecological integrity, the ability of society to produce and consume or otherwise benefit from goods and services, and the ability of society to support the network of relationships, traditions, culture, and activities that connect people to the land and to one another in vibrant communities. (36 CFR 219.19).”
The proposed actions within Taos Ski Valley’s Gondola and Other Improvements Proposal are incongruent with these forest-wide and federal scale policies. While some of the recent blowdown areas and ongoing development areas are outside of the EA’s scope of boundaries, wildlife communities, ecological processes, and the water cycle are clearly transitory to the EA’s bounds. The EA’s biological assessment fails to address changes within the upper Arroyo Hondo watershed that would impact ecological communities within the EA’s boundary. The EA therefore underestimates potential changes in wildlife population trends and conflicts with humans. These ‘small improvements’ to TSV infrastructure add up and could be too much for this fragile subalpine ecosystem to withstand. The proposed activities could not be taken as a commitment to sustainable development. 

· While the proposal states that the gondola would be using solar power and therefore have a carbon-friendly energy source, the largest carbon footprint of any project is the construction phase. The EA does not appear to address the carbon emissions of this project in a full accounting manner. Increased visitation of visitors driving 100 miles to come to TSV would offset the minimal 2 mile reduction of visitors driving the Twining road. Again, this proposal and the emissions from transportation of materials, construction of new infrastructure, and increased visitation all would lead to a larger carbon footprint as a result of activities within the upper Rio Hondo watershed. This is not climate or sustainability leadership. 

· The EA does not address the increase in seasonal visitation by expanding trail and chair access throughout the ski valley area. Increased visitation in the non-winter ski season would lead to more people on the mountain during spring and fall seasons. Vehicle-animal collisions have been shown to peak in the spring and fall (Garriga et al., 2017). The EA fails to take a holistic approach to how increased visitation could impact vehicle-animal collisions. 

· The Ski Valley area operates a water and waste management system in an extreme alpine environment. The proposed mid-mountain restaurant high on the slopes of the mountain create another potential point-source pollution focal point where a restaurant that would have potable and sewage water systems. The proposal does not state whether this restaurant would have a septic system or to pipe waste down mountain. The extreme alpine environment, shallow and skeletal soils, and inaccessible slopes would make pipeline installation difficult and prone to increases in erosion. The EA’s water report fails to address this. For these same reasons, detecting, identifying, and repairing the sources of leaks would be challenging. Recently a potable water leak went undetected within the Village of Taos Ski Valley for several weeks draining community water tanks. These issues could be repeated with yet more water systems in place. The EA does not address these risks and ongoing maintenance issues.
· Lastly, the EA does fully analyze the no action option. It seems like a philosophical shortcoming of the NEPA process that the no action option often receives the least amount of attention. It is assumed that ecological, social, and economic conditions would just continue as is with no action. A full cost accounting of a no action option using methods that identify the qualitative state of the Rio Hondo watershed, the people who rely on the water for agricultural and traditional uses, and current socioeconomic stressors when tourism and the recruitment of increasingly affluent visitors comes into conflict with indigenous and land grant communities would reveal that the watershed is already stressed. Conditions are unlikely to stay static as droughts, increased visitation, outbreaks of forest pests and pathogens, windfall events, and the looming spectre of what is surely an inevitable large-scale fire event will continue to stress this highly valued watershed. The no action plan is the best option at restoring and improving the ecological and socioeconomic conditions within the Rio Hondo watershed. 
Thank you for considering these comments. I sincerely hope the Carson National Forest takes this opportunity to reassess these projects with increased dialogue alongside the diverse group of interested parties concerned with the health of the Rio Hondo watershed. These rare and fragile ecosystems that Carson National Forest and Taos Ski Valley inc. are the temporary stewards and lessees of deserve our thoughtful approach to recreation and the limits of what an ecosystem can handle. The land was here before our worthwhile attempts to manage land as commons, and it will be there long after our ski lifts and snow-runs are left high and dry in a changing climate. Let us give these ecological communities a chance to adapt to those changes with its best foot forward. 
Thank you, 
Will Jaremko-Wright
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