DRAFT (3)
FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT

FOR THE CONSTRUCTION OF A NEW EIELSON VISITOR CENTER
AND A
PERMANENT TOKLAT REST STOP

The National Park Service (NPS) has prepared an environmental assessment (EA) that evaluates replacing
the Eielson Visitor Center (Eielson) and constructing a new Toklat Rest Stop along the park road in
Denali National Park and Preserve (Denali) as authorized by the 1997 Record of Decision for the
Entrance Area and Road Corridor Development Concept Plan (DCP/EIS). Facility developments
authorized by the 1997 Record of Decision are limited to actions in which the NPS has traditionally
specialized, such as interpretive centers and other visitor facilities.

The NPS preferred alternative (Alternative 2) includes:

e Replacing the 3,700 square foot Eielson Visitor Center at Mile 66 of the park road, built in 1959,
with a 9,000 square facility to be built on the same site during the summers of 2005 and 2006.
The structure would be designed so that the main floor would be below ground level on the uphill
side, with the parking lot at grade with a roof functioning as a picnic and observation area. The
new building would continue the functions of the present building as a visitor contact center,
interpretive program center, bus transit center, rest stop, picnic site, book store, maintenance
facility, and seasonal housing. Access to the building would be by an ADA compliant outside
ramp leading down from the parking lot to the restrooms and main entrance. Functional areas on
the main floor closer to the building entrance would include an information counter, exhibit areas,
book store, observation areas, picnic areas and staff office. Functional areas further away from
the entrance would include most mechanical and maintenance areas, bus driver break room, and
seasonal quarters.

e The existing parking lot would be enlarged to accommodate circulation room for nine permanent
bus spaces arranged in echelon, and for ten private and administrative parking spaces. The
existing septic system and leach field would be replaced. Existing trails would be re-connected to
the new site facilities. Areas of alpine tundra to be disturbed by construction would be saved for
use during site reclamation. Using hand tools, the existing wood spring box and galvanized pipe
water line would be replaced at the same site with newer materials.

e Solar, hydro and wind alternative energy sources would be incorporated into the building and site
design to almost eliminate dependence on a fossil fuel (propane) generator. Photo-voltaic panels
would be attached to the outside of the building. A small 4’x4’x5’hydro power plant structure
would be installed 300-400 feet below the park road near the stream that flows just east of
Eielson. At some point in the future, one or two ten-meter towers to hold wind power generators
could be erected 100-200 feet west of the visitor center.

e A permanent Rest Stop would be constructed at Toklat at mile 54 of the park road, 600 feet
downstream of the west Toklat Bridge and 450 feet downstream of the present facility. The new
facility at Toklat would include parking for 15 buses and 10 cars, three large vault toilets
temporary installation of the chemical toilets used at the present Toklat Rest Stop, a 24°x24’
visitor contact center with a staff office, and a 16°x 24’ bus dispatch office. Gravel berms up to 8
feet in height would be constructed to reduce visibility of the facility from the park road and to
help protect the facilities from stream course changes in the alluvial fan above the facility. Some



functions at the site could be initially housed in weatherports or other similar soft-sided
structures, but the new Toklat Rest Stop would be made a permanent facility with hard-sided
structures replacing the temporary ones when additional funding becomes available.

o The existing service road would be re-routed above the new facility. The parts of the adjacent
alluvial fan disturbed for gravel extraction in the late 1980s would be recontoured.

e A related proposal to construct bank stabilization of the Toklat River, using steel sheet pile or
gabion walls, to protect the facilities between the west Toklat River bridge and the Toklat Road
Camp would be completed. Protected breaks in the sheet pile would be installed every 300-400
feet to allow animal passage to and from the river floodplain.

e An ADA compliant trail would be defined from the parking lot and facilities to the edge of the
river where it would continue along the top of the bank stabilization to the present rest stop.

e During the two summers of construction at Eielson, shuttle buses would stop at Toklat for the lunch
and rest stop break, and would also drive to Stony for the mountain views and additional wildlife
viewing. Shuttle buses would use the Little Stony pullout as a turn-around point and would stay longer
on the edge of the park road at Stony for the views from that site.

Other Alternatives Considered in the EA

Two alternatives were evaluated in the EA, in addition to the NPS preferred alternative. Briefly, those
alternatives were:

Alternative 1 (No Action Alternative): Under this alternative there would be continued use of the
existing Eielson Visitor Center and temporary Toklat Rest Stop. A new leachfield would be constructed
near the present site. Interpretive programs in the west end of the park would continue to be based out of
Eielson. Approximately 50% of shuttle bus visitors would turn around after a break at Eielson, and
visitors riding Wonder Lake buses would make two stops at Eielson. Electrical power would be generated
for Eielson from a fossil fuel generator. There would continue to be an outdoor uncovered picnic area,
and the 1976 addition would provide a limited outdoor covered picnic area. Annual maintenance to fix
leaky roofs and differential subsidence between the two halves of the building would continue.

The temporary rest stop at Toklat would continue to serve as the site of a major turnaround point for the
shuttle buses and as the primary turnaround point for the tour buses. Additional bank protection would
not be installed at Toklat upstream of the present southern limit.

Alternative 3 - Replace Eielson Visitor Center on Site and Construct Toklat Rest Stop at Upstream
Site:

The same proposal as in Alternative 2 for a new Eielson Visitor Center and for bank stabilization at
Toklat would be part of the alternative.

A permanent Toklat Rest Stop would include the same facilities, with changes in gravel berms or layout
to accommodate the slightly different topography, as in the preferred alternative, but the site would be
200 feet downstream of the west Toklat Bridge and would enlarge and cover the present facility site.



The existing service road would be partially re-routed through the previously disturbed area of the
alluvial fan to end up above the new facility. The bank of the Toklat River in this area slopes gradually to
the clearwater stream flowing under the west bridge.

Proposal Objectives

The primary objectives of the preferred alternative are to construct an appropriate facility to enhance the
use of the Eielson site for on-site park resource interpretation, as a bus passenger rest stop and as a bus
turnaround and transfer station. The present facility is undersized, the two halves of the building settle
differentially, there are not enough toilets for the pulse visitation, there is not any protected space for
eating during inclement weather, there is not enough exhibit space, there is no real office space, and the
downstairs areas are not accessible. The facility should incorporate alternative energy systems to
eliminate as much as possible the use of a diesel generator.

The functions performed at the Eielson Visitor Center would need to be continued during the construction
period, and the proposal includes constructing improved facilities near the present Toklat Rest Stop at
Mile 54 to serve during the construction seasons at the new visitor center. The new Toklat Rest Stop
would be made a permanent facility when additional funding becomes available. Gravel berms to protect
the facility from flooding and to provide some visual screening would be part of the design. A temporary
turn-around site east of Eielson and revised shuttle bus schedules would be needed during the
construction period. A related proposal to construct bank stabilization of the Toklat River to protect the
visitor and administrative facilities downstream of the west Toklat River bridge would be completed. A
trail would be constructed from the rest stop southward along the river edge to connect to the Clearwater
stream under the west Toklat bridge.

Both action alternatives are considered to be the Environmentally Preferred Alternative because: the
installation of alternative energy sources at Eielson would greatly reduce the dependence on fossil fuels;
the replacement of Eielson with a structure that blends better with the landscape would reduce existing
visual impacts; enhanced interpretive displays would allow visitors to become better educated about park
resource values which would enable them to be better land stewards; the installation of bank stabilization
at Toklat would allow necessary park support development to concentrate at Toklat rather than need to
find new areas to develop along the west end of the park road; the replacement of Eielson with an ADA
facility would broaden the population that could enjoy the interpretive opportunities or who could work at
the site.

Public Involvement

Public review of the EA was conducted from April 9, 2004 to May 9, 2004, and a requested comment
extension was granted until May 21, 2004. Ten comment letters were received on the EA. Five
commentors supported Alternative #3, two supported Alternative #2, and three did not express a
preference. Those commentors that supported the Toklat Rest Stop proposal in Alternative #3 cited less
disruption of new habitat, a safer site for visitors by not perching the rest stop next to a steep drop at the
proposed sheet pile, continued access to the freshwater stream that flows under the west Toklat bridge,
less of an appearance of facility sprawl, and less hazard from alluvial fan flooding. The commentors that
supported the a downstream Toklat Rest Stop in Alternative #2 cited less visual intrusion at the new Rest
Stop site.

The responsive comments that have not led to changes in the proposal are discussed in an Errata
Document, which is attached to this decision. Comments that have led to refinements in the proposal or
additional mitigation are addressed here:



The Northern Alaska Environmental Center (NAEC) and most other commentors felt that the gravel
berms proposed for the Toklat Rest Stop were not justified in terms of hiding the facility from the park
road, would obscure the view of the landscape and of approaching bears for people at the rest stop, would
make it difficult for bus drivers to keep track of their passengers, would become an unsafe playground for
children, and may contribute particulate matter to the wind. NPS accepts the public recommendations for
removing the berms around the parking and visitor facilities at Toklat. The berm designed for west of the
road will be built to help protect the site from floods.

The State of Alaska and other commentors requested that permanent facilities at Toklat, aside from
toilets, should be roofed but otherwise open to the elements. NPS agrees that, unlike the temporary
facilities necessary to replace the Eielson functions during visitor center construction, the permanent
facilities at the Toklat Rest Stop will not include a bus dispatch office, interpretation office or structure
for book sales. The permanent Toklat Rest Stop will be designed along the lines of the protected space at
the Teklanika and Polychrome Rest Stops and will include one or more sheltered areas — such as a
pavilion — for protection from the rain for visitors and as a protected area for interpretive talks and
exhibits.

Two commentors suggested changes to the layout for the bus parking scheme at Toklat. NPS agrees and
will coordinate with the concessionaire on the operational requirements for separating the tours and
shuttle bus system. The parking area at the Toklat Rest Stop is designed to accommodate a maximum
number of buses during the construction period and may be reduced (parking spots eliminated) once the
new Eielson is complete.

Two commentors requested improved monitoring and mitigation measures to support wildlife movement
across the bank stabilization on the Toklat River. Monitoring will initially consist of gathering informal
observations from park staff, bus drivers and visitors. Initial mitigation will include burying as much
length of the stabilization as possible and putting in wall breaks every 300-400 feet. Large rip rap, which
may be used on the river side of the sheet pile to slow the river’s flow, would also provide stepping stones
down to the floodplain.

Two commentors stated that the proposed sheet pile at Toklat would be a huge visual intrusion. NPS
recognizes that the proposed sheet pile at Toklat will be a moderate visual intrusion, adding to the man-
made structures at Toklat which currently includes both concrete bridges, the causeway between the
bridges, the soon-to-be reclaimed extraction and processing site on the alluvial fan, and the Road Camp
and gravel processing site 2 mile downstream of the park road. Given that the Toklat River is aggrading,
it is likely that less of the sheet pile will be exposed as time goes on, similar to what we see now with
regard to the sheetpile just east of the east Toklat bridge. The NPS will place rip-rap at the base of the
sheet pile to break up the visual intrusion as well as to slow down the river and potentially increase gravel
deposition. The NPS will consult with the Corps of Engineers and other agencies as to other visual
resource mitigation possibilities.

The NAEC suggested that the turnaround for the Shuttle buses during the two summers of construction at
Eielson be moved to a grader pullout near the top of Thorofare Pass rather than at the Little Stony grader
pullout. This would allow the visitors to go two miles further into high quality grizzly bear country and
get a better view of Denali. NPS agrees to investigate the use of other pullouts beyond Little Stony, with
the considerations of passenger safety and additional wildlife viewing in mind.

Mitigation and Monitoring



The mitigation and monitoring measures listed in the EA as part of the action alternatives and assumed in
the analysis of effects will be implemented as part of this decision. Additional mitigation identified
during the public comment period has been incorporated into this section:

Vegetation and Soils- Silt fences and straw bales or other Best Management Practices (BMP) barriers
will be placed around the Eielson work area to limit erosion and other direct impacts to vegetation and
soils. Landscaping and replanting native vegetation will occur around the new development area.
Replanting with native vegetation will replace portions of the habitat lost from the construction
operations. Periodic surveys will be conducted to determine the presence of exotic plants. Actions to
replace the spring box and water line will be accomplished using hand tools.

Wetlands - Silt fences and straw bales will protect meadows and riparian zones in the areas not directly
affected by construction. If collection boxes are used for the hydro plant at Eielson, and in order to keep
the riparian zone soils in the streambed east of Eielson at least damp, the boxes will be closed when dry
conditions reduce the stream discharge to less than one and one-half times the pipe discharge.

Wildlife Values and Habitat - The NPS and contractors will follow established guidelines in the park’s
bear-human conflict management plan. The plan requires operators to use bear-proof containers for food
and refuse and sets up guidelines for temporary closures. Vehicle and animal access breaks are designed
every 300-400 feet into the bank stabilization. Staff will monitor the sheetpile at Toklat to see if
additional mitigation measures are needed to support wildlife movement from the floodplain to the
uplands.

Water Resources — Water drainages will be avoided to the extent possible in the design of the new
facilities.

Floodplains — Design for the proposed bank stabilization will include constructed “roughness” to prevent
the river from speeding up as it courses next to the sheetpile. Fuel spill kits will be carried with heavy
equipment when the vehicles are being used in floodplains.

Air Quality - Contractors will be required to use BMP, such as to control vehicle and equipment
pollution. Equipment not in use will be turned off.

Sound Quality — Contractors will be required to use BMP equipment, such as mufflers to control vehicle
and equipment noise.

Cultural Resources — Additional archeological investigations at Eielson and Toklat will be carried out in the
summer of 2004. If previously unknown cultural resources are located during construction, the project will
be halted in the discovery area until cultural resource staff could determine the significance of the finding.

Visual Resources — Minimal antenna height will be permitted above the roof line of the new Eielson
Visitor Center. The NPS will place rip-rap at the base of the Toklat sheet pile to break up the visual
intrusion as well as to slow down the river and potentially increase gravel deposition. The NPS will
consult with the Corps of Engineers and other agencies as to other visual resource mitigation possibilities.

Visitor Use and Recreation - Construction phasing will be coordinated with the park bus systems to
minimize traffic delays on the park road. Visitor impact is expected, so an educational program with
information and interpretive signs will be implemented. Barricades will be placed around the construction
sites to prevent visitor entry, although some rest room facilities at the Eielson site may continue to be
open to the public. NPS will investigate the use of other turnaround pullouts beyond Little Stony for the



shuttle buses, with the considerations of passenger safety and additional wildlife viewing in mind. The
permanent Toklat Rest Stop will include one or more sheltered areas — such as a pavilion — for protection
from the rain for visitors and as a protected area for interpretive talks and exhibits.

Safety - Visitors will generally not be allowed within the Eielson or Toklat construction limits without
permission from the park superintendent or delegate. If a gravel berm is constructed uphill of the service
road at Toklat, it will have a gabion core to ensure that any flood in the alluvial fan will be diverted away
from the rest stop facility. NPS will coordinate with the concessionaire on the operational requirements
for separating the tours and shuttle buses at the Rest Stop parking lot.

Environmental Consequences of the NPS Preferred Alternative

The NPS has determined that the preferred alternative can be implemented with no significant adverse
effect to the natural or cultural resources as documented by the EA and briefly summarized below.

e The loss of 1.3 acres of alpine tundra and soil at Eielson and the loss of 3.25 acres of thinly
vegetated alluvial fan at Toklat will be a minor impact to vegetation resources. The vegetation
communities are locally and regionally common along the west end of the park road.

About 0.5 acres of former alpine tundra will be restored at the present Eielson leach field by
using tundra saved during construction. An additional 4.65 acres will be re-contoured and then re-
seeded with native legumes at Toklat disturbed sites.

e Disturbance to less than 0.01 acres of riparian zone wetlands disturbed at Eielson and Toklat will
have a negligible effect on wetland resources common near Eielson and Toklat.

e Wildlife habitat for small mammals, birds and large mammals will be reduced by 1.3 acres at
Eielson and by 3.25 acres at Toklat. This is close to the 4.4 acres of disturbance estimated in the
DCP/EIS and will have a minor effect. Existing use of these sites by large mammals such as
grizzly bears, caribou and wolves is limited due to ongoing use of the facilities by people and
vehicles.

Much of the new sheetpile will make it more difficult for caribou and other animals to move from
the Toklat floodplain to the adjacent uplands. Vehicle access breaks are designed every 300-400
feet into the bank stabilization. This localized and minor impact to wildlife movement will be
monitored and mitigation will be evaluated should any incidents or continuing impacts be
identified.

e Use of alternative energy sources will reduce the need for and emissions from the present diesel
generator from 12 out of 48 hours to an average of 4 out of 48 hours and have a beneficial effect.

e [Effects from surface water runoff, such as erosion, will be controlled by silt fencing and other
best management practices during construction and will be negligible.

e The new Rest Stop at Toklat will include constructed protection from natural flooding for a small
part of the alluvial fan . The proposed sheet pile at Toklat will preserve the status quo with regard
to upland versus floodplain acreage. These facilities will have a negligible to minor effect on
floodplain resources.



e Local sound quality will be temporarily reduced by the use of heavy machinery. The use of
alternative energy sources will reduce the noise from the generator. The hydro plant noise will be
contained in the small valley, and will be minimized by the use of BMP sound-proofing. A minor
benefit to the sound environment is expected after the project is completed.

e No cultural resources are expected to be adversely affected by this project.

e The new Eielson will be less visible from a distance because the single floor will be set into the
ground. Moderate temporary visual impacts will occur during construction of the new visitor
center, but long-term impacts to visual resources will be minor. Long-term impacts at Toklat to
visual resources will be minor or possibly beneficial because the Toklat Rest Stop will be further
away from the park road than at present and partially shielded from the park road. The
elimination of remnants of the alluvial fan extraction site will also help by cleaning up
unnecessary impacts to the natural landscape.

e Recreational opportunities for shuttle bus riders will be adversely affected for two years by the
construction of the new visitor center and by the shortening of the bus trip to Stony at mile 62
instead of Eielson at Mile 66. This will have a moderate impact on the quality of the visit. Noise
and visual impacts in the construction areas will temporarily inconvenience park visitors.

e The expanded and improved interpretive exhibits and opportunities at the new Eielson Visitor
Center will benefit all visitors who stop there.

o The replacement and expansion of the Eielson Visitor Center will create a facility that will blend
in with the landscape, be easier to maintain, easier to set up for interpretive displays, meet
sustainability goals, and will be ADA compliant. Also, the facilities will help the NPS meet future
demands should the tour bus system offer a tour that includes Eielson.

e A permanent rest stop at Toklat will improve the visitor experience over the chemical toilets
presently in place and will provide opportunities for interpretive education and an exciting perch
over the main stem of the Toklat River.

o The new facilities at Toklat will meet many park management goals, including a safe and
protected place for a visitor rest stop, elimination of the use of chemical toilets there, providing
bank stabilization to connect with existing sheet pile to protect all of the facilities between the
Toklat bridge and the Toklat Road Camp. The rehabilitation of the alluvial fan gravel extraction
area will allow natural recovery of the area.

e If the new structure provides a memorable interpretive experience, more visitors might come and
stay in the local area in preparation for an all-day trip to Eielson, which will be a moderate
beneficial effect on the local hotels and other businesses.

Rationale for the Decision

The NPS preferred alternative is chosen because it best meets the visitor experience objectives and does
so with similar impacts to park resources as the other action alternatives. Additional mitigation based on
public comment, as indicated in the public involvement and mitigation sections above, are incorporated
into the plan.



In response to public comment, three refinements to the preferred alternative with negligible impacts are
also incorporated into the plan. The permanent facilities at the Toklat Rest Stop after the new Eielson is
opened will not include a bus dispatch office, interpretation office and structure for book sales. The
permanent Toklat Rest Stop will include one or more sheltered areas — such as a pavilion — for protection
from the rain for visitors and as a protected area for interpretive talks and exhibits. Gravel berms have
been removed from the Toklat Rest Stop design except for the berm upstream of the service road
designed to protect the site from flooding. The use of other turnaround pullouts for shuttle bus use beyond
Little Stony will be investigated, with the considerations of passenger safety and additional wildlife
viewing in mind.

Even though the No-action alternative does not disturb new habitat, it would not meet any of the stated
objectives. The primary objectives are to construct an appropriate facility to enhance the use of the
Eielson site for on-site park resource interpretation, as a bus passenger rest stop and as a bus turnaround
and transfer station. Other objectives are to continue the functions performed at Eielson during the
construction period, to construct improved facilities near the present Toklat Rest Stop at Mile 54, and to
construct bank stabilization of the Toklat River to protect the visitor and administrative facilities
downstream of the west Toklat River bridge. The site for the Toklat Rest Stop in Alternative 3 - the only
difference between that and the preferred alternative — would have additional adverse effects from being
more visible from the eastern approach along the park road, would be further from potential utility
connections at the Road Camp, and would not have as wide a downstream view.

This preferred alternative is consistent with the 1986 Park General Management Plan, the direction in the
1997 Entrance Area and Road Corridor Development Concept Plan/Environmental Impact Statement, and
National Park Service Management Policies.

All environmental impacts will be minor to moderate at most and, therefore, will not result in an
impairment of resources or values of Denali National Park and Preserve and will not violate the NPS
Organic Act.

The preferred alternative complies with the Endangered Species Act, the National Historic Preservation
Act, the Clean Water Act, and Executive Orders 11988 (Floodplain Management) and 11990 (Protection
of Wetlands). There will be no significant restriction of subsistence activities as documented by the
Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act, Title VIII, Section 810(a) Summary Evaluation and
Findings.

I find that the proposed action does not constitute a major federal action significantly affecting the quality
of the human environment. Therefore, in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969
and the regulations of the Council on Environmental Quality (40 CFR 1508.9), an environmental impact
statement will not be prepared.
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Superintendent, Denali National Park and Preserve Date

Approved:
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