MINUTES OF THE GREAT SAND DUNES NATIONAL PARK

ADVISORY COUNCIL MEETING

January 12 and 13, 2004

A regularly scheduled meeting of the Great Sand Dunes National Park Advisory Council was held at 9:00 a.m., on Monday, January 12, and Tuesday, January 13, 2004, in Fort Garland, Colorado.  Robert Ogburn chaired the meeting.  Council members present were Christine Canaly, Hobart Dixon, Robert Philleo, Michael Tetreault, George Whitten, Herry Andrews, and Robert Zimmerman.  Council member Terry Sandmeier was absent, excused.  Member Bill McClure was absent, unexcused.  Steve Chaney, Superintendent of Great Sand Dunes National Monument and Preserve acted as the designated federal officer.  Staff of the Great Sand Dunes National Monument attending the meeting were:  Elizabeth Hall, Allen Brookshire, Fred Bunch, Jim Bowman, Andrew Valdez, Carol Sperling, and Mark Seaton.  Consultants Miki Stuebe, Jim Van Loh, Suzy Stutzman, and Jayne Aaron were also present.

GENERAL BUSINESS

After discussion of the minutes of the October 30, 2003, meeting, the minutes were approved with minor corrections.  The next meeting, scheduled for April 5, 6, and 7, of 2004, will be held at the Alamosa County Courthouse, in the conference room (upstairs, above the court).  The meeting will begin at 9:00 a.m.

Mr. Chaney brought the council up to date on the Baca Ranch acquisition.  The closing date is now tentatively set for February 10, 2004.  Dates prior to that are being discussed, provided that the legal review is complete.  The Department of Interior Solicitor and the U.S. Department of Justice need to approve the title insurance policy proposed by the seller to address the outstanding litigation of Peter Horneck.  The major sticking point is the issue of the lien filed by Horneck on the entire property.  This title insurance policy would address the outcome of the court case, and is designed to hold the buyers harmless.  Some money from the sale would likely be held in escrow to meet the obligations of the court case.  Since federal appropriations for the purchase are only $2.5 to 3 million short of full funding, TNC will be able to cover the shortfall without involving the State Land Board.  As discussed at the October meeting, this changes how the area will be managed during the interim period.  TNC is less concerned with the grazing operation or a recreational hunting operation.  Those things could still happen, but they are no longer certainties.  TNC and representatives of the three federal agencies will be meeting this month to redo the interim management agreement for the Baca Ranch.  The future status of the existing on-site manager is uncertain at this time.  The existing owners and TNC will decide these issues as we get closer to closing.  Mr. Boyce is very interested in staying on the property, and using it for agricultural purposes if the terms of the agreement are right.  If Boyce were to depart on short notice, it would require a fairly rapid gearing up of operational actions, and there could be significant concerns about protection of the site, including archaeological sites and buildings.  Boyce supplies security for the area as long as he is there.  He has staff there seven days a week, and has been fairly effective at keeping trespassers out of the area.  There would be a significant need for protection if he is gone.

Concerning the Medano Ranch, Yale University offered to pay $1.5 million up front, prior to closing, to offset profits that they will potentially make on the sale of the property.  TNC considered this offer, and decided to accept it, rather than to take chances on what calculation of profits might come after negotiation.   Funds expended by the ownership for sponsoring ballot initiatives and other activities must go into the equation—not simply original purchase price.  TNC is using that 1.5 million to pay down borrowed money on the Medano Ranch, a significant portion of which is in the acquisition boundaries.  Originally, the NPS was looking at a 15 to 20 year time frame to acquire TNC’s private lands within the boundary.   With this use of the Yale funding, TNC will pay down the debt, and commit to donating these lands to F&WS and NPS sooner than originally anticipated.  This will have a direct bearing on the work of the advisory council in the planning effort.

Members of the council expressed concern about Gary Boyce remaining as the manager of the ranch lands in the interim period.  Mr. Philleo stated that he believed Mr. Boyce to be a fine manager of the land, but that there is a perception of him that is negative due to the water exporting scheme.  Mr. Chaney stated that he hoped that the temporary management period would not exceed one year.  The F&WS will do their own negotiating with Mr. Boyce concerning grazing and other issues once the federal government has purchased TNC’s remaining interest in the Baca.  Mr. Whitten expressed an interest by ranchers in the area to make the ranch more community friendly, and to try to get more community involvement.

Mr. Chaney stated that he would try to have Mike Blenden come to the April meeting for a short time to discuss these issues.  The Zapata Ranch will not be included as part of the park.  The acquisition boundary does not go south of Lane 6.  

Ms. Canaly expressed concern that TNC should put up some money to help get projects (such as the Sand Dunes Institute) off the ground.  Mr. Tetreault stated that he is out of the loop on the day to day business in the SLV, but would attempt to have program manager Brian McPeek address some of these issues at the next meeting.

Mr. Chaney expressed that management of Medano Ranch lands depends on the outcome of the GMP, which will not be finished until 2007 or so, and that there has been no base increase in funding to adjust for all the parts of the ranch that need to be managed, such as the bison operation, the historic structures, and the archaeological sites.  It takes as long as 3 to 6 years to get an operational base increase in the works, and taking over ranch management without additional funding would detract from current services at GRSA.  TNC is operating as a sister agency, and NPS is not concerned about stretching the time period for ranch management take-over.

Suzy Stutzman stated that the wilderness land review has been simplified somewhat.  The biggest problem has been that NPS has made it into a two-step process.  Mr. Chaney received a letter from the Deputy Director of the NPS, that allowed a waiver of that two-step process.  They can now consider which lands are suitable, and look at whether or not they should be recommended for wilderness.  

Miki Stuebe asked that council members review the public comments found in the notebooks provided by E2M for the meeting.  There are concerns about hunting elk and bighorn sheep, as well as many concerns about access issues, and the biological impacts of such a large elk herd.  She stated that it is up to the council whether to make a formal response to such concerns.  

Oil and gas exploration which is currently taking place on the Baca Ranch will persist.  Lexam has apparently assigned some portion of the exploratory rights to Petro Hunt, which has informed the current owners that they are going to go forward with some 2D seismic work on the Baca in January.  

Mr. Chaney informed the council that the park has received $500,000 to do a three-year elk-bison study in fiscal years 2005 through 2007.  They are looking for additional partners to expand the scope and research objectives of the project.  By the end of the three-year period, it should be clear how many elk are there, where they go, the make-up of the herd, their reproductive success, impact on habitat, etc.  

Chris Canaly, at an informal meeting with the public in Crestone, volunteered to field a roads committee to make recommendations to NPS, the F&WS, and the Forest Service concerning accessing trailheads that already exist in the Baca Grande.  

Miki Stuebe asked that the council consider pages 8 and 9 of the second newsletter.  Mr. Ogburn objected to the use of the term “genetically pure” and Mr. Philleo stated that the statement “sand in your shorts” should also be changed.

Miki informed the council that NPS has specific laws they must follow requiring interaction and consultation with Native Americans on a government to government basis, and must take into account their culture and interests.  Fred Bunch stated that there are very unique things about the park lands.  Indian Grove is the second largest culturally peeled tree site, and is very significant.  The early Paleo Indian sites are very old and important sites.  Mining and pioneer trails are more vague, and not as significant or unique as the other two sites.  

WORKSHOP

The goal of this workshop was to identify the significant resource opportunity areas that exist within the expanded boundaries.  Copies of workshop results will be forthcoming from E2M consultants.  Some individuals expressed concerns about particular issues which the council needs to consider:

Fred Bunch stated that GRSA has the darkest night skies of any park in Colorado, allowing visitors to see stars in orders of magnitude that cannot be imagined in the cities.  It has the potential of being in the top 10% of darkness.  Pollution from farms (vapor lights in yards) could affect this.  The park can do things to maintain the dark night skies, such as putting lights on motion sensors, etc.

Miki asked that council members look at the visitor’s services study, done in the summer of 2002, prior to the next meeting.  Miki also shared an e-mail from the Colorado DOW regarding traditional hunter access points such as Mosca Pass, Sawmill Creek, Buck Creek, Horse Canyon, Medano Creek, Cold Creek, Sand Creek including Liberty and Music Pass, Cottonwood, Spanish and Deadman Creeks.  Access will impact the F&WS and NPS the most.  Mr. Chaney stated that they would like access from the south for everything south of Cottonwood Creek.  Willow Creek and Spanish Creek would probably still be accessed through the subdivision.  Common Forest Service and Park Service boundaries would solve problems by having people come from the south.

There are specific concerns by some groups who are frustrated with NPS hunting and firearm regulations in the monument.  There is a small piece of land in which it is not legal to carry firearms across into the preserve, and they would like allowances for walking across that land with weapons for hunting.

Andrew Valdez presented several maps he had prepared using data from the Colorado DOW, showing the areas used by wildlife in and near the park.  There was discussion about areas of concern for the advisory council.  Council members expressed the desire to have this information made available to them in a different format.

FUTURE MEETINGS

The next meeting is scheduled for April 5, 6, and 7, at the Alamosa County Courthouse, beginning at 9:00 a.m., and running until 4:30 p.m.  This will be a workshop format, and will include management prescriptions for significant resource opportunity areas.  On Friday, June 11th, 2004, the Council will be invited to participate in a field trip with an educational component.  There is a meeting scheduled for Thursday, September 9, 2004, in Crestone, Colorado.  The NPS will have a booth at the crane festival in Monte Vista during early March.  Suzy Stutzman informed the council that the park is making a more concerted effort to reach out to the tribes, and have sent out 23 letters.  They may be visiting some of those tribes, and have contacted David White to help.

There being no further business to come before the Advisory Council, the meeting adjourned at 3:00 p.m. January 13th, 2004.

Respectfully submitted, Elizabeth Hall, Assistant for Steve Chaney, Designated Federal Official.

I hereby certify the accuracy of these minutes as approved by the Advisory Council.

________________________________________________           ________________________

Robert Ogburn, Chair
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