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Overview

OVERVIEW

The General Management Plan / Wilder-
ness Study / Environmental Impact
Statement (GMP/WS/EIS) for Great Sand
Dunes National Park and Preserve
provides comprehensive guidance for
managing the Great Sand Dunes over the
next 15 to 20 years. This summary and the
full document are the culmination of a
collaborative process that began in 2003.
The planning process explored and
evaluated four alternatives, recommended
a preferred alternative, and resulted in the
final plan.

This general management plan (GMP) is
needed because the previous 1977 master
plan for Great Sand Dunes National
Monument is outdated, and because the
park was significantly expanded in 2000.
The Great Sand Dunes National Park and
Preserve Act (2000) enlarged the national
monument almost four-fold, authorized
conversion of the national monument to a
national park, and established the Great
Sand Dunes National Preserve. The
wilderness study is included as part of this
GMP because of legislation, public interest,
and timeliness. The GMP also includes an
evaluation of wild and scenic rivers. Issues
addressed by the GMP include protection
of fundamental park resources and values,
management of new park lands, public
access, crowding/overuse, and develop-
ment and uses in and around the park.

Public involvement for the Great Sand
Dunes National Park and Preserve GMP
included:
A one preliminary community-based
workshop (about 40 participants)

A twelve public meetings in five
communities (total attendance
about 222)

A four wilderness hearings in four
communities (testimony by about
50 individuals)

A five newsletters (334 comments
received)

A sixty-day public review of the draft
GMP (3,394 comments received)

A quarterly (or more often) Great
Sand Dunes Advisory Council
[advisory council] public meetings
since January 2003)

A numerous informal and formal
meetings in communities by the
advisory council, park
superintendent, and park staff

The GMP provides overall guidance for the
new national park and preserve. Desired
future conditions, or goals, are identified
that describe the ideal conditions that the
National Park Service is striving to attain.
They guide actions taken by park staff on
such topics as natural and cultural resource
management, wilderness management,
park facilities, and visitor use management.
Strategies describing actions that may be
taken by park staff to achieve the desired
conditions are also identified. The park-
wide desired conditions and strategies,
combined with actions that are specific to
the plan, form the complete GMP for the
Great Sand Dunes.

Most of Great Sand Dunes National Park
and Preserve will remain wild and
undeveloped. Management zones have
been established for park lands. Manage-
ment zones define specific resource
conditions, visitor opportunities, and
management approaches to be achieved
and maintained in each area of the park.
Sensitive resources will be protected by
actions such as the designation of a “guided
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learning zone” around Big and Little
springs.

A formal wilderness study was conducted
as part of this planning process. The
wilderness study recommends the addition
of about 53,000 acres within the national
park expansion lands to the National
Wilderness Preservation System.

Table 1 presents a summary of the specific
actions in the plan. No significant changes
will occur in the main dunes area.
However, future vehicle congestion will be
addressed by construction of trails to
reduce vehicle use, a modest shuttle bus at
peak times, and other management
techniques, rather than by expanding
parking areas. Medano Ranch, managed by
The Nature Conservancy, may eventually
come under National Park Service
management. The National Park Service
would seek partnerships to maintain
structures and provide scheduled visitor
activities and educational opportunities at
Medano Ranch headquarters.

Other actions include cooperation with
neighbors, acquisition of subsurface rights,
a position that a NPS-managed bison herd
would not likely occur during the life of
this plan, a Medano Ranch irrigation study,
no permitted use of off-road vehicles
(ORVs), a hunter access permit system,
elimination of unnecessary roads,
treatment of historic structures in the
backcountry, sanitation facilities, a fee
program, use of Alpine Camp, and
boundary adjustments. The National Park
Service will continue to work with partners
and park neighbors to develop manage-
ment strategies for elk and bison.

The NPS preferred alternative for access to
the northern portion of the park is a road
that would enter the park at the boundary
of the Baca Grande subdivision and
terminate in a trailhead with a 10- to 15-

vehicle parking area near the mountain
front. The road and trailhead would be
located north and outside of the Deadman
Creek riparian corridor. In consultation
with the National Park Service, the U.S.
Forest Service (USFS) will study the need
for (and impacts of) providing public
vehicle access to USFES lands via Liberty
Road or via a route through the park that
would connect with Liberty Road. These
options (see asterisks on NPS “Preferred
Alternative” map) are not evaluated in this
GMP and would require a separate public
joint (NPS/USES) environmental analysis
study.

Capital costs for the NPS preferred
alternative are estimated at $16.5 to $21.2
million. Major costs include a new
trailhead, trails, access road, relocating the
nonhistoric entrance station, bicycle lanes,
removal of a bison fence, and utility and
structural improvements at Medano
Ranch. Implementation of these projects is
largely contingent upon future funding by
Congress. Partners will be sought for
projects such as the Medano Ranch
improvements.

The complete Final GMP/WS/EIS for
Great Sand Dunes National Park and
Preserve analyzes a no-action alternative,
the preferred alternative (the plan), and
two other action alternatives. The
environmental impact statement (EIS)
discusses potential consequences of each
alternative’s actions on archeological
resources, historic character of the built
environment, cultural landscapes,
vegetation, ecologically critical areas,
federal threatened and endangered species,
wildlife (including Colorado state-listed
species), soils and geological resources,
wetlands, water resources, visitor use and
experience, scenic resources and visual
quality, socioeconomics, health and safety,
NPS operations, and operations of other
entities and management agencies. It is



important that the complete document be
reviewed prior to implementing actions in
the plan to ensure appropriate consultation
and compliance with applicable laws and
policies.

The planning process included public
involvement, agency consultation, and
tribal consultation. Federal Register
notices, public meetings in the vicinity of
the park and preserve, newsletters, and
letters were the primary means of
communication with the public. Tribal
consultation established a foundation for
discussing the type of relationship that
should exist between all parties in the
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future. Tribal consultations included the
Jicarilla Apaches, the Oglala Lakotas, the
Pueblo of Laguna, the Comanches, and the
Southern Utes. Agency consultations
included the USFS (Rio Grande National
Forest) and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (USFWS) (San Luis Valley National
Wildlife Refuge) regarding northern access
issues, the USFWS (Colorado field office)
regarding threatened and endangered
species, the Colorado state historic
preservation office (SHPO) regarding
cultural resources, and others.

The record of decision was signed July 19,
2007.

TABLE 1. SUMMARY OF ACTIONS IN THE PLAN

General Emphasis

Dunes area remains the main focus of visitor activity.
New visitor opportunities in northwest backcountry and at Medano Ranch.
New horseback and trail options.

Seek cooperative or joint facilities (e.g., access routes, trailheads, ranger stations).

Management Zones

| B > P P

P

P

Most of the park and preserve are zoned backcountry adventure zone or natural/wild
zone.

Frontcountry zone and dunes play zone—continue existing activities.

Guided learning zone provides new visitor opportunities and protects sensitive
resources.

Backcountry access zone provides vehicular routes to backcountry destinations.

Administrative zone for NPS operations and scheduled activities at Medano Ranch.

Wilderness

>

Most undeveloped areas of new park land recommended for wilderness (53,000
acres).

Medano Ranch
Headquarters

Maintain and adaptively use historic structures for NPS administrative purposes and
open to the public on a limited basis for scheduled activities. Seek partnerships for
maintaining structures and providing visitor activities and educational opportunities.

New Trails and
Trailheads

New trailhead in northern part of the national park and new trails in backcountry
adventure zone areas.

Link park trails to outside trails where possible.
New trails in guided learning zone.

Cooperative trailheads around park if possible (e.g., Oasis, Baca National Wildlife
Refuge, San Luis Lakes State Park).
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TABLE 1. SUMMARY OF ACTIONS IN THE PLAN

A Small backcountry trailhead (10-15 vehicles) within backcountry access zone
improves foot, horseback, and vehicle access to public lands in the northwest.
Public Access to A No campground in this area.
North Part of Park A Vehicular access route to trailhead to be determined in the future.
A Public vehicle access options to new USFS lands will be considered in a separate,
future environmental analysis process.
Main Dunes Area A Possible modest shuttle system to transport visitors from remote parking areas to the
Carrying Capacity dunes during peak summer weekends.
A New trails in backcountry adventure zone accommodate use in areas that tolerate it.
A Guided learning zone protects areas around Big Spring and Little Spring.
Backc.ountry ] A Sensitive areas (Upper and Lower Sand Creek lakes, Deadman Creek, Big Spring and
Carrying Capacity Little Spring) are monitored and adaptively managed.
A Backcountry areas that join other public lands are managed in collaboration with
those agencies.
A Within the national park, leashed dogs are allowed only within the frontcountry,
dunes play, and backcountry access zones, and the Liberty Road administrative zone.
Dogs A . .
9 A Leashed dogs generally allowed in the national preserve.
A Unleashed dogs allowed for hunting (permitted only within the national preserve).
A An NPS-managed free-roaming bison herd is not likely to occur during the life of the
Bison GMP. If additional bison habitat becomes available at some time in the future, this

option can be reconsidered by the National Park Service.
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PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PLAN

Overview of the Park and Preserve
and the Region

Great Sand Dunes National Monument
was established in 1932 by presidential
proclamation “for the preservation of the
Great Sand Dunes and additional features
of scenic, scientific, and educational
interest.” The Great Sand Dunes
Wilderness Area, established in 1976,
includes most of the original monument. In
November 2000, the Great Sand Dunes
National Park and Preserve Act authorized
expansion of the national monument into a
national park and preserve almost four
times the size of the original monument.
Some of the land within the expanded
national park boundaries is in private or
state ownership. The national preserve
includes some 40,000 acres of wilderness
formerly managed by the USFS.

In this document, Great Sand Dunes National
Park and Preserve is referred to collectively as
“the park” or “the Great Sand Dunes.” Great
Sand Dunes National Preserve (only) is
referred to as “the preserve” or “the national
preserve.” Great Sand Dunes National Park
(only) is referred to as “the national park.”

The park is located in the high San Luis
Valley (Valley) of south-central Colorado
(see “Region” and “Vicinity” maps). The
Valley is bordered by Poncha Pass on the
north, the San Juan Mountains on the west,
and the Sangre de Cristo Mountains on the
east. To the south, the San Luis Valley
extends into New Mexico along the Rio
Grande. The Valley is a discrete cultural

region rich in Hispanic culture and place
names. Cattle ranching and irrigated
agriculture (especially potatoes and alfalfa)
are two main land uses in the Valley. Blanca
Peak, the fourth-highest mountain in
Colorado and sacred to some native
peoples, towers over the Valley, southeast
of the park.

The park straddles the Saguache-Alamosa
county line. Alamosa, population 8,545, is
located about 25 miles southwest of the
park. Several smaller settlements (Moffat,
Hooper, Mosca, and Crestone) are closer
to the park.

Sand, sun, wind, and water provide a land
of elemental contrasts at the dunes. Early
and late in the day, shadows lengthen and
muted colors melt into one another. Sand
ridge shadows paint striking patterns
across the dune mass. At midday, intense
solar radiation unimpeded by the thin
atmosphere can heat sand to scorching
temperatures. At the foot of the dunes,
Medano Creek’s surging waters provide a
delightful contrast to the barren sand
surface in the spring and early summer. In
the springtime, strong winds can blow for
days; countless sand grains scour
everything in their path.

The park is part of a fragile, dynamic
system that influences and sustains the
dunes. The dune mass is a huge deposit of
pure sand nestled against the Sangre de
Cristo Mountains. The sand sheet
surrounds the dune mass and is stabilized
by grasses and other low-growing plant life.
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