DSAA Meeting with Todd Foster and Kirk Syme

1/12/06

The meeting was held at the Rainbow Lodge, Sierra Room, 6:30 – 8:00 P.M.

Attendance: 

From DSAA: President Dan Wexler, Vice-President Carrie Hoyt, Secretary 

Pat Malberg, Treasurer Ron Kolbe, and Board Members 

Sara Taillon, Starr Walton Hurley, John Kirrene.  

In addition to Todd Foster and Kirk Syme was Joann Hamick.

There were 12 members of the public also in attendance (list available 

from Dan Wexler).

1. The Land Holders:

Kirk Syme is from Woodstock Development which is based south of San Francisco.  Kirk went to school at Incline Village and his family owned a hotel in Truckee.  He stated he has a strong sense of responsibility for stewardship of the area and feels this purchase has great potential to reinforce this commitment.  Kirk lives in the Bay Area and has five children.

Todd Foster is from a family-owned development company called Foster Enterprises, also in the Bay Area.  Todd went to high school in the Sierras and is a homeowner at the Sugar Bowl.  He has a passion for these mountains and stated it is important to both him and Kirk that improvements be responsible and responsive.

Their interest in participating in the meeting was to learn more about DSAA and to solicit ideas/input as to what to include or not in the development of the area.  Their goal is to create economic vitality at the Summit.  This is their first meeting with any group from the area.  

As yet, there are no plans on the books (except for the prior-submitted 18-home Royal Gorge project for Lake Van Norden – revised EIR is currently in County hands); the efforts now are on mapping the area, getting all the facts, both cultural and physical, and talking to community members to determine their concerns.  The current phase is one of concepts only and nothing is yet in stone, but progress is always being made.
2. Description of the purchase: 

The new owners have purchased 3,000 acres (6 months ago) that includes Royal Gorge, Ice Lakes Lodge and Rainbow Lodge.  The map recently drawn up by Andregg Geometrics shows that the area is surrounded by Forest Service lands, with Serene Lakes in the middle of the holdings.  (The X marks that are on the ground in various places are “registration markers” for aerial surveys).   Included are Wilderness Lodge on Camp Pahatsi, Lake Van Norden and Summit Valley (excluding Soda Springs resort), 160 acres around Rainbow lodge and 350 acres on the other side of the Summit north of the freeway at Donner Lake Interchange in the area called Negro Canyon.  
The purchase includes the businesses of Royal Gorge Ski Touring, Inc., and Rancho Monterey and the building called “Bucks” where Serene Lakes Road comes into Soda Springs (there will need to be some remediation on this property because of contamination from former gas tanks) ; escrow closed on the Ice Lakes Lodge purchase closed last Friday.  Ice Lakes Lodge will be closed for the next few weeks for minor refurbishments and code upgrades, but then will reopen – Matt and Vickie have been consulted about the operation, but they will not be returning to the Lodge.  At Rainbow, the staff will continue on pretty much as-is, except that the manager is retiring.  John Slouber has been a good resort operator, despite shortcomings in community relations.
The land has been surveyed by a team of 10-15 consultants (“scoured”) to determine wetlands, timber holdings, areas of biological and cultural significance all in an effort to understand both the community and the land.  A topographic map is being developed to overlay on the basic map done by Andregg.

3. DSAA Introduction:

DSAA President Dan Wexler thanked Joann, Todd and Kirk for attending the meeting, and thanked everyone in attendance for their interest.  
In addition to the handout which explains the mission/vision of the organization, Dan explained that the group came into being about 18 months ago as a result of two events: the Nevada County commissioned study of the area’s economic development, which locals disagreed with; and the plans by Royal Gorge for 18 home-sites, lodge and ice rink at Lake Van Norden which caught locals off-guard.  In June of 2005, DSAA elected the current board members, and in October the organization was awarded 501(c)(3) status.  Since that time, numbers – membership  and contributions – have  been growing.
Because of the area’s bi-county location, the goal is to unite property owners, residents, developers and business owners for inclusive representation and voice for the entire Summit, from Cisco Grove to the west end of Donner Lake and down to the Cedars.  DSAA will serve as the link to coordinate and communicate with county representatives and other entities – businesses, Forest Service, etc. – regarding  issues that concern the membership.   DSAA aims to stay ahead of the curve, to be proactive rather than reactive when there are developments and events; specifically, the hope is that DSAA will continue to have a growing positive working relationship with Todd and Kirk for two-way communication and staying in contact.  There was some frustration with the prior ownership and management; this new beginning is an opportunity to put all that behind.  
There is a dearth of good specific geographic, land use, population data and other information for the area; for example, there are no statistics on what visitors vs. locals contribute in dollars to local businesses.  Any statistics have been gathered by entities from out of the area.  DSAA wants to conduct a local study to determine these facts.  Another goal is to create a community development plan for the area.
Dan mentioned other issues of concern to DSAA – these are on the website.

4. Concerns/Issues and Discussion:

A.  
 Dan outlined the major issues that have surfaced since the DSAA has come into 
being, as listed on the handout.  
In regards to the 18-home development, for which the partnership is on the point of a decision, the greatest concerns are wetlands and access.  There is a county road which goes through the area and residents would like to maintain that access to both historical and natural resources, for themselves and visitors alike.  Soda Springs makes their parking lot available in winter for XC skiers.  The fear is that, based on experience with the previous owners, development will further bar access, and will risk destructive logging and damage to sensitive wetlands.  Karen Heald mentioned the history of promises of mitigation not being kept; with the poor track record people want tangible evidence of good faith.  Dan raised a hypothetical of a bi-county project requiring a zone change which one of the two counties grants; the neighboring county might  then feel pressured to make the same zone change to suit the project’s needs.

DSAA hopes that the developers will involve the community, give and take feedback, and that decision-making will be better and the community calmer as a result.  
Todd understands from John Slouber that there were no additional development plans for the Van Norden area, despite the “future development” designation on the plan’s map.  
Karen added that location of homesites is very important and that some of those on the plans at Lake Van Norden were not acceptable.  It is important to include long-term protection of the meadow; a community park, for example would be a good solution.
John Kirrene mentioned that the lake area has historically been used for local events of importance, such as memorials, and for fishing, picnicking and camping, and that the lake serves as part of the identification of the Soda Springs/Donner Summit area.  He hopes that access can be protected.
B. In regards to traffic, on big ski days, the backup at Soda Springs both on old Highway 

40 and on Serene Lakes Road is already at F level.  Any new development will only exacerbate the problem.  The greatest concern is emergency access/egress.  It will  require a secondary access road and the question is where that would be located.  

C. Other issues raised:

a. Todd – water and sewer for Serene Lakes

b.  Sara – retail development on the Summit would be best if it were also to benefit the residents as well as visitors – eg., grocery store, restaurant, etc.

c. Dan – some of the want list includes a school, community center, bike and pedestrian paths, broadband access, better cell phone reception…

d. Starr – Boreal’s Ski Museum is looking for a new home; this could be developed into a community center so that there might finally be a sense of community, a sense of place, for the Summit.  

e. Joann – gets the strong sense of history that exists here, of the ruggedness and heartiness of the residents.  

f. Starr – there is also a desire to maintain the sense of freedom that once was a given – not to be squeezed, like a New York City.  People used to hike, horseback ride, walk dogs, without fear of being run off or restricted.  On the other hand, there are currently no real “beds” on the summit.  In general, the idea of crowded development like North Star is scary to residents.  
g. Sara – sensitive areas are Summit Valley, Onion Creek and Negro Canyon.  If building starts, it will mean trees downed for fire safety and restricted usage of areas that are currently open to the public.  Currently, berms are built by Royal Gorge to block trails that are on clearly public areas, and the area is patrolled and intimidation is used to keep people out. 
h. The roads to the Cedars, to Camp Aphasic and to Sugar Bowl are all important for public access.  The Cedars residents/property owners also want to be included in any planning discussion. 
i. There was a question about the new owners’ current relationship with Sugar Bowl.  Kirk mentioned that there is no formal relationship, but that Sugar Bowl will be included, as will DSAA, in discussions.  They have met with Chris Parker and Rob Kautz and attended a homeowners’ meeting to make the announcement of their ownership; the homeowners were very receptive.  The relationship is good.

j. Dan brought up the question of affordable housing to encourage more permanent job-holders and ways to live here full-time.  It was pointed out that John Slouber provides housing for those of his employees who need it, but the question is more for affordable year-round housing and home ownership.  Todd stated he is familiar with the problem, as it is the same in the Bay Area and on the Peninsula – a constant struggle.  Starr stated that this is an opportunity to create a jobs/housing balance and the infrastructure to support it.  Carrie added that it is often a problem for those employees who cannot afford to live on the Summit to get to work when the roads are closed and so the customers are not well served.  
5. Other Proposals/Ideas/Solutions:

A. Those present at the meeting who live in Serene Lakes were very supportive of Royal 
Gorge Ski Touring being a viable business.  To that end, Dan suggested that DSAA might partner with the owners to maintain the trails and monitor users.  It was also mentioned that the season pass issue needs to be addressed: Sugar Bowl homeowners have access to the trails whereas the Serene Lakes homeowners don’t.  

B.  Regarding the shuttle bus that used to transport skiers from Donner Summit Lodge to 

 Sugar Bowl, it would be most helpful if this could be reinstated.  Also, there is a need   

 for public transportation to and from Truckee in the summer – this would help the local 
 economy.  
C. The question of keeping in touch brought up suggestions of a newsletter, providing a 
link with the DSAA website, the invitation by Dan to Todd, Kirk and/or Joann to attend our meetings.  The next general membership will be held early in the summer.  Dan expressed the hope that the landowners would keep in touch with DSAA as they do their planning.   Todd and Kirk suggested they might set up a site for community input.
Todd thanked everyone for their attendance and stated he looked forward to continuing the fun/friendly conversations.
Respectfully submitted to DSAA Board members and to Joann,

Patricia Malberg, DSAA Secretary.
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