Skagit River Project (FERC NO. 553) 

           Seattle City Light

[image: image1]

Part 8 Signage STUDY Report

Skagit River Hydroelectric Project (FERC No. 553)
1
Introduction

On August 13-15, 2012, a contractor for the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) conducted an inspection of Seattle City Light’s (City Light) Skagit River Hydroelectric Project (Project) to assess compliance with the environmental and public use measures included in the project license.  Inspection results, summarized in a letter from the FERC to City Light dated August 24, 2012, found that the project was in compliance with all license articles related to fish, wildlife, recreation, public safety, and cultural resources.  However, the inspection also found that Part 8 signs, as required by 18 CFR, Chapter 1, Part 8.2(a), were not posted at the Project’s points of access.  The letter acknowledged the numerous and varied nature of the public use facilities and points of access at the Project, and requested that City Light (1) conduct a study to determine the location(s) of the needed Part 8 signs; (2) identify and justify the locations selected for the Part 8 signs; and (3) provide a schedule for installation.  This report describes the study methods and results and establishes a schedule for sign installation.
Skagit River Project Location and Access
The Skagit River Hydroelectric Project consists of three separate but hydraulically coordinated power generating developments on the Skagit River – Ross, Diablo, and Gorge – and associated lands and facilities (Figure 1).  Located in a remote area of the North Cascade Mountains in Washington State, the Project also includes two small towns—Newhalem and Diablo—that provide the facilities and services needed for Project operations and maintenance.  Both towns were originally built to provide housing and services to the workers constructing the Project.  Newhalem is located between State Route (SR) 20 and the Skagit River, just downstream of Gorge Powerhouse.  It includes administrative offices, maintenance facilities, housing, a meeting hall, and a commissary.  Diablo is located about 8 miles north of Newhalem near Diablo Powerhouse.  It consists mostly of houses but also includes a switchyard and several other buildings used for administrative and maintenance purposes.
The Project is about 120 miles from Seattle and 90 miles from Bellingham, the two nearest major population centers.  Vehicle access is via SR 20, the most northern east-west highway in Washington.  From Interstate 5 in Burlington the highway heads east along the Skagit River for about 60 miles to Newhalem, and then continues along the Skagit River and Gorge Lake.  After crossing the upper end of Gorge Lake, SR 20 runs roughly parallel to the south and east shores of Diablo Lake and then along Ruby Arm on the east side of Ross Lake (Figure 1).  At the upper end of Ruby Arm SR 20 climbs over Rainy and Washington passes, both over 5,000 ft elevation, and then drops into the Methow Valley and the town of Winthrop, about 70 miles from Newhalem.  Heavy snow typically closes the highway between Diablo and Winthrop from mid-November through mid-April.  Traffic along the highway and visitation to the Project area is generally highest in July and August.
The steep topography of the North Cascades restricts vehicle access to the Project reservoirs and associated public use facilities.  Although SR 20 runs along the west side of Gorge Lake, 
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Figure 1.  Skagit River Hydroelectric Project – Site Map.

shoreline access is restricted to the upper end of the reservoir near the town of Diablo where the narrow gorge of the Skagit River widens slightly and there is some flat ground.  The Diablo Lake shoreline is accessible from SR 20 at Colonial Creek Campground and from a spur road off the highway to Diablo Dam and City Light boat facilities.  The only vehicle access to Ross Lake is via a 40 mile unpaved road from Hope, British Columbia.  In the U.S. the reservoir can be reached by one of several hiking trails or by taking a boat across Diablo Lake and then a truck shuttle to Ross Dam.  
Project Recreation and Public Use Facilities

The Project is almost entirely within the Ross Lake National Recreation Area (NRA), which is administered by the National Park Service (NPS) as part of the North Cascades National Park (NCNP) Complex.  The town of Newhalem, Gorge and Diablo powerhouses, and part of the town of Diablo occupy lands owned by City Light; the remainder of the project area associated with the three generating facilities is in federal ownership.  As a result, most of the developed recreation sites in the Project area, including all the campgrounds, are owned and operated by the NPS.  Under Article 415 of the Skagit Project License, which was issued by the FERC in 1995, City Light provides the NPS with annual funding for the operations and maintenance of recreational facilities in the NRA.  Funding to develop and/or upgrade NPS campgrounds, viewpoints, interpretive signs, and trails is also provided under License Article 415.  

Skagit Project recreation and public use facilities, areas, and services include the following:

· Historic Newhalem Main Street – the historic town of Newhalem provides the only visitor services in the 85 miles between Marblemount, 15 miles to the west, and Winthrop, 70 miles to the east.  Main Street Newhalem provides several public use facilities:
· Skagit Information Center – this building is staffed seasonally (daily in July and August, weekends in June and September) and provides information on the Skagit Project, NRA, and NCNP.  The building includes interpretive panels on Project history and programs to protect fish and wildlife.  During the summer City Light staff provides free walking tours of historic Newhalem or visitors can pick up a brochure to take a self-guided walking tour.

· Skagit General Store – open year round, the store sells packaged and prepared foods, beverages, basic toiletries, and camping supplies.

· Restrooms – open year round, there are two public restroom buildings in Newhalem.

· Gorge Powerhouse Visitor Gallery – provides views of the interior of Gorge Powerhouse and interpretive displays on Project history.  

· Ladder Creek Falls Gardens – located behind Gorge Powerhouse, this historic garden was constructed in the 1920s and 1930s to feature the gorge and falls associated with Ladder Creek just before its confluence with the Skagit River.  The gardens are a mix of native and horticultural plant species and include a loop trail, several reflecting pools, interpretive signs, and benches.  The gorge and falls are illuminated at night.  
· North Cascades Environmental Learning Center - located on the north side of Diablo Lake, this facility is operated by North Cascades Institute under a lease agreement and provides environmental educational programs for children and adults.

· Diablo Lake Ferry – this ferry service is operated by City Light and provides access to Ross Lake.  Visitors load from a landing near Diablo Dam and disembark at a dock near Ross Powerhouse.  From there, they can walk to Ross Lake or take a truck shuttle run by a NPS concessionaire.
· Skagit Tours – these tours, which are required by the Project license, have been offered by City Light nearly every year since 1930.  Currently two different summer tour options are provided:  (1) a boat trip on Diablo Lake or (2) a van trip and short hikes to view Project facilities and scenic locations in the NRA.  In the fall City Light offers several day-long specialty tours of the powerhouses and other Project facilities to a small number of guests.  Tour participation varies annually and was about 2,700 in 2012.
2 Study Methods

Methods to identify possible Part 8 sign locations involved (1) studying a map of the Project relative to SR 20, visitor access sites, and existing Project recreation and public use facilities; (2) visiting and evaluating the suitability of each of these sites; and (3) photographing the sites selected for sign installation.  Sites were selected based on the amount of public visitation and the suitability of the location for sign installation.  Suitable sites were those that had an existing structure or space for a new sign and that did not conflict with existing signs.

It was assumed that the Part 8 signs needed to be associated with Project facilities or services provided specifically by City Light.  NPS facilities in the Project area built and/or maintained by City Light were not considered for a Part 8 sign because of:  (1) the number of existing NPS signs at these sites; (2) the potential for confusion or mixed messaging; and (3) different signage standards between City Light and NPS.
3
RESULTS & SCHEDULE
Ten sites were identified and evaluated for Part 8 signs.  Of these, two were selected for the Part 8 signs and eight were rejected from consideration; the rationale for selection or exclusion is summarized in Table 1.  Photos of the two selected sites follow the table.  Part 8 signs will be installed in both locations by March 29, 2013.
In addition, a new Part 8 sign for the Newhalem Creek Project (Project No. 2705) will be installed in Newhalem in the bulletin board not being used by the Part 8 sign for the Skagit River Project (see Site 4 photo).  The existing Newhalem Part 8 sign is in disrepair and in a location not easily seen by the public.
Table 1.  Sites Evaluated for Part 8 Signs for the Skagit River Project

	Site No.
	Site Location
	Selected/ Rejected for Part 8 Sign
	Rationale for Selection/Rejection

	1
	SR 20, west entrance to Newhalem – at the site of the existing eastbound “Welcome to the Skagit River Hydroelectric Project” sign.
	Rejected
	The text required for a Part 8 sign would not be readable by most visitors who are approaching Newhalem at speeds of >30 MPH.

	2
	Newhalem – Bulletin board on the outside of the Newhalem General Store
	Rejected
	Most visitors walk straight into the General Store; the bulletin boards on either side of the door are not as visible as the ones by the restrooms.  

	3
	Newhalem – Parking area across SR 20 from Main Street
	Rejected
	The large parking lot across SR 20 from Main Street is only used by visitors with RVs or during very busy times when parking on Main Street is limited.

	4
	Newhalem – Bulletin boards in the breezeway between the Skagit Information Center and restrooms
	Selected
	The Skagit Information Center and associated restrooms receive more visitation than any other location in the Project area.  The bulletin board to the right of the restrooms has an existing sign that lists all of City Light’s recreation facilities.  This sign will be replaced with a Part 8 sign.

	5
	SR 20, east entrance to Newhalem – Near Ross crypt
	Rejected
	The text required for a Part 8 sign would not be readable by most visitors who are approaching Newhalem at speeds of >30 MPH.  

	6
	Gorge Powerhouse/Ladder Creek Falls – At the site of existing interpretive signs near the parking area for Gorge Powerhouse and Ladder Creek Falls Garden
	Rejected
	This area receives substantially less visitation than Newhalem.  It is used only by those who want to walk the Ladder Creek Falls trail or visit Gorge Powerhouse Visitor Gallery.

	7
	SR 20, just east of the bridge over the upper end of Gorge Lake - At the site of the existing westbound “Welcome to the Skagit River Hydroelectric Project” sign
	Rejected
	The text required for a Part 8 sign would not be readable by most visitors who are driving at speeds > 40 MPH.  

	8
	Diablo Lake – At the Skagit Tour Boat Dock Waiting Area
	Selected
	The tour dock is the point of departure/return for all of City Light’s Skagit boat tours and is used by up to 70 tour participants 5 days/week in the summer.  Kayakers and canoeists also occasionally dock or launch from this site.  A Part 8 sign will be installed on the side of the waiting area facing Diablo Dam, which is currently blank and is visible to all visitors driving up to or past the dock.

	9
	Diablo Lake – At the West Diablo Lake Ferry Dock


	Rejected
	This site is used only by guests of the Ross Lake Resort and by kayakers and canoeists needing transportation to Ross Lake.

	10
	Ross Dam
	Rejected
	Relatively few visitors make the trip to Ross Dam, which is accessible only on foot via a steep, mile-long trail.  The trail and existing signs are maintained by the NPS.


SITE 4 (Newhalem)
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Skagit Information Center (left) and restrooms (right), with breezeway in between.
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Bulletin boards in breezeway on either side of restrooms.
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Existing Skagit Project recreation sign in breezeway proposed for replacement with Part 8 sign.
SITE 8 (Diablo Lake)
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Skagit Tour boat dock waiting area, Diablo Lake, blank side facing Diablo Dam.
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Existing interpretive signs at Skagit Tour boat dock (opposite bank side).
Site for Skagit River Project Part 8 Sign





Site for Newhalem Creek Project Part 8 Sign





Site for Skagit Project Part 8 Sign
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