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        February 19, 2013 
 
 
 
 
 
 

David Hite 
Alaska Department of Natural Resources, Northern Region 
Comments on DNR Negotiated Lease, ADL 419838 and Public Easement, ADL 419837  
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
We are writing in response to the proposed Negotiated Lease and Public Easement near 
Stampede Road related to the ecological observation site, applied for by the National 
Ecological Observatory Network.  Friends of Stampede was formed in October of 2010 
(with many members involved in Stampede issues much earlier), and since then has 
worked to follow local issues and educate local residents, property owners, and others with 
interest in the Stampede corridor.  We currently have around 100 local residents, property 
owners, and interested citizens on our contact list.  In the past several years we have 
followed the NEON permitting process, and have seen a number of beneficial changes to 
NEON’s site plan.  We have forwarded permit documents to our members, and have 
received a number of comments from members about this topic.  Although much of the 
design has been modified to address local concerns (which is greatly appreciated), there 
are still some concerns from local residents about site design.  In addition to local concerns, 
it is important to keep in mind that the Stampede corridor is valuable to both local 
residents, and visitors from around the world.  We would like to share our concerns with 
you, for consideration, as you make permitting decisions.   
  
As stated in our comments on an earlier proposed land use permit, the ecological 
observation site itself has received little criticism from our members.  We support scientific 
monitoring of this valuable ecosystem, along with the sharing of ecological data that would 
come from this monitoring.  We support the following requirements: 

 DNR should guarantee that all construction is removed and the entire site be 
restored to its natural condition after the project is completed. 

 Foundations and other infrastructure should be of a type that is easily removed 
after the monitoring project is completed, and plans for removal should be included 
in permitting documents. 

 Considering the long recovery time for tundra sites, there should be minimal ground 
disturbance during the project.     

 
More specifically, after discussions with NEON and the state, we have developed a number 
of requirements that we feel will help to minimize the footprint of this temporary site, and 
best fit with existing uses of state land in this area.  Please consider these 
recommendations in your final permit documents. 
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Power access and electricity: 
Because running electricity to the site has been deemed necessary by NEON (and 
alternatives, such as generator use are not palatable to nearby residents), we request that 
any infrastructure west of the existing residential area is be removed upon completion of 
the project.  We understand that the DOT permit may be outside of the scope of this permit, 
but support DNR’s requirement that all electrical infrastructure installed on DNR lands 
away from the road, be removed after installation, including conduit and lines.  Installation 
of conduit and lines under the tundra mat should be a stated requirement in the permit 
contract, and permit requirements related to installation and removal should include 
mention of minimal disturbance to the vegetative mat.  
 
Public and Researcher Access: 
There is informal recreational trail traffic crossing the proposed access route for the site.  
We have raised concerns in the past about recreational traffic crossing the boardwalk 
initially proposed for this site, which was suggested to be elevated above grade, and fifty 
inches wide.  Currently, Geoblock material has been proposed as an alternative.  While this 
is a good alternative for permanent trail improvements in tundra environments, impacts 
from its temporary use is unknown.  Field fitting of Geoblock trail materials could cause 
long-term damage to the vegetative mat in order to provide an even surface for installation.  
The potential for removal of Geoblock materials at this site is unknown. Geoblock can be 
difficult and damaging to remove once the vegetation has grown in over a long period, and 
there is strong opposition to leaving materials at the site after decommission.  We support 
language that minimizes potential damage to the vegetative mat, and prefer the boardwalk 
model used by the Toolik Field Station in order to minimize damage and provide the least 
intrusive method of accessing the proposed site.   To ensure the least intrusive method is 
used, we propose access that includes:  

 A boardwalk similar to the Toolik Field Station, and nearby monitoring sites 
overseen by the University of Alaska, Fairbanks and University of Florida temporary 
research sites (photos can be provided, if needed).  This is the model suggested by 
the NEON Environmental Assessment, and would be less intrusive than a 50” 
elevated boardwalk or the use of Geoblock materials should the Geoblock materials 
be left on-site after decommission.   This style of boardwalk has a long history of 
success at nearby monitoring sites, and sites throughout the state. 

 A significant amount of “field fitting” (i.e. cutting the vegetative mat to allow for 
installation) is required.  This could lead to much greater impacts to vegetation than 
the alternative we have suggested.  The surface it provides is ideal for minimal 
impacts associated with motorized use, but is not as ideal for foot traffic, especially 
where the terrain is uneven and has not been significantly modified.   

 Any boardwalk constructed should avoid conflicts by clearly marking the 
boardwalk, and providing ramps (or whatever is needed to allow crossing) for 
winter trails that run across the boardwalk or through/near the site.  If plank 
boardwalk is used, planks could easily be removed from trail intersections in the fall 
each year to minimize conflicts with recreational users over the winter. 

 Zigzagging of the access path right-of-way is encouraged to minimize recreational 
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use from this temporary trail, and to minimize damage from concentrated off road 
vehicle use (from users not related to the scientific research) that might be 
encouraged at the access trail/Stampede Road intersection. 

 At a minimum, DNR should require that NEON make every effort to minimize site 
damage and restore the site after decommission. 

 
Cross Country Vehicle Use: 

 Heavy equipment should not be allowed for installation of the temporary conduit or 
boardwalk, as this does not appear necessary for installation and could damage the 
vegetative mat, especially in wet areas.   

 NEON (or their contractors) should be required to transport conduit and other 
materials needed for the electric line and boardwalk installation while there is still 
snow cover (prior to summertime construction), to identified staging sites.  These 
staging sites could be accessed by snow machines pulling trailers, and should be out 
of view of the road corridor, and spaced so that construction can take place with 
minimal vehicle traffic during the summer.     

 Should any summer or winter cross-country vehicle traffic be necessary, we request 
that DNR institute a maximum number of passes across the tundra.  Especially 
important related to summertime cross-country vehicle travel, we would like to see 
back and forth traffic limited to the most feasible and prudent extent possible.   

 To ensure safety of recreational users and residents, notification ofconstruction 
activities should be provided to Friends of Stampede, the Panguingue Creek 
Homeowners Association, and local tour operators.  Contacts can be provided if 
needed.  Maps created of winter trails using GPS will be provide by Friends of 
Stampede to NEON, and DNR should require that this information is provided to 
contractors with safety stipulations. 

 
Site Restoration, Revegetation and Decommissioning: 
Seed used for revegetation should only include plants that are native to the Wolf 
Townships, with a strong preference for seed collected within the Wolf Townships, in the 
surrounding area.  Removal should be required for all site infrastructure upon 
decommissioning, and foundational structures should be removed at a level below grade at 
a depth sufficient to ensure that damage to vegetation and permafrost does not occur.   The 
permit should include requirements for site restoration that require follow-up one to two 
years after the site has been decommissioned, to ensure that non-native plants introduced 
as part of the project are removed, and that revegetation is successful.  This is particularly 
important around infrastructure at the ecological monitoring site, and along the proposed 
access route, especially if Geoblock is used.  DNR should require washing vehicles before 
entering the area to minimize the spread of invasive seeds. 
 
Best Practices to minimize construction and decommissioning footprint: 
To ensure that best practices are used in this temporary site and right-of-way 
development, we propose the following mitigations: 

 Considering the relatively high volume of scientific use that the NEON site could 
potentially bring, use of “wilderness” toilets to collect and pack out human solid 
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waste should be required. 
 To protect viewshed qualities and prevent light pollution, any lights that are part of 

the site should be required to be on a timer, or something other than a motion-
sensor device to ensure that outdoor lights are only on while NEON staff are on site.  

 Painting of site infrastructure to minimize viewscape impacts should be required in 
the permit to protect the scenic qualities of the Stampede Road corridor for both 
local residents and visiting tourists.  Friends of Stampede supports camoflauged 
painting (at a minimum) of the tower and instrument hut in dark June/July color 
palettes, mixed with lighter colors, to minimize impacts to scenic views along the 
road corridor.  Summer palettes should mitigate safety concerns regarding 
infrastructure visibility in the wintertime. We will be happy to provide NEON or the 
state with more specifics, if needed.   

 
During local meetings, NEON has suggested that many of these mitigation measures are 
already required by NEON for their contractors.  We hope that these provisions can 
formally be included in state mitigation measures as part of this permit, to ensure impacts 
that could otherwise be a part of this construction would not occur. 
 
Legislation is currently being considered that would create a Stampede State Recreation 
Area, including this site.  Friends of Stampede supports this legislation.  Such a designation 
would help to ensure that future development in the Stampede corridor is done in a way 
that would not impact the area's wildlife habitat and recreation values, clearly identified in 
the Tanana Basin Area Plan (and reiterated by the state’s choice not to transfer this land as 
settlement lands via Municipal Land Entitlements).   We hope that a State Recreation Area, 
or some other formal designation, will help to guide any future development in this area so 
it doesn’t damage the values that so many local residents (and visitors) are thankful for.  In 
the absence of formal designation, please keep in mind residents' hopes for future 
protection, and keep any development from greatly increasing use and infrastructure.  
 
We would be happy to provide additional feedback if a new location or other alternatives 
are sought.  Please continue to let us know about Stampede-related planning and 
permitting, and decisions related to this permit. 
  
Thank you for the opportunity to comment 
 

Hannah Ragland, for Friends of Stampede 


