February 10, 2003

Mike Tollefson

Superintendent

Yosemite National Park

P0 Box 577

Yosemite, CA 95389

Dear Mike:

Welcome to Yosemite National Park. It is with a great deal of personal pleasure that I get to say that to you, as we have worked so well together previously. I look forward to continuing that excellent working relationship.

As you know, there are a number of challenges we must face together -- you in your role implementing the Yosemite Valley Plan and administering the Park, and me as Chairman of the authorizing committee, as well as representing Yosemite in Congress. I look forward to tackling these issues with you as partners. We both have the best interest of Yosemite in mind.

Attached you will find a letter from my good friend and constituent, Max Stauffer. Max has outlined what I believe to be a reasonable analysis of the current critical issues facing the Park from the standpoint of the gateway communities. I have shared some of the same thoughts with you, and will continue to do so over time. However, I want to make sure that you know that the majority of my constituents share the views of Max and the views that I hold.

PARK1NG/YARTS

The planned reduction of day-use parking spaces in Yosemite Valley will have a significant negative effect on the visitor, will compound the traffic problems as visitors search for a parking space, and is further evidence of the lack of welcome extended to the visitor. Visitor access has to be a significant part of the mission of the Park Service.

While the proposed 500-spaces indicated in the plan may work for a mid-winter weekend, it is clearly not enough spaces for any day in the summer. The plan indicates that bussing from the periphery of the park should occur 9 months per year if only 500 spaces remain in the Valley. I have had numerous discussions with your predecessors about the balance between parking and bussing, asking that the proposed bussing be reduced to no more than the heavily impacted summer months of May through September. If this were the case, 800 — 1200 day use spaces should remain on the valley floor.

The parking issue directly affects both the development of the Yosemite Area Regional Transportation System (YARTS), and the proposed closure of Northside Drive. Were an effective subsidized YARTS system in place, with mandatory use by employees and concessionaires, as many as 300 cars per day could be taken out of the Valley. The current YARTS system reduces about 50 cars per day. I have proposed legislation allowing Yosemite National Park to fund YARTS outside of the Park as an employee transportation system. Were visitors choosing to use the YARTS system, the impact would be all that much better and the demand for day-use parking reduced by as much.

The County of Mariposa has an ordinance prohibiting new development with a single access or egress, which would be the situation were Northside Drive closed for traffic. The primary reason for this ordinance is the potential for fire and life-safety issues associated with a single access point. With both North- and Southside Drives open, were a rockslide, flood or fire to damage one route, another would be open and accessible. I do not support closure of Northside Drive.

CAMPING

The Park Service has recently completed, but has not released a study of alternative campgrounds outside of Yosemite Valley, with the intention of distributing some Park visitors to other areas of the Park. You and Fran Mainella recently briefed me regarding the preliminary results of this study, which identified a readily constructible 204 out-of- valley campsites. I support constructing these campsites on an expedited basis.

However, support for new campgrounds outside of Yosemite Valley does not translate into support for closure of existing campgrounds within the Valley. I do not support campground closures and believe that existing (pre-flood) and new campgrounds are necessary to accommodate the visiting public.

As a result of the Merced Wild and Scenic River Corridor Study, in conjunction with the Valley Plan, NPS has proposed the closure of the Upper and Lower River Campgrounds, and the reconfiguration of the Upper and Lower Pines campgrounds. Although setbacks from the river and other considerations may indicate that changes in the current configurations of the campgrounds are needed, I have seen nothing which leads me to believe that the public’s use of the campgrounds is detrimental to the Merced River, or to the Valley. I have received a great deal of public comment from throughout the nation from people who are incensed that the River campgrounds may be closed. While it is my intention that Upper and Lower River Campgrounds be reopened in some form, I will wait for the completion of the on-going planning process for the restoration of those campgrounds, or the plan for the return of a more natural habitat that ensures public access. Those two plans will provide the information which we require to fully discuss the alternatives, so that both Congress and NPS have appropriate information upon which to make a judgment.

It is my intention to host a formal congressional hearing by the National Parks, Recreation and Public Lands Sub-committee in Yosemite to examine the results of these studies and to invite the public’s comments. We have discussed the possibility of having that hearing on Earth Day, April 22, 2003.

FEES/FLOOD RECOVERY FUNDING

One other issue which has been brought to my attention repeatedly is the current $20 entrance fee per vehicle. This fee is established consistent with the congressionally- authorized Recreational Fee Demonstration Program, which has resulted in many millions of dollars from entrance fees being retained in the Park for park improvements. I support this concept, as impacts that result from visitation should be funded by visitors.

However, I have two concerns about the current fee program. One is the impact of the relatively high fees on visitation, and the other is the use of the funds generated by the fees. I am aware of the projects you have slated for the use of the fee demonstration program, and support those projects. Just as with the flood recovery funds made available by Congress in 1997, there have been significant delays in the implementation of the programs for which the funds are to be used, largely as a result of delays in the adoption of the Yosemite Valley Plan and associated plans. Now that those plans are in place, I anticipate that the use of the fee demonstration and flood recovery program funds will accelerate, and that the public will benefit from entrance fees and taxes that they have paid.

Visitation in Yosemite has fallen from a high of over 4.1 million in 1996 to 3.6 million for 2002. This reduction of one-half a million people has very significantly impacted the communities that share borders with Yosemite. In Oakhurst, Mariposa and Sonora, revenues from retail, hotel and restaurant businesses have been declining along with park visitation. As you know, the health of Yosemite is dependent on the health of these communities, just as the communities’ health is tied to Yosemite.

As we have discussed, federal lands working closely with gateway communities is my highest priority for this session of Congress. I have developed the Gateway Communities Act of 2003, which will be introduced in the very near future, to mandate a closer working relationship between federal land managers and gateways. The Secretary of the Interior and the Director of the National Park Service have both indicated that they support this legislation.

While I do not know to what degree the drop in visitation has resulted from entrance fees, presumably it has had some effect. Separating fees from the publicity associated with the flood, September 11, economic woes, declining foreign visitation and other significant factors affecting visitation is nearly impossible. I am interested in exploring with you on a trial basis the use of entrance fees to manage visitation, and will work with you and with the Director to develop a program adjusting fees to spread visitation throughout the year. We are all aware that during the three months of summer, when park visitation is highest, the fees don’t seem to discourage much visitation. We also know that park visitation declines rapidly in mid-September, and does not revive until mid-April or later. A well-advertised program which reduces entrance fees in low visitation months would tend to encourage off-season visitation. This is consistent with virtually all private- sector seasonally-affected businesses, and Yosemite is an excellent laboratory for such a unique government approach. I am asking with this letter that you develop such a program for the consideration of my committee and the administration.

Again, I look forward to working with you on these and other issues which may arise during your long tenure at Yosemite. It has been a pleasure working with you in the past and I look forward to continuing that relationship in the future.

