Downtown Estes Loop Environmental Assessment Chapter 1. Purpose and Need

1 PURPOSE AND NEED

1.1 Introduction

The U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), Federal Highway Administration’s (FHWA)
Central Federal Lands Highway Division (CFLHD) is the federal lead agency for this
Environmental Assessment (EA). One of CFLHD’s functions is to administer the Federal Lands
Access Program (FLAP) established under the transportation bill Moving Ahead for Progress in
the 21st Century, and continued under the Fixing America's Surface Transportation (FAST) Act
(FAST Act § 1120; 23 U.S.C. 201, 204). FLAP provides funds for projects on federal lands
access transportation facilities. Project funds for roads that provide access to Federally owned
properties that are owned and/or maintained by non Federal Government agencies with an
emphasis for projects facilities accessing high use recreation areas and economic generators.
Matching funds are required in order for projects to be eligible for FLAP program funds. The
Town of Estes Park applied for this project and committed the required matching funds in 2013.
The Colorado FLAP Program Decision Committee (PDC) approved funding to include this
project in the Colorado FLAP program. The Proposed Action is administered by CFLHD in
cooperation with the Town of Estes Park and the Colorado Department of Transportation.

While the original EA process began with a study area that included improvement to Elkhorn
Avenue, Moraine Avenue, and Riverside Drives, the study was expanded to include future
phases that could occur in the general area. More information is provided in Chapter 2:
Alternatives Considered. The Proposed Action analyzed in this EA consists of the following:

Funded Phase 1 — CFLHD project CO FLAP 34(1), 36(1) Moraine Avenue and Riverside
Drive — reconstruction and realignment of Riverside Drive, reconstruction of the Ivy
Street Bridge and associated transportation improvements along Elkhorn and Moraine
could be built as part of the currently funded FLAP project (Phase 1). These
improvements are funded.

Future reconstruction of the Rockwell and Riverside Bridges — This will likely occur at
some point in the future, however these activities are not currently planned and
programmed “projects”. There is no identified funding source; CDOT involvement is
likely as they will own and maintain the newly constructed Riverside Drive.

Future channel/floodplain improvements — There is not a currently planned or
programmed project that includes these activities; they are not yet funded but are likely
to be built in subsequent phases.

The project design is required to meet a wide range of federal, state and local design standards
and requirements. The EA has been prepared in compliance with applicable federal, state and
local regulations involving the National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA), environmental
laws, permit requirements and procedural guidance. The discussions in Chapter 3: Affected
Environment, Environmental Consequences and Mitigation Measures, provide additional details.
The project decision-making process involves analysis of a variety of engineering
considerations and the findings of this EA.
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As noted above, the FLAP award met a wide range of design standards and requirements. It
also evaluated a robust range of transportation alternatives, which is not ordinarily completed for
an EA.

1.2 Local and Regional Setting

The project site (See Figure 1-1) is located about 65 miles northwest of Denver, Colorado in the
Town of Estes Park in Larimer County near Rocky Mountain National Park (RMNP). Estes Park
is a gateway community to RMNP through which all visitors approaching the east side of the
park travel. The local setting of the project site is Downtown Estes Park (See Figure 1-2).

The project study area includes a vibrant retail commercial district along Elkhorn Avenue
(Elkhorn) and Moraine Avenue (Moraine) and additional commercial, lodging and recreational
uses along East and West Riverside Drives. Traffic along Elkhorn within the downtown generally
flows west. Traffic along Moraine and East and West Riverside generally flows north and south.
However, the primary movements from outside of the Estes Valley through the Downtown to
RMNP are referred to as “inbound.” The traffic movements in the other direction are referred to
as “outbound.” The Big Thompson River flows generally from west to east, but flows north along
Riverside through the project site. The Downtown retail environment is supported by on-street
and off-street surface parking lots and multiple parks provide recreational opportunities near the
Big Thompson and Fall Rivers. Residential neighborhoods exist along East Riverside Drive. The
Piccadilly Square commercial complex is located near the Riverside/Crags intersection.
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Figure 1-1: Regional Setting of the Project Site
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1.3 Project Background and History

1.3.1 Transportation, Access and Parking

United State Highway 36 (US 36), through downtown Estes Park, is the main access route to
the Beaver Meadows Entrance on the east side of RMNP. This entrance receives the highest
number of visitors and provides access to the Bear Lake Road shuttle station and the Bear Lake
parking area. During peak visitation season at RMNP, the downtown Estes Park area
experiences heavy congestion due to the volume of vehicles and pedestrians within the project
limits. The congestion has been a documented source of RMNP visitor dissatisfaction and has
complicated traffic management for the Town. The Town of Estes Park has been analyzing land
use, traffic, parking, and economic development conditions in the Downtown area for many
years. Several reports, going back to a 1984 Downtown Estes Park Access Report, identified
multiple scenarios to improve traffic flow through downtown Estes Park. The 1984 access report
was the first to document the severe seasonal congestion issues on US 36 through downtown
and identify alternative routes, including one-way configurations, along the Riverside Drive
routes. In the decades that followed, the National Park Service, CDOT Region 4 and the Town
of Estes Park have completed additional studies to identify ways to improve traffic, access, and
parking. The following provides a chronology of transportation planning studies since 2000:

In 2000, RMNP prepared a Transportation Study that evaluated and recommended
several transportation options to provide congestion relief through alternative modes of
transportation.

In 2003, CDOT Region 4, in association with the Town of Estes Park, Larimer County
and RMNP, prepared the Estes Valley Transportation Alternatives Study. This study
identified a package of multimodal enhancements to address transportation issues in the
region, including potential improvements to the downtown street network. One of those
improvements was a one-way couplet system utilizing Elkhorn, Moraine and Riverside
roadways. The study also recommended many transit and parking improvements, which
have been advanced and implemented over the last decade (transit service; parking
improvements, and the planned visitor center parking structure).

In 2005, the Town obtained six recommendations to address parking issues in
Downtown Estes Park from Republic Parking Systems in their Town of Estes Park
Parking Study.

In 2008, the Town prepared the Estes Park Downtown Circulation Study which reviewed
existing circulation and developed alternatives to address congestion.

In 2011, RMNP prepared an Evaluation of an Intelligent Transportation System (ITS) for
the park and the Town. This evaluation provided the results of a pilot ITS program.

In 2012, the Town’s Transportation Visioning Committee prepared the Town’s “Roadmap
to the Future.” This was a citizen-led committee to develop a vision for Estes Park’s
transportation system 20 years in the future. The report identified nine roadway
scenarios including a full reroute of US 36 to West Riverside with creation of one-way
couplets on existing roadways and reconfiguration of the Moraine/Riverside/Crags
intersection to facilitate more use of West Riverside Drive. The report also suggested
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transit and parking improvements, specifically a new parking facility near the Visitor
Center.

In the spring of 2013, the Town initiated a public outreach process to gather input on the
community’s priorities for improving transportation downtown. The public weighed in on
several transportation-related project options, one of which was the conversion of traffic
through the core downtown area from two-way to one-way. This one-way couplet option
was the majority of the participating public’s preferred roadway solution to improve traffic
flow. The Town Board voted to proceed with a competitive federal funding application for
the one-way couplet to be included in the FLAP program. The project was approved to
enter into the project development phase by the FLAP PDC in July of 2013.

In December of 2013, the Town completed the Estes Park Transit & Parking Study
funded by a Federal Transit Administration (FTA) grant under the Alternative
Transportation in the Parks and Public Lands Program (ATPPL).

In the summer of 2015, the Town worked with CDOT to change the striping and lane
configuration for the northbound leg of US 36 to US 34 (Wonderview). The previous
configuration was 2-northbound left turn lanes and a single through lane. The revised
configuration implemented in June 2015 is a single left turn lane, left/through option lane,
and single through lane. This effectively provides two through lanes to Wonderview
Avenue. Based on agency and public feedback, this configuration will remain. The Town
is currently working with CDOT to provide additional informational signing on the routes
to RMNP in advance of the US 36/US 34 intersection.

In July 2015, CDOT and the Town completed a demonstration project comparing the
Barnes Dance pedestrian walk phase to the existing concurrent traffic and pedestrian
phases for each leg of the intersection at the Elkhorn and Moraine intersection. The
demonstration project concluded that the Barnes Dance operation resulted in higher
vehicular delays and longer vehicle queues than the existing traffic signal operations.
While the demonstration project was focused on vehicular delays, the all walk signal
phase allows pedestrians to cross intersections without the threat of vehicular traffic,
providing a higher level of perceived pedestrian convenience. However, it can disallow
pedestrian movements to occur during vehicle only phases, adding wait time to certain
pedestrian movements that were allowed previously. The Barnes Dance was
reintroduced on May 27, 2016 at the Elkhorn/Moraine and Elkhorn/Riverside
intersections.

Previous transportation studies completed by the Town of Estes Park can be referenced at:
www.estes.org/transportationstudies.

The North Front Range Metropolitan Planning Organization’s (NFRMPO) transportation model
includes the Estes Park area, but Estes Park is not within the formal boundaries of the
NFRMPO. Estes Park is within the formal boundaries of the Upper Front Range Transportation
Planning Region (UFRTPR — TPR #12). The funded Phase 1 of the Proposed Action is in the
State of Colorado Transportation Improvement Plan (STIP) identified as SUF4001, Estes Park
Loop. The adopted UFR 2040 Regional Transportation Plan includes the funded Phase 1 in
their Priority Project Ranking List. The UFR supports a future modification to the Priority Project
Ranking List to include future phases of the project.
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Town projects to address identified transportation planning needs have included extensive
roadway network and operational improvements, transit services, parking improvements and
studies (on-street parking, surface parking lots, and structured parking), new private sector
development approvals, and various Downtown enhancements. The Town’s ability to provide
improvements requires integrated and comprehensive decision-making and adequate funding.

Local funding for project improvements is available, but the needs often exceed the Town of
Estes Park budget limitations. In these instances, the Town seeks assistance from state
government, federal government, the private sector and other sources.

The Town’s FLAP application was selected and funded by the Central Federal Lands Highway
Division (CFLHD) of FHWA. A total of $13 million was awarded for a specifically defined project.
The proposed project funded from the FLAP was the one-way, counter-clockwise, couplet
through Downtown Estes Park involving portions of Elkhorn, Moraine, East Riverside, and West
Riverside roads with Big Thompson crossings near lvy Street and Riverside at the Fall River
confluence area. A requirement of the FLAP Program is for the local partnering agency to
contribute a matching portion toward the project. For Colorado projects, this is 17.21% of the
total implementation cost.

To obtain these funds, The Town has also applied for and received $4.2 million funding under
the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) Responsible Acceleration of Maintenance
and Partnerships (RAMP) Program for the “devolution” of US 34 Business Route (West Elkhorn)
back to Town ownership and maintenance between the Elkhorn/Moraine intersection and
Wonderview. The RAMP Program funding is designed to provide local flexibility. The RAMP
funds received from CDOT will be used for the required local agency matching funds for the
FLAP program.

The Town has also applied for and obtained funding from the FTA, separate from the FLAP
project, for parking improvements on the east edge of downtown at the Town’s Visitor Center
near the intersection of US 36 and US 34. This new Estes Park Transit Facility Parking
Structure would ultimately include 296 new parking spaces on the site.

The “Downtown Estes Loop” project builds on previous transportation planning studies and
public outreach activities for improving transportation in Downtown Estes Park.

1.3.2 Flooding

Downtown Estes Park was established on and around the banks of the Fall River and Big
Thompson River. The confluence of these two Rivers is in the middle of the project area.
Approximately half of the buildings in the commercial downtown corridor are less than fifty
feet from either Big Thompson River or Fall River; many are less than ten feet away from river
channels. Over the last 100-years, both rivers have experienced several significant flood events,
including: the June 1965 Flood; the 1976 Big Thompson Canyon Flood; the 1982 Lawn Lake
Dam Flood; and the September 2013 floods throughout Colorado’s north Front Range. Of these
events, the 1965, 1982 and 2013 floods produced flows that breached the river banks onto
adjacent properties and streets.

The June 1965 flood was a rain on snow event over two days which caused out-of-bank
flows and property damage.
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The 1976 Big Thompson Canyon Flood took place primarily east of the Town in the
canyon with limited direct impacts on Estes Park.

The 1982 Lawn Lake Dam flood was a result of an upstream dam failure on Lawn Lake
to the Roaring River, and then into Fall River, which sent a rapid rushing wall of water
down Fall River into downtown causing significant property damage and loss of life.
The recent September 2013 event damaged bridges, severely undermined retaining
walls, created bank undercutting and destroyed the riparian environments along both
river corridors. The inability of bridges crossing Fall River and the Big Thompson River in
the downtown area to convey floodwaters caused backwatering and overtopping, which
resulted in widespread flooding throughout the downtown corridor and required road
closures and emergency detours around downtown.

As a result of the September 2013 flood event, hydrology studies were completed in order to
determine if the regulatory flows and regulated flood boundaries need to be updated. In the fall
of 2014, the Town adopted interim floodplain guidance and regulations using flood flows
developed as part of a hydrology study completed by the Colorado Water Conservation Board
(CWCB). These were the best available flows for a 1% annual event (100 year). The CWCB
Best Available flows are around 2.5 times the current regulatory flows. This guidance has
influenced the development of the EA and resulted in an expanded study area and identification
of additional flood improvement needs. The Town is currently undertaking a detailed hydrologic
study to determine revised peak discharge flows for the 1% annual event (100-year) along Fall
River, Big Thompson River, Black Canyon Creek and Dry Gulch. This work is expected to be
complete in 2016, at which time the CWCB will use this hydrology data to begin detailed
hydraulic modeling to establish the new 100-year floodplain, which will be the baseline for
updates to Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRM). As data becomes available and regulatory flows
are updated, it would be incorporated into final design of any build improvements for this project.

1.4 Project Scoping

The NEPA Scoping process defines the scope of the major and important issues that should be
considered in relation to a proposed action and alternatives. The Scoping process is open and
occurs at the beginning of a project. The Scoping process involves the public and federal, state
and local agencies. Public involvement and agency coordination continues throughout the entire
process.

The project’s formal Scoping process began with a public meeting on October 8, 2014. The
formal public agency scoping letter was dated December 16, 2014. Additional public meetings
were held later in 2014 and early 2015 where the public and public agencies were able to
provide input.

Appendix D: Public Outreach Materials presents the primary Scoping process documents and
summaries of public and agency input.

The key issues to be addressed in the EA were determined as an outcome of the public scoping
process, initial field investigations and analysis of the requirements of the Proposed Action and
alternatives. The key issues discussed in Chapter 3 include:
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Transportation - Hazardous Materials

Land Use Planning and Public Policy - Public Services and Utilities

Air Quality - Visual Quality, Aesthetics and
Noise Community Design

Biological Resources - Parks, Recreation and Open Space
Water Resources - Social Conditions

Wetlands and Waters of the U.S. - Economics

Cultural Resources - Energy

Soils and Geology

This list of issues does not include impacts on farmland or paleontological resources because
no farmland is present in the study area and because paleontological resources are not
anticipated in the Big Thompson River corridor where earthwork is anticipated. Cycles of river
scour and deposition over time are likely to have eliminated paleontological resources in this
area. If paleontological resources are encountered, standard practices for their protection would
be applied.

1.5 Project Context

Rocky Mountain National Park, located generally west of the Town of Estes Park in Colorado,
provides 415 square miles of public recreation opportunities. In 2014, National Geographic
named RMNP as one of its best trips in the world. In 2015, RMNP was the 3rd most visited
national park in the U.S. based on annual visitation. Visitation by month between 2011 and 2015
is presented in Table 1-1.

Existing Traffic Congestion on East Elkhorn in Downtown Estes Park
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Downtown Estes Park — Elkhorn Avenue

Big Thompson River and East Riverside Drive Corridor

Table 1-1: Monthly Visitation to Rocky Mountain National Park in 2011 — 2015 (Visitors)

Month 2011 2012 2013* 2014* 2015
January 68,641 68,537 78,022 77,633 98,928
February 50,540 62,036 68,831 76,881 85,123
March 73,760 104,374 89,691 99,077 134,304
April 77,183 117,053 90,379 97,100 116,959
May 163,587 228,950 239,184 220,532 259,711
June 500,733 500,206 605,508 538,725 608,796
July 743,741 651,722 712,583 693,685 858,426
August 620,534 589,131 621,852 616,826 756,579
September 483,780 527,172 253,467 537,694 644,350
October 264,617 219,946 66,275* 305,651 371,558
November 68,076 93,714 86,379* 90,915 118,398
December 61,749 66,776 81,970* 80,032 93,784
Total 3,176,941 3,229,617 2,991,141* 3,434,751 4,155,916

* Visitation data for 2013 are unusual due to the mid-September 2013 flood event and may have influenced
September 2013 through early 2014 visitation totals.

Source: RMNP, 2014.

Between 2000 and 2015, National Park Service annual visitation statistics for RMNP reflect an
average of about 3 million visitors with variation between 2,743,676 visitors (low in 2006) and
4,155,916 (high in 2015). Visitation fluctuates heavily due to weather conditions in a given
month or year. Visitation records indicate that the number of visitors is increasing during the
peak and off-peak seasons. Year 2015 visitation numbers set records for RMNP in part due to
lower gasoline prices and celebration of the RMNP’s 100-year anniversary. 2016 marks the
100-year anniversary of the National Park Service.

Visitors enter the core area of RMNP through three primary roadway entrances: US 36 Beaver
Meadows and US 34 Fall River on the east side and US 34 Grand Lake on the west side (See
Figure 1-3).
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Figure 1-3: Regional Roadway Network and Motor Vehicle Entrances Serving RMNP
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Based on data collected from the National Park Service, the Beaver Meadows Visitor Center
entrance has the highest traffic volume. Annual vehicle volumes entering the park at the three
main entrances in 2012 are shown in Table 1-2.

Table 1-2: Monthly Visitation to Rocky Mountain National Park by Entrance (2012 Traffic

Counts)
Beaver Meadows Fall River Grand Lake
(US 36) (US 34) (US 34)
Eastside Entrances Westside Entrance

January 13,649 6,543 1,811
February 11,132 4,721 2,029
March 19,166 10,734 1,899
April 22,538 12,355 2,745
May 38,903 23,528 10,726
June 68,506 42,166 30,770
July 85,444 50,581 42,610
August 76,898 41,512 38,930
September 82,840 52,734 36,576
October 33,386 25,078 8,502
November 15,333 8,963 1,800
December 10,953 6,007 1,563
Total 478,748 284,922 179,961

Note: 2012 Traffic counts provide the most recent and reliable data for entrance activity. The 2013 and 2014 data
were influenced by post-flood conditions, and 2015 was influenced by the RMNP 100-year anniversary.
Source: RMNP, 2012

The primary routes to the Beaver Meadows and Fall River entrances pass through the Town of
Estes Park. The primary route to the Beaver Meadows (US 36) entrance passes directly through
the Town’s downtown (central business district) via Elkhorn and Moraine. The primary route to
the Fall River entrance via Wonderview (US 34) does not pass through Downtown Estes Park.
Traffic from US 34 destined for the Beaver Meadows entrance passes through the US 34/US 36
intersection just east of Downtown Estes Park. Figure 1-4 presents the primary roadway
network serving the east side entrances to RMNP.
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Figure 1-4: Primary Roadway Network Serving East Side Entrances to RMNP

The Economic and Fiscal Impact of Tourism on the Estes Park, Colorado Economy Report
prepared for Visit Estes Park in 2012 showed that almost three-quarters of all tourists who visit
Estes Park also visited RMNP. Estes Park provides many accommodations for visitors to the
park including hotels, restaurants, shopping, emergency services and public transportation.

Downtown Estes Park has developed and benefited from tourists who visit the downtown area
or who stop to use the amenities as they pass through town in motor vehicles, on bicycles, and
on foot. However, high traffic and pedestrian volumes conflict, resulting in heavy congestion
within the study area. This congestion decreases mobility through town and to and from RMNP.
Based on the Estes Park 2010 Visitor Study results, the negative impacts associated with the
congestion have resulted in a decrease in visitor experience that is of growing concern to
visitors to RMNP and the Town of Estes Park.
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1.6 Purpose and Need

16.1 Project Overview

The project is needed to improve system management and reduce severe congestion of the
existing roadway network for both motorized and non-motorized users accessing RMNP. During
the peak summer visitor season, traffic demand at the two main project intersections
(Elkhorn/Moraine and Elkhorn/Riverside) used to access the RMNP Beaver Meadows entrance
exceeds capacity, which contributes to extensive delay, safety concerns and community
impacts.

The primary project needs depend highly on a broad range of issues and are discussed as
follows (additional information may be found in the Traffic Conditions Report, Volume 3:

For many years, travel into and out of Downtown Estes Park combined with traffic to and
from RMNP has created severe weekend congestion in Downtown Estes Park for
several months of the year. This congestion limits access to and from the park’s highest
use entrance (Beaver Meadows).

Visitor experience along this corridor is diminished by the extreme congestion which
causes increased vehicle/pedestrian conflicts and poor air quality in the business district
and heavy delays to visitors of RMNP.

In the future (2015 — 2040), anticipated traffic increases are expected to increase the
severity of delays and cause delays to occur on more days per year and for longer
periods of time.

In 2014, capacity was exceeded approximately 40 days per year for periods of 2 hours
or more creating 262 hours of congestion on those 40 days.

Traffic forecasts for 2040 indicate that capacity will be exceeded for two hours or more
on approximately 147 days per year creating 1,189 hours of congestion on those 147
days.

On high traffic days, the number of hours of severe congestion in a given day will
increase as the peak demand is spread out during the day.

In 2040, some of the days when congestion is predicted are not associated with peak
visitor season. Congestion on these days is caused by growth forecasts in employment
and housing. As a result, congestion in 2040 will also occur on weekdays and during off
season weekends.

Existing and future congestion at the Elkhorn/Riverside, Elkhorn/Moraine and
Moraine/Crags intersections causes motor vehicle, bicycle and pedestrian safety issues,
restricts access, limits bus transit service efficiency, extends emergency response times
for police, fire and ambulance services, and limits future economic growth in Estes Park
and the surrounding area by discouraging travel when congestion is anticipated.

1.6.2 Project Purpose

The purpose of the FLAP project is to improve access to federally-owned properties that
function as major economic generators and provide vast public recreational opportunities. The
program intent is to provide improved access while maintaining environmental and economic
viability of the adjacent communities. The purpose of this project is to improve access to and
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from RMNP by reducing travel time, congestion, and pedestrian/vehicle conflicts through
Downtown Estes Park as well as the associated negative impacts to visitor experience. The
improvements will be developed in a context sensitive manner that will minimize environmental
impacts, parking impacts, and support the Town’s economic development objectives through
improved guide signs and consideration of possible future projects. The project limits are shown
in Figure 1-5.

Figure 1-5: Project Limits
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1.6.3 Project Needs

East of Downtown Estes Park (east of the intersection US 34/US 36), existing average daily
traffic (ADT) along US 34 is approximately 17,000 vehicles per day (vpd) and US 36 has
approximately 15,000 vpd. Future ADTs are expected to be 26,200 vpd along US 34 and 27,000
vpd along US 36 by 2040. Existing traffic information on this project is stated in either year 2012
or 2014 throughout this EA. Both are considered the existing condition. Traffic data from 2012
was used as it provides the most recent year with a complete set of yearly data not affected by
fires, floods, or RMNP 100-year event traffic. When presented as 2014 existing conditions, 2012
traffic data has been factored up by two years. Existing ADT levels on Moraine and Elkhorn in
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the downtown range from 10,000 to 16,000 vpd. In 2040, ADT in this location is expected to
increase to approximately 13,600 to 22,600. Total daily truck volumes in downtown Estes Park
are approximately 3% of the total daily traffic and during peak hours about 1% of the hourly
traffic volumes. Seasonal ADT increases traffic approximately 25% to 55% with a concentration
of inbound/ outbound vehicles from 10:00 AM to 5:00 PM. The peak period is from about 1:00 to
2:00 PM as shown in Figure 1-6.

Figure 1-6: Traffic Distributions on a Saturday in the Peak Summer Season in Downtown
Estes Park (Over 24 Hours) (2012)
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Congestion is characterized as “Level of Service.” Level of Service for signalized intersections is
explained in Figure 1-7.
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Figure 1-7: Level of Service (LOS) Thresholds at Signalized Intersections

Source: Highway Capacity Manual 2010 (HCM)
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