Economic Redevelopment of Soda Springs

This is the full version of the August, 2008 newsletter article.

The first question I was asked on NPR, after the host had elicited a description of the Foster/Syme development from a local reporter was, wasn’t SLPOA’s opposition really just NIMBYism?

In opposing the current state of the Foster/Syme development we cannot allow ourselves to be categorized as NIMBY’s since that would undercut our credibility and make it hard for us to garner support from the wider public.  We saw some of that in letters to the editor both in Nevada City and Truckee.  NIMBYism has a bad connotation in the public’s mind and there is a bit of hypocrisy involved: we were allowed to build homes but others shouldn’t.  Our opposition is not based on NIMBYism but rather the nature of the proposed development: its scale, its effects on the current community and the environment, and its composition.  After all, if a developer wanted to build one house on the 3000 Royal Gorge acres, that would be fine.  1000+ houses is not fine.  Foster/Syme is not sure, but they think they have about twenty different parcels of land around Serene Lakes.  If they wanted to build 20 houses, one on each parcel, that would be fine.  1000+ units would not be fine.

Our concern is wider too; it is also focused on the future of Donner Summit.  What kind of a Summit will be handing over to future generations?  Will they look back on us and say we were good stewards of the Summit, a legacy we will have passed on?

Since our opposition is not based on NIMBYism we have to do things that will undercut that argument against us.  Therefore we sent a letter of support for the small Soda Springs development which will replace the current store and add some living units to Nevada County.  We are also engaging with DSAA in a project to revitalize Soda Springs and the Summit.  

Donner Summit used to have a vibrant community but in the last decades it has degraded.  Businesses have closed, “beds” have disappeared and the local economy has generally fallen on hard times.  Along the commercial strip in Soda Springs there used to be motels/hotels, a couple of gas stations, other businesses, and even a train stop.  The exception to the downtrend of course is that more homes and other living units have been built.  There are few services for the occupants however, necessitating travel to Truckee.

The all Donner Summit DSAA survey conducted in the Fall of 2007 showed unanimity overall among residents.  Some of those issues are relevant here:


Retain the uniqueness of Donner Summit


Protect the environment


Regulate growth


Support and promote existing businesses


Develop a year round economy


Develop Soda Springs


Develop more lodging to support the Summit ski industry


Develop activities to draw people to the Summit


Provide transportation


Develop commercial space


Bring in high speed internet


Develop transportation alternatives


Commercial development should be in the current commercial areas.

The people on the Summit said it is important to maintain and improve the quality of life and that a sustainable economy is important.  Rather than letting Soda Springs continue to degrade and more vacant lots to appear, it should be revitalized – carefully.  This includes other areas of the Summit, such as Norden.

Those are all nice ideas in the abstract but there has to be an impetus to start the process, to get people interested in revitalization.  The first for us of course, is the proposed Foster/Syme development which ignores most of the Summit Survey.  The second is the viability of the ski areas.   Sugar Bowl is not regularly financially viable.  It only continues because of annual injections of cash.  The owners say they will not continue to do that forever.  At some point they will tire and sell.  The current generation may be dedicated so that might be unlikely in the short run, but there is no telling what the next generation may decide to do.  

Sugar Bowl is an asset to the community not just because of its recreational possibilities, but also because of the way the Sugar Bowl people treat the Summit.  An example of that is the Judah Loop trail over Mt. Judah they built.  They have also not engaged in wholesale development of the resort to make it a large destination resort as other ski areas have done.  Their growth has been “organic” and in scale with what is there.  That is a good example for the rest of the Summit.

To enable reliable economic viability of the ski areas, there have to be some more “beds” on the Summit where skiers can stay.  Revitalizing Soda Springs has a place in that.

To begin our process of revitalizing Soda Springs and other areas of the Summit we need to do a couple of things:


1. analyze what’s there now.


2. analyze the nature of the current community and its needs.


3. consider economic changes.


4. consider demographic changes


5. consider how to make the Summit attractive so it attracts business and can develop a sustainable local economy.

First there is not much “there now.”  Buildings in Soda Springs have been torn down or burned down.  Businesses have closed.  Empty lots have appeared.  There are few local services for residents or visitors. 

Second, what is part of “there now” is looking at the nature of the community.  Donner Summit is a specialized community with few residents except on ski weekends and holidays.  The community is focused on recreation and second homes but because there are few people, traditional economic development strategies won’t work.  Even the proposed Foster/Syme development will not include enough people. Given the seasonal nature of the Summit, it would take a much larger or more permanent population to make traditional economic models applicable.

Simply focusing on the ski resorts and turning them into destination resorts is not a solution.  From a value point of view we don’t need more formulaic resorts but more practically, there is evidence that the market for those as peaked.

We should consider the changes in population as we consider how to revitalize the Summit.  How different will the next generation be from the Baby Boom generation?  There is evidence that “Gen X” is different in a number of ways.  What do we do now to accommodate the future, rather than the past?

What niche can Donner Summit fill?

Improving the economic well being of the Summit would be good for current residents, visitors and current businesses including the ski areas.  Since traditional methods are not appropriate for consideration we must “think out of the box” as we consider solutions.

First, the assets of Donner Summit should be considered:


The unique physical and ecological environment



Mountains



Open space



Wetlands/lakes


The unique historical aspects



Petroglyphs, grinding rocks



The first transcontinental highway



The first transcontinental railroad


Communication



High speed communication is possible – a fiber optic cable crosses the Summit



Cell coverage is available in many areas


Transportation



The railroad goes across the Summit



Highway 80 crosses the Summit and is all-weather



An international airport is 50 minutes away.


Retail



Outlets for major purchases are 50 minutes away in Reno.


Other



Sacrament is 1.5 hours away



San Francisco is three hours away

Given those attractions what kinds of people could be attracted to the Summit to provide a more stable residential base that when added to people taking advantage of more “beds” on the Summit, could support some economic development of services – without changing the nature of the Summit?

Revitalizing the Summit can take advantage of changes in American society.  The United States is no longer a manufacturing economy.  We cannot compete with the rest of the world making tangible things.  If we are to maintain our place in the world we have to progress to a new stage that requires highly educated and highly skilled workers in an economy based on services and ideas rather than manufacturing.  We see this occurring today – America is in transition.

Donner Summit can attract some members of the new economy.

Attract:


Entrepreneurial types who can work from home


Professional service type people.


People who prefer to work or can work alone or with minimal support.

In order to attract the “modern” workers there are needs to be fulfilled:


Cell phone coverage


High speed internet availability


Passenger train service


Affordable housing


services

This is a “chicken and egg” problem.  Services will not appear without people to utilize them and people may not be attracted without support services.

Goals long and short term:

●●Talk to business owners

●●Talk to the Counties and develop support (we already have some Nevada County support)


●●Survey the Summit specifically regarding economics 



This should include all people – a more active survey.


●●Develop a steering group to lead the way that includes all types of Summit residents


●●Do public relations in the community.  There may be some perceived contradiction between Summit residents’ expressed views to protect the environment and regulate growth and encouraging scaled and organic growth, or revitalization.


●●Promote the assets and attributes of the Summit.


●●Utilize portions of the current economic development study completed in 2004.

●●Develop an economic plan



Attract grants



Keep taxes from leaving the Summit.



Occupancy tax



Development guidelines – streets/storefronts.


●●Focus on the current commercial areas for commercial development.


●●As the railroad is improved to allow taller trains and more turnouts are used, move to add passenger service that should grow over time.


●●Develop services and businesses so that people do not have to drive off the Summit for their needs: gas, groceries, incidentals, hardware.


●●Attract visitors year round which means market the summer and “shoulder” activities


●●Encourage affordable housing. Currently, for example there are no places for employees to live.


●●Develop “bed base” to support current commercial entities.


●●Answer the question, are there ways for Donner Summit to participate in the “new resource economy” by preserving forested areas for carbon sequestration for example.


●●Ultimately: Build a community of middle-aged, highly educated,  entrepreneurial, professional, service oriented people.

An example of economic revitalization that can tie a number of concepts together is the Donner Summit Historical Association’s idea to build a museum of Donner Summit History.  This could be quite an attraction on the Summit since there is a lot of interesting history and a lot of vacant land on that history.  The ski museum at Boreal will be leaving sometime and that would be a natural addition.  Tie to the proposed museum a railroad stop and community center facility and you improve the Summit in a number of ways: build community, improve access and transportation, help the environment (train station), provide a “draw” for people who will utilize other services on the Summit, and do something to even out visits over the year. 

