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DECISION MEMO 
Town of Waterville Valley Exploratory Water Wells Project 

 
USDA Forest Service, White Mountain National Forest 

Pemigewasset Ranger District 
Holderness, NH 

 
 

I. DECISION 
 

A. Description of the Decision 
 

This Decision Memo documents my decision to approve test drilling of up to 11 exploratory 
water wells on National Forest System (NFS) lands administered by the USDA Forest Service 
outside of the village of Waterville Valley, within the Town of Waterville Valley, New 
Hampshire (Figure 1).  The project area is on the Ammonoosuc-Pemigewasset Ranger District 
of the White Mountain National Forest (WMNF). 
 
This project will comply with all State permitting and drilling requirements with regard to 
groundwater protection.  Close coordination with the Waterville Valley Ski Area permittee will 
ensure ski trails and/or other improvements are considered and protected.  Clearing and soil 
disturbance will be minimized, and the introduction of non-native invasive species from project 
activities will be avoided (Appendix A).  

 
B. Purpose of the Decision 

 
The White Mountain National Forest has conducted an environmental analysis for a proposal to 
drill exploratory water wells on National Forest land in the Town of Waterville Valley (Town) 
in order to address the current and future (20 to 25 years) water needs of the Town.  The Town 
is hoping to provide sufficient and safe public water by increasing its water supply by 300 
gallons/minute.  There are currently three municipal production wells which would not provide 
an adequate backup water supply to the Town in the event that the highest yielding production 
well, (PW-2), fails (Figure 2).  The town has analyzed data from aerial photographs and all 
previous test wells drilled within the village boundary over the last 30 years and has conducted 
electromagnetic testing on both village and WMNF lands (October, 2004) in order to locate 
areas of high probability for production wells.  Of the 16 sites which had high probability of 
providing suitable quantities of water, five sites were within the village boundary.  These five 
sites have each been drilled and found to be non-productive (2005).  The eleven remaining high 
probability sites are on WMNF lands.  The Town has submitted a special use permit application 
for drilling up to eleven exploratory (test) wells; the Town’s proposal is the subject of this 
analysis.     

 
This decision will fully comply with all goals, objectives, and standards and guidelines 
provided in the WMNF Land and Resource Management Plan.   
 
The decision to allow drilling of these test wells in no way implies or confers permitting for the 
subsequent development of a municipal water source.  Any subsequent permit application for 
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the development of a municipal water source would be considered under a separate 
environmental analysis and decision document.   

 

II. REASONS FOR CATEGORICALLY EXCLUDING THE DECISION 
 

Decisions may be categorically excluded from documentation in an environmental impact 
statement or environmental assessment when they are within one of the categories identified by 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 7 CFR part 1b.3 or one of the categories identified by 
the Chief of the Forest Service in Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 1909.15-2004-3, sections 
31.12 or 31.2, and there are no extraordinary circumstances related to the decision that may 
result in a significant individual or cumulative environmental effect. 

 
A. Category of Exclusion 

 
The Town of Waterville Valley Exploratory Water Wells Project is within Section 31.2 
Category (8) that permits “[s]hort-term (one year or less) mineral, energy, or geophysical 
investigations and their incidental support activities that may require cross-country travel by 
vehicles and equipment, construction of less than one mile of low standard road (Service level 
D, FSH 7709.56), or use and minor repair of existing roads. (a.) Authorizing geophysical 
investigations which use existing roads that may require incidental repair to reach sites for 
drilling core holes, temperature gradient holes, or seismic shot holes.”  
 
B. Rationale for Using the Category 

 
Based upon the environmental analysis contained in the Project File and on experience with 
similar activities on the WMNF and other National Forest Lands, I have determined that the 
environmental effects associated with the proposed activities are not likely to be substantial, 
and therefore the proposed project fits squarely within the class of actions listed in FSH 
1909.15-2004-3, Section 31.2 Category (8) (a).  I have reviewed the proposed action and the 
environmental analysis, which is documented in the project Planning Record, and have 
determined that the Town of Waterville Valley Exploratory Water Wells Project falls within 
this category of exclusion.  
 
C.  No Existing Extraordinary Circumstances 
I have reviewed the analysis in the project Planning Record and have determined that this 
decision will not have a significant effect on the resource conditions listed in FSH 1909.15-
2004-3, section 30.3(2), and thus an instance of extraordinary circumstances does not exist.  A 
summary of how this decision affects each resource condition is disclosed below: 
 
1. Federally Listed Threatened or Endangered Species or Designated Critical Habitat, 

Species Proposed for Federal Listing or Proposed Critical Habitat, or Forest Service 
Sensitive Species 
 
No extra-ordinary circumstances are present, including no observed Threatened, 
Endangered, Proposed or Sensitive Species and/or their Critical Habitat, Management 
Indicator Species (MIS) and invasive species.  The activities planned for this project will 
not adversely affect the continued existence of any species federally listed or proposed as 
threatened or endangered, or result in adverse modification to such species’ designated 
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critical habitat (Biological Evaluation, May 27, 2005).  Precautions would be made to 
reduce the risk of introducing any NNIS to the well drilling sites. 
 
Therefore, I have decided that this action will have ‘no effect’ on listed species or their 
critical habitats. 

 
2. Floodplains, Wetlands, or Municipal Watersheds 

 
The Project Area lies within the floodplain of the Mad River and the municipal watershed 
for the Town of Waterville Valley.  Test well sites are in the vicinity of small wetlands.  
Mitigation measures will assure that impacts to wetlands are avoided; qualified resource 
specialists will assure that well sites are located site specifically to avoid any effects to 
wetlands.   
 
This decision, with impacts limited to the immediate area of the test wells and temporally 
limited to an approximately four-hour period of pumping, will not cause any significant 
effect to the watershed water quality or quantity, the Mad River floodplain or any wetlands 
within the Project Area.   
 
For these reasons, this decision will have no significant effect on floodplains, wetlands, or 
on the municipal water supply (Forest Hydrologist, personal conversation, August 11, 
2005).   
   

3. Congressionally Designated Areas, Such as Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, or 
National Recreation Areas  

 
The project area is not within or near any congressionally designated wilderness, 
wilderness study areas, or natural recreation areas. 
 
Wilderness is designated in the Forest Plan as Management Area (MA) 5.1.  The closest 
wilderness to the project area is the Sandwich Range Wilderness located approximately 1.5 
miles to the southeast. The Project Area is surrounded by existing Forest Service roads and 
ski trails and in close proximity to town and private urban development including private 
homes, paved streets and city services associated with the village of Waterville Valley.   
 
The Mad River, which lies within the Project Area, is a candidate river under the Wild and 
Scenic Rivers Act.  This decision, with impacts limited to the immediate area of the project 
area, will not compromise the eligibility of this candidate river for further consideration 
under the Act.   

 
This decision, with impacts limited to the immediate area of the test wells, will not 
compromise the eligibility of this candidate river for further consideration under the Wild 
and Scenic Rivers Act nor compromise in anyway the integrity of the Sandwich Range 
Wilderness or the values for which it was designated.  

 
4. Inventoried Roadless Areas   

 
The project area is not within, or in close proximity to, an inventoried roadless area, and 
thus this decision will have no effect on this resource.  The nearest inventoried roadless 
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area is Sandwich 5, which lies south of the Project Area boundary, across New Hampshire 
Route 49.  Sandwich 4 lies north of the Project Area; its southernmost boundary lies 
approximately one mile north of the Project Area.  The proposed test wells would have no 
effect to these inventoried roadless area segments.     

 
5. Research Natural Areas 

 
Special Areas including candidate Research Natural Areas (RNA) are designated as MA 
9.3 in the Forest Plan.  This decision, with impacts limited to the immediate area of the 
project area location, will not affect any RNA’s.  

 
6. American Indians and Alaska Native Religious or Cultural Sites  

 
The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act covers the discovery and 
protection of Native American human remains and objects that are excavated or discovered 
on federal lands. See the discussion below for the potential effects to this and other heritage 
resources. 

     
7. Archeological Sites, or Historic Properties or Areas  

 
The WMNF Cultural Resources Atlas showed no known cultural sites in the project area.   
Drill rig testing should have minimal or no impact to Cultural Sites, Archaeological Sites, 
or Historic Areas.  If, in the course of the drilling operations, artifacts or cultural features 
are noticed by the drill rig crew, that information should be provided to the District 
Cultural Resource Paraprofessional and Forest Archaeologist for an evaluation.  Drilling 
can continue if it will not destroy the cultural materials discovered.  If it will, the drilling 
should move to another location until the finds are reviewed by qualified personnel. 
 
Therefore, the project will not affect this resource (e-mail from Forest Archaeologist, 
August 4, 2005). 
 
No other extraordinary circumstances related to the project were identified. 

 
C. Other Resources 
 

In addition to resource conditions that could lead to extraordinary circumstances, we also 
have considered the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to other resources such as 
vegetation, water, soils, and recreation.  Ground disturbing activity (clearing and soil 
disturbance) will be minimized, and use of existing x-country ski trail for access will limit 
impacts to vegetation resources.  Water resources will suffer no significant impacts as a 
result of the proposed project as all Forest Plan Standards & Guidelines (S&Gs) and 
mitigations listed in Appendix A will be adhered to.  With regard to soils, adherence to 
Forest Plan S&Gs, along with the implementation of the mitigation measures set forth in 
Appendix A, will ensure that the project will not result in significant impacts to soils.    The 
short-term nature of this action within Waterville Valley Ski Resort’s special use permit 
boundary would have minimal to no impact to recreation resources.  
 
Based on these considerations, I have determined this decision will have no significant 
direct, indirect, or cumulative environmental effects to these other resources. 
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III. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 
 

A public scoping notice was mailed to individuals, organizations, and government agencies on 
June 21, 2005 to solicit comments regarding the proposed Exploratory Test Wells Project.  
Included on the mailing list were 20 interested parties.  The formal scoping period ended on 
July 22, 2005.  The scoping notice and maps were also posted on the WMNF website under 
“projects” on July 22, 2005.  The project was also published in the WMNF 4th Quarter 
Schedule of Proposed Actions.   
 
I have reviewed the results of public scoping and I have determined there are no significant 
effects to any resource conditions from the proposed action.   The White Mountain National 
Forest received 5 responses to the scoping report.  Appendix B of this document lists these 
comments and how they were used in the analysis of this project (Appendix B). 

 

IV. FINDINGS REQUIRED BY OTHER LAWS AND REGULATIONS 
 

My decision complies with all applicable laws and regulations, and are summarized below.  
 

A. National Forest Management Act (NFMA) 
 

The NFMA requires the development of long-range land and resource management plans. The 
Forest Plan provides guidance for all natural resource management activities on the WMNF. 
The NFMA requires all project and activities be consistent with the Forest Plan. 
 
The Forest Plan has been reviewed in consideration of this project.  I have determined that this 
decision is consistent with all relevant Forest Plan goals, objectives, and standards and 
guidelines.  

 
B. Endangered Species Act 

 
See Section II, Item C.1 of this document. 

 
C. Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

 
 See Section II, Item C.1 of this document. 
 

D. Floodplains (Executive Order 11988) 
 
 See Section II, Item C.2 of this document. 
 

E. Wetlands (Executive Order 11990) 
 
 See Section II, Item C.2 of this document. 
 

F. Wild and Scenic Rivers Act  
 
 See Section II, Item C.3 of this document. 
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G. Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act  

 
 See Section II, Item C.6 of this document. 
 

H. Archeological Resources Protection Act  
 
 See Section II, Item C.7 of this document. 
 

I. National Historic Preservation Act 
 
 See Section II, Item C.7 of this document. 
 

J. Environmental Justice (Executive Order 12898) 
 

This Executive Order requires consideration of whether this project will disproportionately 
impact minority or low-income populations. This decision is not expected to adversely impact 
minority or low-income populations. There were no issues related to either of these population 
groups raised during public scoping.  

 
K. National Environmental Policy Act 

 
This Act requires public involvement and consideration of potential environmental effects. The 
entirety of documentation for this decision supports compliance with NEPA.  

 

V. IMPLEMENTATION DATE 
This project may be implemented immediately following my decision. It is anticipated that 
Town of Waterville Valley Exploratory Test Wells Project will be initiated and completed in 
fiscal year 2006. 
 

VI. ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEW OR APPEAL OPPORTUNITIES 
 

This decision is not subject to a higher level of administrative review or appeal pursuant to 36 
CFR 215.12 (F). Detailed records of the environmental analysis documented by this Decision 
Memo are available for public review upon request at the Pemigewasset Ranger District 
Office, 1171 NH Route 175 Holderness, NH 03245. 
 

VII. CONTACT PERSON 
 

Further information about this decision can be obtained by contacting Susan Mathison at the 
Pemigewasset Ranger District Office  1171 NH Route 175 Holderness, NH 03245, (603) 536-
1315 (Office); 603-536-3281 (TTY); 603-536-5147 (Fax); or smathison@fs.fed.us (E-mail). 
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VIII. SIGNATURE AND DATE 
 

I have concluded that this decision may be categorically excluded from documentation in an 
environmental impact statement or environmental assessment, because it is within one of the 
categories identified by the Chief of the Forest Service in FSH 1909.15-2004-3, Sections 31.12 
or 31.2, and there are no extraordinary circumstances related to the decision that may result in 
a significant individual or cumulative environmental effect. My conclusion is based on 
information presented in this document and the entirety of the Planning Record for the Town of 
Waterville Valley Exploratory Test Wells Drilling project analysis. 

 
 
 

/s/ John J. Serfass     DATE:  August 22, 2005  
JOHN J. SERFASS 
District Ranger   

 
 
 
 
 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its 
programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, 
religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or 
familial status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with 
disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program 
information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's target 
center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD). 

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil 
Rights, Room 326-w, Whitten Building, 1400 Independence Ave. SW, 
Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call 202-720-5964 (voice or TDD).  

USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
 

 
 
 



APPENDIX A 
 

MITIGATIONS 
 
 
 

General –  Project activities will adhere to all Forest Plan Standards and 
Guidelines. 

  
 The permittee is responsible for acquiring all applicable permitting 

and communication with the State of New Hampshire Department 
of Environmental Services and all other additional regulating 
agencies regarding the exploration of potential well locations and 
municipal water source development.   

 
Soils and Water – Silt fence will be installed downhill of WTV-B6 test well. 
 

The Forest Hydrologist, or her designee, will insure that test wells 
are located so as not to enter into or impact wetlands or their 
associated vegetation. 

 
Depending on the operating season, a temporary bridge spanning 
the banks may be needed to cross stream on the skid trail between 
WTV-B1 and WTV-S3 test well sites.  Winter crossing may 
alleviate the bridge requirement.  The Forest Hydrologist will be 
consulted prior to stream crossing for season-specific 
requirements.   
 
All well drilling operations should have the site contained during 
and after well installation. This includes having the ability to dig a 
containment pit on-site, adding a temporary well cap, installing 
hay bales and silt fencing and pumping overflow off site or to a 
poly-lined dumpster when necessary. 
 
Well drilling byproducts: During the well drilling process, 
approximately 20 cubic feet of drilling byproducts is generated for 
every 100 feet of well depth. Often times this is a fine particle 
sized material referred to as stone dust. To meet NH DES water 
quality standards it is necessary to contain these byproducts on site 
and prevent them from moving into wetlands and surface waters.   
 
The area around each well site will be stabilized with re-seeded 
with a Forest Service approved seed mix, fertilized and mulched 
with weed-free hay.   
 



Visuals - Access to WTV-SB1 test well site will meander through trees to 
minimize visual impacts. 

 
Botany - To avoid introduction of NNIS, any equipment going into site will 

be free of mud and plant debris prior to accessing site (see 
Appendix C). 

 
Heritage Resources- If, in the course of the drilling operations, artifacts or cultural  

features are noticed by the drill rig crew, that information should 
be provided to the District Cultural Resource Paraprofessional and 
Forest Archaeologist for an evaluation.  Drilling can continue if it 
will not destroy the cultural materials discovered.  If it will, the 
drilling should move to another location until we have reviewed 
the finds. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



APPENDIX B 
 

Summary of Scoping Comments 
On Town of Waterville Valley Exploratory Test Wells Project  

 

No. Commenter Comment Notation 

1 Lavigne 

“…conservation of water could more than meet what extra 
wells would provide from the forest….Please consider 
conservation as an alternative.” 

Conservation measures currently employed by 
individual households and the existing municipal 
operations as well as the rate of land development 
within the Village of Waterville Valley are outside 
the scope of this project. 

2 Kellogg 

“…I am surprised they feel they need to do so many….I wish 
(Waterville Valley) could: 1) focus on the [wells] closer to 
town and in the woods, 2) keep away from open areas near 
Livermore Rd., and 3) stay well clear of existing trails/roads 
that are part of the XC ski area system or hiking paths.” 

1) Test well locations were determined using 
information from a variety of sources.  The Town 
has proposed test well locations as close to the 
village as possible in order to minimize 
transmission distance if a water source is 
ultimately developed.  2) The test wells will be 
capped following testing.  Their location will be 
rendered unobtrusive through revegetation.  3) 
Drilling will be adjacent to cross country ski trails 
and coordinated with the Waterville Valley Ski 
Area, permit holder for the network of ski trails.  
No test wells are located near other hiking trails.   

3 Mack 

“If there is a concern for low stream flows in the area, these 
flows should be monitored.” 

Test well pumping is anticipated to occur for an 
extremely limited duration; pumping is estimated 
to occur over the course of four hours per test well.  
This limited pumping will not adversely affect 
stream flows in the area.  If a suitable supply of 
water is identified, however, and the Town applies 



to the Forest Service for the development of a 
municipal water source, the long-term effects of 
the associated water withdrawal will be analyzed 
in a subsequent environmental analysis.   

4-1 Richardson 

“…the Forest Service should not feel obligated to bail them 
(Town of Waterville Valley) out…” regarding development 
exceeding carrying capacity.  “Waterville Valley is now in 
violation of State community water supply regulations…”  and  
”….should cease granting building permits for any new 
commercial or residential structures.” 
 

The rate of land development within the Town of 
Waterville Valley is outside the scope of this 
project.   
 

 

4-2 Richardson 

Waterville Valley’s waste water system will be receiving 
increased volumes of effluent, which raises questions 
regarding current waste water system capacity and possible 
expansion on Town lands or on the National Forest. 
 

At this time, there is no pending request for 
wastewater expansion on the National Forest.  If 
proposed in the future such an action would 
constitute a separate action and would be evaluated 
under a rigorous environmental analysis process. 

 

4-3 Richardson  

“…granting Special Use Permits to towns or individuals to 
support their economic development is contrary to good Forest 
stewardship….” 

As set forth in law, the mission of the Forest 
Service is to achieve quality land management 
under the sustainable multiple-use management 
concept to meet the diverse needs of people.  This  
includes helping communities to wisely use the 
forests to promote rural economic development 
and a quality rural environment.  Current Forest 
Plan direction states that “[w]atersheds providing 
the principle source of water to municipalities and 
communities will be managed for multiple uses.  
Water quality will be protected so that, when given 
adequate treatment, the water is suitable for 



domestic use. (Forest Plan III-20). 
 

4-4 Richardson 

“Why would anybody spend taxpayer dollars conducting tests 
if they didn’t expect to be able to tap a production well at 
locations where tests are successful?  If we say OK to testing it 
will be very difficult to say we had no intent to grant a 
production permit.” 
 

The environmental analysis and all staff work in 
response to the Town of Waterville Valley’s 
Special Use Permit application has been funded by 
the Town via a collection agreement.  If a Special 
Use Permit is issued, subsequent drilling and site 
development, protection, mitigation, etc. would 
also be entirely at the permittee’s expense. 
 



 

4-5 Richardson 

The Forest Service should consider as alternatives  “a pipeline 
to Campton/Thornton…” or “…Waterville Valley 
snowmaking ponds…” 

Surface water for a municipal water supply is 
seldom permitted by the state because of inherent 
risks to public health; the snowmaking ponds at 
Waterville are not suitable sources for a municipal 
water supply.  A pipeline to Campton or Thornton 
is not a reasonable alternative due to the distance 
of pipeline and potential environmental effects of  
such a proposal. 
 

5-1 Beij 

“Why doesn’t the Town drill close to existing production 
wells?” 
 

Each of the production wells has different 
circumstances, which precluded this option.  PW1 
only produces 40 gallons per minute.  There are 
homes on both sides of PW2, which preclude 
additional drilling in close proximity to PW 2.  
PW3 produces only 180 gallons per minute.  The 
type of well at PW 3 is no longer permitted under 
current state regulations and is grandfathered in 
place.  The well is a gravel chamber.  
 

5-2 Beij 

Mr. Beij recommends construction of a reservoir for storage of 
surface water.   

Surface water for a municipal water supply is 
seldom permitted by the state because of inherent 
risks to public health; construction of a resevoir at 
Waterville is not a suitable sources for a municipal 
water supply.  
 

5-3 Beij 

Mr. Beij objects to statement regarding close coordination 
with the Ski Area permittee.  He wants the public to be 
“closely coordinated.”   
 

Comment is noted and appreciated. 



 

5-4 Beij 

Mr. Beij would like the sentence changed in the scoping notice 
that states that these wells are the Town’s remaining option.   

There may be an unidentified location for a well 
within the village of Waterville Valley. However, 
focused scientific study provided by the 
engineering firm working on behalf of the Town 
has not identified any additional site or sites 
suitable for any additional investigation or 
development.  Investigation of potential sites on 
the adjacent White Mountain National Forest is the 
Town’s next practical and reasonable option.   

 


