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Q. Why do we need a fee increase for Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area? 

A. The Forest Service wants to continue to provide essential operational services at the Vail 

Pass Winter Recreation Area that contribute to unique and unparalleled backcountry 

experiences. The White River National Forest has not increased recreation fees at the Vail 

Pass Winter Recreation Area since 2005 and steady growth in visitation, rising costs for 

staffing and services, coupled with inflation, has prompted the Forest Service to propose a 

fee increase to continue to sustain this recreation opportunity into the future.  

 

Fees pay for essential operational services that maintain the area such as parking lot 

plowing, grooming, ranger presence and informational services, and signage and route 

maintenance. The Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area program has been operating at a deficit 

for the last two years and is projected to be operating at an estimated $60,000 deficit 

beginning in 2020. Without a fee increase, the ability to provide existing services is at risk. 

 

Additionally, visitation has nearly doubled in the last 15 years from 16,726 visitors in the 

winter of 2002-2003 to 32,136 visitors in 2017-2018. Although growth in visitor use has 

added to annual fee collections, the additional visitation has been insufficient to offset 

steady increases in operational costs over the years. Additional visitation has created a need 

for more frequent grooming to maintain the same quality of trail surface, increased staff 

time to enforce travel zones and manage the Vail Pass trailhead parking lots, and increased 

need for materials such as maps, signs, route indicators and day passes. Grooming costs 

have also increased by over $35,000 annually in the past 3 winter seasons.   

 

Q. How do Forest Service fees in general compare with other agencies and private sector? 

A. The table below provides a summary of the fees charged at many winter recreation sites 

and providers within 30 miles of Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area as of January 2018. The 

intent of this table is to provide a comparison of fees at other sites that offer similar services 

that are available at Vail Pass. Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area fees are the lowest of any 

winter recreation site in the vicinity and the proposed fee increase would continue to 

provide lower fees than any other winter recreation site in the vicinity. National Forest 
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visitors seeking an outdoor winter recreation experience for no charge would continue to be 

able to access the general National Forest lands that make up the vast majority of the land 

in Summit, Eagle and Lake Counties. 

Comparable Location Day Pass  Season Pass  

Average Nordic 
Center Costs 

$17 $179 

Average Ski Area 
Costs 

$157 $685 

Average Outfitter & 
Guide Costs 

$170 N/A  

Vail Pass Winter 
Recreation Area 
(current & proposed) 

$6 (current) 

$10 (proposed) 

$40 (current) 

$65 (proposed) 

 

Q. How are user fees spent and what services are currently provided? 
A. Fees collected at the Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area fund essential management services 

such as: 

 Maps & Signage: Over 4,000 maps are distributed to visitors and signs are maintained 
throughout the winter. 

 Grooming & Maintenance: Maintenance of 67 miles of motorized/mixed-use trails (50 
miles groomed and 17 miles of un-groomed motorized trails) and 52 miles of un-
groomed, non-motorized trails. These routes serve as access points to six, backcountry 
huts available for nightly rental as well as routes that serve 17 permitted outfitter/guide 
businesses within the area. Fees also contribute toward five plowed, managed parking 
areas. 

 Staffing and Visitor Information Services: Rangers provide visitor information services; 
search and rescue support; sales of day and season passes and State Snowmobile 
registrations; monitoring and enforcement of travel zones; Vail Pass parking lot 
management; trail, trailhead, kiosk, facilities and sign maintenance; monitoring of 
outfitter/guide operations; coordination of grooming and plowing.  

 Trail and backcountry monitoring:  Monitoring by uniformed Forest Service rangers for 
safety hazards, maintenance needs and rule violations to increase the safety and 
experience for visitors to the area, and enforcement. 

 
Q. Will there be an annual increase?  

A. No. The current proposal covers operational costs for at least the next five years (2020-

2025). At that point, the White River National Forest will review its fee revenue verses 

operational costs to determine if a fee increase may be needed.   

 

Q. How will the fee increases be determined?  

A. The White River National Forest based the level of fee increase on several factors including: 

 Current and expected future costs of services and amenities, 
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 Population growth and increasing public demand for winter recreation opportunities in 
the mountain resort area along Interstate 70, 

 Initial input from public comments received during scoping in 2015 as well as 
coordination with the Vail Pass Task Force. 
 

Q. Is the State of Colorado Snowmobile Grant Program funding being considered in this 

proposal??  

A. The State of Colorado Snowmobile Grant Program has provided funding for grooming and 
grooming equipment at Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area most years since the late 1990s. 
Annual State grooming contributions have ranged from $2,000 to $27,000 and the State 
granted $50,000 to the Task Force to purchase a new snowcat in 2015. However, the 
increased frequency of grooming needs has made use of a volunteer system impractical.   
The decision to contract grooming services at Vail Pass has disqualified the Task Force from 
receiving State funding for the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 winter seasons. In an effort to 
make the program sustainable going forward without relying on State grant funding, the 
cost analysis for the modified fee increase proposal assumes no state funding in the future. 

 

Q. How will the public be involved?  

A. The White River National Forest will outreach to the public at Vail Pass Winter Recreation 
Area during the winter months through on-site informational kiosks, signage, information in 
the local media, social media and information at key partner and office locations. The public 
will be able to provide feedback to the proposed fee increase electronically, mail-in, or in-
person at our District Offices or fee station locations. Information will also be provided 
online on the White River National Forest website. 

 

Tell us what you think! Submit your comments electronically, in-person or via mail.  
 

Comment Electronically: http://www.fs.usda.gov/goto/whiteriver/feeproposals  

Written Comments: Comment cards are available and written comments will be accepted at any Vail Pass 
Winter Recreation Area Fee Station locations.  

 
Mail-in Comments to:     

  
  

 
 
 
 
 

Q. What would happen if the Forest Service didn’t collect fees at Vail Pass? 

A. If fees were not collected at Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area services would be at risk. Trail 

grooming and signing, parking lot plowing and traffic management, and Forest Service 

staffing of the area would be severely limited or eliminated. Without these services, access 

to the area would be curtailed by the lack of plowed parking lots and traffic management. 

Most of the permitted outfitter and guide businesses that operate in the area would not be 

able to provide the experiences that their businesses advertise due to lack of grooming, 

parking and motorized/non-motorized zoning control.  Management of the complex 

Dillon Ranger District 
Vail Pass Fee Increase Proposal 
P.O. Box 620, Silverthorne, CO 80498-
0620 
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boundaries between non-motorized, motorized and hybrid ski zones would come to an end 

so user conflict would be likely.  

 

Q. What additional services would be provided with the fee increase?   

A. If the proposed fee increase were to be implemented, in additional to current services being 

provided, the following services would be added: 

 Improved Contracted Plowing: Contracted plowing at five parking lots (two at Vail Pass, 

three at Camp Hale). Plowing would take place every time it snows 3” or more and 

snowbank push-back and removal would ensure that full parking lot capacity is available 

throughout the winter season. 

 Contracted Trail Grooming: Contracted trail grooming services on groomed motorized 

trails to ensure more frequent and consistent, high-quality grooming for visitors. 

 Automated Fee Machines: Provide visitors with the convenience of purchasing day and 

season passes with a credit card by installing three Automated Fee Machines (Vail Pass, 

Redcliff, Camp Hale Main) that accept credit cards; these machines will also reduce the 

time required for rangers to process cash fee payments. 

 Increased Patrols and Visitor Information Service: Forest Service ranger patrols would 

increase from 4 to 7 days per week to manage parking at Vail Pass, provide visitor 

information services, assist with search and rescue, maintain signs and trail markers, 

and provide education and enforcement of travel zones. 

 

Q. What would happen if you didn’t increase the permit fee? 

A. The ability for the Forest Service to provide services at Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area 

would be at risk. The visitor experience would be impacted negatively by decreased 

grooming (more bumped-out trails), decreased plowing (less-available parking) and less 

ranger presence (less visitor information, enforcement of travel zones, assistance with 

search and rescue, parking lot management and booth-related pass and registration sales).  

 

Q. Why don’t you accept the Interagency annual or senior passes any longer? 

A. According to the Federal Lands Recreation Enhancement Act, Interagency passes are only 

valid at Standard Amenity and Expanded Amenity recreation sites and cannot be used for 

Special Recreation Permits such as Vail Pass Winter Recreation Area.  

 


