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This Master Development Plan (MDP) amends and updates the existing 2018 Vail Resort Master Development 
Plan Update. It has been prepared to fulfill requirements of Vail Mountain Resort’s Special Use Permit 
(SUP) administered by the White River National Forest (WRNF). Originally issued in 1962 and renewed 
in 1993, this SUP represents a partnership between WRNF and Vail Resort spanning over six decades. 
Through this partnership, Vail Mountain Resort has facilitated public recreation opportunities within 
Forest Service lands. 

This 2023 Vail MDP consists of a thorough assessment of Vail mount Resort’s (Vail) existing operations 
and facilities, a site invetory of the various resources within the SUP area, and developement of a 
comprehensive plan for future improvements. This MDP is designed to produce an inclusive recreation 
experience for all guests of the WRNF while remaining operationally efficient for Vail and the associated 
ownership. In addition, this MDP is cognizant and respectful to each of the WRNF’s natural resources in 
association to the planned developments. The purpose of this MDP is to create an acceptable balance 
between the natural and human environments by minimizing environmental impacts and developing 
exceptional experiences for guests of the WRNF.

The Forest Service “acceptance” is consistent with the requirements of the Vail SUP. The WRNF Land 
and Resource Management Plan – 2002 Revision (2002 Forest Plan) provides the following direction for 
the preparation and utilization of ski area MDPs:

“A MDP is part of each ski area’s special use permit. MDPs are prepared by the permit 
holder and accepted by the Forest Service. They describe the improvements and facilities that 
are authorized at each resort and are the guiding document used to describe the expected 
future condition for the resort. These plans encompass all the area authorized for use by 
the special use permit including areas that are, at present, undeveloped. Areas allocated are 
managed to avoid deterioration of site conditions that may detract from planned uses.”1

Furthermore, the Forest Service “acceptance” of this MDP does not “approve” any of the associated 
projects. Subsequent to this acceptance, Vail must take the appropriate actions for the Forest Service 
to initiate review under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). Following this analysis, and 
pending the Forest Service’s approval of this analysis, Vail would have the opportunity to proceed 
towards development of the associated projects comprising the 2023  Vail MDP.

Six chapters comprise this MDP. In addition to this first introductory and background chapter, Chapter 2 
describes the design criteria used for mountain planning purposes specific to Vail. Chapter 3 details 
the site inventory of the resort, including physical resources, opportunities and limitations, and 
environmental reconnaissance which was conducted in the identification of the proposed projects. 
Chapter 4 describes the existing conditions at Vail and evaluates the balance of resort operations, 
facilities, and infrastructure including components such as, lifts, guest services, snowmaking, and 
parking capacities. This chapter provides the baseline conditions from which the planning strategies 
for future upgrades are based. Chapter 5 identifies projects previously approved by the Forest Service 
within Vail’s SUP boundary. Chapter 6 defines the proposed upgrades and improvements to the resort. 
The focus of the improvements is to upgrade existing infrastructure, improve circulation, and provide 
a more diverse resort experience. Vail strives to create a more varied and interesting atmosphere 
with the improvements and to encourage longer periods of visitation and more frequent guest visits, 
without increasing the numbers of guests visiting on peak days.

1	 White River National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan, 2002 Revision, p. 3-81
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A. 	 LOCATION
The ski area is located within the Eagle-Holy Cross Ranger District of the WRNF, approximately 110 miles 
west of Denver. Vail is approximately 2 to 2.5 hours driving time from Denver and the Front Range 
metropolitan area via Interstate 70 (I-70), which passes through the Town of Vail. Vail is approximately 
30 miles east of the Eagle County Airport located in Gypsum, Colorado. See Figure 1 for a map of the 
vicinity.

The SUP encompasses 12,353 acres of land contained within Township 5S, Range 80W Sections 7–9, 
15, 19–30, 32–36; Township 5S, Range 81W, Section 12 and 13; and Township 6S, Range 80W, Section 
3–5. The existing administrative boundary for Vail encompasses 8,179 acres (this excludes the private 
inholding at the bottom of Game Creek Bowl). The elevation ranges from approximately 8,100 feet at 
the base, to 11,500 feet at the highest point.

B. 	 LAND OWNERSHIP
Vail Mountain Resort is operated by The Vail Corporation. It is a subsidiary of Vail Resorts, Inc., a 
publicly-traded corporation. It operates 41 mountain resorts across three continents. Vail Mountain 
Resort utilizes both private and National Forest System (NFS) lands. The SUP issued to Vail covers 
12,353 acres, including approximately 8,179 acracres within Vail’s administrative boundary. Refer to 
Figure 2 for property boundaries within the Vail SUP.

The majority of Vail’s on-mountain lift/trail network, guest service facilities, and associated operations 
occur on public lands administered by the Eagle-Holy Cross Ranger District of the WRNF. These activities 
and operations are authorized under a Forest Service-issued 40-year SUP, which was renewed in 1993. 
Authorized activities on NFS lands are carried out in accordance with Forest Service policy, specific 
provisions contained in the SUP, as well as Forest-wide and management area direction found in the 
2002 Forest Plan.

There is an 80-acre private inholding owned by Vail in Game Creek Bowl and privately-owned lands 
surrounding each of the four base areas. 

C hapter       O ne  :  I ntroduction         
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C. 	 CURRENT RESORT OPERATIONS 
SUMMARY

Vail’s market is primarily composed of destination visitors and local pass holders, but also includes local 
regional visitors from Denver, the Front Range, Glenwood Springs, and Grand Junction. Vail’s eight-year 
average annual skier visitation is around 1.6 million. Vail averages 150 operational days per season.

The facilities and infrastructure at Vail are owned and operated by The Vail Corporation. Vail enjoys 
widespread renown as one of the world’s premier destination resorts. It attracts both a wide national 
and international destination market and is also a regional destination, as is seen by the visitation from 
local markets.

1 .	 W I N T E R  O P E R AT I O N S
Vail currently operates 34 lifts and 204 named trails, glades, and bowls. The lift-served, developed terrain 
network encompasses 3,147 acres of conventional trails, groomed bowls, and other maintained terrain. 
There are another 2,217 acres of lift-served, managed glades, open bowls, and other, less-developed 
terrain. The remaining 2,730 acres within Vail’s administrative boundary is undeveloped skiable terrain. 
Total vertical drop, including all skiable terrain, is 3,500 feet. Ski support facilities include four separate 
base areas: Golden Peak (base of Chair 6 [Riva Bahn Express]), Vail Village (base of Gondola One), 
Lionshead (base of Eagle Bahn Gondola and Chair 8 [Born Free Express]), and Cascade Village (base of 
Chair 20 [Cascade Village Lift]). It also includes seven full service on-mountain restaurant facilities, three 
limited service restaurants, and one warming hut. Snowmaking covering approximately 592 acres of 
Front Side terrain, including portions of Game Creek Bowl.2

The total terrain acreage by ability level is presented in Table 1.

2	 The term “Front Side” refers to the terrain on the northern most portion of the SUP boundary (from Two Elk Restaurant 
to Wildwood Restaurant to Eagle’s Nest to the 4 base areas, including Game Creek Bowl). Other areas on Vail Mountain 
Resort include the “Back Bowls” (Sun Down, Sun Up, Tea Cup, China, Siberia and Mongolia bowls) and Blue Sky Basin 
(the southern most portion of the SUP boundary). The Back Bowls and Blue Sky Basin are sometimes collectively referred 
to as the “Back Side.”



5

TABLE 1. TERRAIN QUANTITY BY ABILITY LEVEL

Ability Level Acreage

Beginner 29

Novice 164

Low Intermediate 295

Intermediate 695

Advanced 1,144

Expert 819

Undeveloped, routinely skied 2,217

Total 5,364

Vail is currently served by 34 lifts:

•	 2 Gondolas, one ten-passenger and one twelve-passenger 
•	 4 detachable six-passenger chairlifts
•	 14 detachable quad chairlifts
•	 1 fixed-grip quad chairlift
•	 2 fixed-grip triple chairlifts
•	 4 platter or T-bar surface lifts
•	 7 conveyor lifts (carpets)

In addition to the lift and terrain network for snow sliding sports, the following programs and activities 
are a part of Vail’s winter resort operations:

•	 Alpine skiing, snowboarding, telemark skiing, snowshoeing, ski biking, and other snow sports 
activities supported by chairlifts

•	 Learning activities and lessons for all activities listed above
•	 Adaptive winter sports opportunities
•	 Construction and maintenance of terrain parks for all levels of skiers and snowboarders
•	 Racing and special events/competitions in all of the above program uses
•	 A wide variety of children’s programs
•	 Nature tours inside ski area boundaries
•	 On-mountain photography/videography
•	 On-mountain food service, retail opportunities, and performance centers
•	 Concerts and festivals on private lands (additional review per Forest Service Manual [FSM] 2340 

required for such activities on NFS lands)

C hapter       O ne  :  I ntroduction         
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•	 Nighttime activities and dining opportunities at on-mountain facilities with access via lifts
•	 Snowmaking and snow grooming activities
•	 Vehicle and lift maintenance activities
•	 On-mountain alternate activities including snow shoeing, winter tubing, scenic gondola rides, 

mountain coaster, observation deck 

The ski season typically begins in mid-November and runs through mid-April. In the winter, the mountain 
operates from 8:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m.; however, these hours extend over the course of the season. 
Adventure Ridge, the on-mountain activity center, is open until 7:00 p.m. most evenings during the 
winter months and the Game Creek Club fine dining is open until 9:00 p.m. most evenings during the 
winter months. During the ski season maintenance activities are ongoing, 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week. Maintenance activities are also continuous during the non-ski season. At the peak of the ski 
season, Vail employs up to 4,000 people.

2 .	 S U M M E R  O P E R AT I O N S
During the summer season a limited number of lifts and restaurants operate when compared to winter 
operations. The Eagle Bahn Gondola and Gondola One operate in the summer for guests to access the 
two summer on-mountain hubs, Adventure Ridge and Mid-Vail, respectively. The gondolas’ operations 
vary throughout the summer. 

A variety of activities are provided at Adventure Ridge including a canopy tours, ziplines, mountain 
coaster, challenge courses, summer tubing, scenic gondola rides, disc golf, bungee trampolines, 
mountain top 4x4 tours tours, summer tubing, climbing wall and a system of hike, bike and multiple-
use trails. Additional summer resort operations include kids’ camps, guided tours, nature center, 
observation deck, weddings, and events. These activities are particularly important to the community 
and resort guests because they provide opportunities to participate in unique mountain experiences on 
NFS lands in a managed setting. 

Five on-mountain restaurants operate in the summer. Three restaurants can be accessed from Eagle 
Bahn Gondola and the Adventure Ridge area, including Talon’s Deck, Bistro Fourteen, and Game Creek 
Restaurant. Two restaurants at Mid Vail can be accessed from Gondola One—Sarge’s Outdoor BBQ and 
The 10th. The operating hours of the five restaurants vary depending on the season. 

Summer use at Vail is generated primarily by visitors from outside the valley; the resort’s proximity to 
the Town of Vail and I-70 are major factors in summer visitation. While many attractions exist in the 
Town of Vail and surrounding areas, the nature-based activities provided on Vail Mountain offer unique 
experiences for guests.

During the summer, Vail employees approximately 1,500 staff.
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D. 	 BACKGROUND
Vail Mountain is owned by The Vail Corporation, and operates under a SUP from the Forest Service. The 
SUP requires the development of an MDP, which identifies management direction and opportunities for 
future management of the ski area on NFS lands.

As previously mentioned, Vail is primarily situated on land managed by the Eagle-Holy Cross Ranger 
District of the WRNF. The four base areas and all commercial and residential areas are located on 
private lands within the town limits of the Town of Vail. All zoning and land use issues are regulated by 
either the Town of Vail or Eagle County. 

1 .	 C H R O N O LO GY O F  D E V E LO P M E N T
The following timeline provides a summary of the development of Vail.

•	 January 1961: Work begins on Vail.
•	 December 1962: Vail opens for skiing with two chairlifts, one gondola, and a $5 lift ticket. During 

the inaugural 1962/63 season, the mountain recorded 55,000 skiers.
•	 January 1966: Town of Vail is established.
•	 December 1967: Golden Peak opens.
•	 December 1968: First snowmaking systems are installed. Vail achieves one million cumulative skier 

days.
•	 December 1969: The Lionshead base area, the Lionshead Gondola, and Game Creek Bowl open. A 

full day lift ticket costs $8. Construction of I-70 begins.
•	 October 1973: Free bus system is established by Vail Associates—this would become the largest 

free in-town bus system in the country.
•	 June 1981: Vail makes a significant investment to install new snowmaking infrastructure. The 

investment helps ensure early season skiing at Vail.
•	 August 1985: George Gillett purchases Vail Associates. Vista Bahn and four other high-speed quad 

chairlifts are installed.
•	 December 1988: China Bowl opens.
•	 December 1989: The World Alpine Ski Championships are held at Vail.
•	 May 1992: Apollo Partners buys Vail Associates.
•	 March 1995: Vail and Beaver Creek are named host site for 1999 World Alpine Ski Championships, 

making them the only North American venue to twice host the event.
•	 January 1997: Vail Associates is renamed Vail Resorts, Inc. Merger with Keystone and 

Breckenridge is approved. The Eagle Bahn Gondola is installed, replacing the original Lionshead 
Gondola.

•	 October 1998: Arson fires destroy Two Elk restaurant, Patrol Headquarters (PHQ), and Camp One, 
and damage lift operator buildings at the tops of Lifts 4, 5, 11, and 14. The fires caused more 

C hapter       O ne  :  I ntroduction         
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than $12 million in damage. All lifts were repaired and re-licensed for the season and temporary 
facilities were constructed for Two Elk (temporarily named One Elk) and PHQ.

•	 February 1999: World Alpine Ski Championships are held at Vail and Beaver Creek.
•	 July 1999: Work begins on Category III—the third phase of Vail’s 1985 master plan.
•	 November 1999: Newly reconstructed PHQ and Two Elk re-open.
•	 January 2000: The much-anticipated Category III, now named “Blue Sky Basin,” opens. The 

expansion includes three new high-speed quad lifts and adds an extra 765 acres of developed 
terrain to Vail Mountain.

•	 December 2000: Vail opens the next phase of Blue Sky Basin with the addition of Pete’s Bowl. This 
expansion includes an additional 125 acres and another new high-speed quad.

•	 June 2002: Vail is the most visited ski resort in the U.S. with more than 1.5 million visits.
•	 April 2003: Vail exceeds 1.6 million skier visits for the fourth time in its 40-year history.
•	 May 2003: Vail is recognized by the NSAA as having the number one safety program for the fourth 

year in a row.
•	 September 2003: SKI Magazine readers rank Vail as the number one ski resort in North America 

for the twelfth time since the ratings began in 1988.
•	 December 2003: The Travel Channel reveals that Vail was chosen as their best ski resort in North 

America.
•	 September 2004: The Lionshead skier bridge is improved and widened.
•	 June 2007: Highline Express Lift (Chair 10) and Sourdough Express Lift (Chair 14) are installed.
•	 June 2009: Automated snowmaking system is installed at Golden Peak for early season training.
•	 June 2010: High Noon Express Lift (Chair 5) is upgraded to a high-speed detachable quad.
•	 December 2011: Vail opens The Tenth—a ski-in/ski-out fine dining restaurant at Mid-Vail. 
•	 June 2012: Vista Bahn Express is upgraded to a 10-person gondola and named Gondola One.
•	 June 2013: Gopher Hill Express Lift (Chair 12) is replaced with a recycled triple chair from Beaver 

Creek Resort.
•	 June 2013: Mountaintop Express Lift (Chair 4) is upgraded to a high-speed detachable six pack.
•	 July 2015: Avanti Express Lift (Chair 2) is upgraded to a high-speed detachable six pack. 

Adventure Ridge is expanded to include an alpine coaster and a zipline canopy tour in Game 
Creek Bowl is constructed at Eagle’s Nest.

•	 July 2016: Sun Up Express Lift is replaced with a high-speed quad, resulting in all major up-hill lifts 
being high-speed detachable lifts. The chair is renumbered from Chair 17 to Chair 9.

•	 July 2017: Northwoods Express Lift (Chair 11) is upgraded to a high-speed detachable six pack.
•	 Summer 2019: Across the Front Side of the resort, the largest snowmaking expansion ever 

undertaken in a single season at a US resort is constructed. In addition, Golden Peak trails, lift, 
and snowmaking expansion are constructed.

•	 Summer/Fall 2022: Game Creek and Sun Down lifts are constructed.
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E. 	 ABSTRACT OF MASTER 
DEVELOPMENT PLAN

1 .	 P R E V I O U S LY A P P R OV E D 
This MDP includes several previously-approved projects that have not yet been implemented:

•	 West Lionshead Lift
•	 Upgrade and expand snowmaking capabilities across the Front Side of Vail including Simba
•	 West Lionshead Lift Maintenance Facility
•	 Snowcat Maintenance Facility
•	 Blue Sky Basin Resturaunt
•	 Additional summer activities, multi-use, hiking and biking trails

2 .	 U P G R A D E  P L A N

a) 	 Winter
The upgrade plan winter projects include:

Front  S ide

•	 Gondola 19 (Eagle Bahn) replacement
•	 Upgrade Chair 3 (Wildwood Express) with a six-passenger lift
•	 New lift from ABC lot to Trans Montane run
•	 Upgrade Chair 2 (Avanti Express) with a gondola containing a mid station
•	 Upgrade Chair 4 (Mountain Top Express) to an eight-passenger lift
•	 Upgrade and extend Chair 6 (Born Free Express) to a six-passenger lift
•	 Replace Chair 20 (Cascade Village) with a six-passenger lift with a mid station
•	 Chair 26 (Pride Express) replacement
•	 New lift from West Lionshead to bottom terminal of Chari 26 (Pride Express)
•	 West Mountain Lower intermeditate terrain improvements
•	 Miscellaneous grading
•	 Construct a 12,000-square foot mountain operations facility
•	 Expand snowmaking pond
•	 Mid Vail Umbrella Bar
•	 Mid Vail Renovation
•	 10th Mountain Deck Renovation

C hapter       O ne  :  I ntroduction         
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•	 Replace or expand Wildwood Smokehouse
•	 Renovate Eagle’s Nest
•	 171 acres of previously approved snowmaking coverage
•	 64 acres of planned snowmaking coverage

Back Side

•	 Upgrade Chair 21 (Orient Express) with a six-passenger lift
•	 Remove or upgrade Chair 22 (Mongolia Platter)
•	 Upgrade Chair 36 Tea Cup Express to a 6-person lift
•	 Construct Mongolia Express Chairlift from Two Elk Creek to the ridgeline above Mongolia Platter
•	 Blue Sky Basin trails
•	 The creation of a groomable route from Belle’s Camp across the ridge to West Earl’s Bowl
•	 Expansion of the administrative boundary in West Earl’s Bowl, East Pete’s Bowl and Mongolia 

Bowl
•	 Conduct previously-approved vegetation management across Vail
•	 Blue Sky Basin Restaurant

b) 	 Summer
In summary, proposed summer projects include:

•	 Restrooms at the top of Forest Flyer Mountain Coaster
•	 Additional hiking and biking trails 

The net result of implementing all planned projects would not increase Vail’s Manage-To threshold 
of 19,900 guests per day, nor are they intended to increase visitation.3 These improvements would 
improve circulation and guest experience at Vail Mountain Resort.

3	 Manage-To is a planning tool developed by Vail, the Town of Vail and the Forest Service to evaluate impacts to ski area 
operations at Vail when daily visitation exceeds 19,900 guests. Vail consults with Forest Service representative at the end 
of any day that exceeds the threshold to evaluate health, safety and quality welfare considerations of the day’s operation. 
Manage-To actions may be implemented as warranted by the review of the subject day’s operational impacts. These 
include, but are limited to, restrictions on employee and dependent passes, stop issuance of complimentary tickets, 
manage ticket pricing and restrict student and merchant passes.
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F. 	 V IS ION AND DESIGN 
PHILOSOPHY

Clarifying a vision and design philosophy is essential in the mountain planning process, as it helps 
to establish an overall theme and direction for all projects. Vail has always provided a high-quality 
experience for guests in a way that develops awareness of the mountain environment and the 
incredible natural resources that are found within and surrounding the resort. More recently, Vail 
has expanded its offerings to summer and multi-season activities to meet the needs and desires of 
visitors who are looking for an experience in the natural environment.

Winter recreation at Vail is the primary reason the resort is a premier destination for guests not 
just from around the state, but from around the world. The Vail experience remains one of the key 
reasons international and regional guests visit the Eagle Valley. With more than 5,000 skiable acres 
and a suite of related activities, Vail has created a comprehensive winter recreation experience for 
guests of the WRNF. Vail strives to continue to deliver a high-quality winter experience. They do this 
by managing the resort in a way that ensures plenty of capacity on the mountain and guest service 
facilities. A detailed discussion of capacity analysis and design is in Chapter 2 of this MDP.

Summer recreational opportunities popular in mountain resort communities have evolved in the past 
several decades beyond “traditional” activities, such as hunting, fishing and camping, to include a 
significant variety of activities that allow guests to experience the natural environment while still 
feeling comfortable in their surroundings, such as mountain biking, mountain coaster, ziplines, 
hiking, and other activities. NFS lands managed under ski area SUP’s are well-situated to provide 
these forms of recreation due to their existing infrastructure, base area facilities, and dedicated 
staffing. Vail’s approach is to provide a sense of adventure and interaction with the setting while 
eliminating some of the barriers that often prevent guests from participating in outdoor recreational 
activities. 

Vail offers the “Experience of a Lifetime” to guests of the WRNF. Integrating Vail’s six values: Serve 
Others, Do Right, Drive Value, Do Good, Be Safe, and Have Fun, in union with Forest Service policy 
and management direction, this planning document has been designed to produce an exemplary 
comprehensive year-round recreation experience for guests of Vail and the WRNF.

C hapter       O ne  :  I ntroduction         
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G. 	 STATEMENT OF GOALS AND 
OBJECTIVES

This MDP is designed to be a supplement to the current planning documents for Vail. This document 
will help define the resort’s goals and objectives, as well as address the resort’s opportunities and 
constraints. This MDP is designed to serve as guide to providing a high-quality recreational experience 
that is appealing to guests of all ages and ability levels. This document respects the natural resources 
of the study area and incorporates key skier preferences.4  

The principal goal for Vail, which is supported by this MDP, is to maintain its position in the skier 
marketplace. Vail was rated in the top four ski resorts in North America by Forbes Magazine in 2018 
and is consistently ranked in the top 10 by readers of Ski Magazine.5  Vail takes pride in delivering 
a consistently great skier experience by providing a wide variety of terrain with exceptional snow 
conditions, minimal lift lines, cutting edge educational techniques, a constantly updated range of 
alternative activities, high quality food service, and friendly and responsive front-line employees. 
Offering additional recreation opportunities alongside exceptional resort amenities adds to Vail’s 
attractiveness as a premier destination. 

However, with ever-increasing industry competition and the ever-changing needs and expectations of 
its current and future guests, Vail will need to continue its evolution as a resort. The following objectives 
have been identified as part of Vail’s future growth strategy:

•	 Continue to improve upon the world class all-season recreation opportunities made possible through 
the partnership between Vail Resorts and the WRNF.

•	 Provide high quality on-mountain conditions to keep guests returning year-to-year and to stay 
competitive in the industry.

•	 Upgrade year-round activities and facilities for non-snow sports participants and to provide 
recreational offerings for guests in the off hours and non-winter months.

•	 Upgrade chairlifts to improve circulation, create redundancy, and increase reliability.

•	 Provide consistent, reliable snow conditions throughout the winter season.

•	 Focus terrain upgrades on improving circulation, minimizing congestion, and adding to the guest 
experience.

•	 Provide a range of terrain and snowmaking that is appropriate for all segments of the skier population.

•	 Continue to upgrade the village lodging, shopping and dining offerings, as well as provide activities 
for periods when the mountain is not open.

4	 At ski areas, one may see people using alpine, snowboard, telemark, cross-country, and other specialized ski equipment, 
such as that used by disabled guests. Accordingly, the terms “ski, skier, and skiing” in this document encompass all lift-
served sliding sports typically associated with a winter sports resort.

5	 https://www.forbes.com/sites/christophersteiner/2017/11/14/the-top-10-ski-resorts-in-north-america-for-
2018/2/#63ad5f1d749c
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H. 	 ACCEPTANCE BY THE 
FOREST SERVICE

This MDP was created using an iterative and collaborative process between Vail planners, Forest 
Service personnel at the Eagle-Holy Cross Ranger District who administer the SUP, and SE Group. 
Forest Service “acceptance” of this MDP is consistent with the requirements of the Vail’s SUP and 
updates the 2018 Vail Resort MDP Update.

Acceptance of this document as a planning tool for Vail does not imply authorization to proceed with 
implementation of any of the projects that are identified herein. Therefore, all projects identified 
within this MDP that have not been previously approved will require appropriate review and approval 
by the Forest Service prior to implementation. 

I . 	 AMENDMENTS TO THE MDP
1 .	 A M E N D M E N T S
This MDP is intended to be a dynamic document, which may be amended periodically to reflect 
innovations in facilities and recreation. It outlines Vail’s strategies for maintaining a quality recreational 
facility on NFS lands while allowing flexibility in achieving these goals due to an evolving skier market 
and technological innovations.

Periodic amendments, conducted in partnership with the Vail and the Forest Service, may occur to 
this MDP to reflect existing conditions, changes in guest expectations, new technology, or other 
project influences. Typical amendments that would not warrant a complete update of the MDP could 
include realignments of lifts, relocation of trail systems, vegetative treatments, road improvements, 
changes in the location and capacity of facilities, or new projects that were not anticipated at the 
time this document was created.

C hapter       O ne  :  I ntroduction         
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2 .	 P R O C E S S
Following acceptance of this MDP by the Forest Service, any requests to amend it will be submitted 
to the Forest Supervisor in the form of a written “Proposed Master Development Plan Amendment(s)” 
that relates to project-specific proposals.

Proposals requesting enlargement of the permit boundary or a substantial increase in users may require 
an updated MDP. Assembly of an interdisciplinary team may be required to prepare requisite NEPA 
documentation for such projects if, for example: 1) additional acres of NFS land outside the SUP are 
requested to be included within a new permit boundary; 2) the proposed changes will exceed approved 
facility or use capacities; or 3) new uses not disclosed in the original MDP are proposed. It is the 
responsibility of the Forest Supervisor to appoint the interdisciplinary team needed to prepare the 
environmental assessment. The cost of the interdisciplinary study is generally the responsibility of the 
Permittee (Vail).

If proposed revisions and/or amendments to the MDP: 1) do not change the basic development concept; 
2) are not a request to increase the Manage-To threshold; or 3) in the judgment of the Forest Supervisor, 
do not constitute a significant deviation from the existing MDP; the proposed amendment may be 
accepted followed by initiation of the appropriate NEPA analysis and review.
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Design criteria is an important concept in resort master planning. The following describe the types of 
destination mountain resorts, and the principal base lands and mountain design criteria that lead to 
the development of a successful resort. More specifically pertaining to Vail, each of these descriptions 
details how Vail’s design contributes to its niche.

A. 	 DEST INATION RESORTS
Vail’s current and future niche in the ski industry is best defined by diverse guest opportunities serving 
a spectrum of visitors. As stated in Chapter 1, Vail serves a broad range of guests from the Front 
Range, Denver, and Eagle Valley day skiers and families, as well as guests from around the world. To 
accommodate these users of varying ability levels, Vail strives to provide opportunities relative to each 
guest’s demographic. For example, a beginner skier’s experience will be as high of quality as the guest 
desires, through guest accommodations, mountain facilities, Vail Ski and Snowboard School experience, 
and terrain offerings. Likewise, an expert skier may focus on Vail’s world-famous Back Bowls. Currently, 
Vail provides a diversity of recreation offerings to a wide range of guests; this capability will be further 
enhanced through the projects included in this MDP. Since Vail caters to the national spectrum, its 
distribution of guests tends to match the wide ability range of the national guests who ski in the central 
Rocky Mountains (refer to Table 3). 

Based on Vail’s visitation data and trends, the ski area maintains a 60:40 destination-to-day skier ratio. 
Thus, destination guests that visit the resort and stay within the Vail area overnight (at Vail lodging or 
lodging within the area) account for approximately 60 percent of Vail’s annual visitation. Day skiers, 
which are guests primarily traveling to and from the resort over the course of a day and not staying 
overnight (this includes guests local to Eagle and Summit counties and other surrounding areas), account 
for the remaining 40 percent of Vail’s annual visitation.

1 .	 R E G I O N A L D E ST I N AT I O N  R E S O RT S
Regional destination resorts largely cater to a “drive” market. While day-use guests play a large role, 
the regional destination resort also appeals to vacationers. At regional destination resorts, lodging 
typically is a component, but due to the average length of stay, and perhaps guests’ vacation budgets, 
lodging and related services and amenities are usually less extensive than what might be expected at a 
larger destination resort that attracts national and international visitors. Where the regional destination 
resort has evolved from within, or adjacent to, an existing community, services are often supplied by 
proprietors in the existing community. 
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2 .	 N AT I O N A L A N D  I N T E R N AT I O N A L 
D E ST I N AT I O N  R E S O RT S

National and international destination resorts appeal and cater to a significant “fly-in” market, 
due to a combination of the unique character and level of services offered by either or both 
of the mountain facilities and base village (or the Town of Vail). Vail national/international guest 
expectations are higher than for many Vail regional destination guests. These guests expect 
abundant opportunities to participate in a variety of vacation experiences. This guest mind-
set stems from the expectation that their destination vacation will likely represent the apex of 
their skiing season, and hence the appetite for varied experiences will be great. In addition to a 
weeklong visit, guests may also hope to participate in the resort and community on a more regular 
or permanent basis (through ownership of real estate and part-time residency).

There is a growing demand for mountain destination resorts to provide activities outside of snow 
sports. At some of the more mature mountain destinations, non-skiing wintertime guests account 
for a very substantial percentage of overall guest population. Furthermore, many of the guests 
who do ski will not use the mountain facilities every day of their visit. Thus, the ratio of total days 
skied to total room-nights can be as low as 1:2. Even for the day-use guest at a destination resort, 
skiers are spending less of their day on the mountain. This is due to several factors, including: (1) 
shifting expectations of what a mountain vacation is about (participation in a variety of experiences 
not just skiing); (2) the advent of high-speed lift technology (allows guests to satisfy their vertical 
demand in a shorter period of time); and (3) a segment of aging guests, which requires lesser 
amounts of vertical demand. In the summer, the resort and community have very high utilization 
due to a dramatic increase in mountain vacations during non-winter months. All of these trends 
add up to a significant demand for attractions and amenities that complement a resort’s skiing 
facilities.

National and international destination resorts, including Vail and the Town of Vail, offer a 
wide variety of lodging types, including hostels, motels, hotels, inns, bed and breakfast inns, 
townhomes, condominiums, and single-family chalets. Visitor participation in the real estate 
market has diversified substantially in the last two decades and includes ownership—either whole 
or fractional—as well as “usage,” which comes in forms like timeshare and club participation. 
Typically, where the mountain facility is a primary driver for visitation, lodging is clustered at or 
near the mountain’s base area. Amenities can include a wide variety of restaurants, lounges, 
shops, conference facilities, theatres or concert venues, recreation centers (e.g., swimming, fitness 
equipment, and indoor courts), etc. Aside from alpine skiing, recreational activities may include 
snow tubing, Nordic skiing, snowshoeing, sleigh rides, snowmobiling, mountain and road biking, 
walking, golf, tennis, horseback riding, angling, swimming, spa treatments, etc.

A mountain resort that evolves at the edge of an existing community—particularly one that has 
a tourism-based economy—typically benefits from the significant infrastructure already in place 
(i.e., there is less need for a resort to develop infrastructure and create services at the base of the 
mountain). Some mountain facilities have evolved immediately adjacent to the town and hence 
have developed virtually none of their own destination services.
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B. 	 BASE AREA DESIGN
The relationship between planning at a resort’s base area developments and on-mountain lift and terrain 
network is critically important. This relationship affects the overall function and perception of a resort.

Design of the base lands at a mountain resort involves establishing appropriate sizes and locations for 
the various elements that make up the development program. The complexion and interrelationship 
of these elements varies considerably depending on the type of resort and its intended character. 
However, fundamental objectives of base area planning are to integrate the mountain with the base 
area for the creation of an attractive, cohesive, and functional recreational and social experience. This is 
essential to creating the feeling of a mountain community, and can only be achieved by addressing base 
area components such as (but not limited to): multiple mountain portals, guest service locations, skier/
rider circulation, pedestrians, parking/access requirements, and mass-transit drop-offs.

Planners rely on resort layout as one tool to establish resort character. The manner in which resort 
elements are organized, both inside the resort core and within the landscape setting, along with 
architectural style, help to create the desired character.

Skier service facilities are located at base area and on-mountain buildings. Base area staging locations, 
or portals, are “gateway” facilities that have three main functions:

•	 Receiving arriving guests (from a parked car, a bus, or from adjacent accommodations)
•	 Distributing the skiers onto the mountain’s lift and trail systems
•	 Providing the necessary guest services (e.g., tickets and rentals)

Vail has four arrival portals, Golden Peak, Vail Village, Lionshead, and Cascade, with varying degrees 
of lifts access and infrastructural support. The base areas are connected by the Town of Vail public 
transportation system and various hotel shuttle systems. Visitors staying at the four base areas walk to 
their desired lift and guests staying in outlying areas may utilize the public transportation system or the 
shuttle services offered by many lodging properties. 

1 .	 OV E R A L L L AYO U T
Design of the base lands for a destination mountain resort involves establishing appropriate sizes 
and locations for the various elements that make up the development program. The complexion and 
interrelationship of these elements varies considerably depending on the type of resort and its intended 
character.

Planners rely on resort layout as one tool to establish resort character. There may be a desire to create 
vitality and animation (e.g., Mont Tremblant Resort) or conversely to create serenity (e.g., Utah’s 
Sundance Mountain Resort). The manner in which resort elements are both organized both inside the 
resort core, and within the landscape setting, along with architectural style, help to create the desired 
character.



19

C. 	 MOUNTAIN DESIGN
1 .	 T R A I L D E S I G N

a) 	 S lope Gradients  and Terra in  Breakdown
Terrain ability level designations are based on slope gradients and terrain features associated with 
the varying terrain unique to each mountain. Ability level designations for this analysis are based 
on the maximum sustained gradient calculated for each trail. Short sections of a trail can be more 
or less steep without affecting the overall run designation. For example, novice skiers are typically 
not intimidated by short, steeper pitches of slope, but a sustained steeper pitch may cause the 
trail to be classified with a higher difficulty rating. Table 2 shows general gradients used to classify 
the skier difficulty level of the mountain terrain.

TABLE 2. TERRAIN GRADIENTS BY SKIER ABILITY LEVEL

Skier Ability Slope Gradients

Beginner 8 to 12% (5 to 7°)

Novice to 25% (15°)

Low Intermediate to 35% (20°)

Intermediate to 45% (25°)

Advanced Intermediate to 55% (30°)

Expert over 55% (30°)

TABLE 3. SKIER MARKET BY SKIER ABILITY LEVEL

Skier Ability Percent of Skier Market

Beginner 5%

Novice 15%

Low Intermediate 25%

Intermediate 35%

Advanced Intermediate 15%

Expert 5%
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The distribution of terrain by skier ability level and slope gradient is compared with the market demand 
for each ability level. It is desirable for the available ski terrain to be capable of accommodating the 
full range of ability levels reasonably consistent with market demand. The market breakdown for the 
Rocky Mountain skier market is shown in Table 3, illustrating that intermediate skiers comprise the bulk 
of market demand.

b) 	 Tra i l  Densi ty
The calculation of capacity for a ski area is based in part on the target number of skiers that can be 
accommodated, on average, on a typical acre of ski terrain at any one given time. The criteria for the 
range of trail densities for North American ski areas are listed in Table 4.

TABLE 4. SKIER DENSITY PER ACRE

Skier Ability Trail Density

Beginner 25 to 35 skiers/acre

Novice 12 to 25 skiers/acre

Low Intermediate 8 to 20 skiers/acre

Intermediate 6 to 15 skiers/acre

Advanced 4 to 10 skiers/acre

Expert 2 to 5 skiers/acre

Bowls/Glades 0.5 skier/acre

These density figures account for the skiers that are actually populating the ski trails and do not account 
for other guests who are either waiting in lift lines, riding the lifts, or using the milling areas or other 
support facilities. Empirical observations and calculations indicate that on an average day approximately 
40 percent of the total number of skiers at the resort are on the trails at any given time. Additionally, 
areas on the mountain, such as merge zones, convergence areas, lift milling areas, major circulation 
routes, and egress routes, experience higher densities periodically during the ski day.
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Recent trends in trail density design criteria tend to provide for a less crowded skiing experience. 
As witnessed at many Colorado resorts, there is a segment of the market that has a preference 
for more natural, unstructured, semi-backcountry types of terrain commonly referred to as off-
piste.6 Demand is increasing for alpine open bowls, glades, and other similar types of terrain. 
Skier density per acre numbers are not necessarily applicable to these types of terrain, particularly 
as there often is not a defined edge to these areas like on a traditional ski run. However, skiers 
are attracted to these areas for the un-crowded feel, and the experience and challenge that it 
affords. Planning and design should provide these types of areas if possible. Examples range 
from glading between existing runs, to providing guided out-of-bounds tours. Guests of Vail 
desire this type of un-crowded experience as evidenced by the popularity of the Back Bowls.

c) 	 Tra i l  System
A resort’s trail system should be designed to provide a wide variety of terrain to meet the needs 
of the entire spectrum of ability levels as well as the resort’s particular market. Each trail should 
provide an interesting and challenging experience within the ability level for which the trail is 
designed. Optimum trail widths vary depending upon topographic conditions and the caliber 
of the skier/rider being served. The trail network should provide the full range of ability levels 
consistent with each level’s respective market demand.

In terms of a resort’s ability to retain guests, both for longer durations of visitation and for repeat 
business, one of the more important factors has proven to be variation in terrain. This means 
providing developed runs for all ability levels: some groomed on a regular basis and some not—
bowl, trees, and terrain parks and pipes. 

In summary, a broad range of terrain satisfies skiers/riders from Beginner through Expert ability 
levels within the natural topographic characteristics of the ski area.

d) 	 Terra in  Parks
Terrain parks have become a vital part of most mountain resorts’ operations, and are now 
considered an essential mountain amenity. The presence of terrain parks has changed various 
operational and design elements. The demand for grooming can increase, as terrain parks often 
require specialized or dedicated operators, grooming machines, and equipment (such as half-
pipe cutting tools). Terrain parks typically require significant quantities of snow, either natural or 
man-made, often increasing snowmaking demand. Terrain parks can also affect circulation on the 
mountain, as the parks are often points of destination.

6	 “Piste” is a term commonly borrowed from French vernacular which refers to a groomed, maintained, defined ski 
trail. “Off-Piste” therefore refers to the ungroomed, less defined natural style of skiing commonly found in high 
Alpine areas and bowls.
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2 .	 L I F T D E S I G N
The goal for lift design is to serve the available ski terrain in an efficient manner, while being sensitive 
to environmental considerations. A myriad of factors are considered including wind conditions, visual 
impacts, wetlands, round-trip skiing, access needs, connectivity between other lifts and trails, and the 
need for circulation space at the lower and upper terminal sites. The vertical rise, speed and length of 
ski lifts for a particular mountain are important measures of overall attractiveness and marketability of 
a ski area. 

3 .	 O N - M O U N TA I N  G U E ST S E R V I C E S
On-mountain guest service facilities are generally used to provide food service (cafeteria-style or table 
service), restrooms, and limited retail, as well as ski patrol and first aid services, in closer proximity 
to upper-mountain terrain. This eliminates the need for skiers and riders to descend to the base area 
for similar amenities. It has also become common for resorts to offer ski/board demo locations on-
mountain, so skiers and riders can conveniently test different equipment throughout the day.

D. 	 CAPACITY ANALYSIS  AND 
DESIGN

In ski area planning, a “design capacity” is established, which represents daily guest population to 
which all ski resort functions are balanced. The design capacity is a planning parameter that is used to 
establish the acceptable size of the primary facilities of a ski resort: ski lifts, ski terrain, guest services, 
restaurant seats, building space, utilities, parking, etc. 

This MDP discusses capacity in terms of comfortable carrying capacity (CCC), as well as Manage-To 
threshold (both are described in detail below). Vail is unique in the ski industry in that the resort’s CCC 
is purposefully higher than typical winter daily visitation. While the Manage-To threshold of 19,900 
provides the goal for the resort as a whole and is used to manage daily visitation numbers, the ski area’s 
CCC continues to represent the mountain facility’s comfortable capacity. Vail desires to maintain a CCC 
in excess of the Manage-To threshold in order to ensure a high-quality guest experience. Managing 
the resort in this way results in shorter lift lines (particularly during morning access periods), terrain 
variety that provides a challenge for the majority of the ski/snowboard market, and lift, terrain, and 
guest service levels that provide a consistently great guest experience for all levels of guests. This is 
consistent with the resort’s goal of remaining the industry leader in quality.
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1 .	 CO M F O RTA B L E  CA R R Y I N G  CA PAC I T Y 
Comfortable Carrying Capacity (CCC) is defined as a level of utilization for the ski area (the 
number of visitors that can be comfortably accommodated at any given time) that guarantees a 
pleasant recreational experience, without overburdening the resort infrastructure. It is commonly 
referred to as “comfortable carrying capacity,” “skier carrying capacity,” “skiers at one time,” 
and other ski industry-specific terms. Accordingly, the design capacity does not normally indicate 
a maximum level of visitation, but rather the number of visitors that can be “comfortably” 
accommodated on a daily basis. 

The calculation of the CCC of a mountain is a complex issue and is an important planning tool 
for the resort. Related skier service facilities can be planned, including on-mountain seating, 
mountain restaurant requirements, sanitary facilities, parking, and other skier services with proper 
identification of the mountain’s true capacity. The CCC figure is based on a balance of the uphill 
capacity of the lift system and the downhill capacity of the trail system.

2 .	 M A N AG E -TO  P R O C E S S
The Manage-To process allows Vail and the Forest Service to manage for health, safety and 
welfare considerations, and a high-quality skier experience based on calculated planning numbers 
(threshold). Manage-To is a flexible process developed by Vail, the Town of Vail and the Forest 
Service to evaluate impacts to ski area operations at Vail when skier numbers exceed 19,900, and 
outline steps to manage skier numbers on subsequent days if it is likely that the subsequent day’s 
skier numbers may exceed the Manage-To threshold.

Vail will consult with Forest Service representative at the end of any day that exceeds the threshold 
to evaluate health, safety and quality welfare considerations of the day’s operation. Manage-To 
actions may be implemented as warranted by the review of the subject day’s operational impacts.

There are a variety of Manage-To actions available to Vail, which help manage skier numbers. 
The following list is for illustrative purposes only and does not represent an all-inclusive list or 
mandatory steps.

•	 Restrictions on employee and dependent passes
•	 Stop issuance of complimentary tickets
•	 Manage ticket pricing
•	 Restrict student and merchant passes

Vail will rely on evaluation of current operations and conditions, its prior experience, and best 
judgment to determine which Manage-To action or actions, if any, to implement for management 
of skier volume on subsequent days.

C hapter       T wo  :  D esign      C riteria     
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E. 	 BALANCE OF FACIL IT IES
The mountain master planning process emphasizes the importance of balancing recreational facility 
development. The sizes of the various skier service functions are designed to match the CCC of the 
mountain. The future development of a ski area should be designed and coordinated to maintain a 
balance between accommodating skier needs, ski area capacity (lifts and trails), and the supporting 
equipment and facilities (e.g., grooming machines, day lodge services and facilities, utility infrastructure, 
access, and parking).

F. 	 MULT I -SEASON RECREATION 
ACTIV IT IES

Throughout the ski industry, resorts are reimagining the capabilities and duration of their operation. 
To elongate the traditional six-month winter operating window, winter-oriented resorts are pursuing a 
more sustainable fiscal and economic outlook via the development of multi-season recreation activities. 
The multi-season recreational activities also tend to attract a more diverse range of new guests than 
the traditional winter activities offered at resorts. This master planning process assesses the best 
approach and program for adding multi-season activities and facilities in order to showcase the unique 
characteristics that define Vail.

A strategic approach must be taken to identify reasonable and realistic opportunities for multi-season 
recreation elements that have the greatest likelihood for success. This MDP will examine the suitability 
of available land for recreation facilities; consistency with regional, state and national administration’s 
policies and plans; initial fiscal considerations; and visitation potential. Undertaking such a comprehensive 
exercise should lead to a multi-season recreation program that is suitable for implementation and will 
align with operational goals and performance expectations.

As a four-season recreation destination, Vail has the opportunity to both provide and promote 
interactive, educational, natural resource-based recreation activities for all ages and demographics. As 
a permittee on the WRNF who can provide access to NFS lands, Vail can facilitate exciting, challenging, 
and appropriate use of NFS lands, and in the process, introduce new user groups to the range of 
recreational opportunities that exist within their National Forests.

The multi-season recreation experience at Vail is designed to utilize existing ski area infrastructure 
(e.g., chairlifts and guest services facilities) for both existing snow sports activities as well as year-round 
activities. In doing so, these activities will improve utilization of ski area infrastructure and ensure the 
long-term, year-round viability of Vail and the local economy, most evident in the summer months. Snow 
sports are, and will continue to be, the primary use of NFS lands within the Vail SUP area and are the 
primary economic driver for the greater region.
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At a site-specific level, this MDP takes the existing setting, combined with the anticipated use of 
the area, to establish value-oriented and strategic prescriptions. There are five summer activity 
zone designations that are considered in the planning process. Zone designations are developed 
utilizing four characteristics similar to the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum: 

•	 Access – the number and function of roads within the area
•	 Remoteness – how far removed an individual feels from human activity
•	 Naturalness – the extent and intensity of development and disturbance within the area
•	 Infrastructure – the amount of and proximity to the built environment

Each of these characteristics is to be considered within the context of Vail as a developed ski 
area. Existing summer recreation and maintenance requirements, pertaining to Vail’s operation 
and NFS standards, occur throughout the ski area; therefore, no area within Vail’s SUP is off limits 
to administrative access, maintenance and master planning analysis. Vail’s existing summer activity 
zones may be reviewed in Chapter 4.

The Vail SUP area is characterized by diverse settings, from developed and modified areas to 
remote and more primitive areas. The settings that exist within the SUP mirror what a guest could 
see and experience in different locations across the WRNF, ranging from high alpine environments, 
to riparian and wetland ecosystems, to remote forested settings. The Scenery Integrity Objective 
(SIO) for the SUP area is classified as Low and Very Low, which are defined as:

Low – The valued landscape character “appears moderately altered.” Deviations 
begin to dominate the valued landscape character being viewed but they borrow valued 
attributes such as size, shape, edge effect, and pattern of natural openings, vegetative 
type changes or architectural styles outside the landscape being viewed. They should not 
only appear as valued character outside the landscape being viewed but compatible or 
complimentary to the character within.

Very Low – The valued landscape character “appears heavily altered.” Deviations 
may strongly dominate the valued landscape character. They many not borrow from 
valued attributes such as size shape, edge effect, pattern or natural openings, changes 
in vegetation type, or architectural styles within or outside the landscape being viewed. 
However, deviations must be shaped by the blend with the natural terrain so that 
elements such as unnatural edges, roads, landings, and structures do not dominate the 
composition.

To harmonize with these characteristics, planned activities within this MDP have been designed 
to correspond with the characteristics of these SIOs. Throughout implementation of the projects 
discussed in this MDP, Vail will work with the Forest Service to exceed these objectives as practicable.

Chapter 3 provides a brief overview of the some of the unique characteristics of the SUP area that 
were taken into consideration when assembling this MDP.
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A. 	 PHYSICAL RESOURCES
1 .	 TO P O G R A P H Y
Vail’s terrain is divided into three distinct areas by the ridges and drainages within the SUP: Front Side, 
Back Side, and Blue Sky Basin. Vail averages 350 inches of snowfall each season and 300 plus days of 
sunshine each year.

The Front Side is the north facing terrain off the predominately east west ridge, which runs from the 
Eagle’s Nest area to the Two Elk Restaurant. Its peak elevation, at PHQ is 11,250 feet above sea level. 
The base areas range in elevation from 8,050 feet at Cascade Village to 8,220 feet at Golden Peak. 
Every ability level can be served on the Front Side. The Back Side—the location of Vail’s famous Back 
Bowls—is located on the south side of the main east to west ridge down to Two Elk Creek. The Bowls, 
from east to west, include Mongolia, Siberia, China, Tea Cup, Sun Up, and Sun Down. Game Creek Bowl, 
while on the south side of the main ridge, is generally considered part of the Front Side. The highest 
elevation on the Back Side is the top of the Orient Express Lift at 11,390 feet, the lowest elevation is 
9,394 feet at the bottom of the Chair 5 (High Noon Express). Terrain exposure ranges from east facing, 
through south facing to west facing. 

Blue Sky Basin is on the south side of Two Elk Creek and the terrain is predominantly north facing but 
ranges from east to west facing. The terrain is made up of open bowls, conventional trail and groomable 
gladed trails. Blue Sky Basin’s top elevation is 11,577 feet at the top of Chair 39 (Pete’s Express) down 
to 9,555 feet at the bottom of the Chair 37 (Skyline Express). 

2 .	 S LO P E  G R A D I E N T S
As discussed in Chapter 2, terrain ability level designations are based on slope gradients and terrain 
features associated with the varying terrain unique to each mountain. Regardless of the slope gradient 
for a particular trail, if it feeds into a trail that is rated higher in difficulty, its ability level must be rated 
accordingly. Conversely, if a trail is fed only by trails of a higher ability level than the maximum slope of 
the trail would dictate, it also must be rated accordingly.

Slope gradients at Vail are depicted on Figure 3.

•	 0 to 8% (0 to 5 degrees): too flat for skiing and riding, but ideal for base area accommodations, 
and other support facility development.

•	 8 to 25% (5 to 15 degrees): ideal for Beginners and Novices, and typically can support some types 
of development.

•	 25 to 45% (15 to 25 degrees): ideal for Intermediates, and typically are too steep for 
development.

•	 45 to 70% (25 to 35 degrees): ideal for Advanced and Expert skiers/riders, and pose intermittent 
avalanche hazards.

•	 >70% (>35 degrees): too steep for all but the highest level of skiing/riding. These areas are 
typically allocated as Expert only and are closely managed by the resort operator for avalanche 
control.
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3 .	 S O L A R  A S P E CT
Vail is ideally located with predominantly northern, eastern, and western exposures. The Back Side 
does have south-facing slopes.

Slope aspect plays an important role in snow quality and retention. The variety of exposures present 
opportunities to provide a range of slope aspects that can respond to the changes in sun angle, 
temperature, wind direction, and shadows. Typical constraints in relation to the various angles of 
exposure are discussed below.

Aspect at Vail is depicted on Figure 4.

•	 North-facing: ideal for snow retention, minimal wind scour, minimal sun exposure
•	 Northeast-facing: ideal for snow retention, minimal wind scour, minimal sun exposure
•	 East-facing: good for snow retention, some wind scour, morning sun exposure
•	 Southeast-facing: fair for snow retention, moderate wind scour, morning and early afternoon 

sun exposure
•	 South-facing: at lower elevations, poor for snow retention, moderate wind scour, full sun 

exposure
•	 Southwest-facing: poor for snow retention, high wind scour, full sun exposure
•	 West-facing: fair for snow retention, high wind scour, late morning and afternoon sun 

exposure
•	 Northwest-facing: good for snow retention, moderate wind scour, some afternoon sun

B. 	 AVALANCHE HAZARDS
Vail Mountain is made up of bowls, ridges, and faces. Because of the main aspects of these slopes, 
varied terrain features, and the roughly 3,500 feet total vertical relief, a wind or storm from any 
direction can result in an avalanche hazard. Many of the slopes at Vail have been classified as “low 
intermittent hazard” (indicates occasional exposure to avalanches of dangerous size) because of 
the protective mitigation measures that are routinely applied. 

C hapter       T hree    :  S ite    I nventory      
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Chapter 4 contains an examination and analysis of existing conditions at Vail. Completion of a thorough 
resort inventory is the first step in the master planning process and involves the collection of data 
pertaining to the resort’s existing attributes. This inventory includes lifts, trails, the snowmaking system, 
base area and on-mountain structures, guest services, other resort functions/activities, day-use parking, 
operations, and utilities/infrastructure. The analysis of the inventoried data involves the application of 
industry standards to existing conditions at the resort. This process allows for the comparison of Vail’s 
existing facilities to those facilities commonly found at resorts of similar size and composition.

The overall balance of the existing resort is evaluated by calculating the capacities of various facility 
components. This examination of capacities helps to identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
constraints at a resort. The next step is the identification of any improvements that would bring the 
existing facilities into better balance, and assist the resort in meeting the ever-changing expectations 
of its marketplace. Accomplishing these objectives will result in a well-balanced resort, which provides 
an adequate array of services and experiences to satisfy guest expectations for a quality recreation 
experience.

The examination of existing facilities presented in this chapter correlates with Figures 5 through 11.

A. 	 SUMMARY OF THE WINTER 
GUEST EXPERIENCE

Determining the capacities of the resort is an important first step in evaluating the overall guest 
experience because it enables planners to understand the overall balance of the recreational facility. 
Empirical observations and a close examination of Vail’s principal components reveal the existing 
mountain is fairly well balanced, indicating that any opportunities for expansions should address the 
full spectrum of facilities and skier ability levels, while focusing on particular areas to correct some small 
existing imbalances.

Vail’s lift capacity is computed by analyzing the resort’s supply of, and demand for, vertical lift transport. 
Vail’s lift capacity was determined to be approximately 23,820 guests. The lift capacity is one of serval 
capacities that determine the overall resort capacity. From a terrain standpoint, the resort’s trail network 
has significantly higher capacity than the calculated lift network capacity, resulting in skier densities that 
are on the low side of industry averages. This is a desirable situation at Vail and generally ensures a 
high-quality experience.

Over the past decade, Vail has continued to improve on-mountain and base area facilities. These facilities 
are well-maintained and have improved the overall guest experience by increasing guest service space 
and increasing uphill capacity in popular areas. On all but the busiest days, actual daily visitation levels 
at the resort are below calculated capacities of the resort., meaning that long lift lines are uncommon.

The goals of Vail are to continue operating at less than full capacity, but add lifts and lift capacity 
where needed in order to improve circulation, ease congestion, spread skiers out, more fully utilize 
underutilized terrain and keep wait times at lifts at a comfortable level and, therefore, maintain a high-
level ski experience for guests.

Although the calculated capacity exceeds the current skier utilization, Vail wants to continue to invest in 
replacing aged infrastructure and updating facilities to provide a quality experience for a diverse range 
of guest on National Forest Service lands. The goals of Vail are to continue operating at less than full 
capacity, but add lifts and lift capacity where needed in order to improve circulation, ease congestion, 
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spread skiers out, more fully utilize underutilized terrain and keep wait times at key lifts and during 
the morning staging period at a comfortable level and, therefore, maintain a high-level ski on-
mountain experience for guests. 

Although the terrain capacity exceeds the current skier utilization, Vail wants to make upgrades 
to aged infrastructure, add previously-approved lifts, add lifts to spread out skiers and improve 
circulation and expand and improve restaurant and guest service facilities that will contribute to 
the resort’s ability to capture and retain market share and offer an exceptional guest experience.

B. 	 EXIST ING L IFT  NETWORK
There are 34 existing lifts at Vail, consisting of 2 gondolas, 4 detachable six-passenger chairlifts, 14 
detachable quad ‘express’ chairlifts, 1 fixed-grip quad chairlift, 2 fixed-grip triple chairlifts, 4 platter 
or T-bar surface lifts and 7 carpets. The lift system is well organized and provides good circulation 
and connectivity, other than the daily congestion that occurs on Flap Jack and around Chair 11 
(Northwoods Express) during the afternoon east-to-west skier migration from Blue Sky Basin to 
Lionshead and Vail Village. The overall capacity of the lift network is 23,690 guests. 

The original installations of the first detachable quad chairlifts at Vail—Chair 4 (Mountain Top 
Express), Chair 7 (Game Creek Express), Chair 11 (Northwoods Express), and Chair 16 (Vista Bahn)—
occurred in 1985. All of these original quads have been upgraded. Chair 2, Chair 4, and Chair 11 
have been upgraded to six-passenger detachable chairlifts, and Chair 16 has been upgraded to a 
10-passenger gondola, now known as Gondola One. Chair 17 (Sun Up Express) and Chair 7 (Game 
Creek Express) were replaced with detachable quads, and Sun Up Express was renumbered to 
Chair 9. The recently constructed Sun Down Express is now Chair 17.

Chair 12 (Gopher Hill Lift) and Chair 15 (Little Eagle)—both fixed-grip triple chairlifts—are used 
in beginner teaching terrain areas. Chair 12 was upgraded in 2013 and Chair 15 in 2007. Both of 
these chairlifts are functioning well. However, detachable lifts would provide an easier loading 
experience for beginners. 

Chair 5 (High Noon Express) was upgraded to a detachable quad in 2013 in a similar alignment 
as the previous lift and is functioning well, although at times, its capacity is overwhelmed. This lift 
serves almost 900 acres of terrain and, due to the terrain, does not provide convenient access to 
the western portion of Sun Down Bowl. The Sun Down Express was constructed in 2022 to provide 
access and egress for Sun Down Bowl. 

Chair 21 (Orient Express) is approaching thirty years of service and is nearing the end of its useful 
life. The capacity could be increased.

Chair 3 (Wildwood Express) functions well but is aging and may be replaced during the life of this 
plan.

Chair 26 (Pride Express) ascends from the bottom of the Pride trail up to the Eagle’s Nest. The lift 
functions well, but is nearing the end of its mechanical lifespan at 30 years old. It may be replaced 
during the life of this plan.
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Chair 8 (Born Free Express) and the Chair 6 (Riva Bahn Express) are approaching the end of their useful 
life and could be replaced during the life of this plan. Their alignments are sufficient, but their capacities 
could be increased.

Gondola 19 (Eagle Bahn Gondola) is approaching twenty-five years of service, and given its year-round, 
day and night operations, freight hauling duties, and limited capacity, the gondola will need a major 
overall or potentially an upgrade during the life of this plan. The Eagle Bahn Gondola is technically a 
12-person gondola; however, Vail has operated the gondola effectively as an 8-passenger gondola. 

The lifts associated with Blue Sky Basin—Chair 38 (Earl’s Express), Chair 37 (Skyline Express), Chair 39 
(Pete’s Express) and Chair 36 (Tea Cup Express)—were installed in 1999 and 2000 and are functioning 
well. However, the lift line mazes at Chair 36 and Chair 37 often exceed what Vail considers to be 
acceptable.

Chair 20 (Cascade Village) is thirty years old, has adequate capacity, and generally functions well. It is 
mainly used to transfer skiers to and from Cascade Village. Given its age, it may need to be replaced 
during the life of this plan. 

The Mongolia Bowl Platter (Chair 22) is approaching thirty years of service and is nearing the end 
of its useful life. The platter services the eastern most part of Vail’s SUP, Mongolia Bowl. This area is 
currently challenging to reach due to the amount of traversing required to get to and from the area. 
Replacement of Chair 22 during the life of this MDP is recommended, or removal if Mongolia Bowl 
Express is constructed. 

The remaining lifts and carpets are well maintained and provide adequate capacity.

Specifications for the existing lifts are in Table 5 and Lift Capacity is detailed in Table 6.
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C. 	 EXIST ING TERRAIN NETWORK
1 .	 T E R R A I N  VA R I E T Y
Terrain variety is the key factor in evaluating the quality of the actual skiing and riding guest 
experience (as opposed to lift quality, restaurant quality, or any other factor). Terrain variety is 
consistently ranked as one of the most important criterion in skiers’ choice of a ski destination, 
typically behind only snow quality, and ahead of other considerations such as lifts, value, 
accessibility, and resort service. This is a relatively recent industry trend, representing an evolution 
in skier/rider tastes and expectations. The implication of the importance of terrain variety is that 
a resort must have a diverse, interesting, and well-designed developed trail system, but also 
must have a wide variety of alternate-style terrain, such as mogul runs, bowls, gladed trees, open 
parks, in-bounds “backcountry-style” (i.e., hike-to) terrain, and terrain parks and pipes. At resorts 
across the nation, there is a growing trend favoring these more natural, unstructured types of 
terrain, since the availability of this style of terrain has become one of the more important factors 
in terms of a resort’s ability to retain guests, both for longer durations of visitation and for repeat 
business.

To provide the highest quality guest experience, resorts should offer groomed runs of all ability 
levels and some level of each of the undeveloped terrain types. Undeveloped terrain is primarily 
used by advanced and expert level skiers/riders during desirable conditions (e.g., periods of fresh 
snow, spring corn, etc.). Even though some of these types of terrain only provide skiing/riding 
opportunities when conditions warrant, they represent the most intriguing terrain, and typically 
are the areas that skiers/riders strive to access. Terrain variety is increasingly becoming a crucial 
factor in guests’ decisions on where to visit.

As such, this analysis accounts for three separate types of terrain at Vail, totaling over 8,000 acres 
(refer to Table 7, Chart 1, and Appendix A):

•	 Lift-accessed, developed trails, bowls and glades for beginner, intermediate, and expert 
skiers and riders—accounting for 3,148 acres.

•	 Lift-accessed, undeveloped or lightly modified terrain such as glades and bowls that are 
routinely skied within the ski area boundary. This consists primarily of the natural forested 
areas or bowls between the defined and/or maintained ski runs—these areas are primarily 
located in the Back Bowls and total 2,221 acres of terrain.

•	 The remaining terrain within the administrative boundary, 2,725 acres, accounts for tree 
islands between developed runs on the Front Side, and glades and bowls in the Back Bowls 
and Blue Sky Basin that are not modified or maintained. 
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CHART 1. TERRAIN BREAKDOWN – EXISTING CONDITIONS

Terrain Type Acreage

Developed 3,148

Undeveloped 2,221

Other 2,725

Total 8,094

TABLE 7. TERRAIN BREAKDOWN – EXISTING CONDITIONS

With the exception of Ptarmigan Ridge (northwest ridge of Sun Down Bowl), South Game Creek Bowl, 
and West Earl’s Bowl, all terrain within the SUP area can be accessed by the existing lift infrastructure 
(i.e., without hiking to access the terrain). 
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2 .	 D E V E LO P E D  A L P I N E  T E R R A I N
The existing developed alpine terrain network at Vail is depicted on Figures 5 and 6. This developed, 
or formalized, terrain network consists of the resort’s named, defined, lift-serviced, maintained trails, 
bowls, and glades. Despite the importance of undeveloped, alternate-style terrain, formalized runs 
represent the baseline of the terrain at any resort, as they are where the majority of guests ski/ride. 
Additionally, developed terrain is usually the only place to ski/ride during the early season, periods of 
poor or undesirable snow conditions, avalanche closures, and in certain weather conditions. As such, 
the developed trail network represents an accurate picture of the acreage utilized by the average 
skier/rider on a consistent basis, as well as that used by virtually all guests during the aforementioned 
conditions. Therefore, the full capacity of the resort must be accommodated by the total acreage 
of the developed terrain network, rather than relying on undeveloped terrain (which is not always 
available). The capacity of the developed terrain network at Vail is 35,150 guests. It is typical for ski 
resorts to have a terrain network capacity well above the lift network capacity, and indicates that the 
terrain can easily accommodate the lift network capacity.

At Vail (particularly in the Back Bowls) it can be difficult to differentiate between conventional 
developed terrain (i.e., ski trails) and undeveloped terrain (i.e., gladed areas)—both of which are 
generally open, maintained within the administrative boundary and skiable. Since there are not 
distinct edge to trails in the bowls, it is difficult to define a fixed area for these trails. In quantifying 
the acreage of developed terrain on the Front Side, a distinct area can be used where trails are 
defined by tree edges. 

In the Back Bowls where the trails are not defined by tree edges, generally much of the area is 
considered developed, skiable terrain. 

Based on the above rationale, and for the purposes of this analysis, the developed trail network is 
calculated by accounting for defined trails, as well as numerous bowls and developed glades within 
Vail’s SUP boundary. This developed trail network is the basis for the trail acreage calculations, skier/
rider classification breakdown, trail capacity, and density formulas. 

The developed trail network accommodates beginner through expert-level guests on 204 lift-served, 
named trails, bowls, and managed glades spanning 3,148 acres. Most beginner and select/high-
traffic intermediate runs are groomed on a regular basis. A number of the advanced intermediate/
expert trail and runs in the bowls are routinely groomed. 
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a) Terra in  Dist r ibut ion by  Abi l i ty  Level
The terrain distribution analysis considers the 3,148 acres within the developed terrain network at Vail. 
Table 8 and Chart 2 show the terrain classification breakdown. The terrain distribution through the 
full range of ability levels shows lower than optimal market levels on beginner through intermediate 
terrain and higher on advanced intermediate and expert terrain. The last column in this table represents 
what can be considered the skill level distribution in the relevant skier/rider market and provides a 
comparison with the existing skier/rider distribution at Vail.

Chart 2 illustrates the deficiency and excesses of the terrain distribution. The deficiency of true beginner 
terrain is reflected by the limited amount of terrain accessed by the Gopher Hill Lift at Golden Peak and 
the base area carpet conveyors, and the limited beginner terrain located at Eagle’s Nest. Novice, and 
advanced intermediate terrain are somewhat closer than the optimal market distribution levels. There is 
a noticeable deficiency of low intermediate terrain, due to Vail’s topography and a general terrain slope 
consistent with advanced intermediate terrain. Advanced intermediate and expert ability level terrain 
is exceeding the market demand; however, it is important to note, prior to the 2007 Vail Resort MDP 
Update, a guest survey was performed by Vail asking the desired terrain breakdown. The results of the 
survey identified that there is a demand for ‘extreme’ steep terrain that is currently lacking at Vail.7 

TABLE 8. TERRAIN DISTRIBUTION BY ABILITY LEVEL – EXISTING CONDITIONS

Skier/Rider 
Ability Level

Trail Area Skier/Rider Capacity Actual Skier/Rider 
Distribution

Relevant Skier/Rider 
Market

(acres) (guests) (%) (%)

Beginner 29 737 3 5

Novice 163 2,954 14 15

Low intermediate 296 4,126 19 25

Intermediate 696 6,961 33 35

Advanced 1,144 4,576 21 15

Expert 819 2,048 10 5

Total 3,148 21,402 100 100

Source: SE Group

7	 “RRC, 2007. While Vail has close to adequate amounts of expert terrain, that terrain is at the lower end of the expert 
range and the area has virtually no extreme terrain.
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CHART 2. TERRAIN DISTRIBUTION BY ABILITY LEVEL – EXISTING CONDITIONS

3 . U N D E V E LO P E D  A N D  G L A D E D  T E R R A I N
There are 2,221 acres of maintained, undeveloped terrain at Vail, spanning 43 named areas; the 
topography within the SUP area includes steeps, a plethora of bowls, and glades intermingled 
within, and outside of, the developed and maintained terrain network. This terrain is monitored by 
Vail ski patrol to control access in the early season, periods of poor or undesirable snow conditions, 
avalanche closures, and in certain weather conditions. All other terrain within Vail’s administrative 
boundary accounts for tree islands between developed runs on the Front Side that are not routinely 
skied, and glades and bowls in the Back Bowls and Blue Sky Basin that are not modified or maintained 
and are not skied regularly. This area is 2,725 acres.

4 . T E R R A I N  PA R K S
There are three terrain parks at Vail: Golden Peak, Avanti and Pride. The Golden Peak Terrain Park, 
located under the Riva Bahn Express Lift, contains two half pipes, pro-style jumps, rails and hits, and 
jib park. Many of these terrain park features utilize recycled snowmaking pipes and other unique 
repurposed items. The Avanti Terrain Park is located on under Chair 2 and features a combination 
of small and medium hits, rails, and boxes designed for freestyle progression. The Pride Terrain Park 
is located on Pride trail below Chair 26. The Pride Terrain Park contains snow features and a milled 
log slide. The Pride and Avanti Terrain Parks offer a progressive array of features for beginner to 
intermediate guests.

3%

14%

19%

33%

21%

10%

5%

15%

25%

35%

15%

5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Beginner Novice Low Intermediate Intermediate Adv. Intermediate Expert

Existing Skier/Rider Distribution    Skier/Rider Market



44

2 0 2 4  M A S T E R  D E V E L O P M E N T  P L A N

5 . CO M P E T I T I O N  V E N U E S
There is a growing demand for competition venues to support community and international associations. 
Ski and Snowboard Club Vail, local high schools, Masters, foreign ski clubs, and corporate groups are 
some of the organizations requesting increased competition venues and supplemental amenities. It is 
Vail’s intent to continue to host International Ski Federation (FIS) sanctioned events.

Vail’s training area is located on the eastern edge of Golden Peak. This area allows for separation 
between racers and the general skiing public. 

D. EXIST ING DENSITY ANAYSIS
An important aspect of resort design is the balancing of uphill lift capacity with downhill trail capacity. 
Trail densities are derived by comparing the uphill, at-one-time capacity of each individual lift pod with 
the trail acreage associated with that lift pod.

At any one time, skiers and riders are dispersed throughout the resort, using guest facilities and milling 
areas, waiting in lift mazes, riding lifts, or descending. For the trail density analysis, 25 percent of 
each lift’s capacity is presumed to be “inactive” (i.e., using guest service facilities or milling areas and 
otherwise not actively skiing or riding lifts).

The active skier/rider population can be found in lift lines, on lifts, or on trails. The number of people 
waiting in line at each lift is a function of the uphill hourly capacity of the lift and the assumed length of 
wait time at each lift. The number of people on each lift is the product of the number and capacity of 
uphill carriers.  The remainder of the skier/rider population (the lift capacity minus the number of guests 
using guest facilities, milling in areas near the ski area portals, waiting in lift mazes, and actually riding 
lifts) is assumed to be descending.

Trail density is calculated for each lift pod by dividing the approximate number of guests on the trails 
by the amount of trail area that is available within each lift pod. The trail density analysis compares the 
calculated trail density for each lift pod to the desired trail density for that pod (i.e., the product of the 
ideal trail density for each ability level and the lift’s trail distribution by ability level).

Again, it is important to point out that the trail density analysis considers only the acreage associated 
with the developed trail network. Since Vail attracts a large number of advanced- and expert-level 
skiers, it is typical to see a large portion of the skiers at the resort utilizing the undeveloped terrain. 
However, it is important for a resort to have enough developed terrain to accommodate the full capacity 
of the resort, as there are many days that skiing the undeveloped terrain is undesirable due to snow 
and/or weather conditions. As a result, the density analysis presented here looks at the capacity of the 
developed terrain at Vail (3,148 acres).

The density analysis for Vail is illustrated in Table 9. This table shows that the average trail density at 
Vail is 5 skiers/riders-per-acre, a density that is below the industry standard range.8  This situation is 
certainly desirable from the perspective of the recreational experience, as low skier/rider densities are 
a defining factor in the quality of the recreational experience. 

8	 Specific trails, particularly the egress trails towards the end of the day, can consistently have high densities.
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However, the low-density numbers can also indicate under-utilization of the existing terrain, meaning 
that there could comfortably be more skiers/riders on the terrain at any one time than there are 
at current visitation levels. This situation indicates that the amount of effort required to properly 
maintain the quantity of terrain could be disproportionately high when compared to the overall 
number of skiers/riders on the mountain.

In terms of the guest dispersal percentages, Vail is in a comfortable position of having a higher 
percentage of guests on the trails than in lift lines and on the lifts. This implies that the lift system is 
efficient. This concept is discussed further below.
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1 . L I F T A N D  T E R R A I N  N E T W O R K E F F I C I E N CY
Overall resort efficiency is becoming increasingly important in the industry. This relates not only to 
energy efficiency and operational efficiency, but also to efficiency of the design and layout of the resort. 
The idea behind ski area design efficiency is to have a well-balanced lift and trail network (i.e., the uphill 
lift capacity balances with the downhill trail capacity that it serves) that is served by the fewest number 
of lifts possible, while maintaining desired capacity rates, circulation routes, and service to the full 
spectrum of skier ability levels and types.

a) L i ft  Network  Eff i c iency
Within the context of ski area design efficiency, the term “Lift Network Efficiency” refers to the amount 
of effort and cost required to operate and maintain the lift network, as compared to the number of 
guests served by the lift network. The energy and costs related to the lifts include, but are not limited 
to: power use, operational labor, maintenance costs and labor, increased indirect administrative costs, 
and various direct and indirect costs associated with higher staff levels to perform these tasks. From 
this standpoint, the most efficient scenario is to have the fewest number of lifts possible that can 
comfortably and effectively serve the capacity and circulation requirements of the resort.

One way to analyze Lift Network Efficiency is to calculate the average capacity per lift at a given resort. 
While this calculation does not relate to the overall capacity of the resort, it can indicate if: 1) the resort 
is not getting maximum utilization out of its lifts; or 2) if there are more lifts than necessary for the 
capacity levels of the resort. When calculating this average, conveyors used for teaching, as well as 
lifts that are used for access only, are not included. Optimally, and in general, the average capacity per 
lift would likely be close to 1,000 guests. Industry-wide, the average capacity per lift is approximately 
650. The average capacity per lift at Vail is 928. This rating is well above the industry-wide average,
indicating that overall, Vail’s lift network is efficient and functioning well. However, portions of the lift
network do not efficiently serve the available terrain. Mongolia and Siberia bowls are primarily served
by the Mongolia Platter; Born Free Express that is a redundancy to the Eagle Bahn Gondola; and Chair
14 (Sourdough Express) is a short lift that primarily provides access to Two Elk Lodge.

b) Terra in  Network  Eff i c iency
To further the above discussion, an offshoot of the terrain density analysis is an analysis that provides 
an indication of the efficiency of the terrain network as compared to the lift network serving it. In 
this usage, the term “Terrain Network Efficiency” refers to the amount of effort required to properly 
maintain the terrain (e.g., costs related to snowmaking, grooming, energy, ski patrol, summer trail 
maintenance, administration, etc.). 

From this standpoint, the most efficient scenario is to have a quantity of terrain that closely meets 
the target density requirements. This can be easily achieved by reviewing the density analysis above. 
A terrain density index of 100 percent would imply that the resort had exactly the right amount of 
terrain to match target densities. Vail has an index of 51 percent, meaning that densities are 51 percent 
that of target densities. It is important to note that only the developed terrain network is used in 
these calculations, because it is largely the developed terrain that incurs the highest operational and 
maintenance costs. The Back Bowls and large portions of Blue Sky Basin do not incur these costs 
and are, therefore, included in the undeveloped portion of the terrain network. As a result, it can be 
assumed that the Terrain Network Efficiency is likely higher than the 51 percent would indicate. The 
lower-than-target number also reflects Vail’s policy to intentionally maintain lower trail densities than 
industry standards to ensure the higher quality experience expected by its destination guests.
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E. EXIST ING GUEST SERVICES
FACIL IT IES ,  SPACE USE ANALYSIS
& FOOD SERVICE SEATING

1 . G U E ST S E R V I C E S
Vail provides skier services at four base areas and eleven on-mountain facilities. Additional services, 
particularly food service, equipment rental/repair, and retail are provided in several village locations by 
third party entities. On-mountain services are provided at Eagle’s Nest, Mid Vail, The 10th, Buffalo’s, 
Henry’s Hut, Two Elk Lodge, Wildwood, Belle’s Camp, Dawg Haus, Game Creek Restaurant and The Coop. 
With the exception of Henry’s Hut, all other facilities have food and beverage sales. Dawg Haus only has 
outdoor seating. The following table summarizes the existing guest service facilities at Vail. Existing guest 
service facilities are shown on Figures 5 and 6.

TABLE 10. EXISTING GUEST SERVICE FACILITIES

Service 
Function

Base Area On-mountain
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Ticket Sales X X X X

Public Lockers X X X X X X X X X

Rentals/Repair X XO XO O X X

Retail Sales X XO XO O X X X X X X X

Bar/lounge XO O O O X X X X

Adult Ski School X X X X X

Kid's Ski School X X X

Restaurant Seating 
(Indoor) XO XO XO O X X X X X X X X

Restrooms X X X X X X X X X X X

Ski Patrol X X X X X X

Administration X X X X X

Key:
X = operated by Vail Mountain Resort; O = operated by others
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TABLE 11. GUEST SERVICE SPACE - EXISTING CONDITIONS

Location Exisiting Square 
Footage

Low High

Golden Peak Base  98,517  37,890  47,180 

Vail Village Base  97,000  60,400  76,320 

Lionshead Base  8,244  65,420  82,690 

Cascade Base  800  4,800  6,060 

Mid Vail/The 10th  49,000  34,330  43,380 

Buffalo's/PHQ  6,500  8,060  10,190 

Two Elk  34,000  38,350  48,440 

Eagles Nest/WH  44,020  14,160  17,890 

Game Creek Club  11,287  2,270  2,880 

Belle's Camp/D H  2,637  1,300  1,620 

Wildwood  10,520  11,880  15,040 

TOTAL SQUARE FEET  362,525  278,860  351,690

2 . S PAC E - U S E  A N A LY S I S
Sufficient guest service space should be provided to accommodate the existing Manage-To number of 
19,900 guests – with some additional capacity to handle peak day visitation. Vail’s current guest services 
spaces at the base and on the mountain function well. At base area facilities, available space exceeds 
recommended values in most cases. Third-party vendors are also located in the base area to offer additional 
services. On-mountain facilities space-use generally functions well. Space can be constrained at Two Elk and 
Buffalo’s during busy times, but generally function sufficiently.

Vail’s base areas are key to the overall resort function and guest experience, and provide guests with services 
they need. The four base areas (Golden Peak, Vail Village, Lionshead, and Cascade Village) and Town of Vail 
seamlessly function to provide visitors lodging, restaurants, retail and other amenities during the mountain 
operational hours. These businesses provide additional guest services to skiers and riders, as well as a 
large number of guests visiting Vail who choose not to ski or ride. Since the 2007 Vail Resort MDP Update, 
the Lionshead and Vail Village base areas have seen significant investment and renovations. An estimated 
$1 billion worth of renovations have been completed in the Lionshead area including the Arrabelle, Ritz-
Carlton, Four Seasons, and Gore Creek Place. In Vail Village, a $250 million redevelopment project of the 
Crossroads was completed in 2009. Solaris is now a mix of condos, retail space, and restaurants. The large 
plaza at Solaris is often the site for winter and summer concerts, markets, and festivals.   

Reccommend 
Range
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3 .	 F O O D  S E R V I C E  S E AT I N G
A turnover rate of two to five times is the standard range utilized in determining restaurant capacity. 
Fine dining at ski areas typically results in a turnover rate of two, while “fast food” cafeteria-style 
dining is characterized by a higher turnover rate. Occasionally a turnover rate greater than 5 may be 
utilized, to reflect the true “fast food” nature of the facility. Weather also has an influence on turnover 
rates at ski areas; for example, on snowy days skiers will spend more time indoors than on sunny days. 

The following table summarizes the existing indoor and outdoor restaurant seating at Vail, as well as 
the “nice day” and “adverse day” seating capacities. These capacities are based on the assumption 
that outdoor seating may be utilized when the weather is fair (i.e., nice day), while guests are limited 
to indoor seating during adverse weather days (i.e., adverse day). 

On-mountain restaurant seating was analyzed in detail for the space use analysis. On-mountain 
adverse day guest seating is lower than recommended values. Table 12 illustrates the current on-
mountain restaurant seats and demand for seats at each facility based the capacity model. 

TABLE 12. EXISTING RESTAURANT FACILITIES SEATING AND DEMAND

Restaurant Indoor 
Seating

Outdoor 
Seating

Total 
Seating

Average 
Seat 

Turnover
Nice Day 
Capacity

Adverse 
Day 

Capacity
Lunchtime 

Demand

Eagle’s Nest 590 185 775 4.0 3,100 2,360 2,107

Wildwood 240 184 424 4.0 1,696 960 1,981

Buffalo's/Henry's 94 160 254 4.0 1,016 376 1,343

Two Elk Lodge 1,100 600 1,700 3.5 5,950 3,850 6,390

Belle's Camp/Dawg House 30 96 126 3.5 441 105 215

Mid Vail/10th 1,500 445 1,945 3.5 6,808 5,250 5,469

The Coop 65 150 215 4.0 860 260 330

Game Creek Club 194 194 2.5 485 485 378

TOTAL 3,813 1,820 5,633 20,356 13,646 18,214

As shown in Table 12, the demand at each restaurant facility generally meets supply. The area with the 
biggest discrepancy between adverse day capacity and lunchtime demand is Buffalo’s at the top of 
Chair 4, Chair 11 and Chair 5. This is a logical meeting place for groups and families. On adverse days 
when seating on the deck is not available, facilities are limited. Henry’s Hut, a yurt located 100 feet from 
Buffalo’s, is a backup option; however, no restrooms, food or beverage services are offered. Two Elk 
Lodge is another facility that sees high demand and a has a discrepancy between adverse day capacity 
and lunchtime demand. Two Elk Lodge is the farthest east facility on the mountain (with the exception 
of the Dawg Haus in Blue Sky Basin), and services skiers and riders in Mongolia, Siberia, China, and Sun 
Up bowls and Blue Sky Basin, as well as Front Side terrain around Chair 10 and Chair 14. On adverse 
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days, when outside seating is not available, Two Elk Lodge experiences higher lunchtime demand than is 
available. 

Table 12 further illustrates that on nice days, Vail has a capacity for 20,356 guests. On an adverse weather 
day, the capacity is 13,646 and lunchtime demand is 18,346. Given the Manage-To threshold of 19,900 
guests, there is adequate seating on busy days when the outdoor decks can be utilized but lacks on-
mountain seating during adverse days and lunchtime during high visitation days. The Vail and Lionshead 
villages also provide seating capacity in base area restaurants operated by other entities. These base area 
restaurants are generally thought to self-regulate based on market demand.

F. ARCHITECTURAL THEMES
The architectural theme for the existing facilities on Vail Mountain may be characterized as being 
reminiscent of the influences of high, alpine design techniques while reflecting the western heritage of the 
Rocky Mountains. The current Vail Design Guidelines have been used to create a consistent architectural 
theme across the mountain.

Buildings are typically one to three stories, have simple gable roof forms at pitches between 4:12 and 6:12, 
with broad overhangs to stimulate shelter. Individual building designs have avoided modern trends and 
are inspired by more traditional, historic examples. Roofs have been designed to retain snow. Structure is 
expressed in both scale and detailing to clearly communicate the extraordinary snow and wind loads that 
the structure must withstand.

Materials are natural and indigenous; such as stone, log timber, wood or stucco. Synthetic materials 
which simulate natural materials have been used. Detailing has been hewn, rugged and less refined. The 
exterior and interior use of materials conveys simplicity and craftsmanship. Use of materials expresses 
mass at the base of the building, with lighter materials occurring toward the top of the structure.

G. EXIST ING PARKING CAPACITY
Parking demand is affected by day and overnight skiers arriving in their personal vehicles, as well as 
the mountain’s employees, the village’s non-mountain employees, village shoppers, and construction 
workers. The majority of visitors park in the two Town of Vail parking structures, Vail Village and Lionshead. 
These two structures account for nearly 60 percent of all parking available in Vail, excluding hotel and 
private residence parking. On most days the existing parking lots are adequate and the supply meets 
the demand. When all parking areas are completely full, overflow parking occurs on the South Frontage 
Road. An agreement between the Town of Vail and Colorado Department of Transportation sets a goal of 
15 days or less per season or 30 days per year of parking on the South Frontage Road.9

During the 2022-2023 season, the Town of Vail began a new parking program to encourage public transit 
use and carpooling. Vail started charging higher rates on peak days (Fridays, Saturdays, Sundays, and a 
number of holidays) at main parking locations. Parking at Red Sandstone, Ford Park, and the Soccer Lot 
was made available for a fee. Areas slightly further away serviced by the bus system remain free. The Town 
of Vail and the resort will continue to collaborate to increase public transit ridership and carpooling.10

9	 Town of Vail. 2009. Vail Transportation Master Plan Update. March 2009. Town of Vail. 2016. Town of Vail Town Council 
Parking Update Memorandum. October 18, 2016.

10	Town of Vail. 2022. Town of Vail Town Council Parking and Mobility Task Force Recommended Winter 2022-2023 Parking 
Program Memorandum. October 4, 2022.
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TABLE 13. EXISTING PARKING

Parking Area Public Employees Total

Golden Peak

Passport Garage */GP Lot 150 6 156

Manor Vail Public 30 30

Soccer Field 58 2 60

GP Drop Off 5 5

Vail Village

Village Structure 1,267 1,267

Solaris 100 100

Ford Park 186 8 194

Vail Mountain Club Parking * 89 89

Founders Garage * 116 116

Mountain Plaza Employee 40 40

Lionshead

Lionshead Structure 1,065 1,065

Arrabelle Club Parking * 65 65

West Lot 60 60

Holy Cross Lot 213 213

North Day Lot 29 29

Cascade

Cascade Structure 112 112

Administration Building 45 45

Outlying

East Vail Park and Ride 12 12

West Vail Park and Ride 180 180

Donovan Park and Ride 90 90

Parks and Trailheads 40 40

Red Sandstone Park 109 5 114

TOTAL SPACES 3,729 353 4,082
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Assuming average vehicle occupancies of 2.7 persons, 4,082 parking spaces would provide parking for 
11,021 users, including employees. The periodic deficiency of parking at Vail is offset by skiers within 
walking distance of base area lifts, Vail’s free bus systems, the Eagle County bus system, and the parking 
associated with lodging and private residences. Within a quarter mile of base area lifts, approximately 
5,000 visitors can be accommodated.11 During busy weekend and holidays, this number could be much 
bigger depending on unit occupancy. The Town of Vail bus system provides rides for over three million 
riders per year.12  Recent changes to parking have increased ridership since the beginning of the 2022-
2023 season. The Town of Vail estimates 95 percent of Town of Vail residents live within a half mile of 
a bus stop.13  With the existing parking, lodging and Town of Vail bus system (20,848) the Manage-
To threshold (19,900) would be exceeded. Although parking and access capacity is higher than the 
Manage-To threshold, it is a limiting factor due to the fact that guests simply cannot access the resort 
if parking and local accommodations are full and guests are not staying in accommodations within a 
reasonable distance of a Town of Vail bus stop. 

H. EXIST ING RESORT OPERATIONS
1 . OT H E R  W I N T E R  ACT I V I T I E S
Adventure Ridge is the on-mountain activity center. It is located at the top of the Eagle Bahn Gondola. 
It operates during normal winter hours and stays open until 7:00 p.m. most evenings during the winter 
months.

In addition to the lift and terrain network for snow sliding sports, the following programs and activities 
are a part of Vail’s winter resort operations:

• Alpine skiing, snowboarding, telemark skiing, snowshoeing, ski biking, and other snow sports
activities supported by chairlifts

• Learning activities and lessons for all activities listed above
• Construction and maintenance of terrain parks for all levels of skiers and snowboarders
• Racing and special events/competitions in all of the above program uses
• A wide variety of children’s programs including kids snowmobiling and adventure zones
• Nature tours inside ski area boundaries
• On-mountain food service, retail opportunities, and performance centers

11	Town of Vail, 2015. Year in Review.  Town of Vail. 2018. Personal communication with Sean Koenig, Town of Vail GIS 
Specialist. July 3rd. Note: 3,942 condo and single-family home bedrooms are located within a quarter mile of base area 
lifts. An additional 5,476 hotel pillows are located in the Town of Vail. Assuming half of the units are within a quarter mile 
of base area lifts and a 75 percent occupancy rate, 5,010 visitors per day can be attributed to walking to base area lifts

12	Town of Vail. 2009. Vail Transportation Master Plan Update. March 2009. Town of Vail. 2017. Year in Review. Town of Vail. 
2018. Personal communication with Joyce A. Rihanek, Town of Vail Transit and Parking Department. March 30, 2018. 
Note: Base on data from the 2016/2017 ski season, the In Town, East Vail and West Vail loops averaged 16,088 riders 
a day during the ski season. Assuming 30 percent of these riders were staying at residences farther than a quarter mile 
from base area lifts, 4,826 visitors per day can be attributed to riding the bus to ski at Vail.

13	Town of Vail. 2023. Engage Vail. https://www.engagevail.com/govail2045
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• Concerts and festivals on private lands (additional review per Forest Service Manual [FSM] 2340
required for such activities on NFS lands)

• Nighttime activities and dining opportunities at on-mountain facilities with access via lifts
• Snowmaking and snow grooming activities
• Vehicle and lift maintenance activities
• On-mountain alternate activities including snow shoeing, winter tubing, scenic gondola rides,

mountain coaster, observation deck

2 . S K I  PAT R O L / F I R ST A I D
Vail Ski Patrol’s six on-mountain facilities are located at Two Elk Lodge, the Golden Peak Terrain Park, 
Wildwood, Eagle’s Nest, Belle’s Camp, and PHQ located at Buffalo’s. These facilities are stand alone or 
located within guest service facilities. Toboggans and other medical equipment are stored across Vail 
to attend to guests as needed. Approximately forty patrollers are on duty each day. They respond to 
inbounds calls, perform avalanche control, and conduct safety checks. 

3 . S N O W M A K I N G
Vail’s snowmaking system is intended to enhance the reliability and consistency of the skiing surface 
in response to site specific operational concerns, including but not limited to, below average natural 
snowfall, high snow wear areas, critical circulation routes, and areas with high wind and/or solar 
exposure. Guests may choose to ski Vail over other resorts because of the consistency and reliability of 
its high-quality snow surfaces. The snowmaking system at Vail helps ensure a predictable opening date, 
high quality conditions during the early- and mid-season, and reliable conditions through mid-April. 

Vail’s snowmaking system has the capacity to make snow on 592 acres of terrain, as shown on Figure 
7. Water for snowmaking is withdrawn from the diversion points on Gore Creek adjacent to the Vail
Valley Waste Water Treatment Plan and the Dowd Junction infiltration gallery located at the confluence
of Gore Creek and the Eagle River. Water storage is located at Snow Central with a capacity of 6
million gallons. Vail has five pump stations (Glen Lyon-Gore Creek, Dowd Junction, Snow Central,
Snow Summit and Golden Peak) and two compressed air locations (Snow Summit and Golden Peak).
The Snow Summit pump station and compressed air are located in the same building, while the Golden
Peak pump station and compressed air are located in two separate buildings.

Vail recently invested significant capital into its snowmaking system based on a 2016 assessment in 
the Vail Snowmaking Master Plan.14  In summer of 2019, Vail installed over 400 new snow guns and 19 
miles of new snowmaking pipe. There is potential to expand the existing snowmaking pond to increase 
storage capacity as well. Vail’s goal with the investment is to provide a proportional balance between 
snowmaking coverage and total skiable acreage; provide early season beginner, egress to both villages 
and top to bottom skiing; provide consistent opening by Thanksgiving; and take advantage of higher 
elevation, lower temperature areas of Mid Vail and the upper mountain. 

14	Sno.matic Controls and Engineering, Inc. 2016. Vail Mountain Snowmaking Master Plan
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a) Water  Sources
Vail has a number of water supplies to support its domestic and snowmaking operations. The available 
water supplies and water facilities have been sufficient to provide for Vail’s water needs. Vail does not 
own any Original Water Rights as defined in paragraph F.3.a(2) of clause D-30, the Ski Area Water Clause 
Final Directive. The following are Vail’s water supplies: 

• Vail has a lease to use water from Tourist Trap Spring and Plow Spring for restaurants and other
facilities within the permit boundary. The sources for the two springs are the Mill Creek alluvium and
Mill Creek. Each water supply allows for 0.133 and 0.013 cubic feet per second (cfs), respectively.
The water rights to these springs are owned by the Eagle River Water & Sanitation District
(ERWSD). Vail also receives potable water produced by ERWSD’s wells outside of the permit
boundary. The primary purpose of this water is for domestic uses at on-mountain restaurant and
facilities.

• Vail owns the “Vail Mountain Snowmaking Pipeline” which diverts from the confluence of Gore
Creek and the Eagle River outside of the permit boundary to supply water for snowmaking. The
amount and source of the water is 4.5 cfs from the Eagle River. The primary purpose of this water is
for snowmaking and domestic uses.

• Vail obtains contract water from ERWSD for snowmaking from Gore Creek Snowmaking Pt B which
is owned by ERWSD and located outside of the permit boundary. The amount and source of the
water is 4.5 cfs and 603 acre-feet from the Gore Creek. The primary purpose of this water is for
snowmaking.

• Vail obtains contract water from two sources to augment out-of-priority diversions: (a) Vail owns
shares in the Eagle Park Reservoir Company which entitles it to take water from Eagle Park
Reservoir, and (b) Vail obtains contract water from the Bureau of Reclamation for water services out
of Green Mountain Reservoir. The sources for the water supply are the East Fork of the Eagle River
and the Blue River, respectively. Each water supply allows for 600-acre-feet of water. The water
supplies from Green Mountain Reservoir and Eagle Park Reservoir are not additive because the use
of Green Mountain Reservoir releases for augmentation by exchange is limited to times when the
Eagle River stream flow exceeds the instream flow water rights appropriate by the Colorado Water
Conservation Board. The Eagle Park Reservoir and Green Mountain Reservoir sources may also be
used at the Beaver Creek Ski Area and at other developments. The primary purpose of this water is
for snowmaking and augmentation.

Snowmaking is a key part of Vail’s operations. The current snowmaking water uses at Vail do not exceed 
the yield of the water rights Vail owns or holds by contract, even in a very dry year such as occurred in 
2012-2013. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Section 7 consultation has been completed on 1,316 acre-feet of water 
for snowmaking at Vail. In addition, Vail completed its water clause sufficiency analysis in 2016.

4 . G R O O M I N G
Vail is dedicated to providing the best possible grooming experience for its guests. During the 2017/18 
season, Vail increased grooming operations in the Back Bowls to provide a more consistent and reliable 
surface. Vail grooms approximately 1,600 acres of terrain nightly. The resort’s fleet includes 31 cats 
dedicated to grooming and 10 haul cats. 
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5 . M A I N T E N A N C E  FAC I L I T I E S
Vail’s Lift Maintenance department has facilities at the top of the Eagle Bahn Gondola in the Eagle’s 
Nest building, as well as in a stand-alone building near the top of Chair 14.

Snowcats are maintained in the Snow Summit Shop located on the Mid Vail/Eagle’s Nest Road.

The primary vehicle lifts and warehouse is located within the Town of Vail on private land between 
Lionshead and Cascade Village on the South Frontage Road.

Mountain operations offices are located in Lionshead. The lower patrol room is located in Vail Village. 
Ski School has facilities at Vail Village, Golden Peak and Lionshead.

6 . I N F R A ST R U CT U R E  A N D  U T I L I T I E S

a) Waste  Water
Wastewater generated on Vail Mountain is piped to and treated by the Eagle River Water and Sanitation 
District at their plants in the Town of Vail and the Town of Avon. Onsite septic systems are utilized at 
Belle’s Camp, the Chair 14 Shop, and the Snow Summit Shop. 

b) Domest ic  Water
Domestic water is supplied to the base area facilities by the Eagle River Water and Sanitation District. 
Domestic water is supplied to the on-mountain facilities from a combination of on-mountain wells and 
the Eagle River Water and Sanitation District. The spring water is of an extremely high quality, and is 
chlorinated at the Plow Springs Tourist Trap Pump House and at Belle’s Camp. 

c) Communicat ion Si tes
In addition to Vail Mountain Resort, the following agencies have a presence at the communication site 
on Vail northeast of PHQ.
• National Law Enforcement Center (NLEC)
• Colorado State Patrol
• Forest Service
• Eagle County Search and Rescue

d) Power
Electric power is supplied to Vail by Holy Cross Energy.

e) Mountain  Roads
A network of existing mountain roads provide access across Vail’s SUP. These roads are critical for 
mountain operations and maintenance of existing infrastructure. Figures 8 and 9 show the location of 
mountain roads on the Front Side and Back Side of Vail. 
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7 . B O U N DA R Y M A N AG E M E N T
Vail’s SUP boundary is 12,353 acres while the administrative boundary is 8,179 acres. The 4,174-acre 
difference is primarily comprised of the South Game Creek Bowl, West Earl’s Bowl, and East Pete’s 
Bowl. These areas are not patrolled but are routinely skied. West Earl’s Bowl, East Pete’s Bowl and 
portions of the South Game Creek Bowl are within Vail’s SUP boundary but outside the administrative 
boundary. East Vail Chutes and Mushroom Bowl are also routinely accessed from Vail’s lift network, but 
are outside the SUP boundary. 

a) South Game Creek Bowl
Accessed from the top of Ptarmigan Ridge or the Lost Boy trail, South Game Creek is routinely skied by 
up to 200 people per day. Users ski the bowl to an old logging road that leads to Minturn. On average, 
two search and rescue operations are conducted annually for skiers who venture into this area.

This backcountry area is within the Vail SUP, but outside of the administrative boundary. Vail has not 
initiated nor completed any planning for the South Game Creek Bowl area and has no immediate plans 
to pursue lift-served skiing in this area.

The South Game Creek Bowl area is extremely suitable for the development of lift-served skiing and 
would provide excellent east to west facing intermediate to expert terrain. The area is not patrolled, 
and no avalanche control work is currently performed there.

Further study of the South Game Creek Bowl area would be necessary prior to meaningful inclusion in 
a future MDP.

b) West  Ear l ’s  Bowl  and East  Pete ’s  Bowl
West Earl’s Bowl is accessed by skiing west down the ridge from the top of the Chair 37 (Skyline 
Express) at Belle’s Camp. East Pete’s Bowl is accessed by skiing east off of Grand Review trail from the 
top of Chair 39 (Pete’s Express). Both areas are within the SUP area, but outside of the administrative 
boundary. The access routes are currently a narrow track connecting a series of meadows. The track is 
not wide enough for mechanized travel and is un-maintainable.

West Earl’s and East Pete’s bowls are a combination of chutes and glades that are routinely round trip 
skied from the Chair 38 (Earl’s Express) and Chair 39 (Pete’s Express), respectively. Its proximity to lift 
service is what drives its heavy use. Both areas do not currently have adequate access to be included 
within Vail’s administrative boundary, due to the difficulty in getting rescue equipment into these areas. 
If the access route could accommodate mechanized travel and/or rescue equipment, the administrative 
boundary would be relocated to include West Earl’s and East Pete’s. Lift access in these areas would 
facilitate normal ski area management to this currently heavily skied area.
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c) East  Vai l  Chutes  and Mushroom Bowl
The East Vail Chutes and Mushroom Bowl are outside of the SUP area, but are heavily skied 
throughout the winter season. Vail estimates that 75 percent of skiers accessing these areas are 
skiing the East Vail Chutes, with the remainder skiing Mushroom Bowl.

The East Vail Chutes is an extremely steep, avalanche prone bowl that drains down to Interstate 70 
or to East Vail. In using this area, skiers hike from the top of the Mongolia Platter, ski the Chutes, 
and then return to the ski area via the Town of Vail bus system. It is assumed that this area has 
become very popular due to the lack of extreme terrain within the SUP area.

Mushroom Bowl is an intermediate to advanced bowl that drains back to the ski area at the bottom 
of Chair 10 (Highline Express). Some users take a warm up run in Mushroom Bowl before skiing 
down the East Vail Chutes.

Ski area personnel do not maintain, patrol, or perform avalanche control work in either of these 
areas.15 

8 . V E G E TAT I O N  M A N AG E M E N T
Natural processes, in conjunction with approved treatment practices will continue to affect the 
health and diversity of forests in the Vail Valley. Notably, the recent mountain pine beetle outbreak 
has had a drastic impact on the local forests. Large numbers of lodgepole pine trees in the Vail 
Valley were infected and killed by the mountain pine beetle. Between the Lionshead and Dowd 
Junction area alone over 75,000 infected trees are visible from I-70. Although the outbreak has 
subsided since its peak in the late 2000s, the Vail area is still managing the loss of hundreds of 
thousands of trees.

In 2011, the Vail Ski Area Forest Health Project Environmental Assessment was completed. The 
project approved removing dead and dying trees, regenerating lodgepole pine and aspen where 
they occur, and perpetuating mixed conifer and aspen stands on approximately 984 acres of 
NFS lands within the Vail SUP area. This included 439 acres of clearcutting, 453 acres of small 
clearcutting with some thinning, and 92 acres of partial cutting. A range of silvicultural prescriptions 
were approved to best treat the tree stand conditions at the time of implementation. Identifying 
and treating areas of concern are treated as a high priority for Vail’s annual summer construction 
and will continue to be. Refer to Figures 2-1 and 2-2 in Appendix B (the Vail Ski Area Forest Health 
Project EA) for exact locations of stand treatments within Vail’s SUP.

15	The Mill Creek Road is maintained under an agreement with the Eagle County Sheriff’s Department to facilitate 
emergency access for search and rescue.
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I . 	 RESORT CAPACITY BALANCE 
AND L IMIT ING FACTORS

The mountain master planning process emphasizes the importance of balancing recreational facility 
developement. The analysis (discussed above in each section) includes balancing lift network, terrain 
network, guest service spaces, parking and other resort amenities and operations. The Manage-To 
threshold is 19,900 guests per day, but many of Vail’s capacities exceed that number.  This indicates 
that Vail’s facilities can comfortable accomodate beyond the Manage-To threshold. Since the Manage-To 
number is not often reached, these higher capacities provide a higher-quality experience for guests even 
on peak days. 

With regards to the terrain and lift network, Vail has a low trail density (terrain index is 51 percent) 
and highly efficient lift network (928 lift network efficiency). This low trail density and high lift network 
efficiency appears imbalanced; however, it creates a desirable skier experience with shorter lift lines and 
plenty of acres to ski. The apparent imbalance of the terrain and lift network can also be attributed to the 
portions of the ungroomed, alternative terrain that is typical of the Back Bowls and Blue Sky Basin, being 
included in the terrain analysis. 

Two limiting factors at Vail include on-mountain restaurant seating and parking. Vail’s on-mountain lunchtime 
demand is close to 18,000 (with the remaining guests are eating in the base areas). Vail has sufficient on-
mountain restaurant seating if outdoor seats are included (i.e., nice day capacity), but insufficient seating 
if only indoor seats are included in the analysis (i.e., adverse day capacity). This deficiency of on-mountain 
indoor seating should be addressed. Guest service spaces in the various base areas are adequate if third-
party rental shops, restaurants, and other guest service spaces are included. While parking and resort 
access combined is not a limiting factor, parking alone is the most limiting factor. There are enough 
parking spaces for about half of the skiers on the mountain (10,914). The rest of the access capacity is 
provided by Town of Vail buses, lodging shuttles and other drop-offs, accommodations that are within 
walking distance of lifts, and a limited number of ski-in/ski-out properties. Like many ski resorts, parking 
remains a constant issue at Vail and will continue to be addressed by working with all stakeholders. 
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J . SUMMER OPERATIONS
1 . S U M M A R Y O F  T H E  S U M M E R  G U E ST E X P E R I E N C E
When guests visit Vail in the summer, they can experience the outdoor environment through a variety 
of of both active and passive recreational activities. Out of the both of the Vail Village and Lionshead 
base areas, visitors can hike, bike, take scenic gondola rides, and play mini-golf. However, the majority 
of summer activities at the resort take place at Adventure Ridge, which is located at the top of the 
Eagle Bahn Gondola. Activities at Adventure ridge include 4x4 vehicle tours, zipline tours, adventure 
courses, summer tubing, mountain coaster rides, rock climbing (via a climbing wall), disc golf, and 
bungee trampolines.

Existing summer activities and facilities are shown on Figures 10 and 11.

2 . S U M M E R  FAC I L I T I E S

a) L i ft  Operat ions
Vail operates the Eagle Bahn and Gondola One gondolas to transport guests to Adventure Ridge 
and Mid-Vail areas. These gondolas typically operate from early June through September, depending 
on conditions. Gondola operations are scheduled seven days a week from the second week in June 
through Labor Day, with weekend-only operations occurring before and after this period. During the 
summer season, the Eagle Bahn Gondola operates from 9:30 a.m. until 6:00 p.m. Monday through 
Thursday, and until 9:00 p.m. Thursday through Saturday, as weather allows. Gondola One operates 
from 9:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. daily during the summer season, as weather allows.

b) Guest  Serv ice  Fac i l i t ies
During the summer season, Vail’s guest service facilities are open to support it summer operations. 
Ticket offices, rental shops, and guide services are located in both Lionshead and Vail Village. There are 
five on-mountain restaurants open during the summer to offer a variety of food and beverage options 
to guests—Sarge’s Shelter BBQ and The 10th at Mid-Vail; and Talon’s Deck, Bistro Fourteen, and Game 
Creek Restaurant at Adventure Ridge. 
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3 . S U M M E R  ACT I V I T I E S

a) Hiking, Bik ing, and Mult i -Use  Tra i ls
Hiking, biking and multi-use trails are located across the Front Side of Vail. There are 17 miles of hiking 
trails, 40 miles of biking trails, and 9 miles of multi-use trails. 

b) Mini -Gol f
Located adjacent to the bottom terminal of Eagle Bahn Gondola, a 9-hole mini-golf course provides a 
convenient recreation activity for all ages. 

c) Mountain  Top 4x4 Tours
The Mountain Top 4x4 Tour is an open-air adventure in a guided off-road vehicle offering views of 
Vail’s Back Bowls, the Gore Range, and Mount of the Holy Cross. Guides share information about the 
surrounding landscape, ecosystems, geology, and the WRNF. The tours begin at Adventure Ridge, 
navigate along the mountain roads and ridge lines, then return back to Adventure Ridge.

d) Game Creek Aer ia l  Adventure
Located in Game Creek Bowl, a series of seven ziplines and aerial bridges comprise this nearly 2-mile-
long canopy tour. Guides share information about the surrounding landscape, ecosystems, and geology 
of the WRNF.

e) Adventure  Courses
Gore Range, Pine Cone and Holy Cross adventure courses, each with varying ability levels (including 
a kids’ course), are located at Adventure Ridge. Guests, while wearing a safety harness and helmet, 
navigate a series of aerial features such as ropes, bridges, and logs.

f ) 	 Summer Tubing
Two tubing areas are located adjacent to Eagle’s Nest. The Eagle’s Nest Tubing is a 550-foot-long 
summer tubing hill, while the Marmot Mini Tubing is a shorter track with bank turns designed for kids. 
Guests can ride the adjacent carpets back to the top. 

g) Forest  F lyer  Mountain  Coaster
The Forest Flyer Mountain Coaster is a gravity-driven ride with carts traveling on a fixed track for a total 
descent of 3,400 feet. The ride is located in the tree island separating the Bwana and Simba trails, and 
is accessed via the Eagle Bahn Gondola and a 5-minute walk west of the Adventure Ridge area. 

h) Golden Eagle  Z ipl ine
The Golden Eagle Zipline is a 1,200-foot, four-line zipline. It is located next to the Eagle’s Nest Tubing 
Hill.
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i ) L i tt le  Eagle  Z ipl ine
The Little Eagle Zipline is a 200-foot-long single-line kids zipline. It is located near the top terminal of 
Little Eagle Lift. 

j ) Paramount  Peak Cl imbing Wal l  and Bungy Trampol ine
The Paramount Peak Climbing Wall and bungy trampoline are both located near Eagle’s Nest. The 
climbing wall is 36 feet tall and designed for all ability levels. On the bungy trampoline, kids and adults 
of all ability levels can bounce and flip 25 feet in the air while harnessed to two bungy cords.

k) Disc  Gol f  Course
The 18-hole disc golf course is offered as a free activity. It is located at the top of the mountain near 
Eagle’s Nest. Guests may choose to hike to the course or ride the Eagle Bahn Gondola.

l ) Nature  Discovery  Center
Located in a yurt at Adventure Ridge, the Nature Discovery Center is a series of natural history exhibits 
about wildlife and plants. The Center is operated in association with Walking Mountain Science Center 
and offers a variety of programs throughout the year.

m) Other  Act iv i t ies  and Programs
A variety of other activities are offered at Vail, including scenic gondola rides, observation deck, multi-
use decks and on-mountain dining. Vail also offers guided hike and bike tours and an interpretive trails 
program in conjunction with Walking Mountains.
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dominates the landscape. Within the context of 
the overall SUP area, the following summarizes the 
setting in Zone 1:

• Road access and roads are prevalent;
• Considerable human activity (people

recreating and/or resort operations) occurs
within and proximate to this setting—there is
little to no feeling of remoteness;

• Terrain modifications (ground disturbance and
vegetation removal) dominate the area; and

• Infrastructure, including chairlifts and
buildings, are present.

Three areas (Areas 6, 14, and 15)—the PHQ/
Buffalo’s mid-mountain area, the Mid-Vail mid-
mountain area, and the Eagle’s Nest/Adventure 
Ridge area—have been designated as Zone 1.

Desired Experiences
Within Zone 1, guests are expected to encounter 
a high concentration of other guests. The level of 
development will reflect the current setting and 
function of these areas as hubs of activity and 
portals to other activities across the ski area. Most 
guests visiting Zone 1 will access it existing and 
planned trails from the base areas or by the Eagle 
Bahn Gondola. Within Zone 1, the concepts in the 
Forest Service’s Built Environment Image Guide 
will be followed to ensure that appropriate design 
guidelines for both landscape architecture and built 
architecture are followed. Zone 1 abuts Zone 2 on 
the fringes of developed on-mountain areas. This 
allows guests to experience a gradual transition 
between the built environment (Zone 1) and more-
natural areas that still contain activities and facilities 
blending with the area’s natural setting (Zone 2). 
Zone 1 could offer interpretive opportunities in a 
developed setting, with goals of enhancing guests’ 
understanding of the natural environment as they 
prepare to venture into less-developed areas. The 
educational focus will continue to leverage existing 
partnerships with Vail and other organizations.

Compatible Activit ies  and Faci l i t ies
Services and activities within a Zone 1 setting 
may include food and beverage operations, 

4 . M U LT I -S E A S O N
R E C R E AT I O N ;
S U M M E R  “ACT I V I T Y
ZO N E S ”

a) Recreat ion Zone Designat ions
As discussed in Chapter 2, four characteristics 
(access, remoteness, naturalness, and 
infrastructure) are used to define the summer and 
multi-season setting and guest experience within 
different landscapes across the SUP area at Vail. 

The first step in the zone designation process 
was a careful consideration of the setting and 
the proximity to infrastructure supporting snow 
sports. Features such as watersheds, topography, 
vegetation structure, level of existing disturbance, 
and existing infrastructure were considered in 
establishing zone boundaries across the entire SUP 
area. The exercise resulted in the creation of 27 
areas, unique in their location and/or features. The 
second step of the zone designation process was 
applying a score for each characteristic on a scale 
of 1 to 5, with 1 being the most disturbed and 5 
being the least disturbed. Figure 12 illustrates the 
recreation zone designations within the Vail SUP 
area.

A list of compatible activities is provided for each 
zone; however, it is important to recognize that 
summer and multi-season activities are continually 
being developed, and activities that do not currently 
exist may be popular within the next several years. 
Therefore, a certain amount of flexibility should 
come with this list, since it is impossible to foresee 
exactly what new activities will be developed over 
time. Vail will continue to work with the Forest 
Service to ensure that proposed summer and 
multi-season activities are suitable for the setting 
and desired experience within each zone.

Zone 1

Sett ing
The existing setting of Zone 1 is highly developed 
and disturbed. Within Zone 1, the built environment 



6565

C hapter       F our   :  E xisting        C onditions       

special event venues, shelter and emergency 
services, restroom facilities, landscaped areas, 
and other activities. At Vail, on-mountain Zone 1’s 
serve as the activity hub from which guests will 
access surrounding activities and refuel between 
activities. Typically, guests will first access these 
on-mountain areas after riding the Eagle Bahn 
Gondola; however, guests may also access a Zone 
1 located on-mountain under their own power from 
the surrounding trails network. Adventure Ridge 
already hosts several multi-season recreational 
activities, including hiking, a mountain coaster, 
summer tubing, biking, and special events.

Activities on NFS lands within a Zone 1 may include 
an alpine coaster, challenge/aerial adventure 
courses, canopy tours, biking trails, a biking 
skills park, hiking trails, special events and access 
pathways to ziplines, summer tubing, fishing, 
temporary activities (such as outdoor concerts 
and kid’s playground), and other natural resource-
based recreation activities. The activities will not 
compromise the existing skiing, which occurs in 
Zone 1 during winter months. Furthermore, the 
activities will be compatible with the surrounding 
level of development and built environment, 
including structures, parking lots, etc.

Zone 2

Sett ing
The setting of Zone 2 is less disturbed when 
compared with Zone 1 and provides more 
naturalness due to a lesser degree of disturbance 
from the surrounding ski area. Within the context 
of the overall SUP area, the following summarizes 
the setting in Zone 2:

• Road access and roads are present;
• Human activity (people recreating) occurs

within and proximate to this setting—there is
little feeling of remoteness;

• Terrain modifications (ground disturbance
and vegetation removal) are evident in the
area, but past disturbance blends with the
landscape; and

• Infrastructure is present, including chairlifts
and buildings.

Seven areas within Vail’s operating boundary have 
been designated as Zone 2. These areas act as a 
buffer between the built environment and a more 
natural forest setting.

Desired Experiences
Most guests will access Zone 2 from the Vail Village 
and the Lionshead base areas via lift infrastructure 
or the extensive trail network. Guests choosing 
to utilize the summer operation of Eagle Bahn 
Gondola to access existing on-mountain trailheads, 
will transition from a Zone 1 into a Zone 2. In moving 
between these zones, guests will transition from 
the built environment to a setting characterized by 
both developed and passive activities proximate 
to existing infrastructure and facilities, but still 
offering a more natural feel. For many guests of 
Vail, this may be their first real experience in the 
mountains, and providing a safe, comfortable 
environment for exploration is critical to the 
success of Zone 2 and the overall plan. Zone 2 
provides the initial opportunity for guests to learn 
about and engage in their natural surroundings 
through hands-on recreational, interpretive, 
and educational offerings. In addition to hosting 
activities such as guided hikes, a zipline/canopy 
tour, and various trails, Zone 2 serves as a buffer 
between higher levels of development within Zone 
1 and private lands, and the more natural settings 
of Zones 3 and 4.

Compatible Activit ies  and Faci l i t ies
Passive activities within Zone 2 include educational/
interpretive opportunities, sightseeing and 
light hiking, or simply visiting with friends and 
family. Zone 2 will provide enhanced sightseeing 
opportunities when compared to Zone 1, as these 
areas typically occur at higher elevations and are 
located further within the mountain landscape. 
Activity offerings include access to ziplines and 
canopy tours, guided hikes and interpretative 
opportunities, extended hiking trails, biking trails, 
challenge/aerial adventure courses, fishing, and 
other natural resource-based activities. 
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views of the Eagle Valley, Holy Cross, and the 
surrounding landscape.

Desired Experiences
The majority of guests will access Zone 3 from 
private lands via the existing trails network 
and/or on-mountain activity hubs such as 
Eagle’s Nest and Mid-Vail area. Once in Zone 
3, guests will have a variety of opportunities to 
engage in their surroundings in a more natural 
and remote environment. 

The desired experience in Zone 3 will be 
achieved through the activities offered there. 
Guests will enjoy nature hikes with interpretive 
signage that will provide education on their 
biological, cultural, and historical surroundings. 
Guests will hike to locations with views up and 
down the mountain. Opportunities for self-
guided tours, or dispersed travel also exist. 
Guests will ride biking trails through forested 
settings and learn the importance of forest 
health and stewardship. Biking trails would 
be less developed trails (i.e., few constructed 
features) and the trail network would be less 
dense compared to Zone 2. In Zone 3, guests 
may also ride ziplines and canopy tours over 
and through the canopy to experience views 
of Mount of the Holy Cross and its natural 
surroundings.

Zone 3 offers a diverse set of experiences 
for guests, which will promote the WRNF 
as a recreationally-, biologically-, and 
geographically-diverse landscape.

Compatible Activit ies  and Faci l i t ies
Activities include biking trails, scenic chairlift 
rides, hiking trails, multiple-use trails, canopy 
tours, challenge/aerial adventure course and 
other similar natural resource-based activities. 
Select activities such as interpretive tours 
and canopy tours may occur on a year-round 
basis. Activities within Zone 3 will not require 
substantial modifications to natural topography 
to facilitate construction. Existing ski area 
development (ski trails and chairlifts) exist to 
varying degrees within Zone 3, and potential 

As mentioned above, Zone 2 serves two primary 
purposes—to provide activities in a natural setting 
in proximity to existing infrastructure and services, 
and to provide a buffer between Zones 3 and 4 
and more developed areas within Zone 1 and on 
private lands. Thus, areas within Zone 2 serve as 
transitional zones, encouraging guest exploration 
into more natural portions of the National Forest 
in a setting that still feels comfortable for less-
experienced Forest users. The setting of Zone 
2 and the activities that occur within will offer 
sufficient challenge for first-time guests, and will 
prepare others to venture into the less developed 
areas of Zones 3 and 4.

Zone 3

Sett ing
The setting of Zone 3 contains areas of disturbance 
from ski trail and chairlift development, but guests 
can still find a greater degree of remoteness and 
naturalness depending on their location within the 
zone. Generally speaking, Zone 3 includes areas 
where existing chairlifts are present; however, this 
was not the determining factor for the designation. 
Within the context of the overall SUP area, the 
following summarizes the setting in Zone 3:

• Road access and roads are present, but
limited to certain areas;

• Human activity (people recreating) can be
seen at a distance or is out of sight from
within this setting—a stronger feeling of
remoteness is present;

• The area is moderately disturbed by ski
area activity, including vegetation removal
from ski trail development and some ground
disturbance; and

• Infrastructure is present, including chairlifts
and buildings.

Nine areas within Vail’s operating boundaries 
were designated as Zone 3. For Vail, Zone 3’s are 
adjacent to Zone 2’s through Zone 5’s as guests 
move further away from the built environment and 
into the natural forest setting. These nine areas 
share very similar characteristics of minimal ski area 
infrastructure and are higher in elevation providing 
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seasonal and year-round facilities and activities 
will be consistent with the level of existing 
development for the ski area operation.

Zone 4

Sett ing
The setting of Zone 4 is more remote and 
provides a great degree of naturalness. Ski area 
development is limited and, where ski trails are 
present, larger tree islands prevail. Within the 
context of the overall SUP area, the following 
summarizes the setting in Zone 4:

• Little to no road access occurs;
• Human activity (people recreating and/or

resort operations) is distant or out of sight
facilitating a high degree remoteness;

• The area is completely natural or has limited
disturbance; and

• Infrastructure is present, including a chairlift
and small buildings.

Five areas within Vail’s SUP area were designated 
as Zone 4. These areas contain a variety of 
biological and topographical characteristics: 
dense/large tree islands, challenging/isolated 
topography, minimal trail access, negligible 
ski resort development, “closed” areas, void 
of notable infrastructure/facilities, and are 
predominately located on the furthest and 
most isolated extents of this SUP area. Even 
though there is minimal infrastructure and 
industrialization in these areas, they are classified 
as a Zone 4 due to the existing disturbance such 
as visibility of nearby infrastructure/environment 
modifications, ski area roads, and the proximity 
to adjacent highly used recreation areas. Overall, 
natural characteristics and features are dominant 
in these areas beyond all ski area modifications.

Desired Experiences
In Zone 4, guests connect with the more natural 
setting in a relatively undisturbed environment. 
Dispersed hiking opportunities allow guests to 
experience and interpret areas where natural 
processes are more evident, allowing for 

educational opportunities that are not available in more 
developed zones. Maintaining a more remote setting 
with opportunities for solitude is crucial to maintaining 
guests’ expectations for this zone.

Compatible Activit ies  and Faci l i t ies
Compatible activities promote the surroundings and 
inform guests of similar environments throughout the 
National Forest. Activities include slower-moving actions 
to match the setting and character, which provide even 
greater opportunities for environmental education and 
exposure to unique environments. Activities within 
Zone 4 will require minimal site modification to maintain 
the current level of naturalness. In this zone, the low 
density of guests is expected to maintain the feeling of 
remoteness.

Zone 5

Sett ing
The setting in Zone 5 is undisturbed by ski area activities. 
Zone 5 includes high alpine environments and large, 
intact vegetation habitats. Very few people recreate in 
these areas of the SUP boundary and adjacent private 
lands. No ski area roads or infrastructure are present in 
Zone 5. Within the context of the overall SUP area, the 
following summarizes the setting in Zone 5:

• No ski area roads are present;
• Human activity (people recreating and/or resort

operations) is predominately out of sight, so one
would feel completely remote;

• Area is undisturbed by ski area activity; and
• Ski area infrastructure is only visible at a distance.

Zone 5 is the least developed of all zones. Three areas 
within the Vail SUP area and adjacent private lands have 
been classified as Zone 5.

Desired Experiences
In Zone 5, guests connect with the more natural 
setting in a disturbed environment. Dispersed hiking 
opportunities allow guests to experience and interpret 
areas where natural processes are more evident, allowing 
for educational opportunities that are not available in 
more developed zones. Maintaining a remote setting 
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where guests can experience a feeling of remoteness 
and solitude within the natural environment.

Compatible Activit ies  and Faci l i t ies
Compatible activities promote the natural surroundings 
and inform guests of similar environments throughout 
the National Forest. Activities include slower-moving 
actions to match the setting and character, which 
provide even greater opportunities for environmental 
education and exposure to unique environments. 
Activities within Zone 5 will require minimal or no 
site modification to maintain the current level of 
naturalness. In this zone, the low density of guests is 
expected to maintain the feeling of remoteness.

Table 12 describes the characteristics of each zone 
and the resulting scoring of each condition. Table 13 
summarizes the zone designation of each area at Vail. 
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TABLE 14. ZONE CHARACTERISTICS
Zone Characteristics Scores

Access

Road Access within Area 1

Limited Road Access/Trails 2

No Road Access 3

Remoteness

Proximate to Human Activity 1

Distant Sight of Human Activity within SUP 2

Out of Sight of Human Activity within SUP 3

Naturalness

Heavily Disturbed by Ski Area Activity 1

Moderately Disturbed by Ski Area Activity 2

Undisturbed by Ski Area Activity 3

Infrastructure

Adjacent to 2 or More Ski Area Infrastructure 1

Ski Area Infrastructure in Area 2

Out of Sight Ski Area Infrastructure 3

Minimum Score Possible 4

Maximum Score Possible 12

Zones Score Range

1 4

2 5 to 6

3 7 to 9

4 10 to 11

5 12
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Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 6

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 1

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 4 Zone 1

Area 7

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 9 Zone 3

Area 8

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 7 Zone 3

Area 9

Access 3

Remoteness 3

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 12 Zone 5

Area 10

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3

TABLE 15. VAIL SUMMER USE ZONES — EXISTING CONDITIONS
Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 1

Access 3

Remoteness 3

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 12 Zone 5

Area 2

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 10 Zone 4

Area 3

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3

Area 4

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 1

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area 5

Access 1

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 6 Zone 2
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Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 11

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area 12

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 5 Zone 2

Area 13

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 9 Zone 3

Area 14

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 1

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 4 Zone 1

Area 15

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 1

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 4 Zone 1

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 16

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3

Area 17

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 10 Zone 4

Area 18

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 10 Zone 4

Area 19

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3

Area 20

Access 2

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 6

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 1

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 4 Zone 1

Area 7

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 9 Zone 3

Area 8

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 7 Zone 3

Area 9

Access 3

Remoteness 3

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 12 Zone 5

Area 10

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3

C H A P T E R  F O U R :  E X I S T I N G  C O N D I T I O N S
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TABLE 15. VAIL SUMMER USE ZONES — EXISTING CONDITIONS (CONT’D)
Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 26

Access 1

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area 27

Access 1

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 21

Access 3

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 11 Zone 4

Area 22

Access 3

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 11 Zone 4

Area 23

Access 3

Remoteness 3

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 12 Zone 5

Area 24

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3

Area 25

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3



TABLE 15. VAIL SUMMER USE ZONES — EXISTING CONDITIONS (CONT’D) C H A P T ER  FI V E

PREVIOUSLY APPROVED 
PROJEC TS

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 26

Access 1

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area 27

Access 1

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 6 Zone 2
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The projects detailed in this section have been previously approved, but have not yet been implemented. 
Refer to Figures 12 and 13 for previously approved, not yet implemented project locations. It is 
anticipated that the majority of these projects will ultimately be implemented as capital for on-mountain 
improvements becomes available. Prior to project implementation the Forest Service will review project 
consistency with the 2002 Forest Plan standards and guidelines and determine if additional analysis is 
warranted due to changed environmental and social conditions, and/or new planning and regulatory 
guidance Applicable approvals are contained in the following documents:

• 1996 Category III Environmental Impact Statement, Record of Decision
• 2006 Vail Ski Area West Lionshead Lift Environmental Assessment, Decision Notice and Finding of

No Significant Impact
• 2009 Vail Ski Area Improvements Project Environmental Impact Statement, Record of Decision
• 2011 Vail Ski Area Forest Health Project Environmental Assessment, Decision Notice and Finding of

No Significant Impact
• 2012 Vail Mountain Resort Summer Improvements Categorical Exclusion, Decision Memo
• 2014 Vail Mountain Recreation Enhancements Project Environmental Impact Statement,

Record of Decision
• 2019 Vail Mountain Resort Golden Peak Improvements Project Enviornmental Impact Statement,

Record of Decision.
• 2019 Vail Mountain Resort Snowmaking Project Environmental Assessment, Decision Notice and

Finding of No Significant Impact.

A. L IFTS
1 . W E ST L I O N S H E A D  L I F T
As part of the 2006 Vail West Lionshead Lift Environmental Assessment, Decision Notice and Finding of 
No Significant Impact (2006 DN and FONSI), a lift was planned to originate in West Lionshead adjacent 
to the Eagle River Water and Sanitation District building on S Frontage Road and terminate just above 
and west of Chair 26 (Pride Express). The Decision approved the installation of either a high-speed 
detachable chairlift or a gondola, not to exceed the hourly capacity of 2,600 pph. The lift or gondola will 
provide out of valley transport from proposed transit, parking, and lodging facilities. 

B. TERRAIN
1. G O L D E N  P E A K I M P R OV E M E N T S
As part of the 2019 Golden Peak Improvements Projects, 42 acres of new ski trails were approved. To 
date, approximately 34.4 acres of terrain and snowmaking coverage has been constructed, with 7.6 
acres of previously approved terrain not yet constructed.
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C. SNOWMAKING
1 . S N O W M A K I N G  I N STA L L AT I O N  O N  S I M B A
As part of the Vail Improvements Project Environmental Impact Statement and 2009 ROD, the Forest 
Service approved the installation of snowmaking infrastructure to provide 33 areas of coverage to the 
middle and upper portions of Simba. These areas of Simba have long presented maintenance problems 
due to snowcat/skier wear on the snow surface, especially during early season conditions and in lean snow 
years. Installation of snowmaking infrastructure would require 4.8 acres of temporary ground disturbance. 
The middle face of Simba, just above the bottom of the Chair 26 (Pride Express), had snowmaking installed 
during the summer of 2016.

2 . S N O W M A K I N G  I N STA L L AT I O N  O N  F R O N T S I D E  O F  VA I L
As part of the 2019 Snowmaking Project Environmental Assessment, 262 acres of expanded snowmaking 
coverage, 32.5 miles of new or upgraded snowmaking pipe and 14 new valve stations were approved. 
The majority of the approved snowmaking coverage is located on the upper portion of the Front Side of 
Vail with the new and upgraded snowmaking pipe needed across Vail’s Front Side to improve pressures 
and overall operational efficiency within the snowmaking system. The previously approved snowmaking 
coverage is shown on Figure 14. To date, 81 acres of snowmaking coverage of the 262 previously approved 
acreage has been constructed, resulting in 181 acres previously approved for snowmaking coverage, but 
not yet constructed.

D. FACIL IT IES
1 . W E ST L I O N S H E A D  L I F T M A I N T E N AC E  FAC I L I T Y
A gondola cabin storage and maintenance facility at the top of the West Lionshead Lift was approved in 
the 2006 DN and FONSI for the Proposed West Lionshead Lift Environmental Assessment. The building can 
be no larger than 3,600 square feet and would be approximately as tall as the terminal building (25 feet). It 
would be located near the West Lionshead Lift top terminal. A precise location was not determined at the 
time of approval; however, adequate space is available on the edge of the Simba trail that would allow this 
structure to be constructed in a previously disturbed area. The purpose of this building is to extend the 
lives of individual gondola cabins by storing them when not in use and thereby reducing the visual impact 
to summer visitors. This facility will only be built if the West Lionshead Lift is constructed. 

2 . S N O W CAT M A I N T E N A N C E  FAC I L I T Y
In the 2009 ROD, a new 6,000-square foot snowcat maintenance garage was approved. It is planned to 
be located adjacent to, and uphill of, the existing facility located between Eagle’s Nest and Mid Vail. The 
structure will be screened by vegetation and sited below ridgelines so the Scenic Integrity Objective of 
very low can be maintained. The existing Snow Summit Cat Garage will be retrofitted to provide a more 
centrally-located, on-mountain facility for lift maintenance.

C hapter       F ive   :  P reviously         A pproved        P rojects    
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3 . G O L D E N  P E A K FAC I L I T I E S  I M P R OV E M E N T S
As part of the 2019 Vail Golden Peak Improvements Project, composite toilet restrooms, a race 
building, two race start houses, an underground diesel fuel storage tank, and snowcat maintenance 
shop were approved.

The restrooms were approved at the top of the Golden Peak Surface Lift to be two separate 
structures roughly 8 feet by 8 feet in size). The restrooms would include composting toilets, which 
require 500-gallon water tanks for efficient operation.

A race building was approved to provide space for coaching, and storage for safety fencing and 
other equipment is proposed near the bottom of the proposed mogul course, with an approximate 
area of 1,500 square feet (30 feet by 50 feet). 

Two race start houses were approved, each approximately 75 square feet. They were approved to 
be constructed at the top of the Downhill course and at the top of the slalom course.

A new underground diesel fuel storage tank and snowcat maintenance shop was approved on the 
southwest side of the Riva Bahn Express (Chair 6) mid-station. The fuel tank would have a capacity of 
up to 30,000 gallons and would store fuel for use on Golden Peak for the maintenance of competition 
areas and terrain parks. The maintenance building would be approximately 3,000 square feet (50 
feet by 60 feet), large enough to accommodate one snowcat and maintenance operations. 

E. SUMMER ACTIV IT IES
1 . 2 0 1 4  VA I L M O U N TA I N  R E C R E AT I O N

E N H A N C E M E N T S  P R OJ E CT
As part of the 2014 Vail Recreation Enhancements Project Environmental Impact Statement, Record
of Decision (2014 ROD), the Forest Service approved a suite of summer projects. The following 
projects were approved, but have not yet been implemented. 

a) Front  S ide Canopy Tour
The Front Side Canopy Tour was approved to be located from Mid-Vail to the base of Gondola 
One. It would consist of ten interconnected ziplines over 3.2 miles. The longest segment (between 
towers 5 and 6) is planned to be approximately 3,300 feet long, carrying riders over 500 feet above 
the ground. A shelter is approved to be constructed halfway along the canopy tour for use during 
inclement weather. Construction of the Front Side Canopy Tour would result in approximately 6 
acres of disturbance (including grading and/or vegetation removal).

b) Ripar ian Exper ience
The Forest Service approved the intended Riparian Experience to be a “hands-on” interpretive and 
educational experience for children. It is designed to be a 2,250-square foot natural area located on 
the east side of Eagle’s Nest, just west of the top of Little Eagle Express. It would allow children to 
observe, investigate and deepen their understanding of the basic hydrologic processes in a natural-
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looking setting. The Riparian Experience would be constructed using a mix of materials including stone, 
metal, and wood. This constructed water feature may include check dams and water wheels in braided, 
in-ground streams. A self-contained water recirculating system that ties into the existing system at Eagle’s 
Nest will minimize water usage associated with this approved project.

c) Modif ied Horse  Tra i l  in  Game Creek Bowl
Currently, guided horseback tours take guests from Adventure Ridge through the Game Creek Bowl and 
back using mountain roads. In order to provide a more natural and engaging experience, a singletrack trail 
is approved adjacent to the existing roads. The modified equestrian trail would be approximately 4 feet 
wide and would require approximately 1 mile of new trail construction, creating approximately 0.5 acre of 
ground disturbance. 

d) Aer ia l  Adventure  Course
An aerial ropes and zipline course was approved in a forested area north and west of Eagle’s Nest. This 
project would be located on 0.5 acre. This aerial course would include a variety of features suitable for 
children, such as small towers, bridges, slides and ziplines. Primarily natural materials and colors would 
be used. After being outfitted with equipment and an orientation session, children would be able to act 
independently to overcome obstacles in a natural environment. 

F. VEGETATION MANAGEMENT
As part of the 2011 Vail Ski Area Forest Health Project Environmental Assessment, Decision Notice and 
Finding of Significant (2011 DN and FONSI), vegetation treatment was approved on 984 acres across 
Vail. Tree stands were broken into four types and possible silvicultural prescriptions were described as 
five different types, based on the amount of lodgepole pine and degree of mortality in each stand. Vail 
Mountain has been following up on vegetation management, hazard tree removal, and their healthy forest 
plan as a part of their summer construction plan, through identifying and working on areas of high priority. 
In addition to their on-mountain efforts, Vail has completed 34 acres of mitigation on private land in the 
Game Creek Bowl. Vail intends to continue to prioritize vegetation management.  Refer to Figures 1-1, 
2-1 and 2-2 in Appendix B (Vail Ski Area Forest Health Project EA) for exact locations of stand treatments
within Vail’s SUP.

G. PREVIOUSLY CONSIDERED
PROJECTS

While the below two projects were analyzed within the 1996 Category III Environmental Impact Statement 
Record of Decision, Vail and the Forest Service both acknowledge the need for new environmental analysis 
prior to project implementation due to the amount of time which has lapsed between the project’s 
consideration and Vail’s desire to implement them.

C H A P T E R  F I V E :  P R E V I O U S LY  A P P R O V E D  P R OJ E C T S
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1 . P E T E ’ S  STA S H
As part of the 1996 Vail Category III Ski Area Development Environmental Impact Statement 
Record of Decision (1996 ROD), 597 acres of ski terrain were approved to be constructed in Blue 
Sky Basin. Of that, 460 acres have been constructed to date, leaving approximately 135 acres to be 
constructed. Given that 27 years have lapsed since the original approval of this project, Vail realizes 
that the NEPA science needs to be revisited regarding changes in wildlife habitat in the area. While 
Vail does not have plans to construct this  previously considered terrain in the immediate future, 
they may choose to do so during the lifespan of this MDP. This terrain expansion would create a 
positive impact on the guest experience by spreading guests out on underutilized terrain within 
Vail’s permit area through a mix of intermediate runs and natural gladed areas. The trail alignments 
are shown on Figure 13. Vail will consult with the Forest Service to determine additional review 
needed prior to construction of these trails. 

2 . B LU E  S KY B A S I N  R E STAU R A N T
A 20,000-square foot restaurant was considered adjacent to Two Elk Creek just west of Pete’s 
Bridge. Vail may construct the Blue Sky Basin restaurant in the future, but has no plans to construct 
this restaurant during the life of this MDP. There is existing demand for this facility and will be 
discussed in Chapter 6.
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TABLE 16. MASTER DEVELOPMENT PLAN: PREVIOUS NEPA APPROVALS TRACKING MATRIX 

Project Date and Title of 
Approving Document Year Implemented

Lifts

West Lionshead Lift 2006 DN and FONSI

Terrain

Golden Peak Terrain - 12 acres 2019 ROD

Snowmaking

Snowmaking Installation on Simba - 33 acres 2009 ROD

Snowmaking Installation on Golden Peak - 12 acres 2019 ROD

Snowmaking Installation on Front Side of Vail - 171 
acres 2019 DN and FONSI

Facilities

West Lionshead Lift Maintenance Facility 2006 DN and FONSI

Snowcat Maintenance Facility 2009 ROD

Golden Peak Facilities Improvements 2019 ROD

Activities

Eagle’s Nest Zip Adventure 2012 DM

Front Side Canopy Tour 2014 ROD

Riparian Experience 2014 ROD

Modified Horse Trail In Game Creek Bowl 2014 ROD

Aerial Adventure Course 2014 ROD

Vegetation Management

Vegetation treatment on 984 acres 2011 DN and FONSI

Previously Considered

Terrain: Blue Sky Basin - 135 acres 1996 ROD

Blue Sky Basin Restaurant 1996 ROD

C H A P T E R  F I V E :  P R E V I O U S LY  A P P R O V E D  P R OJ E C T S
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This MDP has been prepared in compliance with the terms and conditions of the Forest Service-issued 
40-year term SUP for Vail. As stated previously, Forest Service acceptance of this MDP does not convey
approval of any projects contained herein. Implementation of any projects on NFS lands within the Vail
SUP area is contingent upon environmental review and approval via NEPA. Planned projects contained
in this Master Plan are conceptual in nature and may be refined in the future, as long as the original
intent of a planned project is maintained. All previously-approved and planned projects will use the
current Vail Design Guidelines for a consistent architectural theme.

The Upgrade Plan is depicted on Figures 12 through 16.

A. SUMMARY
This Upgrade Plan focuses on the continual evolution of Vail through a number of improvement and 
enhancement projects. Vail has been recognized as a world class resort and continually strives to deliver 
an extraordinary experience for those visiting the resort. These upgrade projects were identified through 
the planning process as areas in need of improvement or that would enhance the guest experience. With 
this MDP, Vail wishes to continue meeting those same goals and objectives by completing the remaining 
far-reaching development plans envisioned as part of the 2007 Vail Resort Master Development Plan 
Update and 2018 Vail Resort Master Development Plan Update. This Upgrade Plan includes the following 
elements, which will be discussed at length throughout this chapter.

• Three new lifts are planned at Vail. On the Front Side of Vail, the Trans Montane chairlift is planned
from the ABC parking lot adjacent to Gondola One bottom terminal to the Trans Montane ski run
and the previously approved West Lionshead is planned. One new chairlift is planned in the Back
Bowls: Mongolia Express is planned to extend from a bottom terminal near Two Elk Creek to the
ridgeline above the existing Mongolia Platter.

• Eleven chairlifts are planned to be replaced to improve reliability and transport across the
mountain. The chairlifts planned for replacement include Chair 2 (Avanti Express), Chair 3
(Wildwood Express), Chair 4 (Mountain Top Express), Chair 6 (Riva Bahn Express), Chair 8 (Born
Free Express), Chair 15 (Little Eagle), Chair 19 (Eagle Bahn Gondola), Chair 20 (Cascade Village),
Chair 21 (Orient Express), and Chair 36 (Teacup Express). If the Mongolia Express is constructed,
the Mongolia Platter would be removed, otherwise it would be upgraded to a newer surface lift.

• Approximately 160 acres of new developed terrain is planned in the Back Bowls and Blue Sky
Basin. Of this, 135 acres of this terrain are previously-approved trails in Pete’s Bowl and Earl’s
Bowl. The remainder are skiways intended to improve circulation at the base of Skyline Express
and Teacup Express and a groomed traverse off of Earl’s Express. With the installation of Mongolia
Express, aproximately 195 acres of terrain are recategorized from undeveloped to developed
terrain. Minor trail improvements and grooming may occur on these existing trails that are less
utilized due to the lack of lift service in the area.

• The creation of a new low intermediate run served by Chair 26 to facilitate progression from novice
terrain. The new run will largely absorb existing terrain, but approximately 10 acres will need to be
constructed.

• Expansion of the administrative boundary within the existing SUP boundary to include: West Earl’s
Bowl, East Pete’s Bowl, and Mongolia Bowl. These areas together would add 925 acres to the
administrative boundary.
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• New snowmaking coverage is planned on 171 acres of trails.
• Three new structures are planned to be constructed or renovated: a 10,000-square foot

restaurant west of the top terminal of Chair 9; a 12,000-square foot mountain operations
facility at Snow Summit (6,000 square feet have been previously approved); and an Umbrella
Bar structure at Mid Vail; Four guest service facilitiy improvements are planned:  a renovation
of Eagle’s Nest with the planned replacement of Gondola 19, expanding guest service space
at Wildwood; a permanent structure to replace the temporary 10th Deck structure; and a
120-square foot restroom facility at the top of the Forest Flyer Mountain Coaster.

• Construct the Minturn Mile Bypass around the top of Chairs 4, 5, 11 and Buffalo’s Restaurant.
A bypass route around the summit area will allow for mountain operations to continue fall
preparation of the mountain while snowmaking is underway in the early season. The existing
steep section of road needs modification to reduce sedimentation and improve access to this
area from Eagle’s Nest.

• Waterline from PHQ to Two Elk and electrical line from the top terminal of Chair 21 (Orient
Express) to the top terminal of the planned Mongolia Express.

• Miscellaneous grading on 23 acres across Vail to improve skier circulation.
• Additional hiking and biking trails are planned across the mountain (9 miles of hiking trails, 37

miles of biking trails, and 3 miles of multi-use trails).

The net result of implementing all planned projects would not increase Vail’s Manage-To number of 
19,900 guests per day. These improvements would improve circulation and guest experience at Vail 
Mountain Resort.

B. UPGRADED L IFT  NETWORK
The planned upgrades to the lift network would increase the existing lift network capacity at Vail 
from 23,690 guests (refer to Chapter 4 for details regarding existing calculation) to 25,420 guests. 
The increase in lift capacity helps to determine where guests are on the mountain at-one-time and 
is not necessarily a reflection of the daily visitation. As mentioned in Chapter 2 (refer to Chapter 
2, Section D for detailed discussion of capacity and Manage-To numbers), Vail desires to maintain 
certain capacities, particularly the lift network capacity, in excess of the Manage-To threshold in order 
to ensure a high-quality guest experience. Managing the resort in this way results in shorter lift lines 
(particularly during morning access periods), terrain variety that caters to the majority of the ski/
snowboard market, and lift, terrain, and guest service levels that provide a consistently great guest 
experience for all levels of guests. This is consistent with the resort’s goal of remaining the industry 
leader in quality. Table 17 details the calculated lift network capacity under upgrade conditions.

1 . N E W L I F T I N STA L L AT I O N S
Three new chairlifts are planned at Vail: The Trans Montane Lift and West Lionshead Lift on the Front 
Side; and Mongolia Express in the Back Bowls.
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The Trans Montane Llift is planned to originate from the ABC lot in Vail Village. From the lot, it will 
ascend to the area where Riva Ridge and Trans Montane runs merge. This lift will provide a new access 
point from the base area, relieving pressure on Gondola One and Chair 6. It will also facilitate access to 
Chair 11 (Northwoods Express). Its primary function is to transfer guests and as a result, so it does not 
greatly contribute to an increase in capacity. 

Previously approved in the 2006 DN/FONSI, the West Lionshead Lift/Ever Vail Gondola would originate 
in the West Lionshead area near the old Amoco Gas Station site and terminate slightly uphill from the 
bottom of Chair 26. The lift would create a new access point, enhancing access to the western portion 
of the mountain especially during the morning staging period. Guests staying in the West Lionshead 
area as well as guests riding public transit could access the mountain directly without traveling to 
another base area. Providing a lift in this area would decrease congestion at Lionshead and Cascade 
Village base areas, as well as increase utilization of Pride Express. Since this lift would be used primarily 
for transporting guests rather than repeat skiing, there would be little impact to Vail’s lift capacity.

Since the DN/FONSI, Vail has considered a two-stage gondola as an alternative option that would 
replace Chair 26. The lift would begin in the same area as the original option and ascend to the location 
of the bottom terminal of Chair 26. From here, there would be a turn-station, allowing guests to load, 
unload, or continue riding the gondola to Eagle’s Nest. This option has not been previously approved. 
Analyses in this document focus on the previously approved option.

A new chairlift is planned in Mongolia Bowl, the eastern most part of Vail’s SUP. The Mongolia Express 
alignment would start near Two Elk Creek and end on the ridgeline above Mongolia Platter, not on 
the peak. Placing the top terminal on the ridge instead of the summit allows guests to avoid excessive 
winds, as well as negate viewshed concerns looking back to the highway and East Vail. The new lift 
design capacity is planned to be 2,400 pph. Mongolia Bowl is currently challenging to reach due to 
the amount of traversing required to get to and from the area. As a result, the terrain is underutilized. 
The chairlift would provide better access to more than 650 acres of skiable terrain in both Mongolia 
and Siberia bowls. Grading and terrain modifications may be necessary. With the construction of the 
Mongolia Express, the existing Mongolia Platter is planned to be removed. Otherwise, it would be 
replaced with a newer surface lift. 

2 . L I F T R E P L AC E M E N T S
Eleven chairlifts are planned to be replaced to improve reliability and transport across the mountain. 

Chair 2 (Avanti Express), currently a detachable six-person lift, is planned to be replaced with a 
detachable eight-person lift. Chair 2 services popular intermediate terrain and is located up-mountain 
between the Vail Village and Lionshead base areas. Increasing its capacity will reduce crowding and lift 
lines and help improve cross mountain circulation.

Chair 3 (Wildwood Express) is planned to be replaced with a detachable quad or six-person lift with a 
capacity of 2,400 pph. If the chair is replaced with a six-person lift, one option may be to replace it with 
the existing Chair 4 (Mountain Top Express) after its replacement. The existing detachable quad chairlift 
is over twenty years old. Chair 3 is one of two chairlifts in the high traffic Mid Vail zone. Reliable service 
is critical in this area.

Chair 4 (Mountain Top Express) is planned to be replaced with a new detachable eight-person lift. Chair 
4 is located adjacent to Mid Vail and regularly sees consistent traffic throughout the day from skiers 
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and riders circulating across the mountain, using Mid Vail for guest services or repeat skiing the popular 
novice and intermediate terrain. Installing an eight-passenger chairlift will reduce lift lines and improve 
the learning experience for novice to intermediate skiers in that area.

Chair 6 (Riva Bahn Express) is planned to be replaced with a gondola. The existing detachable quad 
chairlift is over twenty years old. Chair 6 is the only chairlift out of the Golden Peak base area. Reliable 
service is critical in this area. The new gondola will be extended up to Two Elk Lodge and have a mid-
station near the top of Whippersnapper at the existing mid-station. Due to the extended alignment, it 
will have an enhanced role in transporting guests to the back bowls rather than having guests access 
this terrain using Chair 11.

Chair 8 (Born Free Express) is planned to be replaced with a new detachable six person lift. The existing 
detachable quad chairlift is over thirty years old. This chairlift serves as uphill access to the lower 
Lionshead area and adds redundancy in the lift network to the Eagle Bahn Gondola.

Chair 15 (Little Eagle) is planned to be replaced with a new detachable chairlift of the same capacity and 
a slightly different alignment to better serve the existing beginner terrain area and reduce crowding 
near the Thunder Cat Cave Carpet and Lightning Coyote Carpet. This would likely displace the existing 
Eagle’s Nest Tubing Hill and Golden Eagle Zipline.

Gondola 19 (Eagle Bahn Gondola) is planned to be replaced with a new gondola with a capacity of 
3,200 pph. The existing Eagle Bahn gondola is nearly thirty years old and nearing the end of its useful 
life. The replacement gondola will exist in the same alignment. The upper terminal is planned to be 
expanded to accommodate for additional cabin storage and a food commissary on the lower level. 

Chair 20 (Cascade Village) is planned to be replaced with a new detachable quad either in the same 
alignment or extended. If Chair 26 is removed, then Chair 20 would be realigned to have a mid-station 
above upper Post Road to provide access to Chair 2with a top terminal adjacent to Eagle’s Nest. In this 
case, the mountain coaster would have to be reconfigured or moved. If Chair 26 is left in place, Chair 
20 will be extended to Eagle’s Nest with a mid-station on lower Post Road. In both scenarios, Chair 20 
would have a download. The existing detachable quad chairlift is over 30 years old. The lift’s primary 
function is to connect Cascade Village to the rest of the terrain and lift network. 

Chair 21 (Orient Express) is planned to be replaced with a new detachable six person lift. The existing 
detachable quad chairlift is over thirty years old. This chairlift is the only access to Mongolia, Siberia, 
and Oriental bowls, so reliable service is critical to access the back bowls of the resort.  

Chair 26 (Pride Express) is planned to be replaced with a new detachable quad in a similar alignment. 
The existing detachable quad is thirty years old. As the westernmost chairlift servicing significant 
terrain, it is important for this lift to function well. 

Chair 36 (Teacup Express), currently a detachable quad, is planned to be replaced with a new detachable 
six-person lift. This lift provides circulation between Sun Up and Oriental bowls and from Blue Sky Basin 
to the frontside. The existing chairlift is nearly 25 years old. It is one of the main lifts used to return to 
the Front Side, so increasing its capacity will reduce lift lines and crowding at its bottom terminal.

In addition to the eleven lift upgrades, the existing Chair 22 Mongolia Platter is planned to be replaced 
with a new surface lift prior to the construction of the Mongolia Express. When the Mongolia Express 
is constructed, the Mongolia Platter would be removed. The existing platter surface lift is over thirty 
years old. Mongolia Platter is one of the most eastern lifts and the only lift to service Vail’s eastern most 
terrain, Mongolia Bowl. Refer to Figures 12 and 13 for location and acres of each improvement area.

C H A P T E R  S I X :  U P G R A D E  P L A N
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C. UPGRADED TERRAIN NETWORK
As discussed previously, terrain variety is a key factor in evaluating the quality of the actual skiing and 
riding guest experience (as opposed to lift quality, restaurant quality, or any other factor). A resort must 
have a diverse, interesting, and well-designed developed trail system, but also must have a wide variety 
of alternative terrain, such as mogul runs, bowls, and glades. The reader is referred to Chapter 4 for an 
in-depth discussion of the importance of terrain variety. With improvements from the upgrade plan, the 
developed terrain network capacity would be 38,370 guests. 

It is anticipated that upgrades to the terrain included In this MDP, primarily in the Back Bowls will 
complement the existing terrain network, providing additional variety and access to terrain that would 
otherwise not be routinely skied. This helps improves circulation around the mountain for existing 
skiers and riders. Refer to Appendix A for detailed specifications of the upgraded terrain network, and 
Figures 12 and 13 for locations.

Skier/Rider 
Ability Level

Trail Area Skier/Rider Capacity Actual Skier/Rider 
Distribution

Relevant Skier/Rider 
Market

(acres) (guests) (%) (%)

Beginner 29 737 3 5

Novice 178 3,204 14 15

Low intermediate 317 4,441 19 25

Intermediate 756 7,561 32 35

Advanced 1,144 4,576 21 15

Expert 852 2,131 9 5

Total 3,512 23,589 100 100

Source: SE Group

TABLE 18. TERRAIN DISTRIBUTION BY ABILITY LEVEL - UPGRADE PLAN
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1 . W E ST M O U N TA I N  LO W E R  I N T E R M E D I AT E  T E R R A I N
I M P R OV E M E N T S

Terrain improvements are planned in the Eagle’s Nest area to better utilize terrain accessed off the Chair 
26. The area is currently suitable for beginners and novice skiers to learn how to ski using the three
existing carpets and the Little Eagle Lift. However, the deficit of low intermediate terrain in the area
and the greater resort causes a difficult transition to intermediate for new skiers. If newer skiers do not
feel comfortable progressing to higher ability levels, it can impede retention to the sport. A new low
intermediate run is planned off of Chair 26, largely using existing terrain. Approximately 9.3 acres of new
terrain will be constructed to complete the run, including tree removal, grading, and some snowmaking
infrastructure improvements. It is intended for skiers and riders who have progressed past the Lionshead
teaching area terrain and are ready for a new challenge. A low intermediate run in this area will allow
the ski school and other lower ability level guests to build skills before exploring the remainder of the
mountain.

2 . B LU E  S KY B A S I N
Groomed Access to West Earl’s BowlGroomed Access to West Earl’s Bowl
Additional terrain improvements in Blue Sky Basin include the provision of groomed access to West 
Earl’s Bowl via Earl’s Catwalk. The proposed West Earl’s access route will provide a maintainable skiway 
between the current administrative boundary at Belle’s Camp to the chutes and glades of West Earl’s Bowl 
that are currently routinely round trip skied via Earl’s Express regularly. The skiway will connect a series 
of existing meadows across the ridge between Belle’s Camp and West Earl’s. Currently, a narrow track 
provides access in a backcountry setting but is not adequate for use by ski area personnel in a day-to-day 
capacity. Avalanche mitigation and ski patrol operations can be difficult in this area. If constructed, the 
new route would allow Vail to include West Earl’s Bowl within its administrative boundary.. Additionally, a 
groomed path would allow ski patrol to more easily conduct avalanche mitigation routes as well as end of 
the day guest sweeps. This route would be 3,700 feet long, with an average width of 25 feet for a total 
of 2.1 acres. The trail would be categorized as an intermediate ability-level trail. 

3 . G O L D E N  P E A K P R E V I O U S LY A P P R OV E D  T R A I L S
As part of the Golden Peak terrain improvement project, 5.6 acres of terrain adjacent to the Golden Peak 
Race Course is planned. The area is intended to be used as a mogul course. The project was approved in 
the 2018 Golden Peak Improvements Project EIS.

4 . G R A D I N G  P R OJ E CT S
Vail has identified twelve areas it plans to modify to improve flow and operations. The projects include 
grading in high priority areas such as skiways, chairlift mazes, and cat routes/mountain roads. These areas 
total 23 acres. Refer to Table 16 and Figures 13 and 14 for location and acreages of each improvement 
area.

C H A P T E R  S I X :  U P G R A D E  P L A N
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Location Acres

Two Elk Skiway Grading 7.0

Skiway Access to Bottom of Tea Cup 3.0

Bottom Chair 21 Grading 2.3

Gitalong Grading 2.3

Practice Parkway Skiway Grading 2.3

Meadows Grading 1.5

Meadows Grading Skiway 1.3

Mill Creek Grading 0.8

Lionsway Grading 0.7

Eagle’s Nest Carpet Grading 0.7

Columbine Grading 0.4

Chair 5 Snowcat Bypass 0.3

5 . B O U N DA R Y M A N AG E M E N T
Vail’s SUP encompasses 12,353 acres of terrain, while the administrative boundary is 8,094 acres. Vail 
proposes to expand its administrative boundary to include West Earl’s Bowl and East Pete’s Bowl. This 
would increase Vail’s administrative boundary by 835 acres (West Earl’s Bowl by 510 acres, and East Pete’s 
Bowl by 325 acres). With the addition of the Golden Peak administrative boundary area (85 acres), the total 

TABLE 19. GRADING PROJECT AREAS – UPGRADE PLAN

administrative boundary would be 9,014 acres. All of these areas are within Vail’s existing SUP boundary. 
Refer to Figures 13 and 14 for the location of these expansions.

South Game Creek Bowl and East Vail Chutes/Mushroom Bowl would continue to be managed as is. Refer to 
Chapter 4 for a discussion of existing boundary management at Vail.
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D. 	 UPGRADED CAPACTIY  AND 
DENSITY ANALYSIS

As discussed in Chapter 4, an important aspect of resort design is the balancing of uphill lift 
capacitywith downhill trail capacity. Trail densities are derived by contrasting the uphill, at-one-time 
capacity of each lift system with the trail acreage associated with each lift pod. The trail density 
analysis considers only the acreage associated with the developed trail network. The density analysis 
for the Upgrade Plan is illustrated in Table 21. It shows that the overall existing density of 5 skiers-
per-acre will remain the same after the upgrades are completed. This indicates that the lift and trail 
upgrades are balanced well with each other.

1 .	 L I F T T E R R A I N  N E T W O R K E F F I C I E N CY
As discussed in Chapter 4, overall resort efficiency is becoming an increasingly important factor in 
the industry, relating not only to energy/operational efficiency, but also to efficiency of the design 
and layout of the resort. The idea behind resort design efficiency is to have a well-balanced lift and 
trail network (i.e., the uphill lift capacity balances with the downhill trail capacity that it serves) that 
is served by the fewest number of lifts possible, while maintaining desired capacities, circulation 
routes, and service to the full spectrum of ability levels and types.

a) 	 L i ft  Network  Eff i c iency
As discussed in Chapter 4, this document analyzes Lift Network Efficiency by calculating the average 
capacity per lift. Optimally, and in general, the average capacity per lift would likely be close to 1,000. 
Industry-wide, the average capacity per lift is approximately 650. The existing average capacity per 
lift for Vail is well above industry-wide average at 988 meaning that the Vail lift network operates 
efficiently. With the constructed and upgrade to lift network under the upgrade conditions, the 
average Lift Network Efficiency would drop slightly to 922. With the planned upgrades, the Vail lift 
network will continue to operate very efficiently for the amount of terrain it services.

b) 	 Terra in  Network  Eff i c iency
As discussed in Chapter 4, Terrain Network Efficiency refers to the amount of effort required to 
properly maintain a resort’s terrain. From this standpoint, the most efficient scenario is to have a 
quantity of terrain that closely meets the target density requirements. As discussed, Vail has a policy 
to intentionally maintain lower trail densities than industry standards to ensure the higher quality 
experience expected by its destination guests. Also, as discussed in Chapter 4, an effective way to 
review terrain efficiency is to interpret the density analysis. Under the Upgrade Plan Conditions, 
the overall “Density Index” figure slightly increases to 53%, maintaining an excellent, low density, 
ski experience. The lower Terrain Network Efficiency percentage also reflects the vast terrain in the 
Back Bowls and Blue Sky Basin that are classified as “developed” but are not maintained to the 
same degree as Front Side trails.
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2 .	 G U E ST S E R V I C E S  A N D  F O O D  S E R V I C E  S E AT I N G
Five buildings are included in the MDP upgrade, as well as the previously-approved Blue Sky Basin 
restaurant (refer to Chapter 5 for more details). The Chair 9 (Sun Up Express) Restaurant is a 10,000-square 
foot restaurant west of the top terminal of Chair 9. The fine dining restaurant would have approximately 
130 seats. Water, sewer, and electricity for the restaurant facility would be connected to Two Elk Lodge. 
Guest surveys over time have indicated a desire for a wide range of dining experiences, including fine 
dining. The fine dining experience is meant to complement the existing on-mountain dining options 
allowing for variety in guest’s options, a building with a smaller footprint, and therefore less seating, is 
intended to better fit with the landscape. 

A previously-approved restaurant in Blue Sky Basin is also included in the restaurant and space use 
analysis.All new dining facilities would need utilities installed, including water and electrical. The utilities 
for Chair 9 restaurant would be connected to Two Elk Lodge, the utilities for the Umbrella Bar would 
be connected to Mid-Vail, and utilities for Blue Sky Restaurant would run down the lift line of Chair 21. 
With the construction of both of these restaurants, Vail would increase indoor seating capacity by 2,730 
guests during the busy lunchtime demand (see Table 22).

The second building is planned to be a 120-square foot restroom at the top of the Forest Flyer Mountain 
Coaster. The restroom is designed to have one women’s and one men’s facility to accommodate the 
increasing number of visitors in the Eagle’s Nest area. Either composting toilets or regular flush toilets 
(requiring water and sewer spurred from Eagle’s Nest) would be installed. Sufficient electricity is 
available in this location for the facility.

The Mid Vail Umbrella Bar and necessary utilities are planned at Mid Vail, adding approximately 50 
indoor and 100 outdoor seats. Mid Vail restaurant is planned to be renovated to improve the existing 
facility, likely keeping a similar number of seats but adding more space where possible. Lastly, Wildwood 
Restaurant is planned to be replaced or expanded to accommodate additional skier demand from the 
newly constructed Sun Down Lift.
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Restaurant Indoor 
Seating

Outdoor 
Seating

Total 
Seating

Average 
Seat 

Turnover
Nice Day 
Capacity

Adverse 
Day 

Capacity
Lunchtime 

Demand

Eagle’s Nest 590 185 775 4.0 3,100 2,360 3,830

Wildwood 240 184 424 4.0 1,696 960 1,981

Buffalo's / Henry's 94 160 254 4.0 1,016 376 903

Two Elk 1,100 600 1,700 3.5 5,950 3,850 5,760

Belle's Camp / Dawg House 30 96 126 3.5 441 105 215

Mid Vail / The 10th / 
Umbrella Bar 1,550 645 2,195 4.0 7,683 5,425 5,478

The Coop 65 150 215 4.0 860 260 330

Game Creek Club 194 194 2.5 485 485 387

Chair 9 Restaurant 130 130 3.5 455 455 1,100

Blue Sky Restaurant 650 650 3.5 2,275 2,275 330

TOTAL 4,643 2,020 6,663 23,961 16,551 20,314

With the addition of Chair 9 and Blue Sky restaurants, Vail would be able to better accommodate the 
lunchtime demand (20,314 guests) when compared to the Manage-To number (19,900 guests). The 
Vail and Lionshead villages also provide seating capacity in base area restaurants operated by other 
entities. These base area restaurants are generally thought to self-regulate based on market demand.

TABLE 22. UPGRADE  PLAN RESTAURANT SEATING
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3 .	 S PAC E  U S E
Guest services will continue to be provided at Golden Peak, Vail Village, Lionshead and 
Cascade Village. Additional food service and other guest services are provided in several 
village locations by third-party entities. In addition to the current on-mountain facilities, two 
additional restaurants will provide amenities to guests in the Back Bowls. Table 23 shows the 
planned guest services by facility at the base area and across the mountain.

Location

Low High

Golden Peak Base  40,440  50,370 

Vail Village Base  65,140  82,350 

Lionshead Base  70,360  88,920 

Cascade Base  5,160  6,500 

Mid Vail/The 10th  34,500  43,600 

Buffalo's/PHQ  5,420  6,860 

Two Elk  34,550  43,680 

Eagles Nest/WH  24,600  31,080 

Game Creek Club  2,320  2,940 

Belle's Camp/D H  1,300  1,620 

Wildwood  11,880  15,040 

TOTAL SQUARE FEET  295,670  372,960 

Reccommend 
Range

TABLE 23. GUEST SERVICE SPACE - UPGRADE PLAN
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TABLE 24. UPGRADE PLAN GUEST SERVICE FACILITIES

Service 
Function

Base Area On-mountain

Go
ld

en
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Ticket Sales X X X X

Public Lockers X X X X X X X X X

Rentals/Repair X XO XO O X X

Retail Sales X XO XO O X X X X X X X X X

Bar/lounge XO O O O X X X X X X

Adult Ski School X X X X X

Kid's Ski School X X X

Restaurant Seating 
(Indoor) XO XO XO O X X X X X X X X X X

Restrooms X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Ski Patrol X X X X X X

Administration X X X X X

Key:
X = operated by Vail Mountain Resort; O = operated by others
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E. 	 UPGRADED PARKING CAPACITY 
AND RESORT ACCESS

The Town of Vail and Vail Mountain Resort are working together to address current and future parking 
demands. A number of initiatives have been proposed or implemented to address this future planning 
challenge and to limit the number of vehicles parked on the South Frontage Road. These initiatives 
include increasing parking rates for short term and overnight parking at the Vail Village and Lionshead 
parking structures and for parking pass holders, and expanding Vail bus service to include an express bus 
from West Vail and expanded summer service.16 All of these initiatives aim not to increase visitation, but 
rather to reduce the number of vehicles parked on the South Frontage Road throughout the year and 
accommodate demand.

F.    UPGRADED RESORT 
OPERATIONS

1 .     S N O W M A K I N G
The snowmaking upgrade plan is intended to expand coverage and enhance the reliability and 
consistency of the skiing surface in response to specific operational concerns, including below average 
natural snowfall, high snow wear areas, critical circulation routes, and areas with high wind and/or solar 
exposure. With the upgrade to the snowmaking system, Vail wants to address the low proportion 
between snowmaking coverage and total skiable acreage; early season beginner terrain, egress to both 
villages and top to bottom skiing; consistent opening by Thanksgiving; and maximizing coverage in 
higher elevation, lower temperature areas of Mid Vail and the upper mountain. The snowmaking upgrade 
also addresses improving the snowmaking infrastructure to operate more efficiently.

The existing snowmaking pond off Gitalong Road is planned to be expanded by raising and reinforcing 
the snowmaking pond to accommodate additional water storage. The additional available water would 
allow Vail to increase pump capacity during critical snowmaking windows, allowing them to operate 
more guns at one time. Site specific design and engineering is planned prior to environmental review. 
Approximately 262 acres of snowmaking on the Front Side were approved in the 2019 ROD and 33 were 
approved in the 2009 ROD. Of these, 124 acres have been constructed. The remaining acreage includes 
12 acres in the Golden Peak area, 23 acres on Simba, and 136 acres across Vail’s Front Side.

In addition to the previously approved snowmaking, approximately 64 acres of snowmaking are planned 
in the Eagle’s Nest area as part of the low intermediate terrain progression improvements to ensure 
lower ability level runs have consistent snowpack. Additional runs include Lodgepole, Safari, Berries, 
Ledges, and between Chair 19 and Chair 26. It will tie into the existing snowmaking system. 

16. Town of Vail.	 2017. Year in Review.



102

2 0 2 4  M A S T E R  D E V E L O P M E N T  P L A N

2 . M A I N T E N A N C E  FAC I L I T I E S
In the 2009 ROD, a new 6,000-square foot snowcat maintenance garage adjacent to, and uphill of, 
the existing facility located between Eagle’s Nest and Mid Vail was approved. Since this approval, an 
additional 6,000 square feet of maintenance space is now needed to maintain the fleet of cats required 
to groom the terrain at Vail. Vail plans to construct a 12,000-square foot maintenance building in the 
same location as approved in 2009 ROD.

3 . I N F R A ST R U CT U R E  A N D  U T I L I T I E S
Four infrastructure and utility projects are planned at Vail within the life of this MDP. They include the 
following:

• A waterline from PHQ near Buffalo’s Restaurant to Two Elk Restaurant is planned. The line would
be buried along the ridgeline between these two locations. It would provide water supply for Two
Elk and the planned restaurant west of the top terminal of Chair 9 (Sun Up Express).

• An electrical line from the top terminal of Chair 21 (Orient Express) to the top terminal of the
planned Mongolia Express is planned. Electricity is needed for the Mongolia Express. This location
and tie-in is logical based on current plans. As additional site-specific details are determined, the
location may be modified.

• The construction of a mountain road bypass near Buffalo’s Restaurant. The existing Minturn
Mile access road is on an approximate 22 percent slope near the top, which makes it difficult to
maintain, is a source of excess sedimentation, and in wet or icy weather is challenging to navigate.
The top section of this road also gets covered by early season snowmaking which cuts off rubber
tired wheel access to mountain operations looking to do fall maintenance on lifts and other
resort infrastructure. The proposed bypass road would allow for mountain operations to continue
work in the back bowls until natural snow  eliminates access. Therefore, an approximate 1,800-
foot segment of the Minturn Mile access road will be closed and revegetated west of the top
terminal of Chair 5 (High Noon Express). A new segment of road will be constructed, bypassing
the revegetated segment of road. Constructed at a more reasonable slope (approximately 12
percent), this will improve summer and fall access for trucks, and better enable snowcat deliveries
to the PHQ, Buffalo’s Restaurant, Two Elk Restaurant, and the proposed restaurant near the top
terminal of Chair 9. To construct this new road, the existing bomb cache location will be relocated
outside of the proposed route.  Due to how critical early season operations are, Vail views the
construction of this road as a top priority.

• All new food and beverage facilities would require utilities, including water, sewer, and electrical,
to be installed at the new buildings. This includes the Chair 9 Restaurant, Mid-Vail Umbrella
Bar, and Blue Sky Restaurant. Additional electrical would be required near the top of Chair 9 to
support demand.
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G. 	 RESORT CAPACITY AND 
L IMIT ING FACTORS

The overall balance of the upgrade plan is evaluated by calculating the capacities of the resort’s 
various facilities. The upgrade capacities are discussed above in each section. Based on the planned 
upgrades, the lift network capacity is 25,420 guests per day, increased from existing lift network 
capacity of 23,690 guests per day. However, the Manage-To number will remain the same, at 19,900. 
The increase in lift network capacity can be attributed to lift upgrades and an increase in uphill 
capacity that will improve upon the guest experience. 

Vail intentionally sets certain resort capacities higher than a typical winter daily visitation level. 
The desire is not to increase daily capacity at Vail, but improve the overall operation and efficiency 
of mountain operations in order to ensure a high-quality guest experience. Managing the resort 
in this way results in shorter lift lines (particularly during morning access periods), terrain variety 
that provides a challenge for the majority of the ski/snowboard market, and lift, terrain, and guest 
service levels that provide a consistently great guest experience for all levels of guests. This is 
consistent with the resort’s goal of remaining the industry leader in quality.

One of Vail’s goals is to maintain high quality on-mountain conditions for their guest. To do so, 
a lower than average trail density is desirable with plenty of uphill capacity to reduce lift lines, 
especially during busy times of day and season. In recent years, investments have been made to 
address high traffic area, such as Chair 2 (Avanti Express) and Chair 4 (Mountain Top Express); 
however, investments will continue to be made to improve the mountain circulation. 

The addition of the two new on-mountain restaurants and expansion at Mid Vail would address the 
existing restaurant seating imbalance that is found at Vail, particularly in the Back Bowls. Reducing 
demand at Two Elk would improve the guest experience on the eastern portion of the Back Bowls. 
These restaurants would increase the on-mountain seating capacity to the point that it would 
balance with the lift capacity for those areas.

When combined, parking and resort access capacity remains above the Manage-To threshold 
with an increase in parking under the upgrade plan. However, it remains a limiting factor because 
guests simply cannot access the resort when parking and local accommodations are full, or transit is 
reduced. On days that parking, accommodations, and transit allow visitation to exceed the Manage-
To threshold, the resort will take steps to lower that number.  

Another limiting factor for Vail is providing reliable, consistent snow conditions during low or late 
snowfall years or warm springs. During these early and late months of the season, the challenge 
for Vail is to provide reliable opening and closing dates, beginner terrain, egress to villages, top to 
bottom skiing and consistent snow surface in high traffic areas. The snowmaking upgrading plan 
is intended to expand coverage and enhance the reliability and consistency of the skiing surface.
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H. UPGRADED SUMMER AND
MULTI -SEASON OPERATIONS

1 . S U M M E R  A N D  M U LT I -S E A S O N  ACT I V I T I E S  A N D
FAC I L I T I E S

Summer activities at ski resorts have expanded and evolved over the last decade. Vail’s offerings have 
followed trend. Additionally, Vail recognizes that it must cater to a slightly different demographic than 
in the winter. Summer activities provided by Vail are a combination of activities that can enjoyed by all 
ages and ability levels.

Adventure Ridge is the existing hub of summer activities at Vail and will continue to be a major portal 
for summer activities. Over the life of the plan, utilization of Mid Vail as a summer portal will increase—
providing a starting point for activities, as well as food and guest service. 

There are a number of previously approved, unimplemented summer activities projects that Vail would 
like to implement over the life of this MPD. Refer to Chapter 5 for more details. These activities include 
the Front Side Canopy Tour, riparian experience, modified horse trail and aerial adventure course. Figures 
16 and 17 show the previously approved and upgrade plan summer activities. 

a) Hiking, Bik ing and Mult i -Use  Tra i ls

Following the adoption of the 2018 MDP, hiking and biking has continued to grow in popularity further 
emphasizing the need to for more trail options. As a result, Vail plans to construct additional biking, 
hiking and multi-use trails to supplement Vail’s existing trail network. 

Trails are planned to provide a number of opportunities for popular and growing outdoor recreation at 
Vail. The biking trail network will expand primarily in the Lionshead area and the Front Side, a heavily 
utilized summer zone. Six new bike trails include a new segment adjacent to the popular Radio Flyer with 
two options to the base area, a segment from Mid Vail toward Vail Village that connect to Gitalong Road, 
three segments from Wildwood to Mid Vail and one segment to through the serene Northwood Bowl.  

Hiking and multi-use trails are planned from Vail Village to Buffalo’s and the top of Chairs 4, 5 and 11, via 
Mid Vail. The four trail segments are planned to provide connectivity from major hubs of Eagles Nest to 
Mid Vail to Buffalo’s and to Game Creek Restaurant. Additional hiking trails are needed to alleviate the 
heavily used Berry Picker trail from Vail Village/Lionshead to Adventure Ridge. The current Northeast 
Rim hiking trail from Wildwood to Mid-Vail will also be reclassified as multi-use.

To help guest develop their biking skills, two bike skills parks are planned at Eagle’s Nest and at Mid 
Vail. These areas would include features typically found on trails at Vail, such as log and rock features, 
ramps, bank turns and dirt rollers. Eagle’s Nest and Mid Vail are the on-mountain hubs and an ideal 
location for riders to test their skills before riding the trails. Prior to constructing any trails, Vail intends 
to thoughtfully consider which alignments will work best to enhance the summer on-mountain recreation 
experience for the public and intends to work closely with the USFS on studying alternative alignments 
to decrease resource impacts.
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Due to the nature of trail layout and design requiring extensive field fitting, all trails presented 
are conceptual and are designed to illustrate network connectivity. Site specific trail planning will 
be needed prior to environmental review.

b) 	 Pr ide  Express  Mountain  Coaster
Vail plans to cater to the growing summer market with an additional mountain coaster adjacent 
to the existing mountain coaster. The Pride Express Mountain Coaster was originally proposed as 
part of the 2014 Vail Recreation Enhancements Project Environmental Impact Statement. It would 
be longer than then existing mountain coaster, the Forest Flyer. The track would be roughly 
12,000 feet of track descending approximately 1,200 vertical feet. This coaster was not approved 
in the 2014 ROD as further site specific and resource specific analysis was required; however, the 
close proximity to Eagle’s Nest and the potential use of existing winter infrastructure still makes 
this location ideal to expand the summer guest experience and for providing a diverse summer 
experience a wide range of guests can enjoy.

c) 	 Observat ion Deck  and Mult i -Use  Deck
Vail also plans to construct an observation deck on the ridge between Game Creek and Sun Down 
bowls. The deck would be similar design to the observation deck in the Eagle’s Nest area with 
views of the Back Bowls and Holy Cross. This would give guests who are hiking and biking the 
Grand Traverse or Kloser’s Klimb a destination and a chance to take in the scenery. Educational 
signage and materials could be developed to further engage guests with their surroundings. The 
deck would be constructed in accordance with the Build Environmental Image Guide and Vail 
Design Guidelines.

A multi-use deck is planned in a similar location as the existing temporary multi-use deck in the 
Mid Vail area at The 10th Restaurant. The deck would allow for additional programming to be 
held on the mountain in a forested setting. The deck would be constructed in accordance with 
the Build Environmental Image Guide and Vail Design Guidelines.

d) 	 Aer ia l  Adventure  Course  at  Adventure  Ridge
A previously-approved aerial adventure course is planned between the Eagle’s Nest Building and 
the planned Pride Express Mountain coaster. The new course is intended to be for children, with 
small features such as towers, bridges, slides, and ziplines. Its installation will provide additional 
activities suitable for children, expanding upon Vail’s family-friendly offerings.
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e) Ripar ian Exper ience
A previously approved “Riparian Experience” area is planned east of the Eagle’s Nest. It is an 
educational experience targeted towards children. Using natural materials, it will provide a 
“hands-on” experience in a controlled setting. As described in Chapter 5, it would be a small 
area with man-made streams, dams, and other features powered by a water recirculation 
system.

2 . R E C R E AT I O N  ZO N E S  A M E N D E D  BY T H E  M A ST E R
D E V E LO P M E N T P L A N

The majority of the existing zones would not change. The zone that does change is due to lift and trail 
development in Mongolia Bowl. Figure 16 shows the Front Side upgrade plan summer zones. The Back 
Side zones were not included due to limited summer activity allowed in this area. Below is a summary 
of the changes between the existing and upgrade summary zones:

• With the construction of the Mongolia Bowl Express, zone characteristic would change from a Zone
4 to a Zone 3 due to the development of the lift infrastructure.

Table 14 in Chapter 4 describes the characteristics of each zone characteristic. Table 25 summarizes the 
zone designations pending the approval and implementation of the Upgrade Plan.
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TABLE 25. VAIL SUMMER USE ZONES - UPGRADE PLAN CONDITIONS

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 1

Access 3  

Remoteness 2  

Naturalness 3  

Infrastructure 3  

Total Score 11 Zone 4

Area 2

Access 2  

Remoteness 2  

Naturalness 3  

Infrastructure 2  

Total Score 9 Zone 3

Area 3

Access 2  

Remoteness 2  

Naturalness 2  

Infrastructure 2  

Total Score 8 Zone 3

Area 4

Access 1  

Remoteness 1  

Naturalness 1  

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 4 Zone 1

Area 5

Access 2  

Remoteness 1  

Naturalness 1  

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 6

Access 1  

Remoteness 1  

Naturalness 1  

Infrastructure 1  

Total Score 4 Zone 1

Area 7

Access 2  

Remoteness 2  

Naturalness 2  

Infrastructure 3  

Total Score 9 Zone 3

Area 8

Access 2  

Remoteness 2  

Naturalness 2  

Infrastructure 1  

Total Score 7 Zone 3

Area 9

Access 3  

Remoteness 3  

Naturalness 3  

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 12 Zone 5

Area 10

Access 2  

Remoteness 2  

Naturalness 2  

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3
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TABLE 25. VAIL SUMMER USE ZONES - UPGRADE PLAN CONDITIONS

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 11

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area 12

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 5 Zone 2

Area 13

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 9 Zone 3

Area 14

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 1

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 4 Zone 1

Area 15

Access 1

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 1

Infrastructure 1

Total Score 4 Zone 1

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 16

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 8 Zone 3

Area 17

Access 2

Remoteness 2

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 11 Zone 4

Area 18

Access 2

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 2

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 7 Zone 3

Area 19

Access 2

Remoteness 1

Naturalness 3

Infrastructure 3

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area 20

Access 2

Remoteness 1
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TABLE 25. VAIL SUMMER USE ZONES - UPGRADE PLAN CONDITIONS

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 21

Access 3  

Remoteness 2  

Naturalness 3  

Infrastructure 3  

Total Score 11 Zone 4

Area 22

Access 3  

Remoteness 3  

Naturalness 3  

Infrastructure 3  

Total Score 11 Zone 4

Area 23

Access 3  

Remoteness 3  

Naturalness 3  

Infrastructure 3  

Total Score 12 Zone 5

Area 24

Access 1  

Remoteness 1  

Naturalness 2  

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area 25

Access 1  

Remoteness 1  

Naturalness 2  

Infrastructure 2

Total Score 6 Zone 2

Area Boundaries Score Appropriate Zone

Area 26

Access 1  

Remoteness 1  

Naturalness 1  

Infrastructure 1  

Total Score 4 Zone 1
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Environmental Assessment Vail Ski Area Forest Health Project   April 2011 

Chapter 1: Purpose and Need for Action  4 
  

Figure 1-1- Proposed Forest Health Vegetation Treatment Vail Ski Area 

 

 



Environmental Assessment Vail Ski Area Forest Health Project   April 2011 

Chapter 2: Description of the Alternatives  10 
  

Figure 2- 1- Front side of Vail Mountain 



Environmental Assessment Vail Ski Area Forest Health Project  April 2011 

Chapter 2: Description of the Alternatives  11 

Figure 2- 2- Backside of Vail Mountain
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