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Proposed bunkhouse causes controversy at Castle Rocks

By KIMBERLY OTTLEY/South Idaho Press Correspondent

ALMO — A proposed bunkhouse lodging facility at Castle Rocks State Park has sparked a controversy among area residents and business owners.

“Things in the last two months have just gone so ballistic, so political, so right into the governor’s office,” said Wallace Keck, park manager for City of Rocks National Reserve and Castle Rocks State Park (CRSP).

Keck, and the community of Almo, represented by the Cache Peak Civic Association, have been at odds since the community became aware of updated plans to build a bunkhouse at CRSP.

The master plan for CRSP, approved by the Idaho Parks and Recreation Board in August 2006, calls for development of “a bunkhouse near (the) existing ranch house (that) would be available by reservation.” The inclusion of the structure in the master plan was a result of suggestions made during the public comment period prior to the plan’s approval.

Jay Black is a member of the original Stakeholder Advisory Team (SAT) that helped develop ideas for the CRSP master plan.

“There have always been two facilities planned,” Keck said. “One was called ‘Jay’s Barn’ because Jay Black said, ‘What we need is…,’ and it’s a pavilion.”

Keck said comments also suggested the need for a lodging facility, which resulted in plans for a bunkhouse.

Members of the SAT, disagree with Keck’s assertion that two facilities were discussed.

Black said his original concern was groups at Castle Rocks in the early spring who may run into inclement weather. He suggested some kind of a shelter that would allow groups to get out of a storm. He also suggested the barn be equipped with doors that could be opened to create a stage.

David Ogren and Clark Ward, also SAT members from Almo, say Jay’s barn was the only structure discussed at team meetings. Ogren said the term “bunkhouse” was not used among team members.

Ward said Castle Rocks was pictured as a day facility among team members since there is plenty of camping at City of Rocks and Smoky Mountain Campground. Overnight lodging was not something they wanted to see at the park.

As the term “bunkhouse” became more widely used by Keck, and eventually showed up in the master plan, Almo residents say they presumed it meant something similar to the rustic barn structure suggested by Black.

In an article published in the South Idaho Press dated Jan. 20, 2006, Keck reported that of the $34 million appropriated by Gov. Dirk Kempthorne for state parks as part of his Experience Idaho initiative, $3.6 million would be given to CRSP to make improvements. This would include the “construction of a bunkhouse that would accommodate conferences, reunions and other groups.”

An architect was commissioned by the park service in August 2006 to begin drawing up plans for the proposed bunkhouse. With over a million dollars available the architect suggested the ideas for a pavilion and a lodging facility could be combined into one. The architect came back to the department with plans for a building with a meeting room, fireplace, large kitchen and 8-12 unit apartments. Consultation is still going on between the architect and the agency.

Keck said the facility was not in the master plan, but that the master plan is a “concept.”

“It is a ‘What should we do with this facility?’ If we should build a pavilion and a bunkhouse, why can’t we combine those two facilities and make it into a facility that would have a little more utilitarian value, and leave a lesser footprint?” Keck said.

Around March, Keck said he learned of construction near the Almo Creek Outpost by Wynn Dewsnup, a business owner. Hearing rumors the construction was for some kind of lodging facility, Keck approached Dewsnup about coming to see what was being planned at CRSP.

The first week of April, Keck’s staff shared the plans with Dewsnup, who said the upscale bunkhouse would be in direct competition with the four-unit, western-style motel he was building.

Dewsnup called Bob Meinen, director of Idaho Department of Parks and Recreation, and voiced his concerns about plans for the bunkhouse. Meinen traveled to Almo to meet with Dewsnup.

During the meeting, Meinen proposed a compromise in the design, but Dewsnup said the compromise was only meant to placate him.

Dewsnup revealed the plans for the bunkhouse to members of the Cache Peak Civic Association, (CPCA) during its April meeting. A letter was sent to Keck shortly afterward by Janis Durfee, corresponding secretary for the CPCA. The letter noted major changes to the plans and a concern of a government agency competing with private enterprise.

Keck was invited to attend the May CPCA to discuss the bunkhouse plans, but instead said an open house would be scheduled to go over plans. But CPCA members said waiting for the open house to discuss the plans would be too late.

Letters opposing the lodging proposal were sent to state and county officials and local legislators. To date, none of the recipients have responded or acknowledged the letters.

Dewsnup contacted Sen. Dean Cameron, R-Rupert, who agreed to schedule a meeting between Dewsnup and Governor C.L. Butch Otter.

On May 15, presented a letter of concern and seven pages of signatures from the community of Almo and park visitors opposing the construction of a bunkhouse to Otter.

During a 35-minute meeting, Dewsnup said Otter expressed concern over the bunkhouse’s potential to pose competition to private business owners. He said Otter was also concerned about preserving the pristine nature of the site and the failure of the community to support the project.

Garth Taylor, of the parks department, and Keck attended the CPCA’s June meeting. They spent two and a half hours answering questions about the proposed projects. Keck spent another two hours at the July meeting fielding concerns.

Keck said the process of introducing the plan was derailed when Dewsnup introduced politics into the matter.

“The items in the Master Plan need to roll out in a proper fashion so that everybody has the same fairness and opportunity,” Keck said. “If Almo heard everything before Elba, it’s not fair to Elba, or it’s not fair to Oakley. It’s not fair to the county commissioners. It is a process that we go through. That process was subverted.”

Keck said the roll out process is important.

“We’re not ready, still not ready, to do the roll out of what we want to propose here, and they, (Almo residents), want to know everything right now, because if we don’t (tell them everything) we’re holding it ‘secret.’”

The decision whether to proceed with the bunkhouse is in Otter’s office.

In the meantime, Dewsnup has responded favorably to the idea of an interpretive as an alternative to the bunkhouse.

“I would support it 100 percent,” Dewsnup said, “I would put all my political chips behind an interpretive center with no overnight accommodations.”

Close Window 




