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Introduction 
 

The Donner Summit Area Association (DSAA) is convening a community 
prosperity summit in preparation for a plan for the future.  Conducted in form of 
an all-day workshop, stakeholders are invited to express their views, to voice 
their needs and aspirations for the small community and to contribute ideas for 
improving life in the Soda Springs / Donner Summit area. 
 
Recent community efforts toward this objective include two “Summit Summits” 
and an area-wide Visioning and Planning Resident Survey conducted by Godbe 
Research in late 2007.  An Economic Development Study for Donner Summit 
prepared for Nevada County in 2004 provides insights in vital statistics of the 
area.  
 
DSAA concluded from these efforts that the community desires to revitalize the 
economic and social infrastructure of Soda Springs and the Old Highway 40 
corridor up to Donner Summit without sacrificing shared values. 
 
This Community Prosperity Summit is devoted to the desired revitalization by 
reviewing options and by inviting participants to identify practical means for 
improving business opportunities and for enhancing all residents’ daily lives. 

 
Facts and Findings 
 

The planning area extends into Nevada and Placer Counties.  Area residents’ 
interests are affected by two planning policies, two sets of regulations and are 
represented by County Commissioners Ted Owens and Jennifer Montgomery, 
respectively. 
 
The Soda Springs Neighborhood, Rural Corridor West and part of Rural Corridor 
East are administered by Placer County.  The eastern half or Rural Corridor East 
and Donner Summit are in Nevada County’s jurisdiction.  (Refer to attached map 
prepared by RPP.) 
 
Vital statistics of interest “within a 5-mile radius” are: 
 
Households 
 

Households – 2008 projection 305* 
Family households -   167 (55%) 
Nonfamily households  138 (45%) 
Year-round residences    37 (11%) 
Seasonal homes   268 (88%) 
 

* Note: There are still a considerable number of undeveloped lots in the neighborhood. 
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Population 
 

2003 estimate                   613 persons 
2008 projection                   665 persons 
Daytime population                   685 persons 
Peak winter weekend population     +2,500 persons         
Estimated median age                    41.21 years 
Growth 2003-2008*                       8.48% 
Growth 1990-2000                       4.87% 
 
* Note: The rate of growth doubled since the last decade.  While the 2007 Survey indicates that 
residents are about evenly divided about the rate of growth, some respondents expressed 
preference for the status quo and no growth. 

 
Employment 
 

Sales and office           28% 
Professional and related occupation        22% 
Service            17% 
Construction, Extraction and maintenance     17% 
 
Income 
 

Over $75,000            21%  
$50-74,999             25% 
$35-49,999             20% 
$25-34,999             13% 
$15-24,999             13% 
Less than $15,000              9% 
 
Travel Time to Work 
 

Less than 15 minutes            37% 
15-29 minutes             28% 
30-44 minutes             16% 
45-59 minutes             11% 
60 minutes +      8% 
 
Number of Businesses by Industry 
 

Services              46 
Retail trade              19 
Construction               19 
Finance, Insurance, Real estate           10 
Transportation, Communication, Publ. Utilts 4 
Manufacturing     4 
Wholesale Trade     3 
Agriculture      2 
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Residential development is concentrated on the north side of Old Highway 40, in 
the Soda Springs Neighborhood.  A recent field survey indicates that many 
homes located there are offered for sale.  
 
Values  
 

The survey conducted in 2007 points to the following issues that are “most 
important” to residents: 
 

Regulating growth and development         63% 
Protecting the environment           19% 
Improving fire prevention             8% 
Improving traffic flow             5% 
Some other issues, each              1%      
 
Services 
 

The 2007 resident survey points out that while people are satisfied with the 
quality of their neighborhood and access to historical sites, they are only 
somewhat satisfied with 
Educational opportunities and the quality of County services and only barely 
satisfied with the availability of business services.   
  
Utilities 
 

The Soda Springs community is served by the Donner Summit Public Utilities 
District. 
Word is out that additional building permits are not granted because the 
wastewater treatment plant that serves Soda Springs must be upgraded before it 
can offer added capacity.  A 2007 engineering study prepared by Carollo 
Engineers evaluates four alternatives for improved and expanded wastewater 
treatment and effluent disposal.  Estimated costs range between $40.6 million 
and $42.1 million. 
  
Regional Setting, Natural Amenities 
 

Located in the high Sierras, the Soda Springs area offers an exceptional regional 
setting: 
 

• It is highly accessible, 
• it is blessed with spectacular views of the surrounding mountains,  
• it enjoys four distinct seasons,  
• it is within 15 minutes drive to jobs, schools and major medical and 

commercial services   in Truckee and   
• it is close to seasonal recreational amenities. 

 
This setting could be considered ideal if it would have:  
 

• a few more local services, 
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• a Community Center, 
• a Neighborhood Park, 
• a public transit link to Truckee and Auburn 

 

and if many homes would not be exposed to the noise generated by truck 
traffic on nearby Highway 80.  

 
 
Old Route 40 
 

Old Route 40 serves as the life-line of the Soda Springs area.  A visual survey of 
the travel route introduces travelers to a variety of experiences, six different 
environments.  Each of these six environments has a different function and 
different character. 
 
Soda Springs Corridor is the historic destination that was established at a point of 
Old Route 40 where people gathered to find relaxation and leisurely 
companionship.  Now readily accessible from Interstate 80, the area lost its 
medicinal appeal and passenger rail service.  Instead, it is known as an alpine 
and Nordic winter sports destination, drawing close to 3,000 weekend day-
visitors.  The character of this western entry to Soda Springs is marked by 
commercial services and overnight accommodations catering to our auto-
oriented society. 
 
Soda Springs Neighborhood appears to the left, nestled in the trees on the 
southern slope under Interstate 80.  This residential area is marked by a variety 
of architectural styles, most of them attempting to look like inviting mountain 
cabins, sitting atop garages.  There are many For Sales signs visible in this 
neighborhood.  A sign of our industrial era:  some residents resort to metal 
containers for storing their possessions (maybe cars?).  The residential 
neighborhood faces the intersection of Old Highway 40 and the entry road to 
Serene Lakes and the Royal Gorge Nordic Center.  This intersection is marked 
by commercial services catering to skiers, and reminds visitors of the old railroad 
depot.  Beyond the rail tracks opens up the Soda Springs Recreation area. 
 
Soda Springs Recreation represents an undeveloped opportunity for outdoor 
recreation.  The wide open site has spectacular views of the surrounding 
mountain ranges and promises to serve area residents as a permanent multi-
purpose recreational resource. 
 
Rural Corridor West marks the travel experience with small, informal homes and 
garages along Old Highway 40 and wide open vistas of a vast valley to the south.  
This is a transition zone where travelers attention focuses on the beauty of 
nature. 
 
Rural Corridor East developed in complement to the Sugar Bowl ski area at a 
time when Sugar Bowl was accessible only by the “magic carpet” suspended on 
cables, passing over the railroad tracks.  Old Highway 40 passes at the foot of 
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steep hills to the north, where a number of lodges are nestled in the trees.  Their 
signs read: Claire Tappan Lodge, CAL Lodge, etc.  Ski clubs have also 
established their smaller overnight accommodations here. 
At the new road entrance to Sugar Bowl, the Sugar Bowl Academy invites young 
skiers for learning and fun. 
 
Donner Summit represents a spectacular, rocky eastern gateway to the Old 
Route 40 Corridor.  A Mecca for rock climbers, the area serves as a dramatic 
entry to the historic destination of “Soda Springs – Norden.”  Donner Summit 
offers one of the area’s small downhill ski areas with an impressive architectural 
statement and signage.  The ski area clearly shows that management has to deal 
with much accumulated snow during the winter months. 
 
Transportation 
 

Soda Springs does not generate sufficient support for scheduled public transit 
services to nearby Truckee and more distant Auburn.  It is also evident that “the 
train does not stop there anymore.”  Soda Springs residents are on their own – 
and will be so – unless the area generates more demand for scheduled public 
transportation service. 
 
Resort-based Economy 
 

Soda Springs’ economy is seasonal, since it is based on heavy day and 
especially weekend traffic during the winter season and a lighter, steadier 
presence of summer vacationers.  Accordingly, local employment is seasonal: 
with the exception of machine operators, mostly young, unskilled “migrant” 
people support the ski areas.  After the snow is gone, construction jobs become 
available.   
 
Employee Housing 
 

Some of these seasonal employees require housing.  Their means and needs 
are modest.  They do not represent major purchasing power.  Authors of the 
2004 Economic Development Study suggest that the area would benefit from 
“dual-purpose” overnight accommodations built to modest standards and made 
available to seasonal workers at favorable terms.  
 
Seasonality -- Any Alternatives? 
 

The seasonality of the economy raises the question: are there any alternatives?   
 
With major investment in visitor-serving facilities and the skills of welcoming and 
serving visitors, the community may wish to look for means that would help to 
change Soda Springs from a seasonal to a year-round destination.  This would 
justify adding more overnight accommodations, would attract overnight guests for 
longer stay and would eliminate the need for closing businesses after the 
“season.” 
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Year-round visitation to Soda Springs could be based on consciously and 
creatively promoting the spectacular mountain environment in a vain that appeals 
to people’s interest in: 
 

• learning more about the environment, 
• contributing to protection of the environment, 
• having fun while learning something new and 
• being part of an effort to prevent global warming. 

  
The credibility of such learning experience would have to be symbolized by a 
respected institution of environmental research or higher learning that has a 
visible presence at Soda Springs.  A tall order, but worth trying!   
 
Soda Springs might be also introduced as an inspiring learning center for youths 
and children, serving as a favorite destination for educational tours from Reno, 
Sacramento and perhaps San Francisco Bay area schools. 
 
A possible way of “extending the season” and of keeping rooms full might be 
establishing an art school that would function from spring through fall.  This 
would require sponsorship of a few well-known artists who are interested in 
teaching in a great natural setting.  
 
Another option is to revive Soda Springs reputation as a place of “healing waters” 
where – interpreted in today’s terminology – people would be offered “wellness” 
by a certified medical team and supporting staff.  The Crockers have done it at a 
smaller scale.   The area has a great history.  A new year-round wellness resort 
could grow on the ashes of the old.  
 
Prospects for Future Employment 
 

It is not easy to earn a livelihood at Soda Springs.  A small, isolated mountain 
community and seasonal ski resorts do not offer many steady job opportunities.  
The only way more jobs – and more business opportunities would be available if 
the community grows. 
 
A growing community would generate opportunities for a stream of construction 
jobs, a wider variety of service jobs, and more entrepreneurial opportunities.  
However, the recent resident survey reveals that half of the residents would 
accept growth, and even those residents would accept only slow, gradual growth. 
 
Potential Growth – Where?  At what rate?  At what price? 
 

The small Soda Springs community is familiar with proposals for construction of a 
950-unit Conservation Community to the south, at Royal Gorge.  While plans for 
the new development are in embryonic stages, the thought of a major 
development practically “across the street” raises concerns in many.  The first 
reaction to the concept of so many new homes in the area is a logical concern 
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about current residents’ lifestyle and the threat of being overrun by people who 
regard Soda Springs their playground, rather than their cherished community. 
 
However, there might be another side of the coin, another perspective.  Looking 
at the investments and new energies that the new economic benefits of the 
proposed development – located somewhere “behind” the 1,000 residential lots 
of Serene Lakes – the 665 residents of Soda Springs might accept the added 
traffic flow and welcome the rebuilt wastewater treatment plant, the improved 
commercial services, the more steady flow of visitors and the promise of 
sustained construction jobs that might benefit them.  
 
Nearby growth may not be all bad, especially if it happens within sufficient 
distance from the Soda Springs Neighborhood! 

 
Reality Check 
 
Economic Prosperity and Choices 
 

There is a reason why small, isolated mountain communities are often not 
prosperous.  Even if a community is blessed with unique natural amenities, it 
requires ingenuity, a will  
and wherewithal to introduce economic vitality into the local economy.  The most 
difficult facts that secluded mountain communities have to accept are that 
(economic) vitality involves loss of privacy, that (economic) prosperity does not 
often allow for tranquil, secluded life, and that (economic) success requires 
strategic use of all available resources, should they be natural or human.  
 
Criteria for Success 
 

Soda Springs is blessed with several ingredients for success: 
 

• It has excellent highway access. 
• It is within 15 minutes of a colorful historic community of identity and 

character. 
• It is within reasonable travel time distance of a population base of over 10 

million. 
• It has a scenic setting. 
• It offers a variety of opportunities for excellent outdoor recreation.  
• It benefits from a historically established identity. 

 
The next steps in promoting Soda Springs prosperity include “putting it on the 
map.” 
 
 
 
Put Soda Springs on the Map! 
 

Improving Soda Springs’ chances for success will require 
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• Strategic planning (Who we want to be?) 
• A program (What we must offer?) 
• Key players (Who will contribute what and why?) 
• A stronger (physical) presence and a more distinct identity (Make Old 

Highway 40 a real life-line, a great place)  
• A plan of action (What needs to be done and who will do it?) 
• A “business plan” (Who will fund the plan and why?) 

 
A plan for prosperity must have three key ingredients:  
 

• A marketable “product” (Why Soda Springs?) 
• An inspiring theme (A “must” destination) 
• Convincing representation (Known, respected “brand” or leaders) 

 
A Community Center? 
 

While the community is planning for pulling itself up with its bootstraps, it should 
aim to accomplish some reachable goal that would benefit the entire community, 
soon!  A Community Center might represent such an early accomplishment.  
Serving the neighborhood as a child care center in the morning and catering to 
adults in the evening, the center might serve dual purposes and could pay for 
itself within a reasonable period of time. 
 
Wastewater Management 
 

It is not likely that the small Soda Springs community would ever be able to come 
up with the estimated $40+ million to improve its wastewater treatment system.  If 
the community is interested in improving its prospects for utilities services, it will 
have to consider joining forces with other sources of funding. 
 
Funding Requirements 
 

Planning for the future will require funds.  Implementing projects to build the plan 
will call for investors.  The first step toward securing the required monies will 
require preparing a thoughtful budget for the needed “soft costs” and possible 
professional services. 
 
Sources of  Funding? 
 

For the time being, the community may rely on Economic Development Grants.  
Lacking those, it may have to find a “sponsor” of shared interest. 
 
*     *     * 
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