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Dear Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison Forests Planning Staff: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and 
Gunnison (GMUG) National Forests Working Draft of the Revised Land Management Plan. We 
appreciate the collaboration and coordination between our agencies. As established by the 
2015 Memorandum of Understanding between the Forest Service (FS), Colorado Department of 
Natural Resources, and Colorado Water Conservation Board, we are committed to 
cooperatively work together to manage water and water uses on National Forest lands in 
Colorado.  
 
The Colorado Water Conservation Board (CWCB) provided written comments on the draft 
Forest Plan on May 22, 2019. In addition, CWCB provided assessment comments on December 
6, 2017, written scoping comments on June 1, 2018, Wilderness Evaluation Report comments 
on September 24, 2019, and Wild and Scenic River Eligibility Evaluation comments on March 
22, 2019. We appreciate the FS’s attention to these letters and encourage the FS to continue 
to work towards the management strategies in our letters to better integrate federal and 
state laws and activities concerning protection and management of instream flows on 
National Forest System lands.  
 
In our previous comments, CWCB has encouraged the FS to utilize and incorporate three 
management tools in the final Forest Plan and associated planning documents: (1) the 
Pathfinder Project, (2) CWCB’s Instream Flow Program, and (3) Colorado’s Water Plan.  
 
Pathfinder Project 
 
In our May 22, 2019 letter, we encouraged the FS to include a stronger commitment to the 
Pathfinder Project management action in the final Forest Plan that references the strategic 
tools and actions that can provide for instream flows or protect existing flow regimes. In a 
May 9, 2004 letter addressed to the CWCB, the Forest Supervisor praised the work of the 2004 
Pathfinder Project Steering Committee and committed GMUG National Forest staff and Ranger 
Districts to the concepts of cooperation and coordination outlined in the 2004 Pathfinder 
Report (Attachment 1). The letter stated that the Pathfinder Project process and strategies 
for instream flow management would be incorporated into the Forest Plan revision. 
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We appreciate the inclusion of the Pathfinder cooperation strategy as a management 
approach in the draft Forest Plan, which states, “[w]hen considering authorizations for water 
developments and uses, apply the Pathfinder approach (or other similar protocol) to 
coordinate with stakeholders and provide for balanced management of environmental flows” 
(Appendix 3. Management Approaches and Possible Actions, Watersheds and Water Resources, 
page 147). However, the draft Forest Plan also states, “[t]he listed proposed and probable 
management practices are not intended to be all-inclusive, nor are they intended to be 
decisions or commitments, but simply projections of what actions may take place in the 
future” [emphasis added] (Appendix 3. Management Approaches and Possible Actions, page 
138).  
 
The CWCB encourages the FS to include and implement the Pathfinder management strategies 
and results, rather than only reference the Pathfinder approach to coordinate with 
stakeholders. The tools identified by the Pathfinder Project include 27 possible actions or 
strategies to achieve instream flow protection without unilateral action and bypass flow 
requirements on special-use permits. The Pathfinder Project specifically addresses the 
following: 
 

• The CWCB’s Instream Flow Program may provide adequate protection on National 
Forest Service lands; 

• Issues concerning the conditioning of special-use permits by the Forest Service with 
“bypass” flow requirements to provide for instream flows; and 

• Adherence to State water law and recognition of privately held water rights and the 
State’s ability to adjudicate water for instream flow purposes. 

 
CWCB’s Instream Flow Program 
 
As identified in our December 6, 2017 letter, and other previous letters, CWCB holds Instream 
Flow (ISF) water rights on approximately 1,184 miles of stream on GMUG. Only the CWCB can 
hold ISF water rights in Colorado. While our agency holds this singular role, we work with 
partners like the FS to identify and secure ISF water rights to protect valuable stream 
reaches. We encourage the FS acknowledge existing ISF water rights in the draft Forest Plan 
and associated planning documents. 
 
In our May 22, 2019 letter, we recommended the Forest Plan reference the ISF Program and 
recognize it as a management strategy to protect flow-related values in lieu of pursuing 
federal reserved water rights, as set forth in the Pathfinder Project. The draft Forest Plan 
includes the acquisition of water rights for new Federal uses as a management approach 
(Appendix 3. Management Approaches and Possible Actions, Watersheds and Water Resources, 
page 147). Prior to exploring an acquisition of water rights to protect flow-related values, the 
ISF Program can be used as a management strategy to protect instream flows.  
 
Colorado’s Water Plan 
 
In our December 6, 2017, September 24, 2018, and March 22, 2019 letters we have 
consistently expressed concerns regarding potential federal permitting implications 
associated with the proposed management actions. We have encouraged the FS review and 
reference Colorado’s Water Plan and the Basin Implementation Plans. These documents 
contain information on how the State and stakeholders are working to foster a strong natural 
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