
COMMENTS on MENDENHALL GLACIER RECREATION AREA 
SUPPLEMENTAL DRAFT ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT

Thank you for adding new alternatives in the 2023 Supplemental Draft Environmental Impact Statement (SDEIS) that reflect public opposition to siting the Welcome Center in the primary vista of the glacier.

I appreciate the attention you gave to the public’s recommendations, including my own, to build on the rock hillside above the kettle pond, thereby creating a natural link with the historic visitor center. This is included in Alternative 6.

Similarly, I am grateful for the Welcome Center design and layout proposed in Alternative 7 that places the Welcome Center and other seasonal facilities in the bus parking lot. This is a practical plan that allows for a less environmentally damaging choice that can be shut down when demand evaporates in November after cruise ships cease traveling to Southeast Alaska. 

In both cases, it is significant that new alternatives showed complex interior design details compared to the sole layout in Alternative 2 proposal that was displayed in the 2022 DEIS. That step allows public reviewers to envision comparisons, as NEPA intended, rather than to give unequal value one alternative.

Thank you for creating this alternative (6) that omitted motorized boats. I will make minimal comments here and ask that you incorporate by reference my earlier extensive objections (2022 and earlier) to boats, docks, and the remote visitor center at the glacier terminus. These components continue to be the most expensive and impractical proposals.

Alternative 6 shows more respect for bears. There can be some improvement for them, however. Please see Bears below.


WELCOME CENTER ALTERNATIVE 6 

Alternative 6 has some beneficial elements that could serve the needs of summer visitors.

Rationale: Relocating the Welcome Center away from the grand vista and onto the hillside is a positive improvement.

If the electric circulator shuttle is implemented, the hillside Welcome Center will enhance public access. 

If the circulator shuttle does not materialize, this location will become more crowded and unusable for guests. It will exacerbate the current overcrowding seen on very busy days: people can’t see when their bus arrives; disembarking passengers mix with those waiting to board other buses; people get confused and angry; passengers step into the road to await pick up.

For the Alternative 6 Welcome Center, I urge you to reduce the footprint, design the exterior to replicate the pattern of the historic visitor center, and add more restrooms, particularly on the first level. As proposed, only 9 more women’s toilet stalls would be added. That merely doubles the existing number. It’s inadequate. Space can be gained by eliminating food service and replacing a comfort lounge with more seating such as is typical in an airport. Such a design provides seating for more guests.

The footprint for private parking is less damaging in Alternative 6. It maintains parking for residents and separates coach passengers. This decongestion avoids the clustering at one location which occurs now at the bus drop offs.

Directing and halting motor coaches at the bus lot makes the road safer for everyone. The conflict between coaches waiting on the road shoulder and commercial shuttle buses bypassing them — using the outbound lane — creates serious safety hazards. Rangers attempt to guide vehicle traffic north of the Steep Creek culverts on busy days to maintain safety and reduce customer frustration as they wait in long, unmoving lines. Traffic patterns should perform this function instead of rangers whose jobs are interpretation and bear management. 

WELCOME CENTER ALTERNATIVE 7

This is the most reasonable selection for seasonal surges of visitation. 

Rationale: A nice center in the bus parking lot serves the estimated increase in visitors and buses while reducing the social and environmental impacts at the front. This location can also be expanded in future years to accommodate increased crowds if they materialize.

Alternative 7’s Welcome Center allows the facility to be closed and winterized for several months. This saves operating funds when demand is absent. Funds can be reappropriated for student education programs in the historic visitor center. School children could — once again — experience rewarding field trips and first hand exposure to Forest Service rangers and interpretation using the view from the observatory windows. Seasonally closing the bus lot Welcome Center also reduces wasteful expenses for snowplowing, frozen pipe repair, heating costs, water, sewer, and electricity. It reduces replicating facilities that exist in the historic visitor center which is the perfect size and scale for off-season operations.

Alternative 7 offers visitors the option to walk to the front and other attractions such as Photo Point and Nugget Falls.

A well-planned Welcome Center in the bus lot area can provide a perfect, minimal experience with interpretive displays indoors as well as outdoors. But keep the footprint as small as possible. There has not been an analysis of bear usage in the proposed development for this area. A study must be conducted before a final decision to determine how best to avoid impacting bears and other wildlife. We know bears use the bus lot and travel westward into Dredge Lakes from there. Bear movement maps do not indicate usage there because map makers did not follow bears once they exited the existing bus lot.

Do not permit food service in any facility. Food service attracts bears, creates garbage disposal problems, and could endanger guests who wander outdoors with snacks in hand. Preventing people from exiting with their food would be a difficult duty for any concessionaire’s staff; it would likely be abandoned as a formal task. 

With Alternative 7 and the Welcome Center in the bus lot, it is worthwhile to construct a rock sitting wall along the bedrock slope by the present kiosk for guests to wait for the circulator. An overhanging roof should be added to protect from rain. Be sure adequate restrooms are built in the bus lot as well as the front area. The expanded restrooms shown for Alternative 7 are good. Make them unobtrusive at the front by drilling deeper into bedrock the same as the existing outdoor restrooms are designed. Juneau is a mining town; we have skilled miners who can drill into rock to expand the number of toilet stalls. Remember that an A-J miner, the late Anthony Williams, drilled the current elevator tunnel, according to his daughter.

Some alternatives illustrate a public space that could be rented as a venue for private parties. The USFS should not compete with private enterprise by creating an untaxed facility. The USFS does not pay city sales tax. I do not want to see unfair competition that undermines the collection of city sales tax beyond the nonprofit bookstore.


CIRCULATOR SHUTTLE

I strongly support an electric circulator shuttle from the bus lot to the front. 

Rationale: An electric circulator reduces stressful noise, unsafe congestion, and unhealthy diesel fumes from concentrating in the most key public area. This system improves environmental conditions by reducing negative impacts of buses choking a small central site at the teardrop. It enhances all visitor experiences. 

BUS LOT/TRAILHEAD ACCESS

I strongly recommend relocating the ingress/egress to the bus lot farther south on the Spur Road. 

Rationale: At its present location, the bus lot entrance and the Powerline Trail parking are too close to Steep Creek. They would encroach on bear travel corridors. With so much development planned, bears need to be given more space for habitat preservation and food security; more importantly, the forested buffer along the creek needs to be expanded. It also means safe movement for humans by avoiding closer contact with bears. 
 
Moving the access points of the Spur Road is essential to reducing human-bear conflict. 

LAKESHORE TRAIL 

I support a minimalistic trail that parallels the south shoreline of the lake but is not visible. 

Rationale: The plan that discreetly hides the trail in the Dredge area with fingers to the lakeshore serves more people than a trail that interrupts wild vistas. The shoreline trail and all others in Dredge should be as unobtrusive as possible, leaving more undisturbed areas for wildlife and other users. 
 
Dredge trails should not be paved. A hardened surface allows permeable drainage. This also helps in winter when icy conditions are able to thaw better on gravel than on pavement. 

I strongly oppose creating a 12-foot wide, paved, road-like path with 2-foot shoulders in any location as the lakeshore plan is described. It is unnecessary and inappropriate for a natural area. No road should be built between the bus lot and lakeshore, as proposed.

I do not support commercial tours within Dredge Lakes.

I do not support a pedestrian bridge over Mendenhall River. 

Rationale: a pedestrian bridge will be incredibly expensive to build and challenging to maintain. Because of lake ice breakup, floating icebergs, and extremely high flow volumes due to glacial outburst floods, the pilings and bridge would need to be as stout and sturdy as a road bridge. That’s unnecessary when the back loop road bridge is nearby.

MOTORIZED BOATS, DOCKS, AND REMOTE TERMINUS ACCESS

Motorized commercial boats on the lake draw my greatest opposition and ire. Boats, docks, and remote facilities are totally unnecessary for a meaningful visitor experience at Mendenhall. 

Rationale: Docks and remote facilities are destructive, expensive, exclusive, visually disruptive, and not in harmony with the natural experience. Docks or access for landing craft create focal points for visitors’ attention and distract from mountains, plants, birds, bears, waterfalls, and blue glacier ice. 

The boat proposal is the most unsafe feature of any plan. There are no charts of the lake and no way to identify underwater rocks and obstructions despite full knowledge that they exist due to glacier transfer of materials. According to Commander Jim Sepel, USCG, Retired, there is no access for a barge and crane to remove a sunken vessel due to lack of navigability for a barge to the lake. This equipment is standard in maritime vessel recovery. His comments are significant and should be evidence for sinking the boat idea.

I wrote comments previously opposing motorized boats. I request that you include them by reference so I don’t need to repeat my remarks on this reckless folly. Likewise, there is no need for floating toilets or movable remote visitor pods. That’s just dumb.

NUGGET FALLS LOOP

I support a minimal loop without a designated trail on the beach. 

Rationale: Leave this area as untouched as possible. Protect nesting bird habitat and bear travel corridors by using landscaping practices or attractive fencing. Where ground nesting habitat is not present, create a place where guests can touch the icy glacial lake water.

The only elements needed for a loop are four small bridges over the drainage creeks, such as A-J Falls creeks. This is better than the rock steps in place now. Bridges allow older people (the majority of guests) to see the waterfall quicker, easier, and safer than hiking through the woods on the Nugget Falls Trail that offers no views of the falls until the end. I would like to see the existing hardened trail widened and flattened. 

PHOTO POINT TRAIL

Creating a loop trail on Photo Point is reasonable, but additional information is needed.

Rationale: This short trail offers guests an accessible walk to get a broad unobstructed view of the lake, glacier, and surrounding terrain. It is one of the best locations for interpretation: visitors are receptive to information about many natural processes.

I recommend an outer loop rather than a central bedrock loop. Bears use the center zone for foraging. 

Make this new segment as minimalist as possible. The view from the observatory windows should be considered before finalizing a design. 

There is not adequate detail to assess whether or not this is a valid plan. There is no bridge design or elevation plan.

Severing the short link between Photo Point and Nugget Falls Trail is a smart idea to give bears a no-human pathway. The assessment is correct that the narrow area is a corridor for bears. Keeping it people-free reduces the potential for human-bear conflict.

Construction of the bridge for the new loop to Photo Point needs to provide bear passage below so the animals can freely walk the beach between Steep Creek’s mouth and the forested slope of Nugget Falls Trail. Thank you for that consideration for bear transit routes.

STEEP CREEK

I support a bottomless arch culvert for the Spur Road with passage for bears and other wildlife to avoid the road. 

I do not favor a tunnel under the road for humans, whether in conjunction with bears or separately. 

At this location, there should be a white-painted pedestrian crosswalk. 

Rationale: a crosswalk would serve two purposes: keep people away from bears and slow traffic. For all the danger between vehicles and people at the glacier, there is only one existing crosswalk. It’s near the front. Implementing traffic calming features on the Spur Road — such as speed humps to slow vehicles — is essential for public safety. 

Some Steep Creek platforms and elevated trails are good improvements, but they must be restricted to only the east side of the creek (on the west side of Spur Road). Thank you for proposing to demobilize the back side of Steep Creek Trail. Make fewer platforms, however. Not all bears tolerate humans nearby.

On the east side of the Spur Road, all proposals must remain out of the creek bed area. Keep the dike trail as is. That offers convenient human access while protecting bears who use both sides of the creek.

The mouth of Steep Creek must be preserved for wildlife access. Salmon provide essential food for bears and other wildlife. When spawning fish struggle to overcome a beaver dam or pause there, bears often take advantage of the easier chance to catch them. This is particularly true of yearlings and juveniles whose fishing skills are limited. Placing overlooks, trails, and platforms in this crucial area deters bears from feeding. People near the entrance pond and creek mouth damage wildlife foraging opportunities. There should not be docks or trails along the shore on either side of the creek mouth for at least 200 yards.

Visitors should not be permitted access to the kame. The west side of the creek mouth should be reserved for bears, cubs, otters, beavers and other wildlife.

Without safe bear habitat and travel zones — places with no people — we will lose the most revered and unique aspect of Mendenhall.

Mendenhall is not a zoo.


DIPPER FALLS VIEWING BLIND

Dipper Falls should not have a platform or viewing blind at the waterfall as proposed. People should not be closer than the present bridge.

Rationale: Dipper Falls is a tightly confined area created by bedrock walls. It is an important zone for spawning coho, especially; for dippers (nesting); and for bears. All species become trapped when people are on the streambank there. 

The present bridge at Dipper was built in 2007. It attaches to rock on each side of a narrow creek passage. The prior bridge was longer, lower, and ran through soft creek bed material. Its location was problematic for both bears and people who occasionally met on the bridge because the ends were obscured by an elbow in the bridge. I am happy to provide photos I took of the construction in 2007.

The uphill slope east of the bridge is sloughing significantly. A large (10 foot by 10 foot) mass of vegetation, including trees, began sliding in October, 2020, due to heavy rainfall. The trail above drains directly to this zone and continues to wash material downslope, blocking the trail. This area needs to be stabilized immediately rather than waiting for a ROD and future plans. It could easily block hikers at any time. Temporary repairs have been done by FS trail crew. 


BEARS

None of the proposals provide adequate travel, rest, or foraging space for bears. The new alternatives, however, improve protections. Thank you for that consideration.

Rationale: Typically, the visitor center area hosts 20-24 bears each year. Most of these are mothers with cubs. To accommodate cubs, there must be a greater buffer. At times, it is challenging for mother bears to keep their cubs nearby. Like youngsters of any species, little bears wander. That is especially true by the time salmon are in the creek. It is our duty to provide sufficient habitat for their needs. 

Bear sightings in 2022 should not be used as typical patterns for MGRA, especially in the visitor center area. Below is a compilation of possible reasons for low bear sightings in 2022.

Mendenhall Bears 2022

Many locals have commented about the lack of bear sightings around the visitor center in 2022. This apparent absence is important for analysis of potential habitat usage and construction activities. Regardless of bear sightings, we still need to protect known areas from encroachment, and to study places likely to be impacted by future development. 

These are some possible reasons why bear sightings have been low.

good forage food, especially blueberries, on higher slopes
continuing low salmon returns in Steep Creek
fewer visitors and USFS rangers outside, providing human shield effect and for recording sightings
unusual presence of two male bears for several weeks
bear removal/euthanasia by ADFG due to nearby neighborhood garbage problems
absence of key high-profile bears such as Nicky who has been on site as a mother bear from 2003-2020
dogs and bicycles in greater numbers in bear areas
hunters taking bears in Nugget Creek Valley
poachers

Normally, there are obvious signs of bear activity even without seeing the animals. Scat, broken cottonwood tree branches, ground cone foraging, and discarded salmon remains. 

1) FORAGE FOODS 

Apparently 2022 saw an abundance of wild blueberries. The shrubs normally grow at higher elevations than the visitor center or deeper into Dredge Lakes. However, we normally see purple scat piles around the VC area. Few were seen in 2022.

Typical ground cone digging was completely absent. Mature groundcones are still standing.

2) SALMON

In 2022, whole dead intact salmon carcasses washed up on the beach of Mendenhall Lake. I do not recall seeing this in prior years. Fish are usually consumed on stream banks or in protected forest areas. The lakeshore carcasses were not eaten by bears. Typical, but fewer, partially eaten salmon were seen below the walkway and southwest of the Dipper Bridge trail and around the meadow platforms. 

Fish counts are performed weekly by FS staff. The published numbers on the platform at the meadow average numbers over a few years so low counts in different years are not distinguished. These annual comparison numbers would be helpful, not averages.

Both sockeye and coho runs diminished in recent years, sometimes dramatically. We need to be especially careful after hot summers to ensure exceptional salmon habitat protection.

Climate change may cause the reduction in salmon numbers.

3) FEWER VISITORS, LESS RANGER PRESENCE

COVID altered human behavior dramatically at the visitor center. With no cruise ships in 2020, a few ships in 2021, and more in 2022, bears that might have previously established an understanding of human behavior lost the reinforcement of renewed tourist numbers. 

Social distancing kept rangers sequestered inside the VC to engage the public via social media. Very few staff were outside and visible to people in 2020, although when they were notified that bears were present, the rangers often assumed their duties as bear managers among guests. 2021 was similar. By 2022, when ships returned with higher passenger counts, more staff were in traditional locations. There were more inexperienced staff who may not have been as sensitive to bear presence.

Bear viewing sites have recognized a pattern of mother bears and cubs using zones where people are present, quiet, and non threatening. Ironically, that was the situation at Mendenhall when visitors and staff numbers were high. Often called “the human shield effect,” some bears became tolerant of people under those circumstances. It’s thought that male bears were reluctant to be as close to people, therefore mothers and cubs enjoyed some protection. Without people, did the bears lose their familiarity with this aspect of using people? With so many long term female bears, is it possible for them to change their usage and abandon Steep Creek and other previously used areas?

4) TWO MALE BEARS PERSISTENTLY PRESENT

Staff and locals had noticed two large male bears lingered around the area for several weeks. They arrived for breeding season but remained longer. Their presence could have been a major deterrent to females with cubs.

The males appeared to be particularly comfortable at the glacier. They walked slowly and calmly as they patrolled the area in search of females. They used typical routes that other bears use. One bear I watched cross the upper Steep Creek bridge on the Trail of Time was large enough that his back was as high as the railing. He slowly approached a tour group at the other end of the bridge, some of whom were reluctant to follow their guide’s direction to step back. The bear maintained his path over the bridge then stepped into the forest. He did not react to the group of guests.

People familiar with bear viewing areas speculate that male cubs return to their natal streams  because they are familiar with the habitat and management practices. With the large number of cubs seen at Mendenhall since the Steep Creek platforms were opened in 2005, many must be males who fit this description. One bear, named Nicky for the nick in her ear, raised sixteen cubs at the glacier. Her presence was rockstar popular. She is a beloved wild animal for her tolerance and frequent sightings. Surely some of her cubs are males.

5) BEAR REMOVAL/EUTHANASIA BY GAME OFFICERS

Occasionally there are summers with high numbers of bears who are attracted to neighborhoods by access to human trash. The Alaska Department of Fish and Game remove “nuisance” bears. I do not know if agency personnel have reported such activity targeting Mendenhall bears.

USFS should request a report of any bears removed or killed in the vicinity of MGVC. The details should be made public, despite the potential negative publicity that would result. Knowledge of this kind is valuable for planning construction contemplated in the “improvements.” 

6) ABSENCE OF KEY HIGH-PROFILE BEARS SUCH AS NICKY

Is it possible that one bear whose presence is recognized by other bears signifies safety to other bears? While this idea seems contrary to usual opinions, when Nicky was on site, other bears were often nearby. They rarely connected but seemed willing to share resources at a minimal distance from each other. There were summer days when eight bears were present at the same time on Steep Creek. They did not forage like Katmai bears who occupy a small area in very close proximity to each other, but our daily bear sightings maps often show multiple bears the same day.

Nicky had one cub in 2020. She was seen that summer, but less than normal because there were few FS staff outdoors to record bear sightings due to COVID. She has not been seen in 2021 or 2022. Her usage patterns differed in years when she had cubs: she arrived earlier, foraged often, and remained very late to feed cubs coho salmon. 2022 would have been a cub year so she would be more likely to use Steep Creek and the VC area. Bears are reproductive into their 20s. She would have been 22 in 2022.

Did her frequent presence make the VC more habitable for other bears?

7) MORE LOOSE DOGS AND BICYCLES

During all three COVID-impacted years, locals enjoyed very good access to trails due to lack of crowding. However, loose dogs were more active on trails known to be favored by bears. Bicyclists were more active as well. Bears may have been more threatened by these activities.

8) HUNTERS USING NUGGET CREEK VALLEY

It is legal to hunt bears in Nugget Creek Valley. The area is known to be good bear habitat. With fewer visitors around the area, hunters may have had easier access and less public scrutiny of bear hunting activity.

I urge USFS to propose no bear hunting in Nugget Creek Valley. I believe there would be strong support from locals and hikers to protect the valley.

9) POACHERS

It is possible that fewer people in the area due to COVID made the place well known as an attractive locale for bear poachers. The beloved black wolf called Romeo was killed by lowlife scumbag poachers.


OVERCROWDING

Most complaints from the public relate to overcrowding. Capacity limits can be set by the number of permits issued for transportation and outfitter/guide operators. The latter should not be given preferential parking or access.

Transporters must be monitored to ensure compliance with permit limits. In the past, companies have exceeded their permit capacity. Some taxi companies — even in 2022 — ignore the rules about unloading/loading passengers at the forest boundary if the transporter does not have permit capacity. They drop passengers just out of sight near the bus lot entrance. The USFS can enforce permit authorizations for miscreants. Permit staff have been diligent about monitoring transporter activity where visible. Support should be given to continue this positive monitoring. Without a recognizable monitor, permit holders often take unfair advantage of naive interpretive staff greeting buses at the teardrop.

More importantly, the USFS must establish strict load/unload protocols for transporters to avoid congestion on the Spur Road. I have seen 23 motor coaches lined up along the shoulder as they attempt to reach one of the five loading spots. Using the bus lot for this would ease congestion at the front.

CONCLUSION

While the new alternatives are positive advancements, I want to be sure these ideas are sincere and not merely pandering to appease an engaged and upset resident population. Please take these ideas and our comments seriously. We want to be kind and good hosts while providing quality visitor experiences for all guests and, most importantly, not losing what we love about Mendenhall and its environs.

Grandiose schemes have been proposed at MGVC in the past. Fortunately, they did not come to fruition. The best example is a large hotel in the 1960s. We smile at that today, grateful it did not materialize, and nature won. I hope boats, docks, remote VC pods, and paved lakeshore trails will likewise be relegated to historic plans that didn’t happen. Similarly, pie is a fine memory, and that’s where it belongs: past not future.



For many visitors, particularly the cruise ship passengers these expanded ideas are directed toward, MGVC and MGRA are the closest they will get to nature. Alaska is magical to many. We can design access that meets their needs without damaging the unique beauty they come to Alaska to see. 

Let them walk on dirt, not pavement. Let them touch glacial till and sand, not concrete. When it comes to touching the glacier, explain that it’s not safe or reasonable to do so. When they want to pet the bears, tell them it is not safe or reasonable to do so. Same answer when they want to feed the bears. Some have done so to the bear’s detriment.

We do not need to appease every desire of visitors. 

