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Thank you for the opportunity to comment on proposed alternatives for the Mendenhall Glacier Recreation Area.

I have resided in Juneau for 25 years and in the Mendenhall Valley for 20 years. I have noticed a large increase in the number of visitors at the glacier in recent years so understand the push for changes. The goal would seem to be to cater to thousands of cruise ship passengers, perhaps upwards of 5,000 per day, (maybe closer to 10,000) who have the expectation of stepping off a bus and viewing the glacier close up. The rapidly receding glacier has made this more and more challenging. As of late 2022, the glacier was no longer visible from the Nugget Falls. Cruise ships are sometimes only in Juneau for a total of 6 hours and passengers spend 1-2 hours at the MGRA. Given the limited timeframe it will not be easy to get thousands of people closer to the ice.

The proposal to add motorized boats onto the lake raises some questions. The proposal is to have 40 trips undertaken by two boats each transporting 50 people. The approximate distance from the proposed boat dock near the mouth of Steep Creek and the north-west shore of the lake is 1.75 miles. In order to keep boat wakes to a minimum, boats would need to keep their speed below 5 miles an hour. This is commonly used in harbors requiring no wakes, although the actual design of the boat could result in even lower speed being necessary to prevent a wake that could damage Arctic tern nests on the lakeshore. At least 21 minutes would be needed to traverse the distance across the lake at 5 miles an hour. Time is also needed for people to get on and off the boats safely. Realistically there could be no more than 2 boats per hour for a likely 10 hour day operation, or 20 trips a day rather than the proposed 40. This means 1,000 people could access the remote visitor’s station per day by boat - only a fraction of those arriving by bus. 

How much time would passengers need for them to hike from the boat dock to the remote visitor’s center? This is key since the proposed remote boat dock is essentially located at the base of steep and uneven terrain. As the glacier recedes more and more, ice will likely not be viewable from the remote dock itself, but will require people to hike up further from the shore to view it. If passengers already have a limited time before they need to be back on a bus and already spend an hour on a boat (half hour each way), will they have time to reach the remote viewing station? I have landed at the site of the proposed remote dock many times in a kayak over the last 10 years and the best view of the glacier requires a bit of scrambling onto bedrock over uneven ground covered in loose rocks. 

I think of the Mt Roberts tram and the queues that can build up for the return journey back down the mountain. 50 people can be delivered to the top of the mountain every few minutes, but at some point they need to return and sometimes queue for more than an hour to get on a tram. Where will people queue up for boat rides back to the south shore?  Will people only have half an hour on the north shore before reboarding a boat?

Motorized boats add some safety risk to existing users on the lake, many of whom are first time kayakers with no experience of controlling their boats or understanding how boat wakes affect them. Once motorized boats are introduced and boat ramps and docks constructed, what is to stop other people bringing private boats on the the lake? Will private kayakers be able to utilize new dock areas or will they be for the exclusive use of the commercial tour operator? 

The Mendenhall Glacier Recreation Area possesses a unique scenic beauty and supports a variety of wildlife species. I have often enjoyed watching mother bears with cubs, beavers, deer, snowshoe hares and many birds in the area. What makes the area special and rich with wildlife is the fact that is is not currently over-developed so please don not detract from the unique beauty by overdeveloping with the construction of much larger buildings and wider trails.

I think the number one item that would improve the visitor and local experience alike is a better managed transportation system for bringing large numbers of people to the glacier. Right now there are long queues of diesel buses waiting to drop people off and the fumes from them are very noticeable at times. I fully support some kind of circulating shuttle system that uses electric buses and eliminates the need for a large bus parking area. 

Some visitors already arrive on the half-hourly “Blue Bus” or even use the city bus and walking the Glacier Spur Road. These scheduled services help stagger the numbers of people arriving at one time. Use of the public city bus is somewhat controversial since it is paid for by city taxes to provide transportation for locals, but can now fill up with tourists. Perhaps some visitor centre user fees could be put towards an electric circulator bus system running no more than every 10 minutes (or even two buses every 5 minutes would be an improvement on having 40 buses sitting in the bus parking lot at once) to allow time for people to disembark and reboard between buses and eliminate queuing time.  Perhaps there is a way to collaborate with CBJ and use some of their user fees collected from cruise ship passengers for this kind of transport system. Surely cruise passengers would be happier with more time to explore downtown Juneau than sit on a bus for 20 minutes waiting in line to get off. A ticketed system would let people plan their limited time better and ease congestion giving a more positive experience for all. 

The current bus parking area could provide overflow parking for cars when the current parking lots fill up, eliminating the need for filling in beaver ponds and other wetland areas to create more parking.  The MGRA Management Plan (1996 revised in 2015) states that the aim is to use the area for recreation and wildlife viewing while retaining the area substantially in its natural condition and protecting wildlife. Providing this kind of circulating transportation system goes a long way towards meeting this goal.

If a circulating transport system is adopted, the bus parking lot could provide room for the new welcome center, without the need for a new footprint on wetland and wildlife habitat. There is space there to have people board and disembark close to the center for orientation of the area. I would also support having no new welcome center or locating one in the bedrock area close to the current visitor center. I do not support the plan to locate a large new building near the lakeshore as it would detract from the scenic viewshed currently enjoyed by many and also potentially impacting wildlife access to the lakeshore. 

I do not support the addition of a food court in the proposed buildings as this would increase the footprint of any building unnecessarily and become a potential bear attractant. No food is allowed currently on trails near Steep Creek owing to the density of bears. People are often hurrying to meet their bus and are very likely to take food they purchase with them if they run out of time to consume it.  

The Dredge Lakes area already has an extensive network of trails and addition of new trails with an estimated 77,000 commercial users would likely lead to fragmentation of wildlife habitat.  There is already substantial commercial use of trails in the Mendenhall Valley, such as on the East Glacier Trail and West Glacier Trail, so please keep some trails free for non-commercial use. I do not support the addition of a 14ft wide trail around the Dredge Lake area. I assume it is 14ft wide to try and accommodate both people and cycle groups, but what happens nears Steep Creek when a bear is spotted and a large crowd gathers to watch it? Very often people completely fill existing viewing platforms across the entire pathway when a bear is spotted so how will the cycle group get by? Cycle trails would work best if separated from walking trails.

Adding a bridge across the Mendenhall River for trail access will greatly impact the campground area, altering it from a loop around which people camp in relative seclusion, to become a thoroughfare where 77,000 people are expected each summer to ride bicycles. Most people camping do not want to have 500 people per day riding by gawking at their campsite. 

I oppose the creation of a parking lot within the campsite. A parking lot would be a large footprint within an area currently in a natural state of forest and wetland. The addition of cabins within the campsite should come with the proviso that they be accessed only on foot in winter to reduce interference with cross-country skiing.

At present bears can easily escape into seldom visited parts of Dredge Lakes away from crowds, but adoption of user-built mountain bike trails through bear habitat would likely encourage more use of these trails and disturb wildlife. I don’t think it appropriate to adopt user-built trails that were made without regard to wildlife and aquatic resources. The mountain bike section of the EIS seems to endorse the degradation of trails, even providing a link to a youtube mountain biker who promotes riding over exposed tree roots on trails in Dredge Lakes. The EIS states such trails should not be filled with gravel, but leave the tree roots exposed to allow people to ride bikes over them, but surely such damage can eventually kill the tree. This seems to be glamorizing environmental degradation rather than promoting values that protect environmental resources. I noted that one trail had been named “Dam Beaver”, and I am hoping the Forest Service will not adopt a name so disrespectful to wildlife for an official trail.3

In summary I would support proposals with smaller footprints to reduce impact to wildlife habitat and a move to adopt a circulating electric bus transport system, preferably dropping people off at the existing bus parking lot to reduce traffic that runs through bear crossings. I support a wildlife underpass underneath the existing road, though think it best to keep it for wildlife only rather than bears and people together. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.
Liz Flory
	
