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OVERVIEW 
This comment has been prepared to propose that the Sweetwater Lake RecreaƟon Management and 
Development Project (SLRMDP) avoid scrub habitat supporƟng Harrington’s Penstemon (Penstemon 
harringtonii). The presence of P. harringtonii was observed in scrub habitat slated for recreaƟonal 
infrastructure development during site visits in June and July of 2024. This species is on the United States 
Forest Service (USFS) “SensiƟve Species” list.  

As presented in the Gene c Inves ga on Into the Diversity and Popula on Structure of Penstemon 
harringtonii (Harrington's Beardtongue), 2017,Nathen P. Redecker, University of Northern Colorado. 
“Currently, P. harringtonii has protecƟon under the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) State Director’s 
SensiƟve Species List as well as the United States Forest Service (USFS) (Region 2) sensiƟve species list.” 

The White River NaƟonal Forest; Colorado; Sweetwater Lake RecreaƟon Management and Development 
Project, NoƟce of Intent (NOI) included the “NOI Sweetwater project map 050324” of proposed 
recreaƟonal infrastructure, prepared by the USFS and Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW). The 
recreaƟonal infrastructure depicts Areas “A” through “G“, which are slated for development. A copy of 
this plan is included as Figure 1 in AƩachment A.  

The average daily use of the Sweetwater Lake area is approximately 32 people/day. This is primarily 
based on 7 years of USFS campground data, and a 2017 leƩer from the Colorado Department of Health 
and Safety indicaƟng that A.J. Brinks OuƞiƩer/Resort (tenant for 39 years) served an average of 23 
people/day during their busiest 60 days. DocumentaƟon included in AƩachment B.  

The proposed capacity, about 250 to 370 people/day, roughly a 1000% increase over historical use, will 
pose a serious risk to this species if scrub habitat is not avoided by the development and human acƟvity. 
The most environmentally responsible soluƟon is to reduce the development footprint and capacity 
similar to historical levels in order to conserve this species and supporƟng habitat and wildlife (i.e. 
pollinators). 

PerƟnent informaƟon regarding P. harringtonii protecƟon, threats, growth habits, and recommended 
survey protocol are included herein. Due to the growth habit, in that it does not bloom every year, and 
difficulty differenƟaƟng this species from Osterhout's beardtongue (Penstemon osterhou i) without an 
open bloom to observe the two exserted stamens, it is recommended that the survey for this species be 
performed weekly during the months of June and July, on transects for 100% coverage of scrub habitat, 
for a duraƟon of 3-5 years before development.  If weather paƩerns leading up to blooming season are 
irregular, addiƟonal survey years may be warranted. 
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PROTECTIONS, THREATS, AND GROWTH HABITS OF P. HARRINGTONII  
The P. harringtonii is a plant species that the United States Forest Service (USFS) has made a priority for 
protecƟng its habitat.  This species has been observed within the proposed development and should be 
protected. InformaƟon regarding the uniqueness and literature regarding the protecƟon of this species is 
included for reference.  
 
The following are excerpts from the Penstemon harringtonii Penland (Harrington’s beardtongue): A 
Technical Conserva on Assessment Prepared for the USDA Forest Service, Rocky Mountain Region, 
Species ConservaƟon Project June 30, 2006 Susan Spackman Panjabi and David G. Anderson Colorado 
Natural Heritage Program Colorado State University Fort Collins, CO. 
 
“Penstemon harringtonii is not listed as threatened or endangered under the Federal Endangered 
Species Act (U.S.C. 1531-1536, 1538-1540) although it was at one Ɵme a Category 2 (C2) candidate for 
lisƟng (O’Kane 1988, Spackman et al. 1997a), a category that is no longer recognized. Category 2 status 
indicated that although the species may be threatened or endangered, there was not enough 
informaƟon available to substanƟate lisƟng under the Endangered Species Act (Spackman et al. 1997a).” 
 
The following excerpts are from the Gene c Inves ga on into the Diversity and Popula on Structure of 
Penstemon harringtonii (Harrington's Beardtongue), 2017, Nathen P. Redecker, University of Northern 
Colorado. 
 
“Penstemon harringtonii is an endemic Colorado species that is listed on Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) State Director’s SensiƟve Species List as well as on the U.S. Forest Service sensiƟve species list. 
Penstemon harringtonii is encountering threats from habitat destrucƟon and fragmentaƟon due to oil 
and gas exploraƟon, livestock grazing and recreaƟonal acƟviƟes.” 
 
“Currently, P. harringtonii has protecƟon under the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) State Director’s 
SensiƟve Species List as well as the United States Forest Service (USFS) (Region 2) sensiƟve species list.” 
 
“Penstemon harringtonii is a perennial that has inconsistent flowering from year to year, which is 
thought to be related to precipitaƟon amounts, but without site-based weather data these conclusions 
are hard to validate (Panjabi and Anderson 2006).” 
 
“Flowering occurs in June and July with fruit maturaƟon in August and September (Penland 1958; 
Nielson 1998; Panjabi and Anderson 2006).” 
 
“The following is a summarizaƟon of the primary disturbance types that are present throughout the 
range of the species… Other land uses include recreaƟon such as mountain biking, off-road vehicle use, 
camping, and hiking which all have a limited effect on the surrounding habitat if adherence to trail 
signage and backcountry eƟqueƩe occurs. These recreaƟonal acƟviƟes become a threat when users 
don’t adhere to rules and regulaƟons in place to protect important habitat and sensiƟve species.” 
 
”Penland (1958) indicated that P. harringtonii most resembled P. osterhouƟi overall habit, but they were 
differenƟated by anther sac shape, sagiƩate versus divaricate, and two exserted stamens in P. 
harringtonii and no stamen exserƟon in P. osterhouƟi… Without stamen, vegetaƟve characterisƟcs are 
similar enough for field idenƟficaƟon to be difficult and unreliable (Personal ObservaƟons; Panjabi and 
Anderson, 2006).” 
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“Endemic species are oŌen rare by definiƟon, with a restricted range and small populaƟon sizes, 
resulƟng in low geneƟc diversity and limited ability to respond to stochasƟc events or persistent 
disturbance (Schemske et al. 1994). Anthropogenic acƟviƟes may result in habitat alteraƟons which may 
create more or less gene flow between regions. This manipulaƟon of gene flow paƩerns is a departure 
from the natural process therefore altering the evoluƟonary path of the organism by stopping or 
solidifying differenƟaƟon between populaƟons of the species of concern (Crandall et al. 2000; Fraser and 
Bernatchez 2001; Aguilar et al. 2008). Penstemon harringtonii is under increased pressure from 
anthropogenic acƟviƟes due to the compounding effects of grazing, oil and gas development, and 
increasing recreaƟon acƟviƟes as urban development conƟnues, leading to habitat reducƟons 
throughout its range (Panjabi and Anderson 2006; EllioƩ et al. 2009; Neely et al. 2009). Land 
management acƟon plans are needed for this species, that provide opƟons to maintain geneƟc 
variability within and among populaƟons through the consideraƟon of connecƟvity and diversity within 
and among known populaƟons.” 
 
“ExisƟng Regulatory Mechanisms, Management Plans, and ConservaƟon Strategies  
USFS mandates require that acƟviƟes be managed to avoid disturbances that would result in a trend 
toward the federal lisƟng or loss of populaƟon viability of sensiƟve species, including Penstemon 
harringtonii (Johnston 2001). PotenƟal habitat must be surveyed before acƟviƟes that could affect 
sensiƟve species (Johnston 2001).” 
 
Eagle Valley Land Trust’s Mission to Protect Harrington’s Penstemon (Penstemon harringtonii) 
 
The following are excerpts of statements made by the Eagle Valley Land Trust (EVLT) on their website 
hƩps://evlt.org/trust-land-harringtons-penstemon-unique-flower-calls-eagle-county-home/ indicaƟng 
they are commiƩed and passionate about conserving this species.   
 
“Eagle Valley Land Trust conserves land for several reasons. We work to protect working agricultural 
lands to provide local food and fiber to our community. We also conserve open space to protect majesƟc 
views, recreaƟon opportuniƟes and historical significance. AddiƟonally, we work with local partners to 
idenƟfy and preserve criƟcal habitat for local plants and animals.” 
 
“Harrington’s Penstemon is unique to Colorado, and specifically the Rocky Mountain region. The variety 
of beauƟful wildflowers is one of the things that makes the Colorado Rockies so spectacular. ProtecƟng 
Harrington’s Penstemon means protecƟng plant diversity, which in turn protects bird and wildlife 
diversity. NaƟve animals have devolved to depend on specific naƟve plants for food. Each species in a 
natural area has an important job to do. It is important to protect naƟve plants and animals in order to 
protect the character of this beauƟful place.” 

 
P. HARRINGTONII OBSERVATIONS 
On June 23, 2024, P. harringtonii was observed at two locaƟons during a Roaring Fork Audubon Society 
bird watch. The blooming specimens were casually observed while walking the access road that 
generally borders the north side of the pastures to the north-northwest of Sweetwater Lake. Upon 
potenƟal recogniƟon, closer inspecƟon was made confirming the specimens were P. harringtonii. The 
first observaƟon was made within the scrub habitat on the north side of the access road in the northern 
porƟon of the area designated as “Area C – Campground”. The second observaƟon was made along the 
south side of the same access road northwest of the area designated as “Area G – Equestrian Area”.   
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On June 26, 2024, a porƟon of the scrub habitat on the northeast side of Sweetwater Lake that is 
idenƟfied as area for new trails and lookout points was parƟally walked, but coverage of this area was 
limited to avoid line of sight of the acƟve raptors’ nests on the lake. The EVLT menƟoned in the NEPA 
meeƟng on June 6, 2024, in Gypsum, Colorado that there was an area not being developed due to the 
presence of this species. This area is proposed to be developed with trails and lookout points, so it is 
uncertain if this is the area EVLT was referencing to since recreaƟonal trails are one of the acƟviƟes that 
are destrucƟve to this species.  This area has suitable scrub habitat and a few basal roseƩes indicaƟve of 
either P. harringtonii or osterhou i were observed. These observaƟons were on the northwest side of 
the scrub habitat. Based on previous observaƟons of P. harringtonii, this area was at a lower elevaƟon 
where the opƟmal blooming period for 2024 had passed. No other areas were observed on this day due 
to access issues. 
 
On a third and final day, July 1, 2024, P. harringtonii was observed, in bloom, in addiƟonal areas. These 
observaƟons were made on transects of convenience and should not be considered to reflect the enƟre 
P. harringtonii populaƟon and range on the Sweetwater property. These observaƟons included mulƟple 
specimens just off the north side of proposed Area G – Equestrian Area, the east end of Area F – 
Campground, and between Area F - campground and Area E – AdministraƟon.  Several basal roseƩes 
indicaƟve of both P. harringtonii and P. osterhou i were also observed, but blooms, stems, and fruiƟng 
bodies were not present to aid in differenƟaƟng the species. Based on general familiarity with P. 
harringtonii coupled with these observaƟons, the opƟmal Ɵme for blooming specimens in the 2024 
season would have been mid-June, prior to the aforemenƟoned site visits. AddiƟonal formal surveys are 
warranted. 
 
The scrub habitat in the immediate vicinity of the proposed recreaƟon infrastructure, along with 
locaƟons where P. harringtonii were observed have been depicted in Figure 2 (AƩachment A). 
Photographs of P. harringtonii taken during the site visits are included in Figures 3 and 4 (AƩachment A).  
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Due to the rarity and special nature of this species, and the US Forest Service (USFS), State of Colorado, 
and EVLT’s determinaƟon and commitment to conserve this species, it is recommended that no new 
acƟviƟes/development/alteraƟons occur within the scrub habitat in the enƟre 832-acre project area. 
This would include no new trails, ground breaking, installaƟon of structures, uƟliƟes, roads, road 
expansions, or any other acƟvity that would alter the ground surface in the scrub habitat.  
 
Based on the literature readily available and cited above and from those familiar with the species, the 
presence of this plant is most easily confirmed when it is in bloom due to the unique and disƟnguishing 
two exserted stamens. The species may not bloom every year depending weather paƩerns leading up to 
blooming season. Therefore, to more accurately idenƟfy the presence and range of this species, it is 
recommended that 100% surveys be conducted weekly during the months of June and July, within the 
scrub habitat of the porƟons of the park subject to alteraƟons, development or any form of disturbance. 
This species may not bloom every year pending weather paƩern leading up to blooming season, 
therefore, the surveys should be conducted annually for a duraƟon of 3-5 years (pending opƟmal 
weather condiƟons leading up to blooming season) to more accurately delineate the presence of this 
species in the Sweetwater project area.  
 
Note: The scrub habitat idenƟfied in Figure 2 is not comprehensive, and the observaƟons during the site 
visits included herein should not be construed as a formal survey as the coverage was limited. The 
informaƟon herein is to provide confirmaƟon of the presence P. harringtonii within and close proximity 
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to proposed development areas, and that future formal surveys are required. It was not clear if scrub 
habitat is present within the southeast edge of the proposed day-use area at the southeast end of the 
lake. This area was not surveyed and should be included in future surveys.   
 
Proposed impacts/development in areas where P. harringtonii is documented and adjacent supporƟng 
scrub habitat is in direct conflict with USFS mandates and mission. Therefore, it is recommended that the 
development plan be modified accordingly, and proposed capacity be decreased to historical levels to 
conserve this rare species. 
 
 
 
 
Site visits conducted and comment prepared by: 
 
Maria Summerlin 
  ReƟred environmental consultant 
  Wildlife Advocate 
  Concerned CiƟzen 

 



ATTACHMENT A 

 



Figure 1: Plan Copied from NOI Federal Register 



Figure 2: Scrub Habitat in Recreation Infrastructure Area and Observed P. harrintonii locations

= Observations of 
P. harringtonii

= Scrub habitat
identified in 
proximity to
proposed 
infrastructure

Area closed. Basal rosettes indicative of 
P. harringonii observed near north edge.



Figure 3: Photographs of Observed P. harrintonii (locations on Figure 2)

Foreground is P. harringtonii. For privacy, people have been 
blacked out.



Figure 4: Photographs of Observed P. harrintonii (locations on Figure 2)



ATTACHMENT B 

 



USFS Campground Use, Sweetwater Campground, 2016-1024

Date provided: July 17, 2024

Year Total Nights Occupied Total Nights Available Occupancy Rate

2016 358 1170 31%

2017

2018 593 1170 51%

2019 353 1170 30%

2020 387 1170 33%

2021 688 1170 59%

2022 380 1764 22%

2023 307 1764 17%
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