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Re: Draft Environmental Impact Statement – Sweetwater Lake Recreation Management and Development Project
Dear White River National Forest, c/o Brian Glaspell, Forest Supervisor
The Eagle Summit Wilderness Alliance (ESWA) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the Sweetwater Lake Recreation Management and Development Project. ESWA is a nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting the ecological integrity, wildlife habitat, and outstanding recreational values of the Flat Tops Wilderness and other Wilderness areas in Eagle and Summit counties.
ESWA recognizes the importance of providing public access to Sweetwater Lake and appreciates the thoughtful planning effort undertaken by the White River National Forest. The DEIS presents a range of alternatives that seek to balance recreation opportunities with protection of natural resources. After reviewing the DEIS, however, ESWA concludes that Alternative 3 best fulfills the Forest Service's responsibility to protect the long-term ecological integrity and Wilderness values of the area.
Alternative 3 Best Protects the Adjacent Flat Tops Wilderness
Although the proposed development occurs outside designated Wilderness, the Sweetwater Lake property functions as an important transition zone between developed recreation and the Flat Tops Wilderness. Decisions made on these 844 acres will influence visitor expectations, recreation patterns, wildlife movement, and ecological conditions along the Wilderness boundary for decades.
Alternative 3 provides the most appropriate balance by maintaining a more primitive recreation experience while minimizing permanent infrastructure and visitor intensity. Compared to the other action alternatives, it best preserves opportunities for solitude, protects wildlife habitat connectivity, and reduces long-term management pressures on adjacent Wilderness.

Visitor Use and Wilderness Character
The DEIS appropriately recognizes that increased visitation to Sweetwater Lake will likely increase recreational use of the adjacent Flat Tops Wilderness.
The Forest Service estimates relatively low existing visitation in this portion of the Wilderness. Alternative 2—and especially Alternative 4—would substantially increase visitation, resulting in greater visitor encounters, increased trail use, congestion at access points, and diminished opportunities for solitude.
Protecting opportunities for solitude is one of the defining purposes of the Wilderness Act. While these impacts may occur outside Wilderness boundaries, they directly influence the quality of the Wilderness experience.
Alternative 3 better protects these values by limiting recreation development and visitor intensity.
Wildlife Connectivity
The DEIS identifies the Sweetwater parcel as an important wildlife linkage between lower elevation habitat and the Flat Tops Wilderness.
ESWA agrees with the DEIS that increased recreation has the potential to disrupt migration corridors, fragment habitat, and disturb important nesting and winter range.
Although the DEIS proposes seasonal closures and other mitigation measures, ESWA believes minimizing development in the first instance provides greater long-term protection than relying primarily on management interventions after impacts occur.
Wetlands and Sensitive Habitats
ESWA supports designation of the proposed Environmentally Sensitive Zone.
However, we remain concerned that increased recreation will gradually degrade wetlands and shoreline vegetation through trampling, erosion, and informal trail development despite management efforts.
These impacts may be individually modest but become significant over time.
Cumulative Effects
The DEIS appropriately analyzes direct impacts but should place greater emphasis on cumulative effects associated with increased recreation.

These include:
· Social trail creation
· Dispersed camping
· Increased presence of dogs
· Potential drone activity
· Parking overflow
· Invasive weed introduction
· Expanded search and rescue activities
· Increasing pressure for additional recreation facilities

Collectively, these impacts have the potential to diminish Wilderness character and increase long-term management needs.
Funding and Long-Term Stewardship
Many mitigation measures identified in the DEIS depend upon sustained funding for monitoring, visitor education, enforcement, and habitat protection.
The Final EIS should clearly identify how these long-term responsibilities will be funded and staffed.
Adaptive management is only effective if adequate resources exist to implement it.
Recommendations
Should Alternative 3 be selected, ESWA recommends that the Final EIS include commitments to:
· Establish measurable monitoring indicators for wildlife movement, wetlands, visitor encounters, and trail conditions;
· Identify thresholds that trigger adaptive management actions;
· Publish annual monitoring reports;
· Restore unauthorized social trails;
· Continue seasonal wildlife closures where monitoring demonstrates effectiveness;
· Require dogs to remain leashed where necessary to protect wildlife resources;
· Prohibit future expansion beyond Alternative 3 without additional NEPA review; and
· Identify long-term funding commitments for implementation and monitoring.

Conclusion
The question before the Forest Service is not whether Sweetwater Lake should remain accessible to the public. It should.
Rather, the question is what level of development is most appropriate adjacent to one of Colorado's premier Wilderness areas.
Alternative 3 best balances public access with protection of wildlife habitat, ecological integrity, and the outstanding opportunities for solitude that define the Flat Tops Wilderness.
For these reasons, ESWA respectfully urges the Forest Service to select Alternative 3 and strengthen it through measurable monitoring, adaptive management, and long-term commitments to Wilderness stewardship.
Thank you for considering our comments.
Sincerely,
Michael Browning, Advocacy Chair
Eagle Summit Wilderness Alliance

