For Immediate Release

SALT LAKE COUNTY HIGHWAY CLAIMS ASSAULT WASATCH RANGE

Contact:  Bill Coon, 254-9369, Back Country Horsemen

Gale Dick, 359-5764, Save Our Canyons

Will McCarvill, 942-2921, Wasatch Mountain Club

Jim Catlin, 328-3550, Wild Utah Project

Mark Clemens, 467-9297, Utah Chapter, Sierra Club

Heidi Macintosh, 486-3161, Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance

Salt Lake City  Members of Back Country Horsemen, Save Our Canyons, Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, Utah Chapter of Sierra Club, and Wasatch Mountain Club today called on Mayor Workman and the Salt Lake County Council to repudiate highway claims that would degrade wilderness, pollute pristine watersheds and destroy wildlife habitat in Salt Lake County.


On behalf of Salt Lake County, the State of Utah has asserted highway claims under a now-revoked law in almost every drainage and on almost every trail in the Salt-Lake-County portion of the Wasatch Range.  These highway claims were submitted secretly to the US Department of Interior in June, 2000 and came to light only in the past month.


Revised Statute 2477 (RS 2477), repealed in 1976, allowed construction of highways across public lands not set aside for specific public purposes. Despite the revocation of RS 2477, states retained the right to file right-of-way claims on highways the construction of which could be proved to have occurred before 1976.  Counties in southern Utah have also filed dozens of RS 2477 highway claims in order to prevent wilderness designation and to allow industrial access to national parks.
“The mountains and forests above the Salt Lake Valley define the experience of living in Salt Lake County,” said Mike Budig, President of Wasatch Mountain Club, “so why would Salt Lake County want to put a highway to the top of Mount Olympus as currently proposed?”  Clean water, wildlife and challenging recreation support a high quality of life on the Wasatch Front.  “We can enjoy the snow that brought the Olympics to Salt Lake in 2002. Because of our mountains, our valley is promoted as a great place to have a business or raise a family,” observed Will McCarvill, conservation director of the Wasatch Mountain Club.

In a process that involved the public and Utah's congressional delegation, three wilderness areas were set aside in eastern Salt Lake County in 1984. The Mount Olympus, Twin Peaks and Lone Peak Wildernesses protect some of Utah's most beautiful alpine terrain and sensitive watersheds. During another process in the late 1990s, the US Forest Service solicited public comments on how to manage roadless forest lands. This process elicited more than two million comments--one of the largest outpourings of public opinion ever--and the vast majority of these comments favored protecting roadless areas. Substantial roadless areas border the three existing wildernesses in Salt Lake County.


By contrast, the highway claims the Utah attorney general filed in June of 2000 were drawn up, reviewed and submitted in secret.  These highway claims are completely at odds with the citizens’ vision of the Wasatch Range as articulated by the wilderness and roadless processes. Gale Dick, Chair of Save Our Canyons, said, “It was a dark hour for democracy when state bureaucrats decided to do away with our wilderness without public input.”

“Families, equestrians and hikers will be forced to avoid machines, dust, and noise on favorite trails such as Yellow Fork, Silver Lake and Secret Lake,” said Bill Coon, President of the Utah Back Country Horsemen.  “Even if roads are not actually built, the claims can potentially unleash motorized recreation on backcountry trails throughout the county,” he added.

