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The Citizens’ Committee to Save Our Canyons applauds the legislation introduced by Congressman Matheson, which protects over 26,000 acres of land in the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache (UWC) National Forest. Save Our Canyons is an organization founded in 1972 to protect the wildness and beauty of the Wasatch mountains, canyons and foothills. Over the past 38 years, our organization has worked to establish the Wilderness areas existing today and also to expand these areas to encompass entire ecosystems protect highly prized recreational lands and preserve what remains of our pristine watershed resources.

This place is treasured by locals and used by over 5 million people from across the globe each year. Visitation to this small mountain range exceeds that of the significantly larger and world famous Yellowstone National Park. A driving factor of UWC’s high visitation number is its proximity to the rapidly growing population of the Salt Lake and adjoining valleys. It has long been recognized by Congress, by the U.S. Forest Service, and by the water stewards of Salt Lake City, that watershed protection is the overwhelming consideration for any land use management decision. Outdoor recreation helps to define the quality of life for many Utahns. However, with growing visitation numbers, growing population, and uncertainty in future climatic conditions, wilderness designation is the key for ensuring the continued health of our watershed resources.

History of the Legislation

In 1978 Utah received its first congressionally designated Wilderness area, the Lone Peak Wilderness, for the purpose of protecting the Wasatch’s water supply. Again in 1984, for the same purpose, Congress added two more Wilderness areas to the Wasatch. Today, because of the foresight and leadership of Congressman Matheson, we have the opportunity to continue this legacy of conservation in the Wasatch Mountains.

Stakeholder Meetings 

The Wasatch Wilderness and Watershed Protection Act of 2010, H.R. 5009, was introduced by Congressman Jim Matheson on April 6, 2010. A very large cast of stakeholders, including Save Our Canyons, participated in the long and laborious process that led up to the introduction of this legislation. The bill is the product of fifteen stakeholder meetings that took place between September 2008 and May 2009, some thirty hours in all, with many conferences in preparation for the formal gatherings. Attendance and participation was strong throughout the nine months of meetings. 

Foremost among the stakeholders is Salt Lake City’s Department of Public Utilities, the legal guardian of the city’s watershed. Salt Lake City provided many of the maps and watershed science that formed the baseline for discussion at these meetings.

The Utah Ski industry was also a stakeholder at these meetings: Alta Ski Lifts, Brighton Ski Resort, Snowbird Ski and Summer Resort  and Solitude Mountain Resort. Along with the resorts, Wasatch Powderbird Guides, a helicopter skiing concessionaire in the Wasatch were active contributors to the dialog. Black Diamond Equipment, Ltd., a Salt Lake City-based business was also an active participant.

Municipal governments were also among the active participants in this process: Salt Lake City, Sandy City and the Town of Alta. Salt Lake County chaired the stakeholder meetings and provided the staff support to keep the dialog going.

Congressman Matheson and his staff were instrumental in keeping people at the table, discussing the potential for legislation and the future of the watershed.

Invaluable advice was provided by The Campaign for America’s Wilderness of the Pew Environmental Group, along with the Utah Chapter of the Sierra Club and The Wilderness Society.

Numerous user groups including the International Mountain Biking Association, Wasatch Area Freeride Trails Association, Salt Lake Climbers Alliance and Utah’s oldest recreation group – The Wasatch Mountain Club, were consulted on a regular basis.

While these stakeholder meetings were taking place, Salt Lake County began its revision of the 1989 Wasatch Canyons Master Development Plan. As part of this revision, the public was polled on its values and desired future conditions of these Wasatch Canyons. A large number of Salt Lake Valley residents responded and expressed their overwhelming opinion that they did not want to see anymore commercial or residential development inside the watershed. These surveys are in line with past surveys done on this area, but as time goes on the public’s demand for conservation of these areas only grows stronger. The consensus of the stakeholders that formed the basis for this legislation embodies the will of the public.

Elements of Land Conservation

This legislation will permanently protect some 26,000 acres of the Wasatch Mountains in and around the vicinity of Parleys Canyon, Mill Creek Canyon, Big Cottonwood Canyon and Little Cottonwood Canyon. Not only will the legislation add acreage to the three existing Wilderness areas, we also stand to gain two more: the Wayne Owens Grandeur Peak Wilderness and the Bear Trap Wilderness. 

Wilderness Designations

Some 15,000 acres in this legislation will become part of the National Wilderness Presevation System. Wilderness protection is the ultimate protection that can be placed upon our public lands, with a legal mandate for lands to be open and unrestrained, where man is just a visitor.   The Wayne Owens Grandeur Peak addition not only adds acreage to the Parley's Canyon watershed, it also protects Millcreek Canyon, an area that may very well become critical for watershed as the Salt Lake Valley's population continues to rise. White Pine Canyon, sandwiched between the existing Lone Peak Wilderness and a ski resort, has long been one of the most treasured places in the Wasatch. Prized for its ease of access to novices and experts a like, designation of this stunning watershed canyon would provide a Wilderness experience and exemplify an ethic of stewardship for our natural resources.

Special Management Provisions

In addition to creation and expansion of Wilderness, this legislation also applies a wilderness-type management designation called a "Special Management Area (SMA)". These SMAs, which make up about 11,000 acres of the aforementioned acreage, tell the federal land managers that the areas must be managed to protect their inherent wilderness characteristics to ensure their future inclusion into the National Wilderness Preservation System. This inclusion will take place in the future, when the non-conforming use ceases. As part of a compromise with Wasatch Powderbird Guides, these SMAs will place protections in the areas where WPG operates, while allowing for their continued operation until at some point in the future when the non-conforming use ends. The SMA prohibits the construction of roads, temporary or permanent, as well as vehicles and only allows activities associated with heli-skiing that are permitted at the time of the legislation's enactment. 

Land Exchange Provisions


Another piece of the legislation facilitates a land exchange between Snowbird and the Forest Service. Throughout this process, much was learned about  who owns what in the private-public patchwork that covers much of the Big/Little Cottonwood Ridgeline and the Wasatch Range. As it turns out, Snowbird owns land adjacent to their resort including areas surrounding Mt. Superior, Flagstaff Mountain, Reed and Benson Ridge, and White Pine Canyon. From the start of the stakeholder meetings, Snowbird was very forthcoming about their desire to construct a low visibility tram to the American Fork Twin Peaks. This would allow them to access areas they own in Mary Ellen Gulch and Mineral Basin.

While SOC is certainly not thrilled with the idea of the future construction of such a tram, we recognize the need for compromise.  The silver lining of this land exchange is the Forest Service acquisition of a parcel of land adjacent to the town of Alta.  This Forest Service parcel will essentially block a proposed lift Alta would like to build up Flagstaff Mountain and another public access point in Little Cottonwood Canyon will be secured. Through the land exchanges, ski area expansion onto the acquired lands will be prohibited, as will the construction of roads, temporary or permanent, and vehicular access. The one caveat, is that avalanche control mechanisms like Gazex or similar devices will be able to be constructed on these parcels at some point in the future to help address issues with ammunition and its potential for being phased out.
  
This legislation is long overdue for the Wasatch Mountains. It’s a great step forward, but there are several  provisions we would like to improve. During the stakeholder process we agreed to amend the boundaries of Silver Fork Canyon to assure Solitude Mountain Resort and the community of Silver Fork access to their water resources midway up that canyon. We gave an inch and a mile was taken. The entire east side of the canyon and the geographically unique glacial bowls were pulled off the maps proposed for legislation. The removal of these upper basins has nothing to do with access to water resources and is now vulnerable to ski area expansion recently proposed by Solitude Mountain Resort. As this area is an Inventoried Roadless Area, in addition to a productive watershed canyon, we feel its inclusions would not only protect the access the public has historically enjoyed, but the water resources we all depend upon. We have also been working through issues with the language that advances the SMA to become part of the National Wilderness Preservation System upon cessation of the non-conforming use. We hope that we can work to ensure the intention of this legislation is supported by the text of the bill. We look forward to working with Rep. Matheson and other members of the Subcommittee to move this legislation forward.
The Wasatch Mountains are not getting any bigger. In fact, with the population of the Salt Lake Valley slated to double within approximately 25 years, the water resources that come from these canyons will become even more precious than they are today. With increased population comes increased development pressure. Visitation, development, commercial interests and other activites threaten the scenic, geological, historical, roadless, ecological and watershed values of these lands that are elible for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System. Enactment of this legislation will effectively secure for residents, visitors and future generations the promise of clean water resources and access to the diverse landscape of the Wasatch Mountains, the place that allows us the ability to enjoy such a high quality of life.
