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Wilderness
In the Central Wasatch
● Learning objectives

○ Understand what makes a 
Wilderness Area a unique land 
management designation

○ Learn about the specific 
Wilderness Areas in the Central 
Wasatch and the process 
leading to the designation of 
Wilderness Areas from 1964 to 
present day

○ Recognize the importance of 
additional Wilderness 
Designations in the future

Mt. Olympus Wilderness
Photo by Sam Werstak



What is Wilderness?
● Federal Definition of Wilderness:

○ “A wilderness, in contrast with those areas 
where man and his own works dominate the 
landscape, is hereby recognized as an area 
where the earth and its community of life are 
untrammeled by man, where man himself is 
a visitor who does not remain.”

■ Wilderness Wilderness Act of 1964
 

● Who can designate new Wilderness areas?

○ 1964 Wilderness Act gives this authority to 
the United States Congress

○ Federal agencies also play a role in 
determining where new Wilderness can be 
established

○ New Wilderness designations often arise 
from community-led advocacy efforts

Photo by Sam Werstak



Why Wilderness?
“In order to assure that an increasing population, 

accompanied by expanding settlement and growing 

mechanization, does not occupy and modify all areas 

within the United States and its possessions, leaving no 

lands designated for preservation and protection in their 

natural condition, it is hereby declared to be the policy of 

the Congress to secure for the American people of present 

and future generations the benefits of an enduring 

resource of wilderness.”

-Excerpt from The Wilderness Act of 1964

● What is Wilderness great for?

○ Preserving landscapes which Americans 
recognize provide excellent recreation, 
tourism and ecosystem services

○ Ecosystem services

■ Benefits that humans receive from 
ecosystems, including the products 
they provide and the non-material 
benefits they offer

○ Ensuring continued public access and 
ownership of some of the most-visited, 
beautiful public lands in America

■ In contrast to National Parks, 
National Forests and BLM Lands



What does Wilderness do?
Water Resource Protection

■ Intact ecosystems improve 
water quality before water is 
treated

■ Reduces treatment costs

● Many communities, 
including Salt Lake City, 
rely on water that starts 
flowing from Wilderness

● 60% of Salt Lake Valley’s 
water comes from the 
Wasatch Mountains

■ Is the most comprehensive 
watershed protection tool 
available to federal agencies



What does Wilderness do?
Wildlife Habitat Protection

■ Connects intact wildlife habitats across the 
Wasatch Mountains

○ Wasatch Mountains are the southern 
tip of Northern American Moose 
habitat

■ Undeveloped areas for feeding, foraging, 
mating and denning

■ Contribute to biodiversity of an ecosystem, 
native plant & animal habitat

○ Provide opportunities for monitoring 
and research of rare and endangered 
species

■ Ensures habitats are not fragmented by 
roads and development

■ Reduce fatalities associated with 
traffic collisions

Photo by Peggy Peregrine



What does Wilderness do?
Catalyst for Outdoor Recreation, Economic Growth

● Subject to limitations, Wilderness Areas allow for 

remote recreational opportunities not found anywhere 

else

● Hunting, fishing, skiing, hiking, climbing, trail running 

are all encouraged in Wilderness Areas

○ Mechanized travel (mountain bikes and OHV’s) 

are prohibited in Wilderness

● Wilderness is not a barrier to recreation, but provides 

a framework for outdoor recreation to continue 

unimpeded for future generations without degrading 

the quality of the environment or experiences
Photo by Sam Werstak



Which Wilderness Areas exist in the 
Central Wasatch?
● Lone Peak Wilderness

○ Established 1978 
■ Utah’s first Wilderness Area!

○ 30,088 acres
○ Located between Little Cottonwood Canyon 

and American Fork Canyon

● Mount Olympus Wilderness
○ Established 1984
○ 15,292 acres
○ Located between Millcreek and Big 

Cottonwood Canyons

● Twin Peaks Wilderness
○ Established 1984
○ 11,396 acres
○ Located between Little and Big Cottonwood 

Canyons



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?
● The Wilderness Act of 1964

○ “If future generations are to 

remember us with gratitude rather 

than contempt, we must leave them a 

glimpse of the world as it was in the 

beginning, not just after we got 

through with it.”

- Proclaimed by President Lyndon B. 

Johnson upon his signing of The 

Wilderness Act, September 3rd, 1964 



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

● What did the Wilderness Act of 1964 do?

● No one knew what the process would look like to establish Wilderness after the 

Act was passed

● Wilderness Act required the U.S. Forest Service and National Park Service to 

inventory areas not transected by roads under their management which would 

potentially fit their definition of Wilderness

○ Roadless = areas larger than 5000 acres that do not have roads

● Agencies then meant to pass on their recommendations to the President

○ Prior to recommendation, USFS and NPS were required to provide 

public notice, hold hearings in the region of the proposals, advise and 

invite input from Governor’s and governing county officials

Photo by 
Michelle Kelly



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

● What did the Wilderness Act of 1964 do in 
Utah?

○ Two years after the passage of the Act, the High Uintas 

Primitive Area recommended by regional Forester Floyd 

Iverson for inclusion as Utah’s first Wilderness Area, 

encompassing 322,988 acres

■ That summer, editors of the Deseret News supported 

the designation

■ Deseret News recommended that each citizen attend 

Forest Service hearings in Salt Lake City, and to 

spend time in the mountains to become, “a more 

pleasant, healthful” and “informed and intelligent 

citizen”



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

● What did the Wilderness Act of 1964 do in Utah?

○ Editors of the Deseret News thought the only objections at the hearings might 

come from those who wished that a larger area be designated as Wilderness

○ Instead, Governor Calvin L. Rampton’s representatives asked for a four year 

delay in designating Wilderness, until the Bureau of Reclamation could 

complete a survey for Central Utah Project water reservoir sites

■ Former Governor George D. Clyde agreed, noting that Utah depends on 

stored water, gravity fed to farmers and cities, hence the need to reserve 

dam sites as high in the mountains as possible

○ With two governors insisting delay, the Forest Service’s High Uinta Wilderness 

proposal hit an insurmountable barrier

Early opposition to Wilderness 
Designations in Southern Utah



Glen Canyon Recreational Management - 

Comparative Analysis
○ Three bills introduced in Congress in 1972 to move land management from 

the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to the National Park Service

■ Utah Representative Sherman P. Loyd proposed a reservoir-sized 

and shaped National Recreation Area (NRA) with a road and 

bridges circling the reservoir on BLM land, along with selling 

segments of the federal land to developers for water-side homes, 

condos and shopping malls

■ Rep. Gunn McKay  introduced a bill proposing a similar NRA, 

authorizing a study for the encircling road

■ Sen. Frank E. Moss proposed an NRA that included protecting land 

surrounding the water, making a bridge between Grand Canyon 

National Monument and Canyonlands National Park

○ 50 years later, Escalante River Canyon has neither bridge nor wilderness 

designation, nor is any Wilderness designated in entire Glen Canyon NRA





How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?
Utah’s first Wilderness Area - How we designated the Lone Peak Wilderness

○ The Wilderness Act of 1964 required that the US Forest Service (USFS) inventory and recommend Wilderness 

area designations by 1974

■ USFS realized it would not meet this deadline and conducted a nation-wide Roadless Area Review and 

Evaluation (RARE)

○ Rather than conduct piecemeal, area by area hearings in the regions of proposals, USFS put forward its RARE 

inventory and invited feedback in the form of letters (from citizens and local governments) before putting 

forward recommendations to Congress and the President

○ RARE 1 Completed in 1973

■ Put forward 336,000 acres as “Wilderness Study Areas” before Congress could decide which areas to 

designate as Wilderness

■ RARE 1 was considered inadequate by many



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?
Utah’s first Wilderness Area - Lone Peak Wilderness

○ By 1974, one Forest Service area receiving special attention included some of the highest peaks overlooking 

the Salt Lake Valley

■ Sen. Frank E. Moss proposed legislation for the creation of the Lone Peak Wilderness area in 1974, and 

was backed by the Salt Lake County Commission

○ USFS and the Salt Lake County Commission both preferred to create new designation and call it a Scenic Area

■ Among the concerns with Wilderness designation were

● Proposed Wilderness overlooked a large metropolitan area, not providing opportunities for 

solitude required by the Wilderness Act

● County Commissioners saw Wilderness as a way to protect water quality, while City 

commissioners were worried additional backpackers would degrade water quality

● Many Utahns were concerned that ski resort expansion would reduce water quality and wild 

character of the area, and since Wilderness designations would stop expansion, they were for it



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?
Utah’s first Wilderness Area - State Wilderness Committee and Lone Peak

○ Utah Governor Scott M. Matheson was concerned about designating the Lone Peak area as Wilderness 

because of the Clean Air Act, which restricts air quality around a Wilderness Area to “Class 1”

■ The Clean Air Act gives special air quality and visibility protection to national Wilderness areas larger 

than 5,000 acres that were in existence when it was amended in 1977. These are “Class I” areas.

■ With aid of Rep. Gunn McKay, the Clean Air Act was amended to allow Class 2 air across a Wilderness 

area

○ In 1977, Gov. Matheson also created a State Wilderness Committee that consisted of representatives of state 

departments that were affected by federal land management policies, with five local elected officials

■ By January, 1978, the State Wilderness Committee adopted a policy, stating that in Utah “a portion of 

these lands should be protected as Wilderness.” 

■ But the Committee’s policy also read that Wilderness need to be balanced with resource development 

and limited the types of landscapes to be considered



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

Utah’s first Wilderness Area - Lone Peak Wilderness 

○ A month later, in February 1978, President Jimmy Carter’s 

Endangered American Wilderness Bill became law

■ The bill included 30,000 acres of Utah’s first 

designated Wilderness, the Lone Peak Wilderness.

○ Within weeks, the State Wilderness Committee voted that 

no more Wilderness should be established in Utah.

■ County Commissioner Albert H. Neff quoted as 

saying, “We lock up, lock out and hold these areas 

for less than one percent of the people. We already 

have hundreds of thousands of acres of Wilderness 

in Utah.”

■ This wasn’t an accurate statement

President Jimmy Carter signs Endangered 

American Wilderness Bill into law, 1978 



Utah’s first Wilderness Area - 
Lone Peak Wilderness 

● Lone Peak Wilderness Area goes as far north as Little 

Cottonwood Canyon and south to American Fork Canyon. 

● Its elevation ranges from 5,500 to 11,326 feet. 

● The two highest and notable peaks in this area are Lone Peak 

at 11,253 feet and Little Matterhorn at 11,326 feet.

● There are 14 trail systems that run for 46 miles in the Lone 

Peak Wilderness. These trails consist of:

● Jacob’s Ladder Trail

● Red Pine Lake Trail

● White Pine Lake Trail

● Maybird Gulch Trail

● Bells Canyon Trail

● Deer Creek-Dry Creek Trail

● Silver Lake Trail

● American Fork Twin Peaks from 

Silver Lake Flat

● Box Elder Trail

● White Canyon Trail

● Sawmill Trail

● Cherry Canyon Logging Trail

● Outlaw Cabin Trail



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

Utah’s Wilderness Opposition - RARE II

● By mid-1977, the USFS had determined RARE I to be inadequate, 

and initiated Roadless Area Review and Evaluation II (RARE II)

○ RARE II would evaluate an additional 62 million acres of 

roadless National Forest

○ RARE II was to be completed by the end of 1978 with the 

warning that it was intended to find the less contentious 

areas and move them toward wilderness designation. 

○ RARE II would not preclude future Forest Service land 

wilderness recommendations beyond RARE II

● Meanwhile the National Park Service (NPS) had prepared 

wilderness proposals and Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) 

for 4 Utah National Parks (Zion, Arches, Capitol Reef and Bryce 

Canyon) and for Dinosaur and Capitol Reef National Monuments



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

Utah’s Wilderness Opposition - RARE II (cont.)

● Representative Phillip Burton of California was proposing an amendment to 

add the National Park Service wilderness proposal to a bill adjusting 

boundaries of several National Parks.

● Utah Representative Gunn McKay recommended to the State Wilderness 

Committee that they must formulate a policy on Utah National Park 

wilderness areas within two weeks before the Burton amendment was 

proposed or it would become much more difficult to change the Burton and 

National Park wilderness proposal.

● The office of Utah Senator Jake Garn also let the State Wilderness 

Committee know that the Senator could buy the committee time since they 

estimated that if both Utah Senators, Garn and Orrin Hatch, were against a 

wilderness bill, they promised they could hold up the bill for 10 years.

Representative Gunn McKay

Senator Jake Garn



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

Utah’s Wilderness Opposition - RARE II (cont.)

● The Bureau of Land Management had directives from Congress to inventory their 
lands and to send recommendations back to Congress or the President; however, 
that inventory would not be due until 1986.

● The State Wilderness Committee at first recommended no wilderness for Utah. 

○ The Committee was later convinced that if they recommended no 
wilderness, then Congress would then only see the larger proposals by the 
Forest Service and environmental groups, plus to not recommend areas was 
contrary to the State’s Wilderness Committee’s Policy. 

● At the September 1978 Committee meeting, the internally contentious State 
Wilderness Committee eventually eliminated 90% of the Forest Service RARE II 
proposal areas.

○ The Committee recommended 13 of the 130 RARE II areas with four more 
areas recommended for further study.  All other National Forest lands were 
recommended for immediate return to multiple-use. 

○ The committee noted that they recommended only the 13 areas with low 
resource values and high wilderness values.



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

Utah’s Wilderness Opposition - RARE II (cont.)

● Not satisfied with the majority vote, after the September 

committee meeting rejecting 90% of RARE II and recommending 

684,000 acres for wilderness, county officials on the Committee 

stormed the Governor’s office saying they wanted no wilderness 

in Utah and the 90% compromise-vote did not represent them.

● Governor Matheson was particularly concerned that the Park 

Service was requesting raising air quality the standard from 

Class II to Class I for parks, monuments and wilderness areas in 

Utah. Matheson wanted the State’s comprehensive plan to 

develop from all three agencies’ recommendations and air 

quality implications. 



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

Utah’s Wilderness Opposition - RARE II (cont.)

● Matheson’s State Wilderness Committee was dissolved late in 1978 then reformed by the 
Governor in January of 1979. 

● Dave Carter, Utah Wilderness Association (UWA) coordinator, and regional 
representative of the Wilderness Society, represented local citizens and citizens from 
across the country by attending committee meetings, though not as a voting member, by 
writing letters to the editor, speaking at public engagements, and by exchanging 
substantial letters with Governor Matheson.  

● Carter’s group recommended to the Governor 30 boundary-adjusted areas out of the 130 
RARE II areas. 

○ Carter also pointed out the 65% of forest lands were never part of RARE II as they 
were already ruled out as having roads and development. 

○ Since Carter had traveled the state to attend RARE II public meeting he asked the 
Governor how the Governor’s wilderness designation process could ever proceed 
fairly when the public officials were telling the citizens that using motorized 
equipment during rescues would be illegal and promising that nearby towns would 
become ghost towns.



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

RARE II Completed - Beyond Acres and Boundaries

● Following the Forest Service RARE II proposal on January 4, 1979, the reformed State 

Wilderness Committee took “testimony from local elected officials, associations of 

governments, resource development corporations, environmental and conservation 

groups, individual citizens, and our own staff.” 

● The Committee, in addition to boundary and acreage decisions, took time for 

comprehensive planning, looking at the broader issues comparing and contrasting 

wilderness or other multiple-use issues. The Committee on behalf of the Governor 

recognized that 

○ “Utah strongly endorses the concept of multiple use and sustained yield. It 

recognizes that wilderness is just one of the many present and future needs of the 

American people that can be met at least partially by public lands.”



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

RARE II Completed - Beyond Acres and Boundaries

● The Committee was concerned about the effects of wilderness on the economics of oil and gas, motorized recreation, 
school funding, timber, and minerals. 

● The State of Utah would hold all wilderness proposals back contingent on air quality standards remaining in perpetuity at 
Class II unless designated higher by the Governor of the State. The compromise wording in the Lone Peak wilderness 
designation was seen by the State Wilderness Committee as critical to bring into each possible wilderness designation. .

● The Wilderness Act allows for continued grazing of 
livestock in wilderness area, but would restrict 
motorized access to the animals and developed 
facilities such as water tanks and fences, and shifts 
the emphasis from maximizing grazing to regulating 
the grazing under wilderness values.



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

The State Wilderness Committee Slashes 90% of Wilderness Proposals

● On March 9, 1979, the new State Wilderness Committee recommended :

○ 120 RARE II areas be immediately return to multiple-use management (2.9 million 
acres)

○ Seven areas be recommended for Wilderness (481,673 acres)

○ And four areas be retained for further study (110,600 acres)

○ For the State Wilderness committee to reach agreement on a few boundaries and 
acreages to return to multiple-use or recommend for wilderness designation without 
any committee members storming the Governor’s office was consider a small success. 

● In attendance to most State Wilderness Committee meetings and hearing was Jim Butler, in 
1979 with the Utah Energy Office, then in 1980 with the State Planning Office, and from 1981 
to 1985 as a Senior Policy Assistant to Governor Matheson.  

● Butler’s March 9, 1979, review of the State Wilderness Committee’s pivotal successful process 
attributed the success to starting with only 20 areas rather than the initial 130 RARE II tracts 
that the first Committee sifted through. With only 20 areas being considered, the meeting 
attracted less attention than when the 130 area RARE II proposal looked like an “Idaho to 
Arizona Wilderness.”



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?

Why does the new State Wilderness Committee succeed?

● The new Committee did not include the polarizing Cal Black, County Commissioner from 
San Juan County, but instead had the much calmer, Bill Levitt, Mayor of Alta. 

○ Dick Carter of the Utah Wilderness Association and Wilderness Society contributed 
to the negotiations, though not a voting member, and pointed out that the 
environmental groups had given up the most, over 85% of the RARE II proposals 
which to begin with was short of what would qualify on all Forest Service lands in 
Utah.

○ The lands kept for wilderness recommendations were generally small, rocky, and 
snow covered most of the year

● The 1978 or first State Wilderness Committee, can in retrospect, be attributed with taking 
the fight to the mat, taking the controversy to the public and emerging with a small but 
solid proposal.

● That a bold anti-wilderness, and threatening County Commissioner, Cal Black was on the 
Committee that recommended 13 areas for wilderness made it difficult for any other 
anti-wilderness player think they could remove any more land from the State’s Forest 
Service land’s proposal.



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?
A Dozen New Wilderness Designations Across the State

● Over the next four years, boundaries will shift slightly, acreages will shrink to adjust to 
new resource findings, and a few areas will be brought back into the recommendations, 
however, the State Wilderness Committee’s recommendation for Forest Service lands 
stops being the “Idaho to Arizona Wilderness” controversy haunting the Committee.

○ The National Park wilderness and BLM wilderness proposals remain tied to the 
State’s RARE II recommendations for several more years.

● For expediency, the Park Service and BLM areas, which become more controversial, are 
set aside to allow the Forest bill a chance of passing. The forest wilderness bill is 
controversial enough on its own at the many local hearings.

○ The urban, Salt Lake City hearing, is favorable to much more wilderness 
designation while the rural hearings suggest that less or no wilderness would be 
preferred. 



How were the Wilderness Areas of the 
Central Wasatch established?
A Dozen New Wilderness Designations Across the State

● On September 28, 1984, 20 years and a few weeks after the signing of the 
Wilderness Act, the Utah Wilderness Act of 1984 was passed. 

● The Utah Act designated 12 high mountain areas for wilderness 
management and protection in the Wilderness Protection System. All other 
RARE II lands were released for multiple-use management. 

○ The Act allowed that these and all Forest Service administered lands 
could be reviewed again for wilderness with the next round of forest 
planning 10 or 15 years out.

● Six years following Governor Matheson’s creation of the first and more 
controversial State Wilderness Committee, a wilderness bill passed looking very 
similar to their proposal at the end of 1978.



“We can live with more Wilderness. It’s 
the uncertainty that’s killing us.”

● Industry to legislators about the 
1984 Wilderness Act



Wilderness Areas of the Central Wasatch 

Twin Peaks Wilderness 
● The Twin Peaks Wilderness Area is located in the Central Wasatch 

Mountains, east of Salt Lake City. It is comprised of 11,796 acres 

that are located between Big and Little Cottonwood Canyons. 

● It has a series of hiking trails, and encompasses several mountains 

including Twin Peaks, Superior Peak and Dromedary Peak. 

● Twin Peaks Wilderness has breathtaking trails. Many of the trails in 

this wilderness area are considered hard hikes to the average hiker.

● These include:

● Lake Blanche Trail

● Broads Fork Twin Peaks

● The Triple Traverse Route

● Mt. Superior Trail

● Ferguson Canyon to Storm 

Mountain

● Stairs Gulch Trail

● Deaf Smith Canyon South 

Trail



Wilderness Areas of the Central Wasatch 

Mount Olympus Wilderness 
● The Mount Olympus Wilderness ranges from 5000 feet to 10,000 feet in 

elevation and is home to unparalleled backcountry skiing, splitboarding, 

snowshoeing and hiking. 

● High peaks and shaded valleys are sought out by the many visitors to this 

highly accessible wilderness area.

○ Notable peaks in this area are Mount Olympus, Gobblers Knob and 

Mount Raymond.

● There are 12 trail systems in Mount Olympus Wilderness. These trails are:

● Mill B North Fork Trail

● Neffs Canyon Trail

● Butler Fork Trail

● Z Trail to Tolcats Canyon

● Mill A Basin Trail

● Heughs Canyon Trail

● BST: Tolcats Canyon to Heughs Canyon

● Mount Raymond Summit Trail

● Desolation Trail

○ Desolation Lake to Millcreek

● Thaynes Canyon Trail

● Bowman Fork Trail

● Alexander-Bowman Trail



Takeaways about Utah Wilderness 
Designations

1. Wilderness Areas are only a 61-year-old concept

2. Utah’s Wilderness designation processes have always been led by citizen-driven 

advocacy efforts

a. These advocacy efforts have been led by recreationists, conservationists and 

elected officials who recognized the responsibility current generations have 

to future generations to preserve outdoor experiences, or the landscapes 

that allow for outdoor recreation would be degraded

3. The environmental laws which we rely on today for protection of wildlife, land, water 

and air all have roots between 1964-1984

a. Endangered Species Act (1972), Clean Air Act (1972), Clean Water Act (1972), 

Wilderness Act (1964), National Environmental Policy Act (1969), Federal 

Lands Policy Management Act (1976), and more

4. Utah’s Congressional Wilderness designation bills have never been successful on 

the first draft

a. The CWNCRA has been drafted seven different times



Thank You!
Questions?

Visit SaveOurCanyons.org to become a volunteer to maintain the 
Wilderness areas of the Central Wasatch with Save Our Canyons’ 
Wilderness Monitoring Program in partnership with the U.S. 
Forest Service and National Wilderness Stewardship Alliance.

http://saveourcanyons.org

